
        
            
                
            
        

    Table of Contents


Dedication

Acknowledgments

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

About Veronica Scott

Also by Veronica Scott




DAEGAN: A BADARI WARRIORS SCIFI ROMANCE
(Sectors New Allies Series Book 10)
By Veronica Scott
 
Copyright 2019 by Jean D. Walker
 
This book is a work of fiction. The names, places, characters, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.
 
Cover Art by Fiona Jayde



DEDICATION
To my daughters Valerie and Elizabeth, my brother David, and my best friend Daniel for all their encouragement and support! 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Julie C and The E-book Formatting Fairies!



CHAPTER ONE
 
Flo Michetti set the flyer down with perfect control on the landing field in Sanctuary Valley and opened the rear door so the squad of Badari soldiers could exit. “Another milk run,” she said to the man in the co-pilot seat. “I wonder when this war is going to heat up again and we’ll see some action? Of course I’ll be flying one of these, not stuck on the ground.”
Camron grinned, showing the tips of his fangs. “The enemy is distracted at the moment, with the mountain fever problem and not having a central Security Officer. We need to make gains while we can.”
Flo got out of the pilot’s chair and stretched. “I suppose you’re right. Hey, you did a good job flying evasive patterns today.”
“I had a good teacher.”
Smiling to acknowledge the compliment, Flo led the way out of the flyer, locking it up since she was nominally in charge, and then heading off across the field toward her quarters as Camron left to meet his mate for dinner. She wanted a good long soak in the communal hot springs pool and then a nice dinner in the big dining room, after which she’d see who was up for a game of cards. With so many of the guys getting paired off with mates these days, including Camron, it was getting harder and harder to organize a good table to keep the play exciting.
“Flo!”
Hearing her name, she paused and waited for Gabe, her old captain, to catch up. “I’ll do a report in the morning, boss,” she said, hoping to short circuit the conversation so she could get on with her plans for the evening, modest though they were. “The alien AI doesn’t need my data to crunch tonight. I’m sure the Badari gave him plenty from the lab we cleaned out today.”
“Nothing to do with data—Aydarr wants to meet with you.”  Gabe’s voice was unusually sharp and he frowned as if she was already tardy.
Folding her arms across her chest and taking a deep breath to quell her annoyance, because she knew damn well there’d been no meeting on her calendar for tonight, she asked, “Why in the seven hells would the Alpha want to see me?”
Gabe shook his head. “Something’s up for sure. Hush hush but everyone’s intense. And Jill was gearing up over at the armory about an hour ago.”
“Wow.” Aydarr’s mate was ex-Special Forces and tough as nails but the Alpha hated to have her go into the field on a mission since the enemy would do anything to recapture her. “Are you invited?” Knowing her captain, he’d be even more annoyed if he was being excluded from whatever was going on.
“Yeah.” As they turned their steps toward the path leading to the admin offices where Aydarr conducted meetings, Gabe handed her a wrapped sandwich. “Something to hold you off until you can make it to the chow line.”
Her stomach rumbled as the delicious aroma of the offering. “You’re a prince and if Keshara hadn’t snapped you up already—”
“Yeah, stow the bullshit, Florenzia.” He reached out to ruffle her spiky blue and purple tinted hair as a big brother might, because he delighted in the fact it annoyed her.  About as much as calling her by her full name did. “You and me? Never would have worked, not even as a one nighter.”
“True.” Actually she was glad she and Gabe had never had any chemistry between them. She preferred to keep her work as a mercenary, which is what she’d been in the Sectors, and her romantic life separate. Assuming of course there’d actually been any romantic life to speak of. Munching on the sandwich full of savory barbecued meat and rich sauce, she indulged in a little self-reflection as she hiked, which was unusual for her. Live in the moment was more her style but this damn planet and the war against the Khagrish required longer term thinking. She speculated idly if she’d ever be able to get off this rock and return to her freewheeling life in Sectors’ space.
Gabe of course was mated to his Badari Alpha, Keshara. He sure wasn’t going anywhere else, which left Flo on her own to find new employment if she ever was able to leave the planet.
She finished the last bites of the sandwich just as she walked into the admin building, licking her fingers to be sure all the sauce was gone.
“Aydarr and Jill and the others are waiting.” Nicolle, the admin assistant to the Alpha and his mate, met them before they’d gone too far down the hall. “In the conference room.”
Aydarr, his mate, MARL the ancient alien Artificial Intelligence Jill owned, the pack’s enforcer Mateer and senior soldier Kierce were waiting. The Alpha made quick work of offering Flo a mug of the local tea, which she accepted and then they were all seated and waiting expectantly for the discussion.
“We’ve got a rare opportunity,” the Alpha said, getting right to the heart of the matter as was his usual style, “To finally locate the island facility where Kierce was created and where the other Badari he grew up with are imprisoned.”
Flo glanced at the impassive Kierce, the only Badari who could actually shift into his animal form. “That’s good news. Are we flying out tonight or tomorrow?”
Aydarr shook his head. “The situation is much more complicated. I need a volunteer for an undercover mission and I won’t lie—it’s going to be risky for a variety of reasons. MARL caught an intercept today indicating a small shipment of human women is to be sent to this island, wherever it is, to be mated to the Badari. Now the Khagrish can’t create any more of us in the labs, for whatever reason, the scientists are desperate to make us the old fashioned way.”
“Using human women,” she said with disgust. The Khagrish had no redeeming virtues she was aware of, being a thoroughly repellent race lacking any vestige of ethics. They pursued their experiments and distorted research at all costs and with no compunctions about harming others, especially Badari or humans.
“Right. The situation is evidently so desperate this secret base broke their silence to negotiate with Dr. Gahzhing at the central lab on this continent for a group of women, who are to be flown out tomorrow from a lab in the east.”  Aydarr’s voice dripped contempt for Gahzhing, who’d held him captive at one time and attempted to molest Jill. She’d gotten the better of him and escaped but no one on either side would ever forgive or forget the past.
A prickling on the back of Flo’s neck represented her well-honed instinct for danger waking up, making her wary but excited at the same time. As a former soldier, she craved the excitement and challenges of a major operation against the enemy. Her adrenaline levels rose just thinking about the possibilities. “Are we going to shadow the delivery flyer?”
Aydarr shook his head. “Not a bad idea but even when we find the island, we don’t know the current situation. Kierce told us the pack structure was never instituted and the Khagrish there have actively sought to eliminate anyone showing alpha characteristics.”
Flo swung around in her chair to gape at Kierce, who shrugged and elaborated. “We have our men we look up to but we keep their position among us a secret. And there’s no hierarchy such as we have here in this pack. Now I’ve been here in the valley for a while, I can see how effective the strategy has been at my original lab, keeping the Badari disorganized and less able to rebel.”
 Drumming his talons on the table, Aydarr wrenched control of the discussion back to his own agenda. “We can’t go in there blind. Flo, I need a volunteer to be substituted for one of the human women in the group, wearing a tracker and find the Alpha at the island lab, or whatever passes for one in their structure, and size up the situation. Give me an assessment of what will happen if we do mount a rescue operation. Maybe even negotiate an alliance.”
Pulse pounding, she stared at him. “You want me to go undercover?”
“Exactly. Gabe tells me you did this type of work before, when you were in the Sectors military. I need someone who can finesse the situation and stay alive long enough to find out what I need to know, whose judgment I trust and who happens to be a human woman.” The Alpha grinned but it was obvious his mild sally was surface amusement only. “You, in other words.”
“I volunteered to allow myself to be recaptured,” Kierce said.
“Not happening.” Aydarr’s refusal was immediate. “There’s no guarantee they’d take you to the island, since you’re the only survivor of the special experiment done on this continent. You might find yourself being studied at the central facility here by Dr. Gahzhing, who relishes conducting research in a lot of painful ways. We can’t risk you.”
“Then we’d have to rescue your ass a second time,” Mateer said with a smile and a poke in the ribs that nearly dislodged Kierce from his chair. The two men were close in size, although Flo often wondered if Kierce’s ability to transform into a giant tiger gave him any kind of an edge over the enforcer.
“So let me get the mission parameters straight,” Flo said, discarding the tangential thoughts about Mateer and Kierce and where they stood in the pack’s dominance hierarchy.  Focus on the job at hand. “We fly to this other lab tonight, yank one woman out, substitute me, I get taken to the island, which you’ll then have the location of since I’ll be wearing a tracker—”
“I’ll insert a manifestation of myself into your spine,” MARL said, from where he floated in the air next to Jill. His surface was dappled with shades of green today, like algae clouds in constant motion.
Ok, Flo didn’t like the sound of that but leave the detail for later. “Riiight. I find the Alpha who’ll be incognito, tell him about us and…what?”
“MARL says he can contact you via the device he plans to implant,” Jill said, entering the conversation. Anything to do with MARL was her department since the AI only answered to her. “Depending on your evaluation of the situation, we’ll decide on the next course of action.”
“She’ll be going in pretty blind.” Gabe didn’t sound happy. “I know Kierce can brief her to some extent but conditions may have changed there since he was sent to this continent.”
Flo appreciated her old captain watching out for her. She also had to admit the assignment was important and had intriguing aspects. And I love the fact no one else can carry this job out as well as I can. Professional pride banished the butterflies in her gut.
“The thing is,” Kierce said, choosing his words with care, “Although the Badari on the island hate the Khagrish for the most part, some refuse to see with clear vision. A few men collaborate to gain special privileges, to be allowed to live past the standard termination date, or for a variety of personally motivated reasons. And as I said, there’s no pack as such. So even if the Alpha who was there when I left declared his support for Aydarr and led an uprising when we attack, things may not go smoothly.”
“We need to know. We need current intel,” Jill said, drumming her fingers on the table. “But first we need to know where the damn island is.”
Aydarr was watching Flo carefully as if trying to read her mind. “You can refuse. I’m not ordering anyone to go into such a dangerous situation.”
“Who would you send then?” Flo asked, already possessive of her assignment. “I mean, we do have a few other women with military skills among the population but no one to my knowledge with the specialized training and experience I have.”
“You’re clearly the logical candidate, the best person for the mission.” Aydarr rose. “We can give you half an hour to decide. I’ll be in my office if you want to discuss this in private with Gabe and maybe Kierce. Then either we’re a go or I have to move on to the next candidate.”
“No need,” she said, turning her head left and then right and cracking her neck to ease the tension building in the ligaments. “I’m in. Let’s get this rolling.”
The Alpha showed no surprise. She heard Gabe clear his throat as if he might want to say something but when Flo checked with him wordlessly, he shook his head. “You’ve got guts, Florenzia.”
She flipped him her middle finger. “And I hate my full name, as you know. I wish I’d never told you.”
“You didn’t—it was right there on your military honorable discharge record.” Gabe smirked.
“We’re keeping everything to do with this mission top secret,” Aydarr said, ignoring the banter. “Dr. Garrison will come up to assist MARL in doing the implant—”
“Human anatomy is straightforward,” the AI interrupted, red flashes spiking through the green on his surface. “I require no assistance.”
“Well you’re going to get it,” Aydarr said in a no nonsense tone, frowning in MARL’s direction. “I’m not letting you insert anything in a human without a human doctor observing and advising.”
MARL rose higher in the air as if he planned to protest but a glance from Jill and he settled. “Very well.”
The Alpha outlined the next steps crisply. “As soon as the implant is done, we’ll head out to the lab where the women are gathered. Gabe, you’ll pilot. MARL is going to help us infiltrate the lab, snatch a woman and put you in her place, Flo. We know the Khagrish don’t pay much attention to the details of any particular human, other than my mate here, so it should work. You can blend with the crowd.” Now he grinned. “Despite the hair color. Fortunately your fellow humans seem to go in for these exotic  shades.”
“I can take out the color with a quick rinse, if we have the right chemicals,” Flo offered. It was true, however, she’d seen many freed prisoners male and female with hair as spectacularly colorful as hers. The style was a Sectors-wide fad in fact.
“I’ll check with Nicolle about the hair while you’re getting the implant from MARL but if we don’t have a way to reverse the colors, we’ll have to take the chance,” Jill said. “The intel we’ve gotten from recent rescuees is the Khagrish are mixing prisoners taken from various ships, so it won’t necessarily appear odd to any of the other women to have you in their midst. Kierce will brief you as much as he can about his island on the flight to the lab.”
There was a knock at the door and Dr. Megan Garrison came in. Flo had forgotten she was telepathic with all the Badari. Probably the instant she’d said she’d do this crazy mission, Aydarr or Mateer, the doctor’s mate, must have called Megan. The doctor looked Flo over carefully.
“You’re doing this of your own free will? You understand the risks?” she asked.
“Seven hells, doc, who understands all the risks around here? I trust MARL.” About as far as I can throw him, which is not at all but this mission can’t succeed if I don’t take the implant. Wouldn’t be the first time Flo had been sent out on a job with new or experimental tech. Sometimes it worked and other times there was a spectacular fuck up. She’d deal.  The chance to take on such a critical task and to have more real action than flying squads of soldiers here and there every day and training Badari to be better pilots was too good to resist. She’d been missing the extra edge real danger provided in life.
For the implant procedure, Flo, Dr. Garrison, Jill and MARL removed to a smaller conference room where a bed had been set up.
“Want me to come hold your hand?” Gabe asked, his manner flippant but real concern shining in his eyes.
Flo shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, captain, but no one in our old branch of the service needs hand holding. If MARL screws this up, I’ll blast him, first chance I get.”
The AI emitted a high pitched squeak, turned blazing orange and zigzagged across the room. Jill laughed and made a beckoning gesture at her sidekick as if wooing a skittish pet. “She was kidding. We all know you can’t be affected by our weapons. Come back here and do this. We don’t have much time.”
Gabe shook Flo’s hand and left the room, saying nonchalantly over his shoulder, “See you on the flyer then.” He didn’t fool Flo—he was worried about her but he had confidence in her proven abilities to get a difficult job done.
“If you’ll strip and lie face down on the bed, please,” Megan said, taking a portable scanner out of her medical bag. “I need to check for any abnormalities or pre-existing conditions before we let MARL do an implant.”
“Here’s a medical gown.” Jill handed Flo the item in question, looted from a Khagrish lab.
Unembarrassed, Flo took off her boots and stripped to the skin, laying her black tee shirt and camouflage pants aside. She saw one of the beige jumpsuits the Khagrish made their prisoners wear stacked on the room’s chair, and a set of the utilitarian white underwear peeked out from under the garment. A pair of prison issue flip-flops waited. “Can I keep my own underwear for now?”
“It would be best if you were completely undressed,” MARL said.
With a shrug, Flo removed her panties and bra, took the gown from the chair where she’d set it, put it on and stretched out on the bed on her stomach as instructed.  “Tell me this isn’t going to hurt. I won’t believe you but it’d be nice to hear.”
“There will be no pain,” MARL said.
Megan was thorough in her scan and made MARL explain in great detail where he planned to insert the implant and what its purpose was. “And we can remove it when the mission is complete?”
Now the AI hesitated. “I should be able to do so but in any case there’s no danger in it remaining permanently embedded.”
“Let me go on the record to say I want it out when I’m finished with this,” Flo said. “Since we all know we’re going to do this, can we get it over with? I need every minute to get my briefing on the island and the key personnel from Kierce.”
“Of course.” Megan stepped aside and MARL floated to the bedside. 
He projected a blue light, which skimmed over Flo’s body, producing a mild tingling and causing her to sneeze. “It’s advisable to hold still,” he said.
“Then don’t make me laugh or sneeze.” Flo centered her mind and detached from the situation, not wanting to tense up.
“I’ll insert my manifestation here.” MARL shot a narrowly focused green beam at the back of Flo’s head, creating pressure but no pain.
“I thought you said this was going into her spine?” Jill asked.
“After scanning, I’ve determined the odds of success are higher if I do the insert here.”
“Flo?” Jill’s voice was concerned. “Okay with you?”
MARL  created a three dimensional image of a silver circle, etched or inscribed with symbols. “Here is the insert, magnified many million times. Neither you nor the Khagrish has the technology to detect it once I’ve set the actual transmitter into your tissues.”
Flo thought it was a little odd the AI possessed this technology, almost like chipping an animal but she decided the topic was a discussion for another day. Or maybe above her rank in the scheme of things. Immaterial to the mission at hand. “Thanks for the visual but just get it over with.”
Metallic skin flashing red-violet, the AI wasted no more time. “Inserting now.”
She didn’t feel a thing, nor did she feel any different. “Is it working?”
“Yes, I’m getting location data,” MARL said. “You are here.”
“Did you just make a joke?” Jill asked with a laugh.
Flo sat up, told a solicitous Megan she felt fine and asked for a moment alone to get dressed. The room cleared and she hopped off the bed to put on the Khagrish prisoner uniform. Ironically, she’d never actually been in a Khagrish cell. When she was captured, along with Gabe and Brent, the third member of their crew, they’d been forced into stasis envelopes and Jill Garrison rescued them during her own escape. Luckily the Khagrish were fairly disorganized about how they managed the lives of their prisoners and her lack of familiarity with specific prison protocols shouldn’t cause any problems. She knew a lot of other things about the Khagrish all right.
There was a knock on the door and she fastened the jumpsuit. “I’m decent.”
Aydarr walked in. “I wanted a chance to speak alone with you to tell you how much I appreciate this and how much I regret I can’t figure out any other way to find and rescue these Badari. The necessity to leave a large group of humans as prisoners in this lab we’re going to infiltrate tonight is unfortunate. I also regret having to allow twenty or so women to be sent off to the other lab for breeding purposes without rescuing them but I have to locate these other Badari.”
“The end justifies the means?” she asked gently, sliding her feet into the flip-flops and grimacing. She always hated having anything between her toes.
“We’re spread so thin on the ground, it’s a miracle we can rescue anyone at all. We’ve been incredibly lucky and I know it, “Aydarr said. “Adding another hundred or so Badari soldiers to my forces will be a game changer as you humans like to say. I have to make the tradeoffs with an eye toward winning the damn war not any one individual battle.”
Flo studied him, astonished the Alpha had revealed so much of his thinking to her. “I have immense respect for you, sir, or I wouldn’t be going on this mission. I’m glad this kind of decision is above my pay grade as it’s obviously a heavy load to bear. If I may say so, I think we’re all lucky you and Jill are here to run the war. You both have the guts and the vision required. It’s an honor to serve under you both.”
He extended his hand. “Thank you and good luck.”
Badari weren’t big on skin to skin contact with humans, except with their mates, so Flo took it as a high honor and shook his hand. “We should probably get going.”
He opened the door to the hall and allowed her to walk out first. There was a small circle of people waiting for them, plus MARL, floating serenely and displaying a soothing set of pink tones washing over his surface.
He’s happy he got to shove his toy in my brain. With an effort Flo kept herself from putting her hand to the spot on the back of her head where the implant had been inserted. Oh yeah, I’ll be glad when this comes out again. Military tech was one thing, unknown tech in her head from a ten thousand year old alien AI was another.
Mateer handed Aydarr his weapons and the Alpha led the way from the admin building to the landing field. Badari soldiers guarded the path and there were no humans in sight. Flo knew the Alpha didn’t hesitate to shut down portions of the valley when he was conducting secret operations and applauded his discretion. The recent problem with a few bad apples among the humans was fresh in everyone’s mind and the last thing she wanted to risk was someone betraying her once she was in the middle of the Khagrish lab on a desolate island in the southern ocean.
Knowing Gabe was the pilot gave her confidence. Aydarr, Jill and MARL were accompanied by three senior Badari soldiers, all of whom Flo trusted to watch her six. Kierce was also in the group and would take part in the operation but the two of them sat at the front of the flyer’s passenger compartment and he immediately commenced his briefing to her about the island and what life was like there, even before the craft took off.
She absorbed the data as fast as he explained it, using a special memory module the Sectors military had given her back in the day when she was active duty. “So, no pack structure?”
“No, although there is a man we all respect and obey but of necessity he plays the part of a lowly soldier, not even a senior soldier, to stay below the Khagrish scanners. I think our lab was begun at some time after the original labs on this continent which may be why the Khagrish there deliberately deviated from the pack model our DNA pushes us toward adopting.” Kierce frowned. “Aydarr and I think even at the earlier time the Khagrish were beginning to realize the military benefits of Badari organizing themselves into a hierarchy might be outweighed by the existence of an Alpha the soldiers swore blood oaths to. Until I joined this pack, I’d never sworn a blood oath to anyone.”
Leaning closer, Flo tried to imagine an Alpha concealing his essential nature. “Tell me about this guy, because he’s my target. He’s the one Aydarr wants me to get in touch with and persuade to join us.”
“His name is Daegan.” Jaw clenched, Kierce stopped speaking. “Even now it’s hard for me to expose him as the commander he truly is.”
“Distinguishing marks? I gotta pick him out pretty fast once I get there, assuming the damn scientists give us any opportunity to pair off on our own.” Flo grinned. “I hope this guy’s true mate isn’t going to be on the flight or I might have a problem. You guys don’t do threesomes.”
“I wish I could give you his image telepathically,” Kierce said, crossing his arms and frowning. “To me, he’s just another Badari. You know what we look like.” Gesturing at himself with a laugh, he said, “Big, muscles, talons, fangs—”
Biting her lip not to laugh at his attempts to adequately describe the man in question, Flo tried to be helpful. “Handsome, yeah I’ve got the basic description down. Hair color? Eye color? Any scars?”
“Black hair, which he prefers to wear long when we aren’t doing deployments offworld. His eyes are the usual amber. Maybe they show his Alpha nature more than anything else because his gaze can be intense. A little taller than I am, more heavily muscled actually. No scars or at least none I remember.”
“Not too much help but I’m sure I can find him.” Flo studied Kierce. “Tell me the truth, how likely is it this guy Daegan will want to join Aydarr and the rest of us in fighting the Khagrish?”
“We hate the Khagrish,” Kierce said. “But until I met this pack, I had no idea of the existence of other Badari, or the humans, much less the war for survival Aydarr and Jill now lead. We’re well insulated on the island from seeing any bigger picture. I’m sure Daegan wants us to be free as much as the next Badari but whether he’ll be easy to recruit to the cause?” As if to give himself a chance to gather his thoughts, Kierce stared at the flyer’s ceiling while Flo waited. “You’ll be asking him to absorb a lot of new information in a short time. Uncertainty comes with it as well, learning we’re only a relatively small part of a much bigger war. I’d say tread carefully but it’d be reasonable to expect him to offer an alliance at least, in return for freeing his men.”
“All right, fair enough. Sometimes those of us in the valley forget what’s obvious to us might not be to others without our specific experiences. Tell me more about the set up on the island.” Flo thought to herself based on Kierce’s honest assessment, Aydarr’s mission might not be as straight forward as the Alpha hoped. And his pack sure didn’t have the resources to round up and contain over a hundred other Badari. Even here, on the northern continent, the Tzibir contingent of reptile-DNA Badari hadn’t thrown in with Aydarr, preferring to go their own road and co-operate with the Khagrish to some extent.
Kierce seemed relieved to switch topics and launched into an explanation of how the island complex was organized.
 
The flyer arrived at the lab late at night and Gabe set the ship down well away from the installation, so there was a certain amount of hiking involved. Flo regretted giving up her boots for the flip-flops and she hated not carrying a weapon.
When the team arrived at the outer boundary of the force field protecting the lab, MARL created a small gap in the energy field and one by one the team slipped through. MARL was capable of throwing up a distortion field to render them basically invisible to Khagrish scanners and with Aydarr in the lead, the group reached the lab buildings undetected.
Nerves on edge, Flo crouched in the darkness with the others as MARL did his bag of tricks, scanning the complex, identifying where the twenty human women were being held. He hacked into the artificial intelligence system running the lab, using secret back doors and passwords Jill set up a long time ago. The Khagrish might be absolute masters at genetic manipulation but they weren’t too adept with computers and artificial intelligence.
A small door to the right of her hissed open and MARL led the way. Flo stayed in the center of the tight bunch of Badari, knowing they were protected under his distortion field. Kierce remained outside to act as sentry. The lab was basically like all the others Flo had seen, and MARL brought them inside the facility in the middle of the cell block. The Khagrish had vids but MARL was giving them a false readout and the aliens’ security guards rarely patrolled at night.
As long as we’re efficient, we’ll pull this off undetected. Flo’s nerves were tightly wound nevertheless as she and her companions proceeded down the corridor.
When they arrived at the proper cell, MARL stopped, floating in midair, bobbing slightly, with violet and chartreuse running over him in a gaudy display. Aydarr sent a small dissolving canister of sleep gas through the tiny opening MARL created in the force field barrier in front of the cell and the group waited while the highly localized, concentrated gas did its work and dissipated. At the Alpha’s hand signal, MARL opened the cell entirely and the squad rushed inside. Aydarr swept up one of the unconscious women from a bunk at the rear of the cell, wordlessly pointing out her elaborately colored hair with a grin for Flo. Darik quickly removed the unconscious woman’s neurocontroller bracelet before she was carried out of the cell. He then placed the black bracelet on Flo’s wrist setting off a brief flare of heat against her skin and pain along her arm as the device adjusted to her. 
Biting her lip and muttering curses to herself, Flo lay on the cot and watched as her teammates left the cell. When MARL put the force barrier back up there was a sizzle and then she could no longer see the squad as the AI reinstated his distortion shield. Flo laced her fingers behind her head and stared at the ceiling. I’m in for it now. She hoped the woman who’d been rescued wasn’t close friends with any of the others in the cell but was prepared to spin a story about how the Khagrish had entered in the night and made the substitution for their own inscrutable reasons. Frankly she doubted anyone was going to care. Most humans in the Khagrish lab system were pretty beaten down and frightened, unlikely to make a fuss or take the risk of bringing the aliens’ attention onto themselves.
Flo moved her arm to where she could study the bracelet in the subdued light. She’d never had  to endure one of these either but it’d been made clear to her they could be used to inflict severe pain, at times enough to kill. She planned to be a model prisoner, obedient to a fault. 
Right up to the moment when she wasn’t.
 
When the lights came up to signify morning and an annoying buzzer sounded to make sure the prisoners were awake, the other women rose groggily and milled around, using the limited bathroom facilities and straightening their  clothing and hair as much as it was possible to do so. Flo joined the group at the muster line toward the front of the cell and although a few looked at her with mildly puzzled expressions, no one asked where the other woman had gone. Actually no one spoke at all, which suited Flo fine.
The Khagrish guards brought the breakfast mush in bowls, carried on trays by robo servers and again no one blinked or said anything about Flo. The guards only seemed to care whether they had the same count of human women as they’d had the night before.
“We’ll be loading you onto the flyer in an hour,” the security captain said as the robos deposited the food trays on the tables and left the cell. “It’s a long flight to your next destination but the location will be the end of your journey.” He gave them a leer. “You should be grateful you were selected for this experiment, believe me.”
The guards marched away and the women headed for the tables.
“What do you suppose he meant by his last remark?” someone asked. “Has anyone heard anything about the reason the Khagrish gathered us up?”
Apparently the room full of women hadn’t been told anything about the purpose for which they’d been chosen, so Flo held her tongue as well while idle speculation buzzed in the air. Wild as some of the guesses were, no one came close to the true purpose behind the Khagrishi actions.
She wasn’t here to get to know the other women although she was mildly curious where they’d been in the Sectors when they were kidnapped, but not enough to ask questions when no one else was making any effort to become acquainted.
As promised, the guards returned all too soon and escorted the prisoners outside, to the landing field and onto a big, rear-loading cargo style flyer, which was the first one Flo had seen on the planet. We could sure use one of these. She amused herself by contemplating how she’d go about hijacking this craft if she had a different mission than the one she was actually assigned to. The women weren’t shackled or restrained in any way, merely told to stay in their seats. The guards seated fore and aft didn’t even pay much attention to them. Clearly they didn’t regard the women as any threat.
The flyer took off smoothly and flew south as far as Flo could tell from the limited view she had on the overhead vids.
“Where exactly are we going?” one guard asked the other in Khagrish, offering him a pack of feelgood sticks. “Have you ever heard of this island lab?”
His friend selected a purple-tipped feelgood and lit up. “Nah, but this whole planet is full of secrets of one kind or another. Probably soft duty for some lucky bastards.”
“Not if they’re guarding a pack of Badari.” The first man also lit up, inhaling the colored smoke with obvious pleasure. “I did two tours in the lab where the animals were kept on this continent and they were scary, let me tell you. Give them an inch and you’re likely to be dead. Glad I wasn’t there when they broke out.”
Checking to see where the officer was, the second guard said in a low voice, “I heard the authorities handled things smarter at this island facility. Didn’t let the Badari form packs, killed off any alphas at a young age. Easier to handle when they don’t have a leader.”
Flo wondered if the Khagrishi was right. If these new Badari were too tame, or too collaborative with the Khagrish, they’d be no help at all to Aydarr. They could even prove to be a hindrance. Of course Kierce was a fierce warrior and joined Aydarr’s pack willingly so that was a good sign. She leaned her head against the bulkhead and let herself drift into a light sleep. Better to arrive rested and ready for anything than to force herself to stay awake during a long and boring flight.



CHAPTER TWO
 
It was Daegan’s favorite time of the day – dawn. The day was full of new promise and possibilities, at least until the Khagrish did something to ruin it. He stretched and went for a run on the hard packed sand of the beach where the tide had gone out. The little brown birds on their long legs skittered out of his path as he pounded along and he gave a wide berth to the small red-and-black crustaceans scuttling here and there in search of morsels to eat. The creatures were no real threat to a man his size but their pinch hurt. The sky was amazing this morning, all pinks and purples as the sun came up. For a few heartbeats of time the clouds resembled the massive trees of the goddess’s shrine, not that he’d ever seen it with his own eyes but he’d dreamt of walking there and heard her voice once or twice.
Stopping in awe, he drank in the sight until the clouds became nothing but colorful wisps and he resumed his run.
As he went, he pondered whether the cloud display had been a sign or portent from the Great Mother. But signifying what? Not much ever changed here at the lab and certainly nothing ever became easier for the Badari.
He could only go as far as the force barrier marking the end of the Preserve, where the Khagrish allowed his kind to live in between deployments or experiments. Usually he made the circuit three or four times to get enough of a workout but today he dove into the waves for a brief swim before seating himself on his favorite boulder, where he could get an excellent view out to sea. The wide open emptiness appealed to him, called to him. 
But I’m unlikely to ever  get the chance to explore any further than I ran today, which is as far as I could go yesterday or any of the thousands of days.
Daegan hated the Khagrish with every fiber of his body but he had to admit they’d perfected the art of keeping their dangerous experimental  ‘animals’ like him under tight control. Doesn’t mean I won’t keep my eyes open for a chance, no matter how slight, for us to win our freedom.
He made the same vow to the goddess in one form or another each day.
Now it was time for him to check in telepathically with his man in each pod and get a feel for how things were going, had anyone heard rumors about what the Khagrish might impose next, was anyone having difficulties, were the youngest Badari all right. Could he help with anything? Letting the Khagrish figure out he was unusually respected by the other Badari would be an instant death sentence for him so it all had to be done carefully but Daegan’s driving motivation, aside from taking revenge on the scientists, was to take care of his brothers.
When the task was done, with nothing new reported and no major problems, he regretfully climbed from the rock and jogged toward the huts where he and  the others lived. Time to shower and change, eat the breakfast the men on cooking duty had prepared from the bounty of the island and the ocean, and get ready for whatever the day ahead might bring.
 
