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CHAPTER ONE
 
Dr. Megan Garrison, mate to Mateer, the senior enforcer of the pack, put a hand on her aching lower back and tried to find a more comfortable position in her office chair. At this late stage of pregnancy, there wasn’t one of course. The baby promptly kicked hard at being squished and she winced. “Chip” as she and Mateer referred to the child in utero was a big, active baby. Rubbing her tummy to sooth Chip, she hummed a lullaby her mother had sung to her long ago.
“What are you doing here?” Dr. Gemma Madarian, mate to Camron, stood in the door of their shared office, hands on her hips, head tilted and a feisty gleam in her eye. “This behavior doesn’t strike me like you taking it easy. Go home, elevate your feet, and relax. Tonight could be the night your little one decides to make her debut and I want you well rested.”
“Mateer’s in a meeting with the Alpha, and I have one more patient.” Megan closed the record of her previous patient, an older man with gout of all things, whose stepdaughter had brought him in to discuss possible dietary changes. She smiled—Bettira, one of the valley’s top admin personnel, was devoted to her stepdad and determined to get him to be proactive about improving his health. Megan wished everyone was as health conscious. Of course the Badari didn’t have to be, given their genetically engineered immune systems. “The last person on the schedule for today should be here any minute.”
“The patient might be but you won’t.” Gemma advanced into the office. “I’ll take over. Why are they coming so late in the day anyway? Our clinical office hours are over.”
“He’s an old…acquaintance, from the colony.” Megan couldn’t honestly say Harker was a friend. She’d had a pleasant professional association with him on Amarcae Seven before the pirates kidnapped basically the entire colony and brought them here to this alien world for experimentation. The former deputy sheriff’s behavior since then had bordered on problematic. “He said it was a personal, embarrassing situation and he’d rather talk to me about it than someone he didn’t know. No offense.”
“Probably a rash on his privates,” Gemma said with a frown. “Which I can treat perfectly well. Maybe it’s better I’m not from your colony in fact. I have no history with the man.”
Although tempted to accept the offer, Megan waved a hand. “Please, go ahead and have dinner with your mate. Mateer is coming to pick me up as soon as his meeting is over and we’ll go home together from here. I can see Harker, no problem.”
Gemma hesitated. “Rik is here working the night shift if you need help.”
“I’ll be fine. Honestly.” Megan reached for Gemma’s hand and squeezed her fingers. “I’m so grateful to have you here, not only for my own comfort but you’ve been so wonderful about splitting the patient load and taking the on call duties. I don’t want you overworking yourself either.”
“Which is why I’ve organized the auxiliary,” the other doctor said. “I’m actually off to meet with the volunteers in about half an hour, go over childbirth protocol and a discussion of newborn care, making sure the whole team is fully briefed before your big event occurs.”
“Big is right.” Patting her stomach, Megan laughed. “Such a good idea you had, to see who in the valley had experience giving birth or with childcare.”
“The Alpha scared me to death when I arrived, making it clear you and your baby were the highest priority so I figured I needed more backup than one nurse, efficient as Rik is, plus a few medics and the Badari healers.” Gemma tapped her chest and winked. “I’m no fool. All right, I’m off then but don’t let this guy take too much of your time.”
Shaking her head, Megan arched her spine in another vain attempt to get relief for her aching muscles. “If he’s still here when Mateer arrives, he’ll clear out fast. The two men can’t stand each other, going back to when we were imprisoned in the Khagrish lab together. They basically loathe each other.”
“If you’re sure you’re okay, I’ll go ahead to my meeting then.” Gemma waved and left the office. 
About five minutes later Harker knocked on the door and walked in. He was a big, beefy man, no match for any of the genetically enhanced Badari of course, but imposing for a human. He’d been effective as the deputy chief of police at the old colony but seemed to have trouble finding a good fit for himself in sanctuary valley, where the Badari ran things.
“Thanks for seeing me so late, doc,” he said with a grin.
“Come in,” she said, noticing he was sweating bullets and wouldn’t meet her eyes. Although she assumed his unease was related to whatever embarrassing medical condition he was going to reveal, a twinge of nerves jangled through Megan. The clinic was pretty much deserted right now, with Rik all the way at the other end of the building doing records upkeep. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to agree to schedule this appointment so late in the day.
Rotating her chair, she went to call up his medical record on her handheld when her world darkened in a flash of blinding pain and Megan passed out.
 
Mateer was sitting in his usual chair to the right of Aydarr, drumming his fingers on the table. When he noticed himself succumbing to the impatient tic, he stopped with a deep sigh. Really this meeting had gone on way too long already for his taste. He wanted to meet Megan and get her safely to their cave dwelling. He was sure she hadn’t rested enough today and he was happily anticipating pampering her tonight. Wondering if he could use Megan’s advanced pregnancy as an excuse and leave early, he glanced at MARL, the metallic alien Artificial Intelligence floating beside the Alpha’s mate. As expected, MARL was recording every word said – Mateer could listen to the rest of the debate later.
As Aydarr slammed his fist on the table, he forced himself to pay attention to the discussion again. If the Alpha was showing so much emotion, it probably wasn’t a good time to duck out.
“This is our planet,” Aydarr was saying for the tenth time at least. “It belongs to the Badari by virtue of the eight hundred years of mistreatment, torture and deaths my people suffered at the hands of the Khagrish since we were created here. Humans have been good allies and are welcome to my protection as leader of the Badari but they must understand I will rule in accordance with Badari custom and tradition. I will fight the war as I see fit.”
“And by and large the humans do realize that,” Nicolle James, mate to Darik, said patiently, keeping her smile. Being the personal assistant to both the Alpha and his mate, she was relatively unfazed by Aydarr’s temper. Mateer admired her resolve in the face of the Alpha’s increasing annoyance tonight. Nicolle continued making her case persuasively. “But the humans want to have some say, a degree of influence over life here which is why the group is proposing an elected council. Purely advisory to you of course, to ensure the concerns of the human population are at least considered.”
Aydarr stabbed his finger at her, talons deploying for emphasis. “My mate is human, you’re human, and there are other human mates. None of you hesitates to speak your mind to me. Far from it in fact. Why is this not enough?”
Mateer thought the humans behind this request were clever to have made Nicolle their spokesperson. She was highly regarded by the Alpha and his mate and her words carried weight. She also understood better than most non-pack humans how to talk to Aydarr and when to stop arguing.
Apparently she hadn’t reached the critical point in the meeting. “As mates, we’re members of your pack now,” Nicolle said. “All of us essentially swore a blood oath as part of claiming our mates which also made us part of the pack. The humans want a council of people who aren’t officially affiliated with the Badari. An independent group. And consider,” she added before Aydarr could draw breath, “Such a council could be good allies for pack leadership, and could help disseminate decisions and the reasons for them to the human population. Two way communication is healthy in any community.”
“When we defeat the Khagrish and the Chimmer and take total possession of this world,” Aydarr said, “The humans are welcome to stay or to return to the Sectors, if by then we’re in contact with your government there. But any who stay will be firmly under Badari rule. If not me, then whoever succeeds me as Alpha. Make no mistake.” 
Nicolle stayed silent, a tactical move Mateer approved. The discussion had finally reached the point of triggering pack dominance issues for the Alpha and he needed a moment to step away from the perceived challenge to his rule, in order to continue the dialog.
After a pause where no one spoke, Aydarr took a swig of his now cold tea and asked, “Say I agree to the formation of this council, how many members would there be?”
“The number five has been discussed,” Nicolle said. “For now elected at large from the entire human population in the valley by a simple majority but in the future the council might be reconstituted to represent specific areas.” She shrugged. “Situations evolve, things change.”
“Humans like to govern themselves.” Jill Garrison, Aydarr’s mate and the second in command in the valley, chose now to interject. She tilted her head; an act designed to show she wasn’t challenging Aydarr’s position and added a grin. “Obviously the Badari are in charge here, have to be, but I can see why the other humans would like to feel they have a more formal avenue to address their issues.”
Aydarr glanced at her, eyes narrowed. Mateer knew the Alpha had tremendous respect for his mate. All the Badari did. So if she was now weighing in on the positive side of this council idea, it might succeed. He speculated whether Jill and Nicolle had coordinated strategy in advance of the meeting. The two women were close friends and collaborated well on day to day issues involved in running the valley.
“If we go forward with this council, I will have veto power over any candidate,” Aydarr said, voice flat. “Certain humans have proven themselves to be untrustworthy. I refuse to deal with such individuals or give them higher status.”
Mateer opened his mouth to chime in on this point, since he had definite opinions about a few names, when he was hit with a wave of green suffusing his mind’s eye and the scent of Spring flowers and new growth filled his nostrils.  Why is the baby reaching out to me? Without realizing he’d done so, he shoved back his chair and was on his feet, talons deployed.  Under the beautiful fragrance there was a sense of unease. Something was wrong in the baby’s perception of her world right now, which meant something amiss with Megan. Chip was seeking her father as the other source of comfort in her limited awareness.
Everyone was staring at him.
“Megan needs help now,” he said with a snarl in his voice and sprinted from the room, heading for the hospital as fast as he could run. In his head he heard Aydarr issuing an alert to the entire pack wherever they were in the valley and then the Alpha was right behind him, coming to assist. Mateer tried to send calm reassurance to the child that he was on his way. Frustration over the baby’s inability to communicate in words ate at him, even as he recognized the ridiculousness of his expecting an unborn child to parse sentences.
He reached the clinic in record time, bursting through the door, taking note of Rik the nurse sprawled on the floor in a spreading pool of blood. His priority was his mate and since he knew others were close behind him who would take care of the injured human, he didn’t break stride but ran to Megan’s office. The room was in disarray, desk and chair shoved aside.
Camron and Gemma hurried down the hall from the meeting room at the other end of the building. “What is it? What’s wrong? Aydarr told me to get her here right away to help.” The soldier gestured at his mate who was the second doctor in the valley.
Gut churning with fear for his mate, Mateer waved them off. “Megan’s gone.” He checked his mate bond, glowing in his heart and mind and found the radiance strangely muted, as if Megan was a long distance away, but there’d been no time for her to be transported anywhere by whoever had entered the clinic.
“Harker,” Gemma said, eyes wide as she gawked at the disorder in the office. “He was her last appointment today.”
“Even he wouldn’t dare kidnap Megan, would he?” Talons and fangs deploying, Camron was appalled and ready to fight whoever had done this. “We have to find them.”
Mateer raised his head and breathed deeply of the air, seeking his mate’s scent, which for the past few months had also been underlaid by the perfume of the growing baby. He followed the faint dual trail to the side entrance and outside. Moving faster, he found himself heading toward the landing field, which made no sense. Harker wouldn’t have access to the flyers, which were heavily guarded.
Fire fight at the landing field! Jadrian’s message blasted into Mateer’s head as the night lit up in the off limits area of the valley. He redoubled his speed only to see one of their captured Khagrish craft rise from the ground and shoot off across the sky, heading for the valley rim.
Can MARL block the flyer from leaving the valley? He sent the desperate question to Aydarr.
The Alpha’s response was grim. Not without crashing it. We can’t take a chance with Megan presumably on board.
Mateer arrived at the landing field to discover a scene of chaos.  A Badari soldier was injured, prone on the pavement, with the healers already working on him. A dead human lay close by and another injured man was screaming in pain. Blaster in hand, Gabe, one of their trusted human pilots, ran to meet Mateer.
“I don’t know what the fuck is going on here,” he said, “Ten heavily armed humans with an antigrav litter in tow shot at the guards, took one down, forced Walt to go with them at gunpoint to be the pilot, and took off. I could tell the woman in the litter was Megan—what the seven hells is going on?”
Mateer grabbed him by the arm, remembering to pull back his talons in the nick of time. “Take me aloft, we have to follow them now.”
He and Gabe sprinted to the nearest flyer, several other Badari warriors joining them per Mateer’s telepathic order. Gabe got them airborne in record time and arrowing through the sky out of the valley. The enforcer sat uncomfortably squashed into the co-pilot’s chair as Gabe redlined the flyer’s engines.
“What happened?” Mateer asked. Gabe was a superb pilot, more than skilled enough to fly the craft and provide a rapid debrief.
“Walt and I just finished a training run and we were heading for the dining hall. I was supposed to meet my mate there and the three of us were going to have dinner. I was leaving the office, walking across to catch up to Walt when this squad of men came running onto the landing field, shot the guards and headed toward the nearest flyer. The ambush was executed with military precision. The men grabbed Walt, might have wounded him, and dragged him with them. I saw the group had a litter, so while I returned fire, I had to be careful. I did account for one of the bad guys but the element of surprise worked for them.  They got away with the flyer.” Gabe fiddled with the controls and got a slight increase in power. “We have any idea where they’re going?”
Mateer shook his head, trying over and over to reach Megan, but her mind was foggy and nonresponsive to the telepathic link. The mate bond remained subdued and his sense of the baby was she was reacting negatively to stimulus in her environment but so far okay. He couldn’t get his heart to stop pounding and when he extended his hand, talons deployed, there was a subtle tremor. Neither thing was like him. He was one of the top warriors in the pack, cold and deliberate in combat, with countless kills to his credit.
But this is my mate and my child. My life.
“Got them on the screen,” Gabe said, tapping a vid. “Not heading toward any installation I recognize. What the seven hells is going on, do we know?”
“Harker apparently kidnapped Megan from her office. I don’t know who’s in his gang of accomplices but they’re all dead men when I get my hands on them.” Mateer fielded a telepathic inquiry from Aydarr. The Alpha gave him full authority to take whatever action he deemed necessary.
Keep me apprised. I’ll bring the resources of the entire pack to bear when you need them.
Mateer appreciated the Alpha’s economy of thought. He needed all his attention to be on the shuttle carrying Megan and his baby away from him and the next actions required. I have five warriors with me, he responded, and Gabe is piloting.
The com buzzed and the kidnap ringleader’s voice came through. “Unidentified flyer following us, you need to sheer off and stand down. I’ll hurt the doc if I have to—the baby is the important factor here, not her. I’ll give you one minute to veer away or Megan’s going to suffer and I’ll make sure you hear every second of her pain on the com.”
Mateer feared his heart would stop and bile rose in his throat. Gabe looked to him for orders. Swallowing hard, he nodded. “Do as he says.” Flicking the com off, he asked, “Can we still track them without their knowledge?”
“Already am,” Gabe replied. He took the flyer in a bank to the right in obedience to Mateer’s order. “What if he’s heading for a Khagrish lab? We can’t stand by and let him hand your mate over to them. She wouldn’t want that outcome for herself or the baby either.”
Taking a deep breath to regain a measure of calmness, Mateer asked, “Does their course indicate an active lab as a destination?”
“Not as far as I can tell, no.”
