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CHAPTER ONE
 
Gabe worked the controls to send the flyer diving as close to the ground as he dared to go at this speed. Proximity alarms blared, warning him of both the terrain underneath and the three flyers on his tail.
Three! Where the seven hells had the Khagrish gotten three armed flyers?
He zigged left as a bolt of energy sizzled past his wing. This was a new and unwelcome development in his people’s war against the alien enemy, the Khagrish, who’d kidnapped and imprisoned them. Making a dramatic move straight up before jinking to the left again, he did a tight loop and banked in the opposite direction. No way was he leading the enemy to the valley where his friends and allies were hidden. He wished he had weapons, but his stolen flyer wasn’t equipped for combat.
Good thing I’m a reckless pilot. He grinned as he executed another daring maneuver. A towering front of gray and black storm clouds loomed ahead, and if he could just get into the maelstrom, he could lose the Khagrish chasing him. The lightning playing across the tops of the anvil shaped clouds didn’t deter him.
Cross winds and lightning arced as he entered the wall of clouds. His flyer was buffeted by downdrafts. In the vidscreens, he watched as two of the enemy craft on his tail veered off. The third continued its pursuit.
Pilot number three has guts. Or he’s slightly crazy like me. He fought the controls and tried not to think about how well constructed the alien craft might be. If he’d been flying a Sectors ship, he’d know how far he could push the design parameters, but it was all guesswork with his stolen ride. Another glance at the vids had him riveted as the Khagrish flyer rolled over and dove to the ground thousands of feet below, in what was obviously not a planned or controlled maneuver.
Alarms blared, recalling him to duty. If I don’t want to suffer the same fate, I’d better pay attention. 
Time to exit the storm. Hopefully, the other two pursuit ships had broken off and gone home by now.
But he couldn’t find a path out of the towering clouds. No matter how high he flew or how low, the front seemed to have blanketed the planet with its violence. The mountains below didn’t look hospitable at all, and included more than a few volcanic peaks. He set a northern course, operating on instinct and a prayer to the Lords of Space.
But the Sectors’ deities didn’t seem to be paying attention to lost pilots today. A booming noise filled his ears from the direction of the flyer’s tail and suddenly he lost all control of the plunging craft. As the shuttle fell into a steep glide, Gabe took a deep breath, pushed the Khagrish version of an ejection seat control and was vaulted into the heart of the storm a few seconds before the flyer crashed into the mountains below.
Not enough altitude. Desperately he tried to steer himself to float sideways rather than plummet to the ground as his ship had, but the pilot ejection module’s personal antigrav pack was defeated by the sheer force of the storm, and the violent winds caught the oddly shaped parachute attachment. He fell like the proverbial stone, his velocity only somewhat arrested by the emergency harness and the inadequate safety device he wore. The mountainside rushed up at him. Gabe was an elite soldier, one who ordinarily grew calmer as a situation worsened but now his heart was pounding. He drew a deep breath against the force of the wind buffeting his body and tried to relax as he’d been trained to do a long time ago. Gotta stay alive through this landing.
Gotta roll with it... 
The ground rose up to hit him, ready or not.
Pain shooting from his leg and hip through his body like a spear overwhelmed him, and he lost consciousness.
 
Keshara had made good time hiking into the mountains since she escaped the Retreat in the pre-dawn hours. She’d seen no evidence of pursuit, although she couldn’t imagine the Director would allow her to go so easily. Never doubt there are people on your trail. Her self-admonishment was stern because over confidence could be her downfall. The storm had been fortuitous indeed, however, and Keshara kept hiking as long as she could, well past the margin of safety and prudent time to find shelter.  The howling wind drove the rain like needles into her body, despite the thick jacket and hood she wore. Her all weather pants kept her lower body warm and the boots were essential to avoid frostbite. But even as motivated as she was to escape what had been her home, Keshara had to abandon the trek and admit the need for protection from the elements.
Finally, she’d been forced, despite her desperation, to hole up in an abandoned furbana den—one of the large, thatched structures the group-based creatures built from branches and vines to house their colonies in the high meadows. Stumbling across the sturdy lair, she thanked the goddess for her good luck.  She’d no idea why this one was abandoned but it happened fairly regularly. The furry animals migrated every other year and rarely returned to a den, preferring to build new ones. She asked no questions but gratefully accepted the gift of a suitable place to shelter from the vicious winds and dangerous lightning strikes. The furbana built dome shaped lodges, not high enough for Keshara to stand up inside, but she could kneel and have headroom. She appreciated that the rodents were fastidious creatures as well so the interior remained fairly clean. Once safely inside the structure, Keshara leaned against the low wall woven of branches and listened to the rain and the wind rage outside. Furbana were instinctive master builders all right—not a single leak inside the den.
Staying in one place for too long made her restless. Surely the storm will break by morning and then I can move on.
How far would the Director order her sisters to chase her? At what point would they turn back, fearful of running into the others who allegedly shared this planet?
I have to avoid the others myself. I wish to observe, to learn the truth. Maybe then I could return home and share what I learn. The Director always says she seeks the truth of matters. How long has it been since she ventured outside the retreat to evaluate anything for herself?
Keshara jumped as a new sound penetrated her hearing: engines running at top speed, unregulated. A moment later, the ground shook as a considerable mass crashed into the earth not far from where she sat. For a few heartbeats she sat frozen, debating which course of action to take. She could stay hidden in the furbana den or she could go investigate. Better to know what’s happening close by than to hide. From her first days of life Keshara had been an independent person, preferring to take challenges head on and today was no different. All part of the adventure. With no more hesitation, Keshara pulled her rain garb over her head and crawled out through the tunnel her unwitting and fortunately absent hosts had dug. Staying within the confines of the well-built, reinforced entrance, she peered through the driving rain, but at first there was nothing to see. Then the downpour cleared for a heartbeat and she glimpsed a broken aircraft lying crumpled in the meadow.
From the outside dwellers. Her hand went to the knife at her belt. The Director warned unceasingly of the dangers to her kind from the residents outside the Retreat. She mustn’t be found by them, or at least not until she’d done a lot of observation. She needed to decide for herself if the other residents of the planet were as duplicitous and deadly as the Director and the First Daughter insisted. But, looking at the wreck before her, stubborn flames burning sluggishly in places where the rain didn’t reach or the fuel was impervious to water, she couldn’t believe anyone could have survived. 
Briefly, she debated going to check, but a new barrage of thunder deterred her flicker of doubt and the ground trembled under her for a few heartbeats. Wondering if the earthquake was going to be a bad one, she froze while it lasted, clinging to the branches woven into the framework of the den. At least there’s nothing here to fall on my head if the shaking worsens. There’d been a few near miss incidents at the Retreat in the last few months where equipment had toppled. And there was the odd, steaming pool of mud which had developed in the farthest garden, as well as mysterious narrow fissures crisscrossing the western side of the plateau. Yet the Director denied steadfastly that the volcanic mountain upon which the installation perched could be growing unstable.
Another compelling reason for Keshara’s decision to make a risky trek to freedom.  There might be more knowledge about volcanoes outside the Retreat than the basic training modules offered. The swarms of quakes and other disquieting signs like trees dying off in certain areas seemed to her to indicate a heightened danger.
If the residents of the Retreat ever had to evacuate they needed to know what lay outside the area. 
Deciding not to risk herself in the storm for mere curiosity’s sake, she prepared to return to the cozy den when a flash of lightning illuminated the sky and she caught sight of a new problem. A man was falling, clinging to a strange harness. He seemed to be fighting whatever was slowing his fall, and it was clear to Keshara he was descending much too fast.
Heart pounding, hand on the hilt of her knife, she watched him attempt to blunt the shock of hitting the ground by allowing his body to go limp. As he collided hard with the muddy, rock strewn ground near her den, she winced in unwilling sympathy. Through the driving rain she watched him, but he made no attempt to rise. After a minute, she heard an exclamation of pain and a few words with the force of a curse.
Enemy or not, Keshara didn’t have the heart to leave the poor man to die in the cold rain. She could at least go check out the situation, see if he had any chance to survive his amazing fall.
Adjusting her rain cape, knife at the ready, she crawled from the tunnel, rose to her feet  and ran to where the man lay. Cringing as thunder boomed overhead, she prayed the lightning would hold off. The man lay on his back, one arm flung over his eyes and, as she drew close, she froze in astonishment.
He had no large crest of red and yellow hair and his skin tones were pale. He wasn’t Khagrish.
He was of some species unknown to her, similar to her own perhaps.
Groaning, he attempted to sit up but cut the move short with a jerk as he realized she was nearby. He fumbled at his hip as if searching for a weapon that was no longer there, lost in the turbulent fall perhaps. Then he spoke in a variation on her own language, the secret tongue the Director was unaware the sisters all knew. His accent was odd, some of the words made no sense, but the general meaning was clear.
“Well, you’re the last thing I was expecting.” He managed a lopsided grin despite obvious injuries, blood welling from a bad cut on one thigh and another on his head. He swiped moisture from his face. “Can we get out of the rain before we do introductions?”
Tongue tied, she stared at him. His face was undeniably handsome, although set right now in lines of pain, radiating from his eyes and lips. He was probably the same height as she was, well over six feet, and since his odd uniform was plastered to his body by the rain, Keshara could tell he was solidly built, with the muscles and sinews of one who was a deadly fighter. And what the wet fabric outlined between his legs was impressive as well. Her primary knowledge of males was gleaned from study modules, and observing the few Khagrish men left at the Retreat. This man put them to shame with his physique.
Thunder crashed again and lightning stabbed a tree at the far end of the meadow, throwing massive sparks high into the air and breaking her concentration. “We’d better get inside,” she said in her own tongue since he obviously understood the language. Reflecting on his aborted search for a weapon, she showed him the knife. “I’ll help you, but don’t think me easy meat for your taking.”
“Aww, seven hells, lady, if you’re what I think you are, you have better weapons than that.” His smile, although strained, was warming. “Do you have a shelter?”
“Yes, in the furbana den over there. It’s been abandoned for quite some time so the smell is tolerable.” She came to his side, scanning his condition with a critical eye. In close proximity she could tell one leg was obviously broken in several places, and she feared he might have internal injuries as well. His landing had been rough. “If we get you on your feet, can you lean on me and make it?”
“To get somewhere dry, I’ll do whatever it takes.” He reached out to her, and she helped him rise, balancing his sturdy frame on one leg. Keshara was glad of her own strength, which enabled her to support the injured pilot. He was turning his head gingerly, peering through the rain. “We need to take the antigrav ejection harness. Can’t leave it to draw the enemy’s attention once the storm passes. Let them think I died in the wreck, if they find it.”
So he views the Khagrish of the outer world as enemies too? What else do we have in common?
“Let me get you to safety, and I’ll retrieve it later,” she said, astonished at his ability to disregard the agony he must be enduring and cling to consciousness, let alone move.
He didn’t breathe a word of specific complaint, but grunted and cursed in his own language, and she had to take most of his weight as she guided him slowly toward the den. He was perhaps a foot taller than she, and outweighed her by 50-100 pounds but it was her strength keeping them moving forward.
“We have to crawl through the entrance tunnel into the den proper,” she said in his ear, over the howling wind. “I can drag you on your back if needs be.”
“Will the opening be large enough for my big bones?” he asked, flashing the grin again.
Humor must be his armor against the uncertainty of his situation. Admiration for the stranger made her match his smile. “I believe so.”
He was unable to be much help when it came to making the passage through the tunnel, and she did indeed have to drag him a few feet. Once he was safely in the center of the den, he said, “Just give me a few minutes to recover.” He was breathing hard and lying on his back, his bulk suddenly making the den seem much smaller to Keshara. In the dim light from her hand lamp, he was pale and his jaw was clenched. He took up a lot of room sprawled out.
“I don’t have much in the way of medical supplies to help you with,” she said sorrowfully, preparing to make her second trip into the storm for the harness.
“I’m not dead yet. We’ll figure something out.” The man seemed driven to project good humor at all times.
Keshara approved. Complaining didn’t accomplish anything. He was showing strength of character, which appealed to her.
The wind had increased in the brief time she’d been inside the den, and Keshara had a hard time locating the contraption the man had used to partially break his fall. There was no time to examine it, so she sprinted to the den with her prize and ducked into the tunnel.
“I have your device,” she said.
He took a shallow breath as if to conquer pain before speaking, one hand bracing his ribs on the left side. “Good. No use making it easy for them. Thanks. My name is Gabe Carter, by the way.”
“Keshara, a Second Daughter of the Retreat.” She was curious if her title would carry any meaning for him and was disappointed when he had no reaction. “Your leg is badly broken. Possibly other injuries.”
“Yeah, well nothing we can do about it, I’m afraid. At least I don’t have to die cold and wet, thanks to you.” Gabe lay back on the floor, which the rodents had covered in straw like weeds. “What the seven hells is this place?”
“A furbana den.” With her enhanced vision, she realized not even the dim light could hide the fact he was white around the lips, and must be in extreme pain. He could die tonight. She found the realization upsetting on a deep level –not only was it her duty to heal others,  she wanted to know more of this man. He must have knowledge of the outer world she was seeking to explore. Keshara took off her rain cape. “May I examine your injuries more closely?”
Half rising, he caught her wrist in a strong grip and gave her a searching look. “If you can’t help, why should I subject myself to more agony?”
Surprised he was so suspicious of her motives, she made a conscious effort to keep her voice and demeanor calm. “I—I might be able to help. I have some healing ability.”
“Ah.” He released her wrist and let his head fall to the floor of the den. Hastily, she made a pillow for him from her pack. If he were uninjured, he’d be a formidable opponent, judging by his strength and resolve. 
 “I need to touch the skin to allow my powers to have an effect.” Taking out her knife again, she showed it to him, hoping to allay any trepidation he might harbor over her intentions. “I need to slit your pants leg, but I give you my word I’ll be careful not to cut you.”
“Go ahead, I’m probably dying here anyway.”
Caught by the seriousness of his words, she did another visual check of his frame. “Indications of other injuries?”
“Something’s not right, here. Broken rib maybe.” He touched his upper left abdomen. “I didn’t have enough altitude, but I wasn’t going down with the flyer. Had to make Death work to collect me today.”
“You’re brave.” Gently, she sliced through the fabric of his pants leg. Ruptured spleen?
Punctured lung perhaps? She had a certain gift for healing her own kind anyway, but nothing as dire as either of those two conditions. Perhaps, if she could mend the leg to some extent, tomorrow when the storm broke he could hobble toward the Retreat with her help. They’d meet the forces sent to capture her and maybe this man’s origin would be intriguing enough to entice the First Daughter to take him back for healing. Keshara pondered whether this was why she’d been so consumed by the need to escape the Retreat. Was the Great Mother’s will not that she go explore the world and learn truth, but rather to place her here to assist this Gabe?
Gray disappointment moved through her mind. She’d been so excited about undertaking her escape from the Retreat and venturing into the unknown, so hopeful she’d discover untold marvels. Prove the Director wrong in her insistence they must totally avoid exposure to the other residents of the planet.  Maybe lead her sisters into an unbounded future beyond the Retreat someday. Be hailed as a heroine. Keshara couldn’t hold back a rueful smile at the egotistical thought but it was true. Being subordinate to the First Daughter Ashla and her old fashioned close mindedness chafed at her more each day. Taking Gabe to be healed and surrendering herself to achieve the goal was a bitter pill to swallow after the glory of independence. She harbored no illusions—punishment would be severe and sustained.
Turning to regard her unusual companion she knew there was no way she could be cold and callous enough to abandon him here to die. What would he do if our positions were reversed? She shook her head to stop herself from speculating further. He was injured, she was a healer and the issue of what to do was settled.
He might not live through the night anyway.
“The bone is broken in three places.” Running her hand under his shirt, eyes closed as she concentrated, Keshara glided her palm along his skin, barely touching him, and assessed the other injuries. “If I can make the leg strong enough for you to walk with me tomorrow, and if I can temporarily affect your other wounds, I can get you to a place where you might be properly taken care of.”
“Don’t exhaust yourself on my account.” He put his hand over hers in a warm clasp. “I know how much energy healing takes from the healer. I can’t let you kill yourself trying to help me.”
How can he know so much about how my power works? “I give you my word not to overtax myself, but it’s my duty not to allow you to die through my inaction. The Great Mother sent me to this spot, and it must have been in order to aid you.”
Gabe nodded and said nothing so she went to work on his leg, summoning her power and fixing the two small breaks first, working up her own courage to attempt the more important task. Dismayed by the weakness in the green light flickering from her fingertips, she bit her lip and squared her shoulders. I can’t stop now. I must hold the power in my grasp a little longer. Conscious of Gabe watching her with a clenched jaw and narrowed eyes, she said, “I need to set the major fracture and then mend it. There’ll be pain.”
“Lady, I’m already in pain. Whatever you do will merely be a change in intensity. If I’m really lucky maybe I’ll pass out.” He appeared to be past the point where he could make wisecracks, resting his head on the makeshift pillow and staring at the tightly thatched roof of the den. “ Give me something to bite down on.”
Sending a quick prayer to the goddess, she folded one of her leather gloves and wedged it between his teeth. Carefully she unfastened his boot and worked it off. Then, before she could lose her nerve, she repositioned herself, took a firm grip on his ankle and yanked the bone into alignment, hastily pouring healing energy into the area to set the break and to alleviate the pain. 
Gabe passed out as he’d hoped, which was a blessing. There was nothing she could do for the broken rib, or the possibly punctured lung. The indications there were unclear so she hoped for the best. He was still alive, which was a positive sign. She slowed the bleeding from the ruptured spleen then collapsed against the wall of the furbana den, dizzy and exhausted. 
When she called on her power again, nothing happened, not even small green flickers.
Fumbling in her pack, she found the water bottle and drank deep. Eyeing Gabe, she pondered whether he’d be able to walk tomorrow. If he couldn’t he’d die. He might die anyway, if the First Daughter and the Director refused him aid. The idea caused her sorrow and an odd regret, a panic almost, as if Gabe was a person of great importance to her, although they’d just met. She moved his head to lie a bit more comfortably on the rough pillow and cupped his cheek with her hand, wishing to offer comfort of some kind. She prayed to the Great Mother that this man would live. 
Especially if I’m sacrificing my freedom on his behalf.
 
Gabe was in and out of consciousness through the night. Every time he awoke, Keshara was keeping watch over him. “When do you sleep?” he asked, after drinking a few sips of the water she offered and managing a bite or two of the ration bar from her pack.
“I drowse here and there.” With a badly timed yawn emphasizing the point she wasn’t actually getting much sleep, she said, “Never fear, I’ll be up to the task of hiking. The question is whether you’ll be?”
“I don’t honestly know. But I’m willing to die trying.” Determined to hide his concern beneath a cheerful façade, he made his voice light, masking the pain clawing at him. “My leg’s less painful, seems to have regained some strength, thank you.” Her hands on him had felt amazing, which he supposed was the psychic healing energy. In another place and time he’d be thinking about how to entice her to touch him elsewhere and let him repay the favor to their mutual pleasure. Right now his body had no energy to spare for dallying with even a woman as beautiful as Keshara, with her heart shaped face, richly brown fall of hair, and the amber eyes of all her kind. He was feverish, maybe even dying despite her efforts, but her scent and her touch made him feel better.
Yeah, out of my head with fever obviously, if I’m thinking about bedding a woman I just met. But damn, she was lovely. And kind.
“It’s hard to make the healing energy flow properly.” Her voice was soft, musical, and he could listen to her talk all night. “You’re different from my people, and there’s a resistance at the cellular level to my power.”
Realizing she was staring at him as if waiting for an answer, he came up with a cogent reply. “Yes, our healer Timtur has said the same thing. He rarely works on humans, unless it’s an emergency.”
“Human? Is that what you are? Where do you come from?” She seemed eager for knowledge and her questions were rapid-fire.
Even in his weakened condition, Gabe’s instincts for gathering intelligence were piqued by her questions. “Never heard of us before?”
She shook her head. “There are no training modules about you.”
“We’re a fairly recent development on this planet,” he said. “And all I’ve ever been told is you don’t exist.”
Keshara put a hand to her chest, brow furrowed. “I’m real.”
He laughed, despite the pain in his chest. “I can see that, lucky for me. I meant female Badari in general.”
Now she recoiled. “You—you know the secret name?”
“Badari? Not much of a secret.” If she believed details like their name for themselves weren’t known to others, she must really come from an isolated spot. Of course, no one knew she or any female Badari existed, which argued for a high level of security at the installation where she lived.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“I told you, I’m a human, but I run with a pack of Badari.” He gave her a hard look in the gloom of the den. “It’s probably better for both of us if I don’t tell you too much. I have to protect my people and just meeting you tells me there are more secrets about this planet than anyone ever guessed, which could be dangerous. Surprises aren’t good in this environment.”
She sat back on her heels. “You have so many mysteries wrapped about you that I find your talk of surprises ironic.”
Unable to resist touching her, he reached out and took her hand. “I feel like a real louse not satisfying your curiosity, after all you’ve done for me tonight. I’m sorry, believe me. But I have a duty to the people who trust me not to betray them or their secrets.”
“You have honor,” she said grudgingly. 
“We can probably both agree the Khagrish are the mutual enemy.” He released her hand and made himself a bit more comfortable on his makeshift pillow.
Keshara tilted her head, gazing at him like a cat, eyes glowing ever so slightly in the gloom. “Maybe not all of them.”
Her answer surprised him, and a small alarm sounded in the back of his head. He refuted her remark firmly and with no doubt. “Every single one I ever met.”
“You may be surprised,” she said, stretching and then sitting straight. “Try to sleep now, if you can. The hiking tomorrow will be hard going for a man with your injuries. I’m not sure how far we’ll have to go before we meet those who’ll be tracking me.”
“You’re a fugitive?” He didn’t know why the fact surprised him. Based on his experiences on this planet so far, any Badari not in captivity would have to be on the run. On the other hand, she clearly was from some facility unlike any other known to his allies or himself.
“Of sorts.” She settled more comfortably against the wall of the den and drank from her water bottle. “I committed no crime, except for leaving the Retreat. We’re not allowed to roam.”
His suspicions, ever close to the surface on this hell world, flared anew. “You’re not planning to turn me over to the Khagrish are you? I’d rather die right here in this smelly den than be given into their hands.” 
She shook her head. “Nothing so dire. I left the Retreat—our home base—without permission, as I said. There will be repercussions for me.”
He wasn’t entirely satisfied with her answer. There was something off in her manner when she spoke of the Khagrish. But, if she had valid reasons for being on the run, he didn’t want trouble raining down on her head because she chose to help him. “How serious are the consequences for you?”
Head tilted, she studied him. “Why do you ask?”
“I don’t want you getting into big trouble for me. If I hadn’t literally fallen from the sky you could have made your getaway. You could help me to a spot on the trail these people will take, and then head out again on your own. I can delay them for you.” His head was pounding with pain from the bump he’d taken and maintaining the discussion was taxing his endurance under the circumstances, but he felt honor bound to make the offer.
She shook her head and patted his arm. “I believe the Great Mother sent me to find you. Therefore, it’s my duty to remain with you, not go off on my own. My mission is accomplished, it seems, and I no longer feel the pull to explore further. Now stop talking and rest. Your breathing grows labored, and I can see the blue tinge in your skin.”
“Those beautiful and extra sharp Badari eyes,” he murmured as he closed his own and let go of the struggle to remain awake.
 
Vertigo assaulted him as if he was falling into a black hole, plummeting to his death. Having a flashback to the flyer crash most likely. Gabe tried to force himself to wake up from the dream, which had nightmare like qualities. Dizziness and nausea made it hard for him to breathe…or had he punctured a lung? The healer had been obviously concerned about the possibility, lingering in her psychic evaluation of his rib and chest area.
Next thing he knew, the dream changed locations violently and he was in the air, hovering above the Great Mother’s sacred circle at the original lab where his Badari comrades had been imprisoned. He’d never been inside the grove of trees, not having been invited to enter, but he’d flown over it a couple of times and found it to be a truly beautiful place. This is one weird dream. How exactly was he flying? Not in an aircraft, not with wings. No sooner did he start to wonder, than the scene changed again and he was standing in the center of the circle of massive trees, firmly on the ground, staring at his surroundings. Soft grass cushioned his bare feet and he paused to relish the sensation of being without boots. Like a carefree kid. A faint breeze stirred the leaves and disturbed the gauzy mist moving between the tree trunks, obscuring his view of whatever might lie beyond the grove. Restless, impelled by a desire to leave, Gabe took a few tentative steps toward the closest gap in the circle.
A sigh from behind had him spinning to identify the source of the sound, hand reflexively going to his empty holster. Keshara laid in the verdant green grass, wearing a silken white dress, barefoot, hair spread out in a glossy fan from her head. She was asleep and as he tiptoed closer, he was dismayed by the circles under her eyes. She wore herself out trying to heal me.
“Indeed she did.”
He straightened, searching the open area for the speaker but there was no one else in the glade. The voice had come from close by, he was positive, not from the misty area beyond the guardian trees. “Who’s there?”
“One who watches over her children. You know who I am.”
Oh no, I’m not talking to any goddesses, not even in my dreams. Besides, I need to get going. He must be even worse off than he realized if he was now hallucinating a dialog with the Badari deity. He took a few more steps toward the perimeter but hesitated and pivoted to stare at Keshara. Leaving her here alone felt wrong but the urge or craving to leave was growing stronger in his mind. “Am I dying?” 
“Perhaps. Perhaps my daughter and I hold you here temporarily between life and death.”
“To make my choice?” There was no answer to his question and he made an impatient sound, striding away from where the Badari woman slept on. The closer he came to plunging into the mist between the trees, the stronger the desire to hurry onward became. Gabe thought he saw a bright white light in the distance beyond the fog and was anxious to reach the safety the light seemed to promise. He hesitated, unable to resist a last look at Keshara. His heart skipped a beat and settled into a jangled, thumping rhythm as his gaze lingered. There was a pull here as well, drawing him to her side and away from the beckoning bright light. 
He wished the voice would give him guidance or permission or something. Gabe wasn’t used to being less than decisive about any required action or decision but in this moment he felt truly torn. The closer he came to where Keshara lay, the more his heartbeat smoothed out and also the stronger his inclination to remain here in the peaceful grove, sit and watch her sleep, perhaps hold her hand—



CHAPTER TWO
 
The ground rocked underneath him and Gabe awoke with a gasp, as if he’d stopped breathing for a time. Hand to his chest, where there was a new ache, right over his heart, to go with all his previous pains, he struggled to sit.
“Don’t stress yourself, it’s only a small quake,” Keshara said, pushing gently but insistently on his shoulder. “It’s time for us to see about leaving this place but I’d intended to awaken you more cautiously. How are you feeling?”
He lay back, rubbing his chest. “I had a nightmare. Pain’s about the same.”
She held the canteen to his lips and he drank a few swallows before she gave him crumbled portions of a ration bar. “I need to try to summon the healing energy and give you another surge before we make the attempt to leave the den,” she said, rubbing her hands together and flexing her fingers as if the digits had become stiff overnight.
“Don’t deplete yourself on my account.” He had a flashback to the weird dream and her lying motionless and worn out in the glade.
Keshara laughed. “Let me worry about myself and you, soldier. Save your strength. I know what I’m doing.”
But the flashes of green from her fingertips were weak even in the dim light of the den and after a minute he pushed her hands away from him. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do for me but I can’t soak up all your power, leaving you none.” What would happen if a healer poured their entire gift into another person? He wished he’d asked his friend Timtur but the question had never come up.  Gabe didn’t want to find out the hard way with Keshara making herself a sacrifice to save him. “You said last night you can’t heal all the bones I’ve managed to break, so let’s get ourselves on the move while I have at least a small reserve of energy,” he said.
 
Since he was working himself up and acting a bit feverish besides, Keshara abandoned her effort to improve his condition, admitting to herself with a flash of unaccustomed fear how nearly nonexistent  her power was this morning. She packed her gear and then tackled the challenge of helping him outside.
Getting him out of the den and on his feet exhausted both of them. Standing in the sunshine, Keshara rebuffed another attempt from Gabe to make her leave him behind.
“You can send them here to find me if you insist on going to find your pursuers,” he said, attempting to balance without leaning too heavily on her. “The furbana den is easy enough to use as a landmark. Or better yet, leave me some food and water within reach and head out on your own journey with a clear conscience, to wherever you were going originally.”
“Unless they see you for themselves, I fear they might not agree to help.” Keshara was sure her people would refuse to come after him, once the First Daughter got her hands on her quarry. Ashla had no curiosity. She was such a pragmatist she’d undoubtedly declare the problem of Gabe would solve itself with his inevitable death and hasten to the Retreat with no further discussion, Keshara in tow. “And, as for me leaving you behind and continuing toward the lowlands on my own, we’ve had the debate. I’m done with it. The goddess sent me to help you.”
He was watching her as if he could read the thoughts scurrying through her mind. She hurriedly checked the telepathic link, but there was no connection to his mind, no way to send him a message. 
Finally, he nodded and stood as straight as he could. “Nice bunch you hang out with, if they’d leave an injured man to die so callously. All right then, let’s go.”
“We have rules,” she said, annoyed at his implied criticism as he took his first faltering steps, braced against her shoulder. “The directives are designed for the safety of all who dwell at the Retreat.”
“I declare a truce with you,” he said, breath labored. “I don’t have the energy to argue any more today.”
As she’d feared, Gabe was so debilitated by his two unresolved internal injuries that they made extremely slow progress. After about two hours, he sank onto a tree stump and shook his head. Hand pressed to his side, he spoke as if every breath was an effort. “I can’t go on. I’m sorry, and I appreciate what you’ve tried to do for me, but you have to leave me here. Send help if you can.”
Frustrated, Keshara shook her head. “Don’t declare defeat too easily. Sit and regain your strength as best you can. I’ll make a litter.” She trudged into a nearby grove of small trees and spent the next hour making a crude conveyance from branches and vines. Then she took a break to check on her companion’s condition.
Now slumped on the stump, barely conscious, Gabe chuckled as he checked out her ingenious creation and gave her a thumbs up, which she assumed was a sign of approval. “A long way from antigrav. You’re a stubborn woman, Second Daughter.”
Pleased he’d remembered her title, she sat next to him and continued her labors, weaving a few more vines and branches into the central portion of her contraption, to better support his weight. “You’ve no idea.”
When she was done, she assisted Gabe in lying down on the woven surface then placed herself between the two poles and set off, dragging the litter in the direction they needed to go, trying to find the smoothest path possible. She wasn’t going to be able to maintain this effort for long either. Frequent rest stops were required, and she was alarmed how much weaker he seemed each time. She tried to summon the healing power and was frustrated, if not too surprised, to find she had no reserves left to use.
About three hours later, she heard a shout from the forest ahead of her and knew she’d been found. 
Be warned. The First Daughter is very angry. The message whispered in her head, sent by Palinna, her closest friend among the sisterhood.
Stomach in knots, Keshara set the front end of the litter down and squatted to check Gabe’s pulse. Thinking he’d lost consciousness, she brushed his hair off his forehead and sighed. “Hang on.”
His eyes flickered open for a heartbeat. “You’re too stubborn to let me die.”
She squeezed his hand and rose to greet the newcomers.
First Daughter Ashla walked up to her and slapped her across the face with so much force Keshara fell to her knees. No resistance, she told herself, touching her bleeding lip gingerly. Ashla was addicted to beating others into submission but, if no resistance to her blows was offered by the victim, she was less likely to fall into a frenzy. Ashla was much older than Keshara, with threads of silver in her tightly wound braids, and smaller in stature, but had lost none of her physical strength as the years passed. For the first time, Keshara found herself seriously considering what the outcome would be if she challenged the First Daughter to a fight, instead of meekly accepting whatever discipline the other woman meted out.  The concept was so novel, she caught her breath and dodged Ashla’s next blow.
Gabe was cursing and struggling to rise from the litter. “What the seven hells—”
The five Badari women with Ashla surrounded him, hunting knives at the ready, and he subsided, glaring at them.
Reminding herself the whole point of her return to the Retreat was to obtain help for the human, Keshara forced herself not to rise. “I know I’m in the wrong and will take whatever punishment is declared, but I ask help for my companion.”
Eyes glowing golden, shot through with angry red, Ashla pointed at her, “You risked the safety of us all. If you’d been taken by the others who dwell outside the Retreat, the Director herself could have been imperiled. You know this, we reiterate the risks endlessly in training.”
“The Great Mother called me to leave the Retreat and be in the right place to assist Gabe,” Keshara said. Not only did she believe this in the core of her own being, she knew Ashla was a devout believer in the goddess and her commands, although if Keshara was pressed on the point, she feared Ashla placed the Director above the Great Mother.
“Gabe?” Ashla stalked to the litter and stood staring at him. “Who is he? What is he?”
“Human,” he said with difficulty, obviously uncomfortable at facing a threat from a prone position but unable to rise. 
“He was being chased by the Khagrish in a flyer,” Keshara added when it was plain Gabe struggled to form further words because of his worsening injuries. 
“You bring them down on our heads as well?” Ashla stood over him, balancing her knife. “Immediate execution for you both should be the penalty. And I’m happy to act as executioner of those who threaten our peace and safety.”
Keshara’s blood ran cold but the threat was idle, at least for now. The Director wouldn’t forgive Ashla killing another Badari woman without a direct command to do so, and she held the First Daughter’s figurative leash tight.
Gabe choked out what he obviously hoped were extenuating details. “Wait a minute. Lost them in the storm. No sign of them since.”
“I believed it was best to bring this matter—and him—to the Director,” Keshara said truthfully. “These humans are unknown to us but, as you hear, he speaks our secret language, he knows some of our customs. We need to understand this new development. Where he fits in. If he could be useful to the Director and her research.” She ignored the startled glance Gabe gave her. He probably took her comment as a betrayal, but Keshara was desperate to obtain help for him. Worry about the consequences later.
Ashla frowned, looking from her to the man on the litter. “Perhaps you’re right on this count. Certainly the Director will want to know of these humans, to question him if he survives. But you’re very much guilty of breaking the rules and must pay the price.” She gestured to the other Badari. “Bind her wrists and let us return to the Retreat.”
One of her fellow Daughters put Keshara into force restraints, with her hands behind her back. She offered no resistance, only said from her kneeling position, “You will give him medical care? He has broken ribs, a punctured lung, and perhaps a ruptured spleen. His leg was broken, but I applied healing power to it.”
“You wasted your goddess-given power on this human?” Ashla kicked at one of the litter poles. “Foolish, girl.”
“I can’t refuse to use my gifts when there’s need.” In her heart, Keshara had no regrets at all, even though her power had yet to reach its normal levels. Even if she never regained her ability, keeping Gabe alive would have been worth the total exhaustion of the gift, to her mind.
Ashla grunted and pointed at Raeblin, who was a trained medic. “Do a diagnostic. Give him whatever we have in the medical kit that will keep him alive for now. Be quick about it.”
Raeblin pulled equipment from her pack and hastened to Gabe, doing a cursory scan. “The situation is as she reports. Much internal bleeding.” While she was extracting an inject from a different pouch strapped to her waist, she said, “He may not be able to tolerate our drugs.”
“Too bad for him then.” Ashla was her usual gruff and unsympathetic self. “Dose him and let’s be on the move. I don’t like being so far from the Retreat.”
 