Flo was curious to see as much of the island from above as she could when the flyer circled in for a landing. It seemed to be a huge place, maybe one in a chain of islands. She hoped MARL’s implant was working and Aydarr knew where she was. This whole mission would be a write off if the insert failed but Flo as always had backup plans and the ability to fly these Khagrish craft was a big factor in her favor. She also planned to take Jill Garrison’s example and allow the Khagrish to underestimate her abilities as a soldier until it was too late.
Still, it was disheartening to leave the flyer which was her last connection to her comrades and what passed for home right now. The women were herded into a tight group and marched into a holding area. The air was hot and humid and Flo could tell she was a bit dehydrated. Her normal style would have been to demand water but in her current circumstances she held off. The girl next to her was in danger of fainting and Flo and another woman supported her because the guards wouldn’t allow them to sit.
A Khagrish scientist strode into the room, ascending a small platform at the front. He was trailed by the usual phalanx of lab techs in their plain green coats. His jacket was practically misshapen from all the special pins and badges he wore and his hair was deep red, not a hint of any other color, which Flo knew meant he was high caste indeed.
Fingers steepled, he surveyed the group. “They certainly didn’t bestir themselves to send me the best quality females, did they?” he said to the nearest tech with a sniff. “But these humans will do for the initial experiment.  The Badari in my care have no expectations.” Raising his voice and switching to Basic, he said, “I’m Dr. Nyddfalorr and you’ve been transferred to my authority for a special experiment. Nothing too taxing, merely to meet and form attachments with certain uh soldiers based here on the island. My expectation is for you to form pair bonds with at least one male each breeding season and produce offspring to keep my program supplied with new subjects.”
Clearly Nyddfalorr was unacquainted with the way the Badari mated for life with one woman. Or else these Badari have strayed a long way from their goddess’s commandments. Flo maintained a blank face, as if she hadn’t known any of this beforehand.
Others weren’t so reserved.
“I’ll die first,” yelled a woman on the edge of the crowd.
“I’m not going to be knocked up by some stranger and then give you the baby,” screamed another.
The other women shouted and catcalled in agreement.
The guards raised their neurocontrollers and the next minute the prisoners were on the floor screaming in pain. Flo did her best to ride it out and keep her wits about her as she fell to the floor, contorting in a vain effort to lessen the agony but it took every ounce of her training to stay focused.
“A mild dose of the form of encouragement we use here,” the scientist said as the pain cut off. “Currently I’m committed to conducting this experiment in the most humane manner and have allotted time for you to meet the men in question and choose your first partner of your own free will. No coercion. Resist me, however, or repeat the scene you created a few moments ago and things can go much more harshly.”
As if any of what he’d said made the whole situation better. Typical Khagrish horror show. The only thing making it bearable was knowing Aydarr was committed to taking this place down. Flo staggered to her feet and helped other women rise. The girl who’d been close to fainting was passed out so Flo made sure she had a pulse and then raised her hand. 
Scowling, Nyddfalorr pointed at her. “Yes?”
“She’s unconscious. I think she’s dehydrated. Sir. We could all use some water.” She kept her voice soft and almost apologetic, her head lowered and her shoulders hunched.
“Take the unconscious one to the medlab,” the scientist said to his tech. “She can rejoin the others when she’s been revived.”
Two techs carried the woman out and Flo hoped she’d done the right thing but it had to be better than allowing the girl to lie on the floor. It was never good to come to the particular attention of the Khagrish, however.
Nyddfalorr waited until the door closed behind the techs and their unconscious burden. He rapped sharply on the table in front of him with his knuckles and cleared his throat. The group of women fell silent immediately. “To continue, next you’ll be fed, given a chance to bathe and put on clean clothes, there’ll be a medical exam to determine your fitness for this experiment and then this afternoon there’ll be a first encounter with the potential male subjects in the protocol.” He smiled and Flo thought the expression was worse than the usual Khagrish poker face.
 Like a predator with sharp teeth grinning at you before he takes a big bite.
“As I was saying before you rudely interrupted me, this is meant to be as positive a situation as I can make it. Today will only be a meeting under controlled conditions to allow you to form opinions of the available males. There are more of them than there are of you so you’ll have quite a bit of free choice. You and the selected males will be placed into a special portion of the Preserve and the experiment will proceed from there.” He obviously wasn’t going to ask if there were questions and left the dais.
Brisk and efficient, the lead tech took his place. “Form a single line and let’s get this process going. The guards will take you to a holding cell and food will be brought.”
Flo took her place in the middle of the line and marched with the others to a big outdoor pen, with table and benches in the middle. Robos brought trays but instead of the usual mush and moldy bread alone, there was an assortment of fairly decent fruit. She wolfed down a bowl of the unappetizing mush, grabbed two bright red fruits and walked over to the force barrier, munching the delicious, sweet pulp, spitting out seeds and staring at the ocean in the distance. Really a different situation from the labs on the continent but no less dangerous. She had to stay frosty no matter what got thrown at her.
She doubted Nyddfalorr had any understanding of the way women in the Sectors typically utilized yearly contraceptive injects. For sure he’d have no idea a Badari man could only have children with his bonded human mate and even then only if there had been a medically supervised blood transfusion between the two. The Khagrishi’s allegedly ‘benign’ experiment was doomed to failure and she had a feeling he wouldn’t react well to the lack of results. Damn good thing they weren’t going to be here long. Unless these Badari are different from the ones I know. After all Kierce is from here and he can actually transform into the alien feline predator. Too many unknowns for Flo’s comfort. 
No longer hungry, she stuck the remaining piece of fruit into a pocket and shivered a bit in the breeze from the ocean.
The promised chance to freshen up involved a walk naked in front of the Khagrish security guards and a complete dunking in the disinfectant solution the alien scientists preferred, followed by a trip to the medlab for invasive poking and prodding and a lot of scanning. Flo tried to relax and not be nervous the scanners would find her tiny implant from MARL. The things the Sectors military had given her over the years of service were a different kind of implant altogether, mental software as it were, not detectable hardware. The techs doing the mass scanning acted content Flo met whatever qualifications Nyddfalorr had set for participating in his experiment and she was passed along to a room where stacks of the hideous, nearly shapeless prison jumpsuits, practical white underwear and flip-flops waited.
“Well,” Flo said as she dressed, “At least the damn flip-flops are kinda practical on a tropical island.” Reaching a decision, she extended a hand. “I’m Flo Michetti from the ship Solar Queen Two.”
“Lacey Soames, from the Archangel Drifter.”
They shook hands and then finished dressing. The guards waited until everyone was dressed and then yelled for quiet. “We’re taking you to meet the soldiers now, as Dr. Nyddfalorr explained earlier. He’ll be observing so I’d suggest staying on your best behavior.”
“Yeah, we’ll behave,” said one woman quietly, “But will these men?”
The door opened and the girl who’d fainted earlier was escorted in by a tech. She was pale but much steadier on her feet. Flo and Lacey moved to support her and received muttered thanks.
The walk to the outdoor gathering place was actually pleasant, except for being a prisoner of a mad alien scientist. The weather was pretty, the sky was bright blue and there was a soft breeze. Flo reviewed what Kierce had told her about the Alpha who was strictly undercover. Her intent was to identify him and attach herself to his side, and then proceed from there as far as evaluating what to tell him and when.
The room was like a pavilion, open on three sides under a rustic-looking thatched roof, with benches scattered here and there. Flo paused, taking in the chaotic scene. There were easily sixty Badari already gathered in the space and the men were an overwhelming presence. Quickly she scanned the crowd but didn’t see anyone she thought fit the description of the Alpha. A few men were sitting on benches along the sides and her gaze kept returning to one man, all by himself. His long black hair blew in the breeze and his face was a blank mask as he watched the women.
That’s an Alpha.
She couldn’t have said exactly why she was so sure except this one soldier reminded her of Aydarr. There was a sensation of immense power contained for the moment but ready to be unleashed.
“You will get to know the soldiers and begin to form an opinion of who you might choose for your first pair bond,” said the senior lab tech. He stepped away and the guards took up positions, their wary stance and weapons held at the ready making it clear the human and the Badari prisoners needed to be on their best behavior.
Flo cut through the crowd and walked along the edge of the pavilion. The Badari attention was focused on the group of women clustered together and no one paid her much heed. She sat on the bench beside the man she’d focused on and leaned back with an easy air. “Probably not the best idea this Khagrish scientist ever had.” She made sure to speak Basic, not Badari, which would be a dead giveaway.
He stared at her, his expression revealing nothing of his thoughts.
Gesturing at the crowd, with three Badari for every woman, she said, “Too unwieldy, too intimidating for the women having all these musclebound guys try to talk to them at the same time.”
She thought he wasn’t going to answer her.
When he did, his voice was matter of fact, although he watched her with narrowed eyes. “Yet you don’t appear to be intimidated.”
Satisfied he was intrigued, she adopted a light tone and gestured at the crowd. “Well, I took myself out of the melee.”
Head tilted, he glanced at the men and women and refocused on Flo. “You disapprove of all this?”
She sat up straight, hands on her hips and adopted a belligerent tone now. “Well seven hells, of course I do. It’s a fucking experiment and none of us signed up for it. We’re not brood mares and we like to pick our own bed partners. Did your guys volunteer for this?”
“No. Although I think, as you can see, some of the men are excited by the idea.” He turned slightly away from her and watched the interaction in the center of the room.
“And they’re terrifying the women.”
After making her flat pronouncement, Flo was silent, watching alongside him. Slowly she began to notice a few of the men each making comments to two or three others, getting some to back off, ratcheting down the intensity and she wondered if this unacknowledged Alpha beside her had sent out a telepathic command.  Better make more of a connection while I have his attention. “What do you guys do for a living anyway, lift weights? Or do you spend all your time lolling around on the beach waiting for women to be flown in?”
“We’re soldiers,” he said, folding his arms and leaning back. “We just completed a deployment on a planet at war, which we were sent to in order to be disruptors. I—we lost three good men. We’re also every bit as much the subject of Khagrish experiments as your people are meant to be. Several more good men were taken away when we were removed from cryo sleep and from past experience I know we’ll never see them again.  Nyddfalorr and his ilk created us to be experimented on.” Brow furrowed, he studied her. “What did he tell you about why you’re here?”
“Like I said, low tech brood mares to grow more of you. Seems pretty inefficient to me.”
“Up until now the Badari have been formed in labs since we’re genetic constructs. This new development is odd. From time to time the scientists bring in professional sex workers to provide what they term training of a different sort, but thankfully those ships depart. Never has there been talk of pair bonding.” Rubbing his jaw, he contemplated the guards and lab techs and then turned back to Flo. “I wonder what lies behind this change. It’s never anything good with the Khagrish, as you’ll come to learn if you survive long enough.”
Flo could have explained it all to him, probably even more than Nyddfalorr himself knew but it was much too soon for that. “I’m Flo by the way.” She offered her hand.
He stared at it for a moment and then raised his gaze to her face. “Daegan.”
Concealing her excitement at having her educated guess confirmed, Flo reached out and curled her fingers around his much bigger fist. “This is how we humans greet each other.” She shook his hand firmly and then dropped her grip on him. “You’re my camouflage.”
“Sorry?”
“Dr. Nyddfalorr said we were supposed to start thinking about pairing up and he’s supposedly watching this little get together from somewhere. When I saw you hanging back, I figured probably neither one of us wants to be on board with this repulsive plan, so my proposal is we stick together to avoid being pressured.” She smiled, which was easy to do, because even among the already exceptionally handsome Badari Daegan was a standout.
Raised voices caught her attention before Daegan could respond and she was on the move without thinking, her reflexes kicking in at the sound of a woman in distress. Three Badari were surrounding the woman who’d been ill, who was covering her face and weeping. The men loomed over her and Flo didn’t wait to see what was going on. She shoved one out of her way, which she admitted she could only do because he was off guard, not expecting any resistance. “Leave her alone.”
Flo sat on the bench next to the woman and put one arm around her. “They won’t be bothering you any more today.” Glaring at the men towering over her, she said, “What happened to the idea the Badari protect those smaller and weaker than themselves?”
“This is none of your business,” said the man she’d shoved. “We were told you women were here to become pair bonded and it’s our right to decide if we’re interested or not.”
“It’s not your right,” she said with scathing anger. “We’re free women and we didn’t consent to any of this.” Rising to her feet again, she stared the ringleader directly in the eyes, well aware he’d take it as a dominance challenge but it wasn’t her nature to back down.
“I think the situation has taken an unfortunate turn,” Daegan said mildly. “The humans are obviously upset and no further pressure should be placed on them today.”
Two of the Badari stepped away, mumbling apologies and walked off immediately, further proof to Flo if she’d needed it of Daegan’s place in the actual hierarchy. The third man hesitated as if he wanted to argue with Daegan but retreated, head bowed as if he’d lost face.
How can the Khagrish not realize what Daegan truly is? The Khagrish were noted for their sloppy science and it seemed to Flo their lack of understanding about Daegan’s nature was another proof of their blind spots.
The Alpha-in-hiding maintained his deceptively calm and mild mannered demeanor. “I’m sure you’ll be left alone now,” he said to the weeping woman. “The situation wasn’t explained clearly to my people.” He spread his hands, palms up, looking at the guards watching them. “I’m not sure anything can be done in the long term but at least for now you won’t be pursued.”
“Thanks for having my back,” Flo said, sitting again and giving the woman a hug.
Daegan nodded. He didn’t appear to be in any hurry to move away from Flo, which she counted as a victory.
“I’m married,” the girl said barely above a whisper. “I don’t know if my husband got swept up into this horrible place too but I’m never going to consent to sleep with another man, not even to save my own life. The Khagrish can just kill me.”
“Shhh, let’s worry about that another day.” Flo patted her on the shoulder. 
Daegan squatted in front of them, placing one hand lightly on the upset woman’s knee. “Listen to your friend Flo here. Best not to put obstacles in the path of the Khagrish until you have no other choice left.”
A buzzer sounded and the Badari formed into a line, Daegan included, and left the pavilion.
The women, most of whom appeared dazed if not reduced to tears like Flo’s companion, slowly gathered in the center of the room. The lab tech stood by the door, raised his voice and said, “For the most part, a promising beginning. You will now be taken to the hut we’ve prepared for you and dinner will be brought.”
Flo agreed with him because for her at least it had been a promising beginning. She wished she’d been given a procedure to proactively contact MARL and make a report but the AI hadn’t explained the necessary process. Working with an ancient alien AI had its frustrations all right.  As the group marched across a sandy expanse dotted with scrubby green bushes to a large, thatched roof hut, she reflected on what she’d learned. The most important thing was Daegan appeared to possess the same instincts as the Badari she knew, at least to some extent, when it came to protecting those weaker than himself. And secondarily, he was obviously obeyed by a majority of the Badari here, even if the signs were subtle. But on the other hand, a few of the Badari seemed rebellious and not in line with what their goddess set forth as her commandments.
Maybe the ancestral memory was weaker in the Badari strain here? Or with the lack of a pack structure, the lessons weren’t enforced? Too bad I’m not a social scientist or an anthropologist. Flo stifled a grin. Just a simple soldier with a mission.
As the women filed into the hut, which was huge and contained cots, a long table with benches and a curtained off bathroom facility she wondered what the next day would bring. How fast was Nyddfalorr going to push his repulsive agenda?



CHAPTER THREE
 
When Daegan arrived at the beach next morning for his dawn run, he was astonished to find Flo already there. Briefly he considered the thought she was stalking him but then remembered she had no way to know he ran on the beach every morning. She was doing stretching exercises but he could tell she was aware of his presence. She had the carriage and the courage of a warrior, not afraid to challenge the Badari upsetting the other woman yesterday. She was intriguing to him and whenever she was near he thought he smelled flowers, delicate ones like the blossoms growing in the goddess’s circle of his dreams, not the big sensuous blooms the island produced.
“So, you’re an early bird too?” she asked as she switched to a different exercise.
“Best time to savor the day, before the enemy starts making demands.”
Now she looked at him, although her question was nonchalant, as if she didn’t care either way what his answer might be. “Mind if I run with you?”
“Sure, it’s a free beach.” He set off at his usual pace and wasn’t surprised to find Flo keeping pace with him. When they reached his rock at the edge of the fenced in area, he stopped. “This is as far as we can go. The force barrier around the Preserve is right there—see it?” He pointed at the glimmer in the air delineating the fence.
She barely glanced at it. “Right. Do you run circuits then? Back and forth?”
“Usually, if I want to get in enough of a workout.”
She stood watching the ocean, hand over her eyes. “Nice waves, good for surfing. Any predators or rip tides?”
“It’s safe enough. There are big fish and other predators in the water to be wary of but they usually stay outside the line where the waves break.”
“Predators impressive enough to scare a Badari, with all your fangs and claws?” She held her hands out far apart and then chuckled as she brought her hands almost all the way together. “Or tiny ones only a little human like me should worry about?”
He tried to remember if he’d flashed his fangs or talons yesterday. Maybe the Khagrish told the women about the Badari natural weaponry ahead of time. “I can handle most of the bigger creatures and they instinctively know it so they avoid me. You might have a problem, no offense meant.”
With a jaunty grin, she dipped her head. “None taken.”
 “No rip tides unless there’s been a storm,” he added.
“Ever think about swimming out to sea and escaping? Or building a boat and taking off?” Her question had the hint of a challenge, not idle curiosity.
“Every damn day,” he said, surprising himself with the force of his answer. 
“Why don’t you then?” 
“We’re the oldest Badari here. There are three younger generations also being held. I couldn’t leave my brothers and the cubs just to save myself. No Badari could.” Chest tight with emotion, he forced himself to draw a deep breath and did a few more stretching exercises. Why did this woman pull the truth from him so easily?
“Not even those three jerks who were harassing that woman yesterday?” One eyebrow raised she projected skepticism.
He wasn’t any too pleased with their behavior either. He had to move carefully, however, not to alert the Khagrish to the fact they’d allowed an Alpha to live. “They’re all my brothers,” he said simply.
Flo let the subject drop. “I think I might go body surfing. I like the way the waves break. If I had a board it’d be better because then I could really surf, but can’t ask for too many favors in this place. It does remind me of Tahumaroa Two, with this gorgeous beach and the big waves. I lived there for a while as a kid.” She studied the beach and the trees. “This beach is a lot better than the lab I was at up on the continent, let me tell you. And the hut may be a bit drafty but it beats the prison cells. Being able to come and go is a luxury.”
“This is the Preserve,” he repeated, concerned she was taking her captivity too lightly because of the beauty of the island setting. “It’s a reward for us after a mission or an experiment cycle. When the Khagrish summon us to the lab itself, we’re kept in cells. Don’t be fooled.”
“Oh I’m not. Never trust a Khagrish as they say. Lesson number one.”
He had the feeling he was telling her things she already knew although how that could be possible eluded him. “So the woman yesterday is already mated? Is her status what she was upset about?”
“Besides being brought here for forced sex and pregnancy? Yes. We call it marriage and it’s for life, in the truest cases.”
“I might have an idea,” he said, unsure why he was going to trust her but the attraction between him and Flo was strong. He felt the desire to please her. “You said I was your camouflage yesterday—I might be able to find a Badari willing to do the same for her. A mate shouldn’t be touched by another man. One of the techs told me Nyddfalorr is building on to the Preserve, having two person huts constructed for the pairs. Most of us are not in agreement with forcing women.”
“Let me guess who the holdouts would be.” Her voice was wry but then she smiled. “That’s a great offer."
“Unfortunately the ruse won’t work forever,” he said, warmed by her reaction but forced to admit he could only do so much to help. “The scientist is determined to create children. There would be punishment when we were found out, probably more severe for the Badari man shielding your married friend but Nyddfalorr wouldn’t spare the woman if he suspected.”
“Let’s keep this between us for now,” she said. “See how things shake out. I know at least two of the women yesterday met guys they were attracted to, despite the circumstances. You Badari can be quite charming. And as far as Nyddfalorr’s plans—” Flo shook her head and he admired the way the sun played on the strands of various colors in her hair. “Well, he may be in for a surprise of the unpleasant kind.”
Curiosity aroused, he opened his mouth to ask what she meant, when there was a shout from down the beach and a woman named Lacey came trotting up to them, breathing hard.
“Flo, come on, girl, there’s a meeting.”
“Nyddfalorr?” she asked.
Daegan glanced at his neurocontroller bracelet. There’d been no sign or summons from the Khagrish for the Badari.
The newcomer shook her head, giving him a suspicious look and keeping her distance. “No, the women. We’re uh going to discuss some plans for how to handle this mess we’re in. You were pretty badass yesterday, standing up for Shelli, so people want you in the debate. Besides, there’s breakfast.”
“Guess I’d better go,” Flo said, smiling at Daegan. “See you later?”
He nodded and watched the two of them jog in the direction of the huts, far down the crescent curve of the beach. As he climbed his rock to do the daily check-in, he had a hard time getting his mind off the subject of Flo. He was no expert on humans, having only studied them as a soldier being trained to inflict maximum casualties on the Khagrish enemies, but she struck him as different from most of the women and he wanted to know more.
Maybe the goddess was finally smiling on him a little more than usual.
 
The women’s hut was buzzing with conversation when Flo followed Lacey inside. Everyone was at the tables, with food in front of them.
“We saved you a plate,” said an older woman who’d taken charge rather ruthlessly. “I’m Renate by the way. Come sit by me and let’s get started, ladies.”
Flo didn’t like being given orders but as Renate had the group’s attention, she settled for grabbing her plate and some fruit and taking a seat on an unused bunk off to the side. “Go ahead.” She bit into her fruit and gave every appearance of listening raptly.
“Go around the room and introduce yourselves, where you were when these creeps kidnapped you and what you did for a living,” Renate said. “We’ve got to mold ourselves into a cohesive group here to survive this ordeal and team building begins with who we all are. I’ll go first – I’m Renate Friess, I was on the Azure Mist Maid as second officer and we were taken by the damn Shemdylann pirates in Sector 73.”
The introductions went rapidly. There was quite a diversity of women in the room, including passengers and crew of various ships, and one person from a colony. Flo spoke up last. “I’m Flo Michetti from the Solar Queen Two, Jill-of-all-trades general crew member.” Not a complete lie—as a mercenary, she handled a variety of tasks, just probably not the kind the other women would assume from her breezy description. “We were taken by the Shemdylann in Sector 73, like so many of you.”
“First, thanks for intervening to help Shelli yesterday,” Renate said to her before addressing the room at large. “Now the order of business here is to gain some control over the nightmare we’re in the middle of. No more mob scenes like yesterday. We have to make these Badari men understand we’re not here to be their private playthings and they better not try anything without the woman’s freely given consent.” Pausing, she frowned. “Although the concept of free consent here in this place is still dubious.”
“You have a proposal?” Flo asked, full of foreboding. Usually she liked a take charge woman who had confidence in what she was doing but Renate ran a variety of risks here, not knowing the Khagrish and also possibly placing Flo’s mission in jeopardy.  “Because the Khagrish will only be patient so long. And from what I observed yesterday, not all the Badari are going to be civilized gentlemen. We seem to be the only women in this place.”
Renate pointed at Lacey. “Tell the others what you came up with.”
Rising, she cleared her throat. “I’m uh Lacey Soames, science officer on the Archangel Drifter as I said earlier. What I was thinking is we present a reasonable alternative to this scientist, a better way to ensure his plan goes smoothly.”
There was an immediate uproar, with shouts and people shaking their heads.
“You want to help this bastard?” yelled a voice from the rear.
Lacey stood her ground. “No, not at all. Of course not. I want to help us get through this. Now Drinda and Sophine actually both met guys they felt some attraction to.” The woman swung to point to Flo. “And you apparently did too.”
Probably inevitable she’d be singled out. Flo shrugged. “He’s ok. I’m not ready to have his baby.”
Lacey blinked and swallowed hard but then forged ahead, speaking louder. “Well, what if we set up a process, where these Badari have to speak to each woman, like a brief interview, I don’t know, but enough to let us calmly meet them as people, not potential rapists surrounding us. We sell it to the scientist in charge as a way to gauge attraction because he wants pair bonds and to achieve those, there has to be something between the two people. I didn’t get the impression Nyddfalorr wants forced mating from what he said yesterday.”
“The Badari are just as much prisoners as we are,” Flo interjected. She liked where this was heading, especially since the women only had to buy themselves a limited amount of time before Aydarr and his men would attack.  Unfortunately she couldn’t share the crucial tidbit of information. “The soldiers are subject to punishment if they don’t go along. The guy I sat next to was telling me some horror stories about experiments here, a lot like the ones we’re familiar with in the labs where we came from. So they’d probably be willing to accept the conditions we set and help sell it to the Khagrish.”
“And if they don’t?” asked someone Flo couldn’t see clearly in the crowd. “Those guys yesterday were being incredibly aggressive. You were brave and all but if they hadn’t backed off, you couldn’t have done anything to stop them, not really.”
I brought the Alpha himself to intercede. Flo stifled her smile. “If the majority of the Badari go along, if Dr. Nyddfalorr agrees to the protocol, I think even the troublemakers will fall in line.”
“So we interview them all, what good does compliance actually do?” said a new voice. “Ultimately the Khagrish will expect us to go into those huts the guards said are being built and let ourselves be used to create kids. We merely stave off the inevitable a few days. We’ll only be picking the least offensive choice from among the bad lot.”
“One thing I’ve learned on this damn planet,” Flo said, making her voice harsh to cut through the chorus of agreement rising in the gathering. “Take it a day at a time because by tomorrow things could change completely, for better or for worse.” She left the cot to stand beside Renate. “The Khagrish can skip all of this protocol and the out of character attempt to create pair bonds and go straight to artificially impregnating every one of us and keeping us in stasis beds for the nine months. They’re capable of anything, don’t kid yourselves.” She saw horrified and shocked faces in the group but frankly she was amazed Nyddfalorr was pursuing the slightly more humane route. Maybe he figured he could keep the Badari warriors here under even tighter control if they had mates and biological children at stake. The Khagrish liked mind games almost as much as they enjoyed inflicting torture. “So, yeah, let’s make this suggestion of Lacey’s and buy ourselves some time.”
Renate nodded. “Good. We’ll vote by show of hands. All in favor?”
Flo counted too. About two thirds of the women were on board, a few didn’t vote, and the others were opposed.  Even if they didn’t go along, she figured Nyddfalorr would be satisfied for a while and not crack down as she knew he was fully capable of doing.
“I’ll talk to Nyddfalorr,” Renate said. “I’ll tell the guards I need to meet with him.”
“Word of advice?” Flo was compelled to speak up although she was sure it would be wiser for the success of her mission to keep a low profile. She couldn’t walk away and let these other women make fatal mistakes though. “Send Lacey the science officer and I’ll go with her. The Khagrish here don’t like leaders among the prisoners so you shouldn’t put yourself out there. Dr. Nyddfalorr won’t respect her as a scientist peer of course—the Khagrish are extremely conceited—but he might treat her like a lab tech at least and listen. And as for me, I’ve already picked a guy to hang out with, so I should be in good standing with the Khagrish today.” She shrugged. “Who knows about tomorrow in this place.”
“You seem to know an awful lot about the situation,” Renate said, eyeing her with a frown. “And the Khagrish.”
“I bounced around a couple of labs up north before I got picked for this experiment. I’m a keen observer, what can I say?” Flo acted unconcerned but made a mental note to watch out for Renate. She might have to be let in on the secret Flo was keeping, if worse came to worst.
Renate wasn’t giving an inch, although she acted puzzled by Flo’s attitude. “Aren’t you afraid they’ll single you out as a leader? You did stand up to the three guys yesterday who were hassling Shelli.”
“I can handle myself.” Flo looked past Renate to the science officer. “We should go now before Nyddfalorr gets whatever he has planned for today started. He won’t budge if his protocol is already underway. Too much loss of face.”
The woman swallowed hard and nodded. Flo left her seat and headed for the door of the hut, expecting Lacey to follow, which she did. Flo walked straight up to the Khagrish guards at the entrance to the Preserve’s force field barrier.
“Excuse me, we’d like to talk to Dr. Nyddfalorr,” she said deferentially through the barrier. “This is my colleague Lacey Soames, who’s also a scientist and we have a proposal for your boss on how to make this pair bond process go more smoothly. I know he doesn’t need help from us, but we’d like to present an idea on behalf of all the women. We’re trying to be collaborative here.” The words nearly stuck in her throat since the mere idea of helping the Khagrish in any way was anathema to her. She consoled herself with the thought all this was merely buying time until Aydarr swooped in. Nyddfalorr was not going to achieve his repulsive goals in any way.
The guards stared at her, their mouths slack from astonishment but finally one man walked away and conducted a com call before returning on the run. “Dr. Nyddfalorr says he’ll see them.” Obviously astounded, the Khagrish opened a one person size hole in the force barrier and Flo and Lacey went through in single file.
Obviously not expecting any serious trouble from the two women, only one guard escorted them. Flo ground her teeth a bit at how easily she could overpower him and grab his weapons but reminded herself again of what her mission here truly was. It’s insulting to be treated as if I was no threat though—me! I could kill this fool three different ways right this minute.
 Telling herself to calm down because the fact the guard didn’t view her a threat meant she was being highly effective in her undercover role,  she tried to surreptitiously observe as much as possible about the layout of the lab as she was conducted through it. The arrangement of buildings wasn’t much like the labs she was used to on the continent, although she suspected the actual laboratories inside some of the buildings probably had similarities. The physical plant did align with what Kierce had described on the flight to the lab where she was inserted into the prisoner group.
A large group of Badari gathered at the edge of another force barrier to watch as the two women walked past. Judging by the nature of the buildings, these were barracks, which could probably be locked tight to function as cells. She was interested to see all the younger cubs mixed in with the adults, instead of being held separately, as they’d been on the northern continent. The arrangement might make it easier when the attack began, since the Khagrish would have a hard time using the cubs as hostages if they were surrounded by adult Badari, who’d fight to the death to protect their younger brothers.
The administration building was low slung, whitewashed and guarded. Flo and Lacey walked inside and were taken to an office where Dr. Nyddfalorr waited.
He was seated behind a gigantic desk and was obviously in the middle of a telecon with a colleague from elsewhere as the guard brought Flo and Lacey into the room. “Ah, here are two of my subjects now,” he said, appearing to be in a jubilant mood. “Apparently here to propose a revision to the protocol you established, Dr. Sheyall.”
Flo had to control her reaction at the name of the Khagrish woman on the vidscreen. Dr. Sheyall had been at the original lab and had been the one responsible for allowing Aydarr and Jill to have a night alone together. After Jill escaped, Dr. Sheyall left the facility in disgrace. As far as Flo could recall, Dr. Sheyall had never seen her, because Flo was kept in a stasis envelope in a storeroom, awaiting disposition before Jill rescued her. Good thing too because the jig would be up if Sheyall could identify me as being from that lab.
“Oh? And why would humans co-operate with us willingly?” asked Dr. Sheyall with disdain in her voice. “They’re duplicitous in the extreme.”
Clearly she was carrying a grudge from her experience in the original lab. 
Although the idea had a certain amusement value, Flo made herself remain in humble and deferential mode. “We know we’re stuck on an island, no way off, no hope of escape, no chance of rescue,” she said. “To be perfectly clear, no human woman should ever be subjected to forcible intercourse or pregnancy under any circumstances, much less the conditions you monsters have established here. But my friend Dr. Soames has come up with a way to make the situation at least a little bit more controlled from our standpoint and we women have voted to go along with it.”
“You’re going to collaborate with us?” Nyddfalorr said, rubbing his hands in seeming glee. “What an unexpected and positive turn of events.”
“No.” Flo was forceful and immediate in her denial. “We’ve chosen the path we regard as the least repugnant.” Now she motioned to Lacey, who had a shell-shocked expression. “Go ahead, explain your idea.”
Swallowing hard, Lacey took a stance as if she was lecturing students but fortunately kept her tone relatively mild. “We want to be allowed more control over the process as far as selecting the men, the Badari as you call them, we’re to be matched with. Yesterday was a free for all and nearly got out of hand. If you want long term stability, then you need to let us get to know the men as individuals and vice versa. My suggestion is to set the situation up differently, where each man has to sit and talk to each woman for a set amount of time, in the pavilion where we were yesterday. Then when the interviews are completed, we’ll make our selections and the next phase of your so-called protocol can begin.”
“There are sixty Badari chosen for this experiment,” Sheyall said with a frown. “These interviews as you call them will take a long time, even if we only allow a few minutes for each.”
“You believe the humans have come up with a clever way to stall?” Nyddfalorr asked. A smile hovered on his lips and Flo suspected he wasn’t entirely on board with this experiment he’d been tasked with running or maybe the methods he’d been forced to use. He seemed to be enjoying the idea of tinkering with Sheyall’s protocol.
If she was a betting woman, she’d bet he wanted to do things the old fashioned Khagrish way, with as much use of force, pain and humiliation as he could impose. Sheyall must have exerted a lot of influence on the Khagrish higher ups to get permission to try this quasi-gentler, if still horrifying, approach. She wondered why but filed the question away to ask Jill Garrison at a much later date. Flo could only force herself to participate in this meeting because she knew they’d be escaping before any of the so-called pair bonded couples moved into a hut. Otherwise she’d have been leading a breakout at the first opportunity, probably on the flight down here, if she’d been an actual member of the original group of women.
“Delay is their most likely desired outcome, yes, although ultimately it does them no good. The results will be the same.” From her limited vantage point at the other end of the telecon, Sheyall studied the two women, her lips pursed and her brow wrinkled. “There is some merit to this, however, since we’re striving for a breeding colony. I remember from uh previous field work here on the planet the human women take much longer to feel any bond with a Badari male than he does.”
“If you give instructions to the lab techs, the guards and the Badari,” Flo said, “We’ll handle the arrangements on our end. Give us three days to conduct the conversations and make our choices.”
“And on the fourth day you will all pick a Badari or one will be chosen for you,” Nyddfalorr said. “You’ll move into the specially constructed compound and the next phase will commence. No more delays.” Belatedly remembering  Sheyall was nominally in charge, he directed his last comment to the vidscreen. “If this meets with your approval, doctor.”
Slowly she nodded, chewing on the tip of a writing instrument as if deep in thought while  pondering the suggestions. “I think it’s a good adaptation. When we repeat the bigger experiment with more women and Badari, we may be able to streamline the entire process.”
“We’d better,” he said. “I have production quotas to meet. Our leadership is anxious to have the Badari population replenished now we’ve decided to run our own experimental programs independent of the customer in this area.”
Flo wondered if the Chimmer, who were the original customers, had any idea this island facility existed, or what the Khagrish plans for expansion were.  Not her concern but an interesting lead to be followed up on at a later date.  She bit her tongue not to tell Nyddfalorr and Sheyall that even if their plans did go forward into the next phase, the pair bondings, each woman would decide for herself how much to co-operate. Thank the goddess this is the only lab with a Badari population left and no other humans will be faced with this terrible situation. Once Aydarr destroys this place the Khagrish won’t have any Badari in their control and we can go back to rescuing humans.
Unaware of Flo’s thoughts on the bigger situation, Lacey kept talking. “We can conduct the first meeting this afternoon, for an hour, see how it goes and what we want to revise.”
Nyddfalorr frowned and slammed his hand on the desk, causing Lacey to jump and crowd closer to Flo. “Don’t get above yourself, human, merely because we’ve decided to allow you test subjects a modicum of leeway in mate selection. I set the rules here and I say when we carry out any part of the protocol.” He made an angry gesture at the guards. “Take them to the compound and don’t trouble me with the prisoners again. I’ll send for them if I want any input.”
The guard hustled Flo and Lacey out of the room as Nyddfalorr and Sheyall broke into Khagrish, and veered off into a discussion of the increasing severity of the mountain fever outbreak on the continent. Flo would have liked to hear more on the topic but the door slammed shut behind her.
She and her companion were rushed to the Preserve and shoved unceremoniously inside. The other women were waiting in a group, close to the entrance. Flo saw a line of Badari not too far away, making an attempt to look casual and assumed the Alpha had set them to guard the humans and ensure no one attempted to bother them.
“Well?” Renate asked, hands on her hips, glancing from Flo to Lacey impatiently. “Did he agree?”
“Not here,” Flo said, out of an abundance of caution and gripping Lacey’s arm tight in warning not to talk. “Let’s go to the barracks.”
Apparently Renate could see the wisdom of not conducting a debriefing in front of the guards or the Badari.  Without arguing she led the way to their quarters and once the last stragglers were inside, seated herself at the head of the table. “Now tell me.”
Flo deferred to Lacey, who looked around anxiously. “There’s another scientist running this experiment with him, from what I gathered. She’s the decision maker and she agreed with my idea. We get three days to hold the conversational meetings with the men and on the fourth day we have to decide who to go with, if we haven’t already.”
“Who’s going to explain this to the Badari or whatever they’re called?” Renate asked, frowning and drumming her fingers on the table. “I assume the men will have to fall in with the plan since our mutual jailers accepted the idea but will the Khagrish tell them?”
Flo shrugged. “Unknown. He may want us to work it out amongst ourselves or he may send the lab techs to carry the word.”
“We need to find the leader of these men and get him to agree,” Renate said.
“There doesn’t appear to be a leader. Kind of every man for himself.” Flo thought the conversation was moving into dangerous territory and Daegan couldn’t be exposed to Khagrish attention. “I say it’s the Khagrish experiment, let them deal with it. We need to be ready. Are we going to have standard questions or what?” She directed her question to Lacey and as she’d hoped, a lively discussion broke out as to what the women wanted the Badari to talk about.
Flo gradually worked her way out of the center of the group and went to the kitchen area to get a cup of water. She found Shelli there, leaning against the wall, staring into space, plainly upset. “Hey, get through these interviews and I might be able to find a guy who’ll agree not to actually touch you.”
“How? Why would any of them care whether I’m married?” Her voice was thin and tired and her eyes were red.
“They care. The Badari have great respect for the mate bond.” Flo bit her tongue and sipped the lukewarm water. Damn. Shouldn’t have said so much. “The guy I was talking to yesterday told me.”
Shelli sighed and covered her face with her hands. “There’s no hope here, is there?” she asked in a muffled voice. “Maybe I should walk into the ocean and drown myself now.”
Alarmed, Flo set the mug down and pulled Shelli’s hands away from her face. “Hey, take it one day at a time, okay? The next three days won’t be so bad, just a lot of talking.”
“What’s going to change in three days?” But Shelli did have more strength in her voice.
Unable to provide the answer, Flo stepped away. “Gotta have hope, that’s all I’m saying.”