“This is a fucking no-win situation.” Mateer gripped the sides of his chair so hard he heard the metal creak under his claws. “We need to know where Harker’s going so we can plan how to rescue her and rip the perpetrator’s heart out, along with that of everyone else in his gang.”
Aydarr’s voice rang in his head. MARL tells Jill the bastards appear to be heading for an abandoned lab in the foothills. No detailed data on it in his databases yet but he’ll keep checking. Flo is bringing Jill and me, and as many warriors as we could pack into the ship. Give Gabe these co-ordinates and we’ll meet up and plan an assault.
Mateer relayed the navigational data to Gabe. “Your team member Flo is piloting for them.”
“She’s a kickass pilot.” Gabe took the flyer straight into the sky and then in a wide loop to throw the enemy off if he was tracking them. 
Mateer responded to Aydarr. We need the doctor and the healer, just in case. I’m uneasy because I can’t speak to Megan at all.
Of course the Alpha was way ahead of him in planning. On board my flyer.
“I can’t figure out what Harker’s playing at,” Gabe said. “Surely he must know we’ll be sending every person who can fight out to retrieve Megan. And if he’s planning to sell her and the baby to the Khagrish, he can’t make the trade while we’re surrounding him.” He cursed and thumbed a control. “What the seven hells? The flyer just disappeared off the board.”
“Crashed?” Mateer could barely form the question. His vision narrowed as he fought the terror rising in his mind.
“No, more like a shield or cloaking device, but these flyers don’t carry either one.” Gabe let the auto pilot steer the ship while he worked the detectors. “Gone, just gone. Could there be someone on his team with enough tech savvy to build such a thing?”
“Out of the spare parts and junk we have in the valley Stores? Maybe. You did say the group acted like a military unit.” Mateer was skeptical but willing to credit Harker with considerable preparation. He reached again telepathically for Megan but there was no response. Could he follow the mate bond and locate her? Now he was even more worried, remembering how when she’d been taken away from their original lab by the Khagrish, there was a limit to the distance they’d been able to communicate. What if MARL was wrong about what abandoned lab the kidnappers were headed for? 
 He reached for the baby with his mind and was relieved to get a strong signal from her. But since she was preverbal, not even born yet, Chip wasn’t going to be able to tell him anything. He sent the goddess another fervent prayer to take care of his mate and child.
His stress level was so high, his ears were ringing and his vision filled with black spots. It took him a minute to realize Aydarr’s voice was in his head. MARL is tracking several atmospheric anomalies. He thinks he’s identified the flyer, don’t ask me how. New course for Gabe.
Mateer relayed the Alpha’s new instructions to the pilot and then replied.  Plan?
I don’t like it much but yes, we have the beginnings of one. We’ll be in formation with you shortly. Once we know the destination, we’ll be landing and will make our assault. Aydarr cut off.
“This plan must involve Jill going into danger,” Gabe said when Mateer repeated what he’d been told. “Aydarr has a hard time agreeing to her taking part in combat situations, which I understand, especially now I’m mated myself. But Jill’s a damn fine warfighter.” He glanced at Mateer. “We’ll get Megan back.”
An alarm pinged and Gabe checked the readouts. “Flo’s on my six now.” He and the other human pilot tagged up over the com and flew in formation. Soon both were landing in an open meadow and the two sets of passengers debarked to confer.
“I’m going to hang here,” Gabe said, remaining in the pilot’s chair. “I’m thinking Walt—if he’s piloting—might have figured a way to send a distress signal we can use as a locator. Let me sift the frequencies.”
“Aydarr said MARL is tracking—”
“This is what I can do right now to help,” Gabe said, jaw clenched. “Tell the Alpha when he needs me to fly, I’m ready.”
Mateer put a hand on the pilot’s shoulder. “Thank you.” He ran through the passenger compartment of the shuttle and joined the others outside. He noted with approval there were sentries deployed, on full combat alert. Joining Aydarr and Jill at the center of the gathering, he found MARL, the alien Artificial Intelligence, blinking oranges and reds across his exterior and apparently working furiously.
“What do we know?” Mateer asked, drawing deep breaths to attempt to regain his usual ice cold control. He couldn’t afford to think about the worst possible outcomes in this disaster or he’d drown in the terror gnawing at his sanity. Impaired decision making on his part was the worst thing he could indulge in with Megan’s and the baby’s lives at stake.
“Reede’s interrogating the injured man in the valley,” Aydarr said and Mateer knew the prisoner would be breaking and giving up every secret he had before Reede was finished. His fellow enforcer was implacable. “Indications are it was a well-organized operation, led by Harker. Reede believes, based on what he’s heard so far, this bunch of rebels has been making plans for a while now and Harker’s co-conspirators embedded themselves in our military forces to lull suspicion, and gain access to intel and weapons. Harker isn’t a stupid man and we shouldn’t underestimate him now.”
Fangs and talons deployed, Mateer wished the offending human was before him right now. He wanted to shred the man and his followers. “I wish I’d killed him when I first met him.” His voice was more of a growl than speech.
Aydarr sent a wave of power at him, helping Mateer rein in his berserker rage and focus. “Don’t we all?” The Alpha’s voice was mild enough as he expressed his agreement but Mateer knew his friend was in a cold fury. Vengeance would be done before the incident was over.
Rescue Megan first. Mateer clung to the priority and Aydarr nodded.
Gabe appeared at the top of the landing ramp. Cupping one hand next to his mouth, he yelled, “Harker’s on the com, wants to talk to Aydarr.”
The Alpha went at a run, Mateer on his heels, Jill right behind.
“All right, you’ve got my attention,” Aydarr said as soon as he reached the cockpit and Gabe keyed the com. “If you’ve harmed Megan or her baby there will be terrible consequences.”
“Spare me the threats.” Harker’s voice was cool, contemptuous—plainly he believed he’d pulled off a successful operation and had the Badari at a disadvantage. “And listen up. I know she and her child are the most valuable citizens in the valley right now so if you want her back unharmed, you need to meet my terms.”
Mateer had to close his eyes and pray to the goddess to keep his frustrated anger locked inside. Yelling curses and threats might be temporarily satisfying but  wasn’t going to help. He bit his lip until he tasted blood.
Meanwhile Aydarr rolled his eyes at the human’s bluster but kept his voice level. “Which are?”
“I’ve asked you repeatedly to allow me and the other humans of like mind—those of us who don’t want to live under your so-called pack rule—to leave the valley and create our own all-human settlement in the southern mountains. I’m done being polite about it. My demands are simple, not hard for even someone as uncivilized as you to follow. Allow anyone in the valley who wants to throw in with me to leave, provide transport and enough supplies to get my colony off to a good start and then you leave us the hell alone. When my own man notifies me this has been done, I’ll tell you where I’ve stashed the doc and you can go retrieve her.”
“The Khagrish will be on your fledgling renegade settlement in no time and you’ll all be back in the lab cells. And spilling your guts to them about sanctuary valley. I cannot allow this.” Continuing to sound reasonable, the Alpha stated his case with a calmness totally belied by his bared talons.
“No, they won’t. I’ve got a deal with the big guy, Gahzhing.” Harker was smug at his own cleverness. “Got in touch with him a few weeks ago and again tonight once I was free and clear of the valley. I give the Khagrish the baby and he leaves me alone.”
“What?!” Mateer roared, all pretense at self-control gone. If Harker had been present he would have died in a heartbeat, torn limb from limb by the enraged enforcer. Aydarr grabbed him in an unbreakable hold, one arm against his throat to keep him still, until he nodded and sheathed his claws to demonstrate he could cope. The Alpha stepped away.
“Yeah, I hear you, Mr. High and Mighty Enforcer,” his enemy said, unaware of the tense byplay going on between his audience on the flyer’s flight deck. “You can always have another half-freak kid. I’ll give you an hour to think this over. If I don’t hear good news after the deadline, I’ll commence removing the doc’s fingers and toes one by one, on a live feed. And don’t try to find me or pull any dramatic shit about storming the location. Megan will be the first to die. I’d hate to pull the trigger, she was nice enough to me before she took up with you freaks, but I will. There’s only one way she’s getting out of this alive and that’s if you do exactly as I say.”
There was a click and the comlink was broken.
“How can a man who was sworn to enforce the law in your world do such a horrendous thing now?” Mateer asked Gabe, seeking a target for his anger. ”What kind of people are you humans?” Even a steadfast ally like Gabe wasn’t immune to his bitterness today.
Brow furrowed, the pilot raised his hands. “I didn’t know the guy in the Sectors. Being captured and taken to the Khagrish lab might have warped him.”
“He’s a fanatic,” Aydarr said. “And as such, dangerous. He and I met several times in the valley to discuss his desire to establish a separate settlement. Jill and I explained to him carefully why this wasn’t possible or even wise. We were patient, we provided facts and each time he grew more upset and refused to listen to logic. Then when he stopped talking about it and seemed to settle into his tasks in the valley and on various missions, we foolishly thought he’d accepted reality. ”
“He was biding his time, recruiting like-minded partisans and lulling our suspicions,” Jill said, fingering the safety on her pulse rifle.
“I for one will never underestimate the human capacity for deception again.” Aydarr’s tone was hard. He glanced at Gabe, “Although I admit and appreciate most of you are as honorable as the Badari and therefore allies in good standing.” He shook his head, eyes glowing. “But the ones who aren’t—”
Mateer didn’t give a damn about the past. He wanted his wife and their baby rescued, out of the kidnappers’ hands. A growl rumbled in his chest and he had to fight past his boiling emotions to form words. The beast in his DNA prowled close to the surface, threatening to overrule his higher brain, which would be a disaster. “What are our next steps?”
“MARL and I are looking for their exact location,” Jill said. She was white faced and obviously shaken by the threats against her sister and unborn niece but maintaining her readiness to fight like any other elite soldier would.
 “Once we have specific information, we’ll plan our assault. I’ll string him along if I must.” Aydarr took a deep breath. “I have no trouble lying to one such as him.”
“He has confederates left in the valley,” Gabe said. “Clearly he expects more people to join him when you announce there’s going to be transport.”
“We’ll deal with those developments when the time comes. Summon me if he calls again.” Arm around Jill, Aydarr headed toward the portal at the stern.
Mateer followed more slowly, head swimming. He had to rescue Megan and keep their child out of the hands of the Khagrish.
Vengeance would come later.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Megan’s head felt as if it was stuffed with cotton like a rag doll and her throat was so dry she couldn’t swallow properly. What happened to me? Her immediate concern was for the baby and she tried to touch her stomach and found her hands were in restraints. “What the seven hells—”
“Easy, doc, you’re on an antigrav litter but you’re ok for now,” said a familiar male voice she couldn’t quite place, speaking from the general area of the floor.
None of this was making sense. Am I dreaming?  With a shudder she recognized the ceiling design above her and the color of the walls as Khagrish architecture. Praying this was a nightmare, she squeezed her eyes shut tight and then reopened them to the same depressing view.
“I’m glad to see you coming out of it.”
She realized her unseen companion was Walt Ezden, the human Special Forces soldier, which also made no sense. Why would she be anywhere with Walt? Where was Mateer? Craning her head in the direction the voice came from, she saw the soldier lying on the floor, wrists and ankles in force binders.
“Megan, see if you can reach Mateer. We need help and we need it now,” Walt said in a low voice. “We’ve been kidnapped by Harker and a few crazed followers of his and we are in trouble.”
“You’re bleeding,” she said, woozy and having trouble concentrating. Her instincts as a doctor rose to the fore and she surrendered to the routine she’d done a thousand times. Assess the patient, take necessary steps, stabilize and transport. She knew she was in shock and not as focused on her own dilemma as she needed to be but medical duties gave her a clear framework to  get herself moving. “If I can get loose I’ll help you.”
“Yeah these goons shot me and worked me over. I’m only alive in case he needs to be flown somewhere else. Apparently none of them can handle a Khagrish flyer. I can wait for treatment.” Walt’s voice sharpened and he put a lot of force and command into his next words, shocking her out of her fuzzy state of mind. “You have to call Mateer, use the pack’s mental link. Before Harker figures out you’ve regained consciousness and drugs you again. Hurry, Megan, focus. Your life and your baby’s life depend on it.”
His urgency penetrated her drugged fog. Reaching out along the telepathic link to her mate, she said tentatively, Mateer?
Thank the goddess! How are you? The immediate rush of warmth and love coming through the connection was reassuring, wrapping her like a soft blanket.  She took note of the blazing anger and fear under the love he sent and adrenaline began pumping through her body. Her mind cleared as if a cool breeze had dispelled the fog. Clearly the situation was bad and she needed to be prepared for action.
I’m fine, the baby is fine, kicking a little. My back aches like crazy though.  Walt’s here. He says we’ve been kidnapped by Harker.
“Give him these co-ordinates,” Walt said as she looked at him. He reeled off a set of numbers and she did her best to relay them accurately. “Tell them it’s an old Khagrish lab and there are eight bad guys, counting Harker. We’re in a cell on the south side.”
I’m coming, the pack is coming. Mateer’s voice was strong in her head and Megan fought sudden tears. She wanted to be safe in his arms.
“I hear footsteps—the kidnappers are coming,” Walt said urgently.



CHAPTER THREE
 
Bettira hurried through the valley from the women’s dorm in the caves to the communal dining hall. There was no admin work for her this week, with no new residents arriving, so she was on kitchen duty. The valley was subdued today, with most people staying in their quarters and only a few venturing out to work. Armed Badari warriors were patrolling everywhere and all anyone could talk about was Dr. Garrison being kidnapped last night and flown away.
Reporting to the kitchen, Bettira put on her apron and started dishing up the breakfast plates, serving people coming through the buffet line. The huge room was unnaturally quiet and when she checked the long table where the Badari customarily sat, it was empty. She missed seeing the big, handsome men and the few Badari women laughing and socializing amongst themselves. Her attention kept drifting to the empty table, which struck her as an ominous sign.
How would the humans and the Badari pack get along after this incident? She guessed if the doctor died, or something happened to her baby, the future could turn bleak, as far as Badari-human relations. Everyone was so excited about the baby.
Her co-worker came to replace the steam tray full of scrambled eggs and followed the direction of her stare. “Yeah, the pack sent word over this morning their meals were to be delivered to the soldiers’ barracks cave until further notice. The Badari have pulled into their own small world, except for standing guard over the entire valley.”
“I heard they captured one of the kidnappers last night,” said another kitchen worker, bringing clean plates to stack at the end of the counter. “The second enforcer Reede is questioning him.”
“Torturing him, more like,” said the first woman. “The Badari want the doctor back safe and sound and don’t care what they have to do in the process.”