Gabe’s recollections of the rest of the trip to the Retreat, as Keshara and her people called their home, were vague and splintered. He kept a general idea of what directional heading his rescuers took, in case he ever needed to run for it. Assuming, of course, he survived. Whatever drug he’d been given, in addition to his injuries, caused him to fall in and out of consciousness. He tried to keep an eye on Keshara, who marched behind his litter. He didn’t like the way she’d been treated, and he raged against his weakened condition, making it impossible to defend her, much less himself. Although she was so tough, he guessed he’d be fighting beside her, as allies. The mental picture warmed him.
The party finally entered what he immediately recognized as a Khagrish-designed installation.  Blocky construction, no windows, fairly low to the ground, several wings stretching away from the central hub. The aliens definitely had a signature style to their architecture, at least for labs. 
Keshara was taken away under guard when his crude litter was carried through long corridors to a medlab. As the litter was placed on a raised surface, the door opened across the room, and a Khagrish scientist walked in, unmistakable in her lab coat, red-and-yellow crest of hair spiking from her head. Two lab techs and a security guard came into the room on her heels.
“What the fuck—?” Powered by adrenaline and rage because he’d trusted Keshara and she’d obviously betrayed him, he fought off the women holding his arms, grabbed a knife from the belt of the Badari nearest him and lurched away from the advancing enemy. The chances of escape were nil, but his pride forced him to make the attempt. There were shouts, and he actually had his hand on the door when he was hit with multiple stun blasts from behind. 
Unable to move so much as a finger, he fell heavily to the floor and felt further internal damage  to his battered body happening as he was unable to break his fall in any way. The weapon skittered away across the floor.
“Roll him over—I want to see his face,” said a voice in Khagrish.
None too gently, Ashla and another woman shifted him onto his back. The scientist leaned over to study him. Gabe wished he could spit in her face, but issuing even the petty insult was denied him by the effect of the weapon blasts. He was having a hard time breathing, and his vision flickered in and out.
“Interesting. So they’re experimenting on a new species these days. I wonder why?” The scientist straightened. “Make sure he’s properly healed. I’m going to want to know all his secrets before we’re done, and I need him strong.”
“Yes, Director.” Ashla’s response was enthusiastic, and she eyed Gabe up and down before asking suggestively, “Might he serve other purposes as well?”
“Perhaps, we’ll see.” The Khagrishi crossed her arms and stared at him. “Put him under and begin the treatment.”
 
Gabe’s memories were fragmented, flashes of himself lying on the cold metal lab table, bursts of pain so intolerable he screamed despite his best efforts to remain stoic, lab techs manhandling him in and out of bed and baths, tubes entering and leaving his body, voices murmuring...he had no idea how long he endured the suffering, but he regained full consciousness with a snap, as some drug wore off perhaps. He was sitting in bed, being spoon-fed  the Khagrish version of lumpy stew by one of the Badari women.
He tried to grab her hand and discovered he was chained to the rails at the wrists and ankles. Worse than that, he wore a black neurocontroller bracelet on his right wrist. The irony of his situation hit hard: he’d been freed from a stasis envelope by Jill Garrison early in his captivity on this planet, and he had never been braceletted or experimented on by the Khagrish. Now here he was, a prisoner of some demented Khagrish scientist in a facility way off the charts, surrounded by Badari women of all things, and no help in sight.
“Good. You’ve awakened,” the girl said, pausing in her efforts to feed him. “This is an improvement over the passive state you were in while the healing cycle completed.”
“Where’s Keshara?” he said, ignoring her remarks because the woman who’d saved his life and then betrayed him was at the forefront of his mind. He was surprisingly prepared to forgive her turning him over to the Khagrish, now he was in his right mind and apparently recovered. She must have believed there was no other way to save his life. But the realization only went so far. He wasn’t prepared to extend trust to her automatically again. I need to talk to her, find out what’s what. “What’s been done to her?”
He thought the girl wasn’t going to answer him. She took the bowl and spoon and moved away from the bed and stood staring at him. “She awaits the Director’s judgment for breaking the edict about not leaving the Retreat. She’s confined to a cell. Everything has been waiting on hold until the Director has a chance to evaluate you, or so First Daughter Ashla says. Why do you care?”
“Keshara helped me, and she didn’t have to. She could have gotten away with no problem, but she made the decision to save my sorry ass. She’s a standup lady.” If only he could be sure she hadn’t handed him over as a way to improve her own position. But, during the long night in the furbana den and on the hike the next day, Keshara hadn’t seemed like she was a ruthless, out for herself person.
“You—you like her?” The inquiry was whispered, shy.
The question wasn’t anything he was expecting so he parried automatically, even while part of his brain was reminding him he did like Keshara very much, based on their time in the furbana den.  He wasn’t about to give voice to those private emotions. “I barely know her, but she’s already higher in my books than anyone else here.” He was playing for time, assessing his physical condition. No more pain from the ribs, spleen or lungs. Breathing was no longer an ordeal, and he flicked a glance at his big toe, sticking out from under the covers. His color was good so his lung must have been healed. Gabe relaxed against the pillows. The woman next to his bed was unmistakably a Badari, taller than most human women, well built and seeming quite athletic, judging from the muscles in her biceps. Similar to Keshara’s physique. “I don’t suppose you’d like to let me out of these?” He rattled the chains.
His attendant sat back in her chair uneasily and glanced at the door as if expecting to be interrupted any moment. “I don’t have the key.”
Which was not exactly a refusal. Interesting. Time to get his brain in gear and figure out the lay of the land in this odd situation. “I’m still hungry, if you don’t mind. And thirsty.”
She startled, sweeping her long brown hair off her shoulder . “Oh, yes, of course.”
As she resumed spooning the glop into him, interspersed with sips of nutrient drink, Gabe debated which question to ask first. Introductions were fairly safe. “I’m Gabe Carter,” he said. “I’d offer to shake hands but, as you can see, that’s not possible.”
A frown furrowing her brow, she swirled the spoon aimlessly in the bowl, staring at the mush with her pale amber colored eyes. “I’m Raeblin. I’m sorry we have to keep you restrained but, until we know you better, the Director says we must be cautious.”
“I get it, can’t ever be too careful when strangers drop in.” He made himself grin as if he and the woman were sharing a grand joke. “You treated me out there on the trail, right? Thanks for the help.”
“Your physiology is close to ours, but there are differences, of course. I’m glad I could be of assistance. We’re all eager to learn more about the world beyond the Retreat.” She gave him a swallow of the drink.
He hated being fed like a baby but pushed his anger away. It wasn’t this woman’s decision how he was to be treated, and she seemed sympathetic to him. Gazing around the medlab, he asked artlessly, “So what’s the deal here? Is it just you ladies and the Khagrish scientist and her staff? Are there Badari men too? Or more Khagrish?”
She shook her head. “I’ve never seen a male Badari, only male Khagrish. The Director and her two lab techs, plus the guard captain are the only Khagrish here. All the other Khagrish are our enemies. She saved us from them.” This last was said as if learned by rote.
I’ll bet she did. The Khagrish don’t do anything out of the goodness of their hearts. “Can I talk to the Director? Does she have a name?”
Eyes wide, Raeblin recoiled. “We’re not allowed to use her name. But yes, she does want to meet with you. I’ll go and report your improved condition as soon as we’ve completed your feeding.”
“How long have I been here?” he asked after the next mouthful of rations.
She wiped mush from his chin with a careful swipe of the napkin. “Five days. It was touch and go whether we could save you. You’d sustained a lot of internal damage, worsened by the effort you made to escape us when you saw the Director.” She frowned. “The Director didn’t like your behavior.”
I don’t give a damn what the Khagrish like or don’t like. “I was disoriented, in pain. I’ll have to apologize when I see her.” Yeah, when it snows in hell. He wondered why these Badari were so deferential to the Khagrish scientist at every turn. Didn’t they understand what the Khagrish were capable of? He couldn’t believe these Badari women had been spared entirely from the types of horror the male packs had been subjected to for centuries.
“Good idea, get on her good side.” Raeblin nodded enthusiastically, although her eyes held a wary expression, as if even being on the good side of a Khagrish wasn’t the most ideal state of existence. He was frankly heartened to see at least a small sign of reserve on the part of the Badari. “Life can be hard and scary here when she’s upset, although Ashla can usually calm her down.” Raeblin held the straw to his mouth. The concoction was sludgy, as if bits of fruit had been mushed into it and the pinkish-beige color was a bit stomach turning but he needed to rebuild his strength and at least the taste was inoffensive. “We’re done.” She shook the container to check. “I’ll go and report in now.”
“You do that.” He lay against the pillows and, as she left the room carrying the tray, he did a fast scan of the chamber. There were four more beds in the ward but the frames held only bare mattresses, no sign of recent occupants. The area in proximity to his bed was clean but, in the corners of the room, the dust of long disuse had collected. 
Experimentally, he yanked at the restraints, but there was no give in the metal. He was well and truly caught. Getting out of this fix is going to require careful maneuvering. He could do with a few less mysteries. He was going to need answers to an imposing list of things. Top of his list was the exact nature of the relationship between the Badari women—never mind the astonishing fact of their existence—and the Khagrish. Were they allies? Or could he hope for some help? Keshara at least had plainly wanted to be somewhere else—maybe he could use that as leverage in some way.
The sound of footsteps alerted him, and he faced the door as the Khagrish woman swept in, with the older Badari woman behind her. Two male Khagrish lab techs with sparse hair crests in faded pink and yellow trailed behind. Lower caste. Each man was armed, he noted, although only one had his pulse gun drawn and at the ready, aimed in the general direction of Gabe’s chest.
Really? What am I going to do chained to this damn bed? But interesting to know there didn’t appear to be any trained security force at this lab, aside from the guard captain Raeblin had mentioned. Always an optimist by nature, Gabe suddenly liked his chances.
“So, you’ve regained your senses,” the scientist said in decent Basic, looking him over from head to toe. Her crested hair was a bright, vibrant red, thick and braided at the end, with few strands of yellow showing. A high ranking individual. “Took you long enough to emerge from the vegetative state after we decanted you from the healing module. Clearly, whatever race you belong to lacks the stamina and physical reserves of the Badari.”
“Thank you for taking care of me,” he said, doing his best to be disarming. “I’m Gabe Carter, by the way. I’d rise and show proper respect, ma’am, but you have me at a disadvantage.”
 “I’m Dr. Farahnnim, Director of this facility.” Her tone was haughty. “What manner of being are you? And why were my people pursuing you?”
“I’m a human,” he said promptly, having decided modified explanation would serve him best for now. “My spaceship was attacked and boarded by Shemdylann pirates, and I was taken prisoner. They stuck me in stasis, and I woke up on this planet, in another lab, run by a guy named Gahzhing. Do you know him?”
There wasn’t a flicker of recognition on her face. “I don’t keep up with the comings and goings at the other facilities any longer. My research is quite different, on a higher plane of significance.”
I’ll bet it’s different, if you’re studying female Badari. So far the situation, while odd, wasn’t too far from the normal set up. Each Khagrish lab operated independently to a certain extent. But Gabe was sure there was some dark secret under the surface since absolutely no one on the planet knew Badari females existed.
Farahnnim had more questions, asking them in rapid-fire fashion. “For what purpose were you taken? What experiments were to be done?”
He shook his head. “I have no idea, and I didn’t stick around to find out. I was lucky enough to steal a flyer and escape. Only then I was unlucky enough to get shot down.”
Eyes narrowed, she put her hands on her hips and eyed him with open suspicion. “How exactly did you escape?”
Now he was going to dissemble. Trying his most charming smile, he said, “You’ll pardon me if I choose not to answer. Gotta keep a few trade secrets close to the vest.”
“There will be no secrets kept from me,” she said with predictable Khagrish arrogance. “I’ll learn whatever I need to know. Your only choice is how much suffering to endure before answering my questions.” She raised one finger, and the lab tech closest to her flipped a switch on the neurocontroller he held. 
Unable to control his body, Gabe writhed under the assault of pain from the black bracelet on his right wrist, sending sheets of hot, sparking pain through his nervous system. He fought the restraints to the point he was bleeding before the scientist gave the order to shut the device off. Dimly, Gabe took note that the two younger Badari women seemed distressed by his pain, but the elder was stone faced.
“Now, we’ll try the question again.” Farahnnim’s voice was patient, with a hint of glee. He had the distinct impression she’d enjoyed watching him suffer.
“Which—which question?” he asked, breathing hard. Lingering flickers of burning pain traveled through his nervous system and his vision had bright splotches in it.
Tapping her toe with impatience, she returned to the topic of interest. “Your escape? How did you accomplish it?”
“No one had put a bracelet on me yet. I was able to overpower a guard, steal his weapon, and shoot the others. Then I ran like hell in the direction of the landing field, which we’d just left. I’m a pilot so I climbed into a flyer with the hatch open, ordered the enemy pilot off at gunpoint, and figured it out.” He was rather proud of the completely fabricated story. It could have happened like that.
Apparently, the scientist was satisfied as well. “See?” she said to Ashla and the techs as if she’d won a point in some fierce debate. “The bracelets are the critical factor in prisoner control. If we decide to go hunting more specimens, we must have an adequate stock of the bracelets on hand.”
The closest tech tapped his stylus on the handheld he grasped and all but saluted. “Yes, doctor. I’ll prioritize reactivating the inventory.”
So, if he had to wear a bracelet, why weren’t the Badari women under similar control? This place didn’t add up. And where was she planning to go ‘hunt’ specimens? Did she know the male Badari were roaming freely now, no longer prisoners? Gabe’s head ached.
The scientist stepped away from the bed. “Give him clean clothes and relocate him to a cell. I’ll interview him at length later, after my session in the lab.”
“I want to see Keshara,” he said. “Please.” Might as well throw in a little attempt at courtesy.
Eyebrows raised to her hairline, Farahnnim paused, squinting at him as if he was under a microscope. “Why?”
“To thank her for her help. That’s the polite thing to do. And I want to be sure she’s okay. Last time I saw her, she wasn’t exactly getting the friendly treatment.” He glanced at Ashla, who gave him a scornful head toss and ostentatiously examined her partially extended talons.
Sticking her head out rather like a bird of prey, the Khagrish asked, “And this matters to you?”
“Hell yes. I don’t want to be the cause of more trouble for her. I owe her my life.” And maybe she can give me some badly needed answers since she was trying to escape.
Tilting her head, Farahnnim was silent for a moment, chewing on her lip. Then she nodded as if some conclusion had been reached. “More data is needed.” She resumed her path out of the room, pausing to address the lab tech. “Arrange for him to have a brief meeting with the girl. And then I’ll interview him while I eat my dinner.” Shaking a finger at him, she said, “Never waste time.”
“Yes, doctor.” The tech’s face was expressionless as he acknowledged the order.
Once she was gone, Ashla trailing after her, the tech came to the bedside and held the neurocontroller like a weapon next to Gabe’s head. “I suggest you behave yourself once we let you out of the restraints.”
The other tech stayed out of reach and raised his weapon threateningly. 
“Fine, no need to use that thing.” Gabe tried to act as cowed as possible, while silently vowing to use the device on the tech at some point and let him see what it felt like. “I’d like to clean up before I see Keshara.”
“Here’s how we’re going to proceed,” the tech said. “The Daughter will escort you to your cell under my watchful eye. The room is equipped with a shower, and clean clothes will be waiting. Don’t waste time.” He rolled his eyes and exchanged glances with the other tech. Clearly, Farahnnim must utter the phrase often. “We’ll take you to meet with Keshara before dinner and since you can’t be late for the meal, the time you spend in the shower will have to be cut from your time with the girl.”
“Fine. I give you my word as an officer not to attempt to escape.” Not between here and meeting Keshara anyway. Gabe kept his amusement internal and maintained a poker face. “You guys have names? I like to know who I’m dealing with.”
“My name is Slibb,” the tech said as he backed away from the bed. He tossed a key to Raeblin. “All right, release him.”
She and the other Badari approached the bed somewhat gingerly and made quick work of undoing the restraints at his wrists and ankles. Relieved to be free, he sat up and slid to the floor, staggering a bit. Raeblin put her arm around his shoulders and braced him.
“You haven’t been out of the healing module or the bed since you got here so take it easy,” she said. “Take a few minutes to regain your equilibrium.”
“Thanks, I can walk.” He stepped away from her and headed toward the door, annoyed to find his steps wobbling. Like a three day drunk only there were no feelgoods involved. He was barefoot and had on a loose shirt and pants like oversize beige pajamas. “Do shoes go with this get up? What did you do with my clothes?”
“The garments had to be destroyed as they were torn and bloody,” Raeblin said, pursing her lips as if to express disgust. “There will be sandals for you in the cell.” She kept pace with him, as if unsure he wasn’t going to fall over despite his denials.
With his peripheral vision, he saw Slibb and the second lab tech whose name he didn’t know yet walked behind. The other Badari woman remained in the medlab. He didn’t try to make conversation, being more intent on studying the facility as he and his escort proceeded. The building appeared to be similar to the first lab, in the southern plains area, where he’d been held, but built on a smaller scale. Room after room was closed off or covered in dust as he walked by, and he was even more curious about what was going on here. Water stains covered the ceiling and part of one wall appeared to be rotting away in a cross corridor, but he didn’t linger to look too closely. No other sentients were encountered on the trip and the final destination was a small cell block.
Raeblin waved him inside the first cell and activated the force barrier as soon as he was through the portal. “I’ll wait for you out here,” she said. “When you’re ready, I’ll take you to Keshara.”
Pondering the fact the Badari seemed to be like prison trusties here, if not outright collaborators with the Khagrish, he checked out his new home. The space was big enough for more than one person, with six bunk beds and a table and chairs welded to the floor. In the corner was the bathroom arrangement, including the shower. “I’m going to need you to face the other direction,” he said as he took off the green pajama style top and threw it on the floor.
“Why?”
Pausing in the act of unfastening the loose pants, under which he wore nothing, he glanced at her. “You’re kidding, right? Modesty and all? There’s no distort curtain for the shower.”
She smothered a laugh with her hand. “Who do you think has been taking care of you for the past few days? My friend Palinna and me.”
Gabe felt the tips of his ears going red. Not to be egotistical but he had a good body—he worked out hard to stay in top shape for combat and other missions and no woman had ever complained about his equipment—but he wasn’t an exhibitionist. If he was going to show his naked body to a woman, he wanted to participate in the decision. Time to establish boundaries. “About that. We humans like our privacy. And no touching without permission.”
“You were unconscious and needed medical care.” She seemed puzzled. “I’m trained in healing arts.”
“Okay, medical procedures I can forgive since I’m alive and well now. Going forward I need you to respect my preference. Now face the opposite wall.” He made a circular motion with his finger and waited until she complied.
“The Director may require access to your body for experiments,” Raeblin said over her shoulder. “She won’t ask permission.”
No surprise there. No one asks the lab rat if he wants to be experimented on. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll raise the issue with her if and when it becomes necessary.” Which, knowing the Khagrish, it probably would, sooner than later. He had to get out of here, and not just in case Farahnnim had a wandering eye. Lurid tales shared by some of the Badari soldiers about the female Khagrish fascination with the male prisoners surfaced in his mind, and he ruthlessly shut them down. One thing at a time here.
Gabe made the shower short since he had an audience. The two Khagrish lab techs weren’t paying attention to him, but were deep in a conversation about an experiment they were running. The Badari remained facing the other direction as per his request, but the situation was uncomfortable. At least there was plenty of hot water. After toweling off, he got dressed in the beige prison jumpsuit and slid his feet into the flimsy shoes provided. So far this part of the lab was pretty much the same as the original lab.
“I’m ready,” he said, approaching the energy barrier.
Raeblin turned off the power, and he stepped into the corridor.
Slibb administered a swift dose from the neurocontroller, and Gabe dropped to his knees as pain jolted through his body like a lightning strike. It passed soon enough, but left him gasping and aching. From his hands and knees on the cold floor, shaking his head to clear the aftereffects, Gabe said, “What the seven hells was that for? I’m following orders.”
“A reminder.” Slibb exchanged an amused wink with the other lab tech. 
Without comment but seething inside, Gabe got to his feet, adding the incident to his ever growing catalog of grievances about this lab and the Khagrish running it. “We’re going to see Keshara now?”
Raeblin’s eyes were wide and she looked from one lab tech to the other as if in disbelief of the way they’d used the bracelet to punish him. Her voice had a small quaver in it as she said, “I’ll take you there, as promised.”  She led the group to a cross corridor then down a hall lined with empty, dark cells until she stopped in front of the only one with lights on.
Keshara was sitting on the bed but rose and approached the force barrier. Eyes glowing slightly, she smoothed her jumpsuit as if wishing to present a better appearance and checked Gabe over from head to toe. Giving him a crisp nod, as if he’d passed inspection, she smiled. “I’m glad to see you healed so well.”
Anger at his captors mounting, Gabe took note of bruises around her eyes and on her arms. Apparently she’d taken quite a beating recently and she’d been braceletted too, unlike any of the other Badari he’d seen. “I wanted to thank you again for rescuing me.” He turned to glare at Raeblin and the two techs. “Can a guy get some privacy?”
The other Badari woman blinked in surprise but stepped away with no protest. 
“And why would I agree to this request?” Slibb  wasn’t so easily persuaded.
“What am I going to do in a minute or two of conversation through the force field—plot an escape?” Hands on his hips, Gabe glared at the smaller man. “Be a nice guy? Or if that doesn’t work for you, think of me as the condemned man, asking for a final favor. Who knows what your director might decide to do to me?” He softened his tone and stood down from his aggressive stance. “I’ll owe you one. I’ve been worried about her.”
Slibb chewed his lip, fingering the neurocontroller and finally conceded to the request grudgingly. “We’ll move over there.” He pointed at a spot one cell length away. “Remember you have to be on time for your interrogation by the Director while she’s on her dinner break.”
Yeah, this is no ordinary Khagrish lab. Sloppy discipline. I probably wouldn’t even have been allowed to see Keshara in the lab where I started on this damn planet. Satisfied with his effort to test the boundaries here, Gabe leaned closer to the barrier and lowered his voice. “How are you really? Are they mistreating you because of me?”
She shook her head, but he thought tears glistened in her eyes, and she rubbed one hand over the bruises on her opposite arm as if to erase them. “I’m all right. Ashla has been administering punishment daily to reinforce the seriousness of my infractions. Or so she says. I angered her with what she sees as my betrayal. I broke the rules, and I knew it, nothing to do with you.”
“Except you came back here to save me.” He wanted to touch her and offer some comfort, but the prison barrier crackled between them. Try as he might, he couldn’t summon his anger about her handing him over to the Khagrish. All he felt was concern for her well-being.  What the seven hells is going on with me and this woman? “Are they going to let you out of there?”
“I—I don’t know. It’s the Director’s decision to make. I may have been marked for transfer to the lab annex.” Her tone made it clear the move probably wasn’t a good thing. 
He was full of questions and trying to focus but, now he was in one piece again, he realized his first hazy impressions of Keshara were not exaggerated. In addition to being strong and smart, she had an appealing face and amber eyes that probably sparkled when she was happy, and a lush figure with ample curves under the shapeless prison jumpsuit. Focus, Gabriel. “I need to know one thing about how we ended up here.”
She raised her head, no doubt because of the change in his tone, from friendly to flat and cold. “I did not betray you into the hands of the Khagrish to benefit myself, if that’s what you’re going to ask. You would have died out there, probably within a day or less. I’d exhausted all my healing powers, which still haven’t fully replenished. Getting you here, to be treated, was the only thing I could do to save your life. I wanted you to live.” Eyes glowing fiery and golden now with emotion, she stared at him and Gabe found he had to work hard not to avert his own gaze in embarrassment for doubting her. “I gave you full credit for being a warrior. I assumed once you healed, which I’m happy to see you have, you’d figure out a way to escape. After all, you tell me you’ve done it before.”
She retreated a step or two and instinctively he extended his hand to stop her, receiving a mild shock from the force field in the process. Swearing, he shook his hand to ease the pain and tingling. “Keshara, wait. Please.”
Turning, she glanced at his hand as if to reassure herself he was uninjured then, with an annoyed shake of the head, she said, “What more can you possibly have to say to me?”
“I’m sorry for being a suspicious jerk, okay? I thought it was better to clear the air between us. I believe you.” Gabe wanted this encounter with her to last as long as he could prolong the time. Seeing her, being close to her, was satisfying a deep seated need he never even knew he had before. Like a piece of him had been missing without his realizing it, and now Keshara’d completed the picture. “You can say something insulting and outrageous to me now.”
Her lips twitched as if she was fighting not to grin. “Which I have a feeling would do no good whatsoever. You’d make a joke and let the insult roll from your back.”
“Well, yeah, probably. Forgive me?”
“Why are you here, in the cell block?” She did come closer to the force barrier again, which he counted as a victory.
“The Director decided to question me over dinner.” He shrugged. “Don’t know that I’m going to eat. I hope she’s not planning to make me her main course.”
“Always the jokes.” She sighed theatrically. “The Director doesn’t believe in wasting time because she has so much research to carry out. She commonly has business discussions while she eats. You won’t be dining so I hope you’re not hungry.”
“Yeah, Raeblin over there filled me up with the wretched gruel less than an hour ago so I’m good.”
Keshara fiddled with the fasteners on her outfit, which consisted of a soft blue top with long sleeves over a dusty pink T shirt and a pair of utility pants. No beige jumpsuit for her. Gabe was glad to see even if she was in a cell, she wasn’t being treated like the prisoners in the other Khagrish labs. “I was so jealous my friends got to take care of you. I offered to help, but my volunteering gave Ashla another excuse to beat me. Raeblin and Palinna kept me apprised of your progress. I—I missed taking care of you.”
“I wish you’d been there.” He realized he’d told more truth than he intended. “Listen, I’ll try to get permission to come talk to you another time, but any advice on dealing with the Director?”
Keshara studied his face. “She disdains flattery, or so she says, but actually she thrives on it. She’s proud of her scientific accomplishments. She’s ruthless and cold, even to Ashla, the First Daughter. Don’t trust her.”
“If I had a credit for every time I’ve heard that before on this damn planet, I’d buy the place.” He laughed. “Ok, got it, she’s the typical egotistical Khagrish bitch.”
“Enough talk, we must go,” Slibb called out. “I’m not taking punishment for you being late to the dining room.” He waved one arm in a beckoning gesture. “Come here, prisoner.”
“I gotta go, hang in there.” Again he wished he could touch her to offer comfort but contact was impossible so he settled for a smile before moving to join the others. Raeblin left them at the next junction of corridors, making him consider yet again what the underlying dynamic here was. What role did the Badari women play and how could he leverage that to make his escape? 