CHAPTER FOUR
 
The lab techs came with a squad of guards to fetch the women after lunch and escort them to the pavilion. The Badari were already waiting, standing in a large group. The senior lab tech, as denoted by his many badges and pins, was just finishing the explanation of the new rules for today as the women walked in. Twenty stations had been set up with two chairs each, facing each other across the table, for the interviews.
“The men will draw lots to learn who participates today,” the senior tech said to the women in general. “Take your places so we can begin.”
Flo strolled to a chair at the farthest edge of the pavilion. She only wanted to talk with Daegan but singling him out today would be a mistake. She figured chatting with other Badari could fall into her mission parameters, scoping the lay of the land and testing their discipline and organization in the absence of a pack. Staying undercover and not drawing too much attention to herself was definitely within her rules of engagement here. She’d already been far too visible, going with Lacey to talk to Nyddfalorr.
She wasn’t too surprised when her first interviewee turned out to be Daegan. He sat in the chair which was clearly inadequate for his mass, folded his hands on the table between them and watched her with a slight glow in his amber eyes. Flo waited him out. “You intrigue me,” he said finally.
“And I’m fascinated by you, if you must know.” She affected slight breathlessness, although deep inside she admitted she was telling him the truth, all aside from her mission. “But I do have to talk to all the others too.”
Head tilted, he seemed fascinated by the idea of negotiating the experiment’s terms with Nyddfalorr. “Is that the deal you made with the Khagrish this morning?”
“Basically.” What else was there to say?
“I admire the strategy.”
Flo wasn’t about to take credit, although the atmosphere today was more relaxed. “It was Lacey’s idea.”
“But I’m guessing you sold it to the scientist.” Now he leaned forward, eyes gleaming slightly. “Why is buying yourselves time important? The end result will be much the same, no matter. The Badari will be forced to carry out our part of the experiment—he holds our cubs and cadets in his grasp and their lives and well-being are the highest priority. I feel sympathy for you and the other women but I—we—have to take care of our own first. I’m sorry.”
“I believe you.” This guy was an Alpha through and through. Flo could sense the power against her skin, much the same way Aydarr affected people when he concentrated on them, one on one. She sat up straighter and surveyed the room. “Want to go for a walk?”
He laughed, obviously taken by surprise. “Is that in the new protocol?”
“Screw the damn protocol. The whole point of all of this is to match up one human woman and one Badari, so if we declare ourselves a pair a few days early do you think the Khagrish will care?” Struck by a sudden thought, she sat back. “Or are you drawn to one of the others?” A rival for his attention would be a problem. Jealousy stabbed her like an ice pick and she gave herself a mental shake. She was not here to develop an attraction to anyone. She was here on an undercover mission preparatory to combat.
“Drawn?” Head tilted, he was studying her like a predator again as he probed at her use of the term.
I’m making a mess of this. “Could we start over?” Flo tried a disarming smile and made herself relax. “I’m nervous—I don’t know what I’m saying, exactly.” She waved a hand in the general direction of the guards. “This whole experiment thing makes me anxious.”
“Now this I don’t believe,” he said flatly. Evidently taking pity on her, he sat back and dialed down the intensity level of his stare. Crossing his arms, he said, “I don’t think you have an anxious bone in your body. But no, there is no other woman here who interests me the way you do, Flo Michetti. You’re something of a puzzle.”
“And cats can’t resist a puzzle,” she said, thinking of Kierce in his feline form as the giant tiger.
The tips of his fangs protruding slightly and his talons edged out, Daegan asked, “Who said anything about cats?”
“It’s a figure of speech, relax.” She backpedaled. Keep your mind on the damn mission, Florenzia, not the man. 
Surreptitiously he gauged the situation in the room and then shook his head. “Much as I want to go for a walk with you, it wouldn’t be wise today. The guards and techs are watching too closely. I think by tomorrow afternoon they’ll be bored and us wandering off together might pass without much notice.”
The buzzer sounded, signaling time to change partners. Daegan rose, staring at her from his much greater height, easily seven feet. “I run every morning—perhaps we’ll meet on the beach again. The Khagrish don’t care what we do with our time when we’re in the Preserve, aside from this new experiment.” And then he was gone.
Flo wanted to see who he picked to talk to next but her view was blocked by a massive Badari standing beside her interview chair. He sat, straining the bolts on the seat, placed his hands flat on the table and stared at her.
She stifled the urge to laugh. If this guy isn’t one of Daegan’s enforcers, or whatever they call them here, I’ll eat my flip-flops. Turning her head, she found the Alpha in question sitting outside the pavilion under a tree, watching her intently.  Yeah, he’s staked his claim all right and sent this guy to make it clear to all the other Badari to stay hands off. “So,” she said to the impassive warrior across from her, “You like to fish?”
The interview time sped by with the two of them engaged in an energetic discussion of the marine life in the adjacent ocean and which species were edible. As soon as the buzzer sounded again, a second man as deadly as the first took the chair across from her. And here’s the second enforcer, come to mark the Alpha’s territory. Flo asked this one about the hunting in the Preserve and he patiently answered her questions, getting quite enthusiastic over hunting herds of wild boarlike creatures with crude spears and how good the meat tasted.
Her fourth interview session was with a Badari soldier she had no trouble pegging as a senior man, probably loyal to Daegan and highly trusted. He asked her questions about the Sectors and her life there and she had to tell a lot of plausible-sounding lies, even as she remembered the Badari could scent deception. By the time they were done, the Badari was obviously confused and he walked away from her without a parting comment. And he’ll tell Daegan I was full of bullshit and the poor Alpha will no doubt be even more intrigued. She felt pretty good about her day’s work as she rejoined the other women and the group adjourned to their barracks to compare notes on the interviews.
Lacey conducted the debrief, with help from Renate, and the men were evaluated, with a short list generated of the ones who weren’t recommended.
“How come no one else but you got to talk to that first man?” Renate asked Flo.
She parried and acted innocent, opening her eyes wide. “Really? I didn’t notice—the time passed by so fast.”
“He gave his token to someone else after sitting with you and waited outside till the session was done,” Renate said. “Are you paired off already and forgot to tell us?”
Her tone was vaguely hostile and Flo caught some sideways glances so she decided to stake her claim. “Well, yeah, kind of. We sat next to each other yesterday, remember? And I ran into him when I went for my morning run. He’s a runner too so we bonded a little. Nice guy. No offense to any of these others, the three I talked to after him were polite enough, but I like this one.” She shrugged. It was easy to sound convincing when she actually was attracted to him. “I don’t think Dr. Nyddfalorr will care if I skip the rest of the interviews.”
Lacey frowned now. “We need your input. Even if you regard yourself as having found a man you’re okay with, your choice leaves fifty nine others the rest of us have to sort out.”
Daegan’s not going to like me talking to any other men, not after he sent his three top soldiers to keep me safe when he’d had his allotted conversation.
“I thought we were going to wait until the end of the process to make choices.” The woman who spoke was definitely hostile. “I’d like the chance to interview this guy if he’s so worthy.”
“Well that’s not happening.” Flo got to her feet, ready for a fight, although she didn’t expect any of these women to actually challenge her. With a touch of shock she realized she had no desire for any of the other women to talk to Daegan. I might be in trouble here—he’s really getting to me.  “I saw him first, so to speak. And we women are the deciders in this crazy experiment the Khagrish set up. I’ve decided.”
“I thought you were more of a team player.” Renate sounded disappointed in Flo and literally turned her back on her. 
I am, but I’m on Aydarr’s team and you’ll thank me later. Flo sauntered to the kitchen to grab a nutrient drink. Apparently the cupboards had been replenished by the lab techs while the prisoners were busy doing the meet and greet. She wandered outside, taking sips from the container and headed toward the beach. She didn’t think it’d be too much of a problem with the other women that she’d already removed herself from the interview process. Renate wanted to be completely in charge. It probably soothed her anxiety to perceive herself as being in control of something at least while in the Khagrish prison.
“A nice prison, better than the actual labs, but just as dangerous.” Muttering under her breath, she tossed the drink in a trash receptacle, amused by the Khagrish attention to details of this type while completely missing aspects of the bigger picture. Once she reached the beach, she stood watching the waves for a while and then became aware of a group of Badari in the distance, going in and out of the ocean, with good humored shouts and horseplay, so she wandered in that direction, curious what was going on.
About fifteen men were fishing, swimming out past the waves and spearing the fish in a school feeding off smaller fish attracted to a sunken reef and bringing their catch to shore. There was much laughter and good natured trash talking going on as some of the men came in empty handed while others brought sizable fish wriggling at the end of their crude weapons. She saw one or two bringing fish they’d caught in their talons, which was how the Badari she knew usually fished in the lake up north.
The group quieted and faced her, not exactly welcoming but certainly not threatening either. She didn’t recognize any of them, which was too bad, since she wouldn’t have minded another chat with Daegan, but on the other hand, the three unpleasant Badari from the day before weren’t there either. “Looks like it’s a good day for fishing,” she said, indicating the tide pool full of harvested fish awaiting their fate. “Got a spare spear?”
“You want to swim out there and try your luck?” The soldier who asked the question was incredulous.
I’ve done it before, but I’m not explaining myself to you today. Flo suppressed the irritation she always experienced, rubbing her nerves raw when someone doubted her skills. “Sure, why not? I like a fish fry as much as the next woman.”
A man on the edge of the group raised his spear and threw it, not with any deadly intent, and Flo caught it easily, flipping it in one quick motion. It dawned on her she had a problem, since she was wearing the prison jumpsuit, which wasn’t conducive to swimming. The men were wearing loincloths. She wasn’t about to strip to her skivvies in front of all these unknown Badari either. “Damn, I’m not dressed for the occasion. Guess I’ll have to pass on the invitation.” She drove the spear into the sand. “Another time.”
“Would you like some filets to take to your group?” the ostensible leader of the group asked.
Her mouth watered at the thought of fish fresh from the ocean, grilled over an open fire. “Well, sure, but I haven’t got any knife to clean them.”
“We’ll do that for you,” he said. “Have a seat.”
Flo sat on the rock he indicated and most of the group resumed their fishing while three spent time cleaning an impressive stack of fish for her, using their immense Badari talons as knives, economically scraping off the scales and deboning the meat. As he worked, the closest soldier said, “You don’t seem surprised or uneasy about our natural weapons. Are all the human women so calm?”
“Probably not,” she said. “I’d go slow on revealing them. Did you guys sit in interviews today?”
“It was awkward,” said the third man. “We know you’re here as prisoners, like us, and soon we’ll all be forced to violate the goddess’s commandments not to harm those weaker than ourselves. To save our cubs we’ll have to do what the Khagrish want, without your consent. It’s hard to have a conversation with a woman as if all of that isn’t hanging over the heads of both people. Even if I found one of you attractive and congenial, I wouldn’t be acting as a free man should. And you women couldn’t give true consent.”
She was relieved to hear him mention the Great Mother and her precepts. Before she could comment, another man spoke up.
“And any children born will be more helpless hostages to the Khagrish evil. I hope I’m not chosen for the next phase of this experiment. I hope it fails, frankly, although knowing the enemy, there’ll be repercussions and they’ll try something else worse.”
There was a murmur of agreement among the Badari.
“One day at a time,” Flo said, wishing she could set their minds at rest. “Things change fast on this planet.”
“Do they?” The leader challenged her, his amber eyes glowing. “How can you sound so sure?”
She shrugged. “Based on what I’ve seen since I was grabbed off my ship and brought here.”
The soldiers wrapped the fish up in a neat parcel for her, using two broad leaves and a vine.
“You’d better go back now,” she was advised as a Badari handed her the fish. “You don’t want to be out after dark.”
“Do you want me to send someone with you as an escort?” asked the leader.
“No, I’m fine, thanks. It’s an easy walk along the path. I don’t get lost, as a rule, no matter where I am.” Hefting the parcel and hoping the other women would appreciate the gift, Flo waved goodbye and headed for the barracks area. Deep in thought, she didn’t keep proper situational awareness and when two men blocked the trail in front of her, she lost valuable seconds of reaction time. Retreating a step, she said, “Would you mind moving out of the way, please?” She recognized them as two of the belligerent guys from the day before and shifted her stance, ready to fight if necessary.
The first man took note of her move and grinned, showing his fangs. “You think you can take us, human?”
“Or resist us?” asked the other, giving her a leer.
Actually, she could at least give a good account of herself and buy some time. She’d sparred with Mateer, Aydarr’s senior enforcer, and he’d showed her a few tricks to put her Sectors military training to work. There was no way she was going to defeat a seven foot, three hundred pound Badari warrior in combat but Flo could make the encounter not all one sided. Only this wouldn’t be a friendly match and no one was coming to her rescue.  It wasn’t in her nature to do anything other than fight, however. “How about you clear the path and we all forget this conversation?”
“How about we cut through the crap you women have persuaded the Khagrish to add into their experiment?” countered the Badari standing closest to her. “The three of us can be their first successful pair—well threesome—bonding, now, tonight.”
He reached for her and she came in low, smacking him in the face with the fish, then hooking her foot behind his ankle and toppling him over, which she could only do because he was off guard and not expecting her to fight. Flo only got a few steps down the path before the other man grabbed her and held her in an unbreakable grip.
“You do have spirit,” he said as she struggled.
“I think you’re done here.” Daegan stood in the path, his two enforcers slightly behind him. “Let the woman go, Emarron.”
“We were just having fun,” the Badari said but he released Flo, shoving her toward the Alpha. She stumbled and Daegan caught her easily, putting her behind him in one smooth motion.
“She didn’t look amused.” Daegan’s eyes were burning gold and the hair on Flo’s arms stood on end with the power he was projecting, imposing his will. “Don’t let me see you near the women again—any of them—or there will be consequences and the Khagrish be damned.”
The one who’d been holding her growled but lowered his eyes and slunk away into the underbrush. The other man stood firm for longer than Flo would have thought possible before he too departed. Maybe he had some alpha-born traits, in which case it was sad he’d grown up under the Khagrish to be a bully. The pack structure was beneficial to the Badari and it was a pity they’d been deprived of the critical additional support mechanism here.
“Are you unhurt?” Daegan wheeled to assess her head to toe.
Flo took the package of fish from the enforcer with murmured thanks and nodded. “Thanks for intervening.”
“One of the men at the beach alerted me you were walking back alone and Emarron and his crony had been in this area. We’ll escort you to the barracks now.”
“Very kind of you.” She started walking, shaking from after action adrenaline. “I won’t say no.” Flo wondered if he realized he’d nearly revealed the Badari were telepathic. Lacking technology in the Preserve there was no other practical way for anyone to have ‘alerted’ him to anything in the short time between her leaving the beach and the confrontation with the two soldiers.
The enforcers vanished from view, stepping off the path and heading into the densely packed grove of trees, but she was sure the men were close enough to provide backup if she and Daegan were confronted again.
“Congratulations on upending Wint,” the Alpha said. “I wouldn’t have believed it had I not seen the move for myself. Where did you learn to fight like that?”
“I’ve been in tough spots before,” she said, deliberately vague, although his praise was pleasant to hear. “But I wouldn’t have been able to fight them off.”
He laughed then cleared his throat. “No, most likely not,” he said politely.
They’d reached the edge of the cleared area where the barracks were located and he stopped. “We’ll go for that walk tomorrow, Flo of the Sectors. I’m not waiting any longer for answers to all the questions surrounding you.” He leaned closer but rather than being intimidating, the effect was intimate and she breathed deep of his scent, warm spice and enticing musk. “Clearly you’re not like all the other humans and I need to understand what game you’re playing.”
“No game,” she said, wildly tempted by his nearness. It was all she could do not to touch him.
“I don’t believe you.” He tapped his nose with one partially deployed talon. “I can scent lies.”
“I know but you need to believe me—nothing about this is a game.” She stepped away and broke into a run as she headed for the women’s barracks, not sure why, but needing to get away. On the steps leading inside, she turned and checked, pleased to find him watching her, the glow of his eyes like beacons. He raised one hand and then walked away toward the men’s barracks. Flo took a deep breath and stepped inside, preparing to make amends with a fresh fish dinner.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
She was suspended in colorful nothingness, mostly pink, with vivid flashes of green and purple zinging by like lightning bolts. Flo stared around and saw nothing but more patches of color, including some lazily floating magenta clouds going under her feet and a navy blue snakelike rivulet wriggling rapidly through the rest of the insanity as olive green dots chased after it. There was no sound. What the seven hells—?
Flo?
“Who said that?” She twisted, trying to look behind herself but although she didn’t seem to be paralyzed, neither could she stir from the spot where she was. It was as if she was a drab butterfly, pinned in midair, drowning in an ocean of color. The simile was entirely apt but anxiety-inducing, reminding her too much of being inside the stasis envelope when she’d been captured and held.  She had to take a deep breath, giddily wondering if the color was now inside her lungs too, and focus on slowing her heart rate. She reached for a calming image only to have Daegan’s face appear in her mind’s eye. He won’t be rescuing me in here. “Hello?”
“You’re with me,” said a voice she recognized.
Her instant relief made relaxing her muscles easier. “MARL? Where are you?”
“All around you.” Several blobs of different colors floated toward her, bathing her in reflected rings of color as they suddenly dissolved and flowed together. 
“Do you know where I am?” she asked, distracted by a bouncing ball of yellow arcing over her head. “Did you get a fix on the island?”
“Yes, I’ve pinpointed your location. Jill’s mate wants to know what you’ve learned.”
He’s probably the only sentient who’d ever refer to Aydarr in those terms. Flo devoutly hoped MARL couldn’t read her private thoughts. “Where are you? Did the pack land on a nearby island?”
“No, plans are still being made and we’re awaiting your input on the Badari. I’m in the sanctuary valley as always.”
“But I thought you had limits on how far you could communicate?”
“Because you have my implant you are a part of me,” MARL said, purple threads weaving in among the already existing colors. “I can communicate with my manifestations anywhere.”
Is this his mind I’m in the middle of? The concept was unsettling, especially as she watched colors moving rapidly past her that she had no names for. What would Jill think if she ever peeked inside the mind of the AI she’d made her sidekick? Alien was the correct word for MARL all right. “I want the implant out as soon as we’re done,” she said. Before MARL could reply, she went on. “I’ve met the hidden Alpha here and we’re going to have a long talk tomorrow. I plan to tell him what’s going on. I hope you have more to tell me tonight. So far, he does show subtle control of the Badari, even without a pack structure but there are at least a few men who seem on the brink of rebellion. I’m not sure yet if the rebels would pick the Khagrish over us but those men will be a discipline problem once they’re in the valley.”
“Jill wanted to know how the human women are doing?” His tone and the pale grey-green cloud swirling past indicated to Flo his own disinterest in the topic.
“So far, so good. We proposed a new step in the experiment, buying us more time. Oh, by the way, tell Jill Dr. Sheyall is running this nightmare but from a distance. I saw her on a vidcom today with the head scientist here. She definitely has a bad attitude toward humans now.”
“Fascinating.” MARL sounded slightly more engaged. “Did she recognize you?”
“I never actually met her at the first lab, so no. The name caught my attention. All right, enough chitchat, what’s the plan? What am I telling the Alpha here to get ready for?”
A slight silence ensued, while orange and red washed around her, pushing away all the other colors. Uneasiness roiled her gut. When MARL showed those colors on his shiny exterior ‘skin’, bad news was usually coming. “MARL?”
“There’s a storm targeting your island.”
Flo considered the information. “Okay, so it comes in and then blows over. How is the weather relevant?”
“It’s a hurricane, sustained winds of 130 to 160 mph, with possible gusts even higher. It’ll take hours to cross the island where you are and in the middle you may get a break from the wind and rain as the eye of the storm passes over, but then the trailing winds will hit. I anticipate the storm will strike the island where you are directly in three days. Humans and Badari can’t survive a storm of this intensity on an unprotected island, so we won’t be bringing the fighters to attack until the storm has passed. There’ll be a great deal of damage to the facility where you’re currently located, which may also impede the efforts to fight the Khagrish. We might have to wait a day or two until the enemy clears the debris.”
“Well, this is great,” she said with heavy sarcasm. There were bad storms on the northern continent but nothing to rival what MARL was describing.
“I estimate the Khagrish must have endured gales of this type from three to five times a year at your location, so they undoubtedly have adequate shelters for themselves and the prisoners.”
“I’m more concerned with the passage of time before you can get us out of here,” she said, correcting his misinterpretation of her unhappiness. “The delay’s pushing our timeline, as far as the women not being forced into the next phase of the experiment.”
“You believe the Khagrish will be conducting experiments during a hurricane?” MARL’s voice was skeptical.
“No, I guess not.” The delay in the rescue was alarming to her though. The women had two more days of interviews to conduct and then the storm would be rapidly approaching, according to MARL. “How sure is this forecast of yours?”
“Weather is always subject to change.”
She imagined he’d shrug if he were anything but a floating metallic ovoid. Annoyance was a hot coal in her mind—MARL could be incredibly annoying at times. She was glad he was Jill’s sidekick and not hers.
The alien AI offered her a crumb of comfort. “The weather patterns exerting influence on the hurricane appear quite stable, however.”
Flo debated whether the Khagrish would advance the schedule for the experiment, trying to beat the storm and told herself the answer was no, because it would make the situation less stable. As far as the Khagrish knew, they had basically forever to run this hideous scheme so what were a few days lost to them?
“Do you still plan to explain matters to the Alpha there, given the new facts?” MARL asked.
“Yes. It’s getting tricky to keep telling him artful lies because the Badari can detect falsehoods, you know. We may be able to do more planning on our end with this delay. Anything else?”
“Someone is attempting to waken you.” The colors withdrew, coalescing into a huge, hypnotic ball of light in front of her. “I’ll contact you again tomorrow night.”
“Wait—”
“Dammit it, Flo, wake up!” This sibilant whisper in her ear was accompanied by a rough shake of her shoulders.
She sat up, not with her usual energy and put one hand to her head. Conversing with MARL had a debilitating effect on her. Had she been paralyzed? The mere idea filled her with dread.
Lacey knelt beside her cot. “Lords of Space, you sleep like a rock. I’ve been trying to wake you for at least five minutes. Come on, we have to hurry.”
With an effort Flo swung her legs over the edge of the bed, noticing everyone else appeared to be asleep in the darkened barracks. “What’s wrong? Where are we going?”
“It’s Shelli. She was getting more and more upset today during the debrief on the interviews and I’m worried about her. I was up to use the restroom just now and I saw her sneaking out. I’m afraid she might do something rash.”
Flo slid her feet into the flip-flops and followed Lacey out of the barracks. Pausing on the porch, she said, “Any idea where she might have gone?”
Nodding with a grim expression, Lacey said, “She was talking about the ocean earlier and how she’d like to float away and escape all the horrible things going on here.”
“She mentioned something similar to me too,” Flo said, remembering Shelli had specifically referred to killing herself if the situation got dire enough.
The two women set out at a run on the path to the beach. Flo was grateful for the three moons overhead, which made the surroundings almost as bright as day. As she went around a curve, she saw someone ahead of her, moving fast, and she sped up as well, leaving Lacey behind.
“Shelli!”
The other runner turned and then put on a desperate burst of speed, going out of sight over the slight rise marking the edge of the beach. Flo accelerated, sprinting now. It was alarming to her that Shelli hadn’t stopped to at least tell them she wanted to be alone but instead was acting rather guiltily. She couldn’t actually be contemplating suicide, could she? Reaching the ridge, Flo paused for a second to stare out to sea, where she saw a head bobbing in the sparkling silver and black waves, Shelli stroking determinedly on a course away from the beach. “Seven hells!”
Struggling out of her jumpsuit as she ran to the water’s edge, Flo abandoned her flip-flops and dove into the water in her underwear, swimming strongly. “Shelli, come back in to shore,” she yelled when she surfaced, treading water briefly.
The other swimmer didn’t hesitate but kept going, although her pace was less hectic. Suddenly she was swept to the side, most likely by a riptide and went under. Flo didn’t waste any more breath but put her head down and used her best stroke, adapting to the choppy conditions of the open water. When she came up for air and to check on Shelli, the woman was flailing as she was pulled by the current and screaming.
Flo adjusted her course and felt the current grab her, so she used the ocean’s power to take her where she wanted to be and managed to reach Shelli as she was going under again.  The other woman had her head back, gasping for air and had stopped kicking but as Flo came closer, Shelli tried to grab for her. Flo managed to avoid the now-panicky girl and got in a good position to grab Shelli from behind.
“Stop struggling, relax and we’ll be okay,” she said harshly, trying to penetrate Shelli’s obvious terror. “We’ll have to drift with the current, parallel to the shore, and when we can get out of the riptide, we will, I promise.”
Shelli was panicked beyond comprehension, trying to twist as if to hug Flo, at which point she knew they’d both probably drown, so she released her hold long enough to retreat a few feet and then surge forward, knocking Shelli out with a fist to the jaw. She caught Shelli before she could swallow too much water or go under, and then settled in to tow the now limp body, while trying to keep them both afloat on the riptide. 
She was tired, her arms and legs aching. Obviously the conversation with MARL had debilitated her. Flo wondered how much longer she’d be trapped in the current. Something brushed against her legs and swam away and she remembered Daegan had told her there were predators in the ocean here. She was bumped again, more aggressively and this time several oddly shaped fins slid by her in the water, moving slightly out to sea but a great deal too close for comfort.
No knife, no blaster, can’t let go of Shelli—we’re totally screwed out here if whatever those are decide to take a bite next.
At least Aydarr had the location of the island now, even if she drowned or was killed out here, but rescuing the imprisoned Badari would be much harder without their advance knowledge and co-operation. She probably shouldn’t have risked her own mission to try and save Shelli but Flo couldn’t stand by and watch someone drown either. Determined not to give up, she forced herself to keep kicking although her arms and legs were like lead weights.
Hands tugged at her tight grip on Shelli. “Let go, let us help you.” Daegan was inches from her face, shouting and swimming strongly beside her. Confused, afraid she was hallucinating, Flo blinked hard. Not only was the Alpha there, so were three of his men.
She released Shelli to the second enforcer and immediately Daegan put his arm around Flo herself and began towing her toward the beach, his tremendous strength enough to get them out of the riptide. Looking back, she saw the first enforcer and the other soldier embroiled in a fight with a hulking sea creature. Unable to see clearly as the men and the beast fought in the midst of the waves, she remembered the Badari had total night vision thanks to their DNA enhancements and could hold their breath underwater for lengthy periods of time.
“Will your men be all right?” she yelled.
Daegan turned his head to smile at her. “Have some concern for yourself, Flo of the Sectors. You took such a risk tonight—what am I going to do about you?”
His question sounded more tender than sharp and she relaxed, content to be rescued when she had been the rescuer originally. By the time Daegan carried her to the beach in his strong arms, not accepting her repeated requests to walk, Flo was more herself.
He laid her next to Shelli. Lacey was there, holding the other woman’s hand as she coughed and wept. Flo was glad to see if Shelli’d had water in her lungs she was doing better now.
A fifth Badari was there as well and from the faint green glow emanating from his hands, Flo knew he was the healer.
“This one is fine as far as I can tell,” he said to Daegan, indicating Shelli. “She’ll have to be watched for inflammation of the lungs for a few days. “ He cast a puzzled glance at his fingers. “My power has a hard time recognizing her as a being in need.”
“That’s the way it work with humans,” Flo said, coughing a bit herself. “Don’t worry about it.”
Daegan looked at her strangely but he wrapped her in a blanket. “Check Flo next.”
Realizing she was shivering and her white underwear had gone see through once it became wet, she was grateful for the blanket. She opened her mouth to protest and shut it again promptly when Daegan glared at her. The healer made quick work of running his hands over her body, a few inches in the air away from her skin. He lingered a bit at the site where MARL had implanted his manifestation but then sat back on his heels and shut off the green glow emanating from his hands.
“Also fine.”
“Good.”  Daegan accepted the report matter of factly but his eyes as he watched Flo glowed even more brightly.
“Thank you—all of you,” Shelli said, hiccupping from all the sobbing she’d been doing. “I’m sorry,” she said directly to Flo. “I never meant for anyone else to be in danger. I just—I just couldn’t face another day in this place, worrying about Ardem, my husband, worrying about what was going to happen to me when the experiment goes into the next phase.” She seemed nervous about the Badari, clinging to Lacey and huddling closer when the soldiers moved too abruptly.
Flo patted her arm. “You fought to live once we got caught in the damn riptide. I saw the true Shelli, the tough woman who wants to survive this and thumb her nose at the Khagrish. Remember your strength in the moment.”
Glancing beyond her, Shelli gave a little shriek and Flo hastily turned her head to the water’s edge, where the two Badari who’d been fighting the unknown sea monster were now trudging ashore, carrying a monstrous carcass which the pair dropped onto the sand.
“Any injuries?” asked the healer.
“Only to the marhaddak,” said the enforcer with a laugh, kicking the corpse. Tentacles flopped onto the sand from the bullet shaped body and Flo shuddered. The thing was probably nine feet long, with twin dorsal fins. “It’ll be good eating.”
Daegan checked the location of the moons above, gauging how much time was left before dawn. “Go ahead and render it but work fast. Divide the meat evenly between the pods.” He pointed at the healer, “You can go now.” Daegan was in an efficient, no-nonsense mood, issuing orders to everyone, including the women. “We need to get you to your barracks as quietly as possible. The Khagrish don’t pay much attention to anything that happens in the Preserve but we also try to stay under their scanners rather than provoke them to curiosity. The less interaction with them the better.” He checked with Flo. “Can you walk?”
“Sure.” Scrambling to her feet, she had to grab at his arm to get her balance.
Daegan pulled her close. “I thought as much. I’ll help you.”
“I brought your things,” Lacey said. “When the Badari arrived your uh friend told me to stick with them and took off down the beach but I did remember to grab your stuff. I’m sorry I didn’t come into the water to help but I’m a terrible swimmer.”
Flo shook her head and raised her hands in a ‘no harm no foul’ gesture to placate Lacey and assure her there was no problem. “Don’t worry about it. We didn’t all need to be out there in the water.”
Shelli shook her head. “I can’t go back. I know you’re right, Flo, about how much I do want to live, to find my husband someday, but I refuse to submit to—”
Eye glowing, Daegan stepped away from Flo and went to the distraught woman, taking her hands in his. She seemed mesmerized by him and Flo sensed the Alpha’s power flaring in the night. “I give you my word you’ll not be forced to submit to any male. I’ll provide you a partner in the next phase who will pretend you’ve mated and leave you untouched.”
“Just her?” Lacey said. As everyone stared at her she raised her hands and retreated a step, saying hastily, “I’m academically curious about the underlying motivation.” Tapping her chest she smiled shakily. “Scientist here, remember? Gathering data.”
Daegan’s face was set in a frown, eyes glowing slightly and Flo wasn’t surprised when Lacey lowered her eyes. “We Badari regard the mate bond as a sacred thing, not to be interfered with by any other. Your friend here is deeply committed to her mate, obviously, if she’s willing to die rather than endure the touch of a Badari. We honor that. And no, I cannot extend such courtesy to the rest of you because we’re prisoners too and the fate of our young males and cubs rests on our compliance with what the Khagrish want. They won’t hesitate to kill a portion of my people if we fail to participate—such atrocities have happened before when there was rebellion among the Badari. My first loyalty is to my own kind. One woman I can help. I can only regret the rest of you being caught in this situation.” Now he turned to Shelli, who stood with open mouth and wide eyes. “But it must be our secret, understand? I will have your word.”
She nodded in slow motion as if hypnotized. “I promise.”
“Well I‘m not talking about any of this,” Flo said. “Lacey?”
The scientist gave a start. “Right, my lips are sealed. Totally.”
Daegan released Shelli. “Go with Rokhan here, both of you. I’ll follow with Flo.”
She stood and watched the two women move off with the second enforcer and the healer, who picked Shelli up with her permission and headed along the trail inland with no hesitation.
Daegan came back to her. “You’re deep in thought.”
“It’s very kind what you’re doing for Shelli. I hope she can keep the secret, and Lacey as well.” Doubt nibbled at the edges of Flo’s mind. There was so much at stake for Daegan personally and he was trusting two women neither of them knew at all.
He shrugged. “I wish the problem didn’t exist at all. Our honor will be stained enough by being involved in this forced mating, even with those of you who don’t have husbands.”
Wanting to reassure him, Flo touched his arm gently. “It won’t come to that.”
He looked at her sternly, his eyes glowing. “Always you’re so confident. We must talk.”
A flash of completely out of character panic ran through her like a cold shock.  There was no way she was ready to have the deep conversation with Daegan tonight. She ran her fingers through her hair. “Yes, but not now. Tomorrow. I think I’d better get back to the barracks, don’t you?”
Without asking, he swept her into his arms and strode toward the tree line.
“Hey.” She pushed against him but given how weary she was from the fight with the ocean she wasn’t going to make any impression on him in this condition. “Next time you might ask a lady before sweeping her off her feet. Some of us like to walk.”
“I was so afraid for you,” he said, voice quiet in the night. “How have you gotten so deeply into my thoughts?”
The question was rhetorical but a warm glow suffused her at his obvious attraction to her. “So in order to arrive in the nick of time tonight you must have set a watch on the women’s barracks?”
With a soft laugh, he shook his head. “My man was stationed there to watch over only you.”
She succumbed to the temptation to rest her head against his broad chest. “Daegan, there’s so much we have to discuss. Better not get too wrapped up in the personal aspects of this—this whatever we might have between us until you know more.”
“You feel it too?” He glanced at her, sounding pleased.
Wordlessly, she nodded. “And it’s making my life complicated, let me assure you.”
They’d reached the edge of the clearing where the women’s building stood. Daegan halted and set her on the ground as carefully as if she was made of delicate china. She handed him the blanket and hastily donned her jumpsuit, conscious of him watching her. She didn’t mind his scrutiny, might even have done a bit of extra hip shimmying as she got into the one piece garment, although her muscles ached from exhaustion. The ocean had nearly won tonight, if not for Daegan arriving in the nick of time. Why couldn’t I have met you at the valley, when we didn’t have to have secrets? No other Badari had ever appealed to her the way this man did and she very much feared their Great Mother was amusing herself at their expense, drawing them into a potential mate bond.
She had no idea how he’d react to her tomorrow when she launched into the explanation of why she was on the island. Briefly she was tempted to say she’d tell him everything now but the conversation with MARL, followed by the near drowning, left her wobbly and exhausted. She needed to be in better control before discussing anything.
“Sleep well,” he said, touching her cheek with one finger.
“I’ll do that.” Flo walked toward the barracks, hoping no one was waiting up inside to talk to her. Luckily the other occupants of the room were asleep or pretending to be and she slipped into her own bunk against the far wall and closed her eyes gratefully.



