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Four  years ago

Explosions rocketed all around. Screams, shouts of pain rang out. Through her window, the barrage of firepower lit up the night with bright flashes of light. Could it be happening again? 

The facility was under attack for the second time in a week.

“Targa!”

She jerked around at the sound of the voice calling out from her open door. One of the guards stopped in the hall to peer at her.

“What’s happening?” she asked, heart in her throat as she exited her room to join him.

“An attack! Dr. Kirkem’s missing. Probably at the cabin where he held the Argoran female. We have to go, Targa.” The explanation came out in a rush.

Another fierce boom rocked the one remaining building that hadn’t been destroyed when the labs burned to the ground. The soldier took off running again. Without further questions, she raced behind him down the hall as smoke filled the air. Her only thought was of escape. She didn’t care what happened to The Collector. He’d used her as a means to an end in his sick games.

The ground shook as the percussion blasts increased. She and the guard darted to the outside together. When he went left, she went right, knowing it was over. Everything they’d done here was over. There was no way The Collector would rebound from this.

Which meant Lothar would be upset.

Shivers cascaded down her spine and her lungs bellowed. Angering Lothar wasn’t something anyone tempted if they could avoid it. He made the actions of Dr. Kirkem, also known as The Collector, seem like child’s play.

In the distance, a shuttle waited. The design was Marenian. A familiar face, dark hair and brown horns furled at the side of his head came into her view. One of Lothar’s inner circle. He glared from the entrance as she approached at a fast clip. For a moment, she wondered if he’d block her access to the departing shuttle and leave her to the attackers.

“Hurry,” he snarled, shifting to the side of the doorway as she raced up the lowered ramp.

The tightness in her chest didn’t ease, but she quickened her steps and escaped into the interior. Gordo. His name was Gordo, she recalled. The door clanged shut behind her.

Gordo pounded his fist on the wall and yelled into the mic attached to the communication device on the black collar he wore around his throat. “Go! Go! Go!”

Slumping into an available seat, she gazed at the disappearing landscape out of the view screen. Other ships were taking off unhindered, the stragglers of the ground forces too concerned with shooting at one another. She’d gotten away in time. Relief left her gasping, sweat trickling over her brows.

There would be consequences for the failure here today. Consequences she would have to face. A violent tremble shook her frame.

Maybe luck would be on her side though experience made her doubt it. She’d escaped one nightmare only to soon fall into another. The shuttle had her racing toward what could potentially be the very death she’d barely managed to avoid moments ago.

Licking her lips to moisten them, she spoke in a firm tone to hide her fear. “Has Lothar been notified?”

Gordo grunted, displeasure creasing his rough features but he answered. “We are returning to Marenia directly, Mischka. What do you think?”

Her heart stuttered. Not because it was the first time anyone had used her real name in a long while but because she had been given one order when this all started. Break the Jutak warrior. 

Instead, the Enotians must have sent their military to launch a counter-attack rescue. Just days ago, the soldier she’d been tasked with helping The Collector get information from had escaped. Now this new attack on the site, which was surely the end of whatever Lothar and The Collector had planned.

As if reading her mind, Gordo glanced in her direction and smirked. “Did you complete your mission here?”

Her stomach rumbled and tightened. Forcing down her nerves, she met his stare directly. Showing weakness was the easiest way to be cowed. As a female, she was already at a disadvantage. “The Jutak got away. We were unable to get him to disclose any details about his team or their military units.”

His grin took on a cruel twist. She turned her head away to stare at the rapidly shrinking ground. No matter. If this was her end, she’d face it bravely. That was her thought throughout the trip. Her thought through the landing procedures.

It was all she had to cling to as she followed the others and disembarked when they landed on her home world of Marenia.

The brief ride on hovercycles provided a distraction as the terrain was rocky and required concentration. All too soon it ended and she arrived at the massive structure where she’d resided since her parents sent her here a few years ago.

Gordo and the others headed toward the security wing, pushing the sleek black cycles to a cleared parking pad for vehicles under household use. She lined hers up next to them and powered it down.

“Guess by morning we’ll know how you fared,” Gordo said, forming a circle with three others.

A debilitating rush of dread settled in the pit of her stomach. Everyone was aware of the bodies disposed of on the property. Those were the lucky ones. The screams of the unfortunate lived in her nightmares. Now fate would decide which side she fell on. 

Not bothering to give Gordo or his friends a reason to initiate a confrontation, she tucked her hair behind her horns and kept her steps brisk as she turned away. 

The halls of the huge home Mischka entered were empty. An unusual occurrence if Lothar was in residence. Usually, there were dozens of Marenians lining the halls.