CHAPTER THREE
 
Slibb and his silent companion conducted him into a better area of the complex, more upscale, with wooden paneling and what he assumed was alien abstract art on the walls. They passed no one, and Gabe saw no other signs of life.
“This place is pretty deserted,” he said, fishing for information.
Slibb made a dismissive noise. “You don’t know the half of it.”
Taking the tech’s reaction as a promising beginning, he posed another question. “Been here long?”
Now the other Khagrish, who’d been silent the whole time, laughed, and the sound held a note of hysteria that scraped at Gabe’s nerve endings.
Slibb stopped, pulling his companion to a halt and gave him a low voiced tongue lashing.
Gabe’s blood fired with anticipation. Now. The guards were distracted. The corridor empty. Breathing fast, he whirled and attacked the two men, knocking them both to the floor unconscious in a flurry of well-aimed, punishing blows. 
Squatting by his victims, he grabbed the neurocontroller and removed the bracelet from his wrist. He rifled Slibb’s pockets for anything else useful and extracted an identity card he hoped would give access to other areas of the complex. He compared his foot to the tech’s boots and sighed in regret. The flimsy flip flops he was wearing were basically useless, but his feet were much bigger than either of theirs.
The clock running in his head said he needed to get out of there. “Give my regrets to the Director for missing dinner.” He sprinted the way they’d come originally and ducked into the first side corridor he found. The place was a maze, but Gabe built a mental map as he went. Most of the rooms he passed were unlocked or with the doors standing open, but there was nothing useful inside, only dusty furniture and equipment under protective covers. So far it was a close copy of the standard Khagrish labs the pack had taken down in the lowlands. 
After about ten minutes, sirens began whooping in the direction he’d come from.
Moving rapidly, he kept heading in a direction he hoped would lead to an exterior door, based on the layout of other Khagrish labs he’d been in, starting with the one where he’d been imprisoned . The siren continued to blare in the distance, but he detected no pursuit in his immediate vicinity. Still, time had to be limited for moving freely.
Doors lay ahead and he broke into a run, skidding to a halt in a darkened, empty lobby area. Through the reinforced glass portal he watched a raging blizzard blowing outside, the wind sending the snow sideways. There was no visibility at all. Walking to the portal with frustration eating at him, he touched the glass and felt the cold surface vibrating from the force of the wind. I’d probably fall off the damn mountain right before I froze to death. Glancing at his thin jumpsuit and the open toed flip flops, he grimaced. Sure he was trained in survival techniques, but no amount of training in the world could overcome those odds.
He wondered if this facility had any flyers, not that he could get one aloft in this storm. They’d come after Keshara on foot when she escaped, but the fact didn’t mean there were no aircraft. Resolving to keep an eye out for any hint of a landing pad or a hangar area, he backed away from the door.
Not wasting time on regrets, Gabe veered into a side corridor, ducked into the next open room, and quietly closed the door. Hands on his hips, he eyed the ventilation grate high on the wall with no enthusiasm. 
To his knowledge on at least two other occasions humans had evaded the Khagrish with differing degrees of success by taking to the ventilation system in a lab. Hopefully, the enemy here was unaware of the human technique. The labs were built to hold full grown Badari males prisoner, and Gabe, although broad shouldered for a human, didn’t come close to the scale of a Badari. Grabbing a chair, he climbed to the grate and began working at the fastenings. 
If he could find the armory, he’d grab weapons and maybe he’d be lucky enough to stumble over some better clothes, including outdoor gear. Keshara had proper clothing and supplies, and she seemed to know where she was going. She’ll make a good ally. Not examining his adamant decision to make a dangerous trip to the Badari woman’s cell to rescue her when he had a clear-cut opportunity of success at escaping alone, because the choice felt correct right down to his bones, he climbed into the shaft. Replacing the grate, he started the mind numbing crawl in search of what he needed to escape.
At some point during his travels through the ventilation system, the building-wide alarm was silenced, but he detected no signs of any pursuit or any attempt to find him. He stayed away from the two areas where he’d been before, which were populated, and concentrated on the rest of the lab. Everywhere the place was empty, as if it had never been occupied. The general dilapidation of the installation and lack of inhabitants made him uneasy. This lab was so far out of the norm, not to mention off the grid—what the seven hells were the Khagrish doing here that required such isolation? He made a quick mental review of the horrors at the equally remote complex his friend Darik had recently investigated and hoped he wasn’t going to stumble over anything similar.
He came to a branch of the shaft leading in another direction, to an expansion of the facility not common to the other two labs he’d experienced.  These Khagrish weren’t making full use of the facility they did have, so why the need for extra space?  Could the landing pad and flyer hangar be in this direction? Those would be worth finding.
What the hell, I’m not doing anything else, why not check things out? The blizzard was in full force outside and he was effectively trapped so why not explore and gather useful intelligence on this weird setup?  He couldn’t make a move to free Keshara until he was ready to execute a well-designed exfil strategy and get them both away from the facility. If he pulled her from the cell too soon, they’d both be too easy to recapture.
As he moved quietly, crawling in the shaft, he reflected with a grin he was like one of the classic tiny, furry lab animals, moving through tunnels in its cage, no doubt feeling free but still kept within a larger enclosure. Yup, that’s me. The Khagrish must figure I’m trapped in the building due to the blizzard, and I can’t prove them wrong. The arrogant fools think they have all the time in the world to dig me out.
Light shone ahead through the vents, and heightened his caution about making noise. The first room he came to was empty. There was a desk in the center, with a big cozy chair, three computers humming, and walls covered with handwritten abstruse scientific notations. The writing looked to him like equations maybe, interspersed with scribbled comments. His translator implant had acquired the Khagrish language informally during his time on the planet and extended to the spoken word only, not writing. In any case, he was no math or science expert, although being a qualified interstellar pilot, he had a good grasp of fundamentals beyond the ordinary person. The formulae started at the far side of the room and covered maybe two thirds of the available wall space. The writing was crisp and well formed in the early segments, becoming more and more sloppy and squiggly until the part nearest him resembled nothing so much as the gibberish scribbles of a child.
Gabe wished he had a way to record the calculations in some fashion, to give to MARL, the Artificial Intelligence at the sanctuary valley. This was data indeed, in its rarest true form.
But meaningless to him today.
He eyed the computers but wasn’t tempted to leave the relative safety of the vents. Unlike Jill Garrison, the Alpha’s human mate, he was no hacker. He couldn’t gain control of the entire facility through its network. Pity.
Sound coming from the door alerted him, and he scuttled quickly past the grate opening, then maneuvered awkwardly within the tight confines of the shaft to peer into the room.
Dr. Farahnnim was in the act of closing the portal, moving to the chair. She dropped the handheld she was carrying on the desk, donned a fresh lab coat, and selected a marker from a holder on the desk. Tapping it against her lips and muttering, she walked slowly to where the scribblings ended and studied them, head tilted. With her free hand, she let loose the braid at the end of her spiky hairstyle and played with the tendrils. Suddenly, she darted forward to add three big dots to the wall, followed by a loopy line. The Khagrish seemed to be enjoying watching the color flow from the pen onto the wall, making an extra curlicue and adding an accent. She stepped close to sniff the ink or whatever substance she was using.
With a laugh she tossed the pen on the desk. “Arrogant science council members will bow before my brilliance when I reveal these results. No one has ever explored the topics I’ve uncovered, much less made the break throughs I’ve achieved.” Her amusement was long and satisfied, quenched only when she picked up a mug of some liquid and drank. Farahnnim moved to sit in the chair, laid her head on the desk and was soon snoring.
No wonder the Khagrish do such sloppy science, if this is how they develop their theories. Sure he’d learn nothing else, Gabe ruled out an attempt to capture her as a hostage. The bolts on the grate were old and frozen in place. The noise he’d have to make would awaken her long before he entered the room, and she’d have time to flee, pull out a hidden weapon, or call for help. He could always return here later. She apparently came to this office often. He could loosen the damn bolts while she wasn’t present and ambush her if he decided he needed a hostage.
Onward he crawled, in a particularly long section of the shaft, as if the room he was moving alongside of was huge. Light spilled into the vent ahead, so he expected another office perhaps, or a barracks room, certainly some Khagrish presence. The sight that met his eyes was unexpected.
The room appeared to be a huge medlab, bathed in soothing dim light, while a number of machines and displays flashed numbers in green, red, and blue. Machinery made soft sounds. What had Gabe riveted was the sight of six pods arrayed in a circle at the center of the space, surrounding a complicated apparatus reaching from floor to ceiling. Each pod had a clear lid, all of which were closed. Cables and tubes ran from the central fixture to the pods standing on a sturdy pedestal. Each pod was large enough to hold a Badari male, who typically stood over seven feet tall and weighed in at around 300 pounds of solid muscle. From his vantage point he couldn’t see all the pods, but the ones in his field of vision were occupied by Badari women, all roughly the same age as Keshara, lying motionless, eyes closed.
Dead? In a coma?
Gabe swallowed hard and debated his course of action. Glancing at the door, which was firmly closed, he undid the fasteners for the grate, working slowly and patiently so as to make the minimal amount of noise. Before he opened the barrier, he made a visual check of the corners of the room as best he could and saw no vidcams or other sensors. He swung down from the vent, leaving the annoying flipflops in the duct and dropped to the floor soundlessly on bare feet. The first thing he did was grab a sturdy stool and position it so if he had to leave in a hurry, he could vault to the grate from that precarious perch.
He crept to the pods. As he’d thought, only three were in use. Each woman lay on her back, hair spread out in a fan under her. They appeared to be naked, although sheets had been  drawn over their bodies to the shoulders. The Badari lay so still he wanted to believe the women were in cryo sleep or possibly even preserved corpses, but the monitors were plainly tracking life functions. The women were beautiful, with high cheek bones and symmetrical features and he remembered his friend Jadrian had told him once the Badari were bred to be appealing to humans at the request of the alien customers, who wanted to use the genetically engineered men against the humans of the Sectors in various ways, not just combat. He shuddered, thinking of Keshara, who was even more beautiful to his eyes, being deployed in such a fashion, as a tool for others for waging war. Although these women in front of him were undeniable stunners, he felt only pity for them, no attraction, unlike the way he’d instantly been drawn to his rescuer, despite being mortally wounded at the time.
Keshara’s special.
He studied the trio of unconscious women, who weren’t moving at all, not even flickering eyelids to signify dreams or the slightest rise and fall of a chest to indicate breathing. As he watched, a vile yellow cloud of vapor was injected into each pod by a robo arm swinging from the central console, hovering over each pod long enough to add the vapor to the atmosphere inside the pod and move on, before snapping into a receptacle in the main column when its task was done.
Gabe was tempted to tap on the clear surface of one of the pods, but he refrained. What was he going to do if he did manage to awaken one of these trapped Badari? He examined the device top to bottom but found no way to unlatch the lid. There was a boxlike attachment that might be the locking device but no hint of what it would take to activate.
The yellow mist was fading in each pod now. He speculated whether the vapor had delivered nutrients? Or drugs perhaps?
This is one fucking weird set up.
For sure he’d never seen anything like it in the labs he’d been involved with destroying, nor had Aydarr or any members of the pack described such a thing to him.
Gabe hoped this wasn’t the lab annex Keshara had spoken of being sent to, although he had a sinking feeling it might be. Nothing good was going on here, he was sure. 
An alarm or sensor of some kind went off, and he was halfway to the vent in a heartbeat, kicking the stool sideways so it ended up well removed from the vent area as soon. As soon as he had a good grip on the edge of the shaft he hauled himself into the opening and pulled the grate closed behind him. 
Once safe, he took time to observe what was happening in the room he’d vacated. Another arm had deployed from the central machinery, with a tip like a giant suction cup. As he watched, this new robo poised itself above the closest pod, lowering until a seal was made between its tip and the clear cover. A probe suddenly extended into the pod, piercing the woman’s chest in a move that made Gabe clench his jaw and fist his hands on his knees, wishing he could help her. A thin stream of glittering, colorless motes moved from her body into the probe and into the clear robo arm, eventually flowing into the big floor to ceiling pillar and disappearing.
Deciding he wanted to understand this process as best he could, he lowered himself into the medlab and approached the mechanism as the probe moved on to the next pod. When he walked around the pillar this time, another section opened and the fluid or essence extracted from the woman sat in a clear container, glowing as if it was full of diamonds. Or opals from Old Terra perhaps. A thin tube ran from the container into the inner workings of the machine and, as he stood there, the motes from the second woman suddenly added themselves to the total. He returned to the occupied pods and rechecked the status of the captives.
Leaning closer, he realized the first woman was weeping, tears squeezing out from under her closed eyelids and tracking onto the mattress below her. She didn’t appear to be conscious but, to his eyes, she seemed to have grown thinner, with hollows in her cheeks.
He was desperate to help her and the others but, before he could make another attempt on the control box, if indeed that was the purpose of the boxy red rectangle, he heard a sound in the corridor. Gabe retreated to the vent, barely making it to safety with the stool kicked far away again and the grate swung shut behind him before the door opened with a hiss. 
Dr. Farahnnim walked in, followed by the lab tech Slibb and a black clad security officer. Gabe shrank back in the shaft, wondering where this guy had been when he was captured and allowed to walk around, and how many guards he had in his command. Keshara had said there was only one security person so maybe this man was he.
“I made immense strides today on solving the linchpin equation. There’ll be a breakthrough soon.” The scientist was rebraiding her hair as she walked and the security officer crowded her, hand on her waist, straying slightly below the belt as if they were a couple. Slibb stayed a few paces behind.
 Adding dots and a squiggle was a big advance? Something about her boast felt really off to Gabe, and he caught Slibb rolling his eyes as he brought up the rear of the little procession.
Farahnnim peered at the container of whatever it was she was extracting from her subjects and rapped on the side with a long fingernail, making the fluid shimmer in the lab lights. “See, I told you there’d be plenty,” she said to the others. “By the time I perform the complete process, we’ll have enough doses for several more months.”
Slibb was checking the various readouts. “Two of the daughters appear to be in good enough shape to survive a few more rounds of extraction. But then we’re going to need new specimens.” He pointed at the pod of the woman who’d been silently weeping. “Jezari isn’t going to last much longer, maybe one more cycle.”
Farahnnim shrugged. “Keshara has outlived her usefulness, with this stunt of running away, and she’s shown a dangerous level of independent thought. The Daughters all know the penalty for breaking the rules. Her exposure to this human is another problem. Who knows what he may have told her? She can come in here a year or two early rather than us taking a chance we can continue to control her.”
Over my dead body. Gabe held his anger in check because right now he wasn’t in a position to take action. The security officer wore a neuro whip and a stun gun at his hip and, even with the element of surprise, Gabe was outnumbered.
“But we have to start dealing with the looming issue of scarcity, darling,” the officer said, nuzzling the scientist’s neck and fondling her rear. “Are you sure you can’t coax any more specimens from the mattrichiexe?”
Gabe’s translator balked at the word so apparently there was no equivalent in Basic.
The scientist frowned and shook her head, even as she arched her body coquettishly into his casual caresses. “You know I can’t, which is why we’ve discussed ways and means of acquiring what we need from the other labs.”
“And ruled it out,” the man said emphatically. “It’s been too long, Fara. We can’t risk it. We have no idea what the conditions are out there.”
 “Well, we can’t exactly go without, can we?” She took a step away from him and glared.
Gabe wished he knew what the core of the argument was. It sounded like highly useful data. Maybe Keshara could shed light on things for him later.
The scientist was speaking again, her voice thoughtful. “But now there might be a new possibility, with this human male we’ve captured. If he proves to be compatible, if I can activate the right receptors in the daughters and, if the correct genes are dominant, the offspring might be useful to us here, once they were in early adulthood. We could stretch the yield from the others that long, especially if I could use growth accelerants on the offspring. The women and this man are all humanoid stock at the root, despite the enhancements to the DNA of the Daughters.”
Gabe stared at her so hard he was afraid she’d feel the weight of his hatred. Didn’t take a scientific genius to get the gist of that remark. No way in seven hells he was providing his services as a donor to make human-Badari babies for her to experiment on. His skin crawled. Every time he encountered them, he realized all over again how depraved the Khagrish were.
“Right in line with your specialty, darling,” said the officer in a fawning voice. “Tweaking DNA, adjusting genes. If anyone can do it, you can.”
“Except this idiot let the human escape.” Farahnnim pointed at Slibb and the tech cowered.
In a placating tone, head bowed, shoulders hunched as if expecting a beating, Slibb said, “Zammarqq was lapsing into one of his fits—”
“With the blizzard outside, the human hasn’t gone anywhere, I promise you,” the officer interrupted smoothly. “He’s in the building, and we’ll find him.”
Eavesdropping, Gabe grinned and shook his head. Talk about misplaced faith in his own abilities—this security guy was all kinds of egotistical. Dealing with a Sectors Special Forces operator here, pal. Nothing you’ve ever encountered before. You don’t even know I’m right here, a few feet away.
The machine finished harvesting the motes from the body of the third Badari woman and the machine shut down with a series of loud clicking noises. Slibb took the container from the core, handling it as if it was the most precious object in the galaxy, and set it securely into a padded holder on a rolling cart nearby. “Shall I take this into your personal lab now, doctor?”
“Yes. I’ll make the elixir tonight, and we can do injections in the morning.” Farahnnim patted the top of the nearest pod and turned on her heel to leave the medlab.
“You should let Slibb help you,” the security officer said as he followed her.
The scientist made a rude noise. “How many times have we had this same discussion? You know my answer to that: only a senior scientist such as myself is skillful enough to understand and manipulate the elements. Distilling the elixir is my job and mine alone.”
Slibb and the officer exchanged looks behind her back, which seemed derisive to Gabe, even though he was no expert at reading Khagrish facial expressions. These guys don’t like her monopoly on whatever it is she’s doing. Maybe they don’t trust her.
He waited a few more minutes after the door closed behind them. Giving the three prisoners a final glance he made a vow, Hold out, ladies. I’ll do my damnedest to get you out of there. But first he had to rescue himself and get the pack up here for a full assault. I can’t wait to see Aydarr’s face when I tell him there actually are Badari women.
Muscles kinked from sitting in an awkward position in the air shaft, he debated. The ventilation network continued in the direction he’d been going, which was also the way he’d seen the Khagrish head when the trio left the medlab. Curious to know more about the purpose of the elixir Farahnnim had harvested, he decided to keep working his way into her private lab.
Only to be stymied a few minutes later when the ventilation shaft narrowed and became impassable. There was no access to any room deeper in this wing of the installation. He couldn’t risk a trip into the corridor when he wasn’t sure where his enemies had moved, so he retreated, past the medlab, through the deserted wing, and into the main lab again.
With happy anticipation, he followed the smell of cooking and shimmied and crawled his way to the kitchen, where the staff’s meal had evidently been prepared. No lumpy mush for them. Since the place was deserted, he left the vent to raid the storage compartments and found the leftovers of some decent roasted meat and fresh vegetables. Careful to take a small quantity from each dish, he also got some bread and a piece of fruit, two bottles of nutrient fluid and re-entered his new home, the warren of tunnels.
He assumed it would occur to the Khagrish to set a trap for him in the kitchen at some point, but at least tonight he could eat well.
Resolving to pick out and fortify a room in one of the deserted areas so he could get some much needed sleep, Gabe retreated from the active area of the complex, hoping tomorrow the blizzard would wane, he could find the clothing and gear he needed, break Keshara out of her cell, and escape.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
Keshara sat on her bunk in the cell, playing a desultory game of cards. After a week in confinement she moved from bored to on edge about what her ultimate fate was going to be and then reverted to boredom. It was impossible to maintain the high level of stress. The Director had been silent on the topic of her ultimate punishment, and Ashla made vague threats on her daily visits to Keshara. The past two days she hadn’t even bothered to strike at Keshara during her time berating her, so maybe the situation was easing.
Tossing the cards on the table, Keshara reclined against the thin pillows and found her thoughts drifting to the human, Gabe. She was relieved yesterday to see him on his feet and healthy. She couldn’t find it in her heart to regret the decision she’d made to rescue him at the cost of surrendering herself. She hoped now he understood why she’d lied to him about the fact he was going to find himself in Khagrish captivity. 
Conjuring up her favorite new mental image of him, standing outside the force barrier, face set in lines of concern over her, with that sexy low voice caressing her ears, she sighed and shifted on her cot to relieve some of the internal ache. An ache she was sure he’d be able to take care of better than anything she’d ever been able to do for herself in the privacy of her small bedchamber. 
Keshara wasn’t even sure what exactly she was yearning for where he was concerned, but she’d never felt like this before about anyone in her extremely limited circle of acquaintances and associates at the Retreat.
Gabe was something way outside her experience all right, and she craved more intimate knowledge.
When the alarms sounded later she’d been worried for him all over again. When Raeblin brought her dinner, she’d whispered telepathically the news of Gabe’s escape, and so far he hadn’t been recaptured. Palinna had confirmed the information in a hasty exchange when she delivered the morning meal.
Keshara was happy for him and not at all surprised he’d fulfilled her expectation of being able to escape without too much trouble. Self-indulgent sadness colored her mood, however, because she’d never see him again, and there was so much more to know. She felt restless and frustrated that the Great Mother had set her on the path to find Gabe, only to lose him so soon thereafter. He seemed to be an honorable man, and remembering the warm look in his eyes and the kind tones in his voice set off little explosions of heat and desire in her inner core.
At least I got to see how well he recovered and talk to him one more time. She brushed away a tear.
“Psst!”
At the unexpected sound coming from the direction of the grate, she blinked, sat up, and slid off the bed, staring across the cell in disbelief.
“It’s me, Gabe.” The whisper was nearly inaudible, even to one with her acute Badari hearing.
She hurried to the wall where the grate was situated, near the ceiling, and peered upward. Dimly, she could see him behind the thin metal slats. “What are you doing here? I believed you’d escaped.”
He made a shushing gesture with one hand. “Keep your voice down. Is there a working vidcam in the cell? Anyone in the corridor?”
“No to both questions.”
“I’m going to unscrew this grate, help you get in here, and then we’re on our way out of this place again. I’ll help you escape in return for guiding me off this peak and toward the foothills where I crashed. Deal?”
“I’d be a fool to say no. Deal.” Excitedly, she watched him undo the fasteners and carefully open the grate. She stretched her hands to him, and he pulled her inside the ventilation shaft, retreating in the narrow space so she could fit.
“You’ll have to screw it back together,” he said. “I can’t squeeze past you. Let them wonder how in the seven hells you escaped with the force barrier activated. But do it fast—we have to grab our gear and make it outside.”
Turning awkwardly in the confined area, she did as he requested. “Using the vents didn’t even cross my mind. Too used to my own environment, I guess.”
He laughed, a low sexy sound arrowing straight to her core. “I’ve had experience escaping Khagrish labs before. Ready to travel?”
“Yes.” She crawled on her hands and knees behind him, trying not to notice how closely the tight black security uniform he’d evidently stolen somewhere hugged his well-muscled butt. Those were the wrong observations, distracting her from what she had to accomplish today.
The journey through the maze of shafts astounded her, but Gabe moved unerringly, clearly well aware of his destination. They had to lie motionless at one point while Slibb and the other lab tech stood having a conversation in an inconvenient spot adjacent to the very ventilation shaft the fugitives were moving through. Then the human took her into a deserted portion of the lab and soon she was climbing down in a closed off room, where he’d evidently stashed the results of his foraging for the past day and night.
She got a good look at him as he helped her out of the opening and set her on her feet. He was dressed in the tight fitting uniform, which outlined his muscles clearly, and he had the command device for neurocontrollers and a pulse gun at his hip. He’d found boots to fit somewhere, and he presented the picture of a determined soldier ready for action, which she found both reassuring and wildly attractive. “Thank you for coming to get me,” she said.
Shaking his head, he smiled. “Hey, we’re a team, and I owe you. Let me see your arm so I can get the damn bracelet off. I hate those things.”
Keshara nodded as he gently supported her arm with one hand and applied the control with the other. “I never had one on before. The pain was intense when Blanggin gave me a dose to teach me a lesson before they shoved me in the cell.”
“Blanggin, is that the security guy? How many men does he have under his command?” 
“Only  himself.”
Gabe shook his head as he dropped the now-released bracelet on the floor. “The more I learn, the stranger this setup gets.” He rubbed her arm, examining the fading bruises. “Was the bracelet before or after someone beat you up?”
Keshara blushed, shame rising in her like a tide. “Ashla, the First Daughter, administers punishment. She was livid at my lack of gratitude for all the Director does for us, for insulting her by leaving the Retreat.”
“Uh huh.” Head tilted, Gabe raised his eyebrows. “I’ve got my own views on the issue, starting with never trust a Khagrish. Listen, we have a lot to talk about, stuff I want to know, questions I’m sure you want to ask, but right now we need to get out of here before anyone notices you missing.” He moved to the stack of outerwear and gear. “Damn Khagrish are like pack rats, even in a half deserted outpost like this one. I tried to find something in your size. Where’d you get the clothes you had on when we met?”
Keshara joined him and sorted through his stack of purloined items. “We have to go outside and do maintenance on occasion and the Khagrish send us into the preserve to hunt game so I had my own boots and coat, but it was all taken away when Ashla brought me back. What’s your plan?”
“This room is close to an outer door. We open it or blow it or whatever’s needed and run like hell. The storm is still going on, but at a reduced velocity so we’ll have good cover.” 
“We have another advantage since today is Elixir Day.” She pulled on appropriate outerwear. “The Khagrish tend to keep to their own chambers.”
“Yeah, that’s one of my questions: what the hell is that stuff?”
Keshara shrugged as she piled ration bars and other items in a backpack. “I have no idea. Some ritual they observe. It seems very serious to them. Where did you get all of this?”
“This place has a number of storerooms in the deserted wings. Seems like at one time the Director planned for a higher occupancy rate.” He picked up a stunner, checked the charge and held it out to her. “I’ll keep the pulse rifle, but you can have this one.”
Keshara hesitated. “I’ve never held a weapon before.”
“You are a weapon, you Badari.” His tone was admiring and the remark was obviously meant as a compliment. She felt herself blushing. “But sometimes it’s handy to have stopping power that works from a distance.” He offered it to her again. “Problem?”
Keshara took the weapon from his hand and marveled at the feel of the stunner. The power it conferred on her was astonishing—she could take down a Khagrish. Even the Director herself!
He laughed, showing his deep, genuinely amused mirth again. “I see the idea taking hold in your mind. Amazing what a bit of offensive power can do for a person. But the two of us aren’t enough to take down the place and rescue the others. Trust me, if I could pull off an extraction operation right now, today, I would. Nope, our task is to get away and call in the reinforcements. The Alpha will be more than willing to come north with the pack and kick ass. I won’t kid you, we have a lot of hiking to do before we get somewhere that I can figure out a way to make contact. Weeks maybe. I searched here for a coms unit but didn’t see anything I could use.” Now Gabe was stuffing the second backpack full of food and a few salvaged items whose purpose she didn’t understand. Why did he want a rope? Apparently struck by a thought, he paused and gave her a searching look. “Is there a flyer here?”
“Like the one you crashed?”
He grimaced as he directed his attention to the stash of supplies and gear. “Yeah. Don’t remind me.”
Hastily, she tried to atone for the gaffe. Obviously, his flying skills were a point of pride for him. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“You didn’t, no problem. Based on what you’ve seen of my abilities as a pilot, I don’t blame you for being skeptical.”
“I’m not aware of any flyers but that doesn’t mean much. We’re not allowed to wander away from the central part of the Retreat where we live. There are locked corridors we’re not allowed to enter. We can only go into the enclosed preserve, as I mentioned before, and occasionally do limited maintenance outside under the supervision of the lab techs. The Khagrish hate being outdoors in the cold and have grown lax because we don’t give them any trouble.” She laughed at the memory. “When I set off to escape the first time, I was assigned to do outside maintenance for the week and decided to take off, so I snuck some things I’d need outside with me and left.” She seemed pleased and nonplussed by the simplicity of her escape. “I’m guessing Ashla and Blanggin have tightened the assignments and routines now. Simply walking away won’t work again.”
Gabe paused in his tossing items into the backpack. “Are you a hacker by any chance? I found a few computer stations in the empty wing I think we could power up.”
She shook her head. “We’re only allowed handhelds with minimal information besides the training modules, no access to the facility AI. Palinna has played with the idea of piercing the system by working from the handhelds, but she hasn’t gotten very far.”
He shrugged as if her negative reply wasn’t a surprise. “I didn’t expect any other answer, but I had to ask. Be a shame to go trekking through the mountains if there was an easier solution. Ready to go? We need to move fast, and don’t hesitate once we hit the corridor out there.” He nodded at the barricaded door.
“I’ll be right behind you.” Keshara gripped the stunner tightly and shook off her case of nerves.
Gabe moved aside a few pieces of furniture he’d built his barricade with, took a stance, weapon ready, and keyed the door to open. As soon as the panel slid aside far enough, he was in the corridor, facing away from her, weapon aimed at the opposite end of the hall. She slipped out behind him. 
“Door’s to the right. Go.”
Keshara ran in the direction he indicated, where she could see filtered light coming in from a large set of doors leading to the outside. Snow swirled past the glass as she approached. Gabe caught up to her and swiped a card through the slot beside the door, which smoothly opened. He held it for a second before sticking it into an inside pocket. “Slibb must not have missed this yet.”
Laughing at his audacity, she slipped past him, took a moment to orient herself with the few visible landmarks, and headed in the direction of the route away from the lab she’d found before. Gabe caught up easily and they jogged in single file.
“No alarms,” she said over her shoulder. “A good sign.”
Saving her breath to move faster, she didn’t offer any other comments as they progressed along the mountain trail she’d identified on her first escape attempt. The going was treacherous and narrow, the waning storm was sending periodic gusts along the heights, although for the most part it had blown itself out. There was worse terrain ahead.
Gabe grabbed her and held her tight after one particular gust made her stagger sideways, using his body to make a buffer for her against the driving snow. “We should stop a minute and rope together,” he said, speaking close to her ear.
She hunkered down in the lee of the boulders where he’d paused while Gabe pulled the rope from his pack and looped it around her waist, measured out a few feet and tied the cord around himself. Giving the knot a yank to test its security, he signaled for her to move out again. 
Keshara hiked as fast as she dared, wanting to put as much distance between themselves and the lab as possible. Weighing on her mind as well was the knowledge they had a particularly challenging trek to make along a cliff face below a snowy overhang, which she wanted to accomplish well before dark. The cave where she planned to stop for the night was some distance beyond that point.
“Any alternate routes?” Gabe asked at the next pause for rest and water in the lee of a rocky outcrop, out of the worst of the biting wind. “I’m assuming Ashla and the others will expect you to use this path again, and she did track you last time.”
Shaking her head, she capped the water bottle and stowed it securely in the pack again. “I didn’t find any other ways down. Do you want to take time to explore?”
“No, I’m following your lead here. Just asking.” He stood aside to let her take point. “Trying to minimize the odds of us being recaptured. If you think Ashla was pissed off before, let me hazard a guess how angry she’ll be this time.”
Keshara gave an exaggerated shiver. “No, we can’t let ourselves be taken, you’re right.”
As they continued their slow descent from the heights where the Retreat was situated, she savored the feeling of being part of a team. She’d been terrified when she made her solo trek, but it was beyond reassuring to have Gabe’s strong hand to help her across the narrow crevasses and to receive his occasional compliments for her climbing abilities and her endurance.  His open appreciation for her daring in making a break for freedom and blazing this trail the first time was pleasurable to hear.
She tried not to think ahead to tonight when she and Gabe would be denned in a cozy cave and would have time to talk. Curiosity about this male, not only about what he knew of Badari and Khagrish, but also about his own life before coming to this world, kept her mind busy as she worked her way down the rocky slope.
They’d successfully navigated the tricky terrain under the snow overhang, which took hours, and were half way across a snow blanketed meadow, Keshara now following Gabe so she could step into his deep footprints, when she heard an odd sound echoing across the valley. It sounded as if someone had dropped a heavy pack a few feet, sort of a hollow thump. Gabe whipped around and yelled, “Avalanche, run for your life!” He grabbed her and broke into a sprint, pulling her along so quickly she was challenged to stay on her feet, stumbling. The next thing she knew a huge wind lifted her like a leaf and she was swimming in a world of white, disoriented, knocked about this way and that, pummeled with rocks and branches and other debris. 
When the mad assault ended she lay dazed, partially buried in snow, at the edge of a huge mass of snow that hadn’t been there only moments before. Keshara gazed at the sky with detached, befuddled curiosity. Why am I lying here? If this is a dream, it’s very odd.
The sensation of deadly cold was seeping through her garments and, around her legs the snow was hardening. Realization of the continuing jeopardy she was in snapped her out of her daze. She wriggled and dug with her talons extended and was able to get free. The broken rope flapped against her thigh and she stared at the vast, unbroken snowfield in disbelief. She was having trouble focusing her attention on any one thing but a persistent thought surfaced.
Gabe’s buried under there.
Driven by the horrific knowledge, she threw her pack aside and took a deep breath of the frigid air to calm and center herself. I can do this. Badari have exceptional hearing and sense of smell. I can find him. I have to find him. Breathing a prayer to the goddess, she started a search grid in her immediate vicinity, hoping the rope might have held them together until close to the end of the fall, although she had no clear memory of Gabe in the wild maelstrom engulfing her.
Nothing. 
Terror coursed through her veins over the idea she might not be able to locate him at all, or even more cruel to contemplate, she might not find him in time to save him. How long could a human survive being buried under tons of snow? How long had she stood in a daze after the avalanche stopped?
But if I panic now he has no chance at all. He’s counting on me.
Raising her head to the sky, she drew in deep lungfuls of the crisp mountain air. There! A faint hint of Gabe’s masculine scent, like nothing she’d ever encountered before she met him such a short time ago. Enticing, with a hint of muskiness that had given her delightfully sensual ideas under other circumstances. 
Keshara followed the tiny scent trail upslope about ten feet then she began to hear a steady thumping under the snow, barely perceptible on the outer edge of her capability to detect noise. “It must be his heart,” she said aloud, needing the encouragement of a voice, even her own. 
Dropping to her knees, she deployed her iron hard black talons and excavated in great scooping motions. The snow had hardened once the avalanche slid to a halt, but was no match for the power of her claws and her Badari strength. She couldn’t maintain this level of performance for long, but if she didn’t find him right away, he’d be dead. Driven by the urgency, she redoubled her efforts.
A shadow appeared in the snow under her last scoop. Catching her breath as a fresh wave of adrenaline shot through her body, she dug more carefully, unburying the tips of his fingers. Please be alive, goddess, please let him have survived. The desperate prayer filled her mind as she touched his chilled flesh. Gabe must have shoved his arm over his head at the last second. Working with continued intensity but more cautiously, she removed the next few feet of snow and came into a cavity he’d apparently created in front of his face. The space was small but she hoped it was enough to have kept him alive while she’d been searching.
His eyes were closed, his lips blue. Snow and ice clung to his face.
“Gabe?” No answer. 
Keshara kept digging, trying to ignore the panicky feeling in her gut. “Gabe? Talk to me.”
He moaned, which she took as a positive sign, and his body twitched.
Carefully, she removed the snow encasing his lower body. He slumped forward and groaned as his face met the cold snow. Eyes flickering, he inhaled with a huge gasp, like a man who’d been drowning.
“Are you ok?” she asked, clutching his arm and lifting him away from the clinging snow. “Any broken bones?”
“Keshara?”
Reassured he’d recognized her immediately, she took a deep breath. “Yes. We need to get you out of this hole now. Can you climb with my help?”
He seemed disoriented for a minute, blinking. “Noth—nothing broken.”
Retracting her claws, she scrambled out of the way, leaving the cavity she’d dug, sank to her knees and grabbed his hands. “I’ve got you, now plant your feet and work your way out with my help.”
Gabe responded to her sharply delivered order and, the higher he climbed, the more fluid his movements became. At length she collapsed on the snow, Gabe on top of her, as he finally reached freedom.
“Sorry,” he muttered as he rolled off her and got shakily to his feet. Extending a hand to help her rise, he said, “Thank you for saving my life again. How in the seven hells did you pull it off?”
She flashed her talons, curious to see if he’d be repulsed by them, knifelike daggers on a female hand, but he only grinned.
“Yeah, those come in handy all right. I have days I almost wish we humans had them too.” He reached for her hand, took it and raised it to his lips, kissing first the curled claws then unfurling them to kiss her palm. “I owe you more than I can ever repay, but I’ll sure as hell try.”
Pleased by his gesture, she retracted the claws, hiding them inside her fingertips by whatever DNA sorcery the Khagrish had wrought. “We’d better get off this snow field, into the tree line. It’s another hour’s trek at least to the cave I was planning to shelter in tonight. Can you walk?”
He stretched as if taking stock of his entire body, so recently healed from the flyer crash. “Sure, gotta do what we gotta do. You’re probably pretty shook up too, not to mention all the work you did digging me out. Any injuries need attention right now?” 
Wincing, she shook her head. “Bumps, bruises, probably, nothing serious. We Badari heal fast.”
“Good. I’m jealous of those healing capabilities for sure.” He glanced at the hole where he’d been buried. “I never climbed out of my own grave before.”
Keshara slapped him on the back. “Well, it wasn’t your grave, not today. Time to move out, soldier.”
His pack was gone, lost under the vast snowfield somewhere, the straps having broken during the buffeting by the force of the avalanche, so he insisted on shouldering hers. Leaning on each other, they made their way slowly into the trees.
“I’d wanted us to locate another spot for the night,” he said, “Make it harder for the Khagrish to find us if they’re tracking. But I think we’re both on our last legs, literally. We need to rest, have a fire for warmth, and eat.”
“My feelings exactly.” She ached all over from the pummeling she’d taken, not to mention the effort digging him out, but she was buoyed by happiness and relief he’d survived thanks to her efforts. “Almost there.”
The cave was small. After insisting she rest while he took his turn taking care of both of them, Gabe gathered firewood from the surrounding forest and got a fire blazing. Keshara voiced only a token argument because she was aching all over, and she sensed it was important to him to do his part. Then he set about camouflaging the entrance as best he could before re-entering their refuge with a satisfied expression. “From the way the sky is darkening, the storm may blow again tonight, which will help obscure the tracks and our hideout.”