CHAPTER SIX
 
In the morning she realized she’d slept in late. By the time she awoke, the sun was all the way up and the robos were bringing the breakfast mush. The other women were setting the table and gathering in twos and threes, talking in low voices. She saw Shelli, pale but composed, chatting with Lacey. Flo sat up and made a note to herself to tell MARL for future reference how draining it was to use his implant to communicate. Maybe he could improve the efficiency if it was ever needed again.
“Come eat,” Renate said, catching her eye and waving.
Flo had just arrived at the tables, having taken a detour to the restroom and changed into a fresh set of underwear and jumpsuit. The woman had left a seat open next to herself, so Flo sat and accepted a bowl of the uninspiring nutrients.
“What was all that about last night?” Renate asked her in a low voice. 
“Not much. Couple of us wanted a late night swim.” Flo affected unconcern. “Probably not a great idea, considering it in the morning light but sounded like fun then. We tried to be quiet. Sorry if we woke you up.” She kept spooning the breakfast into her mouth. “How long till the interview session?”
“The Khagrish have some kind of meeting this morning according to the guards so it’s going to be this afternoon only,” Renate said.  “We have free time. I told the others to stick close to the barracks, or else go to the beach in a group. I don’t trust the Badari.”
Biting back a harsh response to the slur on the men, Flo washed down her breakfast with a drink of the bland nutrient fluid and rose. “Well, I hope everyone has fun.”
“Where are you going?” Lips thinned as if disapproving, Renate eyed her suspiciously.
“Maybe I have a date.” Flo winked and took her dishes to the kitchen area before exiting the building. She wondered if she had a Badari watcher during the daylight hours too and decided she didn’t care. A tingle of excitement spiraled through her nerve endings as she took the path to the beach and anticipated seeing Daegan today and this time having a real conversation with him.
When she arrived at the beach, there was no sign of the Alpha. She was sure he’d done his run at dawn and was frustrated with herself for missing him but she had all morning after all. Hoping the Badari in the Preserve were similarly at liberty, she walked along the beach toward the big rock she knew was Daegan’s favorite perch. He wasn’t there either so she stood and watched the waves coming in. The surf was higher today and Flo fought the temptation to do some body surfing. To do it properly she’d need a pair of fins which of course there was no hope of getting her hands on but the waves broke cleanly and she thought she could have a few good rides.
Removing her jumpsuit, she dropped it carelessly on top of her flip-flops. As she waded into the water and got ready to dive under the next wave and swim out, she had a flashback, inducing panic, as she remembered the near death experience the night before. Restored and limber today, she refused to let the previous events diminish her lifelong love for the ocean, any ocean on any planet. Three deep breaths and a prayer to the Lords of Space and she was ready. Stroking easily, she got to the point where the waves rose in response to the rising shoreline and let a few pass underneath her, treading water. Finally she found one she liked the looks of and swam as fast as she could, taking big scoops of the water with her hands and kicking hard to build speed.
As soon as the wave began to lift her, she stopped kicking, thrust her left arm in the direction she wanted to go, took a deep breath and lowered her head. She was in a perfect line, doing her best to be streamlined and maintain her momentum forward. The ride was exhilarating, the warm water caressed her skin like silk and she rose to her feet with a shout of triumph at the end, pumping her fist in the air. Flo wasted no time swimming out again and taking another ride, adjusting her body’s tension a bit to control her motion. The sets were getting larger and she threw caution to the winds and surfed, cutting across the face of the wave as it broke, for a truly invigorating tide. She felt as if she was flying and when the wave deposited her at the beach she laughed from sheer joy.
“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to go swimming alone?” Daegan asked, rising from the sand.
“I don’t listen well,” she admitted, tossing her hair and thinking about how her wet underwear was probably showing him her figure in great detail. “Do you surf?”
“Does the sun rise?” He sprinted past her, splashing her deliberately as he went by and then he was stroking out to the break point.
With a laugh, she followed him, careful to keep enough distance between them so there’d be no danger of a collision if they rode the same wave. They rode three sets of waves and then Daegan caught her by the wrist in the shallows, pulling her closer.
She went willingly, enjoying the feeling of his hard, muscular body pressed against hers and the impressive bulge between his legs showing the effect she had on him. Her underwear might be pretty revealing today but his scanty loincloth wasn’t doing much to conceal his package either. Looping her arms around his neck, she indulged herself in one kiss.
Daegan wasn’t about to settle for a chaste peck on the lips, pushing his tongue against her lips and holding her tight.
With a soft sigh, she parted her lips and allowed him to plunder her mouth while she savored the spice that was Daegan to her. Her knees were weak by the time the caress ended and he began kissing her neck and shoulder.
“What happened to ‘we have to talk’?” she asked with a laugh, forcibly restraining herself from touching the massive cock pressing against her, an invitation to intimacy too plain to ignore. “I wasn’t kidding—we do have to talk.”
“Later,” he murmured, moving one hand to knead her breast while he pumped his hips against her, grinding his erection against her mound in a movement amplifying her own desire, craving more direct contact to soothe the ache at her core.
If there was one thing she was sure of, Daegan would never forgive her for making love to him and then revealing who she really was. “Alpha, there are things we must say to each other.” She deliberately spoke in Badari.
Daegan pulled back as if she’d shot him with a blaster. “How is it you speak Badari?” he asked, his voice suspicious.
Flo disengaged herself from his now slack grasp and stepped to her jumpsuit, saying over her shoulder, in fluent Badari, “I learned from a pack up north.” Turning to stare at him, she added, “Kierce says hello and to tell you he still has the scar on his hip where he fell amongst the rocks. I don’t understand why a Badari would ever have a scar, except from the damned force whips—”
“We believe it was because the rock contained a rare mineral and the healer didn’t get to him in time.” Daegan’s frown was monumental and he stood with his arms crossed over his massive chest.
Flo held up her hand. “Before we go further, is this a safe place? Do the Khagrish have any monitoring devices in the Preserve?”
He shook his head, the long black hair blowing in the breeze from the ocean. “This is as secure a place to talk as any. We believe the huts may have some cameras in key spots but not out here.”
“In case anyone is watching, shall we walk or shall we sit? It can’t look like I’m debriefing a superior officer,” she said with a careless laugh which was exactly the opposite of her real mood. Uncertainty over how he’d react to everything she had to impart made her reluctant to speak. 
Wordlessly, Daegan sat on the blanket he’d brought and she sat beside him, leaving a few inches between their bodies, both facing out to sea.
Might as well get on with it—the other mood has been officially shattered. “There was an older Badari experiment established in the north,” she said. “Massive, three DNA strains, been going on for 800 years. We believe yours here in the south was created as an offshoot a few hundred years ago, in part to try to eliminate the pack structure the northern group lives by. Kierce told us the Khagrish here try to eliminate those Badari with Alpha characteristics at an early age and now I’ve seen for myself how things are run. Someday you’ll have to tell me how you and your enforcers survived to adulthood.”
“And the two men taken away with Kierce?” he asked, ignoring her implicit question about his own past.
Flo shook her head and scooped up a handful of sand, allowing the grains to dribble from her hand and blow away on the stiff sea breeze. “He’s the only survivor. It’s his story to tell as to what happened to the three of them. Let me keep going. When the first humans were kidnapped from a colony and brought to this planet, one of them, a woman named Jill, formed a mate bond with the Alpha Aydarr. The Khagrish underestimated her pretty badly and she escaped. I’m going to skip over a lot of stuff here but the end result was all the Badari were freed by Jill and escaped.”
It was a lot to absorb so she paused in case he had questions, which he did, but to her surprise not about the other Badari.
“And you?”
“I’m a mercenary, ex-Special Forces. My team and I were kidnapped off our ship by the Shemdylann and rescued by Jill at the first lab. I serve Aydarr, usually as a pilot, but when this opportunity came up, he asked me to go undercover. Ever since Kierce was rescued, Aydarr’s been prioritizing trying to find your group and launch a rescue mission. He’s salivating at the thought of another hundred Badari soldiers. We’ve taken down a number of labs, rescued a lot of humans, but we’re stretched thin.”
Daegan held up one hand. “I’m attempting to take this all in and trying to form the right questions, out of the million or so in my head. Are you a mere scout then or the first soldier in the attack?”
“Both.” She bristled internally at him calling her a ‘mere scout’ but kept her temper. He was entitled to be a bit snarky with all the data she was throwing at him today. “I have a tracker embedded in my skull so now Aydarr knows where we are. My people can communicate with me, so we’ll know his plans, although the process kicks my ass. There’s a hurricane coming by the way, which is going to delay the rescue operation.”
He glanced at the ocean. “Yes, the waves and the riptide last night tell me the same thing. We’ve had the giant storms before. The Khagrish will lock us into cells in the main buildings and we’ll all ride it out. What’s the plan for this attack?”
Flo picked up a tiny shell and examined it rather than fidget or get up and pace. “I haven’t been told yet. I know one of Aydarr’s concerns is whether you and your men will come in on his side, or stand aside like one of the DNA groups up there chose to do. How much control do you have over the others here?”
“About 95% of them are loyal to me or at least take my orders. There are some who prefer to work more closely with the Khagrish.” Daegan was apparently unmoved by the existence of less worthy Badari.
Thinking about some of the bad actors they’d dealt with in the north, who’d been ruthless in pursuit of their own goals, Flo asked, “Yet no one betrayed you?”
He shrugged. “They know death would be theirs, at the hands of my—what did you call them? My enforcers. Or if not them, then others.”
Flo chewed on that for a moment. “I bet I’ve met three of the bad apples, haven’t I?”
He nodded. “Your impressions are acute. The men who don’t count themselves as loyal to me are among those regarded as non-alpha leaders by the Khagrish and receive perks and better treatment because the enemy wrongly believes they control the rest of us. It’s all appearances and acting and a delicate web of lies. Fortunately the Khagrish have no DNA test for alpha traits or none of us would survive. But as cubs alpha-born often don’t know yet to act discreetly and mask their authority over others. I had a few close calls but luckily for me the scientist who was most suspicious of me died in an accident.”
Flo thought of Yonn, the Generation Eleven alpha-born in the valley and how he was already obeyed by full grown Generation Eight soldiers at times.  “Uh huh, an accident. I just bet.”
He didn’t dignify her implied accusation with a response. 
The waves crashed on the beach as the tide came in. Flo wished she could rewind the clock a bit and recapture the easy camaraderie of surfing together.
“How are things done in this Aydarr’s pack?” he asked.
“I don’t begin to understand it all, not being Badari, but the men swear a blood oath to him at a certain age. The pack has a hierarchy based on what’s called dominance challenges but no one could hope to take Aydarr on and win. Not even his number one enforcer and not the other Alpha.” She nudged his shoulder. “Even we humans feel Aydarr’s power if he’s projecting it. Kind of what you did last night when you were talking to Shelli.” And don’t ask me if I think you could take Aydarr. Inwardly she shuddered at the mere idea of two Alphas fighting for dominance. Would the Badari at the valley follow him if he defeated Aydarr? The consequences became more and more head spinning the longer she thought about it.
“And you?” He turned his head to her and caught her chin in his strong fingers so she couldn’t look away. His golden eyes blazed amber. “Have you sworn this blood oath to the man?”
“No,” she said, heat pulsing through her body as she met his gaze. “The only humans officially in the pack are mates. There’s some other kind of oath given and received during the creation of a mate bond which causes them to be accepted into the pack. Man or woman. But obviously no human could ever win a dominance challenge against a Badari, so they’re outside the structure for rank. Like the healers, although they can fight.”
“What does this Aydarr expect of me? Of my Badari? To swear blood oaths to him and accept his orders?” Daegan’s voice was contemptuous and his talons were edging out from their sheaths.
Flo tried to choose her words carefully. “That’s the way it’s worked for the Badari I know for 800 years. Aydarr doesn’t tolerate any Badari in the sanctuary valley who haven’t sworn the oath to him. “
Grim-faced now, Daegan asked, “Kierce?”
“Had to swear. Although I overheard someone in the know say Aydarr told Kierce if he’d been blood sworn to you, he would have been allowed to keep the pre-existing allegiance.”
“And if I refuse? Will we still be rescued? How generous is your Alpha?”
Flo closed her eyes briefly, realizing she had a headache coming on. She wished Aydarr could have this conversation with Daegan directly. She was the wrong person to try to negotiate between Alphas. I was naive to think Daegan would tamely fall into line and be so grateful to be rescued he’d sign right up. “Going by what’s happened before, with the Tzibir—the third DNA line I mentioned—the answer would be yes. I doubt Aydarr would transport you to the sanctuary valley then. He’d probably have to leave you here in the islands and cut contact. I’m not sure how that would work, how you could be safe going forward. The Khagrish are getting more sophisticated about fighting back. They even brought in a person to be the security chief for the entire planet but one of our guys killed him, which was a big setback for the enemy.”
Daegan covered her hand with his own. “I hear the distress in your voice but you’re giving me much to think about and I have to consider the welfare of my men, and our cubs. The answers you seek aren’t simple and binary.”
Warmth and desire traveled through her body at his touch. This was not the discussion she wanted to be having with him but it was the one called for by her mission. “I realize you can’t say yes immediately or hastily. Aydarr committed to rescuing you, even set aside pending human rescues to have enough men and equipment ready to launch an attack here. To be honest, I’d hate to see him go ahead if the campaign to free you isn’t going to have any benefit to our overall war.”
“I’ve made no decision. Can I talk to this Alpha myself?”
She shook her head. “I told you, I have an implant. Badari telepathy doesn’t reach this far.”
Daegan was relentless. “When will you contact him again?”
“I don’t know—it’s their decision to reach out, not mine. Based on what we’ve done before, the pack would come in overland. We have a way to turn off the force fields and infiltrate the lab’s artificial intelligence to get access to the complex and then it’s hand to hand combat. I’m usually flying overhead cover, doing some strafing but we have a limited number of flyers and an even smaller number with armament. Then we usually evac the prisoners, strip the base of as much useful material as possible, destroy the rest and get the hell out of the area before the Khagrish send reinforcements. I’d expect a similar approach to this base only of course Aydarr is hoping you’ll be ready to fight as well. Protect your young and the women too.”
“Do the other humans here know about any of this?”
“No. I was inserted into the group late on their departure night and the human prisoners are generally so demoralized these days, no one took notice or cared. I’ve done undercover assignments before in the Sectors. I’m good at it.”
“Yes, you are,” he said in a neutral tone, rising to his feet. “We must go.”
Confused, she dusted her hands off and set the shell aside. “What? Why?”
Staring at her, Daegan tapped the thick black band on his wrist. “Don’t you feel the bracelet signaling? We’re being recalled by the Khagrish.”
“Lords of Space, do you think the enemy suspects something?” Scrambling to her feet, she had butterflies in her gut.
“Relax, it’s probably about the storm. The Khagrish make us do the labor of readying the island for the wind and rain,” he said. “Perhaps you women aren’t being summoned. I’d rather you didn’t stay here on the beach by yourself.”
“I’ll be fine, especially if all the Badari have been called.” She cast a longing glance at the ocean, wishing she could ride the waves and forget all the deeply serious things she’d just been talking about.
“Promise me you won’t go swimming,” he said, surprising her with the ferocity in his voice.  He grabbed her by the arm. “Not alone, not today.”
“I promise.”
He dropped his hand, scrutinizing her before he took a few steps in the direction of the trail. “I hate to go but the bracelets are relentless once the summoning begins.”
“I know,” she said. “Or rather I’ve been told. This is the first time I’ve had to wear one. Take care of yourself today.”
“We’ll talk more later.” He jogged off, clearly reluctant to be going.
Flo followed more slowly, thinking over their conversation. It definitely hadn’t gone the way she expected and as yet she didn’t have a good read for how Daegan was going to decide. He did have to consider what might be best for his people but on the other hand, if he didn’t join Aydarr, this Badari offshoot was a dead end. Aydarr would never let any of the humans move here while the war was going on, so there’d be no mates for Daegan and his men.
Could a Badari stand by while the others of his kind fought for freedom for everyone and for the planet? The Tzibir were a different matter, being infused with reptilian rather than mammal DNA. Coming in sight of the residences, she sighed and decided not to think too much about any of it until the next time she and Daegan talked. Her job was to tell him the truth and get his commitment to join Aydarr. Clearly the fact this group had no pack structure was a big impediment.
The other women were eating a desultory lunch and then made the hike to the open pavilion where the interviews were held. The head lab tech called for order. “In two days we predict the island will be hit by a large storm,” he said. “We’ll let this session today continue although many of the men are assigned to facility emergency preparation so you’ll have to adapt to whoever shows up today. There’ll be no session tomorrow and the next morning you’ll be moved inside, to a safe location for riding out the storm.”
“How long?” Renate asked.
“Depends on many variables,” he said. “Maybe as long as a week. The experiment will continue unabated once the storm has passed and any damage to the facilities has been repaired.” He shook a finger at them and his face was set in stern lines. “Don’t imagine this storm provides any opportunity for escape. I assure you our security protocols are well honed and we never lose a prisoner.”
With the stern warning, he stepped aside and the women dispersed to their seats. Presently a small group of Badari filtered in and took their places for the mandatory conversation.
Flo wondered who Daegan would send her today or if she’d be left in peace so she was shocked when Wint settled into the wholly inadequate chair across the table from her, grinning widely enough to display the tips of his fangs. She took a quick scan of the Badari around the room but didn’t see any of the men she recognized. The ones here today had the bearing of ordinary soldiers to her, lower ranking.
“He’s not coming today,” Wint said with a sneer. “I made sure to assign him to some of the hardest labor, filling sand bags and building anti flooding barricades. He may think he’s high and mighty but it’s me the Khagrish bestow authority on, to run operations and give the orders. And it’s time for the two of us to talk.” He gestured first to her and then tapped his own chest.
“Why are you so interested in me?” She leaned back in her chair, subtly gathering herself for combat if required. She didn’t trust Wint.
“You’re different than these others.” The Badari waved a casual hand at the group. “You have fire, you don’t bend. I think I’ll enjoy the process of breaking you to my will.”
Flo laughed in his face, which probably wasn’t her smartest move but felt satisfying. As he growled at her, she said with icy contempt, “None of us will ever pick you and the rejection goes double for me. This is as close as you’ll ever get to me.”
“You’re all so cocky with this farce of an interview process, thinking you can pick and choose,” he said, talons deploying and digging into the surface of the table with the force of his emotion. “Well, what if I tell the Khagrish I want you? Think the scientist’ll listen to me or to you? We both know the answer, don’t we? I could tell Nyddfalorr my choice today in fact and put an end to all this nonsense where you’re concerned. ”He rubbed his chin. “The more I think about it, the more I like the idea. We could spend the storm denned up together as cozy as can be—”
Fear knotted her gut and she protested instinctively. “Daegan would—”
“Do what? He’s not going to go against the Khagrish on your account, don’t fool yourself.” He rubbed his chin with one hand, eyes narrowed. “Maybe his usefulness is over. Maybe it’s time for him to have a little accident, during training maybe, or during the storm—”
She uncoiled and in one smooth movement slapped him hard across the face, continuing her momentum after the blow, darting to the side before he could grab her. Flo jumped over the table and into the center of the room, drawing the immediate attention of the guards and the lab tech. Pointing her finger at the Badari, she shouted, “Maybe it’s time for you to shut up and go, Wint.”
He stood and hurled the chair, narrowly missing one of the other women but for a Badari soldier deflecting the airborne furniture just in time. “I’ll go for now but this isn’t over. It’s far from over.” Giving the guards a glare, he stalked out of the room.
The lab tech was at her side, a guard right behind. “What was that about?”
“We had a difference of opinion,” Flo said, dusting herself off. 
“Wint is a valued member of the experimental community,” the tech said. “You’d be wise to consider him as a potential mate if he has an interest in you. Dr. Nyddfalorr would like him to be among the breeding pairs.”
She spoke the absolute truth without a second thought. “I’d rather die first.”
“A stupid thing to say to those with power over your life and death.” The tech gestured to the guard and Flo’s bracelet flared into life on her wrist, sending waves of pain through her body. She staggered, hitting the table with her hip and going to her knees as the other women watched in horror. The pain cut off abruptly and the guard hauled her to her feet as the tech got right up in her face. “Lucky for you the mainland only gave us a limited number of females or I’d be sending you to experimentation right now. I’ll say it one more time—Wint will have a mate when this process is done and if he chooses you, so be it.”
Flo held her tongue, secure in the knowledge the lab would be attacked and destroyed long before Wint could make any demands of her. No use for her to exhibit too much rebelliousness right now to push her point.
Seeming satisfied, the tech stepped away and surveyed the room. “You will continue the interviews. Dr. Nyddfalorr is most anxious to bring this phase of the experiment to its conclusion and move forward.” He strode away to his preferred spot, at a big desk at the far end of the room.
The guard glared at Flo and retreated. She took a deep breath and returned to her chair, working on calming her pulse and her keyed up nerves. Wint definitely had aspects of being an alpha-born and therefore probably did have a number of followers. How different would he have been if he’d grown up in a pack with a strong Alpha to set boundaries and structure? She wondered what Aydarr would do with the man because the Alpha she served definitely wasn’t going to tolerate any kind of bullshit or passive aggressive resistance. 
I probably need to bring this issue up the next time MARL contacts me.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Daegan didn’t mind being on sandbag duty today. It was mindless physical labor and he had so many thoughts churning through his head after his conversation with Flo on the beach earlier that he needed time to reflect. Wint thought assigning his rival to the lowest tasks was a victory somehow for him but Daegan had made peace a long time ago with the necessity to keep his head down in front of the Khagrish. His men needed him to do whatever it took to survive and provide leadership and encouragement behind the scenes. His own pride had to take second place to remaining alive.
Flo’s revelation he had unknown brothers to the north, in an experiment running for centuries before this lab was established, took his breath away. How many Badari had struggled and died, in both labs, before this current generation brought hope and real freedom?
He pondered what Flo had said about the pack structure and the blood oaths. It explained things that had puzzled him over the years, instinctive urges he’d experienced when it came to leading the group and imposing his will. When he’d been a boy, a wise old healer took him aside and whispered about the necessity for subterfuge to hide what he was. Two others from his set of cubs had been removed from the group and never seen again and the rumor was they’d been somehow tagged as alpha-born and executed. Some days growing up he’d felt as if he was trying to contain a whirlwind of fire within himself, power yearning to be expressed, things he wanted to accomplish, dreams and goals…but he hid it all from the enemy. The other Badari knew though, even as Kierce had evidently explained to Flo when revealing his status.
He’d been horrified years ago when he realized as a teenager he was the only alpha-born left alive on the island. The entire responsibility for the Badari was on his shoulders with no one to learn from, no one to ask for guidance. 
Daegan stacked his sand bags and went to fill more. This was such a low tech way to protect buildings from storm runoff or flooding but he suspected the Khagrish liked forcing the Badari to do hard labor and get their hands dirty while the scientists, techs and guards stood by in their clean uniforms, laughing.
Someday they’d learn the error of their ways. If this other Alpha was truly bringing in a force of well-armed, well trained soldiers, the day was soon. And he and his men would join in.
Of course he’d agree to help wage the war. Flo shouldn’t have been in any doubt over his casting his lot with her comrades. Freedom was the most important thing to achieve for his men and the cubs. What was concerning him was what would happen afterward. He couldn’t help being an Alpha. It was his gift from the Great Mother to be alpha-born, just as others were born healers. He wished he could talk to Kierce and learn more about life in the pack and about Aydarr, what to expect.
A pang of bitterness stabbed through him at the thought of Kierce having sworn loyalty to another Alpha but his chief emotion was joy the man had survived whatever the Khagrish subjected him to during the experiments and found his way to a relatively safe haven.
How much independence would he have from Aydarr? Could he run his own pack as he saw fit? Daegan had no objection to functioning as a military unit in a chain of command with these others but he rebelled at the thought of handing over responsibility for those he regarded as his to lead. I’m too independent to tamely submit.
Wiping his brow, he straightened and evaluated the work being done. The barricade was progressing nicely. Probably in another hour or so he’d  be done here and sent to the next spot where the Khagrish had been lax in maintaining the facility.  He was eager for the day to be over and their release back into the Preserve. He’d go for a refreshing swim in the ocean—maybe Flo would like to come too.
As he bent to fill the next sack, he thought about Flo. She was a completely unexpected element in his life, affecting him as no other woman ever had. Of course he and his brothers had only interacted with female Khagrish and the professional sex workers the Khagrish brought in on occasion, but even in the group of twenty human women, he had eyes only for her. From the moment he saw her, he wanted to protect her, to stand by her side and be partners.
His cock pulsed and he bit his lip not to laugh at himself. Oh yes, and I want to make love to her all night long. What he actually wanted was to claim her as his mate while in the throes of hot sex and never be parted from her for the rest of their lives. Was that too much to ask? His sense of humor kicked in and he had to chuckle.
The Khagrish had no idea what they were toying with here, expecting the Badari to relinquish a mate tamely—assuming a man was blessed by the goddess to find one and the woman reciprocated—to someone else in a later phase of the experiment. His fangs and talons deployed and the man filling bags with sand next to him gave him an odd look and edged a few feet further away as Daegan worked hard to retract his natural weapons.
But what was the truth of Flo? She said she’d sworn no blood oath to this Aydarr—Daegan’s jealousy upon hearing she was in another Alpha’s pack had been instant and fiery. She certainly wasn’t already a claimed mate—he’d know if that had been the case. He was positive his senses would have alerted him and warned him off. He’d thought she was feeling the same attraction he was but now there were flickers of uncertainty in his mind. She said she’d done undercover work before. Maybe she was experienced at making a man believe she desired him as part of her cover.
Daegan shook his head, angry at himself. No. He refused to go down the path of suspicion and doubt where Flo was concerned. The knowledge she was his mate-to-be was rock solid in his heart, if she reciprocated what he felt. Flo was genuine, honest, a warrior. She’d tell him the truth and so far she seemed to be attracted to him and even a bit surprised to find the connection forming.
Wint sits with Flo. Frawmar, a mid-level soldier he’d assigned to watch over Flo at today’s interviews, reported in via the telepathic link.
Daegan’s hackles rose and his talons edged out again, tearing the bag he was lifting to his shoulder and allowing a steady stream of sand to dribble out.
They’re shouting at each other. She struck him. The news came in rapid-fire fashion now. He says he’ll tell Nyddfalorr to give her to him.
Forcing himself to keep walking to retrieve more bags from the waiting robo truck, Daegan sent his two enforcers an alert.
The soldier sent a new message. She had words with the tech and the guard punished her. I didn’t dare try to intervene.
No, you did the right thing. Daegan’s rage was white hot and immediate but his soldier would be severely mistreated if he tried to help Flo against the guards. I’ll be there as soon as I can. How is she?
Shaken. She’s gone back to her chair and everyone is leaving her alone. Shall I sit with her in the next round of conversation?
No. Observation only unless Wint returns. I’m on my way.
Daegan glanced at Ivokk. I have to go to her.
The guards are bored and no longer paying any attention. I have a soldier on the way to take your place so the numbers match up when they do a count at the end of the day. Go.
Without another word, Daegan slipped past the corner of the building where he’d been working and sprinted cross country toward the residence barracks and the pavilion where Flo waited. He arrived in a few minutes, his already impressive speed augmented by concern for her. The interviews were ongoing so he strode straight up the stairs, inside past the startled guards and to Flo. She gaped at him as he hooked his hand under her elbow and pulled her to her feet.
“You’re done with this,” he said. “You and I are a pair.” He made his statement a challenge, watching her face, heartened by the gladness with which she’d greeted his arrival.
“Yes, we are.” She nodded and moved closer to him, smiling a bit tremulously. “I told the other women that yesterday in fact.”
He could feel the tremors in her body, an after effect of a severe punishment with the neurocontroller. “Can you walk to our new home or shall I carry you?”
Flo raised her arms, winding them around his neck and he lifted her with ease before turning to leave the pavilion. A Khagrish guard stood in Daegan’s way but his expression was uncertain and he checked with the lab tech.
“We’re a breeding pair,” Flo said, raising her voice. “That’s the whole point of this exercise, right? We’re just advanced in the process. We’re going off now to move into the next phase you Khagrish care so much about.”
Taking her remark as his cue, Daegan stepped past the guard and left the pavilion, expecting the agony of the neurocontroller to strike at any second but forging ahead. There was no interference and he made his way to the section of Preserve where the individual huts had been put up in anticipation of the ‘breeding pairs’. He carried Flo inside and laid her carefully on the large bed.
She immediately sat up and he retreated a step to reassure her he was non-threatening as she said, “Thanks for the timely extraction.”
“What happened? I received only a sketchy report.” He couldn’t prepare for whatever might happen next, either initiated by Wint or by the Khagrish unless he had more details. The need to protect Flo was visceral, making his heart pound against his ribs.
Flo rubbed her arm where the bracelet rode. “They weren’t kidding when they said this thing could inflict a world of pain. Wint was threatening to expose you as an Alpha, among other things. I decided to shut him up and the guards didn’t like it. Would he reveal your status as an Alpha?”
“There’s nothing I can do to prevent it,” Daegan said. “We’ll worry about it if it happens before your friends arrive.” Anxious to offer comfort and unable to keep himself from touching her, he settled for smoothing her hair off her face. “The lingering pain dissipates, I promise.”
Flo looked at the interior of the hut where they sat. It had rudimentary furniture and a cooking unit, plus a screened off area which was the bathroom. “Nice.” Laughing, she said, “Do they give you guys decks of cards?”
For answer, Daegan got up, went to the small cupboard, opened a drawer and pulled out a sealed deck. “Like these?”
“Exactly like those. That’s kind of funny whoever founded this lab kept the tradition. I warn you, I’m good at all the Badari games and I know some killer human ones as well. I’ll clean you out of shells or whatever we use for betting here.”
“I consider myself warned.” He could tell the effort she was making to maintain a light tone and willingly played along. Whatever she needed from him, he’d gladly provide.
“Do you think this place is wired for sound and video?” she asked.
He shook his head. “Nothing in the Preserve is, as far as we can tell, other than the pavilion where the women are doing their interviews, which is a recent addition. When we’re in here the Khagrish regard us as being in full animal status and they don’t care what we do. As long as we’re co-operative once we cross the barrier and re-enter the lab or training areas.”
She shivered. “Like being in a damn zoo.”
“Would you like to walk to the beach?” He hadn’t planned to offer the idea of a stroll, given how shaken she seemed but now he was concerned the hut was bothering her. Too intimate and closed in maybe.
Flo smiled and his entire body warmed at the idea he’d pleased her. “You’re sweet and so considerate. I’ll be fine. We should probably get back to discussing the pending battle. You must have more questions for me.”
Looking at her he couldn’t think of a single thing. His desire for her was a hunger he couldn’t satisfy, not without her explicit permission to touch her. To cover his discomfort, he went to the kitchenette and got two glasses of water, one for himself and one for her. Walking to the bed, he handed her one and pulled a chair from the table for himself. “All right, if you want to talk tactics, I’ve been wondering how this other pack is organized, militarily. What weapons do they have? How was their training done? Have they performed missions on other worlds? We’re taken offplanet quite often, in cryo sleep, and deployed against human and humanoid installations, not in the Sectors, not yet, but in the fringes.”
She considered his rapid-fire questions while she drank the water, then rose to her feet and launched into a crisp report. As she explained how the other Alpha ran things, Daegan listened intently, although his focus was divided between the information she was sharing and his admiration of her. She’d obviously given briefings to senior officers before and kept extraneous details to a minimum. Of course he had follow-on questions but at the end of her discussion, he was much more prepared to have his men play a proper role in the coming invasion.
“What are we supposed to eat for dinner?” Flo asked. “I notice our cupboards are pretty bare other than a few nutrient drinks and survival bars. Surely there’s better fare available.”
“Actually, I wanted to ask if you’d like to go to a cookout,” he said. “Ivokk’s pod is cooking their share of the marhaddak from the other night, which is good eating, and there’ll be other food besides.”
“Sounds good. Is that what you’d have been doing if you hadn’t had to sweep in all dramatic and carry me off?”
He nodded, although he’d much rather stay denned here with her and explore the attraction between them but tonight wasn’t the night, not after the experience she’d had. 
“Will I be welcome?”
Surprised, because the almost shy question struck him as out of character for her, he said, “Of course. Neither Wint nor any of his particular followers will be there. And you said you can play cards with the best of us.”
“He’s got aspects of being an alpha-born, you know.” Head tilted she studied him. “He’s not, he doesn’t project the sheer power you have or Aydarr has at his fingertips and I realize most of the Badari here would probably never follow him, but I can see some traits.”
Daegan considered the matter. He’d always taken Wint’s presence for granted, an annoyance to be dealt with and perhaps even useful cover for himself since the Khagrish liked dealing with Wint. “I wonder if that’s what the Khagrish actually hope for?  Men who can lead, at least to some extent, but who aren’t true Alphas and so will always be malleable and easy to manipulate. How is it you know so much about Alphas?”
“We have what, four of them in the valley? Oh, and Keshara, who says she’s not but she’s the leader of the Badari women.” Flo laughed. “Although she holds her own pretty well.”
“How does it work?” he asked, unable to imagine dealing with multiple Alphas and conflicting loyalties.
“Aydarr’s unquestionably the top dog. I mean cat. He just is.” Flo shrugged and appeared to be done with the topic of Alpha rule. ”I wish we could invite the other women to this dinner. I know the circumstances that brought them here are terrible but you Badari are mostly great guys and allies. I can’t wait until the ladies get rescued and taken to the valley and can meet Badari on an equal footing.”
“Mostly great guys?” He grinned at her.
“Well you’re one obviously.” She gave him a teasing smile. “Dinner? My stomach is rumbling and being rude.”
As she walked next to him toward the beach where the gathering was to occur, Flo asked, “Have you told any of the others yet what’s up?”
Daegan shook his head. “I wanted to know more first but then tomorrow I do plan to alert my enforcers—I do like that term, by the way—and begin some planning.”
“Enforcers of the Alpha’s justice is how it was explained to me. If I hear from MARL again tonight we may have more to tell them.”
 