She considered escaping to the room she shared with two others who worked in the kitchen. There she could at least pretend a summons to his presence wasn’t expected. Too bad a large figure stepped into her path, halting her escape attempt.

Tall with streaming black hair and burnished horns, Nikol was slowly growing into a more significant threat than his father. No one wanted his attention on them, nor did they wish to risk drawing his ire. Retaliation from him was always swift to the unwary. As proof he was a fearless leader in his own right, Nikol was the only one who opposed his father publically and lived to talk about it.

“Lothar is expecting you, Mischka. Or should I say Targa?” His brown eyes glinted with an undefined emotion.

Terror made the hair at her nape stand on end. Her mission was to have been in confidence yet he knew. Another nervous rumble rolled through her mid-section. “Targa was only for the assignment.”

He eyed her from her disheveled hair to her smoke-stained clothing. His broad nose curled, the distaste easy to read. “I’m assuming sexual coercion didn’t work on the Jutak warrior. Is there a line you wouldn’t cross for Lothar?”

Mischka’s face burned. His statement regarding the intimacies she’d forced from the Enotian soldier was too close. Too accurate. He had to have had a spy watching them. 

He tsked under his breath at her lack of a response. “Better hurry. Your master awaits.”

Mischka jerked and moved closer to the wall in order to pass by without touching him. No way she was going to touch on him referring to Lothar as her master though it was the truth. She allowed her gaze to narrow the slightest bit but used her most respectful tone. Stupidity would get her nowhere. “I will head to the kitse now.”

Bile swirled in the back of her throat at the very idea of having to be in that space again.

“Not the harem,” Nikol corrected with an arrogant toss of his head. “His office.”

Before she could thank him or acknowledge the instruction, he shifted on his boot heels and strode past her. She waited until he disappeared around the corner before deflating in relief against the wall. 

***
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At the closed door to Lothar’s office, Mischka took a deep breath, stilled her racing pulse as best she could and entered. She closed the door behind her and forced her feet to move forward until she stood in front of the opulent desk and the one seated behind it. As usual nothing was out of place on the surface. A glance down helped gather her courage to meet the deep black penetrating gaze.

Some would view him as handsome. Black wavy hair fell like spun silk to his shoulders. Two prominent horns curved back from his temple to mix with stray strands. Thick lashes shadowed eyes darker than the night’s sky. His lips made one think of sultry kisses.

As a younger, more foolish female, she’d fallen for his appearance. Believed what she wanted and ignored the rumors. Time had proven his ugliness was reflected on the inside and exceeded anything in her worst imagination.

“You have something to report?” Lothar’s voice boomed. 

Mischka’s heart quaked in her chest as she prepared to deliver the news. Her throat locked. Nothing came out.

“Mischka, do you deliberately seek to stir my attention? I admit I could be tempted.”

It was a casual inquiry, his tone never rising but it brought with it memories of pain and degradation. Mischka never wanted to return to that. Thus her words were blurted out and held none of the calm she wanted to project. “There was an attack on the site. The Jutak escaped. I’m unsure as to Dr. Kirkem’s fate.”

Lothar slammed both his fists on the desk and shoved to his feet. “Do you think I don’t know this?!”

Her mouth flapped as he rounded the corner. Trepidation pounded at her skull and Mischka dropped to her quaking knees. “I’m sorry, Lothar.”

“Sorry?” He came to a stop to the left of her, the tip of his boot nudging her outer thigh.

Mischka swallowed but didn’t react as he trailed a finger over her cheek and down to her chin. 

Flinching was a definite way to earn punishment, so she held still under the chilling caress. Lothar cupped her jaw and tipped her head up. Rage. So much rage contained in a single glance. “Did you manage to learn anything from the Jutak at all?”

His calm voice after the display didn’t fool her. “He...he resisted. Dr. Kirkem tortured him to no avail.”

And she’d assisted. Under her guise as Targa, she’d hoped her sexual ministrations would give them a way to crack his psyche. Especially with the cocktail of drugs pumped into him.

“What else? What of their leader who stalks me?” Lothar snarled, his fingers pinching into the flesh of her chin.

His black eyes burned with a fierce light, sending a burst of renewed fear straight to her heart. Mischka wasn’t sure of the details, but a Unit Leader for the Jutak warriors was systematically tearing down Lothar’s sex slave trade. He was young and earnest in his efforts. As a result, Lothar despised him.

She wet her lips. “Torkel Alonson never came on site to my knowledge. I don’t believe he was a part of the attack.”