He shed his outer layer of clothing as Keshara had already done once the small space warmed. She handed him a ration bar and the nutrient flask. “Sorry there’s no better meal to be had.”
“I’m grateful to be out of the lab and to have survived the avalanche,” he said. “Any meal is a banquet tonight, and the company is exceptional.” His smile was wide and gave her butterflies with its warmth.
“How did you know what to do?” she asked. “I mean, sticking your arm up to make you easier to find and clearing a space to breathe. Do soldiers in your world encounter avalanches often?”
He shook his head, sitting cross legged next to her and munching on the bar. “I did a stint on a place called Taychelle’s Planet years ago. Nothing but snow. We had special training to serve there, and I was in a couple of smaller avalanches. Dug a few guys out. Some lived, others less fortunate didn’t. It’s really a matter of luck. And the skill of your companion.” He lifted the drink in her direction as if in tribute then took a long swallow. “What generation are you, if I may ask?”
“Generation?” She was confused by the question. “I’m a Second Daughter. Ashla is the only surviving First Daughter. There’s no other designation I’m aware of.”
“The pack I’m embedded with is Generation 8, led by an Alpha named Aydarr,” he said. “They tell me the Khagrish have been experimenting on the Badari here for at least 800 years since creating them. We have generations 9, 10 and 11 safe with us in the sanctuary valley as well, rescued from the labs. All males. The 9’s are cadets, already soldiers in training, starting to integrate into the pack on missions. The 10’s and 11’s are trying to learn to be kids now, after being raised in the labs by the Khagrish.” He poked at the fire to make it blaze with renewed energy. “I hate the Khagrish, you know? Anyone who could treat children the way the young Badari were handled, to say nothing of the torture and abuse of the adults. The bastards have no redeeming virtues in my eyes.”
Blinking, mind a haze of shocked thought fragments, Keshara stared at him, too astounded to frame words. Hand at her throat, she swallowed hard, took a deep breath and fought for an adequate response to the bombshells he’d dropped.  “I—I can barely make sense of what you’re saying. I have no fondness for the Director or the others on her staff, but I had no idea of the scope of what her people had done elsewhere. And you said there are no other Badari women?”
“Not according to the guys I work with. In fact, our human doctor even heard a couple high level Khagrish scientists themselves say once there were no females. The customer wanted only males, right from the beginning.” He reached out his hand and took hers in a warm grasp. “You did know your people were created by the Khagrish, right?”
She nodded. “But it’s confusing because my sisters and I have vague memories, as if we’d lived before, somewhere else. We have our own language, which all of us can speak from the day of first awareness, and we know the goddess watches over us.” Keshara tapped her chest over her heart. “I know it here.”
“Right, my pack says the same. Their theory postulates a unique kind of ancestral memory attached to the humanoid DNA the scientists used as a base for their experiments.” He studied her face, the expression on his concerned. “If this conversation is distressing you, we don’t have to talk about it anymore tonight.”
She squeezed his hand and let go, rising to pace the length of the cave. Her emotions were all mixed up, with fear of what else he might be able to tell her about herself and her sisters making her stomach ache. Yet she wanted to know more, especially about the other pack. The idea of more Badari was exciting. Would this Aydarr and his men see themselves as brothers to her group? “I don’t have any memories of a childhood. I remember my day of first awakening, in my bed, in my quarters, exactly as I am now. That was maybe twenty five years ago. I guess to be honest I’ve aged a few years in my physical appearance, but we Badari don’t show the passage of time much.” This conversation was disturbing, making her face unsettling questions and doubts she and the others had buried deep, discussed only tentatively amongst themselves.
Gabe rose and come to give her a hug, pulling her close to him. “No one knows how the Khagrish go about forming an individual Badari, which is the term my friends use. But in the labs, they start as young children and grow into adulthood. Sounds like at the Retreat Dr. Farahnnim decided to move straight to the mature individuals, bypass dealing with kids. We destroyed the lab my pack came from and made sure those scientists can’t create any more Badari. From the way she was talking, I don’t think Farahnnim can create any more of you here either.”
She studied his face in the firelight. “You have a mother and a father?”
“Yes, I do, although both have passed on in recent years. I have a brother and sister as well.”
“So you’re real?”
“Hey.” Eyes narrowed, he cupped her chin. “You’re real, Keshara. You’re just as much a person as I am, as any member of the pack is. You’re very real to me.” Moving slowly, as if to give her time to protest, he lowered his head and kissed her on the lips.
The pressure of his body against hers was intoxicating. After a moment, his tongue licked against her lips, and she parted them instinctively, not wanting to deny herself anything, any slightest pleasure he might give her. As she twined her arms around his neck, he explored her mouth in a sensual, slow moving fashion that left her holding him as close as she could. Tentatively, she allowed her tongue to play with his, and to explore the warmth of his mouth as she grew emboldened by his response. She felt his aroused cock pressing against her lower body even through the layers of their clothing and knew from the tightening of her nipples and the way her inner muscles pulsed that she wanted to do so much more with this human soldier.
The training modules had discussed physiological sexual responses of males and females in dry, clinical terms and Keshara was now learning  how intoxicating reality could be.
But Gabe finished the kiss and raised his head, eyeing her with a rueful smile. “I’ve wanted to do that all day. You tempt me, lady, but we’d better dial the intensity back a few notches. We’ve got a lot of hard walking to do tomorrow and today was a bear, right?”
Keshara wanted more kisses and then to experience whatever would happen next, but she was taking her lead from him and shy about asking for more. Her body was tingling and aching in unfamiliar places she suspected he could satisfy but, if he didn’t want to proceed, or believed she was reluctant, she was unsure how to encourage him. She stepped away from him and fed a few more sticks into the fire, letting the flames’ radiance take credit for the flush on her face.
Apparently unaware of her emotions, her companion returned to the backpack and fished out one more ration bar, after checking how many were left. As he unwrapped it, he said, “About our earlier conversation, it doesn’t matter how you got here, it matters what you do with your life. Aydarr and his pack have chosen to fight the Khagrish and try to make this planet theirs. It’s not all war and fighting, though. Some members of the pack have found mates among the human women, and one couple is even expecting a baby the old fashioned way.”
“Truly? How joyous! I hope I get to meet this pack of yours.” Babies were so far removed from her experience, she couldn’t imagine what it would be like, but she could imagine the joy such a birth might bring to a Badari. And for the child to have actual, loving parents would be a blessing indeed from the Great Mother. Keshara loved her sisters but the thought of being held and comforted by a biologically related elder made her breath catch with longing. Certainly neither the Director nor Ashla was remotely motherly in their treatment of the Second Daughters.
“You’ll meet everyone, I promise. Once we get word to the pack about the situation at the Retreat, they’ll come help us rescue your friends and destroy whatever Farahnnim has going on.” Gabe’s voice rang with the conviction he always expressed when he discussed the end of the Khagrish lab.
“She’s a brilliant scientist, doing important research.” Even to her own ears Keshara sounded halfhearted but the message had been dinned into her ears her entire life, by Ashla and the Director herself. It was practically a programmed response for her now.
“So she says. I’m not a believer. Alleged research based on imprisoning and mistreating other sentients is abhorrent.” Gabe snorted and broke the ration bar in half, offering it to her. Her face must have reflected her distaste for more of the dry survival food because he said, “We’ve both got to fuel up for tomorrow’s hike.”
Swallowing the first bite, she said, “The Director doesn’t conduct any experiments on us.”
Gabe shook his head, brow furrowed. “Don’t be too sure. I saw disturbing stuff when I was roaming the deserted areas of the complex.”
Keshara couldn’t hold the question inside, compelled to face as much truth about the Retreat as he’d share. “Like what?”
The question he asked in return was a surprise. “Do you know a woman named Jezari?”
With a sinking feeling in her gut, tinged with excitement, she asked, “What do you know about her? Have you seen her? She and I had first awakening at the same time, she was one of my best friends.”
“She and two other Badari women are lying unconscious in pods in the place you called the lab annex. As far as I can tell, they’re being harvested in some weird fashion for an extract that goes into making the elixir.”
The cave spun around Keshara, and her knees buckled. Gabe was at her side in an instant, scooping her into his strong arms and carrying her to the spot where he’d set up the sleep mat. She clung to him, shaking so badly she could hardly breathe. Gabe swore and held her close, trying to quell her trembling.
“I’m sorry I shouldn’t have been so blunt. I forget you aren’t used to the horrors I’ve seen and heard about in the other labs. But surely when she disappeared you must have suspected bad things had happened to her? I mean, you were the one who mentioned the annex to me the first time I saw you in the cell.” He smoothed her hair and rubbed her back gently.
Clenching her fists, stammering as she offered the only rebuttal she could to the story he’d told, Keshara recognized the untruths even as she spoke them. “The Director said—she told us and Ashla confirmed it—when a girl went into the annex there were tests for a few months, which could be grueling and arduous, but necessary for the research to continue and expand. Then, if the girl did well, she was set free as a reward, in a beautiful garden located in a vast cave inside the mountain, where she had no duties, no tasks, nothing to do but enjoy nature, read books on her handheld, dance, paint, whatever her heart called her to do for pleasure. Like the Preserve outdoors where we hunt game for the table, only more gardenlike, made tropical by the volcano’s heat. A paradise to be with her friends until she eventually died of old age. When Ashla comes to escort a girl to the annex, she always says it’s a time for rejoicing.” 
Tears ran down her cheeks as she finished the final words in a whisper. We believed the lies because facing the truth was too horrifying. Faces rose in her mind’s eye, Badari women she’d known and been friends with, long gone now, not to paradise as Keshara’d been assured over and over, but to a ghastly fate at Farahnnim’s hands. If Gabe was to be believed and she had no doubt he was reciting the truth of what he’d seen in the annex.
“That’s the biggest set of lies I ever heard in my life,” Gabe said, his voice ice cold. “Trust me, based on what I observed, none of what you said is anywhere close to the truth of what Farahnnim does with your people. I’m not meaning to insult you for accepting it. I know what it’s like to be in a bad situation and cling to any reed of hope you can find. But, clearly, they told you this fairy tale to keep all of you docile and less likely to rebel. Maybe you didn’t outnumber them in the beginning, but you could probably take them now. Especially if the telepathic ability has appeared in this generation. Makes planning a rebellion a lot simpler. Did you ever try reaching out mentally to a woman who’d supposedly gone to the garden? Or even the annex?”
“I—I did try, a long time ago, with a woman who’d been kind to me. I missed her. It was like hitting a wall or a force barrier. And then later, when I tried again, there was nothing.” Horrified, Keshara hid her face in her hands. “I should have known she was dead.”
He hugged her. “Hey, from what you’ve told me, the telepathy is new to your people, a pretty untried ability. No one to mentor you on the use of the power. How would you have known? You’re the victims here, you and your sisters. Don’t take any guilt onto your shoulders. But I’m curious why none of you detected the lie when Ashla repeated it? The Badari I run with can smell a lie and certainly one as gigantic as this.”
A light dawned for Keshara as she said, “Ashla has her own perfume, one the Director created specifically for her. We thought it was an odd thing for a Khagrish to do, especially since Farahnnim regards us as animals but if the recipe includes certain flowers, those deaden our sense of smell to some extent.  Probably enough for Ashla to be able to get away with these horrific lies and play her part in supporting Farahnnim on managing the rest of us.” She stared at Gabe, disgust gnawing at her. “Is there no limit to the deviousness of the Khagrish?”
Gabe shook his head. “They’re accomplished in carrying out evil, unfortunately.”
She sat and watched the fire dance, accompanied by the crackle and pop of resin pockets in the firewood. Keshara knew Gabe was giving her sideways glances but, for now, she was unable to talk any more, still absorbing the terrifying information he’d given her. Leaning against his sturdy frame, his strong arms locked around her gave comfort.
Finally, he asked, “I’ve been wondering, who’s your Alpha? Please don’t tell me it’s Ashla.”
“We have no alpha, if I’m understanding the term the way you mean it. Ashla is a fervent supporter of the Director, fiercely loyal to her. I-I think she loves the Director more than she cares about any of us, her own people. She has the power to order the rest of us to obey or the Khagrish will punish us, if she doesn’t take retribution for wrongs into her own hands. But she isn’t loyal to us, and we’re not loyal to her the way the men you know seem to behave toward this Aydarr you speak of.” Keshara bit her lip not to add how much she wished Ashla had been a person the Daughters could rely on for comfort or questions.
“Aydarr’s a true alpha all right. He’s power personified, and no one says no to his orders. He’s tough but fair, and he’s more than extended himself and the pack to help the humans. His mate is a human.” Gabe rubbed his chin. “I’ve been told over and over alphas are born, not made. Maybe Farahnnim culled anyone who exhibited alpha tendencies in their DNA before the subjects had their—what did you call it?—first awakening. Sounds like a precautionary step she’d take.”
“The other girls look to me,” Keshara said, realizing for the first time how much they all turned to her to make decisions and interpret things the Khagrish said and did. Ashla relayed orders. Keshara tried to puzzle out the meaning behind the orders and see a bigger picture. Even design an alternate approach to propose if the command was distasteful. Maybe that was part of why Ashla disliked her so intensely. Did the First Daughter see her as a rival?  “I assumed it was because I have a touch of the healing power, so I’m considered closer to the Great Mother. Ashla is quite devoted to the goddess but has no gift such as mine.”
“Healers are regarded as pretty special by the Badari,” he said. “I suppose a person could be a healer and an alpha. And we know from past experience if there isn’t an alpha-born, or the one who is abdicates responsibility, someone else will step up to lead. Your goddess works in mysterious ways, like any deity.” Gabe ran his hands through his hair. “I wish we knew what generation you are. If you’re earlier on the evolutionary scale than Aydarr and his men, you may be working with different parameters than they are. Just your growing up outside the lab structure the males endured produces differences, of course.”
“Will it make a difference to our acceptance by these other Badari?” Her heart ached, having previously adopted with enthusiasm the idea of the unknown pack becoming brothers for her and the others, for having a sort of family beyond the tight but small circle of Second Daughters. Any hint of rejection by these people she didn’t even know yet was frightening and hurtful.
“Hells no.” Gabe was emphatic. “The Badari are the most loyal bunch of guys I ever met, other than the Sectors Special Forces. A few bad apples, like any species, but the majority have proven to be standup warriors with honor. I told you before, Aydarr and the others committed to rescuing the humans from the Khagrish and creating a community where we all live together. I’m proud to stand beside them in battle.”
She patted his hand. “Which tells me much, because I know what kind of man you are.” She sat straighter and looked him in the eyes, ready to resume the previous difficult conversation because there was more she wanted to know in her desperate effort to understand the world she’d been living in and thought she knew. “You’re sure the girls you saw were being used for distillation of energy?”
“I watched the entire harvesting process, which was painless as far as I could tell, although your friend Jezari was crying in her sleep or coma. She didn’t seem to be in obvious pain though, which was a blessing.” He spread his hands wide. “There’s this giant, complicated machine and vapor and probes and the workings of it all are beyond me. I’m just a soldier. But I know what I saw. I heard Farahnnim and the others discuss the elixir, and she took the container of extract away to her private lab, to mix up a batch.” He shook his head. “Your friend was in the worst shape, but the other two aren’t far behind her. If I could have rescued them then and there, I would have. Tore me up to leave the three of them behind.” A muscle in his clenched jaw twitched as he apparently recalled the moment he had to force himself to exit the chamber. “My branch of the service never leaves people behind. But I had no choice.”
“The other two women were selected for the annex later, after Jezari, by maybe six months.” She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “I have to be sure you’re right and the Khagrish—and Ashla—are lying to us.”
Fortunately, Gabe didn’t appear to be taking her doubts and continued probing of his story personally. His face was set in lines of concern, and his voice was warm. “I understand. Ask me anything you want, and I’ll do my best to report my observations. When Aydarr does attack this place with the pack, he’ll make sure none of the wretched technology is left in one piece. If the women in the pods can be saved, we’ll give them our best effort.”
Heart breaking, Keshara was compelled to press Gabe yet again on what he was claiming. She had to swallow hard past a huge lump in her throat as she shared a further belief she and the others had relied upon for comfort in their bleak existence at the Retreat. “Ashla told us she was selected for the annex in due time, before any of us were given first awakening, while other First Daughters still remained. She claimed she endured the testing and, although there was pain and things she’d rather not have been forced to undergo, she passed through to the garden and was reunited with the other First Daughters. In the garden, she said specifically. But she was lonely for the Director, with whom she was so close, and so she petitioned Farahnnim to allow her to come back to the Retreat, to help with the future generations. To be a guide and a guard for us. She vouched for the truth of the garden many times.”
Gabe frowned and shook his head. “Nope. I’m not buying any of it. I’m sorry, sweetheart, it’s hard to think of one of your own people betraying you, but she lied. Those women I saw were dying as a result of whatever Farahnnim does to them. Jezari was the worst, gaunt and practically skin and bones, but the other two showed progression of the deterioration.  Ashla’s complicit in their deaths, and the murder of all the others who came before. There’s no magic garden paradise waiting inside the mountain somewhere, not in this life, and she knows it.”
“Maybe Ashla bought her life by promising to help Farahnnim,” Keshara said, the words hard to utter. “Although by all appearances she genuinely loves the Director. None of us can understand her devotion.”
Gabe held her close, rubbing her arm. “There’s a thing I’ve heard of, a strange syndrome where a prisoner may eventually take the side of their jailer, even help them oppress others. Our human doctor explained it to me once. It’s a self-protection mechanism, she said, a trick the mind plays. If Ashla is the only surviving member of the first generation, maybe she’s succumbed to mental pressure of that nature as a way to cope with the horror.”
Keshara wanted to clutch at the concept he was offering, as a way to excuse and understand how one Badari could betray the others, but she perceived a hole in the theory. “How did the Badari you met stay sane for so many hundreds of years? Surely they didn’t take the Khagrish side against their own kind.”
“I don’t know that they all did keep their sanity. I’m guessing it has to do with the pack structure. The men have absolute loyalty to each other and to their Alpha. And total hatred for the Khagrish. Hate is a powerful unifying emotion. The Badari supported each other during torture with the telepathic gift. Aydarr can give power to others in times of dire need. Maybe Alphas in the past had the same ability. We just don’t know.” Gabe rubbed her shoulders gently, and Keshara realized how tense she’d gotten during the difficult conversation. “I’m not a member of the pack so I’m not privy to all the secrets. When we eventually make it to the sanctuary valley, you can discuss it with Aydarr and our healer, Timtur.”
She rolled her head, astonished at how relaxed she was feeling under his massage. Blushing, glad he lacked her enhanced senses and was therefore oblivious to her rising arousal, Keshara stretched her arms and rotated her shoulders. “Thank you for working out the knots and cramped muscles.”
“Digging me out of the avalanche must have been quite a chore. Your shoulders and upper back were incredibly tight.” He left his hands on her shoulders as if hesitating before making another move.
Keshara held her breath, filled with desire to claim another of those fiery kisses, but, when he made no move, she sighed. “We should probably turn in now.”
 “Good thought. I hope you don’t mind sharing the one foldout I managed to find. At least it’ll be warmer than sleeping on the hard ground, and I promise to be a total gentleman.” He gave her a bow.
You could be a lot less of a principled guy, and I’d be happier. Biting her lip, she moved to the deceptively thin mattress, which had the capability of acting like a regular mattress, as far as protecting the occupant from the cold bumpy stone underneath them. He curled up behind her, one arm over her waist to hold her close so neither of them rolled off the narrow pad, and she drifted off to sleep despite the many troubling worries crowding her mind.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
She couldn’t breathe. She was caught in an endless swirl of white, rolling and tumbling, disoriented, falling, alone. Keshara screamed.
“Wake up, sweetheart. You’re safe. You’re here with me.” 
Arms like bands of steel held her, and she was pressed firmly against a rock hard body, her breasts compressed against the muscles of his chest. Gabe whispered reassuringly in her ear and stroked her hair. “Nightmare?” he said when he realized she was free of the dream.
“The avalanche. I was caught in the avalanche.” She swallowed hard. “Alone.” 
“I had a hell of a time waking you.” He brushed a kiss on her temple. “You’ll never be alone, not while I’m alive to stand with you. We’re a team.”
The words made her catch her breath, wondering how deeply his sentiment ran, or if he was merely trying to be comforting in the moment. “I’m awake now.” And conscious of how well their bodies fit together. 
This time when she pulled his head closer to hers, it was her tongue that caressed and quested for entry into his mouth. When he parted his lips for her, she tasted the special flavor that was his alone, the spice her Badari senses told her was Gabe and no other. Her heart pounded, and she held him tight, rocking her hips against the hard, hot evidence of his desire. Gabe groaned, and his tongue tangled with hers in a sensual dance that was far too brief before he broke the kiss off.
Keshara wasn’t going to be denied again, not if he was as willing as his body indicated. The huge erection lying against her belly like a steel rod was impossible to deny, even through all their layers of clothing. “I want you,” she whispered, running her hand under his shirt and stroking across his chest. She circled his nipple with a fingertip, relishing the way he reacted to her touch. Enjoying the tension of his muscles under her palm, she moved her hand slowly down his body, under the edge of his pants as he clenched his abdominal muscles to make her access easier until she came to his cock. Curling her fingers around the impressive girth, she rubbed the length to the root.  Oh yes, those dry boring sex education modules had no relationship to the reality of what it felt like to have her hand on an actual aroused male for whom she had deep feelings. The way his skin was soft to the touch over the implacable hardness of his manhood was arousing and exciting.
He locked his hand on her wrist but didn’t attempt to break her hold on him. “Are you sure you know what you’re getting into?” Gabe glanced at her hand caging his impressive erection and rocked his hips against her hold almost as if he couldn’t stop himself in instinctive response to the pressure. “There’s no denying how much I want to make love to you, but I’ve been fighting the desire.”
She moistened her lips, conscious of how he tracked the motion of her tongue. She could tell his arousal heightened in response as his body stiffened even further and she felt him pulsing against her palm. She filed away the fact of how the visuals stimulated him. “Why resist? I want you and you admit you want me.”
His hips bucked as Keshara ran her hand along his shaft again, squeezing and stroking, encouraged by his reaction to what she was doing. “Because this is all new to you, I’m the first guy you ever met outside the Khagrish. It’d be an honor to be your first lover, but it’s not fair to you when you don’t know what the world holds. I don’t want to take advantage of the situation. And besides, you—you might meet someone else later and be sorry you didn’t wait.”
“I want no other lover,” she said, puzzled rather than hurt or annoyed at his reluctance. “It’s my decision who to want and who to love. The heart knows.”
“You haven’t even met a Badari male yet.” His voice was strained under the effort he was making to resist the temptation she offered. “I’m trying to do the honorable thing here but you’re the most captivating woman I’ve ever met. You’re tantalizing me right up to the edge of my self-control.”
She realized with a flash of insight he was trying to protect her out of a mistaken but admirable impulse, concerned with her possible naiveté. He protected himself as well, from future rejection by her, when it might hurt more. Oh yes, his emotions are as deeply engaged as mine. Keshara withdrew her hand, to the accompaniment of his involuntary protest, but only so she could unfasten his shirt and press her lips to his bare chest and taut stomach. Emboldened, she dropped tiny, teasing kisses, enjoying the taste of him against her lips. “So many worries,” she murmured in between caresses. “We don’t even know what tomorrow might hold. You could have died today in the avalanche or I could have. I say we’ve wasted enough time denying what we both know lies between us.”  She paused and sat up, staring into his eyes. “But if you ask me to stop, if you really don’t want us to be intimate tonight, I’ll wait. I’d wait for you forever.”
Gabe groaned and rested his forehead against hers. “No, I do not want to wait, as you can plainly tell.  I’m not experienced with—with deflowering virgins, to be blunt.”
Keshara raised her hands away from him and sat back. “I’m an adult woman, making my free choice of who I want to take as my lover and I trust you to be caring and considerate.”
He kissed her forehead. “We haven’t discussed protection. As in I don’t have any with me, and I doubt that at the Retreat you have any need for birth control. Humans and Badari are cross fertile, you know.”
 “We take pills. Ashla said there were problems with the Khagrish males who used to be at the Retreat in the early days, and the Director didn’t want any outlier results of the experiment, as she called them, so we’re on meds. I guess no one ever ended the order for contraceptives, even though there are so few males left at the facility. We take the medications once a year, so I’m protected for a while yet.”
“I’ve got a clean bill of health,” he said. “Cleared at my most recent pilot’s physical shortly before I was captured and brought to this planet. Thought I should mention that, although Badari don’t pick up infections or viruses.”
“Are we done with the checklist now?” Keshara pushed at his shirt, and he allowed her to strip it off. His muscles gleamed in the firelight and, once again, she ran her hand below his belt to explore what lay there. “I trust you. Everything you’ve said makes me trust you more, if that’s possible.”
He lifted her chin and bent to kiss her again, fiercely, passion unleashed and now she realized with a thrill of excitement how much he’d been holding himself back. Gabe laid her on the mattress and undressed her, taking too much time over the task for her taste, but it was pleasurable to hear him exclaim over her beauty as he peeled the layers of fabric away. He lowered his head to take the tip of one aching breast into his mouth and tug and tease. With his free hand he toyed with the nipple of the other and she arched into him with a moan of pure pleasure as she fumbled with the fastening of his pants. 
“Skin to skin everywhere,” she said as she traced her fingers lightly over his spine and shoulders. “Please, Gabe.”
“Your wish is my command,” he said with a grin, disengaging from his attention to her breasts and giving her a little salute. She smiled in response. Gabe was irresistible to her in all his moods, but the teasing, flirtatious moments were so unlike anything she’d ever experienced in all her existence that she could easily get addicted to them.
Keshara plucked at the waistband of his trousers.  “Take them off, soldier. You’re the one stalling.”
“And you’re sure you want to do this?” He checked her face one more time.
“More than anything, as long as you’re in agreement.”
For answer, he sat up and worked his pants off, throwing them aside.
She was riveted by the sight of his cock standing proudly, ready for her pleasure, the heavy sac drawn up tight below. There were minor differences from what was depicted in the training modules but she was too aroused to conduct a scientific analysis. Gabe was built on an exceedingly generous scale and would surely satisfy the curiously enticing ache building deep inside her. “Incredible how large a male you are.” Smiling, Keshara fondled him, shifting her hips as she did so. 
Gabe laughed, the sound all male and happy. “Sweetheart, you’re good for my ego.”
She lay back, spreading her legs. “I hope we fit together. I’d no idea you were blessed with such impressive size everywhere. The training module illustrations were much more modest. Of course those were unexcited males.”
“Being here, close to you, I’m definitely excited, as you put it.” He laughed and stroked his hand along her body as if savoring the sensuality of her curves. “Don’t worry, nature designed the sexes to fit together nicely but a certain amount of preparation is required,” Gabe said with the wickedly amused expression she found so charming. “But I think you’ll enjoy the process. If you don’t then I haven’t been solicitous enough.” He slid his hand up her thigh and gently through her curls, until he was stroking her innermost folds, inserting one cautious finger and then two, working them into her channel, massaging the soft, slick surfaces.
Keshara was embarrassed how wet and eager for him she was, but he seemed to find her state of readiness a compliment, murmuring his approval and appreciation. 
“But, especially for the first time, we can do better,” he said.
Taking a firm grip on her hips, Gabe lowered his head and was plying his sinfully skillful human tongue in all new ways. When he found her sensitive bud of flesh and paid extra attention to the bundle of nerve endings there, she squirmed and pleaded, but he was relentless, working her until the waves of pleasure became overwhelming. She crested on a wave of sensation, head thrown back, her entire body involved in the climax he’d invoked.
As Keshara came down from the sensual high, he moved over her, guiding himself into her body an inch at a time. She was amazed how full she felt as his manhood stretched her channel, and how much stimulus was provided to her body as he progressed, sliding forward a delicious increment every time he moved his hips. He was watching her face.
“Good?” he asked.
“Better than anything I ever felt before,” she said, holding him as tightly as she could and adjusting her hips to get a slightly better angle.
“This might hurt briefly,” he warned. “I hope not but then I’ll more than make it up to you, I swear.”
“I’m not worried. I trust you.” Keshara tried to match the rhythm he was setting as Gabe moved more rapidly, stroking in and out.
She clung to him as there was indeed a tiny flicker of discomfort, quickly overridden by the pulses of the approaching climax. Her world narrowed to the man above her and the place where the two of them became one, and she rejected conscious thought to concentrate on the sensations deep inside. As he thrust deep and hard, saying her name with so much emotion she wanted to cry with pride at how she affected him, she spun into a whirlwind of pleasure, locking her legs behind his back to intensify her own climax.
Passion and instincts overwhelmed her, and to her utter astonishment she felt her fangs deploy. 
As they lay tangled together in the aftermath, his cock deeply seated in her welcoming body, Gabe said, “Sweetheart, were you trying to claim me?”
Mortified, she sat up, disentangling herself from his embrace, and turned away from him, but he caught her wrist before she could gather her legs under her. 
She couldn’t meet his gaze, though. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened. I’d never hurt you. You—you must be disgusted.” Tears overwhelmed her then.
“Hey, nothing of the kind. I’m extraordinarily complimented.” He gathered her close despite her halfhearted struggles, pulling her onto his lap where she curled up. “But claiming each other as mates is a serious step we need to talk about first.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” She was afraid to see what expression might lie in his eyes.
“When your fangs deployed and you went for my shoulder, that’s how a Badari claims his or her mate. There’s nothing wrong or unnatural about the instinct.” He tilted her face up to his and kissed her on the lips. “Let me see?”
Keshara allowed her fangs to deploy. The mood was ruined—how could it be any worse?
“Perfectly to scale—the right size for you,” he said, approval clear in his tone. “Potentially deadly, useful in a fight.”
Hardly daring to believe the positive tone of his response, she could only whisper. “They don’t repulse you? The Khagrish, even the Director herself says our natural armament is proof of our being nothing more than clever animals, created from bits and pieces of DNA.”
“The Khagrish lie practically every time they open their mouths.” His tone was acidic. “Yes, the scientists engineered the Badari but you’re sentient beings. Highly intelligent.  So we have a few differences here and there, makes no difference to me.” He shook his head, running the fingers of one hand through her hair, smoothing out tangles, caring for her with a tenderness amazing in such a tough soldier. Her heart melted all over again. “Not at all. The claws and fangs are just another part of you. You should see the daggers Aydarr and the guys come equipped with. Six times the size of yours at least.”
She leaned against him, allowing herself to be soothed, breathing in his unique scent, which was calming and comforting. “What did you mean, about me trying to claim you?”
“Apparently, it’s an instinct thing, from what I’ve been told. Guys are understandably pretty private about the details of their claiming. Your Great Mother blesses the bites and, within a few hours, marks like golden ring tattoos appear on the man and the woman’s shoulders.” He grinned a bit crookedly. “The human partner doesn’t come equipped with nifty fangs. We’re sort of lacking in that respect, so what I’ve inferred is the human mate has to bite down hard enough to leave a bruise. There are only five mated pairs in sanctuary valley so far.” He took a deep breath. “The point is, I’m honored you want to claim me.”
“But?” Because Keshara could clearly hear there was one coming.
Brow furrowed, he sounded troubled. “Badari mate for life.”
With despair, she assumed she knew where he was going with this. “And humans don’t?” The ache in her heart was crippling, and she wanted to curl up and hide.
Stroking her skin in a soothing massage, he kissed her shoulder and shook his head. “On the contrary, we dream of it and promise each other to stay till death parts us. Not all human unions actually go the distance. Most sadly don’t.” Gabe paused and swallowed hard. “Sweetheart, I’m going to be blunt here. I’d like nothing more than to be your mate for life. If anyone had ever told me—me of all people, because I’ve been a tumbling asteroid my entire life—that I’d fall in love with a woman I just met and want to bond to her for the rest of my days, I’d have said they were nuts. Or high on feelgoods. But you’re special. You’ve been special to me since the first night in the damn furbana den when I was all busted up. I can’t get you off my mind. I don’t want to stop thinking about you. I wanted to live for you and protect you and be with you.” He watched the fire as if gathering his thoughts. Keshara held her breath as he continued. “Love at first sight is kind of a myth in the human world. People want to have it but almost no one ever does find it. Well, I did, when I laid eyes on you. No other woman ever affected me this way, and I know no one else ever will.”
But?” she asked again. If he had all these intense feelings for her, which matched the ones in her heart, why was there a problem?
“I’m not even Badari. You have no idea what they’re like, but you’ll see when we reach the valley. You could communicate mind to mind to them—”
“Stop bringing up these other males!” She shut him up by kissing him thoroughly. After a startled moment, he yanked her close, one hand rising to cup her breast as his tongue dueled with hers in the warmth of her mouth. As they clung to each other, she felt the unmistakable evidence of his desire pressing hard against her thigh, ready for more intimacy. Keshara broke off the kiss and framed his face with her hands, staring into his eyes. She could see the golden glare of hers reflected in his. “Don’t try to protect me from my own heart. Don’t try to protect me from my choices. Don’t try to protect me from you.”
Holding her gaze, he said, “I give you my word.” He grinned, but then his smile faded. “You know I’m one of Aydarr’s soldiers? Mostly he uses my skills as a pilot, but I’ve done combat missions as well. My status doesn’t change, whether I’m your mate or not. I fight for all of us to survive but I’m under his command. I go where he asks me to fight.”
She studied his face. “I chose a warrior. Why would anything change?”
“There’s another thing.” He swallowed hard. “I’m on deck for a job, not sure when or if it’ll actually happen, but I’m one of the only two guys in the valley who can fly a spaceship, a Chimmer spaceship to be exact. This is top secret, but our forces recently captured one, and we’re working hard to make it suitable for humans to endure a long flight. We believe we have to get word to the Sectors, to the human authorities and get help. Walt, another human, and I would be piloting the ship on this trip, if we can figure out where exactly the Sectors is in relation to here. I didn’t care before—I volunteered—but now there’s you and even if we’re mated I’d still have to go. Walt can’t go alone.”
Keshara mentally reviewed the situation he’d outlined. “But you’d return with these other allies?”
He stretched his hand out to her, and she clasped her fingers in his. “My word as a soldier, once the  briefings were done and the Sectors agreed to send an armada, I’d be back as soon as I could get the ship refueled and plot our course home to you.”
Trying to bolster her own acceptance of what he was telling her, she asked for further reassurance. “The reason to go is compelling?”
He countered her question with one of his own. “How much do you know about why this planet exists? Why the Khagrish do their perverted ‘research’?”
She shook her head. “Not much. The Director was contemptuous of those she’d left behind in the outer world so the training material we were given to study was fairly laconic on the subject. We live in a completely closed world by her preference.”
“There’s a super powerful interstellar race of beings known as the Mawreg who loathe humans and have been at war with us for centuries now. The Chimmer work for the Mawreg, and we believe they gave the Khagrish the choice of dying in the mass destruction of their home world, or saving their worlds by agreeing to do specific experiments the Chimmer wanted done. This planet was set up for all forms of research. Right now the theory at sanctuary valley is the Khagrish are hiding the fact we’ve escaped and are waging war on them but, if the Chimmer find out, which they inevitably will, they’ll bring the big guns to bear on this planet, and we’ll all be wiped out. Before that happens, we need the Sectors to come in, help defeat the Khagrish and protect us from the Chimmer. But the Sectors has no idea where we are or what’s happening.”
“A lot of facts to absorb at once but I believe I’ve got the gist. I don’t like the idea of losing my mate’s company for an extended period of time, but I understand the need.” She rubbed the back of his hand against her cheek and kissed his knuckles. “That we two met, let alone fell in love, is a miracle from the goddess. The fact we’re still alive and free today is another. I can’t be greedy and wish for the planet to stop rotating in order to keep you by my side every hour of the day for the rest of our lives.”
“Or in your bed?” He grinned. 
“Another excellent but impractical thought. May I claim you as my mate now?” she asked. The simplicity of the question masked all her complicated and intense emotions surrounding Gabe and her desire to have the mate bond with him.
Gabe’s answer was all she hoped for and she let out a long sigh as he said, “I’d be honored, but only if I can claim you in turn.” 
“Of course.” She wriggled on his lap, savoring the hard length of him pushing against her bottom. 
Gabe tumbled her onto the mattress, his cock slipping into the vee between her legs. He resumed his ardent attentions to her breasts, not that Keshara minded his focus in the least, not when his slightest caress ratcheted her own desire higher and made her burn for him to repeat the experience of making the two of them one. 
Idly, she scratched his back in big lazy circles, taking note of the scars from old wounds. It pleased her to have a mate who was a seasoned soldier who’d obviously survived many battles. Guiding himself with one hand, Gabe penetrated her body, but barely, and she made impatient noises as she tried to entice him further, to quell her rising needy ache. He tormented her with his slow, steady approach to their second coupling, and Keshara was at a loss for how to turn the tables on him and bring him to the edge he was holding her at.
Gabe laughed, the sound deep and loving. “You’re an impatient partner.”
“I know how good it’s going to be,” she said, resting her hands on his well-muscled butt and squeezing. Gabe reacted to her exploration by taking her lips in another deep kiss while at the same time he thrust hard, his muscles clenching and releasing with each stroke. Keshara sighed in pleasure and attempted to contract and release her internal muscles to massage him the way she’d done with her hands earlier.
“I can’t hold on,” she said, fighting for breath as the sensations rose in response to what he was doing. “I’m too close to finishing.”
“Wait for me.” His command was quiet but firm, and she liked the challenge of holding herself in abeyance while he worked for them both. The feeling of being right on the brink of orgasm but not letting go was amazing. When she was sure she couldn’t wait another second, he said, “Now, sweetheart.”
Keshara allowed herself to experience every nerve ending’s response to his climax and answer it with her own heightened passion. As the echoes rippled through her body, while Gabe held her tight in the aftermath of his own release, she deployed her fangs ever so carefully and grazed his shoulder, tasting the slightest hint of his intoxicating, coppery blood before swiping the bite with her tongue to seal it. “My forever mate,” she said proudly.
He lowered his head and clamped his own blunt human teeth on the soft spot where her neck met her shoulders, exerting pressure for a moment before caressing the tiny ache with his tongue. “All mine.”
Curled together, they drowsed, worn out by passion.
 