“Don’t we all want her rescued as soon as possible?” Bettira asked. “She‘s a great doctor and so nice. She treated me when I had a twisted knee and fixed me right up. She gave me advice about my stepfather just last night.” With a shudder she realized she must have been one of the last patients to see Dr. Garrison and she hoped the Badari wouldn’t think she had any involvement in the kidnapping.
Her co-worker shrugged and hastened to serve a group of new arrivals.
Usually the hours at the kitchen flew by but things were so strange today Bettira found the time dragging. At midday she went in search of the chef, Sandara, who ran the facility with an iron hand. Clearing her throat apologetically to get the chef’s attention, Bettira said, “I’d like to request a favor, please. My stepfather has a flare-up of his gout and the doc said he needs to stay off his feet as much as possible.” She found herself teary at the thought of Dr. Garrison, who she’d seen only yesterday, and rushed onward with her request. “May I make up a tray for him today and take it over? Since we’re slow here?”
The perpetual frown the cook had worn ever since the Badari she’d hoped to mate chose another woman in a heated public confrontation grew more intense. Bettira wished she hadn’t been so bold because Sandara was permanently on edge these days. A reprimand from the sharp tongued woman would be the final straw today, with all the other tension going on.
 Tapping her foot, Sandara surveyed the eating area and sighed. “Sure, do whatever you want. Take him a tray of the best and give him my good wishes. Don’t count it as your own lunch hour though, be sure to take the allotted time off too.”
As the chef walked away, Bettira was surprised at her generosity but rushed to assemble a tray of things on the menu today her stepfather might like and which the doctor had approved. His appetite hadn’t been too robust lately and she worried about him. He was one of the oldest humans the aliens had kidnapped from the colony and the time in the Khagrish lab had been hard on him. Gout was easily manageable in the Sectors but here there were no special meds available to ease his condition.
When she arrived at the cave he’d been assigned along with her step brothers and a couple other men from the Amarcae Seven colony, she was surprised to find her stepbrother Connal there. “No work today?” she asked.
“The Badari supervising the project didn’t show up so we took off,” Connal said. “Heard he was one of the ones who flew out looking for the doctor. They won’t find her. Harker’s too smart to go to ground in an obvious place.”
His friend Paxter nudged him hard in the ribs and Connal shut up abruptly.
Bettira wasn’t fond of Paxter. She believed he was a bad influence on Connal and he’d also made unwelcome advances to her repeatedly. He was one reason she usually avoided the cave when her stepbrother and his friends might be there. She assisted her stepfather as he limped to a chair, close to the heating and lighting unit, and then sat with him while he ate. She wasn’t trying to eavesdrop but Connal and Paxter weren’t making much effort to keep their voices down and seemed quite excited about Harker’s crime. 
Bettira had never been able to understand why some humans were antagonistic to the Badari who had rescued all of them from a terrible death in the labs. So the Alpha got to make the rules here, so what? Things ran pretty smoothly and if anyone was entitled to rule the roost it was the Badari.
Uncomfortable with the way the two men were so unsympathetic to the poor doctor’s plight, Bettira loaded the tray and left as soon as her stepfather finished eating. Dawdling to prolong her time outside in the fresh air, she strolled along the path to the dining hall and then remembered she had permission to take additional time for her own lunch hour. Bettira rushed to the kitchen to empty the tray then left again, jogging deep into the forest surrounding the lake. She had a favorite spot she viewed as her own and today there was enough time to hike there, relax and eat her sandwich and hustle back before Sandara missed her.
She was ensconced on a convenient boulder on the point of land which jutted out into the lake, nibbling her lunch and watching birds catching insects above a floating garden of flowers, when she heard voices. Annoyed at being disturbed and not in the mood to talk to anyone, she slid from her perch, ducked behind the trees and crouched in a hollow made by the entwined roots, hoping whoever it was would continue past.
I’ll be embarrassed if they come out onto the point and then I have to reveal myself. Chuckling softly at her own foolishness, she blinked in surprise as she recognized Connal’s voice. What in the seven hells is he doing out here? Sure enough, the other man was Paxter. Bettira peered around the tree and saw the pair on the trail, carrying what looked like a piece of field comms equipment.
Curious, with a sinking feeling like a lead weight in her gut, Bettira crept off the spit of land and into the main forest, following them. She was good at moving through the underbrush without making much noise.
“We still have to climb the damn cliff,” Connal said. “Can’t broadcast inside the valley.”
“We’d better make it on time. Harker doesn’t tolerate screw-ups.” Paxter sounded  anxious. “He trusts us and if we want to stay on his good side, we gotta deliver. Besides he might have new instructions.”
Appalled, she stopped in her tracks and shrank behind the nearest tree. Had she heard right? Were the men in league with the kidnapper? True Connall and Paxter were loosely part of the bigger social circle from the colony involving the former deputy and his cronies but Bettira couldn’t believe they’d stoop to doing something this dangerous and unsavory.
When she was sure the pair had moved far enough away, she ran toward the populated area of the valley. She was afraid she was going to throw up her lunch and her thoughts churned. She couldn’t decide what she should do or who she could talk to. She’d never been close to her stepbrother, who was eight years older and a bully, but her stepfather would be hurt if Connal got in serious trouble here. She ruled out trying to talk to her stepfather. He had little to no influence on Connal and none at all on Paxter and was in poor health. Likewise, Bettira dismissed confronting Connal herself. She was afraid of him and he most likely wouldn’t listen to anything she said if he was involved in the kidnapping.
Harker had shown how ruthless he could be and anyone in his gang might react the same way.
Reaching the edge of the settlement, she skidded to a halt and leaned over, breathing deeply. What she should do was obvious of course, which was go straight to the Badari and report what she’d overheard but the idea was terrifying. What if Reede, the enforcer in charge right now, believed she was involved in the plot?
Reede was on the terrifying side at the best of times.
As she dithered, unsure what to do or who she could talk to, conscious of precious time ticking away for the kidnapped doctor, a familiar face came into her mind, calming her agitation.
Skyl. 
The mere idea of talking to him was soothing, although to date there hadn’t been much conversation between them. Mutual interest, admiring glances, one dance. Even in her extreme anxiety, Bettira was sure she could talk to him about this though. She could trust him.  The instinctive belief Skyl meant safety was rock solid in her mind, although she acknowledged there was nothing concrete to base her certainty on, other than the way she regarded him. He stood out from the rest of the Badari in her mind. Skyl was the Badari who fascinated her, handsome like all of them, but more soft spoken than many and maybe a little shy. He invariably had a pleasantly teasing remark for her when he came through the food service line and she’d caught him watching her a time or two when she’d been gazing at him. 
Bettira blushed, remembering how embarrassed she’d been when her co-workers teased her about her crush on the soldier.  As if most of them didn’t have crushes on Badari warriors themselves.  And he had danced with her once at one of the Alpha’s social gatherings.  He didn’t dance with anyone else.
After their one dance she’d even had a few daydreams revolving around the two of them making one of those rare connections as fated mates. Because in this valley the legends did come true.
Like Dr. Garrison and her mate. Or her sister Jill and the Alpha.
Blushing hotly now, Bettira took herself to task. She was getting way ahead of herself when it came to Skyl. One dance did not a mate bond make. But she would be comfortable seeking him out, he’d listen to her and if he thought her information was worth following up, he could take the news to the scary pack leadership.
Bettira kept walking, on autopilot, heading toward the dining hall. Once she was inside the large cave serving as the central eating area, she rushed to the kitchen, planning to sign out for the afternoon and try to find a way to contact Skyl. And as a last resort, if I can’t talk to him, I’ll go to the enforcer and take my chances. I have to help the doctor.
Sandara caught sight of Bettira and beckoned. “I’m sending early dinner over to the Badari barracks, which is going to take several people to manage, so I’m glad you’re on duty now. Take over here and get the delivery done, would you?”
And the chef walked away, rushing to supervise components of a new dish being cooked in multiple pots.
Bettira put together a small team to handle the errand with her and they set out, carrying trays full of hearty food. The Badari were big eaters, which was hardly surprising since the soldiers stood over seven feet tall and weighed 300 pounds or so. All those muscles burned calories in huge quantities. 
As she walked, she reflected a bit ruefully over how the goddess of the Badari seemed to be pushing events along so she’d talk to Skyl about her suspicion.
When she arrived at the barracks, two armed guards waved the group inside, with one of the men following them to the eating space in a well-lit cave branching off from the main chamber. The sleeping quarters were further into the cavern and it was all lit and heated by units generated by MARL, the alien AI. Bettira had overheard him say once he had limited power and abilities in his current form but he certainly accomplished anything requested.
“Move aside,” the guard behind her said in commanding tones, nudging her shoulder with his hand.
Bettira crowded the cave wall along with her team as Reede, the second enforcer and Jamokan the Alpha of the canid-descent subpack strode down the hall, talking intently and ignoring the humans. She stared at Reede’s partially deployed talons, appalled by the sight of what appeared to be dried
blood.
“The bastard will talk,” Reede was saying in Badari as he walked with the Alpha. “I’m going to know who else in this valley is involved in this crime well before dawn.”
Bettira didn’t hear the response from Jamokan as the two soldiers disappeared into a side corridor in the rock. She shivered and her resolve crumbled badly.
Setting out the dinner didn’t take long and the waiting Badari watched in silence. She hoped to see Skyl but he wasn’t among the soldiers and cubs queued for the meal. Maybe he was out on patrol, or maybe he’d gone with the troops on the flyers. The other Badari males she knew well enough to feel comfortable with, because she worked with their mates on occasion, like Darik or Jadrian, weren’t present either. 
“Thank you for the delivery,” said Nolen, who was in charge. “Sandara can send people over to retrieve the dishes in the morning.”
“I’ll let her know,” Bettira said.  Screwing up her courage, thinking about Megan and the unborn baby, she asked, “Is Skyl here today? I-I wanted to tell him something.”
Nolen looked at her stone faced. “He’s busy. We’re all busy, you know?”
“Right, sorry, no big deal. I’ll uh catch up with him another day.” She grabbed an empty tray just to have busywork to do and fled after her team mates. Her gut clenched as she headed out of the cave, under guard. She’d have to try to talk to Reede, no matter how scary he was.
A touch at her elbow made her jump, stifling a gasp.
“Why do you want to see Skyl?”
Astounded how silently the Badari could move, she gazed at Yonn, the young alpha-born. From a younger generation than Skyl, the boy was nearly as tall as she was and already well on the way to being as good looking and self-possessed as the grown soldiers. Now he watched her with slightly glowing golden eyes and waited patiently for her answer.
“I wanted to tell him something and ask his advice,” she said. She couldn’t very well tell a cub what she suspected about her stepbrother and his sleazy friend.
“Reede said we don’t want any humans in the barracks today,” the guard informed the boy, although his tone was on the deferential side. “The kitchen staff was to come in, set out the food and leave immediately.”
Yonn stood taller and a cool wave of energy flowed over Bettira’s skin, emanating from the boy. His eyes glowed more brightly. “I take responsibility for her. Fetch Skyl and we’ll wait for him in the conference room.”
She thought the guard was going to refuse the order. After all, the person issuing it was a child, even if Yonn was alpha-born, but then the soldier saluted, made sure the other humans were exiting the cave, and went off to find Skyl. Bettira ran to hand the awkwardly oversized tray to one of the other women, saying, “Tell Sandara I’ll report to the kitchen when I can. Something’s come up.”
“Are you all right? Do you want me to stay?” asked the woman, casting an anxious glance at the mouth of the cave where Yonn waited.
“I’m fine, just a little confusion to straighten out, not about the food of course.” She was nearly stammering from nerves. Clenching her fist on the edge of her apron and forcing herself to smile, she said, “You go ahead and I’ll be there shortly.”
As soon as the others were well along on the path away from the barracks entrance she drew a deep breath and turned to the young Alpha. “Thank you. I’m ready to go meet Skyl.”
She hoped Yonn wouldn’t ask any questions and he didn’t but she had the uneasy suspicion he’d already guessed she might have information to share about the kidnapping. I’m in for it now. She knew she was doing the right thing. She just hoped her trust in Skyl to help her avoid Badari anger wasn’t misplaced.
When she entered the cave room serving as a place for meetings, complete with a big conference table, chairs and various devices, Skyl was already waiting. He wasn’t sitting but stood tall and forbidding at the side of the room. His face was set in stern lines.
“This isn’t a proper time for socializing, nor is this the place,” he said before she could open her mouth.
“I suggest you listen to her,” Yonn said, his voice carrying a slight crackle of command. “I’ll wait outside.”
Bettira twisted her hands nervously and wiped them on her apron as the door closed behind Yonn. “Thank you for agreeing to see me. I didn’t know who else to trust and there’s—”
Taking her by surprise, he crossed the distance between them and captured her hands gently. “Of all the humans in the valley, you’re the one person I always hope to see. I’ve been remiss not to tell you my feelings before. The situation right now is strained in general.”
“I know.” Her throat closed and she stood silent. Bettira concentrated on controlling her breathing so she wouldn’t hyperventilate.
 “You’re shaking—come, have a seat, unburden yourself.” He drew her to a chair and then pulled up another one to sit next to her. Taking her hand again and leaning in, he said, “I would never allow any harm to come to you. You can count on me.”
She was so surprised, she lost her voice for a moment. She tightened her fingers around his. “I feel like we’re friends, even if we haven’t had much chance to spend time together and honestly? I’m terrified right now, not of you but of what I heard earlier tonight.”
“About the kidnapping?” His voice stayed soft but his eyes glowed as if there were flames dancing behind the amber. “Tell me. Please.”
Bettira drew a deep breath, closed her eyes to pull her courage front and center, and then launched into what she’d seen and overheard in the forest. Skyl listened in silence, retaining his gentle hold on her hand.
An odd buzzing sounded in her head, like ringing in her ears and she wondered if it was due to stress but then Skyl said, “You were right to come to us. I’ve shared your story with Reede while you told me the details.”
Bettira had heard rumors the Badari could communicate mind to mind among themselves so Skyl telling her what he’d done was a definite sign of trust. Later she’d think about why she’d been so sensitive to the fact he was using telepathy and whether that indicated a bond forming between the two of them. “It may be nothing, all entirely innocent, maybe I misconstrued what I overheard. Eavesdropping is never a good idea.” She tried to smile but remorse was swamping her as she thought how her stepfather would be affected if his son was taken by the Badari and tortured for information. But the doctor’s life and her unborn baby were at stake. What Harker had done was wrong.
Gently Skyl wiped a tear from her cheek. “I know this was hard for you, to report on a family member, but I admire your decision. I’m honored and relieved you sought me out.”
The door opened and Reede came in, with Jamokan on his heels. Bettira shrank in her chair and Skyl stood, placing himself between his superiors and her. Yonn slipped into the room behind the others.
“I need all the details, now,” the enforcer said. “In response to Skyl’s message I’ve sent a team out to the general area of the valley you were describing, but let’s go over the story again, shall we?”