Pain exploded over the left side of her face. Mischka fell to the floor barely managing not to cry out. Before she could muster the energy to rise, Lothar crouched over her prone form. “You failed! I do not accept failure!”

His fists powered into her face over and over again. Mischka didn’t fight back. She curled up and protected her mid-section as much as possible but like every other time before, she bore the brunt of Lothar’s anger when she disappointed him in a task. She lost track of time, her body one large knot of pain. Not sure how long the beating lasted, it took a moment to realize he’d stopped. Her breath came in ragged pants as he straightened and backed away.

Everything hurt. Mischka rolled on her side as he kicked her for good measure. When Lothar stood, he brushed his now bloody hands on his pants. “You have been useless in this endeavor.”

After his sneering pronouncement, he stormed from the office, leaving Mischka to painfully drag herself to her feet. If he calmed down later, maybe he’d let her see a doctor. Or not, if he was of a mind to let her suffer. He’d done it before. For now, she stood upright on shaky feet and made her way to the door. Her steps wavered as the swelling around her eyes impacted her vision.

Blood dripping from her nose, Mischka vowed not to fail again. No matter how, no matter what Lothar asked. She. Would. Not. Fail. Because she wasn’t sure she’d survive another beating like this one. At least it reminded her of the key rules she tried to live by.

No man was to be trusted.

Everyone betrayed you at some point.

Honor didn’t exist.

She exited the office and was confronted by two stoic faced guards. Gordo and Sundar. Did they come to gloat? Mischka forced herself to stand upright despite the throbbing pain. “What do you want?”

“Lothar has told us to give you a lesson to make sure you understand the seriousness of his warning that you do a better job the next time he sends you out. An incentive.” He grabbed one of her horns and jerked her close, the front of her chest smashing against his.

It wasn’t worth it to resist so she let her body go slack. Both males exchanged smiles ripe with the gleam of evil. Mischka choked back a sob and renewed her vow to do whatever Lothar asked of her in the future, no matter the cost.

As of this moment, life would be all about surviving.
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Chapter 2
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Present Day

The reoccurring nightmare came with a vengeance. Running with his friend’s female, Eva. Bane sent her ahead and turned back to fight. Flashes of memories along with the inevitable ending filled his mind’s eye. 

Familiar sounds of lasers firing. Pain ripping into his back.

“I-I’m hit. Took...them a-all down,” he muttered.

Vee and Khane grabbing onto him as they half held, half-dragged him along. Devastating sounds of the fire fight taking place around them. Their target blocking the path of escape as he raised a deadly weapon in their direction. Vee yelled and Bane knew what he had to do as he launched himself toward Eva with a hidden well of strength. Tearing sensations in both his legs before they crashed to the ground together.

Then numbness.

Feminine screams filled his ears followed by barked commands. Bane watched it all as a distant participant. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t answer the questions thrown his way. Darkness then light filled his vision. Life changing words said in a regretful tone seeped into his conscious.

Severe nerve damage.

Risky treatment.

Might not walk again.

Bane jerked awake. Breath escaped in a rush. He tried to sit up but his legs didn’t respond. With a growl, Bane braced his palms flat and pushed up and back until the wall behind the medic center bed helped support him in an upright position. After a mission took a turn sideways, he had received necessary cybernetic enhancements in both of his legs and a corresponding chip in his brain.

It was tech deemed outdated but a desperate resort for him due to the severe nature of his injuries. The team medic, Dr. Maku, had been quite clear when they spoke before Bane’s surgery.

“More advanced techniques have been in place, but none of them would work with an individual who has sustained your level of nerve impact or in your position.”

The procedure after therapy and rehab would enable him to control the movement of his lower limbs seamlessly. Newer technology required a complete replacement of the damaged nerves and had a seventy-eight percent success rate.

Complete replacement would also end his career in the military with the Jutak warriors because the patients who were successful reported sporadic spasms that required extensive medication to control. 

Bane glanced down at his stretched out limbs beneath the pale blue cover he’d tossed over his lap. Sweat saturated the bed beneath him and dripped into his eyes. He tried to blink the droplets away then swiped futilely at his face. This had been his only option and it appeared to be a failure.

An alarm beeped from one of the monitors on the table beside his bed. It corresponded to the sound emanating from the white bracelet clipped around his right wrist. As if on cue, the door to his room swished open.

“There’s been an alert.”

Husky and smooth, the familiar voice was a welcome one. Bane stayed silent as the dark-haired medic assistant approached his bed, her hand going straight to the white band on his wrist. Her touch was warm, comforting.