In the morning, Keshara awoke as Gabe kissed her shoulder before rising from the mat and reaching for his clothes. She lay still, eyes closed, savoring the warm feeling in her heart and mind where the mate bond had taken hold, as if there was a glowing cord stretching between them. She wondered if he felt it or if the sensation was only for a Badari. She’d been sure there’d be no lingering doubts or uncertainty in her mind—the goddess never would have sent Gabe to her if they weren’t meant to be together. 
“Planning to sleep all day?” Gabe’s voice was teasing and affectionate.
“Possibly.” Popping her eyes open, she stretched like a lazy feline. “Let me see,” she said, gesturing at his shoulder.
Obligingly, he pivoted and, laughing, struck an exaggerated pose showing off all his muscles. A golden circle gleamed in the spot where her fangs had struck, and pride rose in Keshara like a wave of hot steam. “Mine,” she said with tremendous satisfaction.
“No one else’s. You have one to match.” He sounded proud.
She couldn’t crane her neck to see the mate mark too well with anything but her peripheral vision, but the spot tingled and she brushed it with her fingertips. “Goddess be praised for allowing us to find each other.”
“Quite a feat in this crazy world.” He gave her a hand up to her feet. “I wish we had time and supplies to cook a celebratory breakfast, but we’d better be on our way. Eat on the march.” Fastening his shirt, he walked to the entrance of the cave and moved his artful camouflage screen a bit. “Clear sky, so we can move faster, but the bunch from the Retreat can track us more efficiently as well.” As he turned to her, she was surprised by his unexpectedly serious expression. “I’m sorry we can’t spend the day here, celebrate our claiming properly,” he said. “You deserve so much more of a honeymoon than a hard day’s hike. I wish I could do better to provide for my new mate, after all the happiness you gave me last night.”
Keshara walked over to join him, winding her arms around his waist and leaning her head on his chest, enjoying the steady beating of his heart. “Claiming is forever—we’ll have many opportunities to celebrate the bond but not if we don’t make good our escape from those who pursue us. I’m a practical person—I understand our situation.” She gestured at the cave with one hand. “This may not have been the most romantic setting and there’s no time to linger but we’ve made the best with what we had. You can do romance and flowers and whatever else a human woman might long for once we’re safe.”
Laughing, he hugged her close. “Not to burst your bubble of how you view me, but I gotta admit I wasn’t the most romantic guy in the Sectors. I uh wasn’t in any relationships requiring the hearts and flowers.” He framed her face with both hands and kissed her. “But with you it’s different. I want to give you the damn stars and all three moons, and…hey, what does a romantic Badari lady crave from her mate anyway? I might need hints.”
“I have no idea.” She snuggled closer to him. “I think I just crave you. I’m addicted to you.”
“That request I can satisfy but regretfully not now. We’d better hit the trail. I promise you though, once we’re safe and we’ve rescued your sisters, I’ll  make up for the way things are right now.”
They came together in a kiss Keshara found highly romantic and which would have led to more love making if the situation regarding the pursuers had been less dire. Regretfully she tore herself away from Gabe, breathless and smiling, and retreated to put on the rest of her outerwear.
Dressed, she was soon packing up the sleeping mat and other odds and ends. “I can be ready to go in two minutes.” Tossing him a nutrient bar, she took one for herself and shoved an extra in a convenient pocket. “We’ll have to hunt for game soon at this rate. Is our plan to hike to your sanctuary valley?”
“I want to check out the crash site, see if there’s anything useful there, and then, yeah, I think we’re in for weeks of hiking. I’m sure Aydarr is searching for me, but I was way off any flight path he’d expect, because I was trying to draw my pursuers away from either the valley or the island where we have our launch facility.”
 “I can think of worse things than having you all to myself for a long time, although I know your people need you.”
“Not too many pilots in our ranks,” he agreed. “Three or four of the Badari were taught to fly shuttles and the like, as part of their combat training, but I’m one of only two trained to fly…other things. As we discussed last night.”
When they were ready to leave the cave, Gabe pulled the camouflage the rest of the way to the side while Keshara extinguished the smoldering fire. She paused in the entrance to the small cave, remembering their closeness and the excitement of claiming each other, while her heart beat faster. “It was magical last night, yes?”
Gabe drew her in for a hug and a kiss. “Absolutely.”
Feeling warm and loved, she took her place in the lead, since she’d traveled this route before, and set off into the forest, Gabe at her back.
 
Following his new mate as she trekked through the fringes of the forest, her speed steady and ground covering as she broke the trail, Gabe was proud to say she was his partner. Keshara was an amazing woman, strong and resilient, sexy and loving. He shook his head, rubbing his shoulder where her claiming mark sat. Hard to believe I’m now effectively married. Didn’t see that coming when I got in the damn flyer for the short flight home to the valley. How his buddies in the Special Forces would laugh if they could see him now, after all the years where he maintained he was a casual affairs or nothing guy. Love them and leave them, but make sure both parties understood the situation before any clothes came off. Those were his rules.
Before Keshara.
The Badari would be happy for him and Keshara. He owed it to her to make sure her tiny pack was properly integrated into the larger pack Aydarr commanded. There’d definitely be challenges. But there would be pleasures too. Anticipation of having time alone with her again tonight sent a pulse straight to his groin, and he grinned. Hours and hours of hiking lay ahead, with much ground to cover before seeking shelter. Keshara might be sore from all the unaccustomed activity last night, and he needed to be mindful of her comfort, although she’d given no signs of feeling any lingering effects of their vigorous lovemaking. Badari physiology at work, no doubt.
Telling himself sternly to focus on the here and now, rather than the night to come, Gabe did a quick scan of the forest in the immediate vicinity. Inattention can get a guy killed. His instincts were on high alert but the danger pricking at him wasn’t immediately apparent. Before he could say anything to her, Keshara paused, wheeling to the right and motioning urgently for him to close the distance between them.
“We’re being stalked,” she said in a low voice.
“Khagrish?” He held the pulse rifle ready and scanned the trees and underbrush, finding nothing of concern.
“Something else.” Keshara pointed toward a pair of massive trees, surrounded by deep shadows. “Stay back.” 
As she advanced a few feet forward despite his objection, Gabe finally realized what had been stalking them. Emerging from the bushes on all fours was a gigantic carnivore, sniffing the air and eyeing Keshara as if trying to figure out whether she was prey or foe. Finger on the trigger, he cursed when the creature stood on its trunk-like hind legs because the animal 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 making the animal hard to focus on and the fangs were like daggers.  Gabe smothered a curse. If the animal charged her, the situation would go from tense to deadly in an instant. “Keshara, get back here, slowly.”
Shaking her head, she said, “We don’t need this adversary to deal with as well. Right now he’s curious, not battle ready.”
And you’re risking your life needlessly. He knew better than to voice his objection.  His mate was every bit as capable of handling the situation as he was, but in her own style—his job was to back whatever play she chose to make, not to take charge. Despite his resolve, he heard himself say in a command voice, “Move out of my field of fire and I’ll shoot it if it charges us.”
“We will not do that, except as a last resort.” Her voice was like steel and she didn’t even glance at him. “The animal has just as much right to be here on the mountain as we do.”  She stepped forward another step and the creature tracked her movements, stubby ears flattening and tail thrashing. Gabe wondered if she was attempting to touch the predator’s mind telepathically.
Keshara took a deep breath and seemed to grow taller as she deployed her fangs and her talons, spreading her arms wide, displaying all her armament in a challenge which struck him as foolhardy, as the beast was bigger and outweighed her. A curious sound poured from his mate’s throat—a snarl he wouldn’t have expected humanoid vocal cords to be capable of producing.
The hair on the back of his neck stood up and goose bumps prickled along his arms. Well, remember she’s Badari, not human.
As he watched in disbelief, never relaxing his shooter stance, the beast growled before falling onto all four paws and retreating into the forest, moving faster than he’d have believed without seeing the evidence himself. Now they had the trail all to themselves again.
Gabe took a few steps and caught Keshara to him, giving her a hard hug. “I think my heart stopped for a minute there. Were you actually challenging that massive creature to a fight?”
She laughed, planting a quick kiss on his lips. Eyes sparkling, she said, “Just telling it who was boss. I think it must look for quick, easy kills and I made the situation clear, that we were neither.”
“I’m impressed.” Gabe could tell she was high on the adrenaline of the situation, full of restless energy now the confrontation was over. He was sure familiar with the intoxicating feeling. “There’s an old saying among my people the female is deadlier than the male and after that little show, I’d believe it.  I’ve claimed myself one tough lady.” He offered her the canteen. “After the epic snarling vocalization you did, your throat must be parched.”
Taking the container in both hands, Keshara nodded and drank deeply before handing it to him to stow safely away. “We should get moving again. The bigger danger is the one coming after us from the Retreat.”
 
Keshara continued to set a good fast pace, taking a break for a midday meal of ration bars and a few berries found along their path before resuming the trek.
About an hour later, Keshara paused, head tilted and eyes scanning the sky. Taking his cue from her, Gabe froze as his less acute human hearing picked up a new sound intruding on his consciousness. He took a quick step to grab Keshara by the elbow and steer her into the lee of a fallen tree, where they sheltered in the hollow below the huge trunk, weapons at the ready.
“A flyer,” he said in a low voice, lips close to her ear. “There’s only one on the damn planet now belonging to friendlies, and no one in the valley knows to search for me up here in the northern mountains. Which means the Khagrish are above us.”
“From the Retreat? Hunting for us?” She sounded calm and kept her gaze on the sky, tracking across the horizon. “I don’t see anything.”
Gabe remembered she had the exceptional Badari vision and relaxed a fraction. He’d been regretting the lack of distance viewers, but she probably didn’t even need them. “Could be a random flyover from another installation, but this is a really isolated part of the planet. We’ll hang tight here for a few and then if it doesn’t come back, we’ll move out. Can we vary our route and still arrive at the site of the crash in a reasonable time frame? No more narrow mountain trails?”
“Certainly. It’ll add to the walking time but, if you think we should, I’ll take an alternate route through the forest.”
The flyer soared overhead again, made a quick turn, and came in their direction.
“I don’t like this,” Gabe said, studying the flight path. “Seems like the Khagrish might have a fix on our position.”
Hand over her eyes to block the glare of the sun, Keshara watched the craft head to the horizon and loop back. “But how? Infrared scanners for our heat signatures?”
“Maybe. Or maybe the damn lab techs injected a tracker into one of us, or both of us during our captivity. I was out of my head for five days, seven hells, Farahnnim could have done any damn thing she wanted to me.” He shifted position and moved away, signaling for her to follow him. They ducked under the tree trunk and hastened through a narrow rift hidden from the sky by the dense brush and tree canopy. Once Gabe left the ditch like depression, he took a hard turn to the east and then doubled back, staying in the densest cover he could find.
The flyer stayed pretty much right on them, circling lazily in the bright blue sky.
“Should we split up?” Keshara asked. “They can’t follow both of us.”
“No,” he said, unwilling to be parted from her as he headed for a rocky outcrop whose mineral content he hoped might defeat whatever scanners the flyer was using. “We stay together.”
As they crouched together under the cliff, tucked in among boulders and invisible from the air, she said, “I can walk out there into the clear and surrender. Tell them you abandoned me. Then, once Branggin’s satisfied and takes me to the Retreat, you can go on your way to the valley. Bring a force of Badari and rescue me and the others as soon as you can.” She gave him a hard look. “I don’t know the way to your sanctuary nor the conditions on the rest of the planet. It has to be you who escapes.”
Her bravery made his heart beat faster with pride but he had no intention of accepting her offer.  Gabe had his own pride and a fierce determination to protect his mate. “I won’t leave you.”
“It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Keshara touched his hand in a tender caress. “You know it too.”
“Unless I’m the one with the tracker, or if both of us were tagged,” he reminded her. “You could be making a sacrifice for nothing.”
A moment later he swore and pushed her deeper into the dubious cover provided by the crevasse they’d entered. The flyer was hovering not far away, pinning them down. If they moved at all from the shelter of the rocks, the craft would be on them. His pulse rifle and her stunner weren’t going to be effective against an aircraft. Studying the enemy flyer as it bobbled in the air a bit, he assessed it to be an older model than the ones he was used to flying. There was an odd protrusion from the underside he didn’t recognize, and he feared it was a type of weapon unknown to him. Even as he recognized the threat, the air between their shelter and the flyer became distorted, shimmering as if the ground was hot like a desert. A wave of heat struck the rocks. 
“Bastards are trying to burn us out.” He grabbed her and shielded her body with his own as much as possible behind the biggest boulder.
Peering around him to stare at the flyer, Keshara asked, “What do we do now?”
Frustrated at being cornered, he checked the rocks behind them. No safe path to escape presented itself.
As if echoing his thoughts, a loud voice hailed them from the flitter. “Might as well give up now. You’ve led us on a nice run, but it’s time to come back to the Retreat and stop delaying the Director’s research.”
“Blanggin,” Keshara whispered.
“I guess he did have a flyer after all. Unfortunately for us.” Gabe grinned, but there was no humor behind the façade. His mind spun at top speed, trying to come up with a way out of this trap that didn’t put his mate into Khagrish hands. There were no good options. No choices at all, in fact. He assumed Blanggin was prepared to wait them out.
“I’m sorry, I had no idea. We Daughters never saw a landing field, much less a flyer.” Her apology was matter of fact.
“Can you stand watch here, and I’ll reconnoiter how far this upthrust of rocks goes? Maybe we can get at least a little further away. Might be able to escape when it gets dark.” He had no real hope of his plan working, but it wasn’t his nature to lie tamely under cover and wait to be taken. “Take my pulse rifle.”
She accepted the lethal weapon without protest but then fisted her hand in the fabric of his jacket and tugged him close for a long kiss. “Be careful.”
Uneasy, Gabe searched her face. Her eyes were glowing a bit. He was afraid he knew what she had in mind, and the urgency of the kiss reinforced his worry. “Swear to me you won’t surrender yourself to them the minute my back is turned.”
Her response was delayed a fraction of a second but then she agreed. “We stick together. No surrender, I promise.”
Reassured, Gabe scouted through the rock formation stretching to the west. The area was immense; stretching for acres and shaped by millennia of fiercely rushing water in the ancient past, which had carved gullies and strange shapes into the landscape. Add to that the multicolored layers of the rock itself and Gabe found himself in a dizzying, fantastical environment. The further he worked his way westward, the more his hopes of escape rose. After exploring a few dead ends, he located a series of connected, narrow defiles leading away from the spot where the pilot of the Khagrish flyer assumed they were cornered. No matter where the trail led, pursuing it was a better bet than staying in one spot, so he hastened back to Keshara. 
“Any change?” he asked, eyeing the hovering flyer. It would be typical of Branggin to want them to simply surrender and make his task easier. But the Khagrish officer could wait them out, since food and water would become an issue for the fugitives eventually.
“The flyer moved out of view briefly and I thought perhaps they were following you, but then the aircraft popped back into sight and has been there ever since. He periodically yells for us to give up our useless resistance.” Not taking her eyes off the aircraft, she asked, “Did you find a path?”
“Yeah, not sure it’ll take us all the way out of the rocks but we’ll go as far as we can and then make a break once we’ve lost them. Follow me.” Gabe slunk in the direction from which he’d come, keeping low to avoid being spotted.
Keshara stayed tight on his six as he worked his way through the convoluted  formation, putting  a reassuring amount of distance between themselves and their aerial pursuer.
“I think we’re coming to the end of the rocks,” he said after about an hour of this grueling forced march. Gabe took cover and studied the terrain beyond. There’d be a short run to get into the fringe of new forest growth and then hopefully they could escape in the denser concentration of trees beyond. Of course cover from tree branches and vines wouldn’t defeat high tech personnel scanners but if he and Keshara could get far enough away, traveling in zigzags, the flyer might not be able to locate them. It was the only course of action he could devise.
Keshara nodded as he finished explaining his logic. “I think your idea gives us a chance. Let me take point this time. With my enhanced Badari senses, I’ll be more likely to detect trouble ahead than you will, no offense.”
He choked off a protest. Point or rearguard—either was equally hazardous. He’d wanted a full partner and he’d gotten one. “All right. We’ll move as fast as we can, stay low to the ground, utilize what cover there is.”
“Got it.” She kissed him and moved out, pulse rifle at the ready.
Gabe took up his position guarding her back, all senses on high alert. In single file they worked their way through the challenges of the unique rock formation for over an hour.
There was one final ridge of the rocks to pass and as Keshara moved below an overhang, his soldier’s instincts were buzzing. “Wait a minute, there’s something—”
She turned to look over her shoulder and as she did so, Ashla rose from where she’d been lying in wait above, shooting Keshara with a well-placed stun charge and pivoting immediately to fire at him. Operating on pure instinct, he dropped to one knee and shot his own stunner at her, taking a savage satisfaction in hearing her cry out and grab at her shoulder. Winged her. Her shot apparently went wide. Partially paralyzed, screaming curses at him in Badari, Ashla fell onto the rocky balcony where’d she perched above the trail, nearly plummeting to the ground but catching her balance through sheer determination. Her weapon clattered onto the hard surface and bounced away. 
Gabe sprinted forward, hoping to grab Keshara and make a run for it but even as he was lifting her, the Khagrish flyer hove into view above. Stun rays bombarded him and stubborn and desperate as he was, Gabe collapsed with Keshara partially underneath him.
The craft landed further down the slope, in a large glade. From the way he’d fallen, Gabe could see the flyer and watched Blanggin and Slibb emerge, both carrying weapons, and come running toward him. He heard rather than saw Ashla make a leap from the rocks, grunting as she landed. Using her good arm, the Badari yanked Keshara away from Gabe, rolling his mate onto her back next to him.  The First Daughter wasted no time in putting force binders on Keshara’s wrists and ankles, saying softly as she yanked them tight, “You’re going to pay dearly for this stupidity, and I for one won’t shed a single tear over it. The Director is beside herself with worry about the delay in her research on the human. He’s a vital resource and you tried to keep him for yourself.”
The quiet menace in Ashla’s voice was more frightening than if she’d done violence to Keshara. Unable to utter a word, Gabe fought the paralysis, even though he knew the only remedy was the passage of time. Worried for his mate, he wanted to provide extenuating circumstances to encourage mercy for her, even if he had to make up total lies, anything, to persuade Ashla that Keshara wasn’t at fault. He’d gladly take all the blame and all the punishment on his shoulders, but his tongue and larynx were paralyzed like the rest of him and he couldn’t get one word out.
Ashla knelt next to Keshara and drew in a deep breath, scowling.  “His scent is all over you as well. I guess we know what you’ve been up to on this latest escape of yours.” 
“Good work.” Branggin was approving as he stood puffing from the climb. “The Director will be pleased. Fortunate you’d explored this area before when she sent you out on scouting missions in the old days.”
“Only one way out of the rock jumble. Easy to ambush them.” Ashla rose and rubbed her useless arm with her good hand. “Bastard got in one good shot though. Lucky he didn’t have the pulse rifle.”
A tremor ran through the ground under Gabe, intensifying to the point where he rolled helplessly into Keshara and loose rocks fell from the rock formation above them. With mounting horror, he watched one good sized boulder roll and bounce past them. Near miss.
As the shaking and the rumbling subsided, Branggin said, “We’d better be getting home to the Retreat.” He studied the distant volcanic peak. “The damn mountain could settle down anytime now and go back to sleep.” He pulled force binders from a pocket of his utilities and assisted Ashla in binding Gabe’s wrists and ankles, while Slibb ran to the flyer for an anti grav litter. First Keshara then Gabe was transported to the craft and installed in seats at the rear across the aisle from each other, strapped in securely. As the flyer rose into the air, Ashla balanced in the aisle, watching them closely. Unable to move his head, Gabe stared straight ahead, wishing he could at least make eye contact with his mate. Once the flyer reached the lab, he might never see her again, depending what actions the Director took to punish them and how successful he was in making another escape attempt.
“Thinking about your next move, human?” Ashla’s voice was full of contempt as she used one hand to rotate his head so he’d have her in his field of vision. “Don’t waste your time, you’re important to the Director so we’ll take excellent care of you. There’ll be no chance of further rebellion or unauthorized trips. In fact, I personally guarantee you’ll never see the outer world again. And as for her,” giving Keshara a shove in the shoulder, “Once she goes into a pod in the annex, she won’t have any problems either, not ever. Of course you won’t see each other, won’t be able to repeat whatever you got up to during your trip, but you won’t care.”  Laughing, Ashla moved away toward the cockpit, presumably to confer with Branggin. She returned a few minutes later, munching on a ration bar and obviously nearly recovered from the stun attack, using her right arm almost normally. She raised her weapon and shot Keshara with her stunner at point blank range, then aimed at Gabe, saying in apologetic tone, “I have my orders. Blanggin doesn’t want to take any chances with you. Sleep tight.”
The bolt hit him like a blow to the solar plexus and he couldn’t breathe, desperately fighting to hang onto consciousness and giving vent to vicious curses in his head. Ashla and the others are going to pay for this.



CHAPTER SIX
 
Gabe emerged from the after effects of the multiple stunner blasts slowly to find himself lying on an examining table in what was apparently a medlab. He was tightly restrained but able to move his head. His mind raced and his gut churned with a toxic stew of emotions—worry for Keshara and fury at being so easily recaptured highest among the thoughts. Blanggin lounged on a stool off to the side. Searching for Keshara, hoping against hope he and his mate were here together, he was taking stock of the surroundings when Dr. Farahnnim and Slibb came from another part of the room, conferring quietly over data on a handheld the tech was lugging.
“He’s awake,” the security officer said.
Glancing at Gabe, Farahnnim bared her teeth in a feral smile. “Good, finally.” Giving her attention to the security officer again, she said, “I wish Ashla hadn’t shot him an extra time, but I understand her caution in the matter. Based on our one sample specimen so far, these humans are quite unpredictable.” The scientist walked in a leisurely fashion to the machines and monitors flanking Gabe’s table and checked the readouts. “No lasting effects from the paralysis. Good.”
Heart pounding, trying in vain to master his anger so he could come up with a plan or strategy for improving his situation, Gabe asked, “Where’s Keshara? What have you done with her?”
“None of your business,” Farahnnim said in a mild tone. She patted him on the shoulder. “My advice is to worry about yourself, not my other subjects. She’s not been harmed in any way and will take her place in a scientific undertaking, as previously planned before your little escapade. You won’t be seeing her again.”
“Keshara is my mate,” he said, desperately trying a tactic he knew had been a useful trump card for a few of his Badari friends caught in similar traps, trying to save the women they loved. “You need to keep us together.”
“I don’t care about this mate business or have any desire to grow my crop of specimens in an old fashioned, messy way,” Farahnnim said with contempt. “Unscientific nonsense.” She sniffed. “You’ll be cared for very well and will provide me what I need to sire babies when I need it, with the cells extracted in the proper clinical manner.”
“I’ll die first,” he said, reaching in his mind for the comfort of the so-called checkout code all Special Forces operators were given. He visualized the first piece of the code, relieved to find it sitting there in the back of his mind, after all these years out of the service, and then shut the train of thought down. As long as Keshara lived there was a chance of rescuing her, and abandoning his mate was unthinkable. “You can’t keep me in captivity against my will, and I’m not going to help you create children to be used as raw ingredients for your poisonous immortal elixir.”
“I’ve warned you time and again about talking too much. “The scientist whirled on Slibb, striking him across the face so hard he staggered. “What have you told him?”
“Nothing, I swear.” Cowering, the tech tried to retreat but Blanggin gripped him by the arms and held him in place. 
Hands on her hips, Farahnnim eyed him with a scathing expression on her face. “You’re lying, there’s no other way he’d know such details of what we do, but I don’t think it matters. The human is powerless here.” She turned her attention to Gabe. “I’ve agreed to grant a rather unusual and special request for a private session with you before we begin the overarching fertility protocol.”
“What the seven hells does that mean? I’m not co-operating with you.” He pulled on the restraints, unable to remain quiet.
“You’ll see soon enough.” She gestured to Slibb. “You have the orders in your work queue so prepare him as indicated. Tomorrow we’ll move him to the lab annex and commence the larger experiment.”
She held out her hand to Blanggin. “Come, darling, we’ll be late for dinner.”
The security officer evaluated Gabe who did his best to project contempt and allow his rage to come to the surface. “I’m not sure Slibb can handle this alone,” Blanggin said, studying Gabe’s muscles.
“Well, Zammarqq is dead, the idiot, and I hope no one expects me to do the scut work. Those labors are quite beneath my status as senior scientist.” Farahnnim ‘s voice was icy cold and she sniffed in disdain. “The human is restrained. Slibb’s done this type of thing before.”
Farahnnim and Blanggin left the room. Gabe glared at the lab tech. “What’s she talking about? What are you supposed to do to me?”
“Give you a shot, a medication to relax you,” Slibb said, going to the side table and fumbling with a box full of injects. “Then relocate you to another room.”
Gabe knew shading of the truth when he heard it. Farahnnim’s talk of a private encounter with someone implied an ordeal ahead. So he pushed Slibb. “Yeah and then what?”
“I can’t tell you anything more. My advice is not to fight it.” The tech walked to the table and shook his head. “You can’t win against the Director.”
“Yeah, watch me.” Buoyed by hatred, Gabe was going to bring this place down if it was the last thing he ever did. “Where’s Keshara? Is she in that fucking annex pod yet?”
Mouth gaping, eyes wide, Slibb gasped. “How do you know about the annex? And the elixir?”
“You people seriously underestimate me. Now is she there or is she safe tonight?”
Squaring his shoulders, the lab tech stepped to the side of the table and punched the inject into Gabe’s arm, giving the device an extra twist, making it hurt. “She’s in a cell for tonight. There’s preparation required before one of the specimens goes into a pod, which takes a few hours. We’ll be doing the procedure tomorrow. And, apparently, dealing with you as well, to hear the doctor talk. Busy day ahead. Twice the work for me after Zammarqq shot himself in the head rather than take any more elixir.” He patted Gabe on the shoulder. “This will kick in shortly. You should worry about yourself tonight.”
He could already feel lethargy flowing from his arm and through his blood vessels and nervous system in a warm, alarming wave. “What the fuck did you give me?”
“A relaxant. It’s what we used in the original labs whenever a scientist wanted a male brought to their private chambers for a—a session.” Slibb tossed the inject into a disposer unit. “You’ll lose all ability to resist commands.”
“After all the shit she just spouted, Farahnnim wants me in her bed?” Gabe couldn’t believe his ears. His skin crawled and his adrenaline raced as he tried not to think about the trial ahead. He’d heard enough remarks from the Badari men in the pack to know any such encounter was another form of particularly demeaning torture, both mental and physical. His resistance and escape training hadn’t covered this specific scenario so he’d have to keep his wits about him, ready for any opportunity to manipulate the situation to his advantage. 
“Not exactly,” Slibb answered with a sly grin, checking the monitors above the table. “Hmm, the dose may have been a bit too heavy for a human. I did reduce it from what the doctor ordered but…”
The rest of his words were lost in a haze as the room spun around Gabe. His field of vision narrowed and spots danced in front of his eyes. He fought to remain conscious, but it was a losing battle, and he blacked out.
 