“She came to us—to me—freely,” Skyl said. Bettira watched in fascination as the tips of his talons protruded from his fingertips.  Was he going to defend her from his commanding officers? “She’s under tremendous stress and deserves courtesy and consideration.”
The enforcer gave him a strange look, maybe surprised by how adamant the soldier sounded.
A Badari knocked, entered the room and handed Yonn a mug of steaming tea. The young alpha-born thanked him and brought the mug to Bettira. “Here, this will help settle your nerves,” he said.
Reede took the seat at the head of the table. “Skyl is right, we appreciate your sharing this information but given the situation, I don’t have time for politeness and niceties. There are lives at stake. So. Walk me through the events, including all the details.”
Bettira took a sip of the tea, grateful for it and for Skyl standing behind her chair as if guarding her from the enforcer. He was a warm, comforting presence. Yonn sat next to her and she appreciated his company as well. Jamokan took the chair next to Reede and drummed his fingers on the table. Skyl squeezed her shoulder reassuringly and she began talking, starting with the remarks Connal made in the cave at lunchtime and then going over the episode in the forest for the second time. Reede had questions, which he fired at her.
“All right,” he said finally, exchanging glances with Jamokan. “Thank you.”
“She must be protected,” Skyl said. “We don’t know who else in the valley may be an ally of Harker and it will be known she came to us. There might be retribution.”
“I’m afraid of Connal,” she said. “He’s a bully. He’s threatened me before.”
“He won’t be allowed to do so again, my word on it.” Skyl’s voice was firm and a thrill ran through her. He faced Reede. “Where can we place Bettira to keep her safe and guarded until the situation resolves?”
“We’re a little busy to be guarding non-mated humans,” Reede said in a heavily sarcastic tone but Bettira thought he was studying Skyl with extra interest. She hoped she hadn’t placed Skyl in an awkward position with the pack by seeking him out.
“I’ve linked to Sarl, the guard with Nicolle, to ask her if Bettira can stay with her,” Yonn said, defusing the tension yet again. “Her mate Darik is with Aydarr and the others hunting for Megan, but we’re guarding Nicolle’s cave already today so no extra resources are required.”
“Very kind of you,” Bettira said, relieved not to have to go to the dorm cave and worry whether anyone there was a Harker supporter. She was also glad the enforcer didn’t appear to be regarding her as a suspect in the kidnapping or a conspirator. The Badari made the law in this valley and the kidnapping had put them all on edge. Reede could order anything done to her he decided was necessary. “And sweet of Nicolle.”
“She told Sarl she’d love the company and we’re to bring you over right away,” the alpha-born said. “I can escort you.”
Reede gestured to Skyl. “You have permission to accompany the human to Darik and Nicolle’s residence cave but then you’ll return here immediately.” He brushed off the soldier’s stammered thanks and exited the conference room, along with Jamokan.
Escorted by Skyl and Yonn, Bettira left the barracks cave and took the path leading to Nicolle’s home. Yonn played rearguard, allowing Skyl to walk next to her. His presence had a calming effect on her shattered nerves. “I really should go to my stepfather instead, don’t you think? He’ll be shocked when the pack arrests Connal—I worry about his health under such a blow.”
“Your sense of filial duty does you credit,” Skyl said, “But I must disagree. For now your safety is more important and if anything were to happen to you as a result of your courageous act tonight, I’d never forgive myself.”
“I can’t believe there are others in the valley who believe in what those men have done,” she said, fighting a wave of nausea as she imagined the violence the poor pregnant doctor might have been subjected to. “Maybe a few more hotheads like my stepbrother and his friend, but most people like it here and are grateful to you Badari for rescuing us and keeping us safe. I don’t even understand what Harker’s point was in wanting to go establish his own settlement. We’re fighting a war for goodness sake, and this valley is the only safe place.”
Skyl shrugged. “My impression is he doesn’t take being a subordinate well. He wants to be the alpha male and in a world where there are Badari, he never can be. And he arrogantly thinks he can defend himself and others against the Khagrish, which is patently ridiculous. He doesn’t know them as we do and so he underestimates their capabilities while inflating his own. But his life is forfeit now. Mateer won’t let him live once Megan has been rescued.”
“Not much further,” Yonn said from behind them.
Bettira puzzled over why the cub was telling them such an obvious fact, unless he was warning the other Badari he was running out of time for personal conversation. Skyl cleared his throat and took her elbow, leaning close enough to speak into her ear, an intimacy which made her knees go weak with hope and cautious joy. The Badari were notoriously reluctant to make skin to skin contact with a woman unless their feelings were deeply engaged.  “When this crisis is over,” he said for her hearing alone, “I’d like to work on this friendship we have. I think we have much to say to each other and I’ve been too shy about asking to know you better.”
“I’ve been kinda timid too,” she said, heart beating faster.
“Yet you knew you could come to me and I’d protect you, which gives me great happiness.” He brushed a kiss on her cheek and stepped back, the perfect Badari soldier once more.
Bettira crossed the threshold into Darik and Nicolle’s residence a bit disoriented, unable to believe the way the night had turned out. Thank you, she said to the Badari goddess in her mind. I’m so glad I trusted my instincts to go to
Skyl. 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
The door hissed open and Harker strutted in, followed by two men with pulse rifles, who took positions at the open doorway. “Rejoined the land of the wide awake, eh, doc?”
“I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” Megan said, striving to keep her voice level as her heart hammered and her temper flared. “But this is crazy. You need to release Walt and me and maybe we can talk Aydarr into letting you go.”
Her captor laughed. “I’ll do my own negotiating with that prick, thank you very much. I’m after a lot more than saving my own skin but I appreciate the thought.”
He pointed at Walt. “Check his bonds,” he said to his henchmen. “Damn Special Forces guys know a million tricks for getting themselves loose.” As one of them hurried to obey the order, Harker stepped to the side of the litter where Megan was restrained. “How ya doing? Comfortable? I hope the sedative I gave you didn’t leave you with a headache.”
Megan wanted to scream at him and pummel him for putting her and the baby at risk but she bit her lip. Trying to block the sounds of Walt being mistreated by the guard, she said, “I’m not happy obviously, but I’m good. Listen, I need to get off this stretcher and walk. Use the bathroom. And something to eat would be nice.” She forced herself to smile. “We pregnant ladies have to eat all the time.”
He studied her and she tried to remember life in the colony, before the aliens kidnapped them all, when he’d seemed like a basically nice guy, if a bit full of himself. Now his face was gaunt and his sunken eyes appeared feverishly bright.
“The baby weight is making it hard to breathe,” she added, exaggerating her discomfort  but not by much. “I can’t lie on my back unsupported this way for long.”
“I’m not real sure you understand the gravity of the situation here, doc,” he said, patting her hand in an avuncular way. “If Aydarr doesn’t do what I want, I’m gonna have to hurt you.”
Contact with her kidnapper made her skin crawl but she fought to keep her expression pleasant. “We can face the choices you feel forced to make when we have to.” Megan took a deep breath to center herself and slow her heart rate, although her position and the baby’s weight made it hard. “For now you have no reason to mistreat me more than you already have, right? What am I going to do? Grab a gun and waddle my way out of here?” Laughing as if she had no cares, she shook her head as if inviting him to share a joke. Meanwhile her mind was going a mile a minute, considering all angles of the situation, trying to find a way out. If I got my hands on one of the pulse rifles I’d blast a hole right through you. “Even I can’t imagine me successfully overpowering all of you.” She stopped short of batting her eyes at him flirtatiously but tried to sound admiring. “I just need a snack, access to the bathroom, water to drink and to be allowed to walk around. My back hurts and I had a bad night, okay? No thanks to you, I might add, so cut me some slack here for old times’ sake.”
To her relief, he laughed uproariously before patting her on the shoulder. “Good points, doc. I admire your spirit. All right, we’ll let you get off the litter and I’ll send one of the guys down here with ration bars and nutrient drink. There’s a tiny bathroom in the corner of this cell. And one more thing.” He gestured toward Walt with his thumb. “Stay away from him, understand? He’s not your concern.”
“Got it. Thank you.” Megan would agree to pretty much anything right now to be allowed off the antigrav litter.
As soon as the restraints were retracted, she took Harker’s hand although her stomach clenched at the idea of touching him.  She assumed what she thought of as her professional doctor expression and allowed him to assist her in standing up, steadying her as she swayed. “Out of idle curiosity, what did you dose me with?”
He named the drug, a heavy duty tranquilizer. “Stole it from the clinic’s stores one day when I was there filling a legit request for other things.”  Harker grinned with pride in his own cleverness.
She was livid she and her baby had been subjected to the risks inherent in the medication but berating her captor wouldn’t do any good now and might lead him to take away the few privileges he was granting her. Eventually her vertigo subsided. “I’ll be fine now, thank you.”
“All right then. I’ll send the food and drink along shortly.” Harker left, his two henchmen on his heels and she heard the lock click shut.
“Smooth, doc,” Walt said. “You did a good job of getting him to do what you wanted. You almost overdid the old friends’ jolliness routine but not quite. He’s sure high on himself.”
She made her way to where he lay, wincing at the bruises on his face and the blood on his shirt and utility pants. With a lot of effort, she knelt next to him. “What can I do to get you free? And after we get these cuffs off, I need to check your injuries.”
“I’ll survive,” Walt said. “If you can roll me over and describe the force binders to me, maybe I can tell you how to open them. So far everything I’ve tried on my own has failed.”
Carefully she shifted him onto his side, although Walt was another big man. When he was leaning against the wall she peered at the cuffs locked onto his wrists. “I see Khagrish markings.”
Before Walt could say anything, there was a noise at the door. Walt wriggled away from her, falling onto his back again and Megan braced herself on the wall to rise. She took a few steps toward the partially concealed bathroom and pivoted as the portal opened.
A man she vaguely remembered from the Amarcae Seven colony, Mik Turrin, came inside, carrying the promised ration bars and nutrient. He shuffled his feet, unable to meet her eyes as she thanked him and accepted the food.
“I’m real sorry we had to do this to get the freaks’ attention,” he said. “You need anything else, doc, just let out a yell, bang on the door and one of us will come to check up.”
“Thank you. Any change in status?” she asked, tearing open a ration bar and acting as if she didn’t care about the answer. She ignored his verbal jab at the ‘freaks,’ one of whom was her own mate.
“Still waiting on the damn Alpha to agree to let people leave the valley and join us. He hasn’t got much time left before Harker said he’d have to—” Apparently thinking better of whatever he was going to say, the man abruptly closed  his mouth and hemmed and hawed a bit. “Well, we’ll have to take next steps.” Then he hastened out the door, which slammed behind him.
“Doesn’t sound good, does it?” she asked Walt. “Shall we try opening the force binders again?”
“I think we’d better. Harker’s acting like a real psychopath right now and clearly none of his rabid followers is going to try to bring him to his senses.”
Megan took a moment to communicate with Mateer.  One of the kidnappers has been making vague threats just now—what am I facing?
Better if you don’t know. We’ve had a break in the valley, an informant came forward, which may help. We’re on our way to you now, landing in the vicinity soon. How are you? How’s the baby?
She heard the stress and worry in his mental voice. Doing okay. I got Harker to let me out of the litter and I’m going to pace here in the cell, see if my back hurts less. Right now we’re trying to undo Walt’s restraints. He’s hiding it but I can tell he’s hurt pretty badly.
About your back. Mateer hesitated, odd behavior for him and she wondered what he had in mind to say. Dr. Madarian says you may already be in labor.
Oh. With a flash of embarrassment she absorbed the information. Well of course she might be in labor, she was a doctor, she ought to have considered the possibility.
“What?” Walt was watching her face.
“Gemma thinks I might be in labor,” she said, going weak in the knees at the scale of the announcement. Fear and fierce determination churned in a dizzying mix in her mind. I won’t have my baby here, under these conditions. Instinctively she placed her hands protectively on her stomach. You have to stay safe, baby.
Walt obviously shared her opinion about the urgency of their predicament. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
“What do you know?” She hoped Walt would tell her what Mateer was trying to shield her from. The soldier was a no nonsense straight shooter.
“Harker’s negotiating a deal with the Khagrish to give them your baby,” Walt said, watching her face carefully as he revealed the truth. “He called Gahzhing while we were in the flyer and the two of them had quite the cozy chat.”
She thought she was going to faint and fell out of her kneeling position to sit on the floor with a thump hard enough to bruise her tailbone. Bracing herself on the wall with one hand as the room spun around her, she said, “No, no, no! I’ll kill him if he tries.”
What just happened? Mateer’s voice in her head barely penetrated the fog of horror and anger. The baby is broadcasting distress to me and our mate bond flashed your pain to my heart—you have to calm down for your own sake and hers. Are you hurt? 
“Megan, take deep breaths,” Walt said, his instruction cutting across Mateer’s. “Count to ten, inhale and then exhale. Whether you’re in labor or nor, you need to be in control. And get me out of these damn binders so I can try to help you.”
Walt told me the truth about Harker’s plan for the baby. She could hardly formulate the message.
I love you and I will get you and our baby out of there safely. Mateer’s voice held the deep calm which she loved so much about him. We’re landing now and will be formulating our attack strategy. Soon, I’ll hold you in my arms again and take you home.
“Please,” she said, out loud and in her head.
“Don’t cry, doc. I can handle anything but tears,” Walt said. “Take a look at the binders again. Let’s keep moving in a positive direction.”
She swiped the tears off her cheeks and sniffed. “Mateer says he’s landed.”
“Tell him to keep us posted so we can react when the time comes.” Walt’s request sounded like an order but Megan didn’t take offense at his tone because he was certainly making sense. 
She gasped and doubled over as a pain rippled through her abdomen, worse than any cramp she’d ever experienced before. “I’m having contractions.”
“We need to time them.” Walt laughed. “Which is about all I know about the subject of birthing babies.”
I’m having contractions, she said to her mate as the first one eased and faded. Walt says to time them.
Gemma says not to worry too much yet. She asks if your water has broken?
Despite her anxiety, Megan had to grin at the question, because Mateer sounded so appalled to be asking it. He’d sat through a class on childbirth with her and the other doctor but had been incredulous about what was going to happen in the process of delivering their daughter into the world. Deadly warrior he might be, but his fangs, talons and muscles didn’t prepare him for this.
Tell her no, not yet. Hey, we women are tough. Having  tried to encourage Mateer, she moved closer to Walt and fumbled with the control to the force binders. A short time later, she’d found a way to unlock the Khagrish restraints and Walt was able to stand gingerly. Forcing herself to focus on her friend rather than on her own condition, she didn’t like his color or the way he was moving. “You’re hurt worse than you’re admitting, soldier. Describe your symptoms.”