As she leaned over him, Bane inhaled discretely and was rewarded with the light aroma she carried. Not floral or fruity. Something better, ripe with hints of a hidden sensuality he could only hope to uncover. A moment later, the alarm stopped.

“Lights on. Fifty percent.”

A dim glow filled the room at her throaty command, eliminating the stark blackness. Bane shifted on the bed to disguise the erection trying to make an appearance. His reaction was the same every time this particular medic assistant came to see him. She pulled a data pad from a large placket on the front bottom of the blue uniform shirt she wore. A uniform that hugged her thick, curvy form.

She didn’t gaze at his face one single time. That was Dharma Volgi. Efficient as always. 

For some reason, her stern demeanor bothered, aroused and shook him from the apathy he struggled with. Day in and day out, she bustled about, never responding to his light probing questions about her personal life.

She never once reacted to his rare outbursts of frustration nor his occasional smiles. If he was hoping she’d notice his interest, he was wrong.

Strands of hair in deepest brown fell about her cheeks from the loose knot at her neck. Bane tugged on one with his left hand since she retained her grip on his right. “I am fine, Dharma.”

At last, she looked up but only to shoot him a warning glare as she jerked her hair free. “I will determine that.”

Her eyes were brown. Cold and not the least inviting. She was definitely consistent in her treatment of him. Too bad. The thought of sex sharing with her was often the only thing he had to focus on at night when the nightmares got too bad.

She’d probably ream him if she knew that. Bane wanted to smile but chose to relax against the bed until she had whatever numbers she needed. He closed his eyes, as always, at ease in her presence.

Mutterings drifted to his ears. Insults about him. A slight smile curved his lips. A crack in her armor at last. He’d disturbed her perfect routine.

When her fingers released his medical band and pressed against the raised skin over the glands on his wrist, he twitched. Did her thumb stroke ever so softly over his pulse? Impossible. Not rigid, rule following Dharma. His lids lifted.

As expected, her head was down, reviewing her readings. Satisfaction added a light tinge of red to her tanned cheeks. She dropped his wrist like it was a burning rod. “Done. You may return to sleep. Do you wish the lights to remain on?”

So formal. Despite her somber expression, he detected a glimmer of concern. Neither of them mentioned the nightmare. Then again, it wasn’t his first. Dharma usually worked days and wasn’t often witness to them, but it was probably in his records somewhere.

“What are you doing working so late?” he countered.

She was already halfway to the door, assuming he’d deal with the lighting on his own which he tended to leave on after this particular nightmare. Dharma paused and dropped her head toward the floor. Her annoyed exhalation had his earlier grin breaking free and completely dispelled the last remnants of disquiet the dream had left behind.

“I’m covering for Teyla.”

Bane hid his grimace. He didn’t care for Teyla. She was jittery in his presence. Too shy, too jumpy. But he kept those thoughts to himself and wondered at the adjustment to his schedule. He wasn’t fond of any changes to the routine the staff had established with him. Part of his reasoning was a safety precaution.

As a soldier with the Enotian military, it was ingrained in him to be wary about those around him. He wouldn’t feel entirely comfortable until he was back home and surrounded by his trusted teammates.

He wouldn’t complain, though. Not if it meant he got to see Dharma and her enticing backside, which the snug blue pants couldn’t hide. Her physique and deep golden bronze complexion with hints of a red undertone matched the other Breters on site.

Built on the taller end, she had curves throughout and was close enough in height he could rest his jaw on the top of her head. Which was saying something because he towered over the females on his home world of Enotia.

She had small breasts, but her rounded buttocks more than made up for it. They would make a perfect grip for his hands as he thrust into her.

His mouth filled with saliva and his cock filled in another way. If they sex shared he wouldn’t have to worry he’d hurt her in bed. All the care he used with Enotian sex workers wouldn’t be necessary. She looked strong enough to take him full on.

Long brown hair dark enough to be black was often kept in a knot at the back of her head, revealing angular cheekbones and a broad forehead. He knew her hair reached the middle of her back when loose because the pins had fallen out once when she’d been transporting him to a rehab session. It had taken every bit of his training not to stretch his arm the small distance between them and bury his fingers in the rich length.

Once more he adjusted the sheet over his lap to help disguise the physical stirring from her presence even though her back was to him. “Does this mean you won’t be here in the morning?”

Regret tugged at his senses. He liked his day starting with Dharma. It helped him deal with the head medic and his team. Truthfully she was the only thing positive about his stay here.

“I will be here in the morning,” she finally said. “Good rest, Jutak Hardusho.”

The door closed with a quiet snick behind her. Bane sighed. His goal was to hear her say his first name. At least once before he left here. But at this rate that might never happen. She was too efficient and professional about her duties.

***

[image: ]


She hurried down the hall and around the corner away from the sight of others before leaning against the wall. Her nipples were stiff peaks beneath her uniform top. Bane Hardusho tempted her.

Plenty of patients had come through during her rotation over the last two years and none elicited the disturbing response the Jutak brought out. The elite soldier had no idea how hard it was to appear immune to his presence. His smiles disarmed without effort, his frowns just as compelling.

She swiped a hand down her face and froze at her trembling fingers. Stars. How did he manage to unnerve her when rarely did he say anything inappropriate? Unless his devastating smiles and tentative jokes counted.

Not that he had to be inappropriate. His hot stares were enough. The Jutak warrior watched her as if he’d devour her. Those eyes. She tried to recall if she’d ever seen eyes like his. Black with curious lines of white in the center pupil.

His hair was blond, the deepest shade of gold she’d ever seen and worn short in a military cut. His body, which she frequently touched to help him move about, was as hard and honed as the strongest alloy.

She’d seen him more than once without a shirt, sometimes only wearing a toweling cloth on his lower half. Solid muscles all over. Big. Imposing.

Being near his large frame actually made her feel soft. More feminine. That wasn’t easy with someone of her tall stature. Did he find her physically appealing? Attractive even? Her body, though proportionate, was bigger than an Enotian female, leaving her to feel ungainly in comparison when she thought of the other women he was used to.

He’d arrived at CV-8 two weeks ago for help figuring out why the cybernetic enhancements in his legs weren’t working. The medic who did the work must have been the top in his field. No evidence of the extensive surgery he’d had to regain the ability to walk marred his physique.

Not that she wanted to see signs of him hurt. She’d seen enough patients come through with jagged scarring and thick tissue adhering over wounds less damaging than Jutak Hardusho due to clumsy medics or sub-par equipment.

Or Bane as she often thought of him in her mind. Her heart thudded and her hips wanted to rock. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to be attracted to him but how could she have expected him to be such a beguiling man?

Staring at the ceiling and the domed lighting, she couldn’t block out the series of images of him barely clothed running through her mind. He favored body-hugging, knee length shorts and tight long-sleeve shirts which strained over his broad chest. His legs were thick cords she couldn’t fit two hands around, every inch rippling with muscles despite his inability to walk unaided.

She craved one chance, one opportunity to touch him freely. Give reign to the bothersome desire making itself known for the first time in years. Her lips firmed. Past experience warned she didn’t want to go down that path again. This unexpected arousal for the injured soldier was unwanted. It left her feeling vulnerable and weak. Evil targeted the weak. 

“Dharma?”

She spun around, pushing away from the wall, hands clenched in defense. One of the other female medic assistants stood in front of her. She relaxed her stance. “Yes?”

Caris eyed her strangely. “Is everything alright?”

Caris was exceptional and worked alongside Tao and another specialist on Bane’s case. As a Breter, she had the perfect personality for being at a medical research facility, determined and studious. 

“Everything is fine.” She straightened and tugged at the hem of her top, fixing the matching blue bottoms unnecessarily with a jerk. “Did you need anything?”

“No.” Caris shook her head, sending dark short curls dancing about. Her blue eyes narrowed. “I was about to end shift and planned to speak with the patient, Bane Hardusho. Notations show you responded to an alarm recently. I assume there are no new developments.”

Caris’ voice pitched high on the end of her statement, her brow arched in inquiry. Dharma cleared her throat and hoped Caris attributed her flushed features to the heating system. “No. Nothing. The alarm was in error. The patient was fine.”

Neither she nor Bane had discussed the nightmares that sent his stats in a volatile display and set off a medical alert routinely. Everyone should be allowed to battle their demons without witnesses if they chose. She understood that more than ever.

Caris stared a moment longer, intense and unrelenting. Another might have given in to the need to ramble. Dharma had worked here too long to be intimidated. Longer than Caris in fact. She crossed her arms over her chest and kept quiet.

“Well, if there are no issues, I’ll go ahead and leave.”

Another pause then Caris left. Dharma watched her go, all the while wondering why something about the other woman bothered her. Caris had done nothing obvious outside her unusual interest in the Jutak warrior. An interest which could be explained easily as a medic assistant taking pride in the work she did, but Caris was also new and seemed to seek out Dharma at every turn with questions regarding Bane.

Nibbling her bottom lip, she decided to pay closer attention in the future. If Caris thought to interfere with the Jutak, she’d have to get through her first.
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Chapter 3
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Two weeks later

Bane listened to the medics, the words they said...and the ones left unspoken. He kept his face blank, not giving away any sign of his growing panic. Week after week, he’d been here because the military research facility was known for its advanced work on cybernetic enhancements and biotronics similar to his.

“Do you understand what we have explained, Jutak Hardusho?”

Frustrated, Bane sighed and slumped back against the pillows of the bed he’d already spent more time in than he cared to track. “Yes. I’m fucked.”

The head medic, Tao, flinched, his smile strained. “That is not how I would say it but there is no medical reason we can find for why your biotronics aren’t syncing in order for you to walk again.”

“Is there anything you haven’t told us?” Caris asked, leaning closer. “Something we can look into as the cause for the failure?

Bane shook his head. He’d done everything, covered everything. The therapy was proving pointless because nothing worked. A snarl of frustration escaped his tightly pressed lips as he snapped, “I’ve told you everything.”

Conversation resumed. Medical jargon he couldn’t decipher. Turning his head to the side, Bane stared at the pale blue walls and ignored the rest of what the medics added. Clenching his fists on his lap, he fought back the need to roar his denial of his circumstances.

Reckless anger wouldn’t solve anything. There had always been the possibility this wouldn’t work. His reluctance to accept the truth didn’t change matters.

Acknowledging that only increased his ire. It took longer than he wanted to regain control. But he did. Taking a deep breath, he spoke through gritted teeth. “Get out.”

“You are due in therapy shortly,” Tao said, using his conciliatory tone.

Bane didn’t care. All of it was a waste of time at this point if it didn’t help. He faced the group and repeated in a voice softer but more deadly. “Get. Out!”

“Jutak Hardusho, you have to let us help.” Tao raised an imploring hand, his dark eyes beseeching. 

“You can’t,” Bane snapped.

They exchanged glances. Bane didn’t have to have the ability to read thoughts to know what they were thinking. They believed he’d finally broken. Cracked around the edges due to his circumstances. After a moment of silence, they eventually left, closing the door quietly behind them.

Completely and utterly fucked.

The moment he was alone, Bane grasped the portable comm next to him and keyed in a code he’d know in his sleep.

“Are you wanting to gloat about your extended break?” Jaron, his teammate, asked without a greeting.

“Maybe.” A small smile curled Bane’s lips. None of them enjoyed being out of commission due to injury. “How’s Sasha?”

“Good. Very good.”

Bane could hear the satisfaction in Jaron’s tone regarding his Chosen and relaxed. “The Unit?”

“All is well. Team Three is due to return from their mission today.”

Team Three was his team. They were working short-staffed since his Unit Leader, Torkel Alonson, refused to consider replacing Bane and giving his position to another. The list of soldiers waiting for a chance to be assigned under Torkel’s command was well over a dozen. 

Bane closed his eyes and spoke the most painful words ever. “Perhaps the placement process should begin, Jaron.”

“Have you received a new diagnosis? Did the medics discover something else hindering your recovery?” Jaron fired back.

Bane let out a broken chuckle and stared around his room with its array of medical equipment. “Nothing like that. I’m just not sure there’s hope.”

There was a telling pause, then Jaron stated, “I was able to get a hold of my friend. Hunter’s on his way after he clears a few things from his schedule and gets someone to watch his bar. Estimated arrival less than two weeks. Maybe sooner.”

The tight sensation in his chest unfurled, releasing Bane from fear’s brutal grip. Hunter, a former Jutak warrior, had the same version of cybernetic enhancements as the ones used on Bane. After his injury, Jaron had been adamant Hunter could help.

Still. “If things do not work out, know that I am honored to have called you all teammates.”

“Save it, Bane. If any of the Chosens hear you speak that way, they will descend on that military research facility like a horde.”

Unexpected laughter exploded from Bane. The Earth women and Jaron’s Argoran Chosen were a bold group, vocal and protective of those they considered family. Bane was fortunate to be included in that intimate circle. For so long it had only been his maman and him.

“Give Hunter a chance,” Jaron added when Bane’s laughter died down. “Don’t give up yet.”

Hope was all Bane had to cling to. Then he remembered something he’d wanted his friend to follow up on. “Were you able to access the background on Caris Tiloh?”

If Bane had his own comps at his disposal, he could have run the scans himself and cracked the government privacy codes for the information. Due to his limitations and access, Jaron was the next best thing.

“Records from her maturation at sixteen annals and under are sealed. Everything after is in order.”

Bane rubbed at his temple. Unusual. Unless she had criminal activities listed as a youth, there was no need for someone in the medical field to have their personal history blocked. “Thoughts?”

“I’ll expand the search measures if you believe it’s worth it.”

It was probably nothing. There was truly no cause for why Bane wanted the background other than a worrying itch in the new medic assistant’s presence. He tended not to ignore his itches but in this instance. “Leave it. I’m sure its nothing.” 

A pause as the comm line hummed between them. “I can pursue it without interfering with my other work, Bane. She has unlimited access to you. Is there a perceived threat?”

The nature of their job required secrecy, allowing a select few an awareness of their identities. Any documentation requiring holo images of them was sealed and only those with the highest clearance were deemed privy to those details. The goal was to minimize the dangers they faced to a certain extent, but nothing was perfect.

“I’ll let you know if anything warrants you to dig deeper.”

“Agreed,” Jaron gave in with reluctance. “And comm your maman. She left a message this morning.”

Running a hand through his hair, Bane blew out a breath. He’d been avoiding contact with his maman. After the life-threatening wounds he’d sustained during his last mission, he’d started sending her his death chant telepathically. It was only performed when a Ceraton expected to die and reached for their loved ones.

She’d raced to his side, the event reigniting dark memories for her. Bane was an only child and her Chosen, his papan, had died many years ago, but the pain never left her. Now, she was pressuring him to leave the Jutaks. And he couldn’t. Not even for her.

Unless the decision was taken out of his hands.

A knock sounded against the door before it opened. Bane groaned, recognizing it was time for his appointment. “I will speak with you later, Jaron.”

“Ready?” The medic assistant asked in a feigned chipper voice.

To his disappointment, it was Teyla and not Dharma. Bane wanted to refuse the hover-chair she guided to the side of his bed. Unfortunately, he didn’t have any other recourse. With a grunt, he heaved himself to the side and concentrated on making his lower limbs move.

Nothing.

“I can get behind you if you want to slide into the chair.” Teyla’s voice wobbled as she made the suggestion.

Bane glared and placed his palms down on the bed and pushed upward. The view changed and he was on his feet. Sweat dotted his forehead as he swiveled about and crashed into the hover chair. Teyla reached out, catching his arm and Bane landed in the cushioned seat.

The possibility of leaving this facility without recovering was daunting. He put his hand on the palm sensor located on the right side and the chair rose a few inches above the tiled floor in the hover position. “Let’s go.”

Teyla kept pace on his left side, her shoes making an obnoxious squeak with each step. She was dressed in the same blue uniform all the staff members wore but none of them as appealing to him as Dharma.

At the end of the hall, she held the automated doors open to the shaft. He moved forward with a press of his palm on the pad. Throughout the trip to the lower level, she attempted awkward conversation, but Bane remained stoic. She dropped him off quickly and vanished when the rehab specialist opened the door to the spacious room used for individuals relearning basic physical tasks.

Weights were propped along one wall in size order by color, machines for building stamina across from them and on the other side of the room behind a glass door was a huge hydro pool with gel-like liquid known to aid those with spinal injuries.

Bane followed the specialist to the numerous sets of parallel bars mounted in rows in the center of the space. She stopped between the first set of two that formed a neat row about six feet in length.  

Reika Mitar smiled when she spotted him. She’d removed her blue uniform top and wore a simple black shirt held with straps over her shoulders instead of sleeves. Her lean figure was sleekly packed with muscles, her arms capable of lifting males and females twice her weight.

“Good to see you, Jutak Hardusho.” She lowered the data pad she’d been reading and set it on the table at the side. “Let’s see how we do today.”

***
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“How is our guest in the blue room today?” Dharma asked as soon as she completed her assessments of the patients on her roster for the morning.

Teyla groaned and rolled her blue eyes. She tended to be more dramatic in her reactions to varying patients’ behavior. “I know this facility handles a lot of soldiers, but I swear none of them could be more difficult than Bane Hardusho, Dharma.”

Dharma bit her bottom lip. The Jutak warrior was becoming more disagreeable. Tao had left a message for her to look into any anomalies on his case. When she arrived on shift, she’d reviewed the notes.

On the surface, there was nothing unusual to explain his troubles. His case was becoming one which held the interest of everyone on staff. Making matters worse, she was finding it hard to maintain her distance when her physical interest rose each time she was near him.

Knowing she should avoid getting any closer to him didn’t stop Dharma from saying, “I’ll go and check on him. It should be time for his rehab session.”

“I already escorted him there about thirty minutes ago.” Teyla’s gaze narrowed as she pursed her lips. “However, I’m not going to insist and remind you that it’s my turn to cover him today if you decide to do so.”

As the senior medic assistant, Dharma didn’t have to help with the day to day care of patients not on her schedule. She often did anyway, enjoying the sense of accomplishment from the task. Medic Tao trusted her because of her performance and the dedication she exhibited during her rotation.

Frowning, she mentally flipped through her agenda. A driving need pushed her to see Bane and not for the reasons she should. 

Teyla clasped her hands together in a pleading gesture and fluttered her lids, causing the jeweled toned stones on them to glitter. “I can tell you’re considering. Take him. You’re the only one who even gets him to speak without growling anymore.”

The Jutak had grown sullen. The others often complained about getting Bane to and from his sessions. In the beginning, he’d been pleasant. As the chance for improvement declined so did his attitude.

Each staff member enumerated in detail his resistance during rehab, making it a point to mention his increased rigid and cold behavior. The few times she’d escorted him, he had been polite. Perhaps overly so. He no longer tugged on her hair or sent her teasing half-grins when she checked his charts. The shift in behavior shouldn’t have bothered her as much as it did considering her painful history dealing with males of mercurial and dangerous temperament.

But it did. If she was honest with herself, she’d admit the distance cut like a blade through her heart. She had to remind herself she had other plans and they didn’t include becoming involved with the handsome Jutak. She knew all too well how that would end for her.

“I know you want to,” Teyla added. “I think he likes you. When you’re around, he’s not as foreboding.”

Dharma’s face heated. “I’ll observe his session today and any follow up this evening. Consider him off your schedule.”

“Yes!” A bright smile split Teyla’s round face.

They conferred for a few more minutes, updated their data pads and synced the necessary reports to reflect the change over in care.

Thoughts humming with renewed vigor at the chance to justifiably be around Bane, she bypassed the automated shaft and swiped her identi-badge to enter the stairway. She didn’t care for the closed area of the automated shaft. It reminded her too closely of the time she’d been punished in that dark, small space.

Bane’s room was on the eighth level and the rehab center was on the second. Her shoes clicked on each step, the sound bouncing off the walls and echoing back. The lights placed at each landing flickered when she reached the sixth floor. A door above opened and closed. She waited as steps tapped an even beat downward, coming closer to her location.

Pulse pounding, Dharma gripped the handrail and tensed. Her harsh breathing seemed overloud. Another door directly overhead opened and closed, signaling the worker exiting on the seventh floor. She released a soft breath. It was unlikely that an intruder could get into the stairwell. Every door was keyed and required security clearance.

That didn’t mean the possibility of danger was eliminated. She shivered and hurried her pace. Lately, she couldn’t shake the eerie feeling someone watched her. Some dark force waiting for her to make a wrong move.

Spots danced in front of her vision, faint screams of agony teasing her mind. No, no, no. Not going back to the horrific event that had scarred her. Dharma shoved the memories far down where they belonged. Only the present mattered.

And doing her job. All she had to do was complete her job and her two year rotation stint at CV-8 would be over. Then freedom.

At the second floor, she hit the door at a jog and burst through into a bustling hall. Recycled air cooled her face. Several glances turned in her direction at her sudden appearance. Dharma forced a smile to her tight lips and nodded at those she recognized as she made her way to room 222, where Bane was assigned rehab.  

Voices spilled from a door left slightly ajar. One male and one female. She checked the digital numbers and exhaled softly. 222. As she drew closer to the partially opened door, it was easy to discern Bane’s distinctive tone. From the sounds of things, the Jutak was not having a good session.

Dharma pulled out her data pad to confirm the rehab specialist on schedule. It was Reika. All of the patients loved Reika. She had the right blend of humor and professionalism, able to cajole the toughest who came through the facility. Considering Reika’s heritage as part Chamele, she was surprisingly good at what she did. Dharma pressed her face to the wall near the door jamb and listened.

“You can’t allow the lack of progress to get to you,” Reika stated. “Medic Tao is the best.”

Bane’s distinct voice rumbled in return. “The best isn’t enough.”

“You’ve missed a couple of sessions, Jutak Hardusho. I’m not sure—”

“No! I’m done with this! Done!” he roared.

Something crashed to the floor followed by a foul curse. Unwilling to wait and let things deteriorate further, Dharma shoved the door all the way open. A chair was tilted over on its side and Reika had her hands on Bane’s hips, bracing him up next to a four-foot-high brown table.

His head snapped up, gaze dark and glittering. No trace of the soldier who charmed. All of her senses went on alert as if cornered by a predator. An insanely dangerous one. “What are you doing here?”

Apparently, he was no longer saving the polite manners for her. Voice tart, she said, “I wanted to check in on you.”

“And you have. Now you can get out as well.” There was no mistaking his stiff snarl.
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