Gabe regained consciousness with a start and found he was still restrained, but was now lying on a large bed, in a room he’d never seen before. The lights were soft, and he was naked beneath a silky sheet folded neatly at his waist. He tried to move, to test the padded cuffs at his wrists and ankles, but his body refused his commands. He couldn’t twitch so much as a finger. So why am I tied down?   “This is fucking not happening,” he said out loud, glad his vocal cords worked at least. 
He heard a door open out of his range of vision, and he tensed, waiting to see who his proposed assailant was to be.
With astonishment, he watched Ashla walk to the bed and sit on the mattress beside him. She was dressed in a soft peach colored robe, and her brown hair was tousled on her shoulders. It was obvious she wasn’t wearing anything underneath the garment, which was held closed by a loosely tied sash. Her usually severe expression was gone, and she was smiling as she ran her hand over his arm from the cuff to his shoulder.
The situation was so off the charts unreal he had a hard time believing he wasn’t hallucinating.
“Don’t touch me,” he said sharply, trying and failing to shift his body away from her. “Keep your hands off me.”
“But the Director has given you to me for one night,” she answered in a languid voice that gave him chills, as if she’d been drugged with something as well. “I asked for the experience, and she granted my request because I’ve been so diligent and loyal, even as the foolish Second Daughters rebel and question. You’re unique, and I’m intrigued.” Now she was running her hand over his bare chest and then his abdomen, tracing the well-defined muscles with her fingertip, and Gabe gritted his teeth in fury as he glared at her. She hummed a dreamy tune as she touched him. “I had Khagrish lovers when there were more of them here, at the Retreat, but it’s been many years now.” She tilted her head, eyes half closed, as if reviewing past memories. “Blanggin belongs to the Director, who doesn’t share, and Slibb is disgusting. Zammarqq was…incapable.”
Thoroughly repelled, he made his voice sharp to cut through the fog she seemed to be in. He was going to make his objections plain and undeniable. “Ashla, I’m not a plaything the director can give you or anyone else. I’m a man with free will, and I choose who to be with and when. This, tonight, is wrong. You know that. I don’t want to be with you.”
 Apparently, his negative tone had an effect on her mood as she scooted back on the mattress a little and stared at him, one hand in her lap, fingers of the other nervously pleating the fabric of the robe. Eyebrows raised, she said, “You won’t be hurt. I can make the night a pleasant one for both of us as long as you co-operate.”
“You’re completely missing the point.” With an effort he controlled his temper, channeling his emotion into making his voice commanding and his objections clear. “You don’t have my consent.” Gabe studied her as if she was the one at a disadvantage here and not he, summoning his indignation. “How can you aid and abet the Khagrish in anything? The devious bastards are keeping you and the rest of us prisoners.” He wanted to move the conversation from her personal desires to the larger picture of what was going on at the retreat. Get her to re-focus.
Ashla shook her head, lips set in a pout. “The Director created us, she takes care of us, and we do her bidding.” Reaching out, she traced the Special Forces tatt on his bicep. “And on occasion she gives us rewards.”
“I’m not an object to be given to you for the night as a reward.” Anger made his voice sharp. He took a breath and softened his tone. “Life doesn’t have to be under the Khagrish control forever. You deserve to be free to make your own choices. I can help you if you let me out of these restraints.” She was a Badari, how could she not want freedom? But from her lack of reaction he inferred Ashla was indifferent to her own plight, much less the fate of her sisters. He remembered Keshara telling him how the First Daughter had embraced the Khagrish agenda to the exclusion of all else. Gabe racked his brain for what tactic might sway her to a different course of action. 
“I only want one thing from you tonight. We waste precious time.” With a frown, she loosened the ties on her robe so the front fell open, revealing her naked body underneath. Gabe focused on the ceiling as she reached to fondle him through the sheet. “From the looks of it, you’ll be more than adequate to my needs, even if not ready for me yet.”
“I’m not going to co-operate.” Maintaining his line of sight above Ashla’s head, Gabe had never felt less aroused in his life. He was angry through and through, and his pulse pounded in his head from the strength of his emotion. This woman held no interest for him. He belonged to Keshara, body and soul and he wasn’t about to betray her by the slightest acquiescence to what Ashla had planned.
The Badari rose on her knees, straddling his body to force him to gaze at her face and gave him what she must have thought was a seductive glance from under artfully lowered eye lashes. Trailing a finger along his clenched jaw, the talon tip rasping a bit on the stubble, she practically purred. “I know how to inspire you. There are ways, although I hope you won’t make me resort to the more drastic and painful solutions the Director assures me Khagrish females use at times on recalcitrant Badari males.”  With an exasperated sigh at his lack of reaction, she moved to the side of the bed again, away from him and sat on her heels, eyebrows raised. “This encounter doesn’t have to be unpleasant. You should be happy to have this one last night of pleasure before you enter into the experiment protocol.”
Desperation gave him inspiration and words. “Do you believe in the Great Mother? Do you honor her commands?”
Wrapping the robe around herself, she seemed as if she was about to slap him, her expression furious. “What do you know of the goddess? Why do you bring her into this? She has nothing to do with humans or the Khagrish. She belongs to us, she cares only about us. She’s ours and she won’t help you.”
Hoping the truth of what he was saying would ring clear to her in his voice, he said, “I’ve been to her great circle of trees in the south. I’ve seen her will manifested through the chants and actions of the healer in the pack I’m with. I believe in her power. This, what you want to do to me tonight, is against her express command.”
Ashla laughed, tossing her head. “The drugs make you babble nonsense, human. The goddess would care nothing about you. She’d be pleased for me to have a chance for pleasure I’ve long been denied through unfortunate circumstances. I knew from the scent of you all over Keshara you gave her  enjoyment. I will have the same from you and the goddess will approve because I’m the Badari here. I’m entitled to the same gratification Keshara received. “
“It’s totally different between Keshara and me—we love each other. Look at my shoulder, Ashla, see the mark she gave me, the mark the goddess blessed. I’m Keshara’s mate, I’ve claimed and been claimed. You proceed with what you have in mind and you defy the goddess. Forcing me to dishonor my oath to my mate is wrong. To abrogate the bond the Great Mother blessed is sacrilege.” He dared to hope his words, which were from his heart, were having an impact on her as she chewed her lip and stared with unseeing eyes at the art print on the far wall. 
Clearly, she hadn’t considered this aspect of her selfish and odious plan. He hoped however much of the ancestral memory she possessed would validate his assertion about the sacredness of the mate bond and outweigh any jealousy she might harbor toward Keshara. He was running a risk here, but his options were limited pretty much to psychological warfare until the drugs wore off. 
Toying with the robe’s embroidered belt, she acted indecisive as she crossed her legs and frowned, focusing on his body rather than his face. Following up on the only hope he had of avoiding the repulsive encounter Ashla was bent on forcing on him, he asked, “Are you sure you want to cross those boundaries? Do you have it in you to disappoint the goddess so deeply? To steal by force from me what isn’t meant to be yours?” He held his breath. A Badari mate mark wouldn’t deter a Khagrish for a second, but he hoped Ashla had enough of her people’s beliefs from the ancestral memory to rethink her intent. “I was told you’re extremely devout, first above others in the worship of the Great Mother.”
Tips of her fangs showing, she pointed one taloned finger at him, eyes narrowed in a glare. “You lie. A Badari woman wouldn’t take a human as a mate. And the goddess wouldn’t bless such a union. You owe Keshara nothing.”
“You know I’m not lying. You’d scent a lie in a heartbeat.” He shook his head in slow motion, glad to have even that much muscle control. “Check the mark on my shoulder for yourself if you don’t believe me. I give you permission.”
Lips thin with annoyance, she frowned at him, then leaned over to pull his naked shoulder up from the mattress, her touch rough, and the tips of her extended talons grazing his skin like thorns. She studied the golden circle into which the bruise from Keshara’s bite had transformed after the claiming. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the mark glowing softly in the dim light of the room and he sent the goddess a quick word of thanks. Now if only Ashla believed deeply enough to be deterred.
She let him fall onto the mattress, his body jerking against the restraints as her action was more of a shove than a simple release of her grip and sat silently beside him for several minutes before rising. Head held high, gathering her robe more closely, the Badari stalked from the room. At the sound of the door closing, Gabe took a deep breath, relieved at his close call. 
What the Director had planned for him probably wasn’t much better, but he was either going to rescue Keshara and tear this place down around the Khagrish ears, or he was going to use his checkout code as the last resort it was intended to be. Not his first choice, but he’d do anything to deprive Farahnnim of her source for raising a new generation of ‘daughters’. Nonetheless he had no intention of giving up easily, not with Keshara’s life at stake. The Director would learn humans weren’t to be taken lightly.
He regained feeling in his extremities bit by bit and worked on isometric exercises hoping to speed up the process. It was perhaps an hour later when Slibb came in, carrying a prison jumpsuit and the flimsy sandals.
“Ashla said she’d changed her mind,” the lab tech said. “Said you weren’t worth the trouble after all. Don’t know how you managed to dissuade her, but I’m to take you to your cell. Decided to finish my dinner first because you weren’t going anywhere.” Cackling at his own humor, the tech ran a scanner a few inches in the air over Gabe’s body and nodded. “Readings are in the nominal zone.” Slibb undid the restraints in a practiced series of motions and tossed them aside. “These were precautionary in case you regained independent mobility early. Your reactions to the drug so far were outside the norms I figured better safe than sorry.” 
Gabe tried and failed to move. Twitching his fingers was the most he could achieve and frustration was acidic in his gut because given half a chance he could escape right now.
Slibb cleared his throat. “Rise and get dressed.”
To his complete astonishment, now Gabe’s body worked, and he found himself getting to his feet and reaching for the jumpsuit, although he was unable to deviate from the limited set of instructions by one iota. “Is this how I got undressed too?”
“Yup. Walked in here under your own power, took off your stuff—the drug is amazing. Can’t use it on a subject too often though or they risk becoming paralyzed. Used to drive the males insane, in the old lab, if we weren’t careful about dosages and time limits. The animals can’t handle being immobilized for too long. Watched one die that way.” The tech sounded cheerful as he gathered up the restraints and flung them into a drawer. He turned as Gabe was sliding his feet into the damn flimsy shoes. “Good. You will walk next to me to your cell now.”
Slibb headed for the door, and Gabe found himself joining the Khagrish, matching his pace as if in a parade. As he proceeded down the corridor, Gabe checked his mental map of the installation and realized they had a ways to go. “Can you let me see Keshara for a second? It would mean a lot to both of us and I’d be grateful.”
“Not possible.” Slibb shook his head emphatically. “The Director will be mad enough to hear Ashla changed her mind and we wasted time. She could have initiated the protocols on you tonight and she only held off because Ashla had the hots for you. Don’t know what you said to extinguish her mood, but she was upset all right.” Slibb whistled as he pondered Ashla’s ire. “I’m not answering to the Director for deviating from my own orders, not when she’s already in a bad mood.”
It was worth a try. He hadn’t let his hopes go too high. Gabe shifted tactics, fishing for information. “The way Ashla was talking, sounds like there used to be a lot more staff members here at one time. I bet that made your job easier.”
Slibb agreed morosely. “Yeah, when we first came here, there were five of us techs and Branggin had a staff of six guards. Exciting times.”
Surprised, Gabe probed a bit more. “Quite a reduction. What happened? People rotate off and not get replaced?”
The tech threw his head back and laughed so hard he cried. Since his minder also stopped walking under the influence of his unbalanced mirth, Gabe found he was unable to continue either. He waited, facing forward, only able to see Slibb from his peripheral vision as the tech hiccupped, regained control and addressed Gabe in a quavering tone. “The fucking elixir happened. Seemed so wonderful in the beginning, like a gift from the gods. Of course, we all volunteered for the test program.” He ran one hand over his face and wiped it on his lab coat. “More like a curse from the evil ones.”
“How so?” Gabe speculated whether the tech was drunk or high on a feelgood. The Khagrish certainly was loquacious and emotional tonight.
“Immortality, life eternal in a mountain hideaway, with all the females a man could ever want. Be part of a unique experiment Dr. Farahnnim said. We’ll be famous and reap the rewards, she said. I don’t know if she ever actually intended to go back to our Khagrish home world and share her discovery, but it sure hasn’t worked out that way. She’s insane now, you know? Probably from her own damn elixir. It affects everyone differently. Live forever all right, but no one said it’d be in your right mind.”
“I think you’re all a few circuits short,” Gabe said frankly. “But the Director does appear to be a bit more off balance than you other Khagrish.”
“Yeah, thinks we don’t know she goes into her office and colors on the walls, sniffs the fumes, sleeps. Groundbreaking science, ha. Not anymore.” Slibb started walking again. “Farahnnim used to be brilliant, but she’s been getting worse for a long time now. Branggin keeps her as focused as he can.”
Remembering the time he’d spied on the Director from the vents, and how she’d indeed colored on the wall before taking a nap to celebrate, Gabe decided the tech was right in his assessment. Farahnnim stopped doing real science a long time ago. 
“She remembers how to make the elixir though,” Slibb said. “As long as she can access her core long term memory, we’ll be ok. Especially with you to help us. If she can fumble her way through the science.”
Gabe decided to ignore the reference to the role Farahnnim expected him to play in her future experiments. “And the elixir makes you immortal?”
Slibb nodded. “Been here 500 planetary years. Trapped in this mountain fortress.”
Amazed by the longevity claim, Gabe was silent.
“First few decades were exciting. The Director had trouble getting the formula right for forming the daughters, but then she stumbled over the elixir, switched her focus from her original research plans to perfecting it, and we thought we were in paradise as promised.” Leaning closer, nearly tripping over his own feet, Slibb lowered his voice. “But you know what the catch is?”
Planting one foot after the other like a damn robot, Gabe moved forward at Slibb’s side. “I can’t imagine.”
“The elixir is physically addictive, and you have to keep taking it every thirty days like clockwork or you die. D-I-E, dead.” Slibb shivered. “One of Branggin’s guards couldn’t take the monotony of life here anymore, after his girlfriend went into the annex. He stopped showing up for his inject, aged two hundred years in a week and died screaming in the middle of the bunkroom. He was the first to go, but not the last.” Shaking his head dolefully, Slibb acted like a man lost in sad memories. 
Gabe voiced what was the obvious answer in his mind. “Why didn’t Farahnnim have one of you shoot him up with elixir whether he wanted it or not?”
“Tried that with the next guy who rebelled. Learned the hard way once you’ve been on elixir and stopped, it’s poison to your body. No second chances. You’re screwed either way then. Lost a couple more who tried the cold turkey route. Had a rebellion, lost a few then, a few of the daughters too in that one. The stuff makes people insane, like the Director, or suicidal like Zammarqq last night. Sooner or later it’s going to get us all.” Slibb elbowed him in the ribs. “Maybe you’ll outlive us, human. Although I think Farahnnim’s planning to put you on the elixir too, once she’s sure the juice won’t affect anything you’ll need to make babies for her. Because we’re nearly out of raw material. Doc says she can’t make any more. Hell, we might even have to stick old Ashla into a pod if you don’t deliver for us. That’d serve her right, always fawning on the Director and acting as if she could do no wrong. Running to tell the doc if any of us screw up or slack off.” Laughing again, Slibb walked faster.
Gabe bit his tongue, not in the mood to ask more questions. He had the broad picture, and it was as ugly and horrific as anything else the Khagrish were doing on this planet. There was still the question of how Farahnnim had created female Badari and managed to establish this hidden lab, staying under the Khagrish sensors for centuries, but neither thing had a bearing on his need to escape, rescue Keshara, and obliterate the place.
He and his escort reached the cell block. Gabe hoped Keshara might be in one of the chambers as he walked mechanically past, but there was no such luck. He wondered where the Khagrish had incarcerated her for the night. He craved the reassurance of seeing she was okay, at least for now. There was a warm feeling in the back of his mind, almost a subtle hum, telling him his mate was alive, but he wanted the evidence of his own eyes. 
Is that the mate bond? Pondering the meaning of the indefinable connection he felt to Keshara, Gabe became distracted.
“Stop,” Slibb said with a nasty laugh.
Gabe’s body froze in midstep and he toppled, unable to break his fall. The tech grabbed him at the last second and kept him from smashing his face on the floor, then laid him on his back.
“Gets me every time I pull that on one of you subjects.” Chuckling at Gabe’s close call, he took a portable braceletting machine from a cabinet in the wall, fastened a neurocontroller bracelet to Gabe’s wrist, and administered a mild dose of pain. “Testing the circuits.” His broad smile indicated the motive was more than conducting a simple test.
Bastard enjoys watching others suffer. Through the agony inflicted by the bracelet, Gabe’s rage intensified and his determination to destroy the Khagrish, starting with Slibb, was a stone cold trigger in his head, waiting for the right opportunity to unleash his well-honed military skills. The Sectors had trained him to be an effective, deadly warfighter and he’d lost none of his killing edge.
Unaware that Gabe had signed his death warrant for him, Slibb was in a good mood, issuing sarcastic warnings. “Don’t even think about your clever trick of climbing in the vents again. I had to spend a lot of time wiring the grates to administer a shock that’ll knock you flat and sound an alarm. Blanggin was not amused by your escapade. Stand up and face the cell.”
Again forced to obey, testing his reflexes to no avail, Gabe asked as he rose jerkily, like a puppet, “How long does it take this drug to wear off? Am I going to be left staring at the blank wall all night?”
Squinting, biting his lip Slibb ran a scan and did mental calculations. “Maybe another hour. Then you’ll have the shakes most likely, and by morning you’ll be fine. Ready for the Director’s next set of protocols. She has a lot of tests planned.” He turned off the force barrier. “Enter the cell and lie on the first bed.”
Gabe had never wanted anything as much as the ability to command his own nerves and muscles so he could pummel the Khagrish into the ground but, again, his mind was disconnected from the necessary circuits. When he was situated on the lumpy, thin mattress, staring at the spider web effect of myraid cracks in the painted ceiling, he heard the force barrier across the front of the cell snap into place.
“I left you dinner and a bottle of nutrient drink,” Slibb said through the buzzing energy field . “When you can get to the table, the meal will help with the after effects. Pleasant dreams.”
Gabe made an anatomically impossible suggestion for what the lab tech could do next, and then he heard the man’s retreating footsteps as Slibb left him alone with his bleak thoughts.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Keshara snapped into to full consciousness, finding herself in her cell, alone. She sat up with caution, in case there were lingering aftereffects of being stunned twice in such a relatively short time. Frowning at a scattering of cuts and bruises on her arms, from her fall on the rocks, she was pleased to see the contusions well on the way to healing, thanks to her Badari physiology. She glanced at the grate on the wall and wasn’t surprised it had been rigged with a mini force barrier. No one’s escaping the easy way again.
Her mouth was dry as if it had been stuffed with a towel and she made her way to the sink, since the table was bare of food or nutrient drinks. After rinsing her mouth and drinking a moderate quantity of the flat tasting water, Keshara straightened and looked in the mirror. Hesitantly she bared her shoulder, peeling the pink shirt she wore away from her body and admired the golden, circular mate mark.  Touching it with her fingertips, she whispered her mate’s name, remembering the moment of special closeness when Gabe had claimed her and closed her eyes tight against the overwhelming grief assaulting her over their recapture. Hot tears flowed down her cheeks as she clutched the edge of the sink, hunched over as if to ward off a physical pain. Neither of us will get out of here alive now. I’ll never see him again.
Feeling the sensation of the mate bond between the two of them was reassuring to some extent but she wanted to be in his arms right now and far away from this dreadful place.
Keshara stumbled to the bed and fell onto the thin mattress with a sob, curling herself in a ball with the pillow and giving full rein to her grief. Eventually she ran out of tears and rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. Without much hope, she tried the telepathic link, casting for contact with Gabe, even though there was no mind touch possible between them. The mate bond didn’t bring communication, only a wonderful sense of belonging to each other. An unbreakable link, as represented by the golden circle marks.
 There were so many things she’d wanted to say to him—years’ worth of conversations she and her mate would never have now. She hoped the Director wasn’t going to make him suffer. Farahnnim could be vengeful and inflicting pain unaccountably amused her. Keshara shoved away memories of watching the Director discipline others over the years or personally supervising punishment meted out by Ashla or the techs.
After washing her face, she lay on the bed again and redirected her telepathic efforts, seeking out Palinna and her other sisters but careful to exclude Ashla from her mental quest. This conversation wasn’t meant for the First Daughter, whose telepathy was lackluster at best, but Keshara didn’t want to take any chances tonight. She was able to connect immediately with the other Second Daughters and for a few minutes the mental channel was a raucous chaotic swirl of questions and concern for her well-being.
One at a time. I’m in my cell. I’m fine, just a few fresh bruises. I don’t know how long I may have to talk and there are things I need to know. She exerted her authority, such as it was and the loop fell silent. Have any of you heard what’s to be done with Gabe? Have you seen him?
Palinna answered, her ‘voice’ sad in Keshara’s mind. I was told he’s going to the Director’s lab tomorrow, for tests and then apparently she’s going to give him the elixir and put him in stasis as a permanent source for DNA. What about you? What has Ashla said of your fate?
Swallowing hard, thinking of the horrors Gabe had revealed to her, she said, I’m to go into the annex.
A difficult time ahead then, Raeblin said. After which you’ll be in the paradise valley, praise the goddess. I’m so relieved—
No. Heartsick, Keshara cut her sister off. I’ll be dead, my body and spirit having been sucked dry to make the Director’s precious elixir. We wondered what the elements in the formula might be—now I know. There is no valley. No joyous place inside the mountain where our sisters live in peace and wait for us to join them one day. They’re all dead. Or soon to be, like me. It was all lies.
Total silence on the telepathic link.
Guessing  her sisters were as shocked, horrified and disbelieving as she’d been when Gabe first told her what he’d seen in the annex, Keshara recited the facts as he’d shared them with her, finishing with: He saw all of this with his own eyes, sisters. Jezari and the others lying in extraction pods, the Khagrish machinery ripping whatever Farahnnim needs from their bodies and spirits—we’ve been fools.
He—he could be the liar. Palinna’s comment was tentative and hopeful. We know he hates the Khagrish. Maybe he seeks to turn us against them.
Gabe is my mate, claimed by me. We love each other. The goddess blessed our bond with her golden mark. He’d never lie to me. I believe him. Keshara had no doubts. Growing excited, irritated she hadn’t considered this possibility before, she threw a question out to the others. Can you come to me, sisters? Free me tonight? And then we can free Gabe and go see the truth of the annex for ourselves once he’s safe.
We’ve all been locked in our rooms. Ashla said it was for our own good, because the Director wanted to be sure no one got in the way of her experiment with the human. She said punishment would be severe and she’d rather not have to administer correction or pain to us while she’s busy with other priorities. Palinna sounded angry now. More lies?
Alone in her cell, Keshara nodded involuntarily. The Khagrish don’t trust us, they’ve never trusted us. Farahnnim trusted Ashla to keep us in line and so she did. But not any longer. Did she say when you’d be released?
Raeblin answered. Sometime tomorrow. I asked her because I have early shift duties in the far garden.
After I’ve been placed in the annex, no doubt. Ashla doesn’t know Gabe told me the truth about the pods and the elixir but she would definitely be afraid of my asking you for help to save him. She wouldn’t expect me to ask for help for myself, since as far as she knows I still believe her big, elaborate lie. But you wouldn’t make any effort to rescue him on your own, would you, if I was already gone to what you believed was a good destiny? Even if I’d been allowed to see you and made you promise?
I-I don’t honestly know, especially if we remained comforted by the old belief that the annex led to the life of rewards and luxury beyond the gates. We’d have been concerned but happy for you. Palinna sounded troubled. You’re our sister but he’s an outsider, unknown to us. Do the Khagrish know you’re mated? Does Ashla?
No. Keshara remembered how Gabe had talked about Alphas and the power they wielded. She knew she wasn’t an alpha-born but she was desperate to save him. Taking a deep breath, she tried to relax and then summon up whatever gifts the goddess had given her, to compel her sisters to do her will. Promise me under the gaze of the Great Mother, you’ll do everything in your power to find him and free him tomorrow once you’re let out of your rooms. It may be too late for me by then but I can go to my fate with peace if I know you’ll work together to save him. And yourselves. Swear to me you’ll honor my final wish.
There was silence and she imagined with a twisted smile how much she’d shocked them with her vehement demand. Her message had felt different to herself, as if there’d been a crackling of energy in her head that flowed along the invisible line of communication. Dizzy, she lay with her head on the thin pillow and closed her eyes while she waited.
We give you our word. Palinna spoke for the others. 
Had her friends had shut her out of the loop while they discussed her imperious command? So unlike anything she’d ever done before but then she’d never been a mated female trying to save the beloved man she’d claimed either. Thank you, she said in a tiny mental whisper, suddenly exhausted. I love you all and I’ll miss you. Tell Gabe my last thoughts will be of him. She cut the loop off before anyone could respond. Tears were threatening to overwhelm her again and there was nothing more to be said. Now to marshal her strength to deal with the ordeal ahead of her, involving whatever would be done to her to prepare her for the extraction pod in the annex.
A sound at the force barrier caught her attention and she sat up to see Slibb accompanied by a robo server, bringing her an elaborate dinner, the plates and bowls crowding the robo’s tray. Keshara remembered with a flash of rage how each time a new woman had been selected for the annex, the entire group had been treated to a celebratory supper the night before, presided over by Ashla. Those meals had been bittersweet occasions because their friends were leaving them, and faced an unknown ordeal, but then—according to the lies Ashla and the Khagrish had fed them—would live the rest of their days in luxury and peace. And reunion in the future with the other Badari left behind. Only not in this life.
“Take it away. I’m not hungry.” She lay back.
Instead of doing what she suggested, Slibb opened a portion of the barrier and sent the robot through into the cell, sealing the barrier again, clipping the corner of the mechanical unit in his haste. “Unload the tray,” he said.
Annoyed, Keshara sat up again, arms clasped over her knees and glared at him. “This is a farce. We both know there’s no happy future waiting for me.”
The lab tech recoiled and did a double take. “What are you talking about?”
“Where’s Gabe? How is he? Can I see him?” She rose and walked as close to the barrier as she dared, ignoring the robo and the food.
Avoiding her eyes for a telltale moment before answering, Slibb said, “He’s perfectly healthy. He’s uh occupied right now with a session of uh sensory tests.” Voice gaining strength, the tech added, “You’re not to be allowed to see each other again. The Director wants no more complications to her ongoing experiment protocols.”
“Falling back on your techno gibberish?” Keshara gave up on wresting information from Slibb and wandered to the table where the robo waited. The selection of dishes included her favorites and she picked up a stalk of crispy green to nibble, dipping it into the thick sauce for the meat casserole. “All right, hang on.” She moved the dishes and as the robo floated away toward the door, she set the half eaten appetizer on the plate and retreated to the bed.
The robo moved into the corridor and Slibb reset the full barrier. “You really should eat,” he said as he lingered in the hall. “Even if you aren’t too hungry.”
“Why do you care?” Dread swept over Keshara and with sudden understanding, she asked, “Is the food drugged?”
Slibb shifted from foot to foot and scratched his head. “It’s not what you think, nothing lethal, just benign compounds to make tomorrow easier for you.” 
“Goddess, you people lie so easily. Easier for me, right. As if any of you cared.” She rolled onto her side, facing away the cell entrance. “Leave me alone.”
 
Withdrawal from the damn drug wasn’t too bad, Gabe decided—an hour or so of random spasms and isolated shooting pains in different quadrants of his body as his muscles came under his own control again. Hydrating with as much of the nutrient drink and water from the cell’s sink as he could keep down relieved the symptoms to some extent. There were three clusters of earthquakes during the night, which at first he’d dazedly assigned to his own wooziness from the drug but by the time the last set hit, and the entire building vibrated, he realized the tremors were coming from the volcano towering far above the lab’s plateau.  Doesn’t say much for the geological stability of this place. The Khagrish sure didn’t choose wisely when they built here. Maybe the aliens were unfamiliar with the seismic mechanics of volcanism. Not that he was an expert but he had to believe increasing levels of quake activity such as they were experiencing now were a bad sign.
In the morning, Slibb brought him breakfast,  another meal too bland and disgusting to be excited about. A robo carried the tray into the cell through a partially shuttered force barrier while the lab tech held a stunner aimed at Gabe’s heart from outside the room. Apparently, the Khagrish had learned to be cautious of his capabilities after the first escape. Pity. 
Surveying the meal, Gabe frowned at the usual lumpy gruel and a nutrient drink, with a surprisingly ripe piece of fruit. He picked the one inviting item up and bit into the tart green-and-white speckled flesh with real enthusiasm. “How do you have fresh fruit up here on a snow covered mountain?”
The force barrier crackled into full coverage as Slibb lowered his weapon. “We’ve got gardens, an orchard, all kinds of stuff. The Director had the plants and the supplies flown up here in the early years, and the Daughters take care of all of it. The girls do all the grunt work here, in case you hadn’t noticed, under Ashla’s sharp eyes and heavy hand. The system works out great for me, for sure—all of the comforts and none of the dirty work. Except in the lab. We’ll be processing your so-called mate for the pod this morning, by the way, so I’ll be back for you this afternoon. I’m sure you must have been anxious about the agenda for the day.” Laughing, the lab tech sauntered away.
Gabe sat at the table and closed his eyes, praying first to his own Lords of Space and adding a quick plea to the goddess to watch over Keshara until he could rescue her. The Khagrish in this facility were not going to defeat him, and he was going to take Keshara and the others to the sanctuary valley. 
Guzzling the nutrient drink, he ran methodically through possible scenarios for later in the day, when he was escorted to a lab, thinking through the offensive actions he could take, depending on whether he was drugged or restrained and how many people he had to fight his way through to gain his freedom. Today was his last chance and he’d hold nothing back.
It’s us or them, he said to Keshara in his head, wishing he possessed a telepathic link to her. The bond hummed a little more loudly for a second, as if he’d plucked the string on a musical instrument and he took comfort from the connection.
Gabe spent a good amount of time evaluating the possibilities in his cell for creating makeshift weapons. Eventually, he set to work making a lethal stabbing weapon from a piece of metal he’d managed to break off from underneath one of the beds, bending it back and forth until metal fatigue set in and he could wrench it free. The shard had a sharp tip which he’d honed a bit on the bed frame. He wound strips of fabric ripped from the underside of the mattress in a braided crisscross pattern at the blunt end to make a better grip. Not knowing when the Khagrish might come for him, he hid the crude shiv inside his prison jumpsuit where it would be easy to grab but not visible. He wished he had time and material to make a better weapon, but one was better than none.
 