Walt shook his head. “Concentrate on yourself, doc, not me. If our friends get here soon enough, they can patch me up.” He helped her to rise and frowned. “You’re wound up tight, understandably of course, a lot of tension in your shoulders. With your permission?”  Raising his hands he gestured. Willing to try anything, she nodded. Walt gave her shoulders a quick massage and worked on a knot just below one shoulder blade.
“What you’re doing feels so helpful, such a relief,” she said, rotating her arms and sighing at her improved condition after his attentions. “But now I’m going to walk.” Pressing her hands awkwardly to the small of her back Megan took a few steps, evaluating how the activity affected her ability to handle the contractions.  “I think it might help.”
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll check out this cell for anything useful.” Walt prowled the space, but even Megan with her total lack of military training could see it was empty of anything to make into a weapon, much less any way to escape. Not giving up, he went to the door and fiddled with the locking mechanism. “I might be able to do something here. This isn’t a regular cell, seems to be a store room or vacant office space, not meant to hold prisoners.”
As her pacing brought her close to him, she paused to lay her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry you’re here for your sake, but I’m glad you’re here for my sake. I appreciate not being alone. I mean, of course Mateer’s in my head but it’s not the same as having a friend in the room.”
He braced her as another contraction took hold, her knees threatened to give out under her and she did her best to breathe through it, as Gemma had taught her. “Anything for you, doc.”
Ask Walt if we breached the wall to extract the two of you, would it be safe?
Once the contraction ended, she relayed the question to Walt and he was shaking his head before she even finished the sentence. “Tell him no. We don’t have any cover and the compression wave in this small enclosed room from an explosive would be bad enough for me, unacceptable for you. Mateer’ll have to find another way.”
Together they paced the length of the room, pivoted and retraced their steps. Megan found the walking did help, although the contractions weren’t too bad yet so she didn’t want to allow herself to be too hopeful. She tried to send the baby waves of good thoughts, seeking to be reassuring and emphasizing how eager she was to hold her daughter in her arms. Mateer was able to sense the baby on a telepathic level better than she could but Megan had a deeply maternal bond to her child. Tears threatened to flow again over what the Khagrish would do to a helpless child. I’ll die before I’ll let them get their hands on her.
The Khagrish won’t be coming anywhere near you or our child. Mateer responded to the defiant declaration. I swear it on my own life. We’ve gotten out of tough situations before.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Satisfied Megan had gained control of her immediate anxiety, Mateer took a deep breath and surreptitiously rubbed his gut. The mate bond was transmitting  echoes of Megan’s contractions to him, which made it hard to concentrate on the plans for rescuing her. He cursed Harker yet again for distorting what should have been a wonderful, intimate time for Megan and him as mates into a grueling ordeal. He understood labor and giving birth would be a physical feat for Megan that he had a hard time even beginning to comprehend. Harker’s actions piled danger and despair on top of the rigors of the natural process.
Putting his mate and his child at risk was unforgivable.
His talons extended to their full length and red rage threatened to overtake him again.
Aydarr gripped his shoulder tightly, surprising him, but he was grateful for the support. The Alpha sent him a pulse of sustaining power through the pack bond and Mateer nodded his thanks. He straightened as the refracted pain from Megan eased. “I wish you could send Megan the same help.”
“I’ve been trying, not sure if she’s receiving it,” Aydarr said. “Usually I can speak to her as well as you can, but right now I think she’s tightly focused on you and the baby. She’s forgotten how to talk to the rest of us. What she’s in the middle of right now is a female mystery. We have to hope the Great Mother will exercise compassion and bless her.”
“We have to get her out of there.” Mateer allowed his frustration to seep into his voice. He wanted to batter through the walls of the abandoned lab and reach Megan now but blunt force wasn’t the safest answer.
“Hence the planning.” Aydarr turned to Jill, eyes narrowed and glowing brightly with emotion. “As your mate, I’m not liking this discussion so far but continue.”
“I’ll not stand by and let my sister be in that bastard’s hands any longer. I’m glad Walt is there with her but he can’t protect her against all of Harker’s armed goons.” Jill sounded cold as ice and she had her warrior face on, expressionless. “MARL is blanketing the facility electronically right now so no messages can go in or out. Harker can’t send further word to Gahzhing or his spies in the valley.”
“I worry how he’s going to react to being silenced,” Aydarr said. “But Reede is working on the sympathizer he captured. The goal is to get him to send a false message to Harker.”
“Risks inherent in the deception,” Mateer said, struggling to remain analytical rather than emotional. “The man could lie to us, tell Harker the wrong thing.”
“Reede is peeling him like a spiral fruit,” Aydarr said. “Layer by layer.” He cast a glance at Dr. Madarian, standing at the side. “Metaphorically speaking.”
Gemma bit her lip but remained silent.
The Alpha did his best to reassure Mateer. “Reede will ensure only the correct answer is sent.  He knows his job. We’re running out of time here.”
MARL projected a holographic rendering of the abandoned Khagrish facility, with red markers where humans were located. “I believe these two are Dr. Garrison and Walt,” he said, highlighting a portion of his display in green.
Mateer evaluated the situation. “Harker’s being careless or overconfident. No guard outside the cell, only one or two men patrolling the perimeter. He doesn’t have much of a force in there with him. A small rebellion.”
“But effective so far.” Jill’s voice was bleak. “As you’ll recall, MARL can throw a disruption field around himself and render a few people invisible. We go in under the cover of his projection, he opens the door for us, we get to Megan and then the rest of you can attack once we have her adequately protected.” Jill fingered her blaster. “Although if I come across Harker on the way, he’s a dead man.”
“Mine to kill,” Mateer said, fangs deploying as he staked his claim. No one had more right to take down the chief conspirator than he did. “And I will make this foray with MARL.”
“I must remain with Jill at all times, she is my Authority.” The AI’s body glowed red with just a few speckles of turquoise here and there as he reiterated his customary stance about only going where Jill went. No one could determine if it was a choice on MARL’s part or a piece of his ancient programming but he never deviated from the position.
Aydarr flashed his talons and his eyes flashed amber. “Then I must come as well. I’m not risking my own mate while I stay safe behind the lines.”
“Fine. MARL can hide the three of us.” Jill shrugged. 
Mateer knew her casual gesture masked her cold anger and devotion to rescuing her sister. Respect for his Alpha’s mate had him nodding in agreement. She was a true warrior, one he was proud to go into battle with. 
 
Megan was in the midst of another contraction, with Walt keeping her on her feet as she requested, when there was a sound at the door. They exchanged glances but it was too late to do anything. The soldier gave her a comforting side hug and she felt him bracing himself to do his best to protect her from their captors.
Harker came inside, halting on the threshold, swearing. “What the seven hells is going on here? I told you not to touch Walt and you go and set him free?” He strode to the couple, raising his hand as if to strike her. Walt inserted himself between the two of them, taking the blow but staggering from the effort. Leaning against the wall, Megan pushed past the end of the contraction and stood tall.
“I’m in labor, you prick,” she said to Harker. “I need help and Walt seems to be the one elected for the duty. What’s going to happen if he paces the floor with me? He can’t get out of this cell any more than I can. If he could have, we’d have been long gone.”
He did a double take, studying her closely, even as his two henchmen closed in on Walt, grabbing him by the arms and dragging him away from proximity to Megan. “The baby’s coming? How long?”
Megan had to bite her lip against the urge to laugh hysterically at Harker’s eager inquiry. Because I’d tell you anything even if I knew myself, you idiot.  “There’s no way to know.  Having the first baby usually takes a long time.”
Rubbing his jaw, Harker furrowed his brow and considered the situation. “Ferdy there learned a dab of first aid in the military. He’ll help.”
So you kidnapped a woman about to go into labor and you had no idea how you were going to handle the situation. Typical.  Megan glanced at the white faced Ferdy, who appeared to be on the verge of fainting at the mere idea of attending a delivery, and laughed scornfully. “And he knows all about women giving birth, I’m sure.” She leaned forward, shaking a finger in Harker’s face. “He’s not touching me or my baby. And you’re not going to use my child as a bargaining chip with the Khagrish. What the hell happened to you? When did you stop being human?”
“I’m trying to protect humans,” he said. “We weren’t meant to live under the thumb of a buncha freaks and animals like the one who knocked you up, doc.”
Surprising everyone, including herself, Megan took one step forward and punched him in the jaw with all the force in her body. She channeled her fear and anger into the blow and actually rocked Harker back on his heels.
Walt took advantage of the distraction she provided and tore free of his captors, knocking one to the floor moaning and grabbing his weapon to shoot the other.
Harker seized Megan by the throat and pivoted, weapon pointed at her head. The barrel of the gun dug into her temple. He was holding her so tightly she had trouble breathing. “Drop the weapon, soldier boy, or I will shoot her. I won’t aim to kill but it won’t be pretty.”
Walt kept his stolen gun trained on Harker but Megan knew he was going to have to surrender. “You need her and the baby to have a chance in hell of saving your own hide. You won’t hurt her.”
Harker laughed and the sound was chilling. “Well, see, that’s where you’re wrong. There’s a whole spectrum of hurt, pal. I already told the so-called Alpha if I didn’t hear from my boys in the valley about him complying with what I wanted, I’d start removing the doc’s fingers and toes, one by one.” He gave her a quick glance as she gasped and struggled in his hold. “Sorry, doc. So I won’t hesitate to do some damage.”
He’s completely insane. If Megan had been frightened before, utter terror had her in its grip now. The deputy had gone completely around the bend and she no longer cherished any hope he wouldn’t carry out his various threats against her and the baby. 
“Boss, the kid called in—the Alpha gave an order any human in the valley who wants to leave will be provided transport!” Mouth agape as he took in the standoff situation, one of the gang skidded to a halt in the entry to the room and drew a bead on Walt. “Drop it, Ezden.”
Laughing, Harker tapped Megan lightly on the head with his weapon. “Guess you get to keep all your pretty digits, for now anyway. The Alpha’s got to carry through on the promise but if he’s gone this far, likely he will.” He slid his hand down to her stomach and Megan slapped it away. “Now I just need you to pop out the kid, so I can buy immunity from the Khagrish and Harkerville’s on its way to reality.”
As more of the gang arrived, Walt dropped the gun and retreated to the wall, hands in the air. He was quickly locked in the restraints again and bound with cords as an extra measure. Harker gave Megan a shove and she nearly fell. “Sorry to deprive you of your buddy but he’s too dangerous to have on the loose. We’ll be moving him to another cell shortly.” He strode across the room to the door as several of his remaining cronies helped the injured man from the cell and returned to cart the dead colonist’s body away. “Ferdy’ll come check on you in half an hour.”
The door slammed shut and Megan sagged, clutching the wall for support. “Walt, I’m so sorry.” Suddenly her stomach heaved and she threw up. Moving as quickly as she could, she made for the bathroom in the corner.
“Talk to me, doc, are you ok?” Walt’s voice was strained.
“I think my water broke,” she said, trembling. Watching her hands shake, she knew it was reaction to the scene with Harker coupled with the loss of fluids. I’m going to get seriously dehydrated. Terror for the baby swept over her as she contemplated giving birth in these circumstances.
Deep breaths, Mateer said in her head. Are you all right?
She couldn’t even form a thought as another contraction shook her and she tried to breathe through it.
The baby is distressed. By the sound of her mate’s mental voice, he was too.
As if she wasn’t perfectly well aware of the situation. Megan bit her lip, hoping she hadn’t broadcast the snarky remark.
Can you open your mind to Aydarr? He’s been trying to send you energy but you’re blocking everyone but me. Only the Alpha can support another pack member in this way.
“I have too much going on right now to worry about managing my telepathy,” she said out loud and in her head, well aware she sounded grumpy.
“Trouble?” Walt asked.
“That’s all we have right now,” she said. Leaning on the wall she did her best to think of Aydarr and establish a telepathic link with him. Extra energy sounded damn good. She built a mental picture of the Alpha, visualizing him standing next to her sister Jill. There was the sensation of a door opening in her mind and a wave of cool, refreshing strength poured through her as the Alpha shared his own power.
We’re coming. His voice vibrated in her mind and she had to fight not to cry as another contraction began. Megan shut out everything else to concentrate on riding the wave of pain and not allowing anxiety to make the contractions worse. Her job was to bring her daughter safely into the world and nothing else right now. She’d have to relinquish the job of protecting herself and the baby to Mateer and the others and pray to the Lords of Space and the Great Mother for her loved ones to succeed in reaching her soon. The reserves of energy Aydarr had shared were immensely helpful but she was still becoming dehydrated.
Leaning against the wall, legs trembling as the contraction eased, she closed her eyes. “Mateer had better hurry.”
“You’re doing a great job, doc. Keep your focus where it needs to be, on delivering  your baby and let your mate carry the load when it comes to the details of getting us out.”
Walt sounded as if he was in considerable pain and she blinked, getting ready to go to him and see what she could do. In labor or not, I’m the only doctor here.



CHAPTER SIX
 
MARL led the way, with Jill, Aydarr and himself tucked into a tight triangle right behind. Mateer hoped they were as invisible as the AI promised. Reaching the rear portal of the abandoned Khagrish facility without incident, MARL paused. “There’s only a low level of technical or system activity inside,” he said through the comlink. “No AI, nothing I can reach out and take over. I can physically link to the power grid using a probe interface and terminate all support functions once I’m inside.”
“All right, we prepared for this.” Aydarr sidled past the AI and blasted the door on low power. Mateer held his breath but no alarms sounded. The Alpha slid the now unlocked and cracked portal open far enough for them to squeeze inside and enter a dim corridor. The majority of the lights were unlit, which didn’t bother Mateer with his enhanced vision. There were holes and gouges in the walls where equipment had been removed when this lab was decommissioned by the Khagrish, a long time ago judging by the dirt and webs woven by arachnids.
The mate bond glowed in his heart and mind, prompting him to move faster. Aydarr grabbed his shoulder. Stay in the disruption zone. We don’t know if the kidnappers have any surveillance vids activated.
Tell the fucking AI to move faster then.
A human came running down the corridor, weapon ready, eyes wide. Mateer supposed he’d been detailed to check on the status at the now open rear door or was a sentry out of positon. He didn’t care, stepping out of the invisibility field like an avenging monster in a nightmare, grabbing the man by the neck hard enough to break the spine, his talons puncturing the skin and rupturing the artery and casting him aside to die. These enemies were all walking dead men to him. After what had been done to his mate, and what had been threatened to her and his child, none of the guilty humans would leave this place alive.
Mateer continued on, leaving the rebel on the floor in a spreading pool of blood. MARL accelerated to get past him, blinking yellow and red bands as if on fire, and led the way to the left, through a cross corridor and into what might have originally been intended to serve as an office area. He halted in front of one in a series of doors, green and vermilion lights now flashing across his surface. “Megan and Walt are here.”
Aydarr shot out the lock with one low power blast and Mateer bounded into the room, going straight to his mate, who was leaning against the wall, white faced, staring at him. He swept her into his arms and held her close to his heart, mindful of her swollen belly.  Kissing her with pent-up hunger, he staggered a bit as all his fears of the past hours rose to the surface and threatened to choke him. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine but I’m so glad to see you.” Her voice sounded raspy, as if she’d been weeping. “All three of you.” She tipped her face up to his and said, “Your voice in my head was all that kept me going in the worst moments.”
Jill came to stand beside them, facing the door, pulse rifle armed and ready. “We weren’t going to leave you with these maniacs a second longer than necessary, sis.”
Megan drew in a huge breath and through the mate bond Mateer felt the pale echo of the pain in his own gut signaling another contraction was beginning for her. “What can I do?” he asked urgently.
“Put me down and let me lean on you while I pace,” she said in between puffs of controlled panting. “Check on Walt, he was badly injured.”
“He’s in rough shape,” Aydarr said, kneeling beside the soldier. He’d slashed through the bonds with his talons and unfastened the force binders.
“Get her out of here and come back for me later,” Walt said, so faintly Mateer could barely hear him. He groaned as the Alpha helped him move to a sitting position and curled one arm protectively over his rib cage, as if holding himself in one piece.
The building rocked under an explosion. Megan screamed and Mateer wrapped her in his arms, acting as a living shield. “We’ll stay here until all the bastards are dead.”
As the sound of weapons fire crackled in the aftermath of the explosion, Aydarr came to them. “I thought you wanted to hunt?” he asked Mateer. “I’ll stand guard over your mate.”
Mateer was torn. The predator in him wanted to track the man who’d kidnapped his mate and shred him limb from limb. As a mate, his place was with Megan and their child. She was pale, her heart was beating way too fast and she clutched him desperately as she rode out a contraction in the middle of a battle. Megan needed him. Vengeance would have to be left to his pack brothers. “I’ll—“
“Incoming,” Jill shouted. “Take cover.” She crouched by the door and fired a targeted burst into the corridor.
Aydarr raced to take position on the other side of the portal as blasts ricocheted off the walls. He returned fire as well. The pack is harrying them from behind, he sent to Mateer. This will be over in minutes.
Mateer took Megan to the back corner of the room, helped her to sit and shielded her with his body. He had his weapon locked and loaded in case anyone did manage to get past Jill and Aydarr. 
“Somebody give me a blaster, dammit,” Walt said as he crawled into cover next to Aydarr. The Alpha handed him a hand weapon.
There was another flurry of shots from the corridor and a lot of shouting. Aydarr rose to his feet and exited the room, Jill on his heels. The enemy retreats. Stay here while the pack and I mop up.
Walt slumped against the pocked wall, the weapon slipping from his hand as his head lolled. He appeared to be unconscious. 
Timtur, Walt might be dying.
We need medical help here. Mateer sent urgently. And where the hell is the doctor for Megan?
Watch yourselves, it was a trick to draw us off. Aydarr’s warning scorched into his head and Mateer rose to his full height, claws and fangs deployed, weapon ready. He advanced to the doorway just as a human unknown to him entered, followed by Harker. Mateer blasted a hole through the gut of the first man, threw his weapon aside and leapt over the corpse to get at Harker. He was in the grip of blood madness and barely acknowledged the impact as Harker shot him at close range, the bolt singeing his side. Nothing was going to stop him now.  
“You dared lay hands on my mate, threaten my child and now you’ll pay the price,” he growled, mind obscured by red rage and urge to kill.
Cursing, Harker struggled in his grip, plunging a knife into his side. The human kicked and attempted to gain his freedom with hand to hand combat moves but Mateer overwhelmed him with sheer Badari strength. He had no wish to prolong the fight—he simply wanted the enemy to die by his hand as punishment for jeopardizing Megan and the baby.
He sank his fangs into the rebel’s neck and tore his heart out with his talons at the same time. Harker shrieked and convulsed in his death throes. Mateer cast the body aside, pulled the knife out of his own rib cage and threw it on the floor in disgust. Retrieving his rifle, he retreated to Megan’s side, keeping his focus on the doorway, weapon at the ready, in case any more of the rebels were left.
He crouched beside his mate, realizing he was snarling. She touched his arm, eyes wide in concern but no hint of fear.
“You’re wounded.”
“I’m healing already.” He forced himself to retract his natural weaponry and prayed to the goddess the healers would arrive with no further delay. “I’m sorry you had to see me kill him.”
Megan was busy staunching the flow of blood from the knife wound, using a strip torn from her tunic. Now she kissed his cheek. “I love how much you love us and I’m proud to be mated to such a fierce protector. Harker deserved what he got.”
Coming in. No sooner had Aydarr sent the warning than he and Jill, trailed by MARL were inside the room. Timtur, Camron, Dr. Madarian and Darik were right behind them.
“Mateer’s been shot and stabbed,” Megan said. “And Walt has internal injuries.”
Gemma came straight to her. “And you’re having a baby. You’re my top priority according to Aydarr.” She pulled out a portable med sensor and took a variety of readings. “Dehydrated. The baby’s heart rate is a little accelerated.”
Megan put her hand on Gemma’s arm as Timtur applied healing energy to Mateer, bathing them all in the soft green glow. “See to Walt. You know the Badari healers have a hard time with human physiology.”
“I need to do an exam on you, see how far dilated you are. We need to get you into a different room and—” 
Eyes narrowed, Megan stared at her. “If you think I’m having my baby in a Khagrish lab, you’re crazy. All of you.” She glared at everyone in her vicinity and fought to stand. “I’ll walk out of here and head for the valley on my own two feet if no one will fly me. I am not giving birth here.”
Mateer was awed by the sheer power in her voice and coming through the mate bond. Megan was serious and he for one wasn’t going to tell her no. Even though Timtur wasn’t finished doing the healing on his wounds, he pulled away from his pack brother and rose to assist his mate. “Megan’s right and I stand by her decision.”
Gabe stuck his head in the doorway. “What’s the delay? The skies are clear but I’d rather not linger too long, in case Harker did manage to contact Gahzhing or any other Khagrish before MARL shut down the coms.”
“How long will it take to fly to the valley?” Gemma asked.
“Two hours. Maybe a bit less if I squeeze every ounce of power from the engine and redline it.” Confidence suffused Gabe’s tone. He was a hot shot pilot, which no one questioned.
“Can you deliver a baby in a flyer?” Mateer asked the other doctor.
She laughed. “I’ve delivered babies literally everywhere. Look, this is a calculated risk we’re talking about.” Gemma made sure she had their full attention before she continued. “This is the first Badari-human baby. I get the significance but all of you need to know even in normal childbirth unforeseen complications may occur and require medical intervention.” She pointed at the pockmarked walls where equipment must have once stood. “I have nothing here to assist me besides the contents of my medical bag. In the flyer I again have basically nothing to assist me aside from a few portable items. In the valley I have a reasonably well stocked hospital and additional trained staff. Our gamble is twofold—first, betting Megan has at least two hours or so before she gives birth and second, hoping she and the baby continue to be fine.”
“The baby is a bit stressed but basically okay.” Mateer sent his precious child a wave of reassurance.
“She’s probably reflecting my anxiety,” Megan said with a wry smile. “This academic discussion is all very nice but the decision is mine and Mateer’s and I’m going home. Gabe, fire up the damn engines while I waddle over there to the flyer.”
“With your permission,” Mateer swept her into his arms, ignoring a few twinges of pain from the spots where he wasn’t fully healed and Timtur hadn’t completed his process, but nothing to prevent him from safely carrying his mate out of the building. He heard Aydarr issuing orders to the other pack soldiers about the withdrawal, and the Alpha and Camron were getting Walt to his feet.
“I’ll examine you on the flyer,” Gemma said to Megan, as she kept pace with Mateer. “We can create a private area. And then I’ll see what I can do for Walt. If it’s any comfort, the contractions seem to have slowed down.”
 
“As long as the baby is doing fine.” Megan reached out to squeeze Gemma’s hand. “Promise me if she gets distressed and you need to do a C-section, you won’t hesitate. And Mateer, you mustn’t interfere if it comes to surgery. Gemma’s the doctor here and she’ll only be trying to help.”
She had another contraction while in transit to the flyer, but managed to breathe through it, hanging onto Mateer tightly. During the contraction she couldn’t hold two thoughts in her head unless they directly related to the coming baby. Breathing out as the pain eased, she asked, “Is the entire labor going to be like this?”
“You’re doing a wonderful job and the labor is progressing just fine. You haven’t entered transition yet, although I need to examine you to be sure.  Once you start transition the contractions will be coming hard and fast, so it may help to concentrate one minute at a time, one breath at a time. It’s like climbing a staircase and can only go so fast. But you’ve got this, you’re a pro.” Gemma squeezed her hand. “I’m going ahead to make sure the boys have set up the private area of the flyer in the configuration I need. Hang on; keep counting your breaths, ok? I’ll get the portable infuser going and you’ll feel better with fluids.”
Megan nodded, too tired to say anything.
“Bless the goddess Camron met and mated her,” Mateer said as he continued jogging toward the flyers at a slower pace so as not to jar her unnecessarily. Darik kept pace with him, on the alert for any external threat. “What would we have done without someone who knows how to successfully birth babies to help?”
Megan tried to imagine having her baby assisted only by Badari men. Even the few Badari females had no notion of pregnancy or childbirth. There were a few women among the human population in the valley who’d given birth but no one with medical knowledge to assist if there were complications, other than Rik, her nurse from the colony. But Rik was ex-military and his experience was heavily in the trauma and battlefield wounds specialty. She shuddered and sent the goddess a quick thank you. “We women have been having babies for millennia,” she said out loud, forcing herself to sound confident. “I’ll be fine.”
You must be fine, Mateer said to her telepathically, as if to keep the  message private and not allow his Badari packmates to hear the ripple of fear she detected. As the senior enforcer of the pack, he wasn’t supposed to ever give in to fear or misgivings. Megan’s heart beat faster at how much he loved her and how worried he was. I cannot imagine life without you, he said in her mind, the raw emotions pouring from him in waves.
She kissed the pulse point in his neck, which was the only bare skin she could reach, the way she was held in his arms. “I’ll be fine,” she whispered. “You’ll never have to be without me.” Through the mate bond she felt him relax fractionally and she was satisfied.  She thought with longing of the obstetrics ward at the Inner Sectors hospital where she’d worked and how easily modern technology could accomplish a child’s journey into the world, unless of course the mother belonged to a sect which clung to more old fashioned beliefs. Yes, she was blessed to have Gemma to attend her but it wasn’t going to be easy, not even in the valley’s clinic.
As Mateer hastened up the ramp of the flyer, Megan rubbed her belly and sent a wave of love to her baby. We’ll get through this and I’ll be holding you in my arms before we know it. Each contraction gets us one step closer to that moment. I can’t wait to meet you, little one.
Gemma had created a private area in the middle of the flyer, including a spot for Megan to lie semi reclining and Megan sighed with relief as her mate set her on soft seat cushions, and covered her with a crisp sheet. He drew a heated blanket over her next as the doctor began infusing fluids into Megan’s arm. 
“Please go see to Walt,” Megan said. “He did his best to help me and I can’t rest easy while he’s lying there injured.”
“You won’t be resting exactly,” Gemma said with a smile. ”Are you less shaky now? Can we get you anything or assist in any way? Did you want Mateer to give you a foot massage maybe?”
“The infusion is helping, yes.” Megan tried to relax and not tense as the next contraction hit without much warning. She gripped Mateer’s hand as hard as she could and shut out other concerns.
Gemma watched her like a hawk for the duration of the contraction, checked her pulse and then went to the rear of the flyer, where Walt had been placed. Timtur took Gemma’s spot. After checking with Mateer and Megan, the healer placed his hand on her forehead. “Let me gift you and the baby a little of my power,” he said as Megan smelled the sweet perfume of flowers blooming and in her mind she saw an entire meadow spread before her.
“Ummm, nice.” Drowsy, she was drifting off, although she was sure the next contraction would awaken her. “Thank you.”
At some point she knew the craft must have taken off and Gabe was keeping his promise to fly her home at top speed. She heard the engines whining even here, inside the sound proofed cabin. Megan endured a quick examination by her fellow doctor, with only Mateer present.
“You’re making excellent progress, about seven centimeters dilated. “
“Active labor,” Megan said, trying to remember all the details of her obstetrics rotations back home but having a hard time concentrating on anything but her own immediate physical challenge.
Gemma took her pulse the old fashioned way, by hand, and the touch of her cool fingers was soothing. “Transition soon. I hope we’re safely at the clinic by then.”
Wanting to feel in control of the situation, Megan asked, “How’s Walt?”
“You worry about yourself and the baby right now.” Gemma patted her shoulder. “That’s what Walt would want.”
Struck by an awful dread, Megan tried to adjust her position so she could catch a glimpse of the soldier. “He isn’t dead, is he?”
“No, sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. He’s going to need surgery once we hit the ground, so I’ll be pretty busy. Like old times.” Gemma projected an easy confidence. “Running between two rooms.”
As her labor became harder, Megan shut out the world. Jill came and kept her company for a few minutes but there really was no room for anyone but Mateer and the doctor. Her sister hugged her tight and they both shed a few tears.
She was in the midst of a contraction when the flyer landed and Gemma had the Badari wait until the pain eased off before Mateer carried her to an antigrav litter and sprinted to the clinic. Megan lay with her eyes shut to ward off dizziness. She also had no desire to see if anyone was watching her go by, although knowing the Badari efficiency, the path had probably been cleared of onlookers. The cool, fresh air of the valley was soothing to her overheated body and knowing she was home safe where she and her baby belonged was better than any drug. 
Yet when Mateer shifted her to a hospital bed, she opened her eyes, fingers digging into his biceps as an unusual wave of panic ripped through her nerves. “You won’t leave me.”
He stroked her cheek and then rested one huge hand on her stomach. “Never. I wish I could send you strength the way Aydarr can, or provide healing like Timtur does. You’re magnificent, my love, but you’re so pale.”
Rik came and went, apologizing each time as he hooked up various pieces of equipment and took readings. Megan ought to find out how he was doing after being injured in the kidnapping—he’d tried to fight Harker as he and his thugs muscled Megan from the building and his shoulder was heavily bandaged—but she couldn’t summon the words or divert any energy. Her sole focus was her baby.
Gemma appeared in her field of vision, bending over her with a look of concern.  “You’re in transition now, eight centimeters dilated. Are you sure you don’t want any meds to help with the pain?”
“My decision stands—we discussed this at length.” Megan shook her head, concentrating on her breathing and holding tight to Mateer. “We don’t know what the effect would be on the baby, being half Badari. No, I’ll make it.” 
“If at any point you do change your mind, please speak up.” Gemma stepped away. 
Mateer wiped Megan’s forehead with a cool cloth. “You’re doing great. I’m in awe of you—you’re tougher than any Badari, maybe even more so than Aydarr himself.”
Megan chuckled weakly. “I can sense him trying to send me strength but I can’t seem to take it in right now. Tell him I said thank you.”
“I will. The waiting room is packed—your sisters, the Badari healers, mates—and they send their congratulations and best wishes.”
“I’m probably scaring the hell out of all the human women right about now,” Megan said. “Childbirth is usually a lot simpler and less work in the Sectors these days, in the inner worlds at least.”
“I’m sorry you’re having to go through this,” he said.
She put her fingers to his lips, pleased as he kissed the tips. “No, don’t apologize.  All this effort will be worth it, once we’re holding our child. How is she?”
“Determined, stubborn, like her mother.” He smoothed the damp hair off her face. “Of course she has no words to express these concepts but I can tell she wants to move from where she is right now.”
“When I was on the obstetrics rotation as an intern, the tough maternity nurses used to say the baby was in charge.”  Megan chuckled. “The concept is more clear to me now, I must admit.”
Before Mateer could answer, the next contraction hit hard. She panted desperately in the rhythm which worked best for her. Hands curled like claws on Mateer’s forearms, she yelled. ”Get Gemma, hurry. I need to push.” The last word was a scream. Her entire body was intent on bearing down and sending the baby into the world. She wanted to push more than she’d wanted to do anything in her entire life. It was a wild, totally instinctive desire and Megan reveled in the power.
“Hang on breathe deep, not yet. We’ll change your position to give you better support.” Gemma spoke directly in her face, locking eyes with Megan. “Give us a moment to get set up and then I’ll tell you to push.” Gemma and Rik got her legs positioned in cushioned stirrups.
“I can’t wait—I need to push NOW!” Megan roared, feeling like an elemental being.
Next thing she knew, Mateer was bracing her back, saying over and over, “Push against me, beloved, you can do this.”
“I can see the head,” Gemma announced. “Next push should do it. I need you to bear down, Megan and push. Work with the contraction, don’t fight it.”
Time stood still for Megan as she let her body do what instinct commanded and then she fell against Mateer as she heard a loud crying.
“It’s a girl, as expected.” Gemma sounded as if she was close to weeping herself. “Dad, I need you to come cut the cord and then we’ll hand her to you and Mom for bonding. You did great, Megan.”
Disoriented, Megan realized Jill was holding her shoulders now as Mateer moved to do as the doctor instructed. The mate bond was blazing golden in her heart and a smaller bond glowed right beside it, connecting her to the baby. “I want to hold my daughter.” 
Mateer brought the swaddled bundle to her, carrying the baby as if she was made of the most delicate china, so tiny in his arms, although Megan could tell she was on the large size for a human newborn. His eyes were glowing amber, radiant with joy as he said, “She’s perfect, beautiful like her mother.”
Megan held out her arms and Mateer laid the baby in them. Megan stared at her daughter’s red face, and the baby regarded her with the solemnity of the newborn. “She has your amber eyes,” she said, marveling. “I want to see all of her. I have to count her fingers and toes.” 
Mateer helped her undo the blanket and the happiness sweeping through Megan as she took her daughter’s tiny hand and the baby curled her delicate fingers around Megan’s was incandescent. “We did it,” she said to Mateer. “We made this tiny perfect person.”
“The credit is all yours,” Mateer said fondly as he leaned over to kiss her forehead. “You were amazing when you were pregnant and during labor and giving birth—you’re a warrior.”
The baby bumped her head against Megan’s chest.
“She wants to nurse,” Gemma said. “You can go ahead, no reason to delay and the natural process helps you both.”
Megan didn’t care who else was in the room besides herself and her tiny family. With Mateer’s help she loosened the medical gown to bare her chest. The baby latched on with vigor and closed her eyes as she attempted to nurse. Megan’d never experienced such a pure sensation of joy as the realization and relief she was able to provide what Hope needed to survive and thrive.
After several minutes, a tremor ran through her body’s core, like a mild contraction and she couldn’t catch her breath. “Why am I having cramps now?”
“You have to expel the placenta, and if you can relax a bit, the process will go faster for you.” Gemma rubbed Megan’s stomach. “Everything’s  proceeding fine. Just get past this last necessary hurdle and then you can enjoy the baby and your mate.”
“No, listen to me, something’s not right,” Megan said, struggling to sit upright. Goosebumps rose on her arms as a wave of coldness wept over her and her vision narrowed. “I can’t breathe.”
She heard Gemma snapping orders with urgency in her voice. Mateer took the baby and he was attempting to talk to her but she couldn’t find the strength to form words. So tired.  He reached for her through the mate bond and mentally but Megan had no energy to respond. I need to rest.
“She’s hemorrhaging,” Gemma said, voice professionally calm, underlaid with tension. “I need to operate now or we’ll lose her.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Holding the baby, Mateer watched in horror as Megan closed her eyes and sprawled limply in the bed. One minute she’d been fine and the next she went as pale as a cloud in the sky and the doctor leaped into action. He allowed himself to be moved from the room, Aydarr and Jill at his side. As if aware of the emergency, the baby scrunched up her face and wailed. Mateer sent her waves of reassurance mentally, murmuring in his head and rocking her instinctively until she quieted, staring at him with glowing golden eyes.
“I need to be with Megan,” he said abruptly, as sure as if the goddess had told him so. 
“Gemma is doing everything she can,” Jill said, pacing in the waiting room like a caged tiger.
He shook his head. “I must be there, my mate needs me.” Mateer kissed the top of the baby’s head, marveling all over again at the soft, fine hair and the special sweet smell of a newborn, and then forced himself to hand the child to Lily, Megan’s twin. “Guard our child.” He looked at Aydarr and the Alpha nodded.
“With my life,” Aydarr said, fist on his heart.
At a dead run, Mateer rushed to the operating room and stopped inside the door. He had a terrible flashback to the Khagrish lab and his knees weakened as he reminded himself this was not the same situation. Gemma and her team were working hard to save his mate’s life.
Gowned, with a cap and gloves on, Rik came to him. “Dr. Madarian says you can stay but you have to be wearing sterile scrubs. And you must not interfere. Come with me and we’ll get you outfitted quickly.”
“She needs my blood,” Mateer said, raising his voice to get the doctor’s attention.
“We’re giving her human blood from her twin,” Gemma said, not diverting an iota of attention from the medical procedure she was in the midst of. “A perfect match. From the stock we cached ahead, just in case.”
Ignoring Rik, who was trying to chivvy him out of the operating room, Mateer shook his head. “She’s had my blood before, in the lab, and right now she needs more. Badari blood holds special healing capabilities.”
Timtur, who was standing beside the operating table, hands raised, directing  pale green healing energy toward Megan, said, “I believe he’s right, doctor. She did deliver a Badari child. The answer has the ring of truth and logic. Her previous transfusion from Mateer might have altered aspects of her immune system or her own bone marrow.”
“I’ll get the Alpha in here to insist if I must.” Mateer raised his voice to make the point. As the precious mate bond attenuated he knew Megan was weakening despite Gemma’s best efforts. Time was running perilously short.
“All right. Rik, get the transfusion unit out of Walt’s room. He should have received all of the donated Badari blood by now. Sterilize and let’s get Megan and Mateer connected to the right ports. Stat!”
 
Megan opened her eyes to an endless vista of blue sky, dotted with puffy white clouds. As she sat up, she realized she was wearing a short green dress she’d certainly never seen before, made of a silky material the emerald color of the grass. Her pregnancy weight was entirely gone—So I know I’m dreaming—and she was perched atop a large boulder. The spot was familiar and when she looked around, she beheld the Great Mother’s circle of ancient, towering trees close by. It was the place she and Mateer visited once when they were prisoners at the Khagrish lab and she smiled as she remembered the special afternoon.  She’d had a deep discussion with him about his past and his beliefs and she’d come away from the excursion with a deep appreciation for the thoughtful, caring man in the giant, muscled tough warrior’s body.
Hearing voices, she shielded her eyes with one hand and saw Mateer in the distance, playing with a young girl, lifting her high into the sky while she laughed and begged for more.
“Your mate and your daughter,” said a gentle voice behind her. “As they will be.”
“You’re showing me the future?” Megan watched the pair having fun and wished she could join them, but the boulder where she sat was like an island in a sea of green grass and lavender flowers. Somehow she knew she wasn’t allowed to stray.
Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a misty form, with a feminine outline, but when she turned her head, there was no one.
“A glimpse of the future, yes. You’ve done well, daughter. You’ve given hope to so many.” The voice was melodious, warm with praise.
The breeze caressed Megan’s cheek and she made another attempt to focus on her mysterious companion, who she was positive must be the Badari goddess. “We’re going to name her Hope.”
“A well-chosen name.”
“Will there be more children?” Megan asked. She didn’t want her daughter growing up without friends and playmates and others who would understand being half human and half Badari. Having a supportive community was nearly as important as having loving parents, and aunts like Jill and Lily.
“Now you’ve shown the way, yes. The blood bond is necessary, I fear.”
Arms around her knees, Megan pondered the answer. “Not simply the mate bond then? The human women need Badari blood as well?”
“I wish it were not so but even I can only do so much in the face of what has occurred to give my brave, lost Badari their existence.” Now the voice was low pitched, sad and a bit reflective. “Perhaps the next generation, like your daughter, won’t need any extra assistance.”
“Am I dying?” Megan posed the question hesitantly, afraid to hear the answer.
The goddess’s reply was fierce and immediate. “No. I intend you to live.” 
Above Megan’s head thunder rumbled through the cloudless sky and the huge boulder under her vibrated as well.
“My healer and your human healer are working hard to keep you in the world. Your will to live, your mate’s blood and the Alpha’s power will hold you there with them. When the next child is born to a human woman, you need to be prepared for complications and provide the mate’s blood sooner. Mateer waited almost too long to step forward and insist, although he had no way to know. I tried to tell him but he wasn’t listening, being so fearful about losing you.”
Relief about not being literally at death’s door gave Megan welcome strength and she asked, “Does one have to be near death to encounter you?”
Sounding like silvery bells or maybe a trill of birdsong, the goddess laughed. “Fortunately no, although when the connection between life and death frays, it becomes easier. Your time here in my circle is nearly ended – your mate and child and the pack need you.”
Megan felt as if she was being hugged and a kiss was placed lightly on her forehead and then the sun vanished, her surroundings grew gray and indistinct and she could no longer hear the delighted laughter in the distance. 
 
A baby was crying insistently, her baby, and Megan took a deep breath, opened her eyes, to find herself staring at the ceiling of a room in the valley’s clinic. She struggled futilely for a moment to sit up. “Someone hand my daughter to me for goodness sake!”
Mateer had obviously been pacing the floor holding their child. He paused in midstep, eyes opening wide as he rushed to the bedside. “You’re awake, thank the goddess.”
“Yes, we must thank her but right now I think the baby needs me more.” Distracted and woozy, Megan finally sat up, ignoring a considerable amount of discomfort in her midsection but she held out her arms. “Give her to me, she probably wants to nurse. Unless she needs a diaper first.”
“We changed her a few minutes ago,” Lily said as her twin propped pillows behind Megan and helped her adjust her position. “Lords of Space, I’m glad to see you with your eyes open. Kinda scared us there for a while.” She kissed Megan’s cheek and moved out of the way so Mateer could reach his mate. “I’ll go give the waiting room crowd the good news. Let you have your privacy.”
“Gemma will be in here any second, once she hears I’m awake,” Megan said. “If I know her—she’s thorough.”
“I’ll stand guard,” Lily blew a kiss and left.
Mateer placed baby Hope in her arms and hovered as Megan parted her gown to let the baby nurse. His eyes were like molten amber fire as he gazed at the two of them. Megan reached with her free hand to wipe a tear from his cheek, unable to believe her fierce indomitable warrior was shaken to the point of weeping. “Hey, I’m here, it’s all going to be fine now.”
“I’ve never been so terrified,” he said, tips of his fangs showing in his distress. “Not in combat, not in any situation growing up in the labs. Not even when you were near death before in the Khagrish lab. I can’t lose you.” He captured her hand and held tight as he leaned in to kiss her lips with exquisite care.
“We two will never lose each other, I promise.” Megan relished the sweet kiss but broke it off apologetically to help the baby latch on more efficiently. ” I’ll be fine now. Thank you for the blood transfusion.”
“How do you know about that? You were unconscious—” His eyes widened and he sat on the foot of the bed as if his legs had lost their strength. “You saw the goddess? I knew you were close to leaving this world but to meet the Great Mother under such circumstances and return is a huge blessing.”
Megan nodded. “She said the transfusion will be required for the mothers, at least for the birth of all first generation of children. I-I don’t remember much else about it honestly, except for flowers.” She rubbed her forehead. “Like a beautiful dream, fading now I’m awake.  Oh, she did say she approves the baby’s name.” Megan smoothed Hope’s wispy hair and kissed the top of her head lightly. “Time for you to burp and then we’ll see about the other side,” she said to the baby. Switching her focus to Mateer as she gently patted the baby’s back, she asked, “How long was I out?”
He handed her a thick burping cloth and she worked it onto her shoulder under the baby. “Eight of the longest hours in my life. Gemma said there was nothing else she could do or any of us could do, but watch and wait. Timtur and Keshara both exhausted their healing powers temporarily, trying to revive you. I held our child and prayed. Hope and I stayed right here by your side, even when she napped or fussed.” He shook his head. “I could feel your presence through the mate bond but it was so faint I was afraid to breathe. Even Aydarr did his best to send you power but he said there was a barrier.”
“You and Hope are the best medicine a person could ask for.” Megan smiled at her mate. “Thank you for rescuing me from Harker, if I forgot to say so earlier. I was kind of distracted, all things considered.”
“The entire pack rallied to rescue you,” he said, “But I would have come alone if necessary. I’ll never abandon you.”
They kissed again and she patted the bed invitingly. “I think there’s room for you to sit next to me. I’d like the Badari warmth.”
Cuddling together she and her mate admired the baby, who’d drifted off to sleep, snoring slightly.
“She’s so tiny,” Mateer said in a near whisper. “Gemma kept telling me she was big for a human baby but I can’t believe it.”
“What does she weigh, did anyone tell you?” Megan wanted to know all the facts about her beautiful baby.
“Fifteen pounds. 5% of the weight of a grown Badari like me.” He took one of his daughter’s dainty hands in his and studied the miniature digits. “She has tiny talons, did you notice? Luckily they’re soft right now.”
Megan’s heart was so full of joy she couldn’t speak. The sight of her mate and their child together overwhelmed her with happiness and she could hardly believe she’d achieved this peaceful time after all the horrors of the Khagrish labs and the recent kidnapping. Not to mention the sheer work of labor for her. We deserve this beautiful time together. She was grateful the pack and even her sisters were being thoughtful and remaining outside the room.
Of course Gemma would have to come in eventually, to do her job as the attending physician, and Megan suspected many well-wishers would follow. “I’m tired,” she said. “Can you ask Aydarr not to allow visitors tonight? I mean, my sisters of course and him, if he needs to see me as the Alpha, but I want the three of us—you, me and Hope—to be alone.”
Tilting his head for a moment, Mateer concentrated. “He says of course, whatever you wish, and offers his congratulations again. You can’t hear him?”
She shook her head. “As a faint echo maybe. I think right now all of me is concentrating on this little person right here, you know?”
“We did feed Hope while you were unconscious,” he said. “The special mixture you and Gemma and Sandara the chef had figured out weeks ago. The baby took it well enough but better by far for her to have her mother’s milk.”
“There’s so much to do and organize and think through before anyone else has a baby,” Megan said, her brain briefly switching into medical mode. “A lot of lessons learned from my case. Number one of which would be not to get kidnapped literally as the woman goes into labor.”
“You make light of it but you must have been terrified.” Mateer hugged her. “There may be nightmares or other stress reactions later. We must be watchful and speak to the healer, or to Gemma, if anything manifests.”
“I think the stress of labor burned all the other anxiety-inducing events out of my head.” Megan laughed and rubbed her still rather prominent stomach area. “Funny though, I don’t really remember much of the actual labor process any more. Probably Mother Nature’s way of making sure the species continues.”
“You would do this again? Take this risk?” His voice held awe.
“Oh yes. I’d like Hope to have a brother or sister. But obviously we’re not making any decisions today.” Laughing, she punched him in the arm. “It’ll be quite a while before I want to even think about more children.”
“You truly are a warrior and I was so proud of you, watching you giving birth.”
A memory struck Megan and she asked, “How is Walt? He was such good moral support for me when we were in Harker’s hands and my last conscious memory of him was how badly wounded he was. I was so frustrated not being able to help him but the contractions were overpowering.”
“He’s doing well. In the end Aydarr provided a blood transfusion for him, partly so he could consider Walt a pack member and push power at him through the pack bond. Walt’s been a good ally since we first met him in the Khagrish lab, remember?”
Megan considered the ramifications, although she found it hard to concentrate on anything but Hope’s beautiful face, peaceful as she slept and snored. “So now Walt’s going to be able to talk mind to mind with the pack too?”
“Presumably. He began to heal as soon as Aydarr’s blood flowed into his arm.” Mateer laughed. “The Alpha is rather bitter Jill hasn’t yet had a transfusion. He says he’d rather be able to talk to his own mate, the way you and I can do, or how Darik and Nicolle communicate, than to be linked to Walt.”
“We didn’t have a medical reason to transfuse Jill,” Megan said, stifling a yawn. “But if she ever wants to have a baby, we’ll have to. I have the instruction straight from the Great Mother in fact.” She held up a hand. “Can you hold off on telling him? I’d like to tell Jill first. Or the two of them together.”
“Aydarr says Gemma is insisting on entering the room now, to check on you.”
“Fine, let them all come in. Briefly.” Megan ran her free hand through her hair, desperately craving a bath. With longing, she wondered how long it would be before she could go into the hot springs. Right now I’d settle for a shower and a prettier nightgown.
There was a knock on the door and Gemma stuck her head in. “Is now a good time?”
Megan gestured to her. “Be my guest.”
Her fellow physician came to the bedside. “I’m making the others wait until I’ve done a quick exam. And I won’t let them stay, unless one or both of your sisters wants to sleep here tonight and help.”
Megan rested her hand on Gemma’s. “Thank you for all your efforts. I would have died without you.”
“All in a day’s work,” Gemma said cheerfully, although Megan took note of the dark circles under her eyes. “The Badari healers helped and of course your mate’s blood was indispensable. I’d love to write up this case history for the Sectors Journal of Obstetrics but I guess for the foreseeable future only you and I are going to know the lessons learned.”
Grinning, Megan said, “I’d love to co-author the article with you. We do need to put our heads together before anyone else has a baby here.”
“But not today.” Gemma touched the baby’s head. “You have a beautiful daughter. Good work, Mom.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Two weeks later, Megan stood in the stone circle deep in sanctuary valley, holding Hope, with Mateer at her side. Aydarr was on the platform in front of her and the entire pack was gathered around them. For a few hours today the valley was guarded only by the most trusted human soldiers.
When Aydarr had told Mateer and her about his desire to have a ceremony welcoming Hope to the pack, she immediately objected. “You’re not doing a blood oath with my baby.”
The Alpha’s smile was warm as he shook his head. “Of course not, have no worries. Hope was born a member of the pack with full rights. But you have to agree she represents something huge for the Badari, being our first ever naturally born child. I want to recognize this milestone in our history, to thank the goddess and to establish a ritual for welcoming future children into our midst. We’ve always said the cubs were the most important priority, even when we were all imprisoned and virtually helpless to protect them. Hope is no less important.”
Megan sighed and cuddled the baby closer. “I don’t want her to be overly burdened with this status as symbol. She’s a child. She’s entitled to a childhood, despite there being nothing normal about our lives right now.”
Mateer growled deep in his throat. “We’ll make sure she has the life she deserves, my oath on it.”
Aydarr switched to telepathy and spoke directly to the baby although allowing her parents to hear him. What do you think, little one?
Should you and I stand with your parents and the pack in the goddess’s circle and give thanks?
She’s a baby—she doesn’t understand. Irritation made Megan more terse than usual when addressing the Alpha.
Doesn’t she?  Aydarr stood patiently, gazing at Hope, who stared at him with the hint of golden light in her eyes. The Alpha stretched out one hand and the baby grasped his finger, holding tight.
Hope’s vocabulary extended to coos and cries at this stage, and the unsubtle expression of simple needs but Megan couldn’t deny the flash of green and the subtle hint of the goddess’s perfume in her mind, clearly coming through from her daughter, directed at Aydarr.
“All right, we’ll do the ceremony,” Megan said. “But then she gets to be a baby, not a symbol.”
“Agreed.  My fondest dream is for your daughter to be the first of many,” Aydarr said.
And so now here we are. Megan glanced across the circle, touched by all the support she’d received. Even the most toughened warriors in the pack had stopped by their cave to bring flowers or special foods, or even handmade toys for the baby. The human residents of the valley had been equally generous, and the reaction to what Harker had attempted to do was condemnation.
Timtur sang a blessing song, thanking the Great Mother for the addition of Hope to the pack, and then Aydarr left the platform to stand directly in front of Megan. He took the baby into his arms, as they’d previously agreed he could do, dropped a careful kiss on her forehead and raised her high for the pack to see as he said, “We welcome our newest member, Hope, daughter of Megan and Mateer.”
The pack let out a loud cheer but the baby merely cooed contentedly and Aydarr restored her to Megan’s arms.
“May there be many more such happy occasions,” Aydarr said. 
Megan and Mateer moved to seats set up at the side as Timtur sang the first notes of a new chant and Badari drummers provided an accompaniment for him, making the heart beat faster. Hope seemed fascinated by the whirling dancers who occupied the center of the space although she soon yawned and her eyelids grew droopy. Mateer rose and joined the dance as if unable to stop himself but soon enough the empty seat was filled by Yonn, the young alpha-born.
“May I hold her?” he asked.
Megan was surprised but agreeable. She showed Yonn how to cradle the baby in his arms and support her head adequately. The boy settled in the chair and held Hope to his heart. “She’ll have many older brothers to watch over her,” he said, glancing at Megan. “The grown Badari warriors can be her uncles but my fellow cubs and I have acknowledged her as our sister in our own hearts.”
Touched, Megan blinked back sudden tears. Her emotions were all over the place these days as her hormones tried to regain pre-pregnancy normalcy. “I’m sure she’ll be happy to have all of you to watch over her. I love the idea.”
Yonn grinned. “No doubt we’ll annoy her at times too. Certainly the older cubs irritate the younger ones on occasion, mostly when the little ones want to do everything the bigger ones can do.” He gave her a sideways look, ducking his head as if embarrassed but persevered. “I think your daughter will be a bold, fearless one, having you and Mateer as her parents.”
Megan had a feeling he was right. 
Jill joined them. “Do you mind if I hold my niece?” she asked Yonn.
“Of course, pack leader.” He handed her the baby with great care and then stepped into the dance circle, effortlessly picking up the step and the beat and disappearing in the crowd of Badari.
“I never was one to think much about motherhood,” Jill said, stroking the baby’s downy cheek with a fingertip. “But now, I’m getting broody.”
“I meant to talk to you about that—”
Jill shook her head, lips set in a grim line. “I can’t, not yet. Aydarr and the pack and the humans need me to be at the top of my fighting game until this war with the Khagrish is won and we’re all safe. He and I discussed it again last night and we’re in agreement. Frustrated because we want to be parents more than anything but winning the war comes first.”
“I-I’m sorry.” Megan was at a loss for what to say but she couldn’t argue with her older sister.
“Neither of us is happy about it, but we’re realists.” Jill rocked the baby in her arms. “I’ll enjoy babysitting Hope and any other infants who arrive. Didn’t the old Terran myth talk about giant birds delivering babies? Which when you think about it is rather a frightening idea.”
“There were definitely times I would have settled for a bird bringing me a baby, versus enduring  the contractions.” Megan smiled, thinking of what Darik and Nicolle had shared with her the night before, but it wasn’t her news to announce. She’d advised the couple to wait, even before telling the Alpha, since the first few months of a pregnancy could be uncertain, but she suspected Aydarr would figure things out. His connection to all members of his pack was complex and intense. Both Nicolle and Darik positively radiated happiness and of course were one of the few pairs who had shared blood for medical purposes. “Gemma and I are going to design a protocol for doing a minimal Badari-to-human transfusion for couples who want to try for a baby, figure out what the least invasive procedure might be but we haven’t had a chance to think about it in any detail.”
“You have a lot on your mind right now, sis. And I think maybe your daughter has a lot in her diaper.” Wrinkling her nose expressively, Jill laughed. “I’ll help you change her.”
Together Megan and her older sister walked to a more private area off to the side of the goddess’s circle, which had now been equipped with a changing table and a chair suitable for nursing, if needed. Megan couldn’t believe how much had been willingly done by these fierce warriors to accommodate the arrival of a baby.
“It means so much to them,” she said as she took care of her daughter’s needs.
Jill had no problem following the thought. “It means everything to all of them. Being able to have children and actually have a future fulfills a deep need in their souls. The Great Mother knows what she’s doing, I guess.”
“Thankfully,” Megan said in all seriousness.
“Aydarr’s going to announce the formation of the human council tomorrow night when we have the all-valley gathering to celebrate Hope’s arrival,” Jill said as they prepared to return to the main area.
Surprised, Megan considered the idea and felt good about it. “What made him change his mind?”
“He doesn’t think anything could have derailed Harker’s madness but he believes at least a few of the men who were drawn to what Harker was selling might have been saved or diverted perhaps if there had been a human organization here in the valley. A structure more concrete than the admin set up for onboarding new arrivals and assigning tasks, etcetera.” Jill shrugged. “I don’t know. Throughout history there have always been malcontents and those who hate for no reason, but I encouraged Aydarr to move forward. If—when—we win this planet and move into the next phase of creating a civilized world, there has to be true co-operation between the Badari and the humans who choose to stay and some form of governance will be needed. This is a start.”
“I’m glad I’m a doctor, not an Alpha or an Alpha’s mate,” Megan said frankly. ”This is all above my pay grade. But if anything good comes from my having been kidnapped, I’m all for it.”
Jill squeezed her arm and moved aside as Mateer came up to them.
“How are my ladies doing?” he asked, leaning over to give first Megan and then the baby a kiss.
“I’m tired,” Megan admitted. “Do you think anyone will notice if we slip away?” She watched the dancers for a moment. “The party’s going pretty well. No one will miss us. And the baby is a convenient excuse to go home.”
“Your wish is my command.” Mateer held out his arms. “You seem exhausted, mate. May I have the honor of carrying you and Hope to our cave?”
“I like to travel on my own two legs but I’ll admit the idea of curling up and letting you do the walking is really appealing right now.” Despite the skillful work done by Gemma in operating on her and saving her life, Megan was sore and achy. She refused painkillers since she was nursing and the Badari blood was taking care of any risk of infection but she’d been through a lot in the last few weeks. The Badari healers had been generous with their time, performing long chants and sending waves of their special power into her, which had helped. 
Of course, the baby was waking every two hours or so all night to nurse, which was exhausting. 
“If you don’t mind giving me a lift, I’d be grateful.”
For answer, her mate swept her up and held her close, pivoting to follow the path through the forest leading to the residence area.
She knew there were several Badari warriors flanking them, on Aydarr’s new standing orders that neither she nor Hope should be left unguarded. I’m sorry to pull the soldiers away from the party.
It’s their honor, truly. All are volunteers but of course the entire pack volunteered. Mateer’s mental voice held amusement. In some respects Aydarr is as nervous as if he was the new father himself.
Good practice for him. Megan yawned and fought off an urge to sleep, tightening her hold on the baby. I should have put Hope in the carrier. Did anyone think to bring it with us?
Skyl has it. Not much further but we can stop and transfer her now if you’re worried.
I’ll make it. Probably a good thing we can’t do anything but actually sleep together for six weeks or so yet because you’d be making love to a willing but snoring woman tonight. I have the emotional desire but no energy to act on it, not even with your big sexy body curled next to me.
I’ll survive and when we do make love again, the experience will be all the sweeter.
I can wait. Mateer was reassuring.  I love you more than life itself. The fear of losing you brought me to my knees.
She kissed his cheek as he began the climb to their cave. “We’ve been through so much together,” she said in a whisper, “And we triumphed over the worst the Khagrish could throw at us and you defeated Harker’s deranged scheme. Together, we’re unbeatable.”
“Did the goddess tell you that?”
“She didn’t have to.” Megan snuggled closer to her mate as he entered their home and the MARL power unit brought up the lights to a subtle glow. “Some things a woman just knows.”
 
***
 
Thank you for reading BADARI WARRIOR’S BABY!
 I hope you enjoyed the adventure (and, of course, I’d love a review if you have time and the inclination to write one. Even a few sentences would be wonderful. Authors relish reader feedback).
 
Next up will be REEDE, also in 2019 (late summer probably), continuing the Badari story and the quest to defeat the Khagrish enemy. 
 
If you’d like to stay up to date on all my new releases, please sign up for my newsletter HERE.
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