Flo enjoyed the evening. The Badari gathered beside the driftwood fire were in good spirits and although the only drink was the bland nutrient stuff, the sea food was excellent. Everyone teased Flo about eating the creature which had wanted to eat her and later, when the group played cards, she managed to surprise them all with her ‘quick grasp’ of the game’s fundamentals. She won her share of hands, although as she’d predicted, they were only playing for shells and pretty pebbles. It was one of the strangest evenings she’d ever spent on an undercover assignment but there was nothing else to be done right now. The hurricane was coming on its own timetable and until she had more intel from MARL about Aydarr’s plans she might as well enjoy herself and further cement friendly relations, right?
She pondered how these men, so used to life on a tropical island with the ocean at their door were going to adapt to the cold, the dense forest and the lake in Sanctuary Valley. The move would be quite a change for them, with a lot of other new conditions as well. But they were soldiers, tough men living in a deadly environment for all the laidback joking and good spirits tonight. They’d adapt. That’s what the Badari did.
She watched Daegan in the firelight as he sat talking quietly with Ivokk. He was an immensely attractive man, with all the Alpha charm and power, which he was obviously intent on turning on her. She’d sensed he’d had problems at first with her being on his island as a secret agent, and major issues with her allegiance to Aydarr, but hopefully she’d made it abundantly clear her relationship with the northern Alpha was purely professional. All business. Nothing personal.
Although she’d like to get personal with this Alpha. He fascinated her on various levels, not least of which was physical attraction. Daegan was as handsome as any other Badari and his body was a marvel of cut muscles and chiseled abs like the warriors she knew, but something about him as a person drew her. She wanted to touch him in all kinds of intimate ways. Flo broke off her train of thought and stretched luxuriously, enjoying the way Daegan watched her.
“Tired?” he said solicitously. “You had a rough day thanks to the Khagrish.”
“Yeah and this damn bracelet.”  She rotated her wrist in the firelight, watching the dark red flickers deep within the black material. 
Daegan rose and came to her, offering his hand to help her up from the sand. “Tomorrow will be better.”
She said her farewell to the other Badari and walked along the trail inland with Daegan, acutely conscious he’d kept her hand in his. She was amused and pleased, her heart beating a little faster. “Nice group you have there.”
“Good men. We lost so many others over the years, taken by the Khagrish for their fucking experiments or killed in combat on our deployments. I’m glad Kierce made it through all right.”
“He had it rough for a while but of course he has a mate now,” she said. “I’m sure Elianna had a lot to do with how he recovered from his time with the Khagrish.”
“About this mate business,” he said, before stopping.
She had to clear her throat before answering as tension took over her body.  She both wanted and feared what might develop between them. Either way, life could become even more complicated. “Yes?”
“I know we’re pretending to be a pair but I have to tell you how attracted I am to you, Flo of the Sectors.” He turned his head to her and his eyes were glowing amber. “In case you hadn’t noticed.”
She took a deep breath, allowing her eyes to drop briefly to the impressive arousal pushing at the crotch of his utilities. “I noticed. The feeling is mutual.”
They stood close to each other on the path, in the moonlight. Daegan studied her face. “Would it be wrong of me to suggest we act on the desire? Not to become mates, obviously. I know your emotions aren’t engaged  as deeply as mine, not yet at least,  but—”
I think I could fall in love, given half a chance. “Shut up and kiss me,” she said out loud, framing his face with her hands and pulling him to her. The kiss was instantly scorching, Daegan not holding back for a moment. She parted her lips in response to his obvious wish to be granted entry and he took possession of her mouth with no hesitation. Alpha to the core.
Flo was lost in the sensation of Daegan’s taste, spicy, with a hint of citrus she couldn’t identify, a touch of what she would have sworn was rum, flavored with molasses or caramel but incredibly sweet in her mouth, and  the clean bracing note of cedar. Complex like the man, sensory notes her brain identified in the presence of undoubtedly alien flavors, drugging and intoxicating her. She thought a bit giddily she was going to get drunk on Daegan’s kisses and the sensual inebriation was fine with her. Flo got as close to him as she could, fitting herself to his rock hard chest and grinding her hips against the massive bulge pushing against his utility pants, clear evidence of how much he wanted her.
Daegan held her with one arm and used his free hand to fondle her breast, teasing the nipple with his thumb as they kissed until she was squirming in pleasure.
They broke apart, breathless and stared at each other.
“I wish we were at the damn hut right now,” Flo said shakily. 
“I can get us there in a flash,” he said, holding out his arms to her.
“Oh yes, because I am burning up here and you need to put out the flames.”  She laughed at her own cheesy lines, like something from a badly acted trideo but she couldn’t deny the fact her entire body was aroused and ready to take this man to bed. Delay was exquisite torture.
He picked her up with ease and sprinted to the residence area, arriving at their hut in no time. Once he was inside, he set Flo carefully on her feet and she appreciated that he didn’t just place her on the bed.  He did catch her to him, and demand another kiss, which she was only too happy to surrender. Daegan started working on the fastening of her jumpsuit and they had to break apart, laughing, as the closure resisted his efforts. He was able to strip her out of the garment successfully and Flo immediately unhooked the utilitarian bra and threw it aside.
“I promise you, once we’re out of this place, I do have more exciting lingerie at the valley,” she said with a laugh.
Slowly he knelt to draw the panties down her legs, and she braced herself with one hand on his shoulder to step out of them. Daegan nuzzled her, his huge hands holding her still.
“You smell so good,” he said. “Like nothing I’ve ever scented before, like all the wonderful things in nature maybe but uniquely you.” Rising to his feet, he stripped off his black tee shirt.
“Let me do the rest.” Flo pushed his hands aside and unfastened the opening of his utility pants. Today there was no loincloth, no underwear—Daegan had gone commando and his engorged cock immediately sprang free as the confining fabric fell away. Now it was Flo’s turn to go to her knees, holding him firmly and stroking his shaft, enjoying the way the ridges felt against her skin. She lapped at the plum-shaped head and murmured appreciatively. The taste was intoxicating, all Daegan. As he threaded his fingers through her hair, she took him into her mouth and swirled her tongue over the sensitive head and ridges while her free hand was busy caressing his sac. 
Aware of the effort he was expending to hold himself from coming as she sucked and fondled Flo derived great satisfaction from her effect on this massive, sexy man. Pleased, she gave him a final stroke and rose to her feet. “The bed sounds good to me.” She crawled onto the mattress while he was riveted by the sight of her naked body, and rolled onto her back, beckoning to him. “I might get cold.”
“Not while I’m alive.” Daegan lowered himself to lie on top of her, his massive frame completely pinning her to the bed, although he kept the majority of his weight on his elbows. He kissed her neck and she held her breath for a second, afraid he was going to forget himself and claim her as a mate, which she had not agreed to. It was too soon for her, the situation was too fluid and she had too many misgivings about making a lifelong commitment yet, but he merely shifted his attention to her breast, cupping the weight and murmuring, “Perfect.”
Once he took the nipple into his mouth and began slowly applying sensual torture with his tongue and teeth, she couldn’t concentrate on anything but the sensations Daegan was causing in her entire body. She held him as tightly as she could, trailing her fingertips over his side and hips, savoring the musculature of his tight butt.
His impressive arousal pushed against her soft folds and she was already so hot and aroused she felt him slide inside with no problem. Sighing with pleasure, Flo shifted her hips to accommodate him and pull him deeper but Daegan stilled.
“Is there any possibility we could make a child tonight?” he asked, staring into her eyes.
Hypnotized by the amber glow, Flo shook her head. “No. I’ve had the inject. And I’m healthy, just had a physical before I came here.”
“We Badari can’t catch any disease,” he said before focusing his attention to her other breast although it wasn’t long before he slid one hand down her body to where the two of them were joined and sought for the sensitive bundle of nerves hidden beneath the folds. Skillfully he stroked the spot and Flo moaned, transported by his attentions and the extra stimulation the ridges on his Badari manhood provided to her internal nerve endings. 
For her own pleasure and his she clenched her muscles and nearly climaxed then and there, but he continued to pump in and out with great deliberation, making them both wait for the climactic moment but building the tension expertly. Flo was so close that it was delicious agony not to finish but he was so in tune with her he seemed to sense when to pause and when to advance until she wanted to scream at his control.
Suddenly he thrust hard and deep, his rhythm changing to a faster movement and Flo knew Daegan had lost his battle with delaying their gratification. She went right along with him and together they toppled over the edge into a mind-bending orgasm the likes of which she’d never had before, blossoming deep in her core where he was sheathed and spreading in a tidal wave through her entire body. She might even have blacked out for a heartbeat or two from sheer sensory overload.
When she opened her eyes, Daegan was watching her, a smile curving his lips. “We’re good together, yes?”
“Absolutely. And I think we should have a repeat performance as soon as possible.”
He stroked his hand along the curves of her body. “You’ll get no argument from me.” 
They cuddled together for a long time, Flo surprised to find she liked being held in a man’s arms and experiencing the after lovemaking connection. In her previous life in the Sectors she’d definitely not been one to linger. But then, she’d never been with a man who affected her mind and heart the way Daegan did.
Like a giant cat he stretched and rose eventually, leaving the bed to wash and bring her a wash cloth and towel so she could do the same. “You deserve flowers,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed and watching her with open pleasure. “And all the good things a woman should have from the man who cares for her. Alas, all I can muster is a towel. And none too fine at that.”
Flo scooted over to him and embraced him. “All I need is you, truly. And we won’t be stuck in this place for much longer either. There are flowers in the valley, you’ll see.”
He lay against the pillows and pulled her to him for a long, leisurely kiss. “Luckily we have all night. I’m on storm preparation duty again tomorrow, all day but then we’ll have tomorrow night as well. The Khagrish don’t intend to round up the prisoners and put us into the cell blocks until the day after, depending what the storm does.”
“We might hear more from my people tonight,” Flo said, toying with one of his flat nipples briefly before sliding her hand across his flat stomach and following the faint line of hair to his crotch, where his cock was lengthening again at her touch. “If I get any sleep, that is.”
“Should we stop now and turn in?” he asked, voice teasing, but rough with his desire.
“No, we should not.” Grasping him firmly in her hand, she stroked root to tip, exerting pressure on the ridges, which she was now aware created a highly erotic sensation for him. “I have other things to do than converse with an alien AI.”
Adjusting her position, she teased his shaft with her tongue, paying extra attention to the thick vein on the underside, where he was sensitive and then swirling her tongue across the head as if licking at a special dessert.
Daegan parted her legs with his huge hands and settled in to reciprocate, his agile tongue penetrating her to devastating effect. She was hard put to concentrate on her own attentions to him with the way he was arousing her, playing on her nerve endings like a master musician on a delicate instrument.
Oh yes, I have much better things to do than talk to MARL right now. Eyes closed, she took a deep breath of Daegan’s warm musky scent and gave herself up to the pleasure.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Of course she did eventually drift off to sleep after the lovemaking session. MARL must have been waiting because no sooner had she pillowed her head on Daegan’s shoulder and shut her eyes than the cloud of pink and orange took over her brain.
“The Alpha here is ready to bring his men and join us,” she said, averting her eyes from a blob of unnamable color offending her human sensibilities. “Any news on the storm or the plan?”
“The storm remains steady in its progress and is due to hit in three days, although you may see heavy wind and waves in advance.” MARL then had technical questions about where exactly in the facility Daegan expected the various groups of prisoners to be held, and especially where the cubs would be.
Next thing she knew, Flo was waking up to sunshine spilling through the door of their hut and Daegan sitting on the edge of the bed, fully dressed, watching her with his brow furrowed in a frown.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked. When she sat up, she saw a huge bouquet of vivid purple and orange flowers stuffed into an empty nutrient drink container. “Oh, for me?”
He nodded. “I said you deserved flowers—I wanted you to see this island has its own beauty your valley to the north can’t match, not in my heart anyway. It’s been my prison my entire life, but it’s home in many ways.”
She reached to cover his hand with hers. “When the war with the Khagrish and their allies is over, maybe we can come back here for a vacation.”
“I was concerned for you,” he said, changing the subject abruptly. “I woke right before dawn and you were lying there as if you were in a coma. You acted distressed and I couldn’t awaken you no matter what I did, so finally I held you and prayed to the goddess whatever was happening would subside.“
“I’m fine.” Her hand seemed to go of its own accord to the spot on the back of her neck where MARL had inserted the implant and she rubbed her neck as if to soothe stiffness. “The pack was communicating with me via the AI.”
“Anything I need to know before I head out?” he asked.
“Nothing new. I told them you were all in and we were awaiting instructions. MARL said the storm is tracking on schedule.”
“I’ll be on the lab all day, working on storm preparations. All the Badari will be, so you should be safe from Wint. I’ll be back before sundown and then we’ll have to think of something to do.” He gave her a mock leer, running his hand up her naked leg. “What will you do today?”
“Probably check in on the other women, maybe go sit at the beach.” She shrugged. “Inaction chafes on me. One good thing about being on call at the valley as a pilot—I’m always going out on sorties or training runs. Not much downtime.”
“We’re almost done with it here,” he said. “If your people intend to invade the day after the storm ends. Tell me again how confident you are this will succeed.”
Surprised, she stared at him. “100%. We’ve never failed to take a lab once we attack. This one’s bigger, more the size of the original lab, but we have an advantage with MARL and we have the element of surprise. The Khagrish wouldn’t dream of us attacking all the way down here in the south. All of our efforts have been up north, on the continent.”
“Good. I needed to hear experience-based optimism. I’ll be sharing with my enforcers today and then we’ll spread the word to those I trust to be ready.” He rose, glancing at the thick black bracelet on his arm. “I have to go. The Khagrish have been summoning me for a while now but I wasn’t going to leave while you were asleep.” He caressed her cheek with the back of his hand and Flo pulled him close for a kiss. “Promise me you won’t swim alone. I know you’re a strong swimmer but not alone, please, Flo.”
She made a mock pout and then laughed. “I’ll wait for you to get back. Now go before the Khagrish get impatient and turn the dial up. I know for myself now how much nasty pain the bracelet can deliver.”
“All right.” He walked out of the hut, breaking into a jog as he cleared the door, which made her wonder how high the pain signal had gotten on the neurocontroller while he waited for her to wake up. Daegan was in quite a hurry now. As she got out of bed, moving in a gingerly fashion because all the unusual activity during the night had left its mark on her after months of self-imposed celibacy, she refreshed herself in the tiny bathroom and made breakfast out of nutrient drink and survival bars. Clean jumpsuits were stacked on a shelf but so were the black tee shirts and utility pants the Badari wore. Without hesitation, she grabbed a set of those clothes and a set of the boring white underwear. She thought impatiently of the lacy confections she had in her cave at the valley, salvaged from loot taken from freighters by the Khagrish and their Shemdylann pirate allies. Sitting on the bed in the institutional underwear, she examined the Badari clothing critically. The pants were huge on her but she rolled up the legs and belted them at the waist with a torn up tee shirt. She managed to rip another T shirt into an acceptable length for herself and was quite satisfied.
Kicking her jumpsuit from yesterday into a corner, she said, “Much better this way.”
There were still only flip-flops to wear on her feet so she slid them on reluctantly and headed out to the women’s large hut.
With no interviews today and no assigned tasks, the nineteen women were sleeping in, eating breakfast, chatting. Flo received their undivided attention when she walked in but no one was hostile. Lacey and Shelli waved from where they were sitting. Renate cut Flo off as she headed in their direction.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
In surprise, Flo did a double take. “I didn’t think you cared.”
“You’re one of us, even if I’m upset at the way you and the soldier jumped the protocol.” The other woman stood tall, which caused Flo to give her grudging respect.  “I was also concerned whether the Khagrish would abandon our whole process once you broke ranks and picked a guy.”
“Hey, I like him,” Flo said. “He’s a good person as I believe I’ve mentioned before and he didn’t give me much choice.”
“Do you think the Khagrish will let you stay with him? That other guy sounded pretty sure he could enforce his preference,” said one of the other women, seated at a nearby table, playing solitaire with the Badari cards.
Flo decided she had to have confidence in Daegan’s ability to enforce his will as the Alpha, even on a renegade like Wint. Out loud, she said, “I can’t control what the enemy does one way or the other. One day at a time here.”
“Your constant motto.” Renate sighed and beckoned Flo to follow her to the kitchenette area, which was currently empty. “What do you know?” she asked in a low voice as soon as they stepped into the private space.
Inner alarm bells sounded at Renate’s change in tone. “Excuse me?”
Renate glanced around and then, satisfied no one was paying attention, she leaned closer and said. “I know you weren’t in our original group. Dalley Posten, from my ship, was. When we woke up that morning and I saw you instead of her, I figured it was some psychological game the Khagrish were playing and I decided to watch and wait but now I want to know why you’re always so confident in this hellhole. What’s going on?”
“I know there’s a storm coming in two days, which buys us more time. Anything can happen.” Flo stared at Renate. “All I know, I swear. All my life I’ve gone one day at a time and it’s worked out pretty well for me.” Which was actually the truth so perhaps there was enough conviction in her voice to explain why Renate allowed her to walk away without further questions. She joined Lacey and Shelli. “How are you doing?”
Both women said they were fine but Flo didn’t have much of anything to talk to them about once they got past the mutual assurances. She invited them to walk to the beach with her for a while but the women seemed to feel safer inside the communal hut than going outside to wander the island, so she promised to check in again later, and took herself off.
It was too beautiful a day to stay cooped up inside in her opinion. And if the Khagrish decided to change the parameters of the experiment, they’d enforce the new protocol whether the women hid in the building or not. It wasn’t her style to seek safety  which was only an illusion. She preferred to be standing on her own two feet, in a spot where she could see trouble coming and maybe do something about it.
The beach was gorgeous and deserted except for the small crustaceans digging for food and birds running along the water’s edge. For a while Flo was content to sit and watch the waves and let her mind drift aimlessly, although if she had to be honest, most of her thoughts were of Daegan and the hours they’d spent in bed together. He was an amazing, caring lover and she was drawn to the strength of his personality, as well as the vulnerability he showed in tiny amounts, as when he’d been jealous of allegiance to Aydarr. He’s a person I can rely on. Lifting her face to the sun, Flo closed her eyes. He’s pretty much the perfect man for me so of course I had to meet him here, under these conditions.
Taking off her tee shirt and the ludicrously oversize pants, she dozed and woke disoriented, her heart racing. After taking a few moments to orient herself and accept the fact she was on the beach of the prison island, with no threat in the offing right now, she stared longingly at the ocean. The waves were big today, coming in smoothly rolling sets, perfect for body surfing.
“I never actually promised him,” she said out loud. “I could ride a few waves—these are too beautiful to miss.”
Having decided she ran to the edge of the water and plunged in.
Her first few rides were spectacular, maybe the best she’d ever experienced on any world. Flo decided to go out one more time and was soon treading water, waiting for the best possible wave to be her final ride of the day. She saw iridescent sparkles blanketing the ocean, floating in her direction and was a bit uneasy. As the waves brought them closer, Flo realized they were creatures, with tiny, nearly invisible ‘sails’ a few inches high, barely enough to catch the breeze and be propelled across the ocean’s surface. She relaxed because these small creatures didn’t pose much of a threat and the wave she wanted was rolling toward her. She could tell by the way the ocean was swelling as the water approached the slope to the beach.
As she began her ride, a swarm of the pretty little ‘sailors’ was pushed in her direction by a stray breeze and she was among them before she knew it. There was an odd sensation on her leg, a flicker of pain and then numbness and Flo had to work hard to keep herself in the correct, straightened position to surf properly and safely. When the wave deposited her on the damp sand at the shore, she lay for a breath or two, oddly reluctant to see what had happened. Taking a deep breath, Flo rolled over and gasped. Two of the sailors were attached to her left leg, their tentacles wound tightly around her like a ground-creeping vine. Hobbling to her clothes, Flo used the T shirt as a makeshift glove on her hand while she unwound the fibers, which fortunately didn’t appear to be deeply lodged in her skin. Soon the two sailors lay dying on the sand and Flo checked her leg over carefully. Aside from a certain numbness, her limb seemed fine. There was a pattern of red dots where the tentacles had been, like elegant tracery on her skin.
“I think I got off light,” she said, mumbling to herself. Shrugging into the tee shirt, she picked up the pants and her flip-flops and decided to walk barefoot back to the hut, where she could wash her leg off and prepare herself for the lecture Daegan would rightly give her when he got home and found out she’d gone swimming alone one time too many.
She had to limp as her leg wasn’t very responsive and she’d barely gone a hundred feet toward the trail when she fell onto the sand. In disbelief, she tried to rise but now none of her extremities was working properly and the most she could do was roll over onto her back and stare at the sky. Flo felt a tear trickling down her cheek and closed her eyes, wishing Daegan was nearby.
 
All day long he’d been impatient, eager to get back to Flo. It wasn’t just the lure of more great sex, although he had to be honest with himself and admit she was a fantastic lover. He longed to see her and talk to her, simply to be in her presence and play cards if that was all she was in the mood for. She consumed him to a degree he’d have found unsettling, were he not so sure she was his mate and a blessing from the Goddess. As he stacked sand bags, he wondered how long it would take him to persuade Flo to trust her instincts and accept his claim. As he dug ditches, he fantasized about having cubs of their own someday. As the day wore on, uneasiness rode him, chipping away at what scant patience he had.
He held off briefing his enforcers on Flo’s true mission because the Khagrish were watching too closely and the news was so huge, his men might react visibly, leading to awkward interrogation.
There was no possibility of sneaking away today. The Khagrish had all the men working at a fast pace to make the lab ready for the coming storm and would notice immediately if he took off. Besides, leaving without permission would be exactly the kind of behavior to put the enemy on the alert he wasn’t a simple soldier as they’d been led to believe. Defying orders was a hallmark of those with higher dominance levels.
When the prisoners were finally marched back into the Preserve, he didn’t wait another second but broke into a sprint, ignoring the hoots and good natured teasing from the other Badari. Worry was clawing at him for no reason he could identify. He pounded up the stairs to their hut and burst inside, calling her name. “Flo?”
The hut was empty and from the scent, she’d been gone for hours. He remembered she’d mentioned going to visit the other women but as he tore out of the hut again, he didn’t hesitate in heading straight to the beach. She didn’t have much in common with the other humans as far as he could tell and wouldn’t have lingered there, certainly not past the point where he was due to return. But the beach on the other hand, held a huge allure for her, as he well knew.
Ahead he saw a limp form crumpled in the sand and he put on another burst of speed, arriving at her side in a spray of sand as he slid the last foot or so to gather her into his arms. A glance was all he needed to comprehend she’d run afoul of the wave drifters and their insidious poison. She was lucky to have reached the shore. Usually they swarmed their prey and once the unfortunate victim was paralyzed and drowned, the creatures feasted until only the bones were left.  Daegan rocked her in his arms, his heart cracking open with pain. There was no antidote for this. Even if he took her straight to Dr. Nyddfalorr and begged for help, there was nothing the Khagrish could do either. Even a Badari like him had a hard time throwing off the poison, although his kind always did thanks to their supremely powerful immune systems but it was one substance that made them struggle for their lives.
He heard her heart beating ever so faintly as he bent to kiss her.
Flo’s eyes flickered open and she tried to reach up with one hand to touch his cheek. “Daegan.” Her voice was a mere whisper. “I’m sorry—I went in alone.”
“Don’t leave me, hang on.” He held her tightly as her eyes closed again. Sending an urgent call to his enforcers and the healer, he feared saving her was a lost cause but he had to do something. He sent the Great Mother a prayer for mercy, for humans to possess a rare gift or hidden ability that might allow Flo to survive but he cherished no real hope. Miracles were nonexistent in the Badari world.
Taking off his own shirt, he wrapped her in it, because she was cold to the touch.
The other three men arrived one right after the other and stood around him in a half circle. Hainn swore as Daegan twitched aside his shirt covering her body and showed them her leg, swollen, with the telltale red dots of the stingers. The healer dropped to his knees next to Daegan and ran his brightly glowing hands over Flo, concentrating on the worst areas of her leg. He shook his head even as he worked.
“My power doesn’t recognize her. I have to force it to heal even the slightest amount.” Eyes burning brightly in his face, Hainn looked at Daegan with a sorrowful expression. “I can slow the progression of the poison a bit but not for long. Or I can give a merciful death.”
Daegan lashed out with his free hand, talons bared and the healer rolled away to avoid the blow. Ivokk stepped forward to grip Daegan’s shoulder hard while the other enforcer steadied the shaken healer.
“I’m sorry,” Daegan said immediately, “The thought of her dying is more than I can bear. She’s my mate, unclaimed or not, she’s my heart. I can’t lose her.”
Unspoken regret and sympathy radiated from the three closest friends he had to his name but they were as helpless as he was in the situation. He tried pouring his power as an Alpha into Flo, but what he possessed was a different energy than the healing gift. He was losing her and there was absolutely nothing he could do.
“She’s trying to speak.” Hainn pointed to Flo.
Daegan leaned over, putting his ear as close as he could get to her lips. “Say it again, beloved.”
“Blood,” she whispered.
“You’re not bleeding, don’t worry about that. Stay with me, sweetheart.” He heard the desperation in his own voice and rage at his powerlessness to save her threatened to choke him. He could not lose Flo. 
Rolling her head side to side, she tried to clarify, her voice fading. “Blood transfusion, you to me.”
The men exchanged skeptical  looks. The healer shook his head. “Won’t work, she’s an alien species to us.”
“Been done in the valley several times,” she said, grabbing Daegan’s tee shirt with surprising strength. “Only chance.”
“Even if we take her word for it,” the healer said, “She doesn’t need blood.”
“Drain some of hers first and then add mine,” Daegan said, wild to try anything to save his prospective mate’s life. “Can you do the transfusion or not?”
The healer assessed Flo, who’d closed her eyes and lay limp in Daegan’s arms. “I have the right equipment in my field medic pack in the barracks for a live donor transfusion. It-it can’t hurt, I guess.”
“Go, get what you need.” Daegan’s command was fierce and the healer broke into a run. I’ll take her to our hut so we have privacy and she can be comfortable.
“Should you move her?” asked Ivokk as he steadied Daegan while he rose with Flo held close to his chest.
“No choice,” he said. He shifted from a walking pace to an easy run, trying not to jar her, although she whimpered in pain anyway. The enforcers flanked him and they arrived at the hut as the medic was sprinting in their direction from the barracks area.
Daegan laid her carefully on the bed and stepped back to let the healer have room. Flo held up her hand and he clasped it tight.
“There are side effects,” she whispered.
“Tell me later, when you’re stronger—save your energy now. The consequences of taking my blood can’t be as bad as the poison.”
“True.” Flo seemed exhausted uttering even those few words.
He kissed her forehead. “I love you and I need you—you’ve got to pull through this.”
She tried to smile and his heart clenched at the effort she was making for him. “Do my best. ” Her voice was a thin whisper.
Working rapidly, issuing orders to the enforcer who was his helper, the healer opened a vein in Flo’s arm and withdrew a good amount of blood. Daegan bit his lip when he realized how much was being taken, but the healer was already punching into his arm and running the tube from Daegan to Flo’s other arm.
“I have no idea what we’re doing here.” Jaw clenched, Hainn watched them both as Daegan’s rich red blood pulsed through the line and into Flo. “Or if it will work or even what to worry about for side effects.”
“Take as much as you need,” Daegan said. “My body is regenerating the supply already. And if this doesn’t work, I absolve you from all blame or responsibility.”
“Should we ask a few of her fellow humans to come and help?” The healer scanned her with a handheld. “Her vitals are up a bit.”
“She’s not truly one of them,” Daegan said. “She belongs to me, to us now and we’ll take care of her.” Even if one of the other prisoners was a doctor, which he’d not heard any rumor of, no one was touching Flo but members of his own group, men he trusted.
The healer nodded, cleared his throat and began to chant, a song to the Great Mother, asking her blessing on what he was doing. As the transfusion continued, Daegan thought Flo regained color in her face and her leg was less swollen.
“I think it’s working,” said Ivokk.
“Even though it shouldn’t work at all.” The healer ran another check. “Definitely improving.”
There were more than a few tricky moments, where Flo suddenly broke out in purple splotches head to toe and had a frightening convulsion, which the healer said was due to her body fighting the alien blood. He ended the transfusion shortly thereafter. “She can’t take any more and it’s either enough to work or it isn’t.  She’s so much smaller than we are—I must have drained half her blood volume and refilled her veins with yours. More won’t help.”
“Give us a bit of privacy.” Daegan needed to be alone with Flo, just the two of them and give in to his fears without anyone watching, not even his closest friends.
One enforcer had already gone outside earlier to stand guard. Now Ivokk and the healer stepped out of the hut as well. Daegan lay against the pillows, cradling Flo. He shut his eyes and prayed to the goddess as he’d never done before, putting his entire heart into his thoughts, asking for Flo to live. He remembered the beautiful clouds he’d seen a few days ago, in the shape of the Great Mother’s circle and tried to imagine himself carrying Flo into the sacred place, to ask for the help he needed. I need her at my side, I need her help to free my brothers and go forward. I need her to be my mate but even if she never agrees to my claim, I want her to live.
He smelled the perfume of delicate flowers so unlike the lush, bold tropical blooms he was used to on the island and there was a light touch on his forehead, much as he imagined a mother might kiss a child in distress, although he was a full grown, blooded soldier. He swore his heart stopped and when he dared to open his eyes, there were green sparks dancing in the corners of the room and escaping through the open window like a flock of winged nightglowers. Daegan blinked and both scent and sparks were gone. Hardly daring to hope, he looked at Flo and found her watching him from bloodshot, bleary eyes.
“Did you bring me more flowers?” she said nonsensically. “Who was the woman?”
“There was no woman, just you and me. My men are outside.”
Flo closed her eyes. “I thought I saw someone else. Never mind me.”
A chill ran through Daegan as he seriously considered whether the goddess had been there in answer to his desperate prayer. “How do you feel?”
“Like a robo tank ran over me.” She tried to smile and his heart turned over at the effort she was making. “But at least I can move my leg now.” Clenching her jaw, she made a visible effort and shifted her injured limb out from under the covers. “What are those things in the ocean? Pretty but they pack a mean punch.”
“We call them wind drifters. You were lucky.” He didn’t think she needed to hear the details of how the small predators dealt with their prey.
“Sorry I went in the water by myself.” Two fat tears dripped down her cheeks.
Daegan gently wiped them away with his thumb. “I’m not upset. I understand the allure of the ocean. All I want now is for you to recover.” Flo rubbed her face against his hand and he bent to kiss her. “We did the transfusion although my healer thinks we were crazy.”
“Must have worked then,” she said. “It has been done before, a few times, although not quite like this.  Thanks for taking the chance.”
“Anything for you, my heart.” He was curious what the side effects she’d mentioned before might be, but right now he couldn’t take any more bad news. He wanted to enjoy the happiness he had as a result of her improved condition.
I’m actually thirsty and maybe a little hungry.” Flo sounded amazed at herself. “Probably good signs, right?”
“Absolutely.” He called his men inside, using the telepathic connection. The enforcer brought her a glass of water while the healer checked her vitals, leaving Daegan free to continue to sit and hold her, which was what he wanted to do more than anything.
“If I hadn’t seen this for myself,” Hainn said, shaking his head, “I never would have believed it. She’s doing well, comparatively speaking.”
“Better than being dead, you mean.” Flo laughed. “When can I eat?”
The healer frowned. “In half an hour you can try a nutrient drink and then an hour after that, a quarter of a survival ration and we’ll re-evaluate after seeing how those hit your system. Let’s don’t rush anything here. More water in the meantime would be fine.”
“You medics are always so conservative,” she said, plainly teasing. “All alike.”
Her voice was stronger and Daegan relaxed a bit more. His Flo was a fighter and he was proud of her. Sending the Great Mother a thank you, he adjusted to make them both more comfortable. 
“Do you want all three of us on duty tonight?” Ivokk asked.
Daegan shook his head. “It’ll cause too much talk and draw attention from people who don’t wish us well, like Wint. I don’t want questions or comment on anything concerning Flo. Thank you for everything tonight and I release you now. I can keep an eye on her for the balance of the night and confer with you telepathically as needed, Hainn.”
“Thank you all,” Flo said, reaching out to touch the healer on the arm. “And I especially appreciate your willingness to do the transfusion, which I’m sure struck you as an insane idea.”
The healer blushed. “My pleasure. I’m glad it worked by the grace of the goddess. Someday you’ll have to explain to me where and how this has been attempted before. You weren’t making much sense earlier, talking about some valley.”
She glanced at Daegan and he shook his head a fraction so she held her tongue. “Maybe I was dreaming? Maybe your goddess sent me a vision? At any rate, thank you for taking the risk.”
The Badari left and Daegan was content to be alone with Flo drowsing in his arms and waking enough to drink more fluids and nibble a survival bar, but clearly improving while she slept, her heartbeat growing stronger, her thought processes more clear and her general appearance less wan. He hoped her group wouldn’t try to contact her tonight because she needed all her strength to heal.



CHAPTER NINE
 
Flo awoke right before dawn, to the sound of a few sleepy birds tuning up for the day. Daegan was wrapped around her, his warmth reassuring and comforting. She tried to slip out of bed without waking him, which of course was a lost cause. He tightened his arms to hold her when she made the first move. “I’m going to the bathroom,” she said, “And to rummage in the kitchen for the flavor of nutrient drink I prefer.”
Gazing at her face, he hesitated. “How are you feeling today?”
Flo kissed him on the lips. “Pretty damn good actually, thanks to your busy little Badari red blood cells.”
He kissed her back and released her. “We have no orders for today so I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”
“Sounds like a good plan to me.” She visited the bathroom, frowning at her own appearance in the mirror, and then went to check on their supply of nutrient drinks. Finding the flavor she liked, although ‘like’ was an overly generous emotion to apply to the stuff, she wandered to the window to see if any of the birds were visible. So far every avian creature she’d spotted on the island had magnificent plumage in a wild profusion of colors and she enjoyed watching them.
Nyddfalorr, the guards and Wint have entered the Preserve and are coming your way.
The urgent message from a Badari soldier was meant for Daegan of course, but sounded in Flo’s head as well, startling her into dropping the drink container. She turned to stare at Daegan. “Did you hear that?”
“Stay there.” Daegan threw the covers back and leaped out of bed as the guards burst into the hut, stunners drawn. He backed away, blocking their access to Flo. “What do you want?”
“I’m reliably informed you’ve been keeping secrets,” the Khagrish scientist said, strolling through the door, followed by Wint. “Hiding things from me for years in fact. I’ve been told you’re an alpha-born, which as you know is an automatic death sentence. I must say you’ve been quite cunning and crafty, and the other animals have colluded with you well. But your true nature is revealed to me now.”
“I told him,” Wint said, thumping himself on the chest and standing tall. “I’ve been willing to tolerate a lot of things from you over the years but now you have something I want—the woman. I want you to remember as you’re dying in the lab that I’ve taken her for my mate.”
Go. Daegan’s command was fierce in her head and Flo responded immediately, diving out the open window, doing a tuck and roll and leaping to her feet to sprint away from the hut. Behind her she heard the terrifying growls of Badari men in hand to hand combat and she assumed Daegan had attacked Wint to buy her time to escape. There were shouts in Khagrish and the sound of shots being fired.
She kept running, heading for the interior of the Preserve, where she’d never been before but Daegan had described it to her when they were discussing the coming attack. The beach and the ocean offered no true escape and she’d had enough encounters with the deadly fauna living there. What she needed right now was to buy herself time to regroup and come up with a plan. Her leg was a bit weak, slowing her progress more than she liked, but overall she was doing okay. Briefly she considered trying to get in touch with the two enforcers using her newly created telepathic ability emanating from the transfusion but what could they do to help her or Daegan at this point? The guards had been armed with neurocontrollers as well as their stunners and pulse rifles. Even the Badari couldn’t resist the pain the bracelets inflicted.
Slowing to a walk as she made progress through the dense underbrush, using every ounce of cover, Flo glanced at her own bracelet. How long before the guards activate it to either summon me or track me or both? Daegan must have created quite a chaotic situation by attacking Wint because so far there was no sign the Khagrish were after her.
I’m going to rescue you, she promised the Alpha in her head, not broadcasting the thought but taking a deeply felt personal vow.
Eventually she ended up in a far corner of the Preserve, well hidden under the trees and other cover. Close to her the force barrier hummed and sizzled, marking the boundary of where she could run. Flo considered what to do next. The rising wind blowing through the tree tops above her was a constant reminder she couldn’t simply hide out for the next few days until Aydarr launched his attack. She’d never skulk in the bushes to save herself anyway—it wasn’t in her nature to abandon a friend and Daegan was far more precious to her. She wondered what the Khagrish were doing to him and had to push herself not to focus on the mental pictures. She’d heard horror stories in the valley, from Badari friends who’d been tortured by the Khagrish.
She prayed to the Lords of Space he’d still be alive by the time Aydarr arrived. The Khagrish liked to draw out their torture and abuse as long as possible, from what she’d been told. 
But she didn’t want Daegan enduring any of it.
She glared angrily at the force barrier. For the most part it was invisible but at times there’d be random shimmers and iridescence to warn of the field’s existence.
This one is screwed up. The longer she watched it, the more clearly twisting threads of energy, oddly pink with orange mixed in stood out to her, running through the barrier and creating the actual force that repelled higher sentients such as herself. I wish I had MARL with me, or one of his manifestations. MARL could totally eliminate the Khagrish force fields through some process known only to himself. He could also open a passageway through it, like a door, wide enough for one person. The manifestations, or ‘mini-MARLs’ had the same useful ability when it came to creating openings.
To rest her eyes, which were burning the longer she watched the force barrier, she rolled onto her back in the soft grass. Throwing one arm across her face, she took a shaky breath before abruptly sitting up, struck by a thought. She did have a mini-MARL on this mission. True it was tiny and in her head, not floating at her side but could she use it to do the things his bigger offspring did? “Is that why I’m seeing the threads of energy?” Flo studied the force barrier and just like the last time, the more she looked at it, the more detail she found. It was fascinating to watch the threads twist and turn and flash through the larger, more opaque force field. Rising from her concealment, she walked right up to the force barrier, not quite touching it. 
There, there’s a gap, a hole.
The pattern contained quite a few places where there was an inconsistency, where the threads seemed weaker, less organized, and chaotic. Was this was what MARL observed when he scanned a force barrier? Certainly no other human had ever perceived a force field this way. If she extended her hands and pushed the threads apart when one of these anomalies was traveling along the barrier, there’d be a hole. The other threads would flow around it for a while, until another major clump came through.
Lost in her contemplation of the force barrier, she didn’t realize she’d actually touched it. Only when her arms sank into the pink-orange haze and she batted away new threads as she took a step, did she have a flash of pure panic. Quickly she quelled the shaking and the fear. If I stop now, I’m dead. Forcing herself to keep her eyes open, no blinking, she took another step, extending her arms to the sides, hands upright as if to say “Stop” to the energy flow.
On the third step there was an audible popping sound and suddenly she was seeing in all colors again and falling to the ground, the back of her head aching as if someone had driven a spike into it. She was on the other side of the force barrier though—free. Flo forced herself to roll over and crawl as fast as she could, anxious to get away from the boundaries of the Preserve. Now she did head toward the beach rather than going further into the impenetrable depths of the island.
Once she thought she could stand, she was able to walk faster and the pain in her head cleared. Flo sought shelter under an outcropping of old volcanic rock and took stock. She was barefoot, in one of Daegan’s tee shirts, with no weapon, no food and no water. On the positive side, she was free of the Preserve and in a spot where the Khagrish wouldn’t expect to find her. Although if they chose to use the tracking device in the bracelet and didn’t refine their search parameter to only include the enclosure, she’d be easy to locate. The enemy weren’t renowned for out of the box thinking but she hated to rely on their laziness.
A sudden shower pattered down on the plants in front of her makeshift hiding place and she ventured out to catch a few precious drops on her tongue to help with her thirst. Flo figured this was probably one of the first storm bands associated with the hurricane so conditions were bound to get worse. Maybe the Khagrish would abandon the hunt for her altogether.
Of course she couldn’t survive the storm without a sturdy shelter.
Shaking her head and scurrying into the dubious cover of the rocky overhang, Flo decided she was going to focus on one thing right now—rescuing Daegan. Tonight.
She settled back into the grotto to rest and gather strength for the solo mission. Thanks to her discussions with Daegan on strategy and the lab complex’s layout, she had a damn good idea where he was being held. She might even risk trying to contact him telepathically when she was close. Flo didn’t have much idea how to manage her newfound ability there and obviously she could hear the other Badari if they weren’t sending one to one private messages. She didn’t want to give away any information by messing up the telepathy thing. Wint had had his followers, after all.
Suddenly a flash of heat washed over her entire body, head to toe, followed by agony in every single nerve ending. She screamed in anguish and crumpled onto her side, curling up as tightly as she could. Trying to think through the pain, she wondered with horror if this was an aftereffect of the wind drifter stings, or even from the crude blood transfusion but neither surmise seemed correct. It hurt like holy hell, she knew that.
And just as suddenly the pain was gone.
Daegan. It must be what they’re doing to him. And then he cut the link so no one would have to share his suffering.
Limp, wrung out by the brief secondhand exposure to the torture, she lay on the dirt and shivered. Eventually the tremors stopped and she cautiously sat up. If she’d had any doubt about what course of action she was going to take after it got dark tonight, her mind was made up now. Not even a Badari Alpha could endure torture like that and survive for long.
 
As it grew dark, she crept close to the lab complex’s force barrier. She had a special implant from her military days which enhanced her night vision, not as spectacularly as the Badari could see at night, but enough to maneuver without mishap.  Again she considered reaching out to Daegan, to confirm what building he was in, but if she could even touch his mind, he’d order her to leave him and escape.
Completely unacceptable orders.
This was a solo mission all right.
Luckily the Khagrish security guards weren’t doing much patrolling.
She found a spot behind a building where she could penetrate the force barrier unobserved. As she walked up to it, Flo flexed her muscles and wriggled her fingers, trying hard not to have any self-doubt about bringing off the miracle a second time. She had a MARL manifestation and she could do this. Concentrating, she began to see in pink tinted with orange and her attention was drawn to the same types of threads wriggling and flashing in the force barrier as she’d seen before. If anything, she found it easier now to insert her hands and arms into the barrier and push the roiling energy aside to create her door.
Don’t get cocky.
This time she was prepared for the spike headache, gritted her teeth and kept moving from shadow to shadow toward the building where Daegan was most likely to be. The winds buffeted her a bit, having picked up since afternoon and grown gustier, but nothing she couldn’t handle. Flo did a reconnaissance run and found only one Khagrish guard, stationed in the lobby area of the building. She watched him for about half an hour, growing ever more impatient, until he put his feet up and dozed off.
Overconfident fool.
The door would make noise when she entered but if she moved fast enough and he woke up a little disoriented, she could take him. Hopefully there wasn’t a panic button to call for reinforcements  within the man’s reach.
Flo burst into the lobby, forcing her way past the panels as they opened and attacked the guard, who fought back but within a minute he was dead on the floor. She hadn’t lost any of her hand to hand combat skills and the guard wasn’t in fighting trim and therefore ineffectual. Quickly she dragged the body completely out of sight behind the console and then crouched low, using the neurocontroller on his belt to remove her black bracelet. Relieving him of his weapons belt, her mood turned much more confident, now armed with a pulse handgun, a stunner and a knife, as well as the controller. She took a quick look at the vidscreens. MARL himself could hack into any Khagrish system and take control. Even his manifestations could do similar damage but she didn’t have the training to infiltrate the system even with the AI’s help, not without wasting precious time. From the display she inferred which room Daegan was likely to be in and hastened in that direction, pulse gun in hand.
She took note of the doors she passed—storerooms and labs for the most part, plus a few offices. Pretty much like the layout in the other labs she’d helped to take down. Then there were several medlabs, which were always where the worst torture took place. The building was deserted for the night.
At the end of the hall was the room she sought and she had to use the guard’s ID to gain entry. As the door slid aside, she took in the sight in front of her and swore.
Daegan was suspended in midair, naked, his entire body contorted in an upright spread eagle position, muscles and tendons standing out in stark response to whatever the continuous pain stimulus was. His head was thrown back, mouth open, fangs deployed as if he’d been frozen while roaring defiance. As she advanced into the room she saw he was inside a special specimen stasis envelope, similar to the one she herself had been imprisoned in. The gorge rose in the back of her throat as she remembered the experience, being fully conscious but unable to move no matter what the Khagrish did. Trapped in the envelope with him, arcs of fierce blue energy touched Daegan’s body constantly, dancing over his skin, obviously the cause of the agony he was clearly experiencing.
“Well fuck this.” Flo raised the pulse gun and shot out the top corner of the envelope, knowing any disruption to the stasis would disintegrate the entire thing.
There was a snapping sound, as if static electricity was running wild in the room. All the hair on her body stood up and there were pops of pain against her skin as the blue arcs surrounding and torturing Daegan were freed to ricochet around the room. Sparks flew where the arcs sought metal or electronics and she feared there’d be a fire to complicate the rescue. Other than acrid smoke, however, which the building’s ventilation system sucked away, there was no sign of a blaze developing.
He’d fallen heavily, obviously unable to make a move to help himself or break the fall. Flo winced in sympathy but Badari were tough. A fall from such a low height wouldn’t affect him and stopping the torture was the higher priority. She sprinted forward, noticing as she did so that his back was crisscrossed with lash marks from force whips, leaving open wounds. She knelt by his side, afraid at first  to touch him for fear of hurting him more but then she gingerly rested her hand on his shoulder and leaned close.
“Can you hear me? We’ve got to go, Daegan, you’ve got to stand up because I sure as hell can’t drag you.” Her mind whirled with half-baked ideas for evacuating him if he couldn’t walk.
He groaned and contorted his body as if to escape the pain without opening his eyes but then the lids flew open, his eyeballs glowing with golden fire brighter than she’d ever seen on any Badari. Fangs and talons extended, he sat up ready to fight and checked at the sight of her. “Flo? I—I thought I was dreaming. What are you doing here?”
Relief made her light headed and she had to battle her desire to pause and embrace him. Stay frosty, we’re not out of danger yet, not by a long shot. “Rescuing you, big guy. Let me get the damn bracelet off and then we’ve got to move.” 
Wordlessly he extended his arm and she removed the neurocontroller as fast as she could. “Do you think you can walk yet?”
Jaw clenched, rubbing his wrist where the bracelet had rested all his life, he said, “I’d crawl to get out of here. But how—?”
“Later.” She rose to her feet and tried to offer support as he worked to stand. It took him two tries and he was shaky, but he took the stunner from her with a fierce smile. “Lean on me,” she said. “There was a storeroom next door. I want to see if we can grab any kind of clothes and boots for you and me. But we only have a few minutes to clear the building.”
“Guard?”
“Dead.”  She was back in icy cold combat mode, refusing to allow emotion to touch her or disrupt her focus on getting them both to safety in the minimum amount of time.
The storeroom opened off the medlab where Daegan had been tortured. She made him sit on a stool while she rummaged through the bins and drawers, throwing items on the floor willy nilly, the mission clock in her head ticking. She found a pair of walking style shoes that fit her, maybe left by a female Khagrish lab tech, and grabbed him a lab coat and a pair of expandable-waist scrubs type pants which would probably be short on him but at least he’d be covered. “Put this on and let’s go. No boots or shoes, sorry.”
He grimaced with pain as he eased into the coat but didn’t seem overly upset about the lack of footwear. “Badari feet are tough.” 
A minute later she led the way out the back door, emerging into rain and wind. Thunder rumbled.
“We need to get to the force barrier,” Flo said, pushing her wet hair off her face.  Relief at being outside, not trapped in a building, buoyed her confidence.
“Then what? We’ll be cornered.” Clearly puzzled, at least Daegan wasn’t arguing.
“I have a trick, you’ll see. Trust me.”
He leaned over and kissed her, a quick caress promising more later. “I do. Let me lead the way.”
Although Daegan was extremely unsteady on his feet, he took off along the edge of the building, staying in the shadows in a stealthy manner Flo approved as she came behind him. “Preferably somewhere secluded,” she said just above a whisper, knowing he could hear the tiniest sound.
“Got it.”
They ended up in an alley behind two buildings. Flo stuffed the stunner in its holster and concentrated on the force barrier. Rain ran into her eyes and she blinked. The wind drove her sideways a foot or so before she planted her feet and Daegan grabbed her to act as an anchor.
Concentrate or we’re dead, she admonished herself. She had to find her calm center. The sight of Daegan undergoing unthinkable torture had shaken her badly and her control kept slipping despite her best intentions and all her years of combat experience and training. This mission mattered more to her than anything she’d ever done before because his life was at stake too and the thought of failure was terrifying.
“Do what you need to do,” Daegan said in her ear. “I’m on lookout.”
Taking a deep breath, she tried to shut out every other thought but the pink-orange energy threads she knew were traveling inches away from her. I have to see the damn things to manipulate them.
Daegan put one hand on her shoulder and the contact steadied her. She thought she felt a buzz of energy from him and was instantly angry because he needed all his strength to heal himself, not to take care of her. The burst of emotion and the energy kicked her ability to use the manifestation’s inherent capabilities into higher gear though and the threads became clear to her. With a sigh of relief, she reached out to push the strands aside and make a hole for the two of them to pass through. “Stick close to me,” she said, “And move fast. I can’t hold this long so you go first.”
Surprisingly Daegan didn’t protest so she must have sounded convincing. He brushed past her when she indicated it was time and stepped through the void in the force barrier with ease. She was right on his heels and nearly got caught in the energy backwash as the field repaired itself once her control was lifted. He yanked her the last foot or so clear of the fence.
“I think running is probably asking too much of either of us tonight but we better come as close to it as we can,” she said, grabbing his arm.
“I’ll make it.” Daegan’s voice projected utter confidence, in her and in his own ability to endure whatever pain he was suffering.
Flo got them out of the vicinity of the complex, taking Daegan up into the hills and back to the small grotto she’d found, high on the flank of the now extinct volcano forming the skeleton of the island. They were both soaked and breathing hard when they staggered into the inadequate shelter.
“Sorry I couldn’t do any better on the accommodations but at least it keeps the rain out,” Flo said, collapsing in a heap and massaging her leg, which ached. She’d been running on sheer willpower for the last hour. She scooted over to make room for him as he sat down and pulled her to him.
Wordlessly he drew her onto his lap and kissed her with so much intensity she couldn’t breathe except for the air he gave her. Flo clung to him as their tongues danced in a sensual, symbolic reconnection. She couldn’t get as close to him as she longed to be.
“I love you,” he said, holding her against his chest. “I thought I’d never see you again and I—I wished I’d said so many other things to you but that’s the important one.”
“What happened after I ducked out the window?” she asked, running her hand over his chest and chiseled abs as if to reassure herself he was real.
“I killed Wint. He fought but he was no match for me, no matter what he may have believed about himself. I tore his fucking heart out.”
“Alpha-born,” she said, shaking her head. “You Alphas always win, especially in a fight against a non-alpha.”
“It happened fast, too fast for the Khagrish to stop. Short, nasty, final. Then of course Nyddfalorr took his revenge for my killing his favorite and for being a secret Alpha.” Daegan shrugged. “I fought but the guards used the bracelet on me and the stunner. They dragged me to the medlab and showed me the error of my ways with a liberal application of the force whip.”
“Don’t make light of it.” She shuddered. “Your back looks—”
He pulled her closer. “It’s healing already, don’t worry. There’ll be scars.”
“Which only make a man more interesting,” she said, kissing him.
“Good to know.” He grinned although it was clear the effort cost him. “And then Nyddfalorr got to his true agenda.”
“I think I felt the pain when they hooked you up to those blue arcs,” she said. “I never experienced anything like that before—it cut the knees right out from under me— and I hope I never do again.”
“You shouldn’t have.” He frowned. “I cut the telepathic link to my men as soon as the torture began and you and I aren’t bonded. Well, not formally.”
“Remember I said there were side effects to the transfusion of Badari blood into a human? Well, telepathy’s one. We acquire the ability to send and receive telepathically on the Badari wavelength. Some people can only hear their mate and other people can hear the entire pack. I’ve fallen into the latter category—I heard the enforcer’s warning to you this morning. And you told me to get out the window right before you attacked Wint.”
“Instinct, sorry. I’m used to giving my men instructions that way in battle.”
“Well, I heard it.” Flo nodded emphatically.
“Thank goodness. What did you do then?”
“Went deep into the Preserve and then I discovered my handy ability to cut the force barrier, which comes from the implant the AI gave me.”
Daegan laughed and the deep sound of his genuine mirth made her smile too. “Very handy—clearly I chose an exceptional person as my ally. Can you do other things with it?”
“Unknown. I guess we’ll find out if this adventure goes on long enough.” Although his body heat was comforting, Flo shivered as a wayward breeze found its way inside the grotto. “I wonder if we could build a fire, if we kept it small?” A more forceful gust of wind swirled into the grotto and she curled closer to him.
“We’re not going to be able to survive a full blown hurricane in this spot,” he said.
“Do you know anywhere else we can go? There’s nothing in the Preserve where we could shelter? Because all the Khagrish and the rest of your people and mine will ride it out in the lab complex, I’m sure.” The idea of re-entering the Preserve voluntarily didn’t appeal to her, even if she could walk through the force barrier at will, but she realized the little grotto wasn’t providing much protection.
He shook his head. “The basic structures in the Preserve will survive but they’re open to the wind and the rain. The Khagrish didn’t want us to have any sense of permanence. We won’t make it through the storm if we go back there. If the storm lets up at all tonight or tomorrow we should search for a safer place out here in the hills.”
“I’m afraid we’ll be caught out in the open with no shelter,” she said. “Since neither of us knows this part of the island.” 
“We’ll figure it out in the morning,” he said decisively. “I’ll have to try to hunt for food at any rate. Have you eaten anything all day?”
She shook her head. “Grabbed a piece of fruit while on the run earlier and had rainwater to drink. Nothing else. Hey, we’re a good team—we can survive this.”
He rummaged in the pockets of the lab jacket he was wearing and brought out an unopened ration bar. “Shall we split this?”
Flo munched on the bar, which helped quiet her stomach and was better than nothing, but clearly not enough to fuel Daegan’s recovery, especially if he insisted on sharing it equally with her, which he did.
By mutual consent they stopped talking and curled up together to sleep, which was a challenge because of the way the wind howled around the edges of the grotto, not to mention the thunder rumbling overhead but eventually Flo drifted off.
Only to waken as a voice she didn’t expect to hear called Daegan’s name.
“Kierce?” Drowsily she sat up and peered through the gloom. Kierce?
Flo, what the seven hells? How are you suddenly telepathic? And where’s Daegan? 
I’m right here beside her, the Alpha said.
And it’s all a long story, Flo added. I thought there was a range limit to this telepathy stuff?
There is. Aydarr sent a few of us down as an advance force under my command and we arrived barely ahead of the weather. We’ve hidden ourselves at an abandoned lab complex on an island a few miles to the north of you, seems sturdy enough to ride out the hurricane.
Good thing the Khagrish liked to overbuild, she said.
What’s your situation? Kierce asked.
We’re injured and on the run. Daegan was matter of fact. Hiding in a small cave on the mountainside but it’s not going to be safe in the storm. I might survive but she won’t, which is an unacceptable outcome. Can you do an extraction tonight?
“Are you crazy?” Flo’s jaw dropped and she stared at Daegan.  “No one can fly in this weather.”
As if to contradict her, Kierce came back immediately with an affirmative response. Gabe says he can do it, no problem but we can’t get to you where you are, as far as we can tell. There’s a flat space—a meadow to the west, across the ridge from you. Can you get there?
Tell Gabe he’s insane. Biting her lip, Flo considered the situation.
Eyes narrowed, Daegan checked with her. “Do you trust this pilot Kierce speaks of?”
“Oh hells, yes. He and I are probably the only two people crazy enough to try this stunt. He may be a slightly better pilot than I am.” She grinned, the gutsiness of this extraction appealing to her. “But can we get to the place he’s talking about?”
“We have to. This is our only chance, tonight, in the storm. Once the actual hurricane arrives, he’ll be grounded and we’ll be in an untenable situation, shelterwise.” Daegan kissed her before he switched back to telepathy. Tell this Gabe we’ll be there. Leaving our location now.
We’ll be on scene in half an hour. Good luck. 
Flo looked at the mouth of the grotto where windblown rain and loose debris flew past. “I’m not anticipating this little jaunt with any pleasure. But if I have to attempt it with anyone, I’m glad it’s you.”
“Likewise. Your people aren’t going to be able to wait for us once they’re on target,” he said. “I don’t think there’s much chance of the Khagrish being actually alert enough to watch the skies tonight but the winds will be brutal for the flyer. “
“So you’re saying we need to hustle.”
He nodded. “Let me go first and you follow right behind me. I’ll try to block as much of the wind and flying objects as I can.” He paced to the mouth of the grotto, made a face at the rain and stepped outside.
Flo was right on his heels, pulse gun drawn, watching their six. As he’d said, she didn’t expect the Khagrish to be alert tonight, even if they’d discovered the dead guard and Daegan’s escape. The enemy had no reason to expect any outside force to be involved, nor did they know he’d gotten through the force barrier and furthermore, the weather was brutal. As she struggled through the trees and dense brush, she speculated how much worse a hurricane could be than this misery.
The hurricane winds will be five times worse, Daegan said, apparently hearing her thought or maybe she was broadcasting them. You’d be blown away if we could move at all.
At least she had her stolen shoes. Thinking of Daegan’s bare feet made her wince. She was shivering because even though they were in the tropics, the rain was cold and she was immediately soaked as soon as she’d left the grotto. Her thin clothing was no shield to the pelting rain and the occasional glancing blow from flying leaves. Luckily Daegan was able to keep them from being hit by anything bigger. More than once he turned and bore her to the ground, covering her with his own body to protect her as a branch or other large item blew by overhead. The trees which grew here were amazingly flexible and bent in the gale rather than breaking, but the wind was shredding the crowns.
Not much further. We’re almost to the top of the ridge. The wind will hit us hard once we do reach the top.
I’ll be ready. She was grateful they had the telepathic link because talking took too much energy right now and besides the wind would blow words away. Her leg ached and she was afraid it might give way if she subjected herself to too much more punishment but she wasn’t going to ask Daegan to carry her. He was obviously hurting as well, not moving with as much grace and ease as the Badari usually did and the terrible welts on his back weren’t healing as rapidly as she’d expected. He was running on sheer will power as well.
If Daegan hadn’t grabbed her when she took the last few steps to the top of the ridge they were climbing, she would have been blown away and taken to her death no doubt. The wind was like a solid force, rushing up the steep grade and doing its best to carry them with it. Stubbornly he plodded along, shielding her, and they managed to descend a few hundred feet, fighting the gusts every inch of the way. He ducked behind an outcropping, which cut the wind marginally.
Do you see this meadow or plateau he was talking about? she asked, peering into the darkness ahead.
Yes, but we can’t get to it. There’s a deep ravine. He switched to targeting Kierce and relayed the bad news.
Kierce’s answer was confident. Gabe says if we can get close enough, he can lower a makeshift basket and haul you two up to us. Hang on—we’re homing in on Flo’s implant right now.
This experience just upgraded from insane to off the charts. Adrenaline making her even more devil may care than usual, she laughed at the sheer absurdity.
Well we’re here, might as well take the ride. Daegan’s reply was what she’d expect from an elite soldier like herself, which he unquestionably was.
Right above you. As Kierce’s message flashed into her head, a bright light shone on them from above. Trying to shield her eyes from the driving rain, she looked up and saw a small cargo net coming toward them, blowing wildly in the wind.
Stay here—I’ll catch it. Daegan gave her a small push to emphasize his command and stepped away from the outcropping to stand braced against the wind, reaching up for the net. On his third try he managed to snag it in his talons and gestured to her with his free hand. Now—hurry!
She forced herself to move and grabbed at the net, climbing in ungracefully and clutching the webbing like a drowning woman. Daegan tumbled in beside her, wrapping her in his arms securely. Flo bit her lip until she tasted blood as the net rose in the air, swinging from the flyer like an unwieldy pendulum but thankfully continuing its ascent. Gabe had turned off the searchlight, which was a wise precaution on his part but the only time she opened her eyes and peeked around Daegan, the sensation of being suspended in the air with no clear sense of up or down made her nauseous.
Only a few more seconds and we’ll be there. Daegan’s voice was reassuring and she focused on him.
Next thing she knew, the net was being drawn inside the rear of the flyer, which appeared to be a cargo hauler and thus constructed for operations of this type, although the designers had probably never anticipated a rescue mission in this dire circumstance. The flyer was banking away literally as soon as she and Daegan touched the cold metal floor of the craft and the stern door slid shut.
Kierce and Camron wasted no time in getting the net off of them. Daegan got to his feet on his own power and then helped her to one of the seats along the side of the compartment.
“You people are all crazy,” she said, “And the idiot pilot most of all. But I’m grateful, guys.”
Daegan faced Kierce and there was a moment of hesitation before the Alpha took a step forward and the two men clasped arms. “Thank you,” Daegan said. 
Flo had the distinct impression they were communicating other things privately but she couldn’t listen in on the conversation, despite her link with Daegan. Being shut out of the loop annoyed her but what right did she have to hear everything he said? She wasn’t his mate or even in his not-quite-a-pack.
Camron brought them each a blanket. “I have the med kit if there’s anything that needs immediate tending to?”
“Cuts and bruises maybe,” Flo said. “What I am besides wet and cold is hungry and thirsty.”
Kierce handed her a nutrient drink and a survival bar, then gave Daegan the same. “Once we get to shelter, we have a field kitchen so we can supply hot tea and hot food.”
“Tell me about this place we’re going,” she said, hand shaking as she tried to unwrap the bar. She resisted Daegan’s attempt to take it and open it for her, elbowing him in the ribs. “I got it.”
“An old lab, obviously abandoned  hundreds of years ago. Typical Khagrish construction, so definitely sturdy enough to ride out the hurricane. Well, the buildings must have made it through any number of the storms, right?” Camron grinned. “All the dubious comforts of a lab, but not up to the standard of the valley. We’re all spoiled.”
“Yeah, right. I’ll take anything other than a drafty grotto in a hurricane,” Flo said. “Any more rations?”
The flyer suddenly took a steep dive, flinging her from the seat. Daegan caught her immediately and the other Badari hung on to various straps as the craft plunged in the downdraft. Flo wished she was in the cockpit to help but Gabe was the best pilot she’d ever met and if anyone was going to keep them from crashing into the ocean tonight, he would. She bit her lip and hung on to Daegan until the flyer leveled off and started to regain precious altitude. “Remind me to tell hotshot up there we didn’t need the roller coaster ride. He just blew his tip.” She sat back in her seat and bit off a piece of the new ration bar. “I’d go give him pointers but I’m kind of tired.”
“You both look like hell,” Camron said, assessing her with a frown. “I’m going to want to do an exam as soon as we get to the shelter. I wish we’d brought a healer along but no one expected any major injuries on this part of the mission.”
“We’re recovering,” Daegan said, on his third nutrient drink and ration bar combination.
Flo leaned her head back against the side of the flyer and closed her eyes. She must have dozed off because suddenly the ship was on the ground. The change in sound and lack of motion woke her and she sat up, blinking, as Gabe came out of the cockpit.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” she said, rising and going to hug him. “Thanks for coming to get us.”
“I can’t let you out of my sight, can I, Florenzia? You and trouble are bonded at the hip.” Joking as he hugged her back, he studied her head to toe and said, “You look like something the ship’s cat dragged in.”
Daegan strode forward, hand out and managed to extricate Flo from Gabe’s grasp while shaking his hand and thanking him for the rescue.
“This is Daegan, the Alpha from the island,” Flo said.
Are you sure they aren’t mated? she heard Camron ask Kierce. I can hear him growling.
Flo glared at both of them over her shoulder. “Gabe is mated to Keshara,” she told Daegan. “She’s not here too, is she?”
Seven hells, no. Not that she isn’t a tough fighter, but Aydarr’s planning on leaving her and Jamokan in charge of the valley during the actual operation. Between the two of them, they’ll keep things running smoothly,” Gabe said.
“We’d better get inside while the wind isn’t too bad.” Camron went to open the door at the stern. “The lab building we’re using is close by but unfortunately we’ll be in the rain for a minute or two.”
“Do you need help securing the flyer?” Flo asked Gabe, wanting to do her part like the soldier she was, not give in to being only the rescuee.
“Yes, but not from you, no offense. You’re obviously on your last reserves. One of the guys can help me with the gravity clamps and then the camouflage,” Gabe said. “You go ahead inside and start recovering. We can talk later.”
Flo wasn’t going to argue. Her body was crashing as the adrenaline wore off and all she really wanted right now was a bed. As long as Daegan shared it.
Camron escorted them from the flyer to the building, in a mad dash, the two Badari trying to shield her as much as they could. Still it was a relief to step inside the complex and be completely out of the wind. Darik emerged from the dark recesses of the entry chamber, stowing his pulse rifle. His special mini-MARL floated right behind, glowing bright pink in the gloom as he greeted her with enthusiasm. “Hey, Flo, glad to see you again.”
“Likewise.” She introduced Daegan and then Camron took them to the dining room the Badari team was using as a command post and gathering spot.  Sarl was there with tea already brewed for them and hot sandwiches. Flo took a seat at one of the tables and chowed down, Daegan next to her. “Where are we bunking?”
“We’re using one of the old cells.” Sarl grimaced in distaste. “We brought sleeping bags but there are Badari size frames in there, which is a step up from sleeping on the floor. “
“If I want an alpha sized bed?” she asked, a little shy about making the request but feeling driven to remain close to Daegan and reassure herself he was doing okay and recuperating from his ordeal.
“This place doesn’t have the same setup we did, no alcove for the Alpha in the cell, but once we knew you were coming to join us, we cleared a second cell out enough for you and Daegan to have privacy. I hung up a camouflage panel to cover most of the doorway.  If the accommodation suits?” Sarl tilted his head and studied her as if unsure what she preferred. “We can always let you have the room by yourself, Flo, or bunk in with us—”
“We’ll take the other room,” Daegan said, leaving no room for argument.
“I’m not crazy about being in a cell,” Flo said, “But I get there’s not much choice here.”
“We picked this building because it was right next to the landing pad, multiple exit points, good for a quick retreat if necessary, even in a hurricane.” Camron shrugged. “Although we’re sure we’re safe but maintaining a round the clock watch. You ready for me to do my half assed medic thing?”
“Sure.” She sipped the tea and then ate her last bite of sandwich. She and Camron moved to a small medlab next door to the larger room, and under Daegan’s watchful gaze he checked her vitals, dressed a few bad scratches and stared at her leg, whistling as he gently examined it. “Seems to be healing fine, as far as I can tell. I’m going to leave this alone—we’ll get Timtur to look at it when he arrives with the main force, unless your condition changes. Whatever creature you tangled with came out second best in the fight, I hope?”
“Yeah they died. I nearly did too, which is why Daegan gave me a transfusion.” Flo glanced at the Alpha and he nodded, eyes glowing slightly.
Camron shook his head. “I think the goddess blessed you. Next time we ping the valley, I’m going to ask Megan if there’s anything we need to do, or watch out for. No one’s ever done a Badari to human transfusion without running the blood through special processing first. Although I’m guessing if there was going to be a problem, you’d know it by now.”
“Megan’s our doctor,” Flo said to Daegan before turning her attention back to Camron. “Let me know what she says.” She hopped off the table, grabbing at Daegan’s arm as her leg trembled at the impact. “I’ll just hobble over here and wait while Camron checks you over now.” 
Daegan shook his head. “I’m fine. We Badari heal ourselves usually. There’s nothing he can do for my back.”
“Force whips?” Camron asked.
“And then the usual Khagrish torture,” Daegan said nonchalantly as if not wanting to make too much of his punishment and suffering. “Nyddfalorr was taking revenge for my killing his favorite Badari, the one who betrayed my status as an Alpha.”
“A really unpleasant type by the name of Wint,” Flo said. “No one needs to mourn him. But there was nothing usual about what Nyddfalorr was doing to you, trapped inside the stasis envelope.”
Daegan was outwardly unconcerned, obviously at peace with his own actions. “You rescued me, thank the goddess, and now I’ve had real food and we’re warm and dry, I’ll finish recovering by morning.”
Clearly Camron wasn’t going to argue. He packed up his kit. “Darik’s pet MARL12 got the bathrooms up and running so the showers work, if you’re so inclined. We brought a few things with us since we were going to be marooned in a storm for days on end.”
“Cards?” Flo asked with a laugh. 
“Damn straight. I need to win back all my tokens from you.” Camron chuckled and addressed Daegan. “This woman is killer at card games, all card games, so beware.” Switching his focus back to Flo, he said, “Oh, that reminds me, Jill sent you something. Packed it herself. She didn’t figure we’d be seeing you so early but I’m sure you’ll want whatever she sent.”
They entered the hall and Flo waited while Camron fetched the item in question, which turned out to be a backpack. Wondering what the Alpha’s mate had sent her, Flo tried to take it but Daegan intercepted her.
“I’ll carry it.”
“Thanks.” His possessiveness around the other men was mildly amusing to her. She was willing to cut him a little slack tonight, even though he should be able to tell all of these Badari were mated, except for Sarl, but tomorrow she might have to read him the riot act.
They proceeded to the cell and Flo made a face as she crossed the threshold while Daegan held the tacked up camo sheet aside for her. “I hate the idea of sleeping here, even if there aren’t any Khagrish on the premises.”
“You can walk through force barriers anyway,” he said. “No cell can hold you now. But if you’d rather, we can pick another place. Or even sleep in the corridor.”
“No, I’ll manage my aversion to cells but thanks. I’d like a shower and clean clothes but I’m too tired to care tonight.” She walked toward the corner of the room where the Badari had dragged two beds together and tossed sleeping bags on top. “Coming to bed?”
He followed her. “Do you mind if I sleep naked?”
Flo laughed as a ripple of arousal ran through her inner core, despite her exhaustion, and it felt good. She gave him a fake leer. “I prefer it, are you kidding?”
Daegan handed her the extra Badari tee shirt Camron had taken from their kit. “If you want a nightgown.”
She hesitated, reaching for the garment. “If you don’t mind, yeah, tonight I’d like it. I’m too tired to even think about being sexy, sorry.”
Daegan reeled her in, not having released the other end of the tee shirt. Holding her close, he said, “Just breathing you’re sexy to me, but I have no intention of pushing you to make love tonight. You’re on your last nerve and your last bit of will power and I’d be an inconsiderate lout to expect anything but for you to allow me to curl up with you and keep you warm. All right?”
“The unspoken part being ‘but tomorrow…’ “ She let her voice trail off suggestively and looked at him.
“You know me too well already, woman.” He shook his finger at her in mock reproach. “Tomorrow we can revisit what activities we’ll indulge in but only if you’re fully recovered.”
“Hey, I have those magic Badari blood cells hard at work too, remember?” She kissed him and moved away, taking the tee shirt with her. Rapidly she stripped out of her damp clothes and underwear, and shrugged into the borrowed garment, which was huge on her. She turned and found Daegan already undressed and lying in the bed, waiting for her. Gratefully Flo climbed onto the frame, happy to have the sleeping bags for a bit of comfort and grateful to have Daegan’s big warm self to cuddle.
They got comfortable and she was drifting to sleep, feeling safe enough to let her guard down, since men she trusted implicitly were close by, on watch, not to mention Daegan right next to her. “You know, I had a thought in the flyer,” she said, wanting to share before she slept, in case she forgot. “When you saw Kierce.”
“I’m grateful to the goddess he survived and I mourn our two brothers who did not.” His voice was firm.
“Yes, but it bothers you he gave his oath to someone else. I can tell. And to the best of my knowledge there’s no way to undo the pack bond.” She was determined to pursue her train of thought despite his slightly off-putting response.
“I’d never ask that of him or any man. An oath once given must be honored.”
“I watched the way my friends reacted to you too. Friendly, respectful but I get the impression you wouldn’t be able to impose your will on them, would you? I mean, I’ve seen Aydarr do it but I guessing something about the blood oath makes them impervious to another Alpha taking them over. I think you’re going to have to make your pack swear fealty to you, maybe even before we leave for the valley, after the fight is over. Aydarr’s not going to let a hundred unsworn soldiers wander in his territory.”
“You’ve been thinking about this issue a lot.” 
And why was he surprised? She was on his side after all or didn’t he fully accept that? “Well, yeah, I want things to go well for you and for the valley.”
“Are there any Alphas who haven’t sworn fealty to Aydarr?” he asked.
Flo considered. “Only  the Tzibir—remember I mentioned them? The reptile DNA strain? But they’re not our allies either.”
“We should get some sleep,” he said. “Just because we think we’re safe here, the situation could change and we both need to be rested and ready to fight if necessary.”
Flo was hurt he didn’t want to pursue the subject of giving Aydarr an oath further but maybe because it was a Badari thing, he didn’t feel it was proper to discuss it with her? She rolled onto her side and was reassured as he put out one arm to gather her close, as he spooned behind her with all the lovely body heat. Closing her eyes, she hoped MARL didn’t need to talk to her any time soon. Darik had one of the alien AI’s actual manifestations on site so MARL could talk to it and leave her alone.



CHAPTER TEN
 
When Flo woke up, the other side of the bed was empty and Daegan wasn’t in the cell. She sat up and stretched, steeling herself to look at her injured leg. When she gritted her teeth and slid the limb in question outside the sleeping bag, she whistled in surprise, because the leg was back to normal and the red dots were faded, although still visible. “All right, thank you, Badari blood cells.”
She decided to take a shower in the small bathroom at the far end of the cell, encouraged to see a towel and liquid soap waiting there. First she rummaged in their gear for the backpack Jill had sent her; glad to have privacy to unpack it. “Bless you, woman,” she muttered as she took out a black tee shirt in her size, a pair of camo utility pants also her size and a pair of regulation boots, which would adapt to her foot size exactly. There was a spare set of tee shirt and pants, a few toiletries, and then at the bottom Jill had added a lacy bra and matching panties in pale green, which was Flo’s favorite color. The right size too. 
Flo was stunned because the gesture was unlike the tough Alpha’s mate, who was ex-Special Forces. But then she remembered the gossip she’d heard that when Jill was kidnapped from the colony, she’d been wearing a hot little pink nightgown with black lace, which was the item she had on when Aydarr first saw her. Of course Jill had been battling a monster predator with her bare hands at the time as well, so she’d impressed him on many levels no doubt. I guess under the camouflage we’re not so different after all. Maybe I could swing being an Alpha’s mate. Wait until Daegan sees these. She smiled in pure female satisfaction when picturing his reaction. 
Padding to the shower on bare feet, she got the water warm enough and stepped into the stream of droplets, blessing MARL12 for getting the plumbing going. For a few minutes she simply luxuriated and then began washing her hair, which seemed to have a lot of sand in it. As she went through her ablutions, she considered the topic of Daegan and the challenge he presented. Hearing him say he loved her the day before had been thrilling and terrifying in equal measure and she was in a quandary. The Badari mated for life and she’d never been the kind of person to put down roots and stay in one place, not when she was growing up, not in the military and not as a mercenary. Even here on  Ushandirr as the planet had newly been named, she realized she’d been assuming once the war was over and the Sectors arrived to save the day, she’d go back to the mercenary trade. Gabe getting mated had been a blow because it meant she couldn’t work for him any longer. He’d never leave this world now he was bonded to Keshara and ranked as an enforcer in her pack as well.
She could go lone wolf, no problem. Her reputation was solid.
Only why did the prospect leave her cold and sad?
But Daegan was already hinting he wanted to claim her as his mate. Part of her wanted to accept the bond and claim him as hers in turn—she’d happily murder any woman who looked at him twice—but nothing was simple. Bond with him and become the Alpha’s mate in a huge pack…no, correction—a huge yet-to-be-organized pack, which she could see already was going to have its run-ins with Aydarr. Which brought up another issue—she couldn’t imagine Daegan would be accepting of her continuing to work for Aydarr as a pilot and soldier. Split loyalties weren’t his style.  She only had to remember his pained greeting to Kierce in the flyer.
Sure in any joint military operation she could probably still be part of Aydarr’s team but it wouldn’t be the same.
Nothing would ever be the same.
Flo flipped the controls off, realizing she’d become a prune or whatever the legendary wrinkled Terran fruit was called, and stepped out of the shower, grabbing her towel to vigorously dry her hair. She stared at the mirror, leaning close to scrutinize her face as if she was hiding answers from herself. “Do I want things to stay the same?” She couldn’t be a mercenary forever. Her reflexes and skills were top notch now but inevitably age would slow her down. Maybe there was something to be said for stability, a man who loved her and new challenges. “Yeah but do I fit the bill as mother figure for an entire pack of Badari?”
Her mirror image had no answer. Grinning at the concept, she walked into the cell area with the towel wrapped around herself and retrieved her fresh clothes. I wish Jill was here so we could talk, woman to woman. She respected Jill, who was a kickass fighter. Probably the closest thing to me on this damn planet. Although Jill had had had a loving family and younger twin sisters she was close to. Flo might as well have been an orphan until she found home in the military. She shuddered and blanked out thoughts of her dysfunctional family.
Jill would give her the straight talk about being at the top of a pack and how she dealt with her stubborn Alpha mate.
She had the sure knowledge in her heart Daegan wouldn’t wait to press his claim to be mated either.
Flo sat on the bed to comb her hair. Loving him wasn’t the issue. He already had her heart whether she wanted to admit it or not. Living with him, with the future being settled and totally different than she’d ever imagined…there was her challenge.
She buckled on the stolen weapons belt, noting she still had the pulse gun and the knife. Going unarmed in enemy territory, even as safe as they were here, wasn’t in her nature. 
Drawn by the lights, the sound of men’s voices and the smell of food, she headed through the corridor to see what the day had to offer.  Daegan and Kierce were off in the corner, deep in an intense conversation over steaming mugs of the Badari tea. Gabe, Darik and Camron were playing cards and greeted her loudly.
“Thought you were going to sleep all day, Florenzia,” Gabe said, gesturing at her with his cards. “Get your breakfast and join us. These guys are no challenge for my skills.”
“You can’t handle us, you mean.” Camron threw his cards on the table. “How’s the leg?”
“Doing fine.” She strolled to the kitchen area and put together a plate of what was on offer, including a thick slice of the valley’s homemade bread. Daegan came over to join her while she brewed a cup of tea.
He took her in his arms for a hug and a quick kiss. “You were sleeping so peacefully, I didn’t have the heart to wake you, so I got up quietly.”
“I appreciate the consideration.” He was dressed like the other Badari today, in the black tee shirt, the camo utilities and boots, but she could sense the aura of an Alpha, setting him apart. “What are you and Kierce talking about?”
Daegan glanced across the room. “He told me more of what happened to our two brothers who were taken to the northern lab when he was and now we’re discussing life in the valley. What Aydarr’s like. Things Kierce has learned about Badari history we never even suspected here.”
She felt a little shut out. “Mind if I join you?”
“Of course not.” He took her tray of food and walked with her to the table.
Flo ate her breakfast with gusto, indulging in seconds.  The conversation was somewhat desultory, as if the two men didn’t want to say too much in front of her and eventually Kierce excused himself and went to join the card game.
“I didn’t mean to drive him away,” she said, setting down her second slice of bread and watching the soldier take the cards he was dealt.
“You didn’t, don’t worry. He and I can talk more later.” Daegan nodded at MARL12 hovering in the air next to Darik. “Is that what the implant you have looks like?”
“Mine is microscopic and circular or so I was told.” She touched the back of her neck. “It tingles when I get too close to MARL12 there, which I don’t like. I’m going to  insist MARL Prime removes this thing when we’re done here in the south even if I do have to give up my secret super power of walking through force barriers.”
“You have other gifts,” he said, leaning in to kiss her and rubbing her arm. “Have I thanked you yet today for saving my life?”
She raised one eyebrow. “Are you planning to do that every day?”
“And other things,” he said, a purr in his voice and faint amber light in his eyes.
“We gave you guys a private room,” said Gabe. “If you’re gonna sit here with all of us guys without our mates, the least you can do is play cards.”
“Shall we?” Daegan rose and checked with Flo.
“Maybe later. You go ahead but I’m going to take a quick look around the building, familiarize myself with the premises, check the storm. I’ll be back in a while.” She couldn’t put her finger on it but she was restless and not in the mood to join in on the raucous teasing and trash talking that accompanied the card games. Out of sorts, she took her tray and mug to the sink, grabbed a ration bar and stuck it in her pocket and left the room. Glancing back, she saw Kierce and Daegan resume their conversation rather than sitting with the card players.
What is it with me today? Strolling through the corridors of the deserted building, Flo was annoyed at herself but she wasn’t drawn to be with her friends as she normally would have, not with Daegan present, and she couldn’t let down her inner defenses to talk to him right now either. Seven hells, this love stuff screws a person up. He wants to talk to Kierce anyway.
The building was a typical Khagrish design, if smaller than usual. At certain points in the corridors Flo could feel the walls vibrating under the assault of the hurricane winds and even occasionally hear shrieking as the gusts whipped past the perimeter of the building, tearing at any weakness in the construction. I hope Gabe tied the flyer down extra securely. She knew of course he had—for all Gabe’s devil may care attitude on the surface, he was a dedicated soldier who left nothing undone.
Sarl was on guard duty at the front entrance and greeted her with a grin and a salute. “How are you doing today?” he asked.
“So much better, just being indoors and out of Khagrish clutches.” She sat on the console counter next to him and watched the maelstrom of blowing rain and debris outside, transfixed by the violence wind could generate. “Has it been like this all day?”
“So far. I’m glad the portal is made of strong stuff. Had a big tree branch hit square on a while ago and no damage. MARL says the eye will pass over us in a few hours, at which point we’ll make a sortie outside for a bit, check on the flyer.” Sarl sipped his mug of tea. ”And then hours more of this tedium.”
“Yeah, always hard enough to wait for a big operation to kick off, even without sitting through a storm. When’s Aydarr bringing the rest of the pack?”
“Last I heard he was scheduled to arrive right after the hurricane departs. Hit the enemy while they’re getting back to normal after the storm. Lucky this island was here to use as a forward observation post and staging area.”
Struck by a sudden thought, she asked, “When’s your shift over?”
“In a few. Darik’s up next.”
Flo made a shooing gesture with one hand. “You go ahead back to the command center. Tell Darik I said I’ll take his assigned shift. I’m not in the mood for cards or being social right now so I might as well sit here.”
Eyebrows raised, Sarl studied her. “That’s a first. You sure you’re feeling all right?”
She punched him in the shoulder. “I’ll take all your tokens soon enough, don’t worry. I’m wired up from the escape we made from the lab.”
“All right.” He got to his feet, at which point he towered over her. “I’m officially giving you the duty then. I’ll do my check of the building and report back to Kierce.”
“I got it.” She slid into the chair as he walked away and contemplated the storm morosely. Guard duty suited her mood at the moment—solitary and quiet. No need to make conversation. After a while she got up and stood by the door, resting her fingers on the ‘glass’ and marveling at the ferocity of the storm.
“I wouldn’t go outside if I were you,” Gabe said.
Flo jumped and turned to see him grinning at her, holding two mugs of the Badari tea.
“And your situational awareness is shot to hell if I could sneak up on you so easily.” He advanced to stand beside her, handing her one of the mugs. “What’s going on?”
“Who says anything is?” She sipped the tea, grateful for the rush of energy the drink provided. It wasn’t Terran coffee by any means, but the brew was satisfying.
“Hey, my situational awareness isn’t impaired,” he said, nudging her with his shoulder. “You don’t want to play cards, you don’t want to sit with your new boyfriend and you volunteered for guard duty when there isn’t a chance in seven hells of anything breaking the monotony? Who are you and what have you done with Flo?”
Forcing herself to smile, she shrugged. “Got a lot to think about today.”
“If you want to unload, I’m all ears and no mouth.” He made a zipping motion across his lips.
To her own astonishment, Flo said, “I wish Jill was here.”
Gabe did a double take. “Since when are you and she tight?”
“Not especially but I’ve got…questions.” Hastily she glanced at him and held up one hand. “Not those questions, Gabe Carter. I know all about inserting tab A into slot B, thank you, dad.”
He pretended to cringe. “Now you’re making me blush. But seriously, is this about Daegan wanting to claim you as his mate?”
Jaw dropping, she felt her cheeks flush. “Is it that obvious?”
“Yeah, kind of. And I’m not even a Badari, even if I am a claimed mate. You seem to care about him—”
“Caring about him isn’t the problem,” she said. “I’m head over heels for the guy but who the seven hells am I to be mated to an Alpha? To be at the top of a pack? What’s it like?”
“Well my mate’s pack is different,” he said. “All women except for me and she’s not alpha-born, although I think she’s grown into the leadership role as much as anyone can. I can’t believe you of all people are questioning yourself and whether you could handle it.”
She leaned close. “I don’t think he’s going to swear blood oath to Aydarr. I think he’s going to want to stay separate. Maybe even to locate his pack down here in the south.”
Gabe held up a hand. “My mate is blood sworn to Aydarr, so I’d be honor bound to report anything he needed to know. So far I’m only hearing your worries though, nothing official.”
A little taken aback by his warning, Flo swallowed hard. Another thing she’d taken for granted which was now changed with Gabe’s official alliance to Aydarr. “Point taken. But I mean what do I know about setting up a pack? About making rules and establishing order? Daegan’s guys are going to want to have mates and families someday too, like what’s happening in the sanctuary valley and I’m not domesticated.”
Smothering a laugh, Gabe spilled part of his drink. “Neither is Jill. Neither was I. Look, if Aydarr had asked you to plan this operation or to lead part of it, rather than being undercover, could you have handled it?”
Hands on her hips, temper rising she felt insulted. “You know I could.”
“And would the Badari have respected you? Taken your orders?”
Flo fought not to raise her voice in annoyance. “What are you getting at? Of course they would.”
He nodded. “Right because they respect you and your abilities. I’m sure Daegan’s men respect you too, and if not, they will soon, once they hear how you rescued him. My point being, if Daegan wants you to stand beside him, his pack will fall in line and you’ve got the stuff to do a damn good job. To help him navigate being free to make decisions and mistakes, just like Jill and Aydarr. Which brings me to my next point. What was the best part of being in the Special Forces?”
“The team,” she said with no hesitation. “We knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses and we always had each other’s backs. No question, no hesitation. Hell, I knew which foot my battle partner’d step off on if we were doing a patrol in deep cover. Together we got shit done and we all came home. Same as it’s been working for you these past few years.”
“Thanks for the compliment, the feeling is mutual. Well, being the mate of a Badari is even better than being in the teams, trust me. The two of you complement each other and there are no questions.” Gabe stared off into space and Flo waited to hear what he’d say next.  “I’d die for Keshara and she’d do the same for me. We saved each other’s lives more than once getting out of the damn lab where she was created. Yes, we’re in love but speaking strictly operationally, we’re an unbreakable team. Sure we have disagreements but nothing touches the bond between us.” He tapped his chest over the heart. “It’s always right here, shiny and golden, telling me she’s okay, we’re okay.”
In all her years of working with Gabe, Flo had never heard him speak so seriously about anything. She felt a sharp longing to have the same bond with Daegan that Gabe and Keshara shared. “I wish it was that easy. You paint quite a picture of domestic bliss.” She walked to the console and plunked herself down in the chair.
Gabe pivoted to watch her. “Final bit of advice from big brother Gabe here?  You’ve got to shut all the other doors to open the one that’s right for you.”
“Meaning?”
“Life’s got infinite possibilities, up to a point. At some point, if you find the person or situation or both that’s what you’ve dreamed of, you have to close off all the others. You have to choose.” Gabe studied her face. “Is he the one? Is he worth walking through one door with and allowing all the others to slam shut? Would you regret it the rest of your life if you let him walk away?” He held up his hand as she opened her mouth to answer. “Aside from you, I was probably the least likely person in the galaxy to find a mate and settle down. Totally not interested. Planned to die in space with my boots on and no personal attachments. And then I met Keshara. And all those other open doors? Didn’t matter anymore.” A companionable silence stretched between them until he said in a lighter tone of voice, “I’m going back to the card game. You want anything? More tea?”
“I’m good. And thanks.”
“Any time. That’s what friends are for.”
Flo heard the sound of his footsteps receding in the hallway. She slumped in the chair. Hard to believe I just had that conversation with Gabe of all people. Rubbing her forehead, she had to admit he’d addressed all her doubts. The one thing she knew for sure was her life had already changed beyond all recognition and retreat wasn’t an option.
 
Daegan watched Gabe re-enter the big room where they’d set up their central command. He wondered why Flo was avoiding him so assiduously, even taking on guard duty. He was fairly sure sitting and staring at the storm wasn’t something she’d normally volunteer for, although of course she’d take her share of the duties like any good soldier.  To his surprise, Gabe made his way across the room to where Daegan sat, pulled out a chair and sat down.
“I think if you have a hope in hell of convincing Flo to become your mate, now would be the time to go talk to her,” the pilot said.
Daegan tamped down his automatic anger at another man being involved in any way with his interaction with Flo. Gabe was mated to a Badari himself and he’d known Flo a long time so his advice was worth listening to. Rising, Daegan said, “Perhaps the two of us should talk.”
Gabe stood and put himself in Daegan’s path, clearly a challenge. Surprised, he again reined in his instinctively hostile reaction. This human wouldn’t stand a chance in a physical fight between the two of them so he must feel strongly about what he wanted to say. Daegan would listen, up to a point.
Speaking quietly and with considerable intensity, Gabe said, “If you ever hurt her or make her unhappy, you’ll answer to me.”
With his Badari instincts, Daegan registered the fact the other Badari were observing this challenge and were definitely in agreement with Gabe. He was pleased his Flo had earned the respect of these hardened warriors. Lowering his head closer to Gabe, he said, “I’d die before I’d hurt her, or allow anyone else to do so. Your warning is unnecessary but I take it as a sign of how much you care about her.” Sidestepping the pilot, Daegan left the room without meeting anyone else’s gaze directly. He was angry and he didn’t want to force a challenge on anyone, which could happen if they weren’t careful. Only his tight self-control allowed him not to react more visibly to Gabe’s threat.
Killing a man who was Flo’s best friend, as well as respected by all the Badari and a claimed mate with the rank of enforcer probably wasn’t the best way to enter into his new alliance with the northern pack. The thought amused him and took the edge off his white hot anger over Gabe’s treading into personal matters.
As he walked through the darkened halls, Daegan pondered what he should say to Flo when he arrived at her guard station. You’re the air I breathe and without you at my side I’ll die? He laughed a bit ruefully. When did I become this man, to spout near poetry?  Not to say the sentiment wasn’t true because the words expressed how he felt about her but he was dubious those were the right arguments to persuade her to claim him as her mate.
She was standing at the closed portal, gazing out at the storm. Deliberately he scuffed his boot on the threshold so she’d know he was there and not be startled.
Without turning, Flo said, “I figured you’d be here sooner or later. Did Gabe send you?”
He came up behind her and put his arms around her, craving a physical connection. The way she leaned against him was like a balm on his sore heart. “No one sends me anywhere unless I wish to go there. I’ve been beating myself up all morning for not having stayed in bed with you, letting you wake in my arms and having a conversation then. I believed you’d prefer to sleep in and have time to yourself but now I think I was wrong to leave you alone. Forgive me?”
She patted his arm but didn’t try to move away. “Nothing to forgive. I did appreciate some time to take a shower and reflect on the past few days. It’s been a whirlwind. ” She laughed and pointed at the raging storm. “About like that in fact.” Now she turned in his arms and stood gazing up at him. “You said you loved me.”
Ah, that’s my Flo, tackling the issues head on. Her directness was an attribute he prized. “I do love you, with all my heart. I want to claim you as my mate and face all the change and challenges we know are coming in the future together.”
Her forehead wrinkled in a frown and she bit her lip. “I never contemplated settling down before and I’m not convinced I’m the right woman to mate with an Alpha. I’m not sure I can be what you need.”
“I’m a man before I’m anything else,” he said. “Until I met you I didn’t think I even had a future and I had no dreams. We were fast approaching the termination age for our generation and the most I allowed myself to consider for the future was to kill as many Khagrish as I could when they came to kill me. You flipped my world upside down, not only because you brought word of unknown brothers from the north and impending freedom, but because looking at you unlocked parts of my heart I didn’t even know existed. The craving for a mate and a family someday maybe, but only with you.”
She reached up to push his hair behind his ear and then touched his cheek tenderly. “I’m kind of the same. But Daegan, I’m not a long range, strategic thinker. I don’t have any idea how to make your pack a success, or how to create a community if we relocate back to the islands after the war. You need a woman at your side who can figure those things out, like Aydarr has with Jill—”
Frustration boiling over, Daegan dropped his arms and stepped away. “If you never compare me to this Aydarr again, I’ll be happy,” he said with more heat than he’d intended. “The man seems to be a paragon and I’m only me, alpha-born but not able to walk on water as he apparently does for his pack. Do you have any idea how often you quote him to me? Or compare yourself unfavorably to this woman Jill? They’re people with strengths and weaknesses and so are we. We’ll follow our own path and do what our hearts tell us is right for ourselves and our pack. Of course we’ll make mistakes because that’s what people do but not because you aren’t the right mate for an Alpha. You’re the right mate for me, Flo. The goddess brought us together for a reason although the ultimate choice is up to us.”
Mouth open, Flo was staring at him. “I’m sorry, I had no idea I was making comparisons, or at least not so often. I apologize.”
He sighed in frustration, letting his shoulders slump under the weight of his teetering hopes to claim her. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters if you choose not to be my mate, which is the important topic at hand.”
Flo came to him and he watched her approach, wary that she was going to refuse him. He was acutely conscious he hadn’t been particularly articulate. Getting the right words out of his heart was harder than he expected when he wanted her so much and dreaded her refusal.
“I had a lot of doubts,” she said, staring up into his eyes. “And fears. But no matter how I look at it, there’s no future worth living for me if I’m not with you. And I’m an all-in kinda gal. No half measures. So either I’ll be your mate and you’ll be mine, or nothing.” Swallowing hard as he gazed at her, transfixed by her words, Flo added, “I think I fell in love with you the first day we met but I was fighting it out of fear. Well, today  my internal battle against my own heart’s desire stops. I love you, Daegan, Alpha of the South Seas, and I’m not afraid to say it.”
He took her in his arms and kissed her with relief and passion, lifting her off the floor to hold her close. Flo locked her legs around his waist and deepened the kiss further, her tongue dancing with his in a fierce, sensual duel. Her ample breasts pressed against his chest, the thin tee shirt fabric doing nothing to hide the tightly furled nipples signaling her arousal. His cock lengthened, shoving against his pants, aching with desire to plunge himself into her right here and now and claim her while doing so. She ran one hand through his hair in the way she had that made him want to purr like the great cat hidden in his DNA would have reacted at being so petted.
He broke off the kiss and placed tiny nibbling caresses along the beautiful column of her neck as she held her head high. “I want to take you to bed now and claim you, mate.” His voice was more of a growl and he hoped he hadn’t frightened her.
Flo laughed, the sound delightful, echoing in the empty chamber.  “I’m thoroughly on board with the idea but I’m on guard duty here.”
Kierce! Daegan’s thought was probably strong enough to give the poor man a headache but he was burning up with desire and frustration.
I’m on my way. I’ll take over the duty. Barely concealed laughter lurked behind the answer from Kierce but Daegan didn’t care. All he could focus on right now was taking Flo to their sadly inadequate but private quarters and claiming his mate.
Flo hid her face in his shoulder. “I’m going to be embarrassed to face him.”
Kierce entered the chamber and gave Daegan a two fingered salute. “I’ve got the duty.”
“Thanks,” Flo said faintly.
Daegan didn’t wait for a reply from Kierce but set out to reach the converted cell by the fastest route from the entry area. Shoving aside the hastily hung sheet and then tugging it back into place, he carried Flo to the bed and set her gently down on her back. Standing over her, he looked at his soon-to-be-mate with satisfaction and desire and impatience warring in his mind and body. “I’m going to have a hard time being gentle,” he said, fisting his hands.
“I never said you had to be.” She sat up and pulled the tee shirt over her head.
Daegan was transfixed by the sight of her luscious breasts cupped in green satin, black lace trim barely covering the pillowy tops.
Evidently pleased by his reaction, Flo grinned and yanked off her boots, throwing them aside carelessly. “There’s more to see, if you’d like to give me some assistance here.”
He didn’t have to be asked twice. After kicking his own boots off, he came onto the bed and slid her utility pants slowly down her hips, drawing a deep breath as he saw the tiny garment covering her mound. Tossing the pants aside, he hooked one talon under the piece of lace holding the panties on her body.
“Don’t rip it,” she said, although she didn’t sound upset. “This is the only pair I have and you might like to see them again.”
Daegan pressed his nose to the vee of her legs and breathed deeply of her scent, which brought his whole body to attention, including his already aching cock, imprisoned in his utilities, which grew even harder if that was possible. Using his teeth, he carefully dragged the scrap of fabric from her body and then returned to his area of interest, parting her thighs gently with his hands and settling in to lap and taste and enjoy the addicting woman who was his mate. Soon he had her squirming on the bed, trying to resist his skillful efforts with his tongue as he traced figure eights on her delicate skin, pausing to flicker his tongue over and around her clit.
Flo moaned and threaded her fingers through his hair to keep him at his task as he added stimulus, inserting two fingers into her hot, wet channel and massaging. She climaxed with a gasp and a deeply satisfied series of sighs.
It was the sexiest sound he’d ever heard and only inflamed his own desire further.
Daegan moved away to remove his shirt and pants, the relief immediate as his cock was finally free of confinement. “I want to claim you now, my love.”
She was eyeing him appreciatively and reached to stroke his shaft root to tip. “I’m ready.”
Gently he urged her onto her stomach. He hadn’t planned the move but a force deep inside him was insisting this was the next step. Flo rose to her hands and knee, facing away from him and the visual of her shapely butt ratcheted his desire even higher. Holding her hip with one hand, he guided himself into her channel from behind with the other, amazed at how tightly her body fit him as he sheathed himself.  “I love you,” he said in a voice he scarcely recognized as his own, low and guttural with passion. Fully sheathed in her hot, welcoming body, his sac slapping against her with each movement of his own hips, he held her in the perfect position and drove hard, pumping in and out in a rhythm she had no trouble matching.
Flo made little moaning sounds as he continued, reassuring Daegan he wasn’t hurting her or being too rough. His climax swept over him and he thrust a final time, so deep they were like one person, no idea where he ended and she began. Flo responded, the ripples of her orgasm encouraging his, heightening the pleasure until he thought he might die right then and there. His fangs deployed and impelled by the influence of his unusual DNA, he leaned forward and grazed the tender place where her neck met her shoulders, tasting the rich, iron-flavored blood on his tongue. “Mine,” he said as if challenging the world to dispute his claim. Now he licked the spot to seal the small wound and then they collapsed together, wrapped in each other’s arms.
Coming down from his sensory overload, he said, “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
Flo rolled over to face him. “Absolutely not. That was the best I’ve ever had and when you marked me as your mate, it got even better. You’ll be a hard act to follow.”
“But you are going to claim me?” The bonding wasn’t complete until she did and suddenly he was desperate for them to be linked by the mate bond. Merely being telepathically linked wasn’t enough. 
 
She stared at him, noting the amber fire in his eyes, and savoring the afterglow from their lovemaking. She loved being pressed up against all the hard planes of his body, with his already reawakening arousal pushing into the vee of her thighs. Her mate was magnificent and now she was impatient to claim him. Sitting up, Flo put her hands on his shoulders and gave Daegan a gentle shove. Obligingly he rolled onto his back, gathering her into another hug as he did so. She kissed him, exploring the warmth of his mouth with her tongue, enjoying the heat and the spice. 
Flo ran her hand over his broad chest, across his taut stomach and further, until she reached his cock, hard and pulsing, weeping a bit at the tip. Breaking off her kiss, she moved to a position where she could take him into her mouth and give him a different kind of oral attention. 
“I won’t last much longer,” he said through clenched teeth. “You’re too good at what you do.”
“Too good?” she said in a teasing voice, raising her head. “Should I stop then?”
He groaned and wiggled his hips. “Forget I said anything. Please, continue to your heart’s content.”
“I’ll never have enough of you,” she said truthfully. Flo moved on top of him, holding him firmly in her hand and slowly lowering herself onto the ridges one inch at a time. He groaned in frustration but moved his hand to toy with her clit, which felt so good she was tempted to move faster. Flo was enjoying drawing this out and building to the climax, however, and the slow progression to the irresistible moment was erotic for them both. Once he was fully inside her, she leaned over him, changing the angle, which enhanced her own sensations and seemed to make Daegan even hotter as he watched her ride him.
He held her hips with his massive hands and she could feel him adjusting his body to provide different stimuli for them both as she moved up and down. The ridges on his enhanced cock gave her overstimulated nerve endings a powerful workout as they moved together. Daegan closed his eyes but she could see the golden amber glow under his eyelids and took great satisfaction from how powerfully she was affecting him. Her own thoughts were becoming fragmented as she tried to hold off her orgasm but the effort became too much for her and she let go, sinking into the maelstrom of sensation as he took his cue from her and sped up his own rhythm.
Satiated and floating on waves of pleasure, she leaned over and bit him in roughly the same spot where he’d marked her, at the base of the neck, until she tasted the tiniest amount of his exotic blood on her tongue. Hastily she copied his example and licked the wound, minor as it was, then kissed him tenderly. “Mine,” she said. “No one else’s not ever.”
“Only yours,” he agreed as the strength in her arms gave out and she collapsed on top of him. He held her tight and rolled them both onto their sides. “I love you and I’m proud to be your mate.”
Those were the most beautiful words she’d ever heard. “I love you too and I’m honored to be yours. We’re a team.”
She hadn’t meant it as a question, but Daegan nodded emphatically. “You and I, an unbreakable team.”
Flo was drifting off to sleep after the prolonged lovemaking and the energy required to initiate the claiming ritual the Badari needed. “I don’t think I’ve ever actually bitten anyone before in my entire life. I didn’t hurt you too much, did I?”
He laughed, the sound rumbling in his chest. “With those puny human teeth? No, you did enough to make us mates and not inflict damage.”
“The goddess will bless us, won’t she? We’ll wake up with the golden circles, right?” Flo discovered to her surprise she wanted the entire experience of becoming a Badari mate. Those circular marks from the Great Mother were important.
“I didn’t know about the circles,” he said. “But surely the goddess brought us together so she must look with favor on our claiming. I—I feel the mate bond, in my heart.”
Flo held her breath, waiting to see if she detected anything new or different in herself. To her amazement, when she concentrated on the question, she saw a golden strand in her mind’s eye, stretching from her to Daegan, and then she felt the bond anchored in her heart as well. Tears flooded her eyes and she impatiently brushed them away.
Daegan used a corner of the sheet to dry her eyes.
“Tears of happiness,” she said with a sniff. “And I don’t cry dammit.”
He laughed and kissed her on the forehead, tenderly. “Rest now.”
“So we can do all of this again,” she said with enthusiasm, as he drew the sleeping bag over them both. “Or maybe we can squeeze into the tiny shower and—”
“I like all of your ideas very much,” he said, moving his body so she could feel the physical evidence of his burgeoning arousal against her stomach,” But I think we both need some sleep first.”
Flo wasn’t inclined to argue, so she made a murmur of approval and rested her head on his broad shoulder for a pillow. “Don’t wander off without waking me.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, never again.”
Pleased by the conviction in his voice, she closed her eyes and let the sleep take over.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
She was awakened by Kierce’s voice in her head. MARL12 estimates we have an hour until the eye is directly over us.
And I care because? Flo was only half awake and very conscious of Daegan keeping her and the bed toasty warm.
We’re all going outside then to check on the flyer and the condition of the building. So consider this your warning if the two of you want to take a shower or anything before you report for duty.
“He doesn’t get to give you orders, does he?” She asked Daegan.
“Or you since you’re in my pack now.” He nuzzled her neck.
Startled, she took a deep breath.  “Oh wow, I hadn’t thought about it that way but you’re right.”
“Before you start worrying, we’re allies with the northern pack, or will be once Aydarr and I have a chance to talk.” He swatted her butt gently. “Either way, we’re part of this unit here on the island for now so we’d better be ready for the outdoor sortie. I’d like to grab a bite to eat before we work.”
“No time to waste then.” Flo rolled out of bed and tugged at his hand. “I think we need to explore how well we both fit in the shower. There might be some interesting bodily contortions required to be sure we both emerge clean and ready for the day.”
Laughing, Daegan followed her across the cell to the bathroom area, which became a predator-prey chase and a playful tussle in the shower, which led to other things and they were barely dressed by the time Kierce called them to assemble at the building’s lobby.
When she walked in hand in hand with Daegan unexpected and unwelcome shyness flooded over her. Incredulous at her own reaction, she knew she was dreading any ribald comments about something so precious to her. She had no desire to joke about the near-sacred joy of being a claimed mate. Her status and the love it represented were too new and tender to her.
The Badari and Gabe were lined up waiting for them.
“I get to be the first to congratulate you on being bonded mates,” he said, breaking the tension for her with his usual good natured, brotherly teasing tone, “And to kiss the bride.”
Blushing, Flo gave him her cheek to kiss, telling Daegan, “Old human custom, so relax.”
He glared at the four Badari. “Well it isn’t a Badari custom so no one else need think they can take any liberties.”
Everyone laughed, blessedly no one commented further and Darik triggered the portal to open. 
Flo drew a deep breath of relief. Why didn’t I remember what a special thing being mated is for a Badari? My friends wouldn’t embarrass either Daegan or me about our new status. She took a better grip on her pulse gun and made ready to step outside.
Weapons drawn, the Badari soldiers exited the building, although as they went Kierce said, “MARL12 verified there’s been no intrusion onto the island. We’re alone here, which is how I like it.” 
The destruction outside was astonishing to Flo. Of course she’d never seen this island in the daylight but she imagined it was similar to the one where the active lab was located. The trees, flexible though their trunks might be, were denuded of leaves and branches and unidentifiable debris, evidently ripped from the few other buildings on this island was piled high.
Sarl and Flo stood perimeter watch while Gabe and Camron checked the flyer, which they reported was fine, safely tied down to the gravity clamps and still camouflaged. Kierce and  Daegan inspected the building and found no serious damage.
We should be able to ride out the rest of this hurricane here with no problem. Kierce’s report was succinct and relieved.
Darik and MARL12 worked to make contact with the northern valley and MARL Prime. Flo had an unpleasant itching in the back of her neck and a buzzing in her head while this was going on. Her vision flared pink a few times and she swore.
“You okay?” Sarl asked, eyeing her with concern.
“Yeah it’s this damn implant MARL gave me when I went undercover. I’m having him take it out as soon as this is all over. I can’t recommend the experience.” She stared up at the blue sky, not a cloud in sight. “Hard to believe we’ve got hours more of the blowing wind and rain to get through.”
“Seems unfair to me,” Sarl nodded in agreement. “I prefer the weather on the continent.”
The others rejoined them.
“I hate to go inside until we have to,” Darik said. “But if any Khagrish were to do a flyby, it wouldn’t do for them to see us running around down here.”
There was no argument on either point and the group withdrew into the lab. As a compromise, Kierce let the portal remain open for the fresh air, but posted two guards.
Darik caught Flo by the elbow, earning himself a glare from Daegan. “Sorry.” Raising his hands in the air he backed off a foot. “Megan sent a message, said your direct blood transfusion probably shouldn’t have worked but since it apparently did, she’s going to cautiously say you’re fine. She wants to do a complete physical when you get back to the valley.”
“Of course she does.” Flo laughed without much humor. “Do doctors ever say anything else? But she didn’t have any warnings about side effects or anything?”
Darik shook his head. “Gave you a clean bill of health for participating in the invasion.”
Belatedly Flo realized she could have been sidelined from the most important battle the pack had fought to date. If Dr. Garrison had said she was in any physical danger, the Badari wouldn’t have allowed her into the field. 
Darik shifted from foot to foot a little uneasily. “She asked if anyone had explained the side effects of the transfusion to you.”
“Well obviously I’m telepathic now.” Flo tossed her head. “I like it, good enhancement.”
Badari blood undoes the effect of Sectors contraceptives, Darik said in her head. He was apparently speaking to Daegan as well, given the way her mate abruptly swiveled his head to stare at her.
Flo broke into laughter, unable to be anything but amused no end at the continuing possibilities for changes in her life. Fine time to tell us.
Sorry. The soldier did sound apologetic and he might even have been blushing a bit. It wasn’t the top subject on my mind until Megan reminded me this morning.
“Apology accepted.” Flo made a shooing motion at Darik and went to stand close to her mate. “Are you upset?” she asked, studying his face.
“To have a child with you, in a state of freedom, by our mutual choice, would be a gift from the goddess,” he said fervently. “As there’s nothing we can do about it right now, if you’re not on duty, we need to have a conversation with my enforcers now, about the coming fight.”
“We?” She was surprised.
“Hey, remember all that discussion we had earlier? Team, you and me?” He pointed from himself to her and back again. “As my mate, you need to be in on all the high level planning. And I need to let my men know we’re mated.”
Realizing he was right, and a bit chagrined not to have understood the necessity of this herself, she said, “Not to mention all the other stuff coming their way in the next couple of days. Okay, where do you want to do this?”
“Kierce is going to sit in as well, since he’s from the island and knows the situation first hand. He can speak for the northern pack now.” Daegan was matter of fact and she was glad he seemed to have accepted the loss of one of his men from his own ranks. Kierce had been given no choice in the matter by Aydarr.
The three of them retreated to a smaller conference room in the building, where a huge table had been abandoned in place, and dragged chairs from the other room. Sitting at the table with mugs of the steaming tea in front of them and handhelds in case notetaking was required, Daegan took a deep breath and sent out the call to his two enforcers, Ivokk and Rokhan.
The answer came back immediately, from the senior of the two men, in tones tinged with disbelief and joy. Daegan? How is this possible? We were told you were dead, along with Wint.
Flo wondered if she’d ever get as comfortable using the mind speech as the Badari were. For them it was as easy as vocal discussion, whereas she had to concentrate, especially if she didn’t want to broadcast to anyone other than her chosen target.
Wint is dead. I ripped his heart out for betraying me to the enemy. Daegan’s announcement was matter of fact. Then my mate rescued me from Nyddfalorr’s torture. Flo and I have claimed each other.
Flo smiled like a kid at the pride and warmth in his voice as he proclaimed the fact. Because she could visualize Ivokk and Rokhan clearly in her mind’s eye, she felt confident enough of her focus to speak to the two men.  Hi, guys, Flo here.
Our congratulations! Are you somewhere in a safe location then?
She appreciated how pointedly Ivokk didn’t ask where they were. Operation security was important. Daegan’s men were a disciplined group of soldiers all right. She left it to Daegan to answer.
We are. Has anyone stepped forward or been promoted by the Khagrish to take my place? Or Wint’s?
Probably after the storm ends and we’re released from the cells. Your leaders in each pod are watching the situation. Wint had only a few direct followers and so far they act reluctant to push for elevation. No one you’d need to worry about. And you know there’s no other Alpha. One of us would have tried to fill the need but far better to have you alive.
As far as anyone replacing Wint to help the Khagrish, if a man isn’t loyal to Daegan he’s going to be in trouble. Flo’s response was harsh and rapid.
Daegan glanced at her with approval. I have a fierce mate, as you can tell. Are the two of you unobserved right now?
Yes.
No problem.
The responses came on top of each other.
Flo was an advance scout for an invasion force from the north, a combined pack led by an Alpha named Aydarr. He learned about us when he rescued Kierce from a Khagrish lab.
Now Kierce got a big grin on his face as he inserted himself into the discussion. I’m back and I’m bringing new friends with high powered weapons. Big surprise for the Khagrish when the bastards emerge from their hidey-holes after the storm ends. Their time here is over.
There was stunned silence from the other end of this strange conversation.
This gets better and better, Ivokk said eventually. What do you need us to do?
I’m going to brief you on the battle plan and then you need to get the word out to each pod. Everyone needs to be ready to go into action as soon as I give the signal but on no account can the Khagrish detect your preparations. Daegan gave the warning in deadly serious tones.
Understood.  Flo could almost see Ivokk balancing on the balls of his feet, talons deployed, ready for action. But of course the enforcer wouldn’t be so obvious. He’d survived alongside Daegan in this hellhole lab, which required a high degree of cunning and deceptive ability.
Are the cubs in the usual cell block? Kierce asked. Our friends have specific plans for extracting them safely.
All as normal during a storm. It’s reassuring to hear the newcomers prioritize the young. Rokhan weighed in on the issue.
That’s one of the guiding principles of the northern pack, Flo said. The next generations are the top priority.
I like these Badari already. When there’s time I’ll be eager to hear their story and especially how they escaped the Khagrish.
Daegan reached over to squeeze Flo’s hand, giving her a big smile. I’ve been told there’s a fierce Alpha’s mate in the other pack as well, who played a major role. These human women are a gift from the goddess.
Speaking of the other women, Flo said, leaning forward, are they all right? Where are the human prisoners being held?
Ivokk’s report was a bit discouraging. We’re not sure what building they ended up in. I overheard a guard say the first building suffered storm damage and the women might be moved during the respite while the eye of the storm goes overhead.
Can you try to find out? Maybe someone can ask a guard about a specific woman? They’re all noncombatants so we want to get them clear and out of the danger zone as fast as we can. Flo’s assessment was a few of the women like Renate would be fighters, but untrained and unarmed. She didn’t want them at risk a moment longer than necessary. Fortunately Kierce had told her Aydarr agreed.
We’ll do our best. A few of the guards are more willing to talk than others. I’ll report the minute we’ve learned anything new.
All right. We’re going to brief you on the battle plan now. Daegan launched into a summary of the events to come. Flo listened quietly for the most part, as did Kierce, although occasionally one or the other interposed a comment.
We’ll be ready, Ivokk said as the conversation ended. May the goddess look with favor on us.
She already did, when she sent Flo to me. See you soon, old friends. Daegan closed the link between his enforcers and himself and drained the last bit of his tea. “Nothing to do now but wait.”
“I can think of a few things to do while we wait,” Flo said, reaching under the table to slide her hand up his thigh.
Kierce whistled and rose from his chair. “I’m out of here. I remember those early days of being mated. I’ll call if I need either of you before your next regularly scheduled guard shift.” Laughing to himself, he left the room.
Flo swung out of her seat to straddle Daegan’s massive thighs, rocking herself over the rapidly expanding bulge in his pants. “I don’t think I can wait till we get back to the bed.” She kissed him fiercely, enjoying having him caged underneath her. “Any objections?”
Wordlessly Daegan shook his head, eyes glowing. He watched hungrily as she went to close the door completely, locking it and then toed off her boots, slithered out of her clothes and came toward him in just the sexy skimpy green underwear.
Efficiently Flo undid the fastening of his utility pants, allowing his cock to spring free, hard and ready for action. Daegan reached for her, pushing aside the gusset of the panties as she lowered herself onto his shaft. With a grunt, he thrust upward, going deep. Flo was more than ready for him. Greatly enjoying herself, she leaned back, hands on the arms of the chair, giving him an excellent view of her body as he worked to bring them both to completion.
She thought it was crazy sexy to do this with all the other Badari so close by and with him fully dressed. She’d never been particularly daring before in her choices of spots for dalliance but Daegan seemed to bring out new aspects of her personality. 
“I always wanted to do this in one of these stuffy conference rooms,” she said as they moved in unison. “With the right man of course.” Flo clung tight to him as he finished, his arms holding her as if she was encased in steel and his power pushed her over the edge as well. She made sure to keep her sounds of pleasure muted. No doubt the others guessed they were having some kind of a romantic interlude but no need to make it totally obvious.
He held her tight as the last erotic ripples spread from her core throughout her body. “Well, that was a surprise but fun. Maybe next we should try out the table—have you ever had fantasies about being ravished on a table by your lover?” His leer was intentionally comical.
Flo laughed as she hastily got dressed. “I don’t think so. I like a mattress or a sleeping bag at least under me.” 
“I like watching the clothes come off better than watching them go on, although any chance to admire you is welcome,” he said, leaning on the wall and keeping his eyes fixed on her every move. “Can I expect this kind of thing to happen after all my staff meetings? I’ll be scheduling them with amazing regularity if so.”
“Don’t get carried away,” she said, fastening her boots. “I like to keep you guessing. We won’t be falling into any boring old routine. Gotta keep the predator in you intrigued.”
Daegan reached her in two quick steps and lifted her off the floor into his arms. “Consider me permanently intrigued, mate.”
 
He’d whiled away the long hours of waiting making leisurely love to his mate in their makeshift bedroom, later playing cards with her and the other soldiers in the central meeting room, taking a turn at guard duty and catching a few naps. Flo spent a few hours locked in intense conversation with Darik’s MARL12 unit but he didn’t press her to explain what they’d been discussing, figuring she’d tell him in her own good time.
 Finally the storm moved off and the flyers from the north were due to arrive any minute. Daegan could sense how nervous Flo was to face the other Alpha now she’d mated with him and permanently left the other man’s extended pack. He squeezed her hand in reassurance. If this Aydarr was as exceptional as everyone seemed to think, he’d have no trouble with Flo giving her loyalty to her mate.
The first flyer set down and soldiers deployed efficiently as the craft took off again immediately. Daegan approved. Best not to take the risk of being caught with their meager air force on the ground.  The second ship landed and the hatch opened slowly. The man who could only be this Aydarr came down the ramp, his mate beside him and the surprisingly large silvery AI floating slightly behind her. A massive enforcer walked behind them. Daegan sized the enforcer up, well aware the warrior was doing the same to him.
I could take him. It wouldn’t be an easy fight but I’d beat him and he knows it. 
Shifting his focus to the Alpha again, Daegan felt an anxious part of his Badari soul relax as he recognized and accepted the dominance level of the man approaching him. If they ever fought, Daegan would come close to winning but never achieve victory. He doubted any other Badari on the planet could take Aydarr down, so strong was the Alpha aura surrounding the other. Knowing they’d never come to blows was a relief. He could follow this man and respect him, but not bow to him, not swear the blood oath of a vassal Alpha. He could maintain his own separate pack and lead it as he saw fit. His own level of inborn dominance was only narrowly behind Aydarr’s, or so his instincts insisted. The other could rule the planet and he could rule his southern hemisphere, for such was the dream in Daegan’s heart.
All this occurred in an instant of time but Daegan, Aydarr and all the other Badari present knew the order of things and settled down. 
Aydarr was extending his hand and Daegan stepped forward to clasp forearms with the Alpha as warriors do. “I’m pleased to meet you,” Aydarr said. “Congratulations on your mate bond.” His warm glance took Flo in as well as he made the comment before introducing the woman at his side with palpable pride. “This is my mate, Jill Garrison.”
Jill looked nothing like Flo but the two women shared the indefinable air of being warriors in their own way, tough and determined. He shook hands with her, having been coached by Flo earlier in the afternoon.
“My enforcer, Mateer.”
The huge man acknowledged the introduction politely.
“My enforcers are locked in cells on the island,” Daegan said. “I look forward to freeing them and letting them and the rest of my pack loose on the Khagrish.” He directed his attention beyond Aydarr as a third and a fourth flyer landed, disgorging their passengers. He stiffened in outrage. “You send your cubs to war?”
Aydarr didn’t avert his gaze from Daegan’s face, keeping his own impassive, although Daegan held steady against the undeniable weight of the other Alpha’s power pushing on him in response to the challenge. “No, although even the young must learn the way of things eventually to survive in this world but we don’t send boys to fight. This is Yonn, alpha-born of our Generation Eleven and he’ll be far away from the combat zone, with bodyguards. He’s here to assist with your cubs and cadets when we evacuate them.”
Yonn reached Aydarr’s side and nodded politely to Daegan, although he gave Flo a big grin. “I’m proud to play any role in this historic operation,” he said, extending a hand to Daegan. “Aydarr thought it would be reassuring to your cubs to have me among them.”
As they clasped arms, Daegan received a wave of power from Yonn, young and fiercely wild, even a bit undisciplined, but he understood it wasn’t meant as a challenge. The alpha-born was excited, a bit frightened and quite determined to carry out his part in rescuing the island Badari. He was worried Daegan might interfere with this first huge assignment he’d been given.  In spite of himself, Daegan smiled. “I appreciate any and all help in getting my people to freedom. Welcome to the islands.” Looking at Aydarr, he added, “I’ll detail two of my men to travel with Yonn and the cubs as well, so my young have familiar faces nearby.”
“Shall we go inside and have Kierce and Gabe give us a final briefing?” Aydarr said. “I’m anxious to get this action underway. We don’t want to spend too much time on the ground here.”
“MARL’s already blocking the Khagrish comms channels from here to the north,” Jill said as the AI beside her became a shining blue and green color. “The clock is ticking.”
Flo lagged a few steps behind as the others stepped inside for a rapid-fire briefing. She and Yonn exchanged greetings and Daegan heard real affection in their voices, which pleased him. His mate was respected at all levels of the other pack, which is as it should be for she was an exceptional person.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
The plan was to go in right after sunset, based on the timing of the last few storm squalls and the superior night vision of the Badari. The flyers dropped the soldiers off on a deserted beach to the west of the lab complex as planned and the various teams dispersed to accomplish their specific assignments.  Flo was in her usual state before action—calm but hyperalert, reflexes hair trigger. She was intensely aware of Daegan by her side and a little thread of worry crept into her mind. She’d never gone into combat with someone she loved before. Buddies sure, and close friends, but never a lover, much less a mate.
He gave her a tight smile and she relaxed. I’ve got your back.
Likewise. He was a deadly warrior and so was she and so were all the men and women around them. Their duty to fight to the best of their ability and rely on the Lords of Space and the Great Mother to keep them safe. Normally she’d be flying one of the ships, hovering above, out of view as yet but ready to strafe the complex as well as to engage any Khagrish flyers escaping into the air, not that any ever had. Aydarr’s forces were too efficient to allow any Khagrish to come close to escaping the closing pincers of their attacks.
My new reality, better get used to it.
She’d done ground combat assignments on occasion during her stint in the Sectors Special Forces and had no trepidation about her abilities under direct fire.
She did like being on the telepathic wavelength with the Badari, instead of having to wait for updates on the comlink. She and Daegan were in charge of liberating his men so she checked her belt one more time to verify she had the neurocontroller device and could remove the damn bracelets. A different team was tasked with freeing the cubs and cadets and getting them to safety outside the lab. Their evacuation to the north was to occur immediately so even if this operation failed, the next generations would be free and safe.
MARL had done his thing, taking over the computer systems running the lab. Nothing so sophisticated as artificial intelligence here and none of Jill’s handy backdoors in the software but MARL was ridiculously arrogant about his superior powers. Once again he proved his talk wasn’t idle boasting, as he negotiated with and then took over the rudimentary core intelligence of the local system. The Khagrish were never good with such things and even less so at this secret lab. Must have missed a few updates along the way. She grinned as she moved with her team of assaulters, slinking along the edge of the building, heading for the entrance. The Khagrish wouldn’t know what hit them because right now all they were seeing on their vids and in their systems was what MARL wanted them to see.
The alien AI opened the back door to the barracks she was assigned to and the squad moved inside, checking their corners and flowing smoothly through the corridors. She and Daegan stopped at the first cell, where Ivokk and the other soldiers in this pod stood waiting eagerly. The rest of the Badari moved around them, continuing to the next cell, with a small hunter/killer team heading for the security guard at the front entrance.
MARL switched off the force field at the front of the cell and Daegan stepped inside, Flo right behind him. She began removing the bracelets and Daegan handed out weapons from the sack he was carrying over his shoulder. The operation was quick and quiet, although joyous greetings sounded in her head.
The newly armed soldiers formed up with Daegan and her at the head of the column and they moved back into the corridor, skipping the next cell where a team of Aydarr’s was nearly done releasing the second pod, and entering the third.
Guards confirmed down. The building is ours. Sarl’s report was concise.
Guards eliminated here as well, said Kierce from the building where the young Badari were held. Commencing evacuation.
Flo felt Daegan relax a fraction. The safety of his cubs and the older boys was high on his list of concerns. She worried about them but she was also worried about the human women. Her team still wasn’t sure what building the women were in.
The mass of freed Badari and the infiltration team exited the building and moved efficiently toward the main barracks where the Khagrish security forces were housed, which was expected to be the primary target. The somewhat more upscale building where the scientists and lab techs lived was secondary.
Daegan was in the lead, next to Kierce, and Flo was on their six as they surrounded the guard barracks, waiting for the signal from Aydarr signifying the forces at the secondary target were in place. He and Jill had taken a team to the main admin building and already dispatched the Khagrish there. MARL was now harvesting the data from the huge computer bank, after which the building would be destroyed to prevent anyone else from accessing the information.
This is all too smooth, too easy, Flo said privately to Daegan.
No sooner had the concern crossed her mind than there was the sound of blaster shots fired and yelling. An alarm blared in the night and the lights went on in the targeted buildings before MARL cut them from his spot in control of systems.
Emarron and three of his cronies decided to cast their lot with the Khagrish, may they rot in hell, said Rokhan on the broad Badari band, as shots continued to flash through the night. The guards at the scientists’ residence are dug in.
Here at the barracks as well, Daegan said, although anyone could see from the weapons fire both outgoing and incoming that a battle was well underway. Are the rebels dead?
Yes. Rokhan’s voice was uncompromising. I doubt we’ll have any more traitors, not now.
Two of our men are down, the healers are attending to them.
Flo shook her head, concentrating on the fight at hand. She targeted the window from which shots were coming and the next time there was a burst, she rose as soon as the bolts flew and fired once. There was a scream and no more shooting from that spot. 
The battle was fluid and shifting and she focused on her part in it. At one point the guards managed to establish snipers on the roof of their barracks and one of Aydarr’s flyers came over at a low altitude and wiped the nest of shooters out, but not before several more Badari were wounded. 
Pull back! Pull back —the enemy is going to blow up the building!
The alert came barely before the sound of the entire barracks and the building next to it both detonating in a huge ball of red fire which shook the ground. Flo was dimly conscious of Daegan throwing himself on top of her to act as a living shield as debris and shrapnel flew in a deadly rain.
Bastards would rather die than be in our hands, Aydarr said in her head on the general telepathic link. Leaders report on injuries.
Her ears were ringing and she couldn’t hear actual noises too well. Daegan pulled her to him and began rapidly checking her over for any injuries. I’m fine, she said mentally. How about you?
Not too bad, took a few hits but I’m healing already. Do the Khagrish usually kill themselves when Badari attack?
“They fight to the death,” she said, testing her ears and relieved to hear her own voice, even if it sounded like her head was stuffed with cotton. 
“They’re so frightened of what they created—us—they can’t even contemplate we might be honorable to our prisoners,” Mateer delivered his assessment as he and his squad joined them. 
“Do you suppose Nyddfalorr was in there?” Flo asked. “And—and the women?”
“Not likely,” Daegan answered before the enforcer could speak. “He wouldn’t have had the guts.”
“So then where is he and where are the women?” Flo was getting frustrated.
The techs are dead, reported Kierce. They drank poison rather than face us. Barricaded themselves in a medlab and suicided.
Nyddfalorr’s communicating, Aydarr said. I need you two to join me in the admin building.
Guessing he’d spoken only to her and Daegan, Flo turned and hastened toward the building he’d specified, where Jill and MARL were collecting data. Her mate was right on her heels as she entered the lobby, rushing past heavily armed Badari on high alert.
Aydarr strode from the corridor leading into the depths of the building. “Nyddfalorr wants safe passage for himself, his pilot and a lab tech. He’s holding the women hostage and says he’ll kill one every fifteen minutes until we meet his demand.” Aydarr focused on Flo. “He’s already killed one woman and thrown the body out the door, to prove his resolve. He also wants a Badari hostage to take with him.”
“I’ll go.” Daegan’s statement was instantly offered in a tone leaving no room for argument. “It’s my responsibility as Alpha here.”
“Obviously we’re not going to allow him to escape the island,” Aydarr said, nodding to acknowledge Daegan’s having volunteered. “But I want him and his two companions out in the open, away from the women. I’ll have snipers in position.”
“He might have booby-trapped that building as well,” Flo said.
Aydarr agreed with her assessment. “I think we have to assume he did, yes. We’ll get the women out as rapidly as we can once Nyddfalorr has exited.” 
“I’m going in with you,” Flo said.
Daegan’s jaw clenched and his eyes glowed hot. “No.”
“Remember my superpower with the force barrier? Well, allow me to show you what else I can do.” She concentrated hard on what the MARL12 unit had told her about how it perceived the world when casting the disruption shield around itself and anyone nearby. The back of her neck ached but from the startled expressions of her companions, she knew she’d managed to become effectively invisible. “It’s the MARL implant,” she said. “I’ll go in right behind you, in this mode and shoot him. He won’t be expecting an ambush like this.” Flo let go of the shield and her knees buckled a bit.
“Amazing,” Aydarr said, eyes narrowed. “Why don’t I send in MARL12 to create the disruption shielding and three soldiers instead of risking you?”
“Because that’s a lot of people when Nyddfalorr will be watching like a hawk for a double-cross. He might sense something. I’ll go in behind Daegan—less chance for anything to go wrong with a one woman invisible army.”
“I hate to say it but she’s right.” Aydarr turned to Daegan. “She’s in your pack, you decide.”
“I may be your mate, but this is a strictly military situation,” Flo said, a little incensed at the implication she thought Aydarr was making, that he wouldn’t give an order to Daegan’s mate. “I can do this and we end the standoff a lot more quickly and safely.”
He looked as if he wanted to argue but she knew and he knew it was a sensible idea. I hate to risk you. His message was private but out loud he said, “We’re wasting time—tell Nyddfalorr I’m coming in and don’t tell him Flo is coming too.” He managed a tight grin.
He’s killed a second hostage, Mateer said, rage boiling in his mental ‘voice’. 
We’re sending Daegan now. Tell the scientist there’ll be a small flyer waiting at the edge of the landing field. Aydarr’s fangs and talons were on full display. Flo believed he felt the deaths of the human women as deeply as he’d regret any casualties on their side today. But the Alpha wouldn’t take any comfort from her. From Jill maybe but his own mate had to stay with MARL, because the alien AI refused categorically to leave Jill’s side for any reason. If Aydarr wanted all the data, which he did, Jill had to remain in one spot.
Nyddfalorr says put Daegan into force binders, and send him in naked so the Khagrish can see there are no hidden weapons. Now Mateer’s voice rang with disgust. 
“He seeks to humiliate me even at this moment,” Daegan said, “But it won’t work. Such tactics have never worked on us but the Khagrish don’t seem to understand we know our own worth.”
Aydarr escorted them to the defensive perimeter Mateer had established to contain the enemy presence in the annex where the scientist had taken refuge with the women. Flo was astounded the Alpha would leave Jill behind, even as heavily guarded as she was, but took it as a sign of respect from him for what she and Daegan were going to  attempt.
While her mate shed his clothes and allowed Mateer to fasten the force binders on his wrists behind his back, Flo peered at the two pitifully crumpled bodies outside the entrance and swore. From this distance, in the dark, she couldn’t tell who the victims were but she had to work hard to get a grip on her fury.
“Ready?” Aydarr asked her.
“As I’ll ever be.” She reached for the invisibility, ‘bending’ the light waves around her much as she’d manipulated the threads of the force barrier. She was going to have one hell of a headache after this but she refused to let her mate go into the grasp of the Khagrish without backup. Without her. Anything less was unacceptable and not happening.
“We’re sending in the hostage you requested,” Mateer yelled. “Don’t shoot him.”
Daegan walked toward the entrance and Flo stayed right behind him, careful to be lost in his shadow cast by the light of the moons so she didn’t cast one of her own.  The portal slid open as he approached and he stepped inside the room, Flo practically treading on his heels to be sure she made it inside.
“Walk forward, out of the entry, into the main room,” Nyddfalorr yelled.
Daegan did as ordered, pacing slowly.
Flo took in the room in a rapid scan. The remaining women were huddled at the rear, the lab tech guarding them, holding a pulse rifle awkwardly. He was no real threat. The security officer looked uneasy and she marked him as her first target. Nyddfalorr strutted from concealment behind a console, as arrogant as ever, stopping in front of Daegan.
“Despite the mess you animals have made of everything,” he said, “I count it as a victory to get away, taking you with me.”
The security officer shifted his stance. “Something’s not right here—”
Flo hit the button to free Daegan from the force cuffs and jumped to the side, shooting the soldier in the center of his forehead. He dropped with an expression of sheer astonishment on his face. She wheeled to deal with Nyddfalorr but Daegan had launched himself at the scientist, hitting him with fangs and talons deployed and the Khagrish was bleeding out from massive wounds as Daegan stepped away.
A bolt went by, nearly hitting Flo. The lab tech had more guts than she’d expected. He darted through another doorway and she took off after him, dropping her invisibility because it was too hard to maintain. “I’ve got him,” she shouted as she ran. 
The tech had a good head start. He dropped the pulse rifle and pulled a smaller hand weapon, which he proceeded to shoot at her wildly, missing with every shot, but she had to take cover to return fire, winging him as he shoved the rear door open and fled outside.
Multiple shots from the waiting Badari soldiers sent him crashing to the ground in his death throes.
Thanks, guys. All clear. Flo spun on her heel and hastened back to the main room even as she was sending the message.
Mateer and his squad had rushed the building as soon as Daegan and Flo dealt with the Khagrish, reporting they’d found no booby-traps. Daegan was already dressed again, although he was barefoot. The women were huddled together, white faced, more than one in tears. Flo checked on Daegan first, relieved as he smiled at her. “I’m fine. You did a great job of watching my back.” He reached out to touch her face. “How’s your head?”
“Hurts. I’ll get a headclear inject from the medics shortly. We need to take care of the women first.”
“Mateer’s got the task well in hand.”
Flo was determined to see it through, however and walked to the part of the room where her fellow humans were. “Everyone all right? We’ll be getting you onto flyers and taking you to a safe place in a few minutes. Any injuries we need to know about?” She scanned the crowd for Renate and with a sinking feeling realized the self-appointed leader was missing. 
Lacey came up to her. “Are Renate and  Vanna—are they dead?”
Flo checked with Mateer. “Status?”
“One woman is dead. Medics are trying to save the other but she’s badly injured,” the enforcer said.
“This—this is why you were so calm the whole time, isn’t it?” Lacey asked. “You knew we were going to be rescued.”
Flo didn’t see any reason to deny it now. “Yeah, I knew. I was here to scout the situation out. We didn’t expect anyone to get hurt though.”
“I guess I can see why you never told any of us,” Lacey said.
“I couldn’t. I was under strict orders. Hey, where’s Shelli? I’ve got good news for her.”
Lacey took her to where Shelli sat, comforting another woman who was having trouble breathing. One of the northern Badari healers was trying to help her until a human medic could come.
“I’ve got great news for you,” Flo said. “Not only are you free of this place and the Khagrish, I asked the admin in charge of our base up north to check the roster of freed human prisoners.”
Shelli’s eyes opened wide and she trembled. “Is Ardem there? Is he safe?”
Nodding, Flo said, “According to Nicolle, we rescued him from a lab a few weeks ago. He’s uninjured—he’ll be waiting for you when you arrive at the valley.”
Shelli stood and embraced Flo, laughing and crying at the same time. “Thank you, thank you…”
“I didn’t do anything but ask for a name check,” Flo said, patting her on the back. “But I’m thrilled for you.”
Daegan tapped her on the shoulder. “We should go. Aydarr wants to talk to us.”
Shelli reached out for him. “You were so brave, thank you for coming to rescue us.”
Daegan retreated a step and Flo gave Shelli another hug, whispering in her ear, “Badari don’t like to be touched.”
“All part of the job,” Daegan said. He reached for Flo’s elbow and she allowed herself to be pulled away.
As she left the building, Flo paused at the lone remaining form, which the Badari had covered with a camouflage sheet. She twitched the covering aside and recognized the woman as one of those who’d been pretty reserved and quiet during the whole ordeal. “May the Lords of Space speed your journey,” she said quietly.
Daegan took her hand as they resumed walking. “We have no Badari casualties, although there were injuries, none life threatening for our kind. I regret the human women bore the brunt of the battle.”
“Do you know if Renate, the other woman Nyddfalorr shot, is going to make it?”
He shook his head. “I heard she was stable for now and being transported on the first flyer out of here. Your Dr. Garrison will operate as soon as she arrives, if she makes it.”
“It’s a long flight. But I know the Badari will do what they can for her.”
The northern pack was hard at work already, salvaging the higher priority items from the lab complex. 
“They don’t waste any time, do they?” Daegan said as he walked with her to meet Aydarr.
“We’re—they’re good at what they do. We’ve had a lot of practice.” Frustrated at becoming tongue tied over the way she referenced her comrades in arms from Aydarr’s pack, Flo blew a raspberry.
He touched her gently on the arm. “It’s all right to count yourself as one of them still. It doesn’t hurt my feelings, you know. I did make the decision we’d join Aydarr as part of his military forces.”
“He may want me to fly one of the ships back to the valley,” she said. “We’re acquiring two cargo haulers and two more personal flyers here.”
“I’m working hard not to be resentful over the assumption all the resources here are considered to be Aydarr’s,” he said bluntly. “This is my territory.”
Shocked, Flo stopped walking. “I never thought about it—I’m sorry.”
He stopped as well. “We’re so newly mated, I’m sure we’ll both have to make many accommodations in thinking. I’m intensely grateful he and his pack liberated us. I’m not going to renege on my pledge to join in the war against the Khagrish. I’ll live in the north for the rest of my life if that’s what’s required to defeat the enemy but this is my home.” He held out his hand. “We’d better not keep him waiting. I can see we’re on a tight timetable here to clear out before more Khagrish arrive.”
“We have to destroy the complex too,” she said. “Causes confusion for the enemy and deprives them of whatever we have to leave behind.”
Aydarr and his mate and MARL were outside the admin building where they’d been gathering the data. “A very successful operation,” Aydarr said, grinning at Daegan and Flo. “Your pack should grab any personal possessions they may have and assemble at the air field. We’re ready to start sending them north, as we already sent the cubs and cadets. Our assistant Nicolle has a barracks cave set up for your pack in the valley, as well as an Alpha’s cave for the two of you. Going forward we’ll have to discuss how to integrate our forces seamlessly.”
“I’ve decided to implement the pack structure our DNA and ancestral memory have always pushed me toward,” Daegan said.  “I’d like to conduct the blood oath ceremony before we leave our island here.”
“Do you have a shrine to the Great Mother?” Mateer asked. “We’ve built one in the valley.”
Flo could sense Daegan reining in his temper at the unspoken insinuation he might not have a proper place for the ritual. “We’re closest to her on the beach, beside the ocean. I want to conduct my ceremony there. We have to do things our way, for we don’t have the 800 years of traditions you’ve built up.”
Aydarr shook his head. “I’m sympathetic but there isn’t time to hold a ceremony and for you to take the oath from 90 or so men. Your cubs and cadets won’t be present to see how these things are done and to know they’re included. We’re on a timetable to get ourselves and whatever we can salvage the hell out of here before any Khagrish come to investigate.”
“I blocked several outgoing calls for help,” MARL said, his surface whirling with orange, purple and red blotches. “I responded to an incoming ping which appeared to be a routine status request from an automated system. I can’t predict how long this subterfuge will be effective. The system here is quite limited in intelligence so I can’t guarantee I’ve handled the inquiry as the AI on the other end might have expected.”
“Let me propose a compromise here,” Flo said. “What if Daegan administers the oath to his two enforcers, the healer and the five pod team leaders in front of the assembled pack? Then he can do the rest later, in the valley at the stone circle, as soon as we can arrange the details.”
“I could accept that,” Daegan said.
Aydarr was plainly not happy but he acquiesced.  “Make it happen fast, which isn’t something I’d ordinarily say about such a sacred event. I can give you an hour. Hopefully the Great Mother will understand the circumstances. If anything changes, if we see incoming flyers, then all remaining personnel embark on my word no matter how many oaths you’ve still got to accept.”
“Agreed.”  Daegan held out his hand. “On behalf of my pack, I thank you again for bringing us to freedom.”
Aydarr clasped Daegan’s forearm. “It was my honor.”
Flo heard the two enforcers issuing rapid orders in her head, sending the southern pack members scrambling to the beach. Daegan pivoted to move in that direction, reaching for her hand again.
“I need to borrow your mate as a pilot,” Aydarr said, “Once the limited ceremony is concluded of course. The big cargo hauler with the red stripe, out on the pad, Flo. You’ll be taking most of your pack as passengers.”
“No problem.” Proof she was needed and still part of the team was a relief but she was glad she’d given Daegan a heads up earlier that she might be required to fly.
By the time she and Daegan reached the beach, the entire pack was assembled and the eight men who were to give their blood oaths stood in front of the group. Daegan and Flo took their positions and the murmuring in the ranks which had been going on died out.
“For the first time we stand here as free men, thanks to our brothers from the north, and to my brave mate,” Daegan said, raising his voice to be heard over the waves. “It’s an honor to be able to face you all now as your Alpha and give you my pledge to devote the rest of my life to our continued battle against the enemy. I pray to the Great Mother to provide a return to the islands someday with the war won, but for now we must join our brothers in a land far away and strange to us. Yet we’ll keep our identity as the Southern pack and a key aspect is taking on the pack structure which we’ve all felt called to do for so long, but weren’t allowed to by those who imprisoned and tortured us. I’d prefer to accept oaths from all who stand here today but we must be realistic and evacuate the island before the Khagrish send reinforcements. My mate has suggested I accept the oath from these eight men who have been good and faithful leaders in the ranks, to represent all of you for now. When we’re settled in the north, we’ll use the goddess’s shrine there and I will bond with each and every one of you, with our cubs and cadets on hand to watch and learn.”
With your permission, I’ve come to sing a chant to the goddess. Timtur the healer stood at the edge of the beach.
Daegan pivoted smoothly to face Timtur and gesture him closer. “I welcome the healer of the northern pack and thank him for his gift of song.”
Timtur sang a powerful paean to the Great Mother, a celebration of the gifts she’d given to the Badari, including the all-important pack bond which strengthened them, enabling their survival under the Khagrish. Flo found herself moved nearly to tears as he sang the last verse.
The healer bowed in the direction of the ocean. “I must attend to my patients now. I wish you well in your ceremony and will see all of you in the valley.”
The eight men chosen to swear their oaths today knelt in the sand. Daegan walked purposefully to the first enforcer, Ivokk, who tilted his head, baring his artery for the Alpha and displaying complete submission as the Alpha said, “I make my pledge to all of you, to put the welfare of the pack first and foremost in my decisions, to honor and obey the commandments of the Great Mother and to set a course for our people in accordance with her teachings.”
Moving with the speed only an Alpha could command, he grazed the kneeling enforcer with the tip of his fangs, enough to draw the blood necessary to seal the bond between them, but not enough to harm the warrior. Flo knew he’d bear a scar for the rest of his life, but the Badari considered the mark an honor.
She felt the pack bond anchoring itself  in her heart and her mind as Daegan proceeded to accept fealty from each of the individuals. Her emotions were overflowing as their pride and determination flooded through the new bond. She was immensely proud to be a part of this group and to stand as Daegan’s mate. Her earlier misgivings and worries were gone, replaced by her newfound purpose as his partner in enabling the southern Badari to become a successful and thriving pack.
As he completed the eighth bond mark, Daegan turned to her, holding out his hand and she stepped to his side. “As you know, the goddess blessed me with a mate like no other and she and I have claimed each other as ancestral memory commands. Fealty and loyalty to me extends to her, as my second in command. May you all be so blessed in the coming days, to find your mates and partners.”
“I’m honored to belong to the Southern Pack,” she said in flawless Badari. 
The crowd gave a rousing cheer, the soldiers in a wonderful, upbeat mood.
“Assemble at the landing field as per previously given orders,” Daegan said. “We’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”
The crowd streamed by, most stopping to say a word or two of congratulations or thanks to their now openly-acknowledged Alpha and his mate. The two enforcers stood slightly behind them and the pod leaders had gone ahead to the landing field to get things organized for boarding the flyers.
One soldier stopped hesitantly next to Flo. Keeping his voice low, he asked, “We heard two of the women were shot—is the rumor true?”
“I’m afraid so,” she said. “Vanna was killed but the northern pack flew Renate to the valley on the first flyer out of here and she might have a chance to pull through.”
“Not – not Sophine then?”
Shaking her head, Flo remembered being told Sophine was one of the women who’d met a Badari she was interested in during the first set of interviews. “No, she’s fine. I saw her myself after the humans were freed.  You’ll be able to contact her once we get settled in at the valley. Remind me if there’s any problem and I’ll follow up on  the request for you.”
“I’d be grateful,” he said. “I don’t wish to distress her though.”
“And I appreciate your concern,” she said, pleased at the sensitivity he was exhibiting. “And you are—?”
“Bentamin. I’ll check with you in a few days then.”
“Do,” she said, patting him on the arm and laughing at herself inside as he nodded and moved away. Mother of the pack, that’s me!
Finally only Daegan and Flo were left on the beach, although the enforcers had only gone a short distance along the trail.
The Alpha stared out to sea. “I’m going to miss this every day until we come to the islands again, to stay.”
“I know,” she said. “It gives us even more to fight for, our own home.”
Regarding her with raised eyebrows, Daegan asked, “You feel the connection too?”
“Yes, it reminds me of the place I was happiest growing up. We only lived there for four years but I always wanted to go back. It’s my happy place in my dreams, although now I imagine this beach will take its place.” She went on tiptoe to kiss him. “When we can come back, we’ll wipe the slate completely clean of the enemy’s presence and build anew.”
Resolutely, he turned his back on the waves. “We’d better go before Aydarr sends his enforcer to find us.”
“As if you couldn’t take Mateer.”
“You noticed?” Daegan raised one eyebrow and grinned.
“Of course I did and so did everyone else, I’m sure. You Badari and your dominance rituals.” Playfully she punched his bicep, making no impression whatsoever, although he faked a wide eyed grimace for her. “Luckily we mates are outside the hierarchy—we show our powers in other ways.”
“Hmmm, I think a dominance challenge with you might be entertaining,” he said with a gleam in his eye.
Hand in hand they walked to the trail.
Sunlight glittering off an object buried in the sand caught Flo’s eye and she dropped Daegan’s hand to investigate, drawn to the small amount of color she saw in the dawn light. Digging the object free hastily, she discovered it was a vivid blue quartz stone, shot through with green, in a roughly triangular shape, about two inches long. The gem seemed to her to capture the colors of the ocean and she hastily slid it into her pocket.
“What is it?” Daegan asked as she rejoined him.
“A rock.” She was deliberately vague, hoping he wouldn’t pursue the subject.
When they got to the landing field, most of the flyers were already gone. Two were landing and northern Badari soldiers stood ready to load more equipment and supplies. Aydarr was waiting by the one Flo was to pilot.
“Time to go,” he said as they approached. “I sent Jill and MARL out on the last flyer to depart and now it’s our turn. MARL said the pings were coming more frequently and then he intercepted a voice com demanding status. I’m going to fly home with Gabe over there. As soon as your soldiers are onboard, lift off. I’ll see you in the valley.”
Not wasting any more time or words, Aydarr pivoted and sprinted to the craft he was taking. The ramp closed as soon as he was onboard and the ship went nearly vertical.
“Gabe always has to be so dramatic.” Chuckling, Flo hastened up the ramp into her assigned flyer and straight to the cockpit. Daegan followed her, taking the co-pilot’s seat. “Were you trained as a pilot?” she asked, doing her pre-flight check.
“Yes, although the Khagrish never allowed us to actually fly. Only in simulators so why they bothered training us, I never understood.”
“It was the same for Aydarr’s pack. He told me once he assumed the customer wanted to see if the Badari could acquire the skills. My most recent assignment was flight qualifying as many of the guys as I could and doing one on one advanced training.” She smiled at him. “I’ll be glad to do the same for you and any of our soldiers you’d like.”
All the men are on board, said Ivokk in her head.
“Sealing the hatch now, takeoff in thirty seconds,” Flo responded over the com, in order to be sure all her passengers could hear her. She was a bit wary of her own telepathy range. Smoothly she lifted off and banked, heading north along the course she’d memorized, not directly to the valley but along a trajectory meant to confuse any long distance tracking devices the Khagrish might deploy. At a certain point she’d enter the zone MARL protected with his alien capabilities and become invisible to the enemy.
Daegan watched the island grow smaller in the rear vids for a moment before squaring his shoulders and gazing at her. “Our new adventure begins.”
“Can you sound a little more enthusiastic?” She laughed as she adjusted a control and gave the engine more power. “Life in a northern forest, living in a cave, next to a lake instead of the ocean will be so much fun.”
“Anything and anywhere will be good, as long as you’re there,” he said with breathtaking simplicity.
Flo got a burst of warmth through the mate bond and relaxed a bit, although she knew there’d be many challenges ahead, completely aside from defeating the Khagrish. Together forever, she said on a tight mental link.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Two weeks later…
“I’m exhausted,” Flo said as she and Daegan walked hand in hand toward their cave. “But it was an extremely moving ceremony.”
“I’m relieved now, having all of my pack blood sworn to us. I can finally relax my vigilance on the issue,” he said. “And the stone circle Aydarr’s pack constructed is amazing. I could feel the presence of the goddess tonight.”
Nodding Flo said, “Yes, I kept expecting to turn my head and see her, although I’m told she never reveals her face and you have to be dying or close to it.” She stopped and shivered. “Do you—do you think she did actually come to us when you were giving me the blood transfusion?”
“Yes. I smelled the perfume of her flowers.”
“And I believed I saw a woman in the room with us that night, briefly.”
“You said so at the time, I recall.” He tugged her forward. “We’ve been blessed in so many ways.”
“It was nice of you to invite Aydarr and the other Alphas and their mates to attend tonight.”
He shrugged. “Good strategy. I wanted them to see our men connected to us as firmly as all of their soldiers and mates are tied to Aydarr. We’re allies but we’re our own pack as well.”
“Enough statecraft.” She laughed. “I’m in a good mood, we don’t have any assignments or missions tomorrow, so I vote we celebrate. Privately.”
“You see me a willing participant in whatever you have in mind, my inventive mate.”
Now they were climbing the hill to their cave. “The organization here is astonishing,” Daegan said as he allowed Flo to precede him into their home. “I still can’t believe the barracks cave was ready for our men and this was all ready for us when we arrived from the island.”
“Operations tightened up immeasurably once Darik brought Nicolle home with him and Aydarr was smart enough to make her the admin for the whole place. She’s got the most organized brain of anyone I ever met. I only hope one of our pack finds and mates someone like her. It’d make all our lives easier.” Laughing but also serious, Flo kicked off her boots and headed toward the kitchen. “I’m thirsty—do you want anything?”
He shook his head. “I’ll meet you in the bedroom.”
When she walked into the sleeping quarters in the cave, lit and warmed by a MARL-provided power unit, he’d taken off all his clothes and was lounging naked on the bed. Casting her gaze over him appreciatively and becoming aroused simply looking at her sexy, well-endowed mate, she focused on his rigid cock pulsing against his stomach and said, “I can tell what’s on your mind for the rest of the night.”
“Well, if you’re too tired, we can go to sleep,” he said in a teasing voice. Eyes glowing, he pulled the sheet over his lower half, which did nothing to disguise the aroused mood he was in. The tented effect of the covers was eloquent testimony to what he really wanted to do for the next few hours.
“Oh no, you’re not getting off so easily.” Flo grabbed the sheet and yanked it away. They tussled briefly and she ended up in his lap, facing him. Watching his reaction, Flo pulled off her tee shirt to reveal the new emerald green and cream lace bra she’d bribed Kelli at the valley’s Stores to put aside for her.
“This I like,” he said, voice a purr as he slid one black talon carefully along the edge of the lace, teasingly.
Her nipples became tight, sensitive buds under his attention.
“I think I should take it off though.” Tilting his head he placed the talon at the front seam. Flo shrieked in mock horror and pushed his hand away. “Don’t you dare ruin this one like you did the others!  We’re not living in the Sectors, I can’t order up a new set of lingerie. You have no idea how lucky I was to get this set. If you want to keep seeing me in sexy underwear, you have to treat it with respect.”
“Oh I have infinite respect,” he said, sliding his hand over her skin with a deliberateness which made her squirm in anticipation and undoing the fastening with the ease of all the practice he’d been getting since they claimed each other. Grinning in triumph, Daegan slid the bra down her arms and tossed it to the floor. 
He kissed the golden mate mark on her shoulder, which had appeared the morning after their claiming, along with a matching one on his body. As he nuzzled her neck and worked on the fastening of her pants, she threw her head back in sheer pleasure. “I have something for you,” she managed to say.
Daegan raised his head, eyes gleaming. “What’s the occasion? Have I missed a human gift-giving event?” 
Shaking her head, Flo extricated herself from his grasp and slid off the bed to remove her pants, standing in only the skimpy panties matching the bra. She dug through the pockets of her pants, not finding what she sought in the first one and then triumphantly raising a small box in the air. “No, you didn’t miss anything, although this might be our three week anniversary now I stop to think about it.” She kissed him on the lips and laughed. “Not to worry, we humans may enjoy giving and receiving presents but not for a thing like lasting three weeks as mates. I’m teasing although I do have something for you.” She handed him the box and sat on her heels, a bit nervous as well as hopeful he’d like her gift.
Raising his eyebrows, Daegan used a claw to lift the lid. He stared into the box in puzzlement for a moment before picking up what lay inside and displaying it for her—a black cord necklace, with the beautiful blue and green stone suspended from the end by a simple network of extremely thin silver wires, twisted to hold the rock but not to disguise its beauty.
Since he was silent, nerves prompted Flo to babble. “I found it on the beach as we were leaving the island and I thought it would be perfect for you, a symbol of home but if you don’t like it—”
“The ocean,” he said, raising his head and staring at her. “It’s the colors of the southern ocean. How did you make it into something I could wear?”
“Actually Camron, the senior soldier you met at the shelter island? He’s taken up silversmithing and jewelry making as a hobby—his one of kind pieces are getting to be in high demand among the Badari here. So I showed him the rock when we got to the valley after things settled down a bit and asked him if he could design necklace appropriate for the Alpha of the Southern Seas and he did.”
Daegan looped the cord over his head and adjusted the stone. “It’s perfect, a piece of home to keep with me, as you said.”
“You’re pleased then?”
He gathered her close, holding her in a warm hug. “It takes a rare woman to bring tears to a Badari’s eyes but you’ve managed it, Flo, tears of happiness. You’re the true gift, from the hand of the goddess herself. I couldn’t be more pleased by the necklace and the meaning behind it but I love you.”
“I love you too.” She kissed his lips, her tongue tracing the seam and being granted immediate entry into his warmth, to savor the spicy taste that was his alone. Flo shifted to bring herself closer. Daegan reached between them to snap the lacy string holding her panties on her body and she couldn’t find it in her to object because he immediately took advantage of his unfettered access to her body to plunge his shaft into her already slick channel. The ridges set off ripples of pleasure as he thrust and she tightened her muscles to enhance the effect for them both. 
He broke off the kiss and whispered in her ear, “After this we’ll adjourn to the hot springs pool and then—”
“You talk too much, Alpha.” Flo captured his lips again and moved her hips in a slow circle against him, which she’d learned always drove Daegan to new heights of arousal. There’d be no more conversation until much, much later.
As he laid her on the bed in one smooth motion, never wavering from his focus on pleasuring her and himself, she lost herself in the storm of emotion and sensation her mate provided, the feedback from the golden mate bond pushing them both even higher. And as she climaxed and felt him respond with his own release, Flo held on tight and savored the intimacy and the connection.
Much later, as they were lazing in the pool included as a feature of the Alpha’s cave, she played with his mane of hair, relishing the heavy silken feel, and said, “I don’t think I’ve ever been happier, despite the fact we’re at war with a deadly enemy and their even more dangerous allies.” Kissing him on the cheek, she said, “My present state of mind and sheer contentment is all due to you, mate.”
Daegan gathered her close. “I don’t know what I would have done without you, Flo of the Sectors, now my mate. Truly we’ve both been blessed and the future can only be bright. “
“And we will make it back to our beach and our islands and build a happy home for our pack,” she said with such intensity that she surprised herself.
“A prophecy?” he asked, regarding her. “Did the Great Mother speak through you?”
Flo touched her lips with the tips of her fingers and blinked. “Maybe. I know we’ll have the future there we both want, for ourselves and for the pack…someday. Not a doubt in my mind.”
“Then we’ll make it happen.  I harbor no doubts, having seen what you and I can accomplish as a team.”
“A team,” she murmured, remembering her long ago conversation with Gabe, at the storm shelter, and how being part of a team was the best part about her Special Forces service. And those teams had nothing on this one, where she and Daegan were connected by love, the unbreakable mate bond and their telepathic link. She settled against him and closed her eyes in unaccustomed contentment, no fears about the future to plague her tonight.
 
*****
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