Even though she did grow hungry as the night wore on, Keshara limited herself to a slice of bread and a few of the raw vegetables, figuring those were the least likely to contain whatever drugs the Khagrish wanted to dose her with. Why make it easier for them? She drank water from the tap to wash down the inadequate meal and tried to go to sleep, but her thoughts were in a tangled whirl. She didn’t reach out to her sisters again. They couldn’t help her so why impose her sorrows on them?
Eventually she dozed off, dreaming of walking hand in hand with Gabe beside a beautiful lake, surrounded by wild flowers.
She woke from the happy dream with a start, as Ashla’s scornful voice hailed her from the corridor. “Time to rise and serve the greater purpose, my rebellious Second Daughter. You can sleep for eternity soon enough.”
Taking a deep breath to gather herself for whatever ordeal lay ahead, Keshara rose from the bed and faced the barrier. Slibb and Ashla waited there, while Branggin leaned against the wall close by, stunner at the ready in his hand. An anti grav litter floated by his side
“Stand on the muster line,” Slibb said. “I’m going to give you a fast acting inject and then we’ll be taking you to the annex.”
Preparing herself to make a desperate last ditch stand, Keshara moved to the line obediently but as soon as Ashla and Slibb were close enough, she launched herself at the tech, claws out and fangs deployed. If I can grab him, he’ll make a valuable hostage. Farahnnim needs him.
Swearing, Ashla intercepted her, tackling her from the side with a force that took them both to the floor. Screaming defiance, amped up on adrenaline, Keshara kicked and punched, landing a few telling blows, and sank her fangs deep into Ashla’s shoulder.
“Stun her!” Slibb was yelling to Branggin but the expected pulse of paralyzing power didn’t strike. Determined to fight on until she was stunned or worse, Keshara grappled for a better hold on Ashla and tried to slash the older woman’s throat. She could tell Ashla was holding back, since the desire was to take Keshara alive, to serve the Khagrish purpose in the extraction pods. Under no such compunction herself, Keshara managed to flip Ashla onto her back and was going for the kill when she felt a stabbing pain in her shoulder. Snarling at the distraction, she instinctively snapped her fangs at Slibb and caught a portion of his uniform in her teeth as he screeched in alarm and fell backward, scrabbling to escape to a safe distance.
Keshara’s vision blurred and she couldn’t maintain her hold on Ashla. She slipped to the side away from the First Daughter and sprawled on the floor, unable to move.
“Fucking bitch nearly tore my leg off,” Slibb said as he gathered himself and got to his feet.  He glared at the security officer. “Why didn’t you stun her?”
Branggin sounded amused. “Didn’t want to hit Ashla.” He waved the stunner at the First Daughter. “I thought she was going to kill you, old girl. You’re getting slow.”
Keshara was helpless to defend herself from the kick in the ribs, Ashla delivered a second later. “If I wasn’t under the Director’s orders to keep her alive there’d have been no fight at all. I’d have torn her throat out in the first minute.” The First Daughter leaned over and stared into Keshara’s eyes. Ashla’s glowed with her fury and her face was twisted into an angry grimace. “I won’t miss you once you’re safely in the annex.”
If she’d had any control over her own body, Keshara would have spit in Ashla’s face and clawed her heart out as her rage-driven battle instincts were pushing her to do but whatever Slibb had injected into her had stolen her free will.
“Rise,” he said now.
In disbelief, she found herself standing up as if she was a puppet or a robo. Increasingly frantic in the trap of her mind, Keshara tried to fight, to rebel as she was walked into the hall under Slibb’s gleeful orders and made to lie on the anti grav litter.
“Guess you won’t need my help any longer.” Branggin sounded relieved. “I’m going to have breakfast since I missed it.” He sauntered off.
Keshara felt the litter moving and watched the ceiling panels passing by above her head. Ashla kept pace with the conveyance, a figure of menace towering over her. All too quickly they entered a corridor where Keshara’d never been allowed before and she found herself in completely new territory. Her litter was directed into a room where the ambient temperature was noticeably lower than normal.
“You can go now,” Slibb said to Ashla as he busied himself with tasks out of Keshara’s limited line of sight. “I know you like to escort the women in here but you’ve got no role thereafter. It’s my job to prepare them and place them in the pod. You’re going to be in the way.”
Keshara flinched in surprise as the First Daughter leaned over the litter. “Just so you know, I took your man into my bed last night. Think about what we did together while you dream the last few months of your life away in your pod.” She patted Keshara’s shoulder and guffawed as she strode away.
Gabe would not betray me. The reassuring knowledge was immediate and unquestioning. But she could well believe Ashla might have assaulted her mate, using the Khagrish drugs and techniques to render a subject helpless. Such an ordeal would have been traumatic for anyone, but especially for her proud soldier. 
“Rise from the litter and undress,” Slibb said as he set the platform to sink to the floor so she could obey the order.
In the thrall of whatever substance he’d injected, Keshara had no choice in the matter. The pods were in her direct line of sight and the view was horrifying—her sisters lying quietly, pale and drawn, like so many lifeless dolls. Bitter acid rose in her throat and she was afraid she’d vomit. The tech had her walk to where he stood and climb into an empty pod. Keshara was grateful he didn’t touch her, nor ogle her nakedness. Slibb was businesslike as he draped a sheet over her body from the neck down.
Keshara wanted to scream and flee the trap she’d placed herself in on command but it was as if she was a mind floating totally disassociated from her body. She had no control of her limbs. As Slibb lowered the clear lid on the pod she had a flash of total blind insanity, because he was essentially locking her into her coffin. Misty tendrils of a foul smelling orange fog drifted along her sides and up over her body. She tried to hold her breath but to no avail.
Slibb was watching her through the pod cover. “Breathe deep,” he said in a voice loud enough to penetrate the transparent barrier. “It’ll make things easier for you, knock you right out. You’ll won’t feel a thing when the Director extracts what she needs. Or so I’m told.”
Unable even to shake her head from side to side, Keshara closed her eyes and exhaled. The next breath she took would be her last, at least as a sentient being, so she filled her mind with a mental picture of Gabe and their time together.
“Hey.” Slibb rapped hard on the pod cover, startling her into re-opening her eyes. The tech was directly above her, staring into her eyes. “What Ashla said—it wasn’t like she implied. The soldier talked her out of what she had in mind. She never touched him or at least not the way she’d planned. I thought you should know.”
Lungs screaming for air, Keshara inhaled the noxious orange vapor and knew no more. 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
True to his word, Slibb returned to collect Gabe hours later, accompanied by Branggin, both men carrying weapons. Gabe eyed the antigrav litter floating at their side with annoyance. He was tired of being paralyzed or drugged into immobility.
“Stand on the muster line,” Branggin said, gesturing with his pulse rifle.
Deciding it wouldn’t do him much good to refuse, and he wanted to be out of the cell anyway, Gabe stepped onto the thick black line on the floor and stood at parade rest. Slibb pointed a neurocontroller at him and Gabe collapsed, convulsing on the floor, biting his lip until he drew blood, because he refused to give the bastards the satisfaction of hearing him yell in agony. The pain raked his innards, worse than before, maybe because his nervous system had been affected by the drugs the day before and the stun blasts prior to that. 
When the pain emanating through his body from the bracelet on his wrist faded, he heard the force barrier go down, and the two Khagrish entered the cell. Reluctant to go for his hidden knife because his muscle control was shot, and he might drop it, he could offer only token resistance as his captors locked force binders on his wrists and ankles and heaved him into the waiting litter.
The Khagrish moved rapidly out of the cell block and made their way to the research wing of the lab, bypassing the room holding the pods, where Gabe assumed Keshara now lay unconscious next to her fellow Badari. The thought pierced him to the heart and made him even more determined to escape as soon as he could. Branggin slid his badge through the reader and the door to Farahnnim’s private lab opened with a hiss.
At first, the place looked like any other Khagrish lab he’d ever been in, full of equipment, several examining tables, shelves and cupboards full of records, drugs, chemicals and other assorted scientific paraphernalia. But, as his litter was maneuvered through the crowded space, he saw a pillar-like installation reminiscent of the one in the pod room, and he wondered if this was the machine that converted the extract from the Badari into the infamous elixir. 
A little further into the room sat a huge, clear container, in the center of which a small vial floated on an antigrav cushion. The vial appeared to be empty, although the sides and bottom were coated with streaks of a glowing, purple and blue crystalline residue. There was a label in Khagrish, but Gabe couldn’t read their written language. Beyond this elaborate storage set up was more equipment and then another door.
Farahnnim was seated on a stool in front of a desk off to the side, head in her hands. As the two men muscled Gabe onto a table and strapped him down, she raised her head, blinking as if disoriented then slid from the stool to approach them.
“I’m going to need to run physical endurance tests today too,” she said, steps wavering as if she’d been indulging in serious feelgoods. “Did you bring the comprehensive data analysis on the daughters’ fertility profiles, Slibb?”
The tech froze, like a small prey animal caught in the open in front of a much bigger predator. “No, doctor. I haven’t even run the final collation. There was no order in my work queue—”
Tearing at her crest of hair with both hands, Farahnnim let out a screech of rage. “I need to know all his parameters before I design the corresponding breeding program for the Daughters. After all these years you should be able to anticipate these tasks, surely. Go take care of my request and don’t come into my lab again until you have the data smoothed and re-indexed.”
Stammering apologies, Slibb couldn’t escape the room fast enough.
“What have you done with Keshara?” Gabe asked in the silence following the tech’s departure, anger lending force to his question.  He hated being at the mercy of this insane woman and loathed the cruelty of everything Farahnnim stood for.
“No need to concern yourself.” Calm again, tantrum over for now, the Director glanced at the machine he suspected of making the elixir. “She’s installed in a pod, ready to contribute to the needs of science. You won’t be seeing her again.”
His blood ran cold, and he reminded himself the women in the pods were alive, at least for now. He could still get Keshara out. He took a deep breath to stop his unusually chaotic mental processes. His mate needed him to be at his best right now. Both of their lives depended on his coming up with a plan and executing it to perfection.
Or they were both going to die at the whim of the Khagrish.
“When you need to have him off the table, com me and I’ll come assist,” Blanggin said. He kissed Farahnnim and left the lab, saying as he sauntered to the door, “Don’t take any chances with him, and don’t trust anything he says.”
 “We’ll have to wait for Slibb to hook up the nutrient feed. He should have done the task before he left.” Farahnnim plunked herself onto the stool.
“Because ordinary lab work is beneath you?” Gabe said.
“Exactly,” she said with no irony in her voice. “I earned my rank. I did my time assisting others,” she said as if Gabe deserved to hear her justify herself. “Came to this planet all starry eyed, eager to do original research, participate in the discoveries. Found out there was almost no opportunity for me to succeed unless I was willing to be subservient to the males in charge. Well, I fooled all of them, didn’t I? Running my own lab, doing ground breaking science, and I outlived them by hundreds of years. Fools.” She pulled out a slender black feelgood stick, lit the end and sat puffing, pulling whatever drug it delivered into her lungs. “The Badari are virtually immortal, you know. Designed to be that way, if you think about it. But the idiots in charge were terrified of the unintended side effect of the customers’ request, buried the data, killed each cohort off at a specific age.”
Gabe thought about it as she’d suggested and decided she was probably right. Badari were immune to nearly everything and healed at amazing speeds. He was curious despite his own predicament. “What generation were your colleagues up to in the labs when you arrived?”
“Three.” She puffed some more and exhaled smoke in a series of perfect circles, smiling at her own cleverness. “The program didn’t run smoothly at first. Several iterations failed miserably before it was possible to form subjects with any reliability. Wasted a lot of years, ruined quite a few careers. The customer came close to losing patience before Generation One was formed and survived, but the Chimmer and their masters operate on a long time frame so they allowed a certain margin of error. The researchers must be up to generation eight or nine out there now.”
He couldn’t see any reason to confirm her guess. 
“Waste of time to start with children.” She waved the black stick, sending smoke curling in her vicinity as if she was casting a spell. “But the customer insisted. Once I had my own lab here, I went straight to mature specimens.”
“The First Daughters, like Ashla?”
She nodded, dropping the much shortened, charred stick to the floor and smashing it with the toe of one boot. She drew a fresh one from the pocket and lit up. “I had a few misfires but then yes. Eventually, all the generation one women had to go into the pods, to create elixir for us. I had a sentimental attachment to Ashla so I kept her aside. She’s my pet, you might say. Besides, she’s been unexpectedly useful at controlling the newer subjects. They respond well to one of their own giving orders.” 
Nauseous, Gabe doggedly continued his questioning. “How did you manage to create females? All I was ever told once I got on this planet was there were no Badari women.”
“Exactly.” Farahnnim pointed her feelgood at him and the acrid smoke made him cough. “I finally bent my pride enough to find a mentor to toady to, worked my way up in his project until I was indispensable. He took me with him to retrieve the mattrichiexe for forming Generation Four. And while I was there, at the secret facility, snooping in all the storage spaces frankly,” she laughed at her own cleverness centuries ago, “I uncovered a container off to the side, in the back of a cabinet, marked ‘Not Appropriate for Program.’” She gestured at the display cabinet further down the wall. “Who could resist, eh?”
Gabe’s head was spinning, from the second hand smoke and from the information she was giving him. 
Thoroughly spun up on the story she was telling, she needed no further prompting from him to continue. “I grabbed the bottle, hid it in my personal items. Did a few tests when I got back to the main lab. Everyone had their own side projects running, we all hoped to create a breakthrough of our own so no one was suspicious of my extra lab time. Some idiot in the first phase of the program collected or created by accident mattrichiexe only capable of generating females. And the customer didn’t want females.” She laughed and went to stand in front of the cabinet, resting one hand on the glass. “Their loss.”
“But this facility where we are now—how did you take it over?”
Farahnnim shrugged. “When the planet was set up to support a wide variety of customer-sponsored projects, facilities were built in many places. Turned out we didn’t need all of them so a majority were put in inactive status. My lover was in charge of the database, and he deleted all mention of this place. We recruited a few loyal techs and guards who were friends of his and—”
The portal opened. “What are you telling him, darling?” Branggin walked hastily to the table, glancing at Gabe suspiciously. “Slibb isn’t back yet?”
“I assume the sad excuse for a senior lab tech is off doing data crunching as I ordered and taking forever with it,” she said. “Probably stopped to imbibe or inhale his favorite drugs of choice and thinks I won’t notice. I was bringing my subject here up to date on the program, so he can better appreciate his own place in it.”
“Is there anything we can be doing to make progress in Slibb’s absence?” Branggin asked.
Gabe wondered why the captain was in such a rush.
“The human needs nutrients if you want to hook up a feed.” She waved vaguely in Gabe’s direction. “I’m going to my office to transcribe notes. Call me when we’re ready to proceed.”
Farahnnim wandered off, pausing at various tables on her way to the door, riffling through papers and stirring mixtures at random, as one or another caught her eye.
“Not my job,” Branggin said, gazing after the scientist and shaking his head. “Guess you’ll have to wait.” He strode away.
Seems they’d be lost without Slibb. This entire operation struck Gabe as teetering on the brink of disaster. The remaining Khagrish were all kidding themselves, immortal or not. And Keshara and her friends were in danger of dying to keep this horrific existence going a little longer for the Khagrish. Gabe tested the restraints again, but there was no give to any of them. He had hopes of being free to move about to some extent later during the physical endurance tests. He’d seen a treadmill-like device over in the far corner.
Another small quake rolled through the ground underneath the lab and the table to which he was bound rocked precariously. Gabe tensed, fearing it was going to topple with him helpless to protect himself. He watched the instruments hung from the ceiling above him sway and heard breaking glass in the recesses of the room. A giant crack formed in the side of the cabinet holding the remnants of the mysterious substance Farahnnim used to create Badari. He was amazed the entire thing didn’t shatter.  Serious wave harmonics going on with today’s quakes.
After thirty seconds the motion faded, and the room slowly reverted to normal.
“Scary stuff,” Slibb said as he advanced through the aisle toward Gabe. “But we’ve had bad swarms of quakes before and nothing ever came of them.”
To Gabe that piece of information was more alarming. If the mountain under them was working up to an eruption, the fact this wasn’t the first time in recent history the volcano had shown its temper indicated to him pressure was building. “This place of yours is a disaster waiting to happen on so many levels.”
“Won’t be your concern once the Director has you in modified stasis for the rest of your extended life span. You’ll sleep like a baby while she takes all the cells she needs to create more daughters to generate more elixir extract.” Slibb brought a nutrient machine over to the table. He wasted no time in punching a port into Gabe’s arm and started the feed. “I hope you’re ready for a lot of exercise this afternoon since it’s probably the last you’ll ever get.”
Ready to make a break for freedom as soon as you let me off this damn table. Gabe bottled up his rebellious answer and stayed silent as the room rocked under them again, although more briefly. Whatever Slibb had the machine pumping into his veins was like cold burning acid as it traversed his body. He did feel more energetic once the fluid had been circulating for a while.
“Is he ready yet?” Farahnnim and Blanggin walked through the door, arm in arm. The Director moved to her desk on the heels of her impatient question. “I have a long panel of tests to run before he goes to his cell for the night.”
“Sure, doctor.” Slibb powered down the machine attached to Gabe, and he could tell the tech didn’t care if the process was completed or not. “I fed all the data you requested into your personal uplink.”
Gabe endured while the port was removed, readying himself for the break he planned to make.
Branggin came closer. “Hit him with the neurocontroller, short burst. I want his full attention.”
“No!” Farahnnim’s counter order was immediate and sharp, and Gabe was thankful Slibb didn’t have time to execute the command. “I need him to be baseline normal, not trying to shake off the effects of a stunner or the bracelet punishment. Simply walk him to the exercise. He’s been quite compliant today.”
Branggin and Slibb exchanged glances again, which Gabe had noticed the two men did quite often where the erratic scientist was concerned, but Slibb tucked the neurocontroller into his belt and moved to unfasten Gabe’s restraints. Branggin retreated a few steps, drew his stunner and took a bead on Gabe. “I will shoot you if you revert to being less than compliant, human. We can do the tests another day.”
“You’ll need to change out of these clothes,” Slibb said. “Too confining for what the Director needs. “
His ankles were now free. Gabe channeled his adrenaline, planning his moves once the pair escorted him toward the spot where the exercise challenge was to take place. No way he was going to be hooked up to the device and made to run naked or whatever else Farahnnim had in mind. He was about to revert to being much ‘less than compliant’, as Branggin had phrased it.
Slibb moved to free first one wrist then the other.
Gabe sat up and slid off the table, making sure to land on the floor close to the lab tech. He put a hand to his head and sagged against the bed he’d been held captive for hours on. “Woozy, room is spinning.”
Slibb reached automatically to help him. Gabe grabbed him by the neck, swung him in front of his own body to block the shot from Blanggin’s stunner, then twisted the tech’s head hard. He heard the sound of the bones breaking, released his grip and allowed the Khagrish to slump to the floor. As soon as he dropped the tech’s body, Gabe was in motion, darting behind the large piece of equipment directly next to the table, which had been used to scan him earlier. He had Slibb’s stunner and the neurocontroller, ripped from the dead man’s belt. Feverishly, he removed the bracelet from his wrist while the security officer took cover behind a bank of monitors, popping out to shoot wildly at Gabe. Timing his shot, he returned fire, winging Branggin, who fell, even though not fully paralyzed.
Apparently unconcerned about the possibility of being shot herself, Farahnnim was throwing every piece of lab glassware within reach at Gabe and shrieking curses in Khagrish. Running out of items to toss, she ran to the closest wall and punched a button, which immediately triggered an ear splitting alarm.
Who does she think is coming? The only other people left in the facility are Ashla and the Daughters. Although Ashla could be a formidable adversary with her fangs and claws. Gabe checked the stunner charge and saw he was running low.
Advancing, he kicked at Branggin’s weapon, which the officer was holding awkwardly with both hands, being partially immobilized. The stunner spun away and Gabe was forced to fire at Farahnnim when she made a dive for the gun. She collapsed in a heap, striking her head on the corner of a stone-topped lab bench on the way down, bleeding heavily from the back of her head. 
Blanggin tackled him from behind while he was distracted by the scientist and they grappled, pummeling each other, rolling on the floor, bumping into tables and equipment. The security captain had serious technique, although Gabe’s impression was the Khagrish was out of practice in hand to hand combat. He flung his opponent off and rose to his feet, drawing the homemade knife. Rather than face Gabe, Branggin made a desperate run to retrieve his weapon. Racing after him, Gabe caught up just as the Khagrish was bringing the stunner to bear. Gabe stepped close, slapping aside the gun with one hand and driving the blade deep into Branggin’s heart with the other.
“This is for Keshara and all of her sisters you killed over the years.”
The security officer’s face took on an astonished expression, mouth in an O shape as he wrapped both of his hands around the shiv and collapsed to the floor, convulsing. Gabe scooped up the stunner and shot him again to make sure, then checked for a pulse, finding none. “Not so immortal today, I guess.”
He headed for the door but paused to evaluate Farahnnim, who was clinging to life, although the head wound she’d incurred in her fall appeared to him to be mortal, a sizable part of her skull obviously depressed from the contact with the corner of the stone-topped table. Shaking his head, he emerged into the corridor, heading for the pod room. He wished he had a blaster or a pulse rifle, but Branggin and the late Slibb had only been carrying the nonlethal weapons.
The sound of rushing footsteps alerted him to possible danger, and Gabe took cover in the pod room’s recessed doorway.
Carrying weapons awkwardly, plainly as unused to them as Keshara had been when he gave her a stunner, Raeblin and Palinna ran into the short hallway. Three other Badari women he hadn’t formally met were at their backs, clutching hunting knives in a manner showing they did know what to do with those.
The Badari halted, taking in the chaos inside the private lab, whose door remained open.
“Gabe? We came to help you,” Palinna said, out of breath. “Keshara talked to us last night, via the telepathic link and explained all about the lies we’ve been told. She ordered us to save you today.”
“But it took us too long to find the weapons,” Raeblin said, waving her stunner. “We had to break into the armory and only a few of the guns held a charge.”
He stepped out of the doorway, stunner pointed at the floor. “I appreciate the help, ladies. We need to get in here and rescue Keshara and the others. Is this all of you?”
“All but Ashla.” Raeblin sniffed. “She isn’t one of us.”
“Not after what Keshara told us.” Raeblin added as the others nodded their grim-faced agreement.
“One of you stand guard over there at the junction with the corridor and watch for Ashla. I’m surprised she’s not here already, with the damn alarm blaring. Anyone know how to shut it up?” Not waiting to see if anyone would take care of his request regarding the irritating klaxon, Gabe turned and opened the door to the pod room, stepping inside as fast as he could and rushing to the pods. The three original women still lay there, and Keshara was in the fourth pod, eyes closed, unmoving.
His heart stuttered at the sight of her lying so helpless.
Putting his stunner in his belt to free his hands, he bent to examine the red control. “I can’t read fucking Khagrish,” he said. “Can any of you?”
Shifting his stance to see why there was no answer, he observed the Badari women standing in a frozen tableau by the door, horrified expressions on their faces. 
With a sigh, he stood up and walked over to them, resting one hand on Raeblin’s shoulder and the other on Palinna’s. The two women focused on his face as he addressed them all. “We don’t have much time—I think your volcano is about to blow its top.” Another bone jarring series of quakes shook the room, sending the pods and machinery vibrating. “I know this situation, this room, is horrifying for you, but we have to do what we can to save them and get ourselves out of here aboard the flyer. Now can anyone help me open the damn pods or not?”
“I can probably figure it out.” Palinna swallowed hard and went to Keshara’s table. “I’ve had limited training on their machinery, to do basic maintenance.” As she knelt to examine the controls, she asked, “This is where the Khagrish take the extract Keshara told us about?”
“Yeah, hopefully not today. The process was pretty automated. We’d probably have to blast the mechanism with a pulse rifle to make it stop.” He bad a nightmarish flash of the probe going deep into Jezari’s chest and shook it off. Not happening today.
“Are you sure we should open the pods?” Palinna asked. “If a woman had to go through medical procedures to enter the pod, which Keshara seemed to think was going to happen to her, how can we safely remove them from the machine with no care? Shouldn’t we do some research first? See if we can find instructions?”
He tamped down his instinctive jealousy that Palinna had been able to ‘talk’ with his mate when he would have given anything for just a few words to know she was okay. He wasn’t telepathic, end of story. “Farahnnim, Slibb and Branggin are dead so there’s no one left to ask. Even if Ashla was here and she claimed to know the answer, I wouldn’t trust her, would you?” As Palinna shook her head emphatically, he said, “You Badari are tough so we’ll have to pray to the goddess that Keshara and the others can rebound from whatever happened before they were put into the pods. We’re out of choices and time.”
 As Palinna murmured agreement and returned to her study of the control box, he paid attention to the others. “I doubt any of these ladies can walk. We’re going to need antigrav litters, four of them if possible.”
A woman standing in back raised her hand. “I’ll go—I know where there are dozens in storage.”
“Hurry,” he said as the floor under them rocked violently.
The volunteer and one other ran out. He rejoined Palinna as the lid of the pod rose with a snap.
Gabe caught a whiff of a terrible smelling chemical as fresh air rushed into the previously enclosed space. Even a short breath of the noxious cloud made him woozy. “Watch out for the fumes,” he said to Palinna as she moved to the next pod. Anxious to get his mate out of the infernal device, he held his breath, bent and scooped Keshara into his arms, holding her close and keeping her nude body wrapped in the sheet. “Wake up, sweetheart.” Her head lolled against his chest, but she was breathing regularly, for which he was glad.
“I brought my medical kit,” Raeblin said, walking over to him. “If you lay her down, I’ll check her vitals. Should I give her a stimulant?”
“I’m no medic,” he said, jaw clenched with worry. “You know more than I do.” He set his mate on the floor as gently as he could, unhappy about the idea, but there was no other surface in the room other than the pods. He wanted to keep her safe in his arms and head off to the flyer landing field now, but there was more to be done to save the others.
“Keshara told us you were mates,” the woman said as she knelt beside Keshara and opened her kit. “She sounded so happy, even in the midst of her worries over being sent here, to the annex. Congratulations! None of us ever expected to find a mate. I envy her, but I’m happy for her.”
“Once we get to the sanctuary valley, you’ll all probably have your pick of dazzled Badari and humans.” Gabe touched Keshara’s cheek with the palm of his hand. “I had to snap her up before she knew there was better than me out there.”
“I don’t believe you,” Raeblin shook her head as she administered an inject and took Keshara’s pulse. “She could talk of little else besides you from the first time you were brought to the Retreat.”
One of the others brought him a stack of the sheets and two folded lab coats. “I found these in a cupboard.”
“Thanks.” He made a pillow for Keshara from one of the sheets and set the others aside. 
“You’d better come check Jezari,” Palinna said urgently to Raeblin. “Goddess, but she’s in terrible condition.”
Gabe bent to kiss Keshara’s cheek. “We’re getting out of here today, I promise you.”
He helped the others remove the three original Badari women from their pods, starting with Jezari. She was mere skin and bones and, privately, he feared she stood no chance at all, even with the enhanced Badari physiology. Farahnnim had been stealing her energy for a long time now.
“I wish I had the healing power,” Palinna said fiercely as he laid the third woman next to the other two. “But only Keshara was so gifted by the Great Mother.”
“I don’t even know where to begin treatment,” Raeblin said helplessly. “Nutrients perhaps?”
“In the other lab down the hall,” he said. “Slibb gave me an armful earlier today. But I don’t know that you want to go in there—it’s pretty grim.”
“I think I’d better.” The medic took a deep breath. “Can you come with me?”
“Whatever we’re going to do needs to be fast,” he said. “I hope your friends hurry up with those litters because it’s past time to get out of here.”
The sound of shots came from the hallway, mixed with shrieks of rage and cursing in Badari. Grabbing his stunner from his belt, Gabe sprinted toward the door. “Protect them,” he yelled over his shoulder. When he got to the hall, he found one of his volunteer guards prone and bleeding from huge gouges in her shoulder. The other lay crumpled against the wall, with no sign of her weapon. He was afraid she might be dead from the angle of her neck and head.
“Ashla,” said the bleeding woman, pointing at the lab door.
With the stunner ready, he cautiously worked his way to a position where he could peer past the edge of the door, using the half open panel for cover. Ashla sat on the floor, covered in blood, cradling Farahnnim’s body and weeping in huge gasps that were terrible to hear. Two stunners lay on the floor beside her.
“You killed her,” she screamed as she focused on Gabe. She glanced at the weapons lying by her side but didn’t make a move to retrieve one, instead bending over the scientist again, hugging her.
“I stunned her, and she hit her head when she fell.” He advanced a few feet into the lab. “We’re leaving in a few minutes—this place is going to fall apart or get blasted when the volcano goes. You’re the only one left alive, Ashla, besides the Second Daughters.” Despite his intense dislike of the woman, he schooled his voice to be calm and reasonable. “You can come with us. You’ll have to submit to being restrained and kept under guard. It’d be up to the Alpha what your punishment would be for aiding and abetting the Khagrish, but I won’t leave you here to die.”
“I should have killed you when I first saw you. I should have gutted you right then and there.” Her voice was raw, and she deployed her fangs and her talons. “We should never have considered keeping you alive. She wanted to go steal a few males from one of the lowland labs for breeding purposes, and we should have stuck to that plan.”
“You think you had a problem with me? This group of incompetents couldn’t have handled full grown Generation 8 Badari males.” He tried to imagine the slipshod lab techs keeping Aydarr or Mateer or any of the hardened men he knew imprisoned for very long.
The building shook as another swarm of quakes hit. Gabe grabbed the nearest table to anchor himself as he heard the walls creak and the roof groan.
Raeblin stuck her head through the open door. She sucked in her breath and stiffened as she saw Ashla and the dead scientist but quickly turned her attention to Gabe. “Nutrients? And Naami is back with the antigrav litters.”
He pointed at the cabinet near the examining table he’d been lying on. “Slibb got the one for me out of the drawer there. Be quick and grab what you need. We’ll be heading for the flyer, and you can infuse the nutrients once we’re on board.”
Another quake hit, part of the ceiling fell and a massive crack opened in the wall, showing the outside. Snowing again? He realized he was looking at ash drifting through the sky. Conditions were worse than he’d imagined.
“Running out of time,” he said as Raeblin scooted past him, her arms full of nutrient packs. “I’ll be right there. And we’ll move out.” 
He stared at Ashla. “This mountain is going to blow, don’t you understand? You can’t do anything more for the Khagrish so stop and think for a minute. Save your own life and take my offer. Once I’m gone, I’m not coming back—there won’t be a second chance.”
“I’ll take no charity or pity from you or your cursed Alpha.” She held out her hand, unclenching her fist. There was a small black vial lying on her palm, which Ashla raised to her lips, giving him a defiant glare. She drank the contents in one quick swallow before hurling the bottle away to break against the wall. Head bowed for a moment, she sighed. “It’s done, may the goddess forgive me.” She struggled to her feet, carrying the scientist’s body.
Gabe eyed her, puzzled by her actions. “What was in the vial?”
“Poison, one of the few things capable of killing a Badari. The Director distilled this in her early years here at the Retreat. She always hated the fact we were bred to be immune to so many things. Said it was against nature and unfair.” Ashla gave him a twisted smile.
Saddened by her choice, he backed away from her as she headed toward the door. “Where are you going?”
 Gagging and coughing, blinking hard, Ashla stood swaying in the aisle. “I’m not going to leave her lying on the floor. She deserves respect. We’ll sleep together, and I’ll guard her spirit into the afterlife, if the goddess is merciful. I’m not coming with you, human. No need to wait for me.”
 He heard Palinna calling his name from the hallway. Raising his voice, he answered, “I’ll be right there.” 
“Get out of my way.” Ashla stepped forward, walking in a crooked line as if intoxicated. “Time is short for all of us.”
He swore and left the lab, finding the other Badari clustered protectively in the hallway, guarding four antigrav litters. Gabe checked on Keshara, who remained unconscious, although he was relieved to see she had more color in her cheeks. Bending over the litter, he pressed a kiss to her lips. “I’m going to get you and your friends out of here, my word as a soldier.”
 The Second Daughter Ashla had shot when she arrived on the scene was stretched on the floor, dead as he’d feared. The other one had her wounds hastily bound up with torn sheets from the pod room and was leaning heavily on Raeblin. The Badari scattered, making a path as Ashla continued on her determined journey to lay the Director and herself to rest in some other area of the building. Head high, spots of violent red in her cheeks, she didn’t make eye contact with anyone as she stumbled down the hallway with her burden.
“Let her go,” he said harshly as two of the Second Daughters seemed willing to take action. “She took poison. She’s chosen her own sentence.”
There were a few gasps, but Gabe shouldered his way to the head of the group. “We need to move fast. There’s no one else left alive here, so concentrate on making time and moving these litters. Follow me.” He exited the annex corridor and turned left, running through the hall and leading them at a fast pace.  Now that he knew for sure there was at least one flyer at the installation, he was pretty sure how to find the landing field, based on the layout of other Khagrish labs.
Tremors rocked the building constantly, a few strong enough that Gabe’s party had to halt and sit down or risk being knocked off their feet. Gabe could feel the shockwaves of the earthquakes rippling through the ground under the building. Conditions were definitely growing worse. 
He burst through the door to the landing pad which stood partially open, apparently warped as the building’s framework responded to the unexpected stress from the earthquakes. He sprinted toward the flyer. Luckily, the control to open the ramp for boarding was identical to the ships he was used to flying. The air was hot and thick with ash as lava bombs screamed overhead like old fashioned artillery fire. “Hurry.” He gestured at the Badari. “Palinna, give me the word to take off once everyone’s aboard.”
Giving Keshara’s litter a glance, he sprinted up the ramp and headed to the flyer’s cockpit. Sliding into the pilot’s seat, he scanned the controls and readouts before touching anything. Remarkably similar to the ones he’d flown, which was a stroke of good fortune. No innovation for five hundred years? How backward of the mighty Khagrish. The haughty aliens weren’t so technologically hot in all areas, despite their egotistical view of themselves. 
He initiated the systems startup and heard the engines whine in response, the sound crescendoing as the power levels climbed. The vidscreens showed a sky lit up by lava bombs, and he prayed to the Lords of Space the Khagrish engines weren’t affected by ash. “Come on, come on.” He clenched his hands on the controls, waiting for the all clear from Palinna. As he was about to rise from the chair and go check on the situation in the cabin, she stuck her head into the cockpit. “You can close the ramp, and we can go.”
She hadn’t even finished the sentence before he hit the button to seal the ship and was lifting off. “Make sure everyone’s strapped down securely,” he said, keeping his eyes on the forward vidscreen. “Going to be rough maneuvers.” 
As he directed the flyer off the pad and away from the mountain, the proximity alarms screamed at him, and the rudimentary Artificial Intelligence was trying to wrest the controls away from him. “Nothing doing, you need a helluva pilot who’s also crazy to navigate this mess. You need a human.” Gabe slapped the touchpad on the control panel, isolating the AI, and flew manually, dodging and jinking through the volcano’s barrage, striving to gain altitude and distance.
The flyer took a glancing blow from a large missile and the engines stuttered. Screams echoed from the passengers aft, but he gritted his teeth and stayed focused. The craft was dropping vertically hundreds of feet. Sweat beaded his brow as he punched at the control panel and finally managed to regain control by rerouting the nav system. Skimming just above the terrain, he boosted the power going to the engines and sent the flyer screaming into the sky.
The added airspeed was way beyond anything he’d ever dared before. He hoped the old craft’s frame could take the stress. How well had Blanggin maintained this baby anyway?
He shot out from under the cloud of ash and projectiles and banked, directing his viewscreens to where the Retreat sat on its small plateau. Whistling, he took in the fact that a large part of the structure and the ground underneath it had disappeared beneath a massive landslide from above.
He flipped the com. “Ladies, I’m putting the Retreat on the vids in the cabin for you, if you care to look. We’re probably not far enough away yet if this thing blows, so I’ll be applying maximum thrust.” Suiting action to words, Gabe used the last increment of power the engines had and the craft shot across the sky.
Suddenly, there was an explosion behind him, so loud he was temporarily deafened. In the vids there was nothing but boiling clouds where the mountain top had been, reaching into the stratosphere. The eruption created its own massive lightning, as if old gods were trying to destroy the planet. Gabe fought the turbulence, which could kill them all as efficiently as one of the lava bombs if he got caught in a wind shear or major downdraft. It was the hairiest five minutes of flying he’d ever been called upon to do and he was drenched in sweat by the time the flyer reached the end of the dangerous airspace.
When he emerged into clear air finally, he drew a deep breath of relief and flew for a few more minutes before setting the circuitous course to sanctuary valley. Neither he nor any of the rebel pilots ever flew directly to the area, in an effort to keep the Khagrish guessing. Rising from the controls, he stretched to unkink his muscles and headed into the cabin.
“Everyone okay? The flight should be smooth from here on out. Just a few hours to the valley and safety.”
Several of the women were pale, maybe a touch of air sickness, he guessed. Or delayed reaction to the end of the only life they’d ever known. Palinna and Raeblin were standing in the aisle, tending to Jezari and the other women on stretchers.
“We’ll be fine,” Palinna said. “Your mate’s awake and asking for you.”
Heart pounding, he hastened to the first stretcher, laid across a row of seats and buckled in place. “Hey,” he said, keeping his voice gentle as he stared into Keshara’s amber eyes. “Sorry about the rough flight.” He brushed her cheek with his hand and bent to kiss her. “How are you doing?”
“You rescued me,” she said, her voice raspy.
“Well, hells yeah. You promised me a mate for life, and I intend to live a long time.” Relief at their escape flowed through him in a tide of happiness like nothing he’d ever felt before. Carrying off this particular rescue mission meant more to him than any other victory in his entire life.  “No reneging on those vows.”
Keshara struggled against the straps, and he immediately unfastened them, helping her sit up. She grabbed him as if she never wanted to let him go, and they kissed, Gabe sinking into her embrace, letting all situational awareness fade. Nothing mattered but the woman in his arms.
A bobble from the flyer brought him sharply back to the present.
“You recovered enough to sit in the co-pilot’s seat?” he asked.
“Absolutely.” She nodded as he picked her up.
Palinna said, “Make her keep drinking this,” and handed him a container of nutrients. “She’s doing the best of the four from the pod room.”
“How’s Jezari?” Keshara clung to him, and he turned obligingly so she could see the other litters.
Raeblin shook her head. “Hanging on but alarmingly weak.”
Keshara raised one hand and studied her fingers. “I wish I could heal her, but the gift doesn’t answer me at all right now.”
Gabe hugged her tight. “Because the goddess wants you using your power to heal yourself. We’ve got a powerful healer at the valley if Jezari can hang on and stay with us that long.”
“I’ve sent her the message, implored her to endure,” Keshara said. “There’s no reply, no conscious thoughts in her mind, but I have the sense she’s present on a deep level. I have hope.”
His highly attuned senses told him he needed to return to the cockpit and even out the power to the engines so he pivoted and carried Keshara with him. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said over his shoulder to Palinna.
Carefully depositing Keshara in the co-pilot’s chair, he disconnected the AI and took the controls himself. “We’ll be at the valley in four hours,” he said. “Did you see the volcano explode or were you unconscious?”
“I saw it. Frightening. If you hadn’t come we’d all be dead. What happened to Ashla?”
He gave her a quick recap of events in the lab. 
“I’m glad I have such a deadly and stubborn mate,” she said when he finished. “I claimed well.”
“As did I.” Gabe leaned over, meeting her halfway for a kiss. “Listen, you need to make decisions before we get to the valley and meet Aydarr.”
She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. “Decisions? Didn’t you promise me they’d welcome us?”
“They will. I have no doubt on that score. But, I mean, are you going to be a pack? Are you the Alpha? He’ll expect all of you to swear allegiance to him, which I urge you to do because Aydarr is one of the truly good guys, and he’s fighting hard to protect the Badari and the humans.”
Eyes glowing slightly, her forehead furrowed in a frown. “What do you advise?”
“I’m no expert on Badari relations, but my gut instinct is to go in there as a pack, at least for now. Which, you realize, I’m a member of, since I’m your claimed mate.” He’d been giving the issue a lot of thought. “I think for now it’s better for you to be treated as a group, a unit the Badari will recognize. And, if you’re an Alpha, you’ll get to sit in on the decisions Aydarr makes with the other alpha and the enforcers.”
Keshara held up one hand. “You’re making me dizzy. Enforcers?”
“Top lieutenants. I’m guessing after eight generations of living in the labs, the Badari men have developed structures, like pack hierarchy being based on dominance, that don’t translate directly across to your situation. I’m guessing you’re closer to the original Badari in Generation One or Two.”
“So we should be a pack within a pack?”
He nodded. “Stay as a definable group. You can protect the others while all of you integrate into life in the valley. Badari women are going to be quite a sensation.”
“So, if the other women take mates, those males have to join my pack?”
“Now you’re making me dizzy.” He winked and rubbed his forehead. “You may decide at some point to dissolve the pack, since as you yourself said, you’re not alpha-born, but for now, use the structure to your advantage.”
“Will Aydarr accept me as an alpha when even humans can see I’m not?” She sounded dubious and smoothed the sheet fabric over her lap with one hand. “Healer is where my talents and inclination lie, although I’m happy to take on the responsibility of leader to take care of my sisters.”
Gabe frowned. “I think he will if we tell him you are. Things are different for the early generation you’re a member of. We’re not lying to him—which he’d scent in an instant by the way. We’re stating the fact you lead. I want you and the others to be accepted as equals from the beginning.”
“Alpha I am then.” Keshara laughed as she squared her shoulders as if to accept a physical burden. Reaching out, she tapped him in the center of the chest with one gracefully curved talon. “And I choose you to be my enforcer.”
“I accept. Just try installing any other guy as your top lieutenant.”
 “Which will never happen under any circumstances,” she said. Keshara plucked at the fabric swathing her body and grimaced. “I’m not too excited about meeting this Alpha of yours and claiming to be alpha-born myself dressed in a sheet.”
He eyed her enticing curves. “I think it looks good on you.”
She punched his shoulder playfully. “No other answer will do from you, mate. The Alpha is quite a different matter. I think I’ll go into the cabin, talk to my sisters face to face about this issue of pack, and see what can be done regarding clothing. I should check on Jezari and the other two in any case.”
He caught her hand as she rose. “No healing, promise me. You need your strength to deal with Aydarr. You went through an ordeal too, you know.”
“Nothing as awful as she was subjected to.” Forestalling his next protest, Keshara leaned over and kissed him into silence. “I accept your advice.”



CHAPTER NINE
 
When he could com the valley, he explained he was coming in a different flyer than the one he’d left with, and he also requested the landing field be cleared of nonessential personnel. “I need Aydarr, Jill, and Timtur to be there, probably Dr. Garrison as well because we have injured with us, but otherwise I need to have a private meeting with the Alpha as soon as I land. Tell him I’m bringing him a huge surprise.”
Gabe leaned back and grinned, picturing Aydarr’s reaction when the Alpha realized he’d brought home a pack of Badari women. He probably should have given the poor Alpha a heads up but frankly Gabe anticipated with fiendish glee demolishing the accepted wisdom declaring there were no Badari women. Not only did Keshara and her tiny pack exist, the women were formidable in their own way.
 
Gabe set the flyer down as skillfully as he did everything, and came to escort Keshara off the craft to meet Aydarr and the others. She eyed her seven companions, with Jezari and one other still unconscious on the litters, and was pleased they’d survived to hope for a new start in this sanctuary. A bit ragtag, she herself wearing a skillfully wrapped dress made from the sheet, which would have to do for now.
“Ready?” Gabe asked.
Keshara held her head high and pivoted to face him. He had his finger on the button to open the ramp and, at her nod, he depressed the control. The ramp slowly descended. Taking his hand, she walked barefoot down the ramp, assessing those who waited.
Aydarr was unmistakable, taller than any of the others, heavily muscled, golden eyes glowing and power radiating from him much the way Gabe had attempted to describe. Now I get it. I’m certainly no Alpha if this is how they are. She squared her shoulders. But I lead.
Two more men, nearly as massive, stood slightly behind him. Keshara could see a faint familial resemblance between these amazing, giant warriors and herself and the other Daughters, in terms of facial features and certainly the amber eyes the Badari all shared. A human woman stood beside Aydarr, with the unmistakable stance of a warrior. A strange metal ovoid floated in the air next to her, flashing colors in rapid bursts over its surface.
Right now all the faces in front of her bore a remarkably similar expression of complete astonishment.
“May I present Keshara, Alpha of the Badari Daughters Pack, and my mate,” Gabe said. She could tell from the faint tone of amusement underlying his words he was enjoying this immensely. Well he earned this moment. Turning his head ever so slightly to her, he said, “This is Aydarr, Alpha of all the Badari, and Jill, his mate. Mateer, his chief enforcer, Dr. Garrison, who’s his wife, and Timtur, the pack healer.”
“I’m honored to meet you all,” she said before quickly naming her pack members. “And we have two more women inside the flyer who need medical attention as soon as possible. I should mention my mate Gabe is also my enforcer.”
Aydarr stepped forward. “I’m pleased to welcome you to the sanctuary valley. We had no idea we had long lost sisters on this planet, but it’s a delightful surprise.” He held out his hand and she moved to place her own in his. As Gabe had tried to convey, Aydarr was power personified, and she felt a bit ridiculous claiming to be an alpha now that she’d seen what one truly was. His grip was gentle and warm.
Welcome to my valley, sister. 
Reassured by the complete sincerity and kindness of his voice in her head, she relaxed. “I believe the Great Mother sent Gabe to me, to help us escape. There’s much to tell, we have so many questions, and I know you must have even more, but truly Jezari and Vyddyn are in dire condition.” She held up her free hand. “I have the healing ability from the goddess—”
“But she barely survived a Khagrish experiment yesterday herself,” Gabe interrupted.
The healer, Timtur, stepped forward, the human doctor only a little behind him. “Don’t worry, sister, with your permission I’ll go see what can be done.”
“Please,” she moved out of the way, the other Daughters clustering behind her and Gabe.
Dr. Garrison paused for a moment before ascending the flyer’s ramp behind Timtur. “Well done, Gabe. Pleased to meet you, Keshara. I don’t normally work on the Badari, but you can trust me to help.” She glanced at Aydarr, “We should probably go straight to the hospital—it appears to me the others have minor injuries as well, even if they are presently ambulatory.”
“I can see why you wanted to keep this meeting semi private,” Aydarr said to Gabe as the doctor moved on. “Wise precaution. After the medical issues are addressed, I want to hear the entire story, and then we can co-ordinate getting quarters for all of you, clothing, food—”
“I’m on it.” Aydarr’s mate Jill flourished a com. “I’ve asked Nicolle to come on duty and help.” She smiled at Keshara. “Aydarr and I both have to get used to having an assistant.”
Keshara looked to the Alpha again. “I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding between us. I lead this pack, small as it is, but I’m not alpha born. Now we’ve met, I know that. But we had to have a leader, and the others trust me.”
“What generation are you?” Aydarr asked.
Keshara could only shake her head and appeal wordlessly to Gabe for help. 
“My best guess was somewhere close to generation one,” Gabe said, realizing Keshara was at a loss on the question. “I saw, or at least I’m pretty sure I saw, the material the women were formed from. It’s a long story, and I’d like to get my mate and the others out of the cold night air. As you can see, when we escaped the Khagrish lab, we weren’t exactly dressed for the occasion.”
“I’m honored beyond words to meet you all,” Aydarr said. “Unfortunately we don’t have ground transportation in the valley but if any are unable to walk we do have a few antigrav litters and I know my men would be more than happy to carry anyone in need.”
“The hospital isn’t far though,” Jill said. “Nothing is too far from anything else in the valley.” 
“We can walk,” Keshara said. “It’s amazing to be completely free, outdoors. I think we’d like to savor it.” She heard the others echoing her sentiment. “Let me go see how your healer and doctor are doing with my two most injured ones.” Gabe escorted her into the flyer and she paused on the threshold, stunned by the sight of the healer bending over Jezari, green light pouring from his hands into her wasted body. “Such power! I can call only a fraction as much.”
Megan, the human doctor smiled and said, “From what Gabe was saying, the male Badari have hundreds of years of forced evolution on you. Don’t give yourself a hard time. Also, Timtur hasn’t been in a Khagrish lab fighting for his life in a long time so he’s at full power.” She indicated Vyddyn. “I think she’ll be all right as her vital signs are all good. We need to get more nutrients into her as she’s dehydrated and hope she comes out of this coma-like state on her own.”
“Thank you. Raeblin is a trained medic so she may be able to help you with the treatments once we reach your hospital.” Keshara moved past her to stand beside Jezari’s litter, touching her hair in a quiet caress. “She seems marginally better, more peaceful at any rate.”
“It’s going to be touch and go with this one, I won’t lie to you.” Timtur closed his hands into fists and shut off the healing. “It’ll be as the goddess wills, but I’ll keep watch over her tonight in the hospital and continue to do my best. “
Gabe touched her shoulder. “At least your sister is a free woman now, whether she realizes it or not.”
Keshara reached to squeeze his hand. “That thought is helpful consolation.”
He steered her toward the rear of the flyer again and the exit ramp. She was handed a warm coat by the Alpha’s mate and she saw her sisters were already bundled up in similar garb. The evening breeze off the lake she saw in the distance was cold and she was grateful for the gift as Gabe helped her slide her arms into the jacket, which was huge on her. 
As they moved toward the edge of the landing field, Aydarr walking next to her and Jill on his other side, the Alpha said, “We’ll need to introduce you and your sisters to the rest of the pack, not tonight or even tomorrow, but perhaps the day after. I know there’s much to be discussed, but I like to keep rumors and gossip to a minimum in the valley. I’m sure your arrival is going to generate a lot of both. Even with Gabe’s discretion in how he staged your arrival.”
“Of course. You and I need to talk beyond the simple debriefing.” Keshara was glad Gabe had strategized with her in the flyer’s cockpit on the way to the valley or she might have felt overwhelmed indeed.
“How soon can I send a manifestation of myself to the Khagrish lab in question?” The voice was emanating from the metallic ovoid, which had drifted close to Gabe and was apparently addressing him. Keshara gaped and nearly stumbled.
Her mate gave her a laughing glance. “Sorry, we all forgot to introduce MARL. He’s an alien Artificial Intelligence Jill discovered here in the valley when she first arrived.”
“He’s my sidekick now,” Jill said. “And the gatherer of all the data that can be found. Right, MARL?”
Bouncing in the air, the AI flashed green and turquoise with bands of pink. “Yes. When can I send a unit to acquire the data? It will surely be significant and fascinating, if these women are from such an early generation. High priority should be assigned.”
Keshara looked at the ovoid and said doubtfully, “The Retreat was destroyed in a volcanic explosion as we escaped.”
MARL flashed a violent red and dropped to the ground as she gasped. “Did I hurt it? Or insult it?”
Jill laughed as MARL began drifting aloft and going silvery again. “He’s merely disappointed and pouting a bit. We know so little about how the Khagrish created the Badari or what the early days of the program were like. If he could have gotten access to the computers in your lab, he might have learned much.”
“I’ll submit to an interview in a few days,” Gabe said. “Let us get settled and then you can ask me for details. It’s not as good as scouring the databases, I realize, but it’s all the data there’ll be.” He gave Keshara’s hand a hard squeeze, and she wondered what message he was trying to convey to her, but fortunately the AI let the subject drop.
 
Keshara and her sisters all spent the rest of the first night in the small hospital, which had obviously been constructed from bits and pieces of scrounged materials, including prefab walls probably taken from destroyed Khagrish installations. Certainly the medical devices and equipment were Khagrish, as were the motley furnishings. Gabe and Keshara were given a room together, and the other women doubled up in rooms nearby. Aydarr posted guards around the facility to ensure privacy. Food was brought to a nearby conference room. It felt like a party to Keshara, which was a term in the training aids she’d never understood properly before. Certainly such light hearted events were unheard of at Farahnnim’s lab.
When they all retired, Gabe held her close in the narrow hospital bed, whispering to her in the dark.
“What do you think so far?” he asked after grumbling about the size of the bed.
“It’s as you promised, the people here are welcoming and kind. Aydarr is overwhelming, but I find I trust him.” Happy to have a chance to finally ask her question from hours earlier, she said, “Why did you squeeze my hand so hard when the AI was talking about data?”
“Sweetheart, there were secrets in that lab I don’t think anyone should know, starting with the immortality elixir. I think we should be open and candid with Aydarr and Jill and no one else about what Farahnnim was doing there. I’ll insist MARL not attend that discussion. We can say it’s Alpha stuff, Badari mate stuff, whatever. He’s not as interested in the physical Badari elements of life so it shouldn’t cause a problem.” She felt him shrug. “Data’s data and he craves data, but we can fence off this one session. We owe the truth to Aydarr, but then we can all concoct a version of reality for general consumption. All the valley’s residents know what the Khagrish do in those damn labs so people will think they know what you and the others endured. Once they get used to the idea there was one rogue lab experimenting with Badari females, you’ll be a nine days wonder then curiosity will die down. We’ll have to tell the others in our pack what we want them to share and not to share for the good of all.”
Keshara rubbed her hand across his arm where he held her close. “I hate beginning a new life here burdened with secrets.”
“Lying to Aydarr would be a bad plan.” Gabe laughed. “I can’t even imagine trying. But certain things need to be kept only amongst ourselves. Not everyone can be trusted, as we’ve learned to our sorrow since escaping the labs. Information about you and your unique pack would be potentially highly valuable to the Khagrish. The knowledge you could be used somehow to render others immortal would put an astronomical price on your heads. Even a whisper of whatever poison Farahnnim brewed that was capable of killing a Badari is also a huge danger. I don’t want all the sensitive information going into MARL’s data banks. Trust me on this.”
“I do trust you, of course—the idea of concealing truths makes me a little sad is all.” She was so happy about being part of a much larger whole, a member of the Badari pack, and the fact of a hard reality intruding on her joy was a small gray cloud.
“And I love you for that.” He hugged her close and nibbled her ear lobe. “Do you think we’d end up on the floor if we got too, um, vigorous tonight?”
Keshara giggled at the mental picture of the two of them contorting to try to make love on the narrow bed without falling off. “Maybe we should start on the floor and save ourselves from new bruises. Drag the mattress off the bed and lock the door.”
“Or maybe I let you rest,” he said with regret, kissing her neck tenderly. “I was so worried for you, knowing you were in the lab annex. I could feel our mate bond but I wanted to see you for myself.”
She rolled over with difficulty so they were no longer spooning, but pressed together front to front, his arousal resting in the vee of her legs, her breasts rubbing his chest. “I believed I’d never see you again and, when Slibb sealed me into the pod with the toxic gas to put me to sleep, I made sure my last thoughts were of you.”
“I love you,” he said, staring into her eyes. “I wasn’t going to stand down until I’d rescued you or died trying.”
“I know.” Her heart was so full of love and happiness, she thought it might burst.
Gabe’s kiss left her breathless.
“Seven hells,” Gaber said, one hand holding her securely on the bed and the other kneading her breast in a soft massage that had her arching in pleasure. “My quarters aren’t far away. The pack gave me a cave of my own when we first got here, tiny though it might be, in deference to my rank as a pilot and the fact I was Jill’s first ally. Helped her rescue her sister Lily and eventually all the Badari. I wish I’d said we’d go there tonight. I have a much bigger bed than this.”
She kissed the strong column of his neck, loving the rasp of stubble against her lips, savoring the flavor of his skin. “Why didn’t you?”
“I know you need to stay close to your sisters. Your friends need you and me close by for now. Aydarr’ll give us a cave suitable for mates and, since you’re an Alpha, I bet it’ll have its own pool. And I’m sure the others will be in a cave nearby.” He groaned as he flexed his body, pushing the hard evidence of his aroused state against her insistently. “This is killing me. I want you so badly.”
Laughing, Keshara shifted until she was underneath him. “How quiet can you be?” She worked at the fastening on his pants until his manhood sprang free, and she could rub her hand along the hot, hard length.
“Quiet as the proverbial Terran mouse,” he said, running his hand up her leg and under the edge of the nightgown she’d been given. “Oh, you are ready for me, which is hot as fuck.” Taking himself in hand, he pressed the weeping tip of his cock to her slick, wet folds and slid inside in one powerful thrust. Gabe kissed her long and hard as he pumped his hips, going deeper and deeper.
As her nerve endings began signaling the cascade of pleasure, Keshara held him as tightly as she could, and they fell over the edge into climax together.
 
Two nights later, the entire combined Badari pack was assembled in the giant stone circle deep in the forest as the three moons shone on the gathering and torches provided further illumination. Timtur sang a powerful song from the ancestral memory, thanking the goddess for her blessings.
The song gave Keshara chills. The melody got under the skin, and the words spoke to emotions and feelings deep in her psyche she’d never experienced before. Glancing at her sisters, standing clustered around her, she saw they were equally rapt. Gabe squeezed her hand and leaned over to brush a kiss on her lips.
When the last note of the song ended, Aydarr moved to the front of the stone dais where he and Jill stood. “Tonight we’re gathered for an unprecedented event in our history, to welcome the Badari Daughters into our community. Never did I dream of greeting Badari women, but the Great Mother has seen fit to show us this sign of her miraculous nature and give hope, such as previously we’d only felt over the impending birth of the child of Mateer and Megan. Now their daughter won’t stand alone as the only Badari female.”
There was a cheer from the assembly.
Aydarr turned to her and his voice carried effortlessly to the entire crowd “Keshara, Alpha of the Badari Daughters pack, are you ready to swear allegiance to me as your Alpha? For you and your sisters to become full-fledged members of my pack?” 
“I am.” She walked to the center of the open circle, Gabe at her back, since he was her enforcer and stood for her.
Supported by Gabe, she’d had intense discussion with Aydarr and Jill the day before over how this ceremony should go. The Alpha didn’t feel it would be appropriate to have her kneel to him as male alphas or male pack members did, since the Daughters had no history with dominance challenges or fights to the death. He hadn’t been entirely comfortable with the customary symbolic bite of the neck either but apologetically said he had to insist. 
Blood is the magic of Badari agreements. Keshara recited the admonition to herself. She’d had to accept allegiance from her sisters in blood earlier in the day so her oath to Aydarr would bind them all. She and Gabe were already bound by their mating. 
The glade was hushed as Aydarr walked to where she stood, his enforcers flanking him slightly to the rear. When he was in front of her, she pulled her hair away from the right side of her neck, sweeping it all gracefully to her left shoulder and raised her chin to expose the spot he needed for the ceremony.
His massive fangs barely grazed her skin, drawing a few beads of blood, not painful, in no way sensual as the mate claiming had been, but she felt a wave of his energy run through her nervous system, sparking and tingling as it spread.
He extended his hand to her. “I welcome you and yours to my pack.”
She rested her much smaller hand in his, and he clasped her fingers warmly as they spun in a slow circle so she could look at the faces of every other pack member. The Badari were yelling and cheering their approval, and Timtur launched into a new song, lively and catchy. Several of the men were pounding out a rhythm on the drums which had been brought out, and it became another party, this time with dancing.
Eventually, she and Gabe made their way to the edge of the gathering. He put his arms around her and she leaned against him with a contented murmur. “I feel as if we’ve come home,” she said. “How ridiculous is that? This valley isn’t an ancestral place, this shrine to the goddess is only months old. So why am I so content?”
“You were so isolated in the Retreat, and life there was so unnatural?” 
“Maybe.” She considered the suggestion. “Of course you’re here, which counts for everything to me.”
“I accept the compliment. I was always a wanderer, never put roots down, not even when I got out of the service, but now my home is going to be wherever you are.” He kissed her before adding, “Aydarr and Jill and the others have invested a lot of energy into making this place a home for the Badari and the humans, even while we fight the war against the Khagrish. The pack wanted to have as much happiness and freedom as they could after escaping the labs.”
“I think I’m basking in the effect of their love and caring,” she said, warmed by the acceptance her group had received.
“You’ll have to tell the Alpha and his mate when you have the chance, later.”
“And we have another party tomorrow, right?” She wished she had more enthusiasm for the upcoming event but, truth to tell, she was more than ready for quiet time to assimilate into the community and let the events she and her sisters had lived through sink in. And time to explore the mate bond with Gabe.
“Yes, the human part of the community wants to welcome you, and of course the Badari will be there. Aydarr loses no opportunity to blend the two together, to build bonds.” Gabe shook his head and rubbed her arm as if he knew she was less than eager to attend another social event.
“Wise move on his part. A bit overwhelming for the guests of honor, though.”
He glanced across the heads of the crowd to where the other Daughters sat together, chatting with a cluster of Badari males. “Are your sisters experiencing anxiety?”
“A little. None of them have a mate to stand at their side the way I do. I understand they’re already receiving a great deal of interest from Badari males.” Keshara tapped her temple. “I’m getting all kinds of questions and messages from them.”
“Aydarr will make sure his men toe the line of what’s proper,” Gabe said. “And any human men brave enough to flirt with a Badari woman as well. But your sisters are strong individuals. Like you.”
She sighed and leaned on her mate, voicing the one worry she still held. “I wish Jezari had been here with us.”
“Timtur says he’s sure there’s been improvement in her condition in the last forty-eight hours, though.” Gabe’s reassurance was prompt. “Even if she has yet to regain consciousness. It’ll happen.”
Keshara rubbed her arms as a night breeze wafted through the branches of the nearby trees. “I’ve told my sisters we two are leaving, although of course they’re free to stay.”
Gabe’s knowing grin was broad as he turned to walk along the path with her. “Oh, leaving are we? Any particular thing we’re rushing off to do?”
“Properly put the amenities of our new cave to the test,” she said, full of longing to be alone with him and to satisfy her craving for his most intimate caresses. After all she and her mate had been through, eternity wouldn’t be enough time with him but she kept the tone light and teasing. “Ensure the bed we’ve been given is adequate to the needs of an Alpha and her mate. If you’re up to the task?”
He caught her by the arm and pulled her off the path into a darker spot under a huge tree for a lengthy kiss. Gabe certainly left her in no doubt of his readiness to fulfill her request. 
Hand in hand, they made their way to the residence cave section of the valley cliffs and into their newly assigned and partially furnished home. Although it was a cave, Keshara was entranced by the beauty of the crystalline mineral deposits sprinkled throughout the walls, and the beautiful multi-colored lichen growing here and there on the stalactites and stalagmites.  The lichen gave off a soft light. She and Gabe had also been given a unit created by MARL to provide heat, light and power. She rather enjoyed the rough primitiveness of the domicile, after a life spent inside an austere Khagrish facility. She’d picked out a few things from the valley’s storage facility to augment the barebones furniture Gabe had already been assigned as a bachelor officer but neither she nor her mate were much into material possessions.
“You have to allow me to carry you across the threshold,” Gabe said, stopping her short of the cave entrance. “Now we’re officially moved in and all. It’s an old human custom.”
“Any excuse to be in your arms works for me,” she said.
As he carried her through the living space and into the large bedroom chamber, Keshara remembered the first time they met, after his flyer crashed, and how far they’d come since then.  An amazing journey together but just the beginning. So many possibilities for the future now. When Gabe laid her on their spacious Badari-sized mattress, he paused, looking closely at her face.
“What are you thinking?”
“How we met, how the goddess made sure I was in the right place at the right time.”
“My memory is hazy, but I distinctly recall you showing me a knife and warning me not to try anything.” He laughed. “And there I was, basically dying of my internal injuries. I thought I was hallucinating from the pain, since Badari women don’t exist.”
Keshara pressed her hand to the bulge in his utility pants. “I exist. Shall I prove it to you yet again?”
He flopped on the bed next to her and lay on his back. “Be my guest. Have I mentioned lately how grateful I am to the goddess that there are Badari women?”
Pausing for a moment, Keshara raised one eyebrow and playfully extended her talons a fraction. “Badari women?”
Laughing, Gabe pulled her close to lay on top of him, his shaft a hard column against her stomach. “Woman, singular and spectacular and all mine.”
Carefully, she undid the fastening on his pants and tugged at them until she was stymied by his boots. Cursing in Badari, impatient, she struggled to get the boots off. With a deep chuckle, he sat up to assist her then tore off his own shirt before reclining again. 
Keshara grasped the impressive cock standing proudly away from his body and licked the plum-shaped head with her tongue before taking as much of him into her mouth as she could. Massaging his sac and the sensitive skin behind it with one hand, she held his erection in the other and tormented him in all the sensual ways she’d learned since they became mates. She’d never get tired of exploring his body and giving them both pleasure. 
Gabe was a generous lover when it was his turn to stroke and touch her. Right now he laced his fingers through her hair but gently, holding her to her self-appointed task and encouraging her efforts to torment him. Finally, he pulled her away.
“If you keep that up, this interlude won’t last long,” he said. “And you have too many clothes on. Let me help you with the problem.”
She allowed him to slip her clothes off, which he did slowly, teasingly, pausing to admire her lacy underpinnings. “Who knew that’s what an Alpha wears under her trousers?” He grinned, sliding one hand under the gusset of the panties and exploring her soft folds.
“There are wondrous things in the storerooms here at the valley. I was told the inventory is mostly pirates’ loot taken from the cargo holds of ships seized for the Khagrish and then confiscated by the Badari when the pack takes down a lab.” Keshara arched her back to enhance the pleasure as he carefully inserted two fingers into her body and caressed the most sensitive bud of flesh with his thumb. “You’re too good at all of this.” She grabbed his shoulders and tried to pull him up, impatient to have his cock buried deep inside her where she could wrap all her nerve endings around it, pulsing and massaging until she and her mate would be driven to sensory overload. “How did I live all those years without you and your more than generous equipment?” she asked with a throaty laugh.
“I don’t know.” He pulled the panties off and cast them aside before plunging himself into her body with a rush that had her gasping in pleasure. “Do explain it to me. I’m sure it’ll be hot to hear. Or you can show me.”
“Some other time, we’re way beyond that right now.” Keshara gave him a little warning bite close to the mate mark, extending her fangs ever so slightly, knowing the area was especially sensitive there. Gabe moaned in pleasure and thrust deeper, filling her with his amazing girth. She locked her legs around him, moving in a rhythm, which became faster and more intense by the second, until they both found release, holding each other tight and safe as the sparks of sensation drove conscious thought away.
“Happy?” Gabe asked as he wrapped her in his arms in one of the tight hugs she loved so much.
“I’ve never been happier,” she said with perfect truth. “And you?”
He nodded, kissing the mate mark on her shoulder and chuckling as she shivered and snuggled closer. “All my travels and travails, even being kidnapped by the Khagrish, were all worth it, to end up here with you right this moment.”
“We’ve earned our joy,” she said with satisfaction, holding tight to her mate. “And we’ll help my sisters find their way to happiness as well now that we’re all free.”
“You’re the Alpha—your wish is my command,” he whispered into her ear, before nibbling on the tender lobe. 
And although she knew the future held challenges, for the pack and for her, Keshara was content…she and Gabe would stand together and overcome anything fate threw in their way.
 
*****
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