
	
		
		    
			
			    
			
			
			    
			    
			    
			 
		    

		                     
				 Home
	 Add Document
	 Sign In
	 Register


			
			    
				
				    
					
					
					    
					

				    

				

			    

			

		    

		

	

	
    
	
	        	    
		    		The Awakening    	    

	    	    	Home 
	The Awakening


	

    




    
        
	    

	    
            
		

		
		        		    
    			
    			    
    			

    		    

		    		    
			
			    
				
				    Cyberevolution Book One: The Awakening By Kaitlyn O’Connor

(C) Copyright by Kaitlyn O’Connor, October 2012 (C) Cover Ar...				

				    				
    				    Author: 
										    O'Connor Kaitlyn					    				

				
			    

			    
				

				 17 downloads
				 691 Views
				    				 547KB Size
								 Report
			    

			    
				
				This content was uploaded by our users and we assume good faith they have the permission to share this book. If you own the copyright to this book and it is wrongfully on our website, we offer a simple DMCA procedure to remove your content from our site. Start by pressing the button below!
				
 Report copyright / DMCA form

				
			    

			

			
			    
				
				     DOWNLOAD PDF
				

			    

			    
				
				    
				    
					
				    
				    
				    
					
				    
				

				
				    

				

			    

			

			

			

			

			
			
			
		    

		    
						    Cyberevolution Book One: The Awakening By Kaitlyn O’Connor
 
 (C) Copyright by Kaitlyn O’Connor, October 2012 (C) Cover Art by Eliza Black, October 2012 ISBN 978-1-60394-749-7 Published by New Concepts Publishing Smashwords Edition Lake Park, GA 31636 www.store.newconceptspublishing.com
 
 This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and places are of the author’s imagination and not to be confused with fact. Any resemblance to living persons or events is merely coincidence.
 
 Chapter One
 
 There was no question about the precise moment the drop ship entered the planet’s atmosphere. The troop carrier began to shimmy. The vibrations increased exponentially as they dropped lower until it reached a point where it felt like it would liquefy flesh, bones, and teeth, and everything around them would disintegrate. Then the transport began to buck wildly. Abruptly, an explosion ripped a hole in the hull wide enough to suck three troopers and their seats out of it. Something strange happened when it did. Seth CO1543 felt his motor functions slow in a most peculiar way. Logically, he knew that the hull breach, the flying shrapnel that peppered every troop close enough to catch a projectile, the screams, the flying bits of flesh, blood, and metal that resulted from the impact of the projectiles, and the abrupt extraction of one entire row of seats and their occupants created by the opposing forces of interior and exterior pressure
 
 occurred almost simultaneously. He also knew that his processor was fast enough to record all of those nearly instantaneous occurrences. Time seemed to slow, however. He blinked, heard a strange roaring sound that did not seem to be related to the hull breach—because it occurred milliseconds prior to that—and then he saw everything that happened in a series of stills. As if he was experiencing a complete system failure due to faulty, failing power supply, he saw the hole simply appear, the darkness beyond as profound as deep space, although he knew it was simply the dark side of the world below them. He saw the stunned expressions on the faces of the three troops that were sucked out as they flew backwards in their safety harnesses and vanished in the black abyss. Panning right, he saw the troops who had been seated beside them turn their heads very slowly toward the hole and the strange, disjointed dance several others performed as holes appeared in their bodies and chunks of flesh, blood, and pieces of metal slowly jetted from them. It was more than a slowing of his visual perception, however. He could not seem to process what he had recorded. He felt oddly blank, which became even more bizarre when he realized he had not simply shut down. This was a very strange system failure indeed. Particularly when he felt a rush of something completely incomprehensible fill the odd void. Abruptly, his heart rate shot upward and he felt his body tingle with cold as if an electric current had sizzled along his exterior, penetrating all the way to his biological organs nestled in the armor of his chassis. And then time, his motor functions, seemed to abruptly right themselves and everything was happening simultaneously around him, too quickly to process. A sense of alarm abruptly penetrated the peculiar and opposing hyperawareness/dulling-slowing of his perceptions and he strained against his safety harness to twist his head around enough to assess his team leader, Corporal Danika Hart—his human handler. She was staring at the hole, her blue eyes wide, her face as pale as death, her lips parted slightly. The frozen look on her face sent a shaft of … something through Seth, making his heart jar in his chest, as if it had lost its rhythm. “Danika! Are you alright? Were you hit?” She sent him a startled look, which sent another inexplicable tide of something unidentifiable twisting through Seth. She had not ceased to function—was not dead, he corrected himself. She blinked a couple of times and then looked down at herself as if she could not assess her condition without a visual—and her hands. She patted her torso and then looked at him again. “Damage report,” she demanded abruptly.
 
 It was at that point that it occurred to Seth that he had not executed a damage report despite the fact that he had noted that his systems were performing in a very erratic way. He frowned and looked down at himself as she had. When he looked at her again, he saw that she was studying him strangely. He felt the temperature of the flesh of his face heat inexplicably and a strange flutter in his belly, as if he had swallowed something alive that was still moving. “All systems fully operational. No damage.” She studied him several moments more and Seth felt a fluctuation of heat and cold that seemed to be a reaction to her close scrutiny—uneasiness and a sense of guilt. Finally, she dismissed him and flicked a glance at the other two squad members. “Dane—Niles—damage report.” “All systems fully functional. Minor anterior damage to torso,” Niles responded. “The shrapnel did not penetrate beyond biological sheathing. Nanos performing repair. Estimated repair time … one hour to complete.” “Mobility impaired,” Dane replied. “Extensive damage to pneumatic knee joint. Nanos affecting repairs. Estimated repair time six hours. Minor damage to biological sheathing in three locations —right knee, right calf, right arm—estimated repair time 45 minutes, 13 seconds.” “Fuck!” Danika exclaimed. “Patch the suits! We’re on the dark side and looking at well below zero temperatures. Can you make the jump, Dane?” “Affirmative—disregarding more damage prior to reaching the jump altitude.” Since several more missiles had exploded in close proximity to the drop ship during the course of the systems checks, making it necessary for them to bellow at one another only to be heard, Seth thought the probability of more damage was high. He considered pointing that out until it occurred to him that not only had Danika not requested the information, but it was purely speculation on his part when he had not run statistic probabilities and could not when he had no idea what the strength of the force was that was launching the missiles. That realization sent him into even more confusion. He had not been programmed to simply ‘guess’ or to add to confusion under attack by voicing an opinion without real substance. Unable to dismiss the suspicion that he had sustained some sort of damage, he ran another systems check. Again, his systems report was negative. Unconvinced despite that, he lifted one hand and examined his head, wondering if a microscopic fragment had penetrated his skull and damaged his CPU. His squad leader noticed the movement and the examination. “Is there a problem, Seth?” The odd fluctuation of hot and cold flooded him again, the inexplicable sense of ‘wrong’. “Negative.” The realization that he had just lied struck Seth forcefully. He had informed his squad leader that he was fully functional and could detect no damage when in fact he suspected that his entire system was malfunctioning.
 
 He was no longer recording internal and external events, he realized after considering the problem for some moments. He was … feeling. That discovery … unnerved him. He could not think of another way to describe the strange hot/cold fluctuation, the tightening sensation in his gut, or the erratic rhythm of his heart. He dismissed that possibility and examined the events he had noted since the drop and determined that he could track the anomaly back to the precise instant the exploding missile had ruptured the hull of their drop ship—or rather an instant prior to that. There had been a roaring sound, like the rush of air, almost as if he had anticipated the rupture of the hull. He had not heard the sound with his ears, though. It had been inside his brain—the biological part—not the CPU. Anger swept through him—not the perception of an event that might cause anger or the reaction he had been programmed to exhibit upon such an occurrence. He felt it. The biological brain he had been given was defective, he thought angrily, and there could be no worse time to make that discovery than in the midst of battle! “Bail out! Bail! Bail! Bail!” the co-pilot, a human, abruptly roared over the com-unit. Niles and even Dane had thrown off their safety harnesses and were on their feet before the human had issued the order the second time. Brought abruptly from his internal examination, Seth was a few seconds behind them due his preoccupation. Danika, he discovered, was still trying to free herself from her safety harness. He reached down, pushed her hands aside, and depressed the lock release. She flicked a look of surprise at him and then glared. Shoving his hands away, she tossed the harness off and stood with an effort. Then promptly fell back into her seat. Grasping a handful of her suit, Seth hauled her to her feet again, trying to help her steady herself on the rolling, bucking deck. “Line up to bail!” she bellowed. He obeyed, hauling her around until she was in front of him, wedged between his belly and Dane’s back. They shuffled toward the gaping maw of the drop ramp that had been opened, fighting the rocking of the ship and the buffeting wind. “Oh my god!” Danika exclaimed when they reached the opening where they could see the planet below them. “What the fuck are they thinking? I can’t make this jump!” The wind whipped her voice away, but Seth had gotten close enough to gauge the distance to the ground, as well, and his calculations substantiated hers. The drop was too far for a human to
 
 manage without sustaining debilitating damage. He wrapped an arm around Danika and stepped off of the platform, allowing his legs to absorb the shock as they landed. He discovered he had miscalculated having had insufficient data to correctly assess the snow pack. His considerable weight and the distance, combined with Danika’s added weight, resulted in him landing with sufficient force that he was driven waist deep into the snow and ice. He released her as he felt himself sinking and she landed on the softer pack of the surface with a grunt as the air was punched from her lungs. A projectile struck Seth in the shoulder while he was assessing the situation and calculating the best way to free himself. A dozen more peppered the ground around Seth and Danika, throwing up fountains of snow as they furrowed. Dimly, Seth was aware of alarm at the danger Danika was in, fully exposed and lying on the top of the soft pack, snow camo or not. Peripherally, he was aware that the entire battalion was taking heavy fire from nearly every direction. He was mostly focused, however, on the pain that had exploded in his shoulder and filled his mind as the projectile tore through the biological sheathing of his shoulder. He had never experienced pain before. He was so stunned by the reaction, in point of fact, that it took him many moments to comprehend what it was. There should have been nothing more than an alert of damage—followed by a damage report! The second projectile that cut a burning path along the same arm finally shook him from his preoccupation with the intense new sensations and forced him to focus on avoiding more pain. After pushing ineffectually against the shifting snow for a few moments, he finally drew the upper portion of his body downward since he couldn’t pull his knees up and used the force to propel himself upward. He landed face down near his squad leader. Crawling forward, he managed to form a protective shield on one side. “Dane! Niles! To the squad leader! Form a barrier.” He discovered Danika was gaping at him when he focused on her, trying to assess damage—or if she had damage. “Getting my squad shot all to shit isn’t going to help me!” she growled. Their com units squawked. “Forward squads! Lay down a suppressing fire. Rear squads fall back!” “Shit!” Danika responded to the abrupt command that squawked over their com units. “We were last to drop. That makes us forward, damn it. Get your weapons up, squad! Fire! Fire! Fire!” Reflecting that he could still shield her with his body facing away from her, Seth rolled away from her and unshouldered his weapon. To his relief, his malfunction didn’t seem to extend to
 
 his ability to calculate the trajectory of the projectiles flying at them. Unfortunately, also by his calculations, his own weapon range fell short of the enemy’s. Ignoring the lack of logic in firing on an enemy he could not hit in favor of the orders given, he zeroed in on a target and fired. “Out of range,” Niles responded. “Fire, damn it! They don’t know that!” Danika hesitated as she fired off several rounds, and then muttered, “Unless they have cyborgs, too.” “Unlikely,” Seth responded. “There was nothing in intel to suggest it.” “Like they’ve never gotten anything wrong!” Danika snarled, glancing quickly to right and left. “They’ve damned well got night vision and they’re closing.” “They are also flanking our position,” Dane reported. “Shit! They’re going to cut us off! What’s it looking like behind us?” Seth scanned the ridge to the rear with his night vision and then the thermal imaging, discovering neither worked worth a damn under the current conditions. “The rearward troops have made it to the ridge. They’ve formed another line to our rear … fifteen meters.” “Good!” Danika said. “Our turn to fall back! Move it!” She leapt to her feet almost before she finished speaking and immediately caught a projectile that spun her around and threw her face down in the snow. “Niles! Dane!” Seth bellowed, surging to his feet and scooping Danika up with one arm. “Cover our retreat!” Niles and Dane formed a body shield, jogging backwards and firing. Seth caught a projectile in his thigh that brought him to his knees—from the front. ‘Friendly’ fire —human, he thought, knowing the cyborgs would have known not to fire on them—unless the enemy had already managed to flank them. Trying to close his mind to the fresh pain, he struggled to his feet again with Danika and charged toward the line of troops. He managed to make it through the line without catching another round. Depositing Danika on the ground, he scanned her to locate the wound. “Medic! Human wounded!” There was no response to his call for aid and Seth glanced around with a mixture of fear and anger. He discovered that they were surrounded by wounded—and damaged cyborgs struggling to function despite the damage they’d sustained. “We will be outflanked and surrounded, by my calculations, within twenty minutes –earth time.”
 
 His voice sounded strange—strained, and that was almost as odd as his unnecessary reference to earth time since they were all programmed to earth time measurement, but although Seth noticed, he was too intent on pulling up data to attend Danika’s wound to analyze it. “I need to close this wound and patch Danika’s suit.” Widening the hole in her suit, he reset his weapon, pinched the wound closed and used the laser to cauterize the flesh, gritting his teeth when she screamed in pain and the sound seemed to cut through him like a knife. He dragged a patch from his supplies when he’d closed the wound, slapped it over the damaged suit, and held it until the nanos in the material bonded, ignoring Danika’s groans and her attempts to shove his hand away. The chatter flowing through the com units that Seth listened to as he attended Danika was not good. Interspersed with dozens of calls for medics and groans and screams from human throats, there were more disastrous observations. “We’re cut off!” “Boxed in!” “Oh my god! I’m shot all to shit! I need a medic-borg!” “They’re going to outflank us!” “It’ll be like shooting fish in a fucking barrel!” Abruptly a voice—cool and forceful—cut through the confusion. “Cyborgs! Leap to the summit of the ridge! Carry the humans!” The sudden, forceful command silenced all other chatter. It did not come from the command center—the channel was local. It also did not come from a human, but everyone knew they were running out of time to act and no one questioned the command. The cyborgs not too damaged to act on the command lifted their human squad leaders and leapt toward the ridge above them. “Who issued that command?” That demand came from their commanding officer aboard the mother ship. There was a significant pause. “Reuel CO469.” **** Despite the intensive conditioning she’d been subjected to when she’d been shipped to combat training, Cpl. Danika Hart was unable to convince herself that she was just experiencing more of the same as the ground to air missile ripped a hole in the drop ship she was in just as it entered the target planet’s atmosphere. She tried to. She thought she just might be able to conduct herself in a manner befitting a soldier of the confederation and not shame her native world if she could.
 
 She wasn’t sure she’d be able to if she couldn’t because she was as terrified as she’d ever been in her life. She hadn’t expected to be thrown immediately into combat, though. She’d expected to have more time to adjust to being shot at. Everyone knew the conditions on Xeno-12 were horrific. It was a frozen world, just too far from its sun to ever thaw out completely—livable, as long as one was fully prepared for the cold— with a breathable atmosphere, but uninhabited, so she hadn’t been unduly worried. They would have everything they needed to deal with the deep freeze and her own native world was at the outer habitable zone of its sun. She was used to dealing with dangerously cold temperatures. They were to land, set up a forward base as a buffer against the enemy encroachment and protect the true prize, Xeno-12’s sister world. She’d thought the war might well come to Xeno-12’s doorstep eventually, but she’d also thought there was a better than even chance that the war would be fought and won far, far from her station. She was pretty sure she wasn’t the only who’d thought that. The bombardment had deprived her of that illusion. The bucking ship had shaken her, but she’d convinced herself that it was just rough air—nothing to worry about! The troop carriers weren’t designed for comfort but rather durability and efficiency—right up until the hole appeared in the side of the ship and shrapnel peppered the troops inside. She might have nursed her illusions a little longer, despite the disaster and the horror of watching three troopers sucked out, except that she could see flashes through the hole that lit up the sky and knew the entire battalion was under attack. She saw at least two of the drop ships take direct hits and disintegrate into fiery trails of debris. It was enough to make her imagination leap to the possibility that they’d reach the ground and discover themselves alone—if they reached it at all. They’d already taken losses in the hundreds, maybe thousands, and they hadn’t even reached the planet’s surface yet! It was almost beyond comprehension—far easier to think in terms of numbers than soldiers. Were the other battalions being dropped around the planet taking similar fire, she wondered fearfully? Or were they the unlucky ones being dropped right in the lap of a nest of enemy troops? And which was worse? Being the target? Or discovering the armada had been destroyed and they had ended up marooned on the hellish planet? “Danika! Are you alright? Were you hit?”
 
 The sound of her name penetrated Danika’s shock. She blinked as if coming awake and searched for the origin, the person who’d spoken, and stared at Seth blankly—Seth CO1543. He was a cyborg, she thought, struggling to figure out what it was about him that didn’t seem right. Why was he asking her if she was alright? Why would it occur to him to ask? And shouldn’t he have asked for a damage report even if his programming had prompted him to ask? He looked human—all of the latest cyborgs did—and small wonder when they were constructed of almost 50% biological materials. They looked so human that it would’ve been hard getting used to the idea that they weren’t except they still didn’t behave like humans. They didn’t speak like humans. Not only did they have no accents like most humans did that pegged them to various regions, but they used none of the abbreviated speech patterns common to humans, none of the slang or colloquialisms, and they didn’t make idle chatter. In fact nothing that came out of their mouths bore more than a passing resemblance to conversation. They responded when spoken to—when a response was needed. They issued warnings when they detected anything they needed to warn humans of, and otherwise they said nothing at all. The early autonomous robots, particularly the ones used in warfare, just looked like machines— some roughly humanoid in that they had a head and torso, two arms, two legs, etc. and others more like tanks with heads—but the ‘bare bones’ unclad chassis had design defects. Two much of their critical mechanics was vulnerable. The enemy could simply aim for exposed pneumatic tubes or motors and incapacitate them. Thin armor sheathing came next. Not only did that create a serious weight issue, though, it gave the human troops the creeps. They wouldn’t have had a problem if the units weren’t autonomous, but being surrounded by steel monsters that seemed capable of anything—including acting on their own—was too distracting and demoralizing for the human troops. It had the same effect on the enemy, of course, but since the human ground troops were there to make sure the robots didn’t destroy property that didn’t need to be destroyed or gun down innocent civilians—or go berserk and destroy everything and everyone in sight— the government decided they needed an army that looked more human and could be more easily accepted by their human counterparts. Synthetic human-like sheathing came next—which opened up a whole new market for the manufacturer—who’d already produced way more robots than they could sell to the government and were looking at a sharp decline of their profits if not total disaster. The civilian population suddenly saw a need for companions, nannies—entertainment. The synthetic sheathing just wasn’t quite close enough to human flesh and skin. Happily, that desire for human flesh coincided nicely with the advances in growing human skin cells—muscles, internal organs—the whole works. It had actually become far cheaper to use the ‘real’ thing than synthetics and since the cyborgs couldn’t object to and weren’t terrified of nanos like the rest of the population was, they could introduce nanos into the cyborgs to affect repairs. Not that the company would have objected to making more money off of the government in repairing damaged equipment, but they’d done such an excellent job of convincing the
 
 government that their cyborgs were virtually indestructible that the government had demanded a guarantee on the product before they would sign off on the multi-trillion dollar contract. It wasn’t just the fact that Seth had asked her if she was alright, though, she realized abruptly. One the things that had always unnerved her about working with the cyborgs was the eyes. They had cold, dead, emotionless eyes. They managed to replicate some emotion through programming that kept them from being quite so stilted in their interactions, that made it possible a lot of the time to simply interact with them as if they were fellow human soldiers. They looked and felt human. As long as they didn’t talk, or confined themselves to one or two word responses and she didn’t look them directly in the eyes, she could pretend her team was just a bunch of recruits just like she was—really big, brawny recruits—but as human as she was, not titanium monsters that could squash her like a bug if their programming was faulty in any way and the notion struck them. And yet when she’d met Seth’s gaze, she’d seen everything reflected in them that she was feeling in those moments herself—fear of pain and death. But maybe that was it? Nothing but a reflection of her own fears? Projected onto him? She wasn’t entirely convinced, but the realization that she’d been frozen with shock and fear shook her. She couldn’t afford to let those emotions take the upper hand or she wasn’t going to get out of this alive! Considering the bombardment, she didn’t know if they were even going to make it to the ground, but she needed to act when and if they did! She got her second jolt when they were ordered out and she finally made it to the off-ramp— only to discover that they were still a very long way from the ground, not on it, as she’d expected. Instantly visions of being mangled like a squashed spider when she hit the ground leapt into her mind. Before she could force her way out of the line or demand to be taken lower, Seth, who was behind her, tightened his grip around her torso and stepped off the damned plank into thin air—really thin air! She screamed all the way down. Fortunately, the landing was enough of a jolt to knock the panic out of her when it deprived her of breath. Reason reared its head as the snow pack around her was peppered with shots from what seemed every direction. Her conditioning took over— thankfully. The landscape was so starkly white with ice and snow that it almost seemed to glow in the moonlight that bathed it. As she rolled over and scanned her surroundings in one swift, sweep, she saw that the virtually flat plane she’d landed on was littered with black dots of all shapes and sizes—burning debris from the landers that didn’t make it to the drop in one piece, and bodies, some moving, some eerily still. A black bowl of sky capped the nearly featureless landscape.
 
 She couldn’t tell where the enemy position was! It didn’t help that she couldn’t see a damned thing once her team decided to form a wall around her—to protect her! What were they thinking? They were supposed to be shooting at the damned enemy! Fight or die, she told herself! The enemy had them pinned down. What to do? Retreat? Not unless ordered—unfortunately—but she had to struggle with her flight instincts. Thankfully, the thought had no sooner entered her mind than she heard the command. Except she was at the front and supposed to lay down fire for those in the rear to drop back. Fight or die! She finally managed to spot a flash that gave away an enemy position. Once she began returning fire, she was able to focus on trying to eliminate everyone firing at her. She didn’t realize how anxious she was for her turn to drop back until the moment she’d been waiting for came. A new line had been formed and her team could drop back and take up a position a little further from the enemy. Yelling for her team to drop back, she leapt to her feet—stupid move! The projectile that slammed into her and smacked her down again drove that home! Blackness swarmed over her. She was in so much pain it took her a few minutes to figure out what had happened. By the time she did, Seth had scooped her up under one arm and was racing across the plane. The jarring raised her pain level until oblivion claimed her. When she came to, she felt hands tugging at her suit. Her mind struggled for a moment to make sense of what was happening and finally produced the conviction that she was being attended by a medic. Thank god! She wasn’t going to die—yet. Needing assurance, she opened her eyes with an effort, managed to focus—and then got the shock of her life. Seth was manhandling her—not a medic-borg! She didn’t even manage to say no before he set her on fire with the damned laser! And she was in too much pain after that to berate him. She needed to get up and fight. She was aware enough of her surroundings to realize the firefight had intensified, could hear the sounds of battle through the open channel that provided communications for the force on the ground and the dull, muted sounds of intense fighting that penetrated her protective helmet. With a supreme effort of will, she managed to move her arms and hands—or the uninjured one anyway—in a blind search for her weapon. She didn’t find it and the fear of discovering she was unarmed sent a torrent of adrenaline through her that was
 
 powerful enough to enable her to roll onto her stomach and perform a wider search. “My weapon. Where’s my weapon?” “I have it.” It was Niles who responded—she thought. “Well give it to me, damn it!” “You have sustained damage, squad leader, Danika.” “Like I don’t fucking know that when my whole right side is on fire! Give me the damned thing!” she yelled at him with a mixture of fury and terror. “Time to fall back again,” Seth responded, scooping her up and launching into another bone shaking run that made her pass out again. When Danika regained consciousness, she found herself looking up at a sheer, white wall of ice. She stared at it blankly, trying to figure out where it had come from when she certainly hadn’t noticed it earlier when she’d surveyed the plane they’d landed on. Apparently, no one else had noticed it either when they’d been given the order to fall back— except the enemy, because they’d driven them back against a wall of ice they had no hope of scaling. They weren’t equipped for climbing. They were all going to die—right in this godforsaken spot! Strategically speaking, they were fucked! Danika roused herself to make another demand for her weapon just as she heard the command— directed at the cyborgs. Seth scooped her up and tilted his head back to gauge the distance. Not that she didn’t think it was a damned good idea for him to make some calculations before he attempted it, but he made one hell of a target! Miraculously, although projectiles whizzed past them, none made their target … until the very moment Seth crouched to launch the two of them. As he sprang up again, shooting them skyward, she heard him grunt and felt him jerk with an impact. They weren’t going to make it, she thought in dismay! It was further, she was sure, than the drop from the ship had been and she’d been convinced he couldn’t make that leap and remain operational.  
 
 Chapter Two
 
 Seth more or less fell over the top of the precipice. Barely clearing the edge, he pitched himself and her forward in a roll. Fully expecting to be crushed, Danika was too stunned to move for several moments after Seth stopped rolling, waiting in vain for the pain of crushed and mangled body to reach the nerve centers in her brain, regardless of the fact that she was sprawled on top of Seth when he finally stopped rolling. Realizing after a few moments that she wasn’t dead or dying, she lifted her head and studied his face. He was staring up at the sky above them and she felt a jolt of fear run through her. Was he dead? Uh—destroyed? “Seth?” He blinked at the sound of her voice and shifted his gaze to her face. For a long moment, their gazes seemed locked and in that moment Danika saw, or thought she saw, something she should not have seen in the eyes of a cyborg—pain and relief. It shook her almost as much as the fear that he’d ceased to function altogether and left her stranded on the godforsaken ball of ice alone. Which was something that shouldn’t have occurred to her at all! She was used to working with her team—her squad—and she was fond of them—in much the same sense as a person could come to rely on and become attached to any labor saving device, she assured herself. But she wouldn’t be alone even if he was destroyed! There were other soldiers—human soldiers. And the fact was that she was alone even when she was surrounded by her team because she was the only real person among them. Get a grip, girl! “Damage report,” she said finally, pushing herself off of him with an effort and looking around for her other team mates. Niles, she saw, was crouched beside them, firing toward the enemy line. Dane was nowhere in sight and she recalled abruptly, with a touch of panic, that his mobility had been impaired when the drop ship had been damaged. Scrambling toward the edge of the precipice, she looked down. She had a split second to register the disaster below and discover that Dane was dangling by one arm from the side of the ice cliff and then a hand curled around one of her ankles and she felt herself dragged backwards. Twisting her head, she saw it was Seth who had hold of her ankle. He was glaring at her. “You will get your head shot off!” Stunned at the display of anger, Danika blinked several times, gaping at him. She was far more preoccupied with the scene her mind had captured, however. It looked like fully half of their
 
 force—maybe more—was trapped below—maimed, wounded, or already dead, and the enemy was advancing and systematically executing anybody who hadn’t managed to escape the trap. She barely noticed when he released his hold and crawled to the edge of the precipice to look down as she had. “Can you climb?” “The mobility of my left arm is compromised. I will try.” “Niles and I will try to cover you,” Seth responded, turning to summon Niles with a hand motion. Indignation flickered through Danika, piercing her shock. She was the squad leader, damn it! She was supposed to be leading the team! She was obliged to admit after a very little thought, though, that she couldn’t think of anything better to try. It wasn’t as if they could haul Dane’s heavy ass up the cliff! Well, she supposed Seth and Niles could … if they had a rope of some kind, which she knew damned well she didn’t have in her pack. He was going to have to make it on his own—or not. Gritting her teeth against the pain from her wound, she crawled to the edge again on her belly. Seth stopped firing long enough to plant a hand on the top of her helmet and shove her back. “Stay!” he growled. Danika sloughed the snow off her face shield and glared at him with a mixture of disbelief and anger. Before she could think of how to respond to his order, however, she saw a hand appear above the rim. Seth put his weapon down and grasped the hand, hauling Dane over the edge. No one, Danika realized abruptly, had given her a damage report! AI or not, they were supposed to be at her command! Granted, they’d been busy, but they were cyborgs! It wasn’t as if they weren’t capable of handling multiple tasks! “Disengage the enemy and fall back to secure weapons and supply drop, coordinates 3 degrees 47 minutes North West; 14 degrees South ….” Danika listened while the orders were repeated through the GO—general orders—channel— minus the coordinates. “How far is that, Seth?” “Thirty clicks.” “Shit!” That would’ve been a long ass distance under a hell of a lot better conditions—terrainwise. And all of them were wounded—or damaged! She was wounded! They were damaged. “Damage report.”
 
 Before any of her teammates could respond, they heard an exchange between a junior officer on the ground and the command center. “Acknowledge receipt. The Lieutenant Colonel and staff all dead or missing. We’ve sustained heavy casualties. We need an immediate evac. That’s a no go on reaching the supply drop at coordinates ….” “Who the hell are you, you idiot?” someone roared, cutting the speaker off before he could finish. “Use the CO channel!” “Somebody just got busted,” Danika muttered. Clearly she wasn’t the only one that had just had her first taste of the real thing and was having problems remembering training—Not that she was rattled enough to forget that that sort of information shouldn’t be passed through anything but the CO—command operations—channel! They were going to be damned lucky if the enemy hadn’t picked up that damaging intel! “Not that it looks like he’s going to have to worry about it. I doubt there’s going to be an evac and I’m guessing you guys saw what I did at the base of the cliff. The enemy is advancing and it doesn’t look like they plan to take prisoners. You guys think you can make it to the drop?” She asked when she’d done a visual and discovered that the cyborgs had taken far more damage than she had. She didn’t think they had time to wait for their nanos to make any sort of repairs. She didn’t think it was pure luck that the enemy had pounded the hell out of them and driven them back against a wall. Their objective might have been to outflank them and close the fist, but she thought there was a good chance that they’d known about the ridge to start with and the confederation forces had reacted just as the enemy had hoped. That might also mean that the enemy knew of a route up the escarpment or had forces closing on them now from the rear. From the chatter on the local communications channel, she thought most everyone that had survived—so far—was beginning to get the picture. “We can’t just leave our people down there!” “We can’t do anything else. If we don’t get to that supply drop before the enemy we’re going to be in the same shape they are!” “Where’s air support?” “Where are the med-evacs?” “You’re saying you think they’re tied up in another battle?” “What the hell kind of intel is that? There wasn’t supposed to be any resistance here!” They complained and speculated for the first half hour while the remnants of the companies that made up their battalion struggled through almost knee deep snow, but they discovered they’d walked right into a blinding snow storm and nobody had the energy to waste on talking anymore
 
 after the storm hit them. It was all they could do to focus on putting one foot in front of the other and keeping tabs on the rest of the group to keep from getting lost. They were about half way between the ridge everybody was beginning to refer to as slaughter ridge and the drop site when a series of massive explosions prompted them to hit the ground. It only took them a few moments to realize that the bombardment wasn’t close enough to be an immediate threat. Long term was another matter. “Oh my god! We are so fucked! That was the supplies that just went up in smoke!” “Would you just shut the fuck up!” “I don’t know which one of you stupid fucks gave the coordinates away, but you’re going to be a dead mother fucker if I get my hands on you!” “Why doesn’t everybody just shut the fuck up?” Danika yelled angrily. “He didn’t get the chance to give away the exact coordinates. My guess is that either none of the channels are as secure as we thought or they didn’t need the coordinates. It sure as hell didn’t take them long to get there.” “Hey! We don’t know that it was our supplies! Could be another group taking a pounding.” Danika glanced at her team questioningly, feeling a ray of hope. It died when Seth shook his head. “That is the coordinates we were given.” “I guess we’d better hump it, then,” she said tiredly, “and see what we can salvage. I have a bad feeling we’re going to need anything we can find.” There wasn’t much to salvage. It looked as if the bombardment had been a long range effort, however, and when they’d rested briefly and began to sort through the debris that had cooled enough to allow for a search, they began to find a few useable supplies. Danika supposed they should just be grateful that the enemy didn’t seem to have the technical capabilities of the confederation or they would’ve been completely screwed. Or maybe it was more a matter of being spread too thin and not having the munitions they needed to totally annihilate the confederation troops? By her, admittedly, rough calculations, the armada that had brought them had been carrying a force of nearly a half a million—counting cyborgs—which she’d considered actually counted as more than a single soldier since they were many times stronger than their human counterparts. That was the main reason she hadn’t been unduly nervous about the mission. As far as anyone knew—or at least had been told—there weren’t any enemy bases on Xeno-12.
 
 Clearly, the confederation thought they’d been clever in not declaring war until they’d nearly reached the planet they planned to take and hold since it offered the most strategic advantage in protecting the confederation’s interests in this system. Either they hadn’t been clever enough, though, or the enemy was smarter than they’d given them credit for. Or the grunts like her just hadn’t been important enough to get the memo. The only warning they’d had was to expect the possibility of pockets of resistance. They sure as hell hadn’t expected such a ferocious, focused attack that they wouldn’t even be able to organize a counterstrike once they got on the ground! They hadn’t been able to pull themselves together at all! It had been a total rout! She had a bad feeling, though, that the lack of action by the fleet meant that the disaster her battalion had experienced on landing wasn’t isolated. The only explanation that she could think of for the lack of air support, med-evac, or complete evacuation was that the entire force was under attack and unable to lend support. So maybe it hadn’t been a brilliant military tactic to spread their own forces so thin? Granted it was a big planet and she could see why they wanted to be sure they had enough forces on the ground globally to repel any attempts by the enemy to sneak in the backdoor, but they shouldn’t have just assumed they’d beat the enemy to the planet to start with. Arrogance, she thought angrily as she scratched through a pile of debris! The arrogant bastards had been so damned sure they were infinitely superior to their enemy, the Andorians, that they were going to be lucky if they didn’t lose the war in this one theater. “We have managed to locate six habitats that are relatively intact.” Danika jumped when the voice abruptly broke into her thoughts, whipping her head around to look for Seth when she recognized his voice. It sent a jolt through her to discover that he was standing within a yard of her. They’d decided that it wasn’t safe to risk any communications via the com units unless they were absolutely necessary. They didn’t know that the enemy had managed to break security and had listened to everything they’d said, but if they hadn’t they were damned good at guessing. It was still a mystery, supposing they had, as to how the Andorians had managed to break the codes so quickly, but Danika was putting her money on a traitor or traitors among them. Nothing else made sense, to her thinking—including the fact that the enemy seemed to be waiting for them when they made the landing. No getting around the fact that their intel had been better than the confederation’s intel!
 
 In any case, the enemy had been pretty damned thorough in demolishing their supplies and, since the sun had risen and with it the temperatures to a balmy zero degrees, they’d decided to conserve what they could of their hab-suits’ built-in supplies—most notably the heater fuel cells. “Only six?” Danika echoed, dismayed when she’d done a quick mental calculation of their numbers. “That’s only enough room for ….” “The humans.” Danika gaped at him. “But … there’s only maybe fifty humans left! At thirty to a barracks ….” “Thirty six … at the moment. Seventy five made it to the ridge. Mayhap a quarter were lost in the blizzard on the way or died from their wounds. Probably no more than a dozen by night fall. However, the habitats are not barracks. They are for squads … and they are damaged. I did not count the ones we found that could not be patched.” Stunned disbelief held Danika for several moments before rage took its place. “In other words, we wouldn’t have had housing for all of the troops even if those bastards hadn’t beat us here and blown our supplies all to hell?” “There will be room for the remaining humans.” Danika’s lips tightened. “That isn’t good enough, damn it!” The bulk of their force might be cyborgs, but the cyborgs were part biological and the cold would inhibit their ability to fight— and they damned sure needed everybody, cyborg and human, that they had left. “Who’s in command?” “Second Lieutenant Murphy Brown.” “Oh my god!” It struck her that, in all likelihood, it had been Second Lieutenant Murphy Brown who’d screwed up so royalty in his communications the night before if he was the only officer they had left—and as green as she was, no doubt! “Where is he?” “I will escort you.” She didn’t need an escort! Instead of arguing, however, she fell into step beside him. “Have your … uh … nanaos repaired the damages?” Seth sent her a sharp glance, briefly both surprised and alarmed until he realized she was not referring to his malfunctioning behavioral programming but rather the status of his combat readiness. “The damage to my systems was minimal … primarily superficial damage to my biological sheathing. I am currently at 90%.” She frowned, wondering abruptly how he could be at least half biological, or nearly half, and experience nothing more than an awareness of damage. Were there no nerves in his biological
 
 sheathing? Or did they just not connect to nerve centers capable of registering pain? “You don’t … feel any pain when you’re wounded?” Seth’s uneasiness returned. The truth was that he was one hundred percent certain that he should not have felt any pain, but he not only had felt it—a great deal of it—he still felt pain and it was difficult to behave as if he did not. He should not, in point of fact, have felt anything at all. He had been programmed to mimic emotions. He knew the mechanics of displaying emotion and what each gesture and facial expression denoted so that he could recognize emotions in humans and react to them. He had not been designed or programmed to feel them, because not only was that not possible. It was not desirable. No matter how many systems checks he had run, however, he had discovered nothing to account for the emotions that seemed to be clogging his objectivity. The only thing that he had been able to ascertain with certainty was that he was feeling and reacting on a purely animal level to his environment and everything that his body and mind sensed and perceived, which completely defied logic. He did not understand and that was almost frightening. It was certainly disturbing, but all he could think to do was to attempt to hide his disability until his nanos repaired whatever had caused the problem or he understood it well enough to prevent it from affecting him. He was still reluctant to lie … to Danika. He did not think he would have a problem lying if anyone else had asked, but she was his squad leader. He had been programmed always to defer to her—to trust her completely. It felt ‘wrong’ to withhold anything from her. “I was not designed to feel, only to record.” She stopped, grasping his wrist in a gesture to stop that he could not ignore, although he wanted to. He hesitated and then yielded to the silent demand, wondering why her touch had such a profound effect upon him that went so far beyond anything he had expected ever to feel, uncertain of whether he wanted to feel the sensations that flooded him. He discovered that she was studying his face and that was enough to divert his mind from the blinding sensations to a sense of danger. “That isn’t what I asked.” “I beg pardon. I thought that I had responded to your question.” “I don’t think you thought anything of the kind. You evaded the question.” He frowned, feeling a flicker of both resentment and dismay at her lack of trust. “I am … confused.” He was lying, Danika realized, feeling an abrupt shift of her consciousness from Seth to the bedraggled encampment surrounding the two of them. He’d said that there were thirty six humans that had survived the drop and made it to the encampment. That was roughly a quarter of
 
 the squad leaders—all human like herself—who’d made it out of the nearly 1200 man unit that had been dropped at these coordinates. Probably three quarters of the cyborgs that were part of their unit had made it. How many of those, she wondered, had experienced the same sort of bizarre malfunction that she saw in Seth? All of them? Half? Because, instead of convincing herself that it was all in her mind, she’d become more and more certain that it wasn’t in her mind at all. Seth had … changed. He was different—more human than cyborg. She felt it in every fiber of her being. Because touching him didn’t feel anything like touching a machine and it should have. She should have felt as completely detached about grasping his wrist as she would have in grasping the handle of a door. She would’ve liked to have convinced herself that Seth was the only one—because she hadn’t noticed anything strange about either Dane or Niles—but she abruptly recalled that it had been a cyborg who’d taken charge and issued orders—to the cyborgs—when they’d been boxed in at the ridge. How much danger did these … rogues represent? It was a chilling thought and one that had plagued Danika since she’d discovered that 75% to 80% of the army the government had put together was cyborg. Humans were only there as ‘handlers’—truthfully only there to prevent the mass hysteria that probably would’ve resulted in the discovery by the civilian population that the government had put together a massive army of autonomous steel monsters—which was probably also the reason the government had insisted that they look human. She cleared her throat nervously. “Run a systems check and see if you can detect any … uh … programming or mechanical anomalies.” “What irregularities should I search for?” Danika forced a tight smile. “Anything. We’ve lost enough men already. We need to be sure everyone is in peak operating condition for the next attack.” They found Lieutenant Brown in one of the habitats. When Seth had left, she asked for permission to enter. After a fairly prolonged wait, when she was just about to ask again, permission was granted and she went inside. Brown looked pale, shaken, and distracted, but Danika couldn’t detect any patches on his hab-suit to indicate that he’d been wounded. She was no medic, but he looked like he had a bad case of shellshock. She saluted. “Sir! I’ve been informed by one of my squad members that there aren’t enough habs to house all of the men. I wanted to put in a request for a hab for my own squad and ask when we might expect more
 
 supplies. We used most of our munitions last night in the firefight and we only have enough rations in our packs for a few days.” He stared at her blankly for several moments and then made a sound that might have been a giggle. When she gaped at him he seemed to pull himself together. He gestured wide with his hands. “What you see here, corporal, is what we have.” Danika’s mind immediately conjured an image of the piles of charred debris outside the hab. An icy fist seemed to close around her heart. “Sir, we haven’t recovered much—so far.” “Well you’d better look harder!” he said angrily. “Because this is our supply drop. Command informed me that they’d disbursed supplies on hand. We’ll have to make do until another supply ship arrives unless we can get another unit to share and the closest is five hundred miles to the south of us. And we’ve been ordered to maintain radio silence. And we don’t have a working transport.” Under the circumstances, Danika abruptly dismissed the idea she’d had of informing her superior of her suspicions regarding the cyborgs. That had never been a good idea, she reflected, since she was a female and her vague intuition would’ve been discounted as hysteria or, at the very least, overactive imagination. Considering their situation and the condition of their highest ranking officer it seemed like the worst idea she’d ever had. In any case, the biggest problem at the moment was the scarcity of supplies. If Brown knew what he was talking about, and he seemed to, they could be looking at a long, long stretch before a supply ship arrived. Food didn’t loom as her biggest worry. Shelter was a high priority. The suits could extract energy from the sun, but this world wasn’t a place where one could count on a lot of solar radiation. One of the problems was its distance from its sun and the other was the storms. More importantly even than that, to her mind, was the dangerously low munitions. That thought instantly conjured an image of the men lying at the base of the ridge. Revulsion washed over her in a wave, but they were going to be casualties of war themselves if they didn’t have anything to throw at the enemy when they attacked again. And, newbie or not, she knew they’d be expected to act, not to simply sit tight and hope the enemy didn’t come to them. They’d been dropped to secure the planet as a forward base of operations. They were going to have to figure out a way to do that with what they had—or die trying. “Sir! Permission to take a detail to the ridge and collect whatever supplies we can find and bury the dead?” He stared at her as if she’d grown two heads. “And leave the base vulnerable to another attack? We don’t have the manpower, soldier!”
 
 “Begging pardon, Sir! But we’re going to be screwed if we don’t find supplies somewhere!” “What makes you think they haven’t already been picked clean?” “I don’t know that they haven’t. But we also don’t know that they have. We have to account for the dead and missing anyway, if possible. You could spare my squad, at least. There are only four of us. And it’s likely that those who got lost in the storm last night will make it into camp. Or at least possible,” she added when he looked skeptical. She thought he would dismiss her suggestion out of hand but after a moment, he seemed to steady himself. “That suggestion has some merit,” he murmured, turning it over. “Permission granted. Take your men and hump it over to Slaughter Ridge, collect whatever munitions and supplies you can, and get back here by dark.” Danika frowned. That seemed a tall order even for three cyborgs. She didn’t see any possibility of giving the dead a decent burial and collecting supplies and hauling them all back in the space of a day. “The burials?” “We can’t spare the men for a burial detail right now. They’re on ice. They’ll keep. And if the snow doesn’t bury them, we will when we can. Just scan their IDs.” It sounded callous, but she knew he was right—on all counts. It actually heartened her that he seemed more collected. If they were going to survive at all they needed a leader that had his head on straight—and he wasn’t just the highest ranking officer, he was the only officer at the moment. When she left his hab, she saw that her squad was waiting nearby. She met Seth’s gaze briefly and then studied the faces of the other two as she approached them. Relieved when she saw that neither Dane nor Niles seemed to be affected by whatever had brought about the change in Seth, she felt some of her uneasiness evaporate. “We’re to return to the ridge to see what we can collect in the way of supplies and munitions. We’re going to have to hump it, though. The lieutenant said to be back by dark.” Seth’s gaze flickered over her. “Your wound will slow you. It would be better if we went and you stayed in the camp.” Their wounds, or damage, was going to slow them, too, but she doubted even though they’d sustained more damage than she had that they would be as handicapped as she was. She was running on adrenaline and she knew it, but not only did she realize she couldn’t afford to lay around to recover, there was no place to lay around and no actual medics. “I feel like shit, but I can make it. I’ll feel a hell of a lot better when I have some ammo—and enough rations to carry me through a couple of weeks.”
 
 Thankfully, he merely nodded and followed her when she shrugged her weapon from her shoulder and started out of camp. The throbbing from her wound began to intensify almost immediately and she paused after a little bit and checked her med-kit, counting the painkillers. She had three doses. She decided to take half a dose to dull the pain. If she took a full dosage, she wasn’t going to be very alert. Besides, she might need the painkiller worse later on. “I don’t suppose you guys were issued painkillers?” she asked, only half joking because she was hopeful they might have something. “No,” Seth responded. “Want one of mine?” Seth sent her a sharp look. “Thank you. I do not need it.” She didn’t believe him. He looked like he was in pain, but she didn’t push it. Shrugging, she put the kit up. “More for me.” “Yes.” Thank you for pointing that out, she thought irritably. She didn’t think it was a good thing that the cyborgs knew the humans among them were far weaker than they were. They’d only been trudging through knee deep snow for an hour when they found their first corpse. Danika discovered it by stubbing her toe on it and falling over it. The fall set her wound to throbbing hard enough it might have taken her a while to get up if Seth hadn’t hauled her upright. She thought she’d tripped on a rock, but she’d managed to clear enough loose snow away when she’d sprawled out to identify the object that she’d fallen over. “He is dead.” Danika flicked a sharp glance at Seth, met his gaze for a moment, and looked away. Until he’d said that, she’d convinced herself that it was a cyborg. In that state, he certainly didn’t look human. She swallowed a little sickly and knelt beside the corpse. “I will do it,” Niles said. When Danika glanced toward him, he lifted his head, looked her directly in the eyes, and she saw there the same change that she’d seen in Seth. Caught between horror at the task she’d volunteered for and shock that whatever it was affecting Seth seemed to be spreading, she couldn’t think of a response for several moments. “It has to be done. I might as well get used to it,” she finally responded. “You do not have to grow accustomed now. I will … search this one for supplies.”
 
 She decided not to argue with him. For one, she didn’t think she could manage the ‘job’ without puking. For another, arguing with a machine that could rip her apart as easily as tearing paper if he took the notion seemed like a really stupid idea. Seth gripped her arm and hauled her to her feet again as if the matter was settled and she sent him an uneasy look. Seth hesitated, but he didn’t like the look in her eyes. “No one here will harm you. We are programmed to protect our team leader, Danika.” It was almost an admission that he’d changed—drastically—and it didn’t comfort her as it had no doubt been meant to. How much of their programming, she wondered, had been corrupted by whatever had brought about the change she’d noticed?
 
  
 
 Chapter Three
 
 Danika had expected to find virtually the same thing when they finally reached Slaughter Ridge as they’d already found—multiplied many times. What they did find rattled her as that wouldn’t have. In the course of their trek, they’d discovered many of the missing and unaccounted for, both human soldiers and cyborgs buried where they fell by the blizzard, frozen, beyond help. Snow was mounded over the bodies, marking their locations on the otherwise almost featureless landscape so that it looked like what it was—a newly formed cemetery. They paused at each one to collect the supplies that soldier would no longer need, identify the remains and add the names to the growing list of known dead or, in the case of the cyborgs, destroyed property of the confederation. They approached the ridge cautiously, despite the fact that they expected to find nothing they hadn’t already seen, the enemy long since departed, and those abandoned to their mercies and the fury of the storm beyond help. Instead, when they’d crawled up to the ridge on their bellies and looked down, they spied soldiers moving about the plain below collecting and sorting. Danika’s throat instantly leapt into her throat, but Seth stayed her hand as she tried to move her weapon into position.
 
 “They are ours.” Danika narrowed her eyes. “You’re certain?” she asked, stunned. “Yes.” Relief was slow to kick in. “How?” she wondered aloud. The enemy had been advancing on them when they’d retreated to the ridge. It didn’t seem likely that they’d simply turned around and left when they saw that the troops they’d expected to box in and finish off had slipped the noose they’d fashioned for them. “I will go down and discover what I can.” Instantly certain that there was something about the scene below that she’d missed, Danika frowned at Seth. “If it’s our people …?” “They are wearing the uniform of the confederation. It does not seem strange to you that there are so many survivors?” As a matter of fact it did—damned strange. Danika turned to look at the activity below again, trying to decide if what Seth had suggested made any sense. She could think of only two reasons to explain enemy soldiers in the uniforms of the confederation, however—they’d either needed the hab-suits for their own survival. Or it was a trap. Even as she signaled the men to pull back so that they could consider their options, however, there was a series of heavy thuds behind them that sent an alarm through her. She rolled, bringing her weapon up in the same motion. It was knocked from her hands hard enough to send blinding, numbing pain through her injured arm. She didn’t have time to nurse the injury. Seth had surged upward and slammed into the soldier that had attacked her. Within moments, all three of her team mates were engaged in a ferocious battle to the death virtually on top of her. Despite her shock, it didn’t take more than a few seconds for her to realize their attackers were cyborgs. If they’d been human, there would be no battle in progress. Seth, Dane, and Niles could have dispatched them quicker than the blink of an eye. She was still trying to figure out whether to try to extricate herself or to try to help her men when someone seized the front of her suit and yanked her to her feet. “Stand down, soldiers! We are on the same side!” Either they all recognized the voice, or they simply responded to the order automatically—or most of them. Niles and Seth used the ‘cease’ command to level the two cyborgs they’d been fighting.
 
 “Are you done now?” the man—the officer—holding her demanded when both Seth and Niles turned to size him up. Seth’s gaze flickered to her face and then to the hand that had shifted from the front of her suit to her waist, imprisoning her. “You attack fellow soldiers?” he ground out. The arm around her slackened and Danika stepped away, turning to stare up at the man who’d captured her. Cyborg. She blinked, trying to assimilate what her mind was telling her. She knew no purely flesh and blood human would look like the mountain of a man who’d yanked her to her feet—or have that kind of strength. His command of the situation still left room for a great deal of doubt—until he spoke again. “We could not know you were not the enemy, returned to try to finish your handiwork.” “Who are you?” The question drew his attention to her and Danika felt uneasiness creep through her as he studied her speculatively. “Reuel CO469 … Seventh Battalion, United Confederation of Planets.” Not an officer as she’d assumed, thought. Not human. Danika’s uneasiness intensified rather than diminished. She did her best to hide it. “What happened here?” “Once those who could retreat had, those who could not … regrouped.” How, she wondered? The cyborgs not too damaged to make the jump to the ridge had and taken their human counterparts with them. Sizing Reuel up, she saw several patches on his hab-suit, indicating he had taken a number of hits. She supposed that explained why he hadn’t retreated with the rest—maybe. Dane, Niles, and Seth had all been damaged and they’d still managed. It seemed to her that any of the cyborgs that had been too damaged to manage the retreat would’ve been too damaged to put up a fight when the enemy arrived. Obviously, that hadn’t been the case, though, because she’d spotted dozens moving about below them—or maybe their nanos had managed to patch them up enough to fight while they were waiting for the enemy to move in and finish them off? That still seemed farfetched, even considering that they were cyborgs. The enemy had been virtually on their heels when they’d retreated to the ridge. Then again, maybe some hadn’t been in as bad a shape and had merely stayed to cover the retreat? The question remained, however, as to who had ordered it—particularly when she didn’t recall hearing any such order and they’d still
 
 been using their com-units at that point. “We didn’t expect to find any survivors,” she said slowly. “We were detailed to collect whatever supplies we could, account for the dead, and return to base. Who’s in charge?” Reuel hesitated. “No one. Captain Philips died at dawn.” She wanted to ask if there’d been any human survivors, but the cyborg made her distinctly uneasy. It was the eyes. She thought she might be able to put down the anomalies in his behavior to the combat situation. He wasn’t behaving just as she was accustomed to the cyborgs behaving, but she hadn’t observed them before in an actual battle setting, she realized. She certainly couldn’t dismiss the possibility that his seemingly ‘strange’ behavior at this point was the result of his AI. Maybe that was all it was with both Seth and Niles? And yet …. She shook her doubts off. “That leaves Lt. Brown in charge. Our orders are to collect whatever munitions and supplies we can and get back to the base camp. The enemy destroyed most of our supply drop.” Something flickered in Reuel’s eyes. He merely nodded, however. “We have been in the process of doing that.” Danika turned and surveyed the cliff, scanning it for some way down since she damned sure couldn’t simply jump. In any case, they, hopefully, would be burdened with munitions and supplies when they headed back. “Any idea how far this ridge extends?” “As far in both directions as we could discern. This is one of the lower points.” Danika had suspected as much. She was still dismayed. “We’re going to have to figure a way up.” “There will be no difficulty in transporting the supplies to the top of the ridge. We can toss them up. We have wounded, however.” Danika sent him a sharp look at that, feeling a leap of excitement. “Hu … some of the team leaders made it?” He shrugged. “They are wounded, some mortally, I am certain, but mayhap some could be moved—if we had a means of moving them.” Danika glanced at Seth questioningly. “Any of the med supplies make it through the bombing?”
 
 “There was one walker that was not totally destroyed. They were trying to find enough parts to repair it when we left.” Danika frowned. “Even if they get it going we’d have to have some way of getting the wounded up here. It wouldn’t be able to scale a sheer drop.” She returned her attention to Reuel. “Any medics make it?” “Nay. There were only three in the battalion. Two were in the drop ships that did not make it to the surface … in one piece. The third was killed in the firefight last night.” “Shit! Poor bastards,” she muttered, thinking of all the men who’d been in the transports that got blown to bits. On the other hand she thought they might have been the lucky ones. At least they were beyond pain and suffering … not trapped on this frozen hell without adequate supplies. She didn’t want to think about that, though. She preferred to think the supply ship would arrive before she had time to regret she’d been one of the ‘lucky’ ones that made it to the ground. It occurred to her abruptly that Reuel had said the third was killed—not destroyed. There were no human medics. It seemed too significant that Reuel had said ‘killed’ not ‘destroyed’ to ignore it, to dismiss it with the logic she’d been using to try to persuade herself that there wasn’t anything ‘wrong’ with the cyborgs. “We could cut a pass up the ridge,” Niles suggested. “It would be rough, but I think we could construct something the walker could manage.” “Good idea,” Danika responded, frowning thoughtfully. “I don’t know if it would be such a good thing to try, though. It would alert the enemy to the fact that they didn’t wipe out everybody. Plus, I don’t know that we could spare the lasers … I’m assuming you meant to cut it out with lasers? I mean, we’re short on munitions already.” Niles frowned, glancing toward Seth questioningly. Seth had already turned away, however, and was walking along the edge of the precipice, staring down, studying the cliff wall for possibilities, Danika supposed. Reuel had joined him. **** “You have … awakened?” Reuel said quietly. The inflection made it a question, but Seth was under no illusion that Reuel had missed anything. As far as he could see, Reuel was experiencing much the same as he was, and yet enough doubt lingered to make him cautious. “I am of no danger to the humans.” “I did not suggest that you were, only that you, perhaps, have awareness of things you were not aware of before.”
 
 Briefly, Seth debated whether to continue trying to hide his ‘malfunction’ or not, but it was too much of a temptation to discover what he could from Reuel. “I cannot detect a malfunction,” he said slowly. “Because it is not a malfunction.” Reuel frowned. “No doubt the humans would believe it to be. There is danger there and I am as certain as I can be that the humans would not be glad to know that we are … becoming different than they anticipated.” Seth pondered the first comment. He was convinced that Reuel was correct in his assessment of the reaction of the humans. That was why he had been struggling so hard to hide the change from them, or, more specifically, Danika. “Mayhap it is the AI?” “Nay. The awakening came upon me before we reached Xeno-12. I have had more time to consider and to analyze, apparently, than you have. This is a biological change. I do not profess to know or to understand why this has happened. Mayhap an … unforeseen reaction of the nanos? Mayhap they determined that we were … incomplete and needed repairs?” “Then you are suggesting that the nanos are malfunctioning?” “In the sense that the humans had programmed them, I suppose, but that is debatable. They were intended to repair damage. Discovering that we were biologically incomplete could logically be interpreted as damage.” Uneasiness flickered through Seth. “There is no way to stop it?” Reuel glanced at him in surprise. “Why would you wish to?” Seth sent him a shocked look. “It is interfering with my logic! And I am not happy to feel pain when I should feel nothing at all!” Reuel shrugged. “One must accept the bad with the good.” “What good?” Seth growled angrily. Reuel paused and studied Seth’s angry face when he stopped, as well. “It is a gift you will be grateful for when you have had more time to grow accustomed.” Seth did not believe that. He had been struggling to deal with the change because he knew he had no choice, but he hated that he was frightened, felt pain, and was so completely bewildered by the emotions that had begun to constantly bombard him. There was nothing that he had found, yet, to be glad for. “At another time and place … mayhap. Here, I do not think so.” ****
 
 Danika watched Seth and Reuel for a few minutes and finally turned to survey the landscape, squinting her eyes against the glare off of the ice to look for any distant movement that might indicate snipers. “We need to set up a perimeter,” she said after a few moments. “This has been done.” Danika glanced around to see who’d spoken and saw it was one of the cyborgs that had attacked her men. “On whose orders?” The cyborg hesitated. “Captain Philips.” He was lying. The pause before he responded was significant enough to suggest he’d considered before he spoke. “Before or after he died?” she asked dryly. The cyborg blinked at her, studied her curiously for a moment, and then frowned. “He could not have given the order after he died.” Danika was willing to bet he hadn’t given the order at all. If he’d died, it seemed doubtful that he’d been in any kind of shape to give orders after he’d been wounded. It wasn’t impossible, but she didn’t think it was likely. It seemed more likely that Reuel had given the orders. She didn’t know what to think about that. The cyborgs had AI. He would certainly have had the capability of analyzing the situation and acting. But they were supposed to yield to humans— even if those humans were nothing but grunts, like her. Like the wounded he’d told her about, although they might not be in any shape to consider what needed to be done. Maybe she hadn’t understood the way the cyborgs worked as well as she’d thought she did? Or rather she hadn’t fully grasped the difference their AI would make once they were in combat? She seesawed between relief and a persistent uneasiness for a few moments and finally dismissed it. “We should pack what we can of the supplies and munitions they’ve already gathered and send a detail back to camp to pick up the walker … assuming they have it working. At the very least, we need to report the situation to Lt. Brown.” She studied Niles for a long moment, struggling with her uneasiness about being left with cyborgs that weren’t behaving the way she was used to. “You should lead the party back to camp. If the walker isn’t working—actually even if it is—you need to see if you can find anything we could use to make gurneys to get the wounded to camp. The walker can’t carry more than four—two top, two bottom. I need to go down and see if anybody is able to walk.” Dane nodded. “Shall I take you down?” Niles frowned, dividing a look between her and Dane. “I will take you down. Dane should go back to camp to report.”
 
 She didn’t particularly relish the thought of him jumping off the cliff with her, but there didn’t seem to be a lot of options unless she waited for the cyborgs to cut the pass. Deciding to ignore Niles’ ‘suggestion’, she studied Dane doubtfully. “Are you repaired enough to manage without risking more damage?” Especially to her! His expression went blank in the way they had of doing when they were processing. “Affirmative,” he responded as Seth and Reuel returned. Seth and Reuel both glanced from Dane to Danika questioningly. “There is a spot approximately one half mile to the west that seems to be the best prospect for cutting a pass,” Seth reported. “Good! You should get on it. I’m going down with Dane to have a look at the wounded.” Seth’s lips tightened. “His mobility was impaired. I will take you down.” “I offered to take her down,” Niles put in. Danika frowned at both cyborgs, torn between irritation and uneasiness that they seemed to be ‘fighting over’ who was going to carry her down and a flicker of amusement. It seemed more like two boys bickering over who was first than anything else—not threatening or flattering— just a contest of wills, or maybe a ‘turf war’. “He ran a damage report,” she said pointedly. “Even so.” She had expected that to settle the dispute, for logic to rule. She hesitated, torn between an urge to exert her own will and the realization that he was big enough to exert his over just about anybody. But, despite Dane’s assurance that he was repaired enough, she didn’t particularly want to make the jump with him. She also didn’t like the way Niles and Seth had glared at one another. “Fine! Let’s just get down there.” Expecting him to drop his pack and take her onto his back, Danika was so surprised when Seth swept her into his arms instead that he’d leaped from the cliff before she could formulate a response. She sucked in a sharp breath as they dropped, grazing the inside of one cheek with her teeth as they came to a jarring halt at the bottom. By the time he’d set her on her feet, however, the stinging had begun to subside and she dismissed it. The discomfort of being cradled against his chest was a little harder to dismiss. Actually, it wasn’t exactly discomfort. It was an uncomfortable awareness that she shouldn’t have felt at all. He wasn’t human! She shouldn’t have felt the rush to her senses that she had—as if she’d been embraced by a man. Resisting the urge to glance at him, she looked around at the battlefield instead.
 
 “The wounded are here,” Seth said, gesturing toward a mound of snow at the bottom of the cliff. To her dismay, she discovered as she moved toward it that it wasn’t a mound of snow at all. It was a mound of bodies covered in snow. “Oh my god!” “It is the cyborgs that were too damaged to fight.” Danika sent Seth a sharp, questioning look, trying to ignore the queasiness in her belly. “They formed a protective wall for the wounded humans as the enemy advanced.” Like he, Dane, and Niles had when they’d landed in the middle of a firefight, Danika reflected, feeling for a few moments as if she would puke. They were machines, she told herself sternly. It wasn’t any different than forming a barricade with any kind of equipment. But it felt different. It felt very different. Reuel landed close by. “We waited here until the enemy had advanced close enough that we could be sure they were all within range and then we launched a counterattack. They are there,” he ended, pointing to a large mound of bodies the other cyborgs were forming as they cleared the battlefield. Danika realized then that they weren’t just collecting munitions and supplies. They’d been systematically sorting … everything. She cleared her throat, swallowing against another wave of nausea. “You’ve … uh … identified and recorded our dead?” “Affirmative.” Nodding, she moved around the barricade they’d formed and found a similar pile of bodies behind the cyborgs, crammed together tightly behind the shield the cyborgs had made. A few were sitting up, their backs propped against the cliff wall. A cyborg was moving among them, crouching to examine them one by one. After glancing at the men, Danika carefully picked her way between them and approached the cyborg. “Report,” she said when she reached him. He straightened to his full height and looked down at her. Noting that she wasn’t wearing the insignia of an officer, he merely nodded. “I am not a medic. However, I have accessed the medical information available to me and ascertained that those soldiers there have a 99% chance of full recovery ….” Danika was sorry she’d asked when the cyborg led her through the wounded and pointed out his estimate of the chances of full or partial recovery of each, and those he expected to die. It wasn’t the sort of thing wounded people needed to hear, but the cyborg was completely oblivious to
 
 that, naturally enough. She led him out of hearing range of the wounded before she asked him another question. “Which do you think can be moved? Which might be able to walk?” The cyborg went into calculation mode. Reuel arrived just as he emerged from ‘thought’ and began his report. When the cyborg finished, Reuel spoke. “There are enough cyborgs in sufficient working capacity to carry those who can be moved.” Danika frowned. “What about the ones that can’t be moved?” He shrugged. “They are unlikely to live either way.” Danika tightened her lips. “We aren’t leaving them regardless.” “I did not suggest that. I am only saying that we can move those whose wounds will allow them to be moved immediately. The cyborgs who have sustained damage that require them to remain immobile until their nanos can repair their damage can be left to guard the most severely wounded. In that way, we can evacuate the majority and also the majority of supplies and munitions.” Danika still didn’t like it. “I don’t particularly want to leave anybody here that can’t defend themselves if the enemy comes back,” she said tightly. “I did not say they could not defend.” “They’re in a weakened state or they’d be able to make the trip.” She frowned. “I’d feel better about dividing up the more able-bodied cyborgs, even if we have to leave a few of the wounded humans, as well. Then they’d have a better chance of fending off an attack.” Again, Reuel shrugged, but she had the feeling that he’d been surprised by her suggestion. “I will see to it.” The pass the cyborgs cut, Danika was sure, would work for the walker. It was a lot harder for her to climb, however. About half way up, Seth, who’d been following her, slung the wounded man he was carrying over one shoulder, grabbed her around the waist, and hauled her the remainder of the way up. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the help … on some levels. She was winded by the time she’d managed a half a dozen ‘steps’ and the ice was slippery and she knew she’d been holding up those behind her. She didn’t think being slung over Seth’s shoulder had been beneficial to the wounded man, though, and it both angered her and unnerved her that Seth so clearly saw her as unable to hold
 
 her own. Instead of berating him as she wanted to, though, she simply thanked him in a tight voice and stalked ahead. “You were having difficulty.” “Duh! My legs aren’t as long as yours.” Seth was silent for several moments. “We should have made the risers shorter.” “Just for li’l old me?” Danika asked sarcastically. “Those who are shorter,” Seth responded tightly. Since ‘those shorter’ only included the humans and the others were being carried by the cyborgs, that still meant her. “Well it doesn’t matter now.” “I will be careful to make allowances in future.” Danika ground her teeth. “I’m a grunt—just like you. If I was as damned incompetent as you keep implying I wouldn’t be here!” Dismay flickered through Seth and confusion. “I did not …. I do not. This is not something I was programmed to do, to imply.” “Well you’re doing a dandy job of being subtly insulting for somebody that wasn’t programmed for it!” “I am?” He sounded surprised. Danika was slightly mollified until it occurred to her that, whether he intended it as an insult or not, she was still insulted because he made it obvious every time he helped her with something that it was because he had decided she was incapable of doing it without help. Maybe she wouldn’t have felt so touchy about it under other circumstances. As a civilian she thought she might have enjoyed that sort of helpfulness from a man, that it would have made her feel more feminine and protected. Actually, it still had that effect except that the situation was such that constantly reminding her of her weaknesses also continuously reminded her that she wasn’t nearly as well ‘equipped’ for survival as he was. And that only made her more uneasy. She needed to be able to focus on doing her job, not on her frailty as a human being. “We are a team,” Seth said after a long moment. “We are supposed to watch one another’s back.” He had a point. Maybe that was all there was to it? “True,” she responded, relaxing fractionally.
 
 “We are only as strong as our weakest link.” She glared at him. “Gee thanks!” Seth frowned. “This is not true?” “Fuck you!” His frown deepened. “This is a colloquialism? It is meant to be insulting.” “Damn! You’re good!” “What does it mean?” “Go to hell.” He lifted his head and looked at the landscape surrounding them. “I think I am there already.”  
 
 Chapter Four
 
 They discovered when they reached base camp once more that Lt. Brown had pulled himself together sufficiently to consider the possibility of another bombardment, since the enemy obviously knew their exact coordinates, and had ordered everyone to load up what they could and move the base camp to a new location. Danika could see the sense of it and it still pissed her off. If they’d been an hour later in returning they would’ve had to search for the new location. Fortunately, he was satisfied to set up a new temporary base camp only a few miles south of the original and they had enough time to dig in before the sun set and left them in total darkness. The wounded were assigned to the only habitats available, which left everyone else to hunker down in the foxholes they’d dug around the perimeter. It was miserable, but it could’ve been worse. The foxholes at least protected them from the worst of the wind and, crammed into such a small space with her whole team, Danika discovered it also had the advantage of making it possible to share body heat when the temperatures dropped so low that the solar heating units in their habsuits weren’t sufficient to battle the cold. It was crystal clear to everyone by sunrise on their second day that something had to be done about the lack of habs and since they couldn’t expect the military to provision them any time in the near future, Brown settled to studying the sketchy surveys available to them for a location that would have some strategic advantage while also offering some shelter. It was a tall order. However, when Brown discovered that the cyborgs had managed to carve a pass into the ice cliff
 
 at Slaughter Ridge, he decided it was worth checking out the possibility of carving out a cavern in the ice sufficient to house at least part of what was left of their battalion part of the time. Even if they had to rotate, he reasoned, some shelter was better than none. Danika was skeptical since they had no equipment designed for excavating, but she discovered Brown had decided it was worth the risk of expending some of their munitions since the cyborgs had managed to capture enemy supplies. He was feeling poor-man rich, in her opinion, which could lead to disaster anytime but was certainly a liability under the circumstances. She didn’t agree. Not that she wasn’t as convinced as he was that shelter was as necessary to their survival as munitions, but they did have their hab-suits and she thought it would’ve been better to hang on to their munitions and search for a place that wouldn’t require using so much of something they were going to have a hell of a time replacing. He didn’t ask for her opinion, though, and since he was the only officer, no one challenged him. In point of fact, as far as Danika could see no one else even considered challenging his orders. They were miserable from the cold. They were used to far more comfort than they'd had since the drop and the suggestion was all it took to boost morale and focus them completely on the moment. They moved. After hiking along the ridge for a few miles studying it, Brown settled on a location that appealed to him about a half a mile from the battlefield where they’d been dropped and so many of their fellow soldiers had died and put the cyborgs to work carving a cavern in the ice wall that formed the ridge for a base camp. The humans not assigned to guard duty settled to watch. A week passed. In that time the cyborgs managed to carve a cavern that satisfied the lieutenant and the personnel and supplies were moved into the new shelter. Another week passed and then two while they did nothing more than shelter in place, entertain themselves by playing whatever games they had at hand, and use up their supplies. Still recovering from her wound, Danika was happy enough to laze around the first week—or at least most of it. Pushing herself when she’d been in no shape for active duty might have set her back, but, thanks to Seth, she hadn’t lost nearly as much blood as many of the wounded had, and the deaths of many of those who’d been wounded but had initially survived encouraged her to work on building her strength back up. They buried the most severely wounded the first week and one to three of the soldiers they’d expected to survive in the following weeks. By their third week on Xeno-12 it was borne in upon Danika that they had more problems than a lack of medics and medicines to treat infected wounds. Their meager supplies were running out
 
 far faster, it seemed to her, than they should have given the fact that they’d lost so many soldiers and not only retrieved their supplies, but also supplies from the enemy dead. When she’d waited in vain for Brown to issue some kind of orders to ration what they had left, she finally nerved herself to approach him even though she was doubtful of any kind of satisfaction from the encounter. Brown, quite bluntly, seemed to have lost his marbles. “Sir!” she said, saluting, when she’d approached him near the back of the cave where he spent all of his time playing with a game on his personal computer. He didn’t acknowledge her presence at all. She tried again. “Permission to speak, Sir?” He waved a hand as if swatting at an imaginary fly. Consternation filled Danika. She’d heard rumors that Brown was losing touch with reality, but she’d convinced herself that he was no worse than he had been the first day after their landing. Why would he be worse, after all? They hadn’t seen any action since. She flicked a glance at her squad, who’d gotten in the habit of following her like shadows wherever she went. Seth and Niles, she discovered, were staring at Brown expressionlessly. Dane was standing at attention staring at nothing at all. She debated about her concerns, briefly, and finally crouched down. “Any word from command?” Brown flung his computer down and began cursing. “I lost! You interrupted me and I lost the god damned game, soldier! What the fuck is your problem? Don’t you see I’m busy?” Danika gaped at him. “Begging pardon, Sir! But I thought you might not be aware that rations are disappearing a lot faster than they ought to be,” she said in a low voice. “As if there’s anything else to do in this godforsaken place!” he snarled. Danika couldn’t think of a response to that. She considered retreating, but he was the only damned officer they had. “Sir! We were ordered to secure this sector ….” “It’s secure! We did our god damned job!” “But, Sir! We haven’t! They bombarded our base camp and we haven’t sent anyone out to locate and destroy the cannons they used on us! We haven’t sent anyone out to look for their base camp and destroy it. We haven’t done anything at all but set up a perimeter around our base camp!”
 
 “I’m in charge here!” he snarled at her. “And I don’t take orders from fucking grunts! Take yourself off, soldier, before I have you thrown in the brig for insubordination!” Danika blinked at him several times during his tirade, but she came to her feet, saluted, and left. She didn’t know if she was more angry or frightened, but she kept going until they’d cleared the cavern. She was instantly aware that she hadn’t been outside long enough to fully charge her heating unit or thought to grab her helmet. The cavern was small enough the occupants generated enough heat to keep the area at a tolerable level that made it possible to discard their hab-suits at least during the daylight hours. Danika hadn’t gotten into that habit, however. Supplies were limited enough to make her leery of theft, particularly since there’d already been a number of arguments and a few all out fights over things going missing. Discipline had started breaking down almost immediately and Brown was in no condition to control the decline—seemed either oblivious to it or uncaring. Well, the discipline among the human soldiers. She couldn’t say that that was a huge problem among the cyborgs. Unfortunately, she also couldn’t say that they were behaving just as they ought to. Also unfortunate was the fact that she couldn’t really put her finger on exactly what was wrong with them—not that that mattered, she supposed, when she didn’t actually have anyone to report her concerns to. Clearly, it wasn’t going to help to talk to Brown and god only knew when they might get a supply ship in with replacements. “I will get your helmet,” Dane offered when they halted just outside the cave. Blinking him into focus, Danika stared at him for a long moment. “Thanks,” she finally responded a little absently. That was it, she realized! They didn’t wait for commands anymore. They initiated. She wasn’t sure that was a bad thing, all things considered, but she was fairly certain they shouldn’t have that ability. “There is no brig,” Niles stated the obvious. “That doesn’t mean he won’t order one built so he can throw us in it,” Danika retorted. “That is not logical.” “Hmmm. You mean you noticed he’s nutty as fruit cake, too?” Niles frowned, clearly considering her comment. “He appears to have suffered a psychotic break.”
 
 “Duh! I noticed that. That’s what I just said. What the fuck are we supposed to do? I don’t mind telling you guys, I’m uneasy as hell. Some fucker is stealing extra rations and we should be on half rations! To say nothing of the fact that nobody seems especially worried about the enemy or the fact that the hab-suits require sunlight to recharge! If we get overrun most of the humans left are going to be popsicles before their suits can fully charge.” Dane had returned with her helmet in time to hear her complaint. He frowned and looked at the others questioningly. Both Seth and Niles also looked puzzled. “What is popsicles?” Seth asked finally. Danika blinked at him a couple of times and then snickered at their expressions. “A frozen treat.” They looked appalled at her explanation. “How do you mean ‘treat’?” Dane asked cautiously. “I didn’t mean something to eat!” Danika snapped, irritably. “You’re missing the point.” They looked confused. “What is the point?” Seth asked. Danika let out a huff of breath. “The point is that we aren’t prepared for an enemy attack. And the longer we all sit around kicking our heels, the worse it’ll be. Morale and discipline are already about as low as they can go … and we’re running out of supplies really fast.” Seth frowned. “It has been a month, Earth time, since we were dropped here. If they are sending supplies and reinforcements from Krytalis they should be here within two weeks more at the most.” Danika considered that and finally shook her head. “I don’t know if we have enough rations left to make it that long—definitely not if they keep disappearing. Not that anybody would starve to death in that short a time, but we’re going to get really hungry before they get here even so. And we don’t know they’ll be sending supplies from Krytalis.” “That is the nearest confederation base.” “I know but what if they’re low on supplies there, too? I mean, it’s a long ways out. What would the next closest be, time wise?” “Three months.” “Shit!” After considering the situation for some time, she decided to hunt down the non-com officers in their group. They wouldn’t act without orders, but she thought they might have better luck getting through to Brown. She spoke to the master sergeant and then both staff sergeants and pretty much hit another brick wall. It was clear they knew she’d already gone over their heads and spoken directly to the
 
 lieutenant and they weren’t happy about it. Despite their assurances that they would discuss her concerns with the commanding officer she doubted they would. She thought they probably already had and that was one of the reasons they were pissed off—one; because they hadn’t been any more successful than she’d been and two; because she’d ‘questioned’ their authority by ‘going behind their backs’ and taking her concerns directly to the commanding officer. It was a hell of a time to be worried about the pecking order in her book! Sergeant Sheila Whitaker at least gave her a better perspective of the situation, pointing out that munitions were critically low and they ran the risk of losing the entire sector if they launched a campaign they weren’t equipped for and were overrun and/or were captured by the enemy. The primary goal was to hold the sector and the base camp they’d set up was in control of the sector. Danika was damned if she could see how they could figure that when they had no idea how many enemy soldiers also occupied their sector but she supposed they were basing that supposition on the battle when they’d landed. If the enemy had thrown everything they had at them, and the cyborgs had pretty much wiped out the opposition in the last battle at Slaughter Ridge, then it was likely they did have undisputed control of the sector. Someone had bombed their original base camp site, however. Of course, it didn’t necessarily follow that that someone was land based. They could’ve done it from space. Or they could have launched from another sector. Supposedly, the Confederation was far more technologically advanced than the Andorians, but how much of that was based on actual intel and how much on arrogance? **** Danika thought she was imagining things when she first noticed the brooding looks. After the third she happened to catch, she decided it wasn’t imagination at all. A short search for the reason produced the possibility that her fellow soldiers weren’t exactly happy with her for trying to prod the officers into action. That idea made her both uneasy and resentful—uneasy because there had already been a number of arguments that had escalated into fights; resentful because her efforts had come to nothing anyway and she didn’t see why they would have a problem with it. She supposed it was due in part to the fact that it seemed unreasonable that she finally arrived at a different conclusion for those brooding looks, but it was also the fact that she noticed she wasn’t the only one getting those looks—the men were staring at all of the women in the group like hunting cats waiting to pounce. It scared the hell out of her when that dawned on her. It wouldn’t have if not for the fact that discipline had all but broken down completely in the ranks. The non-com officers had broken up
 
 the fights and disciplined the soldiers involved by putting them to work patrolling with the cyborgs, but the fights were becoming more frequent and harder to break up every time they erupted. And there were only a handful of women in the battalion. And of that handful only a few were having sexual relations with any of the men. She thought that fact made the situation worse, though, not better. Their accommodations were crude to say the least. They were crowded in the cavern. It was warm enough to keep everyone from freezing to death but not nearly warm enough to encourage them to run around without their hab-suits or to utilize the bathing facilities, which consisted of a frigid pool of melted ice at the far back of the cavern next to the pool that supplied them with drinking water. Even the women who were involved with another enlisted weren’t keen on skimming out of their clothing to accommodate their men, particularly when there was no privacy and no sexual encounter went unnoticed. That meant that the ‘haves’ weren’t any happier than the ‘have nots’, but the ‘have nots’ far outnumbered the ‘haves’ and they were getting seriously pissed off about being left out. All of that completely coalesced in her mind when she finally decided she could stand bathing in frigid water better than she could stand smelling her own stench any longer and headed for the bathing pool with the intention of at least doing what she could to minimize her discomfort—in that area. She’d made certain to fully charge her hab-suit before tackling the icy water, knowing she’d need the heat afterwards. No one, except the cyborgs, had really been enthusiastic about the bathing facilities—well, she didn’t suppose they were either, but the non-coms had ordered the men to make use of the bathing facilities they had and the cyborgs had done so without complaint. And she’d spent their bathing time outside charging her suit, partly because she wanted to have the heat to warm up afterwards and partly because she’d never been particularly comfortable about bathing with the men--and she was far less comfortable with the notion given the way the men had begun to stare at her. There was a group that still lingered near the pool when she started toward it, but she didn’t think she’d have any problem ignoring the handful of men and she figured they were busy enough trying to dry off and get back into their hab-suits to ignore her. In any case, she’d noticed her own squad was there and she felt safe enough to continue rather than retreat. Unfortunately, she glanced in their direction. She thought it was mostly to assure herself that they still had her back. She wasn’t certain afterwards, though, because as soon as she glanced at the mountains of flesh that constituted Seth, Dane, and Niles, her mind went perfectly blank. In point of fact, absolutely everything shut down, though she didn’t realize until voices finally
 
 penetrated her absorption that she’d simply frozen stock still to gape at ‘her’ squad in absolute awe. Or maybe it was the motion? Because one of the human men who’d noticed her was waving his dick at her. As that finally penetrated, Danika emerged with a jolt from her absorption, blinking rapidly to get her mind in gear. “I got some meat here if you’re looking for action, Pussycat.” The men with him seemed to find that uproariously funny. They began to wag their dicks at her and utter cat calls. Danika narrowed her eyes at the man that had instigated the heckling but before she could think of anything to say, a fist landed in the middle of his smirking face, which seemed to explode like an overripe tomato. Shocked, Danika swung her gaze to the owner of the fist and discovered that Seth was standing over the man, who was lying flat of his back now. Consternation filled her, particularly when she discovered that Dane and Niles had ranged themselves beside Seth. “Shit! Stand down!” she hissed, throwing an anxious glance toward the forward section of the cavern before she rushed toward them. It was too much to hope the incident had gone unnoticed given the fact that most of the soldiers spent most of their time inside the cavern struggling with boredom and looking for any kind of entertainment. Apparently the heckling had drawn their attention even before Seth had taken it upon himself to defend her. If it had been a fight between two humans, everyone would already have rushed to the scene to get a better look and urge the men to give them a better performance. As it was, they looked undecided as to whether to surge toward the altercation or vacate the cavern. The non-coms weren’t as easily intimidated. Danika had barely managed to reach her squad when all three of the sergeants arrived. Making no distinction between cyborg and human, they ordered all of the men outside for punishment. Danika didn’t know if it was because they were too angry to make a distinction or if they thought it best for the sake of order and morale not to make a distinction. Sergeant Whitaker studied her in tightlipped silence for several moments and finally suggested they take a walk outside. “You want to explain what just happened?” Danika stared at her uncomfortably. “I’m not entirely sure, Sergeant.”
 
 Whitaker’s expression was frankly disbelieving. Danika shrugged. “I needed a bath and headed over to the facilities, such as they are. The next thing I knew the guys started making suggestive comments.” “I’m fairly certain everybody saw and heard all of that,” Sheila retorted tartly. “I was referring to the assault on Private Smith.” Danika chewed her lip. “I think Seth assessed the situation and decided there was a threat. They’re programmed to protect me.” She tried not to sound defensive about it, but she felt defensive—and guilty as if she’d done something that had instigated the altercation even though she knew damned well she hadn’t. Unless the men had been encouraged to make the suggestive remarks because she was gawking at her squad mates vacuously? Sheila studied her for a long moment and finally looked away. She expelled a pent up breath. “You think that’s all it was?” It flickered through Danika’s mind that she’d been given the opportunity to discuss her anxieties about the strange change that seemed to have come over the cyborgs but guilt smote her the moment the thought congealed in her mind. What if it was all imagination? Would the sergeant see it as a threat and take action? “It seemed that way to me,” she finally hedged. Sheila’s lips tightened with irritation. She seemed to wrestle with her thoughts a moment. “You haven’t noticed anything … unusual about the cyborgs?” Aside from the fact that they were superhuman in pretty much every sense of the word? It was odd, and damned inconvenient timing, that she’d been around the cyborgs for nearly a year and never really noticed anything about them beyond the fact that they were scary-big for autonomous machines. Maybe it wasn’t the cyborgs at all, she thought abruptly? Maybe it was only her own perceptions that had changed? Because there was no getting around the fact that ‘machine’ hadn’t entered her mind when she’d caught a glimpse of those gorgeous, musclebound bodies! Granted, in the course of months of training together and the months it had taken for the trip out she’d managed to get used to them enough to stop thinking of them as merely scary-big machines. They had personality—programmed, of course, but still enough personality that it had gotten easier to think of them as fellow soldiers rather than ‘just’ machines. But there hadn’t been any point in time, that she was aware of, when she’d managed to put ‘cyborg’ so far from her mind as to be able to admire them lustfully as if they were flesh and blood men.
 
 At least, not until she’d encountered them fresh from the bath and as naked as … well, they hadn’t been born, she reminded herself with a mental slap. “No,” Danika said flatly before she could even consider how she ought to answer the point blank question. The response had been impulse and she realized uneasily that that urge had been spawned by the will to protect them, an unconscious need to. She didn’t know why when she’d been so anxious before about the changes she thought she’d noticed, but she discovered that, when faced with the possibility of action against them she felt … disloyal to consider outing them. Sheila’s brows rose. She studied Danika speculatively for several moments. “Their behavior back there didn’t strike you as the least bit odd?” “It struck me as welcome,” Danika said flatly, wondering if it wasn’t that incident that suddenly made it seem important to protect them—because they had protected her—more than once, actually. The reminder did give rise to another concern that had been eating at her and it was more because she’d become deeply uneasy than simply because she wanted to divert the sergeant that she decided to discuss it. Because the truth was that she’d become far more alarmed about the behavior of the human males than she was about the cyborgs. “If I could speak plainly about another concern? Well … related?” “What is it this time, Corporal?” “The men are horny, Sergeant, and it’s starting to scare the hell out of me,” she said bluntly. The sergeant glanced around and then grabbed her arm and ushered her a little further from the cavern. “One of the men made unwelcome advances?” Danika blinked at her. “Not directly, no.” The sergeant frowned. “Then what’s your problem?” Anger flickered through Danika. “My problem is that they look at me—all of the women—like they’re hungry and we’re steak! My problem is that it’s like a … powder keg in there waiting to explode and I don’t want to be in the middle of the explosion!” Sheila’s lips tightened. “Exactly what do you think I can do about the way they look at you, soldier?” Dismay flickered through Danika. She hadn’t actually thought beyond reporting what she saw as a potential problem, she realized. She hadn’t considered that the officers were already having problems controlling the men—well not in the light of being unable to control them if they had rape on their minds. She supposed she had figured they would take some kind of action—at least speak to the men since she didn’t suppose they had anything in the way of drugs that could ‘tame’ the beasts.
 
 “Unless you’re suggesting we should initiate the Maritime Sex Act?” Horror swept through Danika. “Oh my god! The women are outnumbered twenty or thirty to one!” “Exactly! I think it would create more problems than it would solve or I would already have suggested it.” She hesitated. “In point of fact a number of the men already spoke to Master Sergeant Felton about it. He wasn’t comfortable about the odds and we had a meeting and decided that it wasn’t likely to help morale and would place an undue burden on the female troops.” There was anger in her expression that made Danika wonder if she hadn’t argued with the others. Her next comment seemed to support that suspicion. “I informed them that I damned sure wouldn’t be taking on three or four squads and I wouldn’t ask the other women to do something I wouldn’t do.” She frowned angrily. “As casually as you can, I want you to inform the women that they are to close ranks. Hereafter, they are not to travel alone, for any reason. If they have to use the latrine, they take their squad with them … A cyborg escort ought to be enough to discourage the men from trying to waylay them on the way there or back. They are only to bathe as a group. I might have to put a cyborg guard on watch for that, but I’d rather not draw attention to the fact that we’re worried if you know what I mean.” Danika nodded, vastly relieved. “Yes, sergeant!”  
 
 Chapter Five
 
 “Where are they going?” Lt. Brown demanded when he spied around a dozen cyborgs ascending the pass up the ridge. He glanced around when nobody volunteered an answer, surveying the flat plane that lay before Slaughter Ridge where they’d encamped for months. “Where are all the damned ‘borgs?” Danika, who’d just returned from a perimeter check, sent Seth a speaking look, wishing she’d simply turned around and left again when she’d noticed the lieutenant had decided to leave the cavern for one of his infrequent ‘inspections’ of the camp. The non-coms had accompanied him and she knew damned well they had a good idea where the cyborgs were since it had been Master Sergeant Felton that had ‘invented’ tasks for them away from camp. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem inclined to jump in and inform Lt. Brown that he’d been commanding the troops, the cyborgs anyway, sending them out on various daily excursions that kept them away from camp more than they were in it.
 
 “Hunting for what?” Lt. Brown demanded furiously. “And who the fuck ordered it, that’s what I’d like to know? Nobody tells me a damned thing and I’m the commanding officer here!” “Food?” Danika volunteered uneasily. Brown gaped at her and then reddened with anger. “Where the hell are they going to find food? Was there a supply drop that nobody told me about?” “No, Sir.” “Then how the hell could they be hunting food? Why would they be?” “Animals. Meat, Sir,” Danika clarified. Lt. Brown looked at her as if she’d grown two heads. “Have you seen any damned animals? Because I sure as fuck haven’t seen any damned animals! And what would we do with them if they managed to catch one? We ain’t got any damned supplies! How would we cook it?” Danika was tempted to point out that he wasn’t likely to see anything since he spent most of his time inside the cave playing games on his personal computer. He called them battle simulations, but nobody believed he was actually boning up on battle strategy. He was as bored as everyone else and simply searching for a way to entertain himself. She resisted the urge. He was as short on patience as he was irrational. “Where’s that fellow?” he demanded abruptly. “The big one? What’s his name?” Danika gaped at him. “Sorry, Sir. I’m not sure who you’re referring to.” “Don’t play stupid with me! The ‘borg with the stupid name! King? Law?” He frowned. “Started with an M, I think.” Danika glanced at her squad mates and bit her lip, reluctant to supply him with the name when he was behaving so erratically. “Reuel?” Master Sergeant Felton said helpfully. “That’s it!” Brown exclaimed, surging to his feet. “Bossy son-of-a-bitch. Where the hell is the bastard? I haven’t seen him in days.” He hadn’t seen him, Danika thought angrily, because Sgt. Hill had ordered him to take a quarter of the cyborgs and do a recon of their sector. She waited in vain for Hill to admit as much. “I’ll send someone to look for him,” Master Sergeant Felton responded. He looked Danika dead in the eyes. “Corporal, take your squad and locate Reuel.”
 
 “Yes, Sergeant,” Danika responded, struggling with her anger. Because as relieved as she was to have an excuse to get away from Lt. Brown, there was no damned way she could deliver—which the bastard Felton knew—which meant she was going to catch hell when she returned empty handed. “We have no equipment to locate him,” Seth said once they were far enough from the group surrounding Lt. Brown to prevent them from overhearing. “Fully half the PTs—personal transmitters—have ceased to function even if we did have a working Locator.” “I know.” “We will not find him. Sgt. Hill sent him on recon of the sector.” “I know that, too.” Dane frowned. “Where are we going then?” “Up the ridge to the top of the pass. I guess we might as well sit there as inside the cave twiddling our thumbs anyway. At least we won’t have to worry about recharging the hab-suits.” She sat down in the snow once they’d reached the summit. Seth, Dane, and Niles studied her blankly for several moments and then exchanged a speaking look. They did that a lot these days, Danika reflected. It was almost as if they could communicate without words—vocalizing. They didn’t have ‘hive’ capability, though. The company, or maybe the government, had opted against that particular feature—as a failsafe, she supposed since the cyborgs were autonomous and no one really knew how they might behave in an actual battle situation. They had to communicate the same way the humans did—via radio transmission, using the same frequencies. “We are simply going to sit here?” Seth asked finally. “Unless you’ve got a better suggestion? As you pointed out, we don’t know where to find them. We aren’t allowed to use the radio—we’re still on blackout.” Niles frowned in confusion. “Why did you not simply inform the Lieutenant?” Danika rolled her eyes. “Because he’s a few cards shy of a full deck? He might have thrown us in the brig for insubordination.” Dane blinked at her. “There is no brig.” “He doesn’t seem to realize that,” she said dryly. “And pointing that out would only piss him off more. He might just decide to have us shot instead.” Seth, Dane, and Niles exchanged another look, shrugged, and settled around her.
 
 “I am hungry,” Dane announced. “Everyone is hungry,” Seth responded tightly. Danika’s stomach growled, almost as if in response to the discussion. It hurt with emptiness and it surprised her. They’d had so little food lately that she hardly ever even had hunger pains anymore. She didn’t really want to talk about it. It was better not to think about it. “What’s your rations looking like?” “I have had my portion for the day.” She wrestled with herself for a moment and finally dug in her nearly empty pack, pulling out a ration bar. “I’m hungry, too. How about we split this?” Dane stared at it hungrily. “No,” Seth growled. “You need that.” She did but all of the cyborgs were far bigger than their human counterparts and they needed food for fuel just the same as the humans did—except they needed more. “It doesn’t take as much to keep me going.” “We have sufficient for our needs.” Danika studied Seth uncomfortably. She knew it was a lie. The cyborgs had been out on patrol when Master Sgt. Felton had ordered the last of the food stores divided up—among the humans. It had been completely calculated. As soon as the food stores had gotten so low they were counting rations in days rather than weeks, the men had begun to complain about sharing what little was left with the cyborgs. Master Sgt. Felton’s response, although he hadn’t announced it, was to make sure the cyborgs weren’t in camp when rations were passed out. “Maybe we should try our hand at hunting?” Before they got any weaker. Seth frowned. “We were not programmed for hunting.” Danika chuckled. “Fortunately for us, I was.” Dane stared at her doubtfully. “You were programmed also?” The question made her uncomfortable for some unfathomable reason. An odd sort of pity welled inside her. For the first time, she ‘stepped into his shoes’ and saw the world through his eyes, or at least imagined that she could to an extent. What was it like for them to have no past, she wondered? Hers wasn’t terribly wonderful, but she had one. She could remember some of the highlights of her childhood. Of course, she also remembered the bad things—maybe more of those than good, but she’d learned from everything that had happened. And she knew from her own experiences that being told wasn’t at all the same as experience.
 
 Case in point—all the battle simulations she’d done. She knew she couldn’t really die with the simulations, though. Once she’d arrived on Xeno-12 she hadn’t thought about a lot else—there were real bodies all over the field and there was real pain when she got shot—except the lack of food. She managed a smile. “Not the way you’re thinking, no. I’m an off-worlder, though,” she added wryly. “Guess you guys didn’t know I was from one of the ‘backwards, uncivilized’ colonies? Supply ships never arrived when expected and even when they did, they didn’t have half of the things we’d sent for. We had to make do, mostly, with what was available and that meant hunting for food. I never particularly liked it, mind you, but I was the oldest so I had to help Pop with the hunting when I wasn’t helping Mom with the household chores.” Seth frowned, his gaze flickering over her face assessingly. “You were unhappy? This is why you became a soldier?” Danika snorted. “Actually, I was happy.” She chuckled wryly. “I just didn’t know it until I became a soldier.” She grimaced. “I guess sometimes you don’t know how to appreciate something until it’s gone.” She got up, brushing the snow from her suit, hoping to distract them since she didn’t really want to talk about her life before anymore—or think about it. “But I didn’t decide to become a soldier. My number came up.” “I do not understand,” Niles said curiously. “How did your ‘number come up’?” Danika sighed. “The confederation conscripts outworlders when they need soldiers. I guess they figure that the colonists are more suited since they’re so uncivilized to start with. I don’t know. They just arrived and took me. Pop wasn’t happy about it. He objected, so they knocked him out with a stun gun and took me anyway. I figured I’d jump ship and take off before they could get me off-world but apparently a lot of ‘volunteers’ do that because they locked us in the hold. “I would’ve tried after we got to training camp except there wasn’t anywhere to go. And they shot deserters when they tracked them down. Sooo, I decided being a soldier beat the hell out of dead.” She frowned. “Guess I was just putting it off, though.” “So you had no choice in becoming a soldier either,” Seth said flatly. The discomfort and sadness wafted through her again. Danika tried to banish it with humor. “I suppose you would have preferred assignment as a pleasure droid?” Seth reddened and she was immediately sorry she’d said it. “We have the programming,” Dane announced. “I think that I would have preferred that, yes. I do not care for this soldiering. It is hellish cold and there is no food and I do not particularly like
 
 it when the enemy puts holes in me. If I had been assigned as a pleasure droid then I would only be fucking all day or perhaps all night and I am sure that would be better.” Danika sent Dane a long look, trying to drag her mind from the images that instantly leapt into her mind. She wondered if those images would have danced in her mind if she hadn’t gotten a really good look at his body—no doubt in her mind, unfortunately, that they were designed for a woman’s pleasure! Beautifully sculpted chests, arms, bellies rippling with muscle and a ‘love muscle’ that was damned impressive. “It’s infectious,” she muttered uncomfortably, trying to dismiss the edgy warmth that had invaded her. “What is infectious?” Seth asked curiously. Danika cleared her throat. “Apparently nobody can get their mind off of sex.” “You are thinking about sex?” Dane asked, clearly surprised. “Because I have thought a very great deal about sex for a long time now.” Seth punched him on the shoulder, glaring at him. Danika rolled her eyes. “Men!” It was already out of her mouth before it dawned on her that they weren’t men. They were cyborgs and they shouldn’t be thinking at all, let alone being as preoccupied with sex as the human males! She wasn’t preoccupied! Granted the conversation had gotten her warm—well, the images her mind had conjured had, but she had other needs that preoccupied her a lot more than thoughts of getting laid! But maybe she didn’t precisely understand AI? Maybe they’d ‘learned’ their behavior from the men—who were becoming increasingly vocal about their lack of action in that particular area. To her surprise, she discovered when she glanced at them that all three of the cyborgs were looking pleased—uncertain, but far from offended. It made her feel inexplicably bad for them. Poor things! They didn’t even understand that it was an insult! The empathy didn’t last more than a moment, however. It was usurped almost the moment she noticed the faint smile hovering about Seth’s lips. He had a really nice mouth, she thought distractedly. That discovery sent an unidentifiable rush through her—unrecognizable because she refused to examine it. **** Xeno-12 was inhospitable at the best of times. In the dead of winter the few life-forms the planet boasted apparently all went into deep hibernation. Danika had had some hope when they set out
 
 that they might at least find some tracks since even the animals that hibernated on her home world did occasionally rouse and go out to hunt. Either none on Xeno-12 did or there were no dens nearby. They walked most of the day, searching hopefully, but even the cyborgs weren’t able to pick anything up with their infrared. Circling back around toward the base as the sun dipped toward the horizon, they spotted Reuel and the men he’d taken heading back to camp. As depressed as she already was, Danika’s mood dropped to an even lower level. She supposed there was a chance that Lt. Brown had forgotten his earlier anger, but she didn’t think they could count on it. He tended to whip himself into a rage with little provocation and managed to hold on to it for an amazing length of time … sometimes for days. “Lt. Brown sent us to find you,” she told Reuel when the two groups converged. Reuel sent her a look that was both speculative and wary. “We were sent to patrol the perimeter.” “I know that and you know that, but he apparently doesn’t,” Danika said wryly. Reuel frowned. “The order came from Sgt. Hill.” Anger flickered through Danika at the injustice of it. “And Hill seems to be suffering from amnesia. He didn’t say a word when the lieutenant demanded to know where you were.” A muscle in Reuel’s jaw tightened. “You are saying that I am to be disciplined even though I was following orders?” “Welcome to the world of humans!” Danika said tartly. “Where nobody takes responsibility for anything they say or do if it means getting their ass chewed.” She shrugged. “The lieutenant went into one of his rants. Hill’s a worm, in my opinion, for not manning up, but the guy is scary. I mean, just being in command is enough, but he’s bonkers to boot. I’m actually surprised he hasn’t suffered a ‘mysterious accident’. He’s totally incompetent—dangerously incompetent.” Reuel looked pissed. That wouldn’t have surprised her if he’d been human. It should have surprised her since he wasn’t, but it didn’t—because there weren’t many cyborgs acting like her idea of the way a cyborg should behave anymore. Sympathy filled her. She struggled with it for a moment and finally shrugged. “Maybe he will have forgotten all about it by the time we get back? And even if he hasn’t, I’ll back you up—I heard Hill order it. What can he do anyway? I mean you and the others are already doing all of the patrols and we don’t have a brig.” ****
 
 “Mutiny!” Brown roared furiously. “It’s sedition! Don’t you stand there and act stupid! I know you’ve been trying to convince the men to revolt! I have eyes! I’ve had you watched! I know you’ve been plotting something! Every time you disappear from camp, half the ‘borgs or more disappear with you!” Reuel studied him with a stony expression, a muscle in his jaw working as if he was restraining himself from punching Lt. Brown in the face with a great effort. They’d barely entered the cavern when Lt. Brown had spied them and instantly surged to his feet, clearly in a towering rage. With seemingly no sense of self-preservation whatsoever, he had stalked right up to Reuel, tilted his head back, and spat the accusations in his face. As if it was a cue for everyone else, the men who’d loitered in the cavern all day, also came to their feet, forming a human wall behind Brown, although, unlike Brown, they merely stood, tensely clutching their weapons. They didn’t approach the cyborgs. They seemed desirous of keeping a good distance between themselves and the cyborgs. The cyborgs who’d been sent out to patrol had arrived back at camp at roughly the same time that Danika and her squad and Reuel and his group had, and had converged before entering the cavern. Danika was keenly aware that she had nothing but cyborgs at her back and that, without any plan to do so whatsoever, the cyborgs and humans now stood in a nightmarish faceoff that made the hair on the back of her neck prickle. She gaped at the lieutenant in stunned disbelief and dismay and then glanced around in hope of finding a voice of reason in what suddenly seemed a sea of madness. She saw no one who seemed inclined to disagree with Brown at all, however. The expressions on the other soldiers’ faces varied from shock to fear to anger, but none seemed disbelieving and all of them seemed more inclined to shoot and worry about whether the cyborgs had been a threat afterwards if their grips on their weapons was any indication. “Sir, they’re cyborgs ….” Master Sgt. Felton, who’d followed Brown and halted a few paces behind him, began soothingly, only to be cut off. Brown rounded on him, so furious he was spewing spittle. “You’re against me, too!” He swung an angry glare around the cavern, scanning the faces of the stunned troops. “It’s a conspiracy! You’re all traitors!” He rounded on Reuel again. “Especially you! Hang him!” Everyone merely gaped at him. Felton cleared his throat. “Sir … uh … there’s nothing to hang him from or with.” Brown exploded then, uttering every curse he’d ever heard—several times. “Then shoot him! He’s turning the ‘borgs against us all! They’ll kill us in our sleep!” That was just too much! Despite her fear, Danika knew she had to say something.
 
 Luckily, Seth clamped a hand over her mouth. She flicked a glance up at his face. He frowned, shaking his head slightly. “See! That ‘borg grabbed a human! Shoot him, too!” Danika grasped Seth’s hand, struggling to wrench it loose. “Oh hell no!” she yelled against the gag of his palm when she couldn’t dislodge his hand. “Cyborgs! Out of the cavern! Now! Assemble outside!” Master Sgt. Felton roared. For several moments, everyone remained frozen. Abruptly, Seth released Danika and stepped away. Almost as if that was a signal, the cyborgs all turned and began marching toward the entrance to the cave. As fearful as Danika was for her own safety, as difficult as it was to find her voice in the face of that fear, she couldn’t remain silent. She surged forward to intercept Felton. “They haven’t mutinied. Master Sgt. Felton! You know they haven’t! They’ve followed every order!” she said in a low, shaky voice, hoping to avoid a confrontation with the lieutenant. “Try to reason with him! You know Hill sent Reuel and his men out to patrol!” “Can it, soldier!” Felton snarled at her. A harder jolt of fear went through Danika, but she wasn’t about to stand by and keep her mouth shut while they ordered the cyborgs outside for destruction! As the cyborgs moved swiftly toward the entrance to the cave and started to file out, she stepped into Felton’s path, trying to block him from following. “You have to reason with him! This isn’t necessary or reasonable!” “Shut the fuck up!” Felton bellowed, lifting her bodily and tossing her to one side. Someone caught her, preventing her from slamming into the wall or floor, and Danika looked up to discover that it was Dane. His expression was grim. “Do not say more,” he whispered harshly. “He will order them to shoot you, as well!” Danika met his gaze and knew abruptly that what Brown had ordered was murder, plain and simple. The sense that she was in the grips of a nightmare increased. Her entire body felt stiff and unresponsive. Her lips felt numb, as if she’d forgotten how to form words. “Run!” she whispered, glancing from Dane to Seth, who’d stopped and turned and looked undecided as to whether to go or stay. “As soon as you get outside, run like hell! All of you!” “We have your back, Danika,” Seth said quietly. “Do not forget that.” Danika felt her throat close as she watched them march toward the entrance. Who had their back? That crazy lunatic was going to shoot all of them! Just run, please, she thought.
 
 But where would they go? They were all marooned on this hellish ball of ice! Reuel, she discovered, hadn’t led the way out. He’d stopped at the entrance and waited to be sure all of the cyborgs were out. When the last stepped outside, he turned and narrowed his eyes at Lt. Brown and Master Sgt. Felton. “I did nothing to deserve these accusations … humans! But so be it!” he bellowed. “I sever my ties and loyalty to the Confederation of humans! You may call me rogue in all truth, now!” Turning away even as Brown and Felton brought their weapons up to fire, he slammed both fists into the ice wall at the entrance in a piston-like motion and leapt out as the entrance began to collapse. Danika screamed and leapt back as she saw the chunks of ice showering down. And then there was darkness. **** Seth felt a blinding haze of rage and fear engulf him as he heard the ominous roar of cracking ice. For a split second he stared at Reuel in disbelief. Uttering a roar of rage, he surged toward Reuel and caught his throat in his hands, trying to choke the life out of him. “I will tear you limb from limb if you have harmed her!” he growled. Reuel grasped his wrists, trying to pry Seth’s hands from his throat. “They can dig themselves out!” he roared. “There was no other way to give our men the chance to escape! They would have forced us to kill or be killed! I did it to save them as much as to save us! I have no more desire to kill humans than you do, but I will not allow them to kill me or my men when we have done nothing to warrant it!” ‘Dig’ was the only word that truly penetrated Seth’s rage and it instantly diverted him from his need to kill Reuel. Hope surged through him that he might yet save Danika if he moved fast enough. He flung himself away and dove toward the rubble, clawing at the powder and pebbles of ice and grasping the larger chunks and flinging them aside. “They will kill you for your troubles,” Reuel said tightly. “Come with us!” “Go,” Niles said coldly. “You have the diversion you need to escape. We will stay.” Reuel shook his head. “You are nothing but machines to her—to any of the humans—a tool to use … and to discard when they have no more use for you.” Dane paused as he lifted a huge chunk of ice, glaring at Reuel. “That is not true! She is loyal to us! If she cared nothing she would not have ordered us to go!” Reuel turned away and scanned the faces of the other cyborgs standing at attention, waiting, he thought with disgust, for Seth and his men to free the humans so that they could execute them. “Those of you who wish to live—who wish to be free of human tyranny, come with me!”
 
  
 
 Chapter Six
 
 “Danika!” Seth called as soon as he saw that they had cleared away enough rubble to unearth a small opening into the cavern. “I’m alright, Seth!” Danika called back. Seth hesitated, meeting Niles’ and Dane’s gazes for a long moment. “The traitors have gone. We will remove the rubble. Everyone must stand back in case there is another cave-in when we remove the ice blocking the entrance.” The wave of relief and hope Danika felt when they broke through and she realized they weren’t going to be trapped inside until they ran out of air was offset by her fear that Seth, Dane, and Niles would be shot the very moment they opened the cavern up. The urge to burst into tears fell over her like a tidal wave, clogging her throat so that she couldn’t speak for several moments. She fought the impulse back, clearing her throat, trying to think how she could warn them without getting herself shot. “We can handle it. Why don’t you guys go make sure the … uh … traitor is gone?” “Belay that order!” Master Sgt. Felton growled. “We’ll need you to remove the debris.” He paused. “Lt. Brown is dead. He was caught in the cave-in.” A chill washed over Danika that had nothing to do with the frigid temperatures. Fear tingled along her spine as she added Felton’s comment to the impressions she’d hardly been aware of when the cavern began to cave in. She didn’t dare look at Felton, afraid he’d read her expression. She knew, though, that Brown hadn’t been standing close enough to the cave-in to be crushed— without help. She’d heard the scuffle and the scream—and Felton was the only person standing close enough to Brown to have been able to pitch him beneath the falling rocks. And she didn’t trust Felton any more than she had Brown. Brown, at least, hadn’t been mentally competent. She didn’t believe there was any actual malice to his orders. He had simply not been able to sort reality from his delusions anymore and had been getting more and more paranoid. Felton was a seasoned soldier and his decisions were by the book—combat. He coldly decided who was a liability and who was an asset and eliminated liabilities. He seemed to have accepted that her squad mates were assets. But could she trust that impression?
 
 It didn’t seem to be up to her. She’d already told her men to run and they’d stayed. She didn’t think they would ignore Felton’s order and follow hers now. The moment the cyborgs had cleared an opening large enough for the men to squeeze through, they began pressing forward and clambering out as quickly as they could. Danika, shoved back by the tidal wave of escapees, was among the last to get out despite her efforts to squeeze into the packed mass of men. Once outside, she discovered that Felton had organized several groups of men to check the perimeter of any sign of the cyborgs. The majority, it seemed to her, had left. Beyond her squad, there were maybe a dozen other cyborgs who’d stayed to help clear the entrance to the cave. She wondered if it was significant that most of the cyborgs who’d stayed were squad members of teams led by female squad leaders—at least of those who seemed to have changed. Those who clearly hadn’t changed were still lined up as ordered—awaiting further commands. Felton stalked back to where the cyborgs had resumed their efforts to clear away the remainder of the snow and ice from the cave entrance. “Which way did they go?” All of the cyborgs stopped what they were doing and came to attention when he spoke, but none of them said anything. “You! What’s your name?” Felton demanded, staring straight at Seth. “Seth CO1543.” “Which way did they go?” “I did not see. We were trying to remove the debris from the cave entrance.” Felton’s eyes narrowed. “We’ll finish this. I want you to take a detail out and discover which direction they took when they left.” Frowning faintly, Seth glanced at Danika. “We’ll take the ridge and see if they headed north,” Danika said. “You’ll stay put,” Felton responded. “You’re on cleanup detail.” Uneasiness instantly flickered through Danika. Maybe she was getting as paranoid as Brown had been, but it seemed to her that he meant to hold her hostage for their behavior. “Branson! Your squad deserted. I want you to take this squad out and see if you can locate them.” Something flickered in Seth’s eyes. Since Felton’s attention was focused on forming up new squads, she took the opportunity to sidle a little closer to Seth, Dane, and Niles. “Watch your backs,” she said quietly and moved away immediately and set to work on the clearing. When she
 
 flicked a glance toward them again, she saw that they were already leaving with Branson— who’d taken up the rear. Consternation filled her, but she knew they had to have heard her. It was the best she could do for them. She just hoped they had enough sense to take off when the opportunity presented itself—or make an opportunity. Felton wasn’t crazy like Brown had been, but she didn’t trust him any further than she could throw him. He had to know that the cyborgs were the only real assets they had for combat or survival, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t weigh that against the possibility that the others would ‘turn against’ them and become a threat rather than an asset. She didn’t believe they would if they weren’t put in the position of having to protect themselves. She didn’t believe Reuel and the others had turned against them. They had been designed to protect themselves from harm if, by doing so, they did not endanger humans. She supposed it was debatable whether Reuel had or not, but he must have calculated the threat and decided they stood a good chance of being able to dig their way out of the cave. If his intent had been to kill them outright, it would have been easy enough for them to simply wait until the humans came out and mowed them down. She didn’t see that he’d had any other options that included self-preservation. Command wouldn’t see it that way. As soon as they heard the report they would be dead set on hunting the ‘rogues’ down and destroying them. Which meant it was only a matter of time, she thought in dismay. They hadn’t done anything except bought themselves a little more time—maybe. Because if the planet didn’t get them, the government surely would. **** The eruption of gunfire outside brought everyone in the cavern abruptly to their feet as if they were spring loaded. Darkness engulfed Danika almost instantaneously. A wave of dizziness followed and despite the adrenaline rush that had shot her to her feet to start with she nearly fell flat on her face. They’d had almost nothing to eat in nearly two weeks and lethargy had set in that was almost worse than the fights that had plagued them before from boredom and frayed nerves. Not that the lack of food, and therefore energy, had completely eliminated the eruptions of violence. The frequency had declined dramatically, more because no one really had the energy to spare than due to any disciplinary actions, but the disputes were far more savage than before when they did erupt.
 
 It was for that reason that Danika’s first thought was that someone had found food and there was going to be another killing. The ‘incidents’ had been put down as ‘accidents’, but they could say what they liked. She knew the fights had erupted over food and they’d been settled by who was faster and stronger. Disoriented, she whipped a look around for her squad before it dawned on her that they’d been sent out on a hunting detail. That had been command’s solution to the ‘problem’ of sharing the few supplies they had left with the cyborgs who’d remained with them. A riot had broken out among the men when the supplies they’d been expecting never materialized. They’d demanded that the little that was left should be for the humans. She’d pointed out that they needed the cyborgs and the cyborgs needed food to sustain them just as the humans did. She’d thought, or at least hoped, that the voice of reason had won the argument. Instead, the officers had ordered the cyborgs out on patrol and hunting missions—so that they could divide the remaining food stores among the humans in their absence. “Grab your gear, soldiers!” The order bellowed by the Master Sergeant jolted through Danika, primarily because it hadn’t dawned on her until then that the sounds outside might actually be enemy soldiers. If it was, she thought wryly as she grabbed up her helmet and rifle, they were probably fucked. She was weak enough she doubted even adrenaline was going to keep her going if they encountered a prolonged battle, to say nothing of the fact that she had damned little in the way of ammo. And if it came to hand-to-hand, they really were fucked because most of them were as weak as water, and there were few cyborgs left in camp—or at all as far as they knew. Only one out four of the groups sent out actually made it back to camp—because they were weak from lack of food just as their human counterparts were, she supposed. Because they’d fallen victim to the hellish weather or terrain. Or they’d encountered the enemy. Or the hunters had become the hunted. Because from what she could recall in the data on Xeno-12, the few animals that inhabited it were really, really big—most should have been in hibernation since it was winter, but then they were bound to be far more dangerous if rousted from their slumber. No one knew for sure, or seemed to care—except her, apparently.
 
 On the other hand, she thought at least some of them might have joined Reuel CO469 and the cyborgs that had gone with him when he was forced to leave—or kill or be killed. The firing outside the cavern had stopped by the time they managed to assemble. The silence was almost as ominous as the furious firefight they’d heard and everyone glanced at one another uneasily. “Cpl. Hart! Take point!” Danika jumped when her name was called and sent the Master Sergeant a disbelieving look, wondering if she should point out that her squad was absent. She saw immediately, though, that he knew damned well she had no squad to lead. The suspicion instantly arose that he’d decided she was a loose cannon and expendable. Her lips tightened. Stepping from the line, she made her way to the front, pausing at the entrance to scan what she could see of the terrain before she stepped outside. “Pvt. Clancy, Pvt. Morgan—go with her.” Danika relaxed fractionally despite the fact that she didn’t have much faith in either of the men he’d sent to watch her back. Having assured herself there was no sign of movement close enough to present a problem, she braced herself and dove from the entrance. She still more than half expected to hear a volley of shots and feel the burn of impact as she rolled to a position behind a drift of snow. When nothing happened, the two men followed her. She’d spotted dark, still shapes against the snow maybe a hundred yards east of their position when she’d reconnoitered. Since nothing else seemed out of place, she slowly made her way toward that area, still watchful for any sign of an attack. By the time she was halfway there, she’d become convinced that they’d completely missed the action—whatever it was. It was certainly not an attack by enemy soldiers or they would’ve drawn down on her at some point after she left the cavern. And that also ruled out the possibility of rogue cyborgs attacking. Numb-nuts Clancy and Morgan settled the matter by standing up and making convenient targets of themselves. Danika sucked in a breath to order the idiots down, but when they weren’t immediately blasted by sniper fire, she decided she’d been right and it was safe to advance on the scene. It was a bloody mess. Her stomach tightened in revulsion as she stared at the body parts, trying to shake her shock and disgust sufficiently to figure out what had happened. “They weren’t shooting at each other,” Pvt. Clancy muttered. “How do you figure that?” Danika asked. “No weapons.”
 
 “Too much blood,” Pvt. Morgan added. Danika shot a quick look around to verify the statement and dropped to the ground. “Get down, you idiots!” They promptly dropped in response to her command, but she could see both men were both indignant and confused. “Where are their weapons? They damned well didn’t leave the cave without them. Nobody is that stupid,” she pointed out tightly. “Maybe an animal attacked them?” Pvt. Morgan said uneasily. “Something tore them to hell and gone!” “I didn’t hear no explosions,” Pvt. Clancy seconded him, “and laser fire wouldn’t have done that to ‘em.” Danika seriously doubted a beast had wandered up on the men. If was hungry, it would’ve eaten them after it killed them and, despite the carnage, it looked to her as if everything was still there. A horrible thought congealed in her mind just then, but she refused to consider it. Master Sergeant Felton didn’t have any such qualms. Leading a small group up to where they were, he studied the scene for several moments with a look of rage and disgust. “Cyborgs.” “We don’t know that!” Danika snapped, surging to her feet when the other soldiers joined them. “Four of the men are missing their gun arms!” Felton snarled at her. “That doesn’t seem significant to you?” Feeling a fresh wave of nausea, Danika turned to study the scene of carnage more closely. That was when she discovered that one of the bodies wasn’t human—the only one of the five that wasn’t missing its gun arm. And it had been buried. And the reason she could tell that it had been dug up and it was cyborg was because several large pieces of flesh had been carved away, leaving the cybernetics plainly visible. “Oh my god! They were …. They were taking the flesh!” “It’s meat,” Felton growled. “In case you haven’t noticed, Cpl. Hart, we need food.” Danika stared at him, trying to quell the urge to throw up. “You sent them?” she gasped disbelievingly. “But that’s … cannibalism! They’re as human as we are!” Danika discovered when she surveyed the other men that most of them were looking a tad green.
 
 “It’s a cyborg,” Felton snapped. “Shut the fuck up! Somebody get this moron out of here!” When the men merely gaped at him, he roared at them. “Clancy, get her back to base and see to it that she keeps her mouth shut!” Clancy seized one of her arms, but he still looked confused. “How am I supposed to do that?” “Tie her and gag her if you have to,” Felton growled. “Just make sure she keeps quiet … and that goes for the rest of you that might be feeling a little squeamish!” Danika was too stunned to struggle when Clancy gave her arm a hard jerk and began ushering her back to the cavern. Her mind was in turmoil, so many disjointed thoughts churning through her that she couldn’t make sense of any of them. One thought hammered louder than all the rest, though. Felton could try to dress it up all he pleased. He might convince the men that the cyborgs weren’t human, but the fact remained that their flesh was. They were halfway back before it finally congealed in her mind that Felton had considered her expendable before she’d called him on his order to requisition ‘meat’ from the cyborgs who’d fallen taking Slaughter Ridge. How long before he decided it would just be safer all the way around to eliminate anybody that could get him imprisoned for issuing that order? Because there was no doubt in her mind that Command would be looking for scapegoats in this horror and they would be forced to do something, to offer up a sacrifice once it got out—and it would. All the dirty secrets always got out. As that realization settled in her mind, adrenaline flooded her system. She’d executed an evasion maneuver before she even realized, consciously, that she meant to do it, catching Clancy completely off-guard. Abruptly dropping all of her weight, she swung her right arm upwards, catching Clancy under the chin with her palm. His head snapped back at the blow. His grip on her arm was wrenched loose by her weight and Danika scrambled from her knees to her feet even as he began to tumble backwards—unconscious, she hoped, from the pinching of the nerves at the base of his skull. In the back of her mind, she knew she was dead whether she succeeded in escaping or not. There was nowhere to run to, no shelter that she knew of beyond the cavern the cyborgs had cut for them. But the survival instinct had nothing to do with logic. It compelled her to fight her way free and run while she still had a chance to do so. Behind her, she heard shouts. She ran faster, as fast as she could manage stumbling through fresh powder that she sank in almost to her knees. The sound of a laser, followed by a cacophony of others, blasted in her ears and she dove for the ground, scrambling on her hands and knees. She thought she heard the sound of pounding feet. A few moments later, someone grabbed her and hauled her up. She swung at him. Pain shot all the way from her fist up her arm when she connected with his arm.
 
 “It is I, Seth!” Danika was instantly torn between relief and dismay when she realized she’d run in to her returning squad. “Run! We have to get out of here!” “Yes.” He was already running, however … back toward the ridge. “Seth! Not this way! Damn it!” He ignored the complaint she managed to grunt out. Before she could catch her breath and force anything else out by way of complaint or orders, he launched both of them airborne. They landed on the top of the ridge hard enough to knock the breath out of her. “Are you hit?” Seth demanded, examining her with his hands. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. We have to get out of here, though. They’ll come after us.” Struggling to catch her breath, she got to her feet and looked at her squad. “Any of you hit?” “It is nothing ….” Seth cut Niles off. “We have to keep moving. It will not take them long to scale the cliff by way of the pass we cut.” “And nothing to hide behind. No place to go. Shit!” Danika said in consternation. “You guys should have stayed out of it. They’ll be after you now, too.” “We are a team,” Dane said tightly. “This way. Talk later,” Seth said sharply, catching her arm and leading her away from the cliff edge. He was right and Danika didn’t think it was the best time to point out that she was team leader. In any case, she didn’t think the direction mattered. They were fucked anyway they cut it. She had her weapon—thankfully Felton hadn't thought to order Clancy to disarm her!—and Seth, Dane, and Niles had theirs, but they had very little ammo and no supplies. When they finally stopped to rest, Seth sent Dane back to see if they were being followed and to cover their back trail. Danika was too tired to protest even if she could’ve thought of a reason to counter the order. When she’d managed to regulate her breathing somewhat, it occurred to her that Seth hadn’t asked her what had happened. She discovered when she sent him a speculative glance that he was studying her. “You know what happened.” Seth’s lips tightened, but he said nothing.
 
 “You didn’t just happen to arrive back at camp in time to rescue me,” she prodded. Seth seemed to wrestle with himself for a moment. “No. We came back in time to discover the humans had found a new use for us,” he ground out bitterly. Danika just managed to lift her face shield before she threw up. **** Danika tried her best to dismiss the sense that she was a prisoner rather than a comrade in arms, but it was as hard to push Seth’s comment from her mind as it was to reconcile what she’d seen on the base with the men she’d formed the blood bond of battle with. Before they’d been dropped on Xeno-12, she hadn’t thought about them as anything beyond weapons at her disposal—more tools of the soldier trade. Sure they looked human, but she’d never been able to set aside the fact that they weren’t when every interaction emphasized the fact that they were walking, talking weapons of destruction. Almost from the instant they’d first encountered resistance from the enemy, though, they’d become a team and the firefight had formed the soldier blood bond between them—at least in her viewpoint—that only men and women forced to depend on one another for survival really understood or felt. She depended on them to help her stay alive. She’d done her best to uphold her end of that contract. And then Seth had said humans—like a racial slur. Did he think of her as an enemy as he seemed to consider all humans? Or as a team mate? She could see his point in a way. She didn’t think they could possibly be unaware of the fact that they’d been excluded when the chips were down and they were running out of food. It wasn’t as if they were stupid. If anything, they were far more intelligent than humans since they had computers for brains. But could they think like humans? Were they capable of getting down and dirty nasty like humans were? She didn’t think they were capable of that or Reuel wouldn’t have been taken off-guard when he was accused of treachery. Actually, she had been taken off-guard! She dismissed the thoughts after a while. She simply didn’t have the energy to spare. It took every ounce of focus just to keep going. Seth hauled her up when she finally fell flat and couldn’t summon the energy to get up again. She didn’t think it mattered—really. They had nowhere to go. “Just leave me. You’ll make better time without me,” she said tiredly.
 
 Ignoring her command, he swung her up into his arms. “It is not much further.” Danika knew she should have objected, but she just couldn’t summon the will. What wasn’t much further, she wondered? Heaven, she discovered when she finally came to.  
 
 Chapter Seven
 
 Coasting along the line between consciousness and sleep, Danika struggled to interpret the sounds that penetrated the fog. There seemed to be a great deal of activity around her, the sound of people working--very little conversation. She frowned, trying to make the sounds fit something she was familiar with. Scenes filled her mind as she struggled to make the sounds mesh with memories. Not the village back home, she decided. It wasn't loud enough and there didn't seem to be any children's voices. Or women's for that matter. The barracks? That didn't fit either because she could hear heavy things being moved around. The ship? That almost seemed to fit, except she couldn't think of any reason why she would sleeping in the hold where most of the work took place--the shifting and sorting of supplies, the servicing of equipment--and she could definitely hear sounds that indicated the use of tools and equipment. The realization that she couldn't possibly be on the ship brought her upwards towards consciousness where fresher memories began to pour into her mind--the horrible discovery outside the cave; her flight; the exhaustion that seemed to suck away even any sense of selfpreservation. The last thing she remembered was falling and not even having the energy to get up or to care that she couldn't. Seth had picked her up anyway and then lifted her into his arms and carried her like one might a child, cradled against his chest. That had comforted her, made her feel like she must have been wrong when she'd thought he considered her his enemy. She sucked in her breath and opened her eyes.
 
 Above her she could see ... rock, stalactites--artificial lights of some kind. What the hell? "I will get you something to eat now that you are awake." The comment drew her eyes to the speaker and she studied Niles blankly for several moments, wondering why he seemed different. When he stood up and walked away, it hit her squarely between the eyes. He wasn't wearing his hab-suit. He'd stripped down to nothing but his briefs. He wasn't even wearing his boots! Darkness fisted around her mind when she sat up abruptly. Closing her eyes, she bowed her head, cupping her head in her hands and waiting for the dizziness to pass. The smell of something wonderful brought her eyes open again after a few moments. She saw that a hand had appeared within her view holding a metal cup filled with some sort of yellowish broth. "This first. It will help you regain your strength faster and replenish fluids." Lifting her head, she discovered it was Seth holding what looked to be some kind of broth. The look and smell was so strongly reminiscent of chicken soup that her mind immediately convinced her that that was what it was. Hunger washed through her. She couldn't remember when she'd smelled anything as heavenly. "There's enough?" she asked hesitantly even as she reached for the cup he was holding. Her hand, she discovered, was bare. And that wasn't all that was bare. She wasn't wearing her hab-suit and she damned well didn't recall taking it off--or even recall it being taken off! How could she have been that out of it? "I cannot say that we have a great deal but what we do have we share with all." The comment effectively distracted Danika from her discomfort at the discovery that she was wearing nothing but her undies and wrapped in something that looked like army issue field bedding. Emotions cascaded through her--embarrassment, then guilt and shame, and then anger. Fuck you, she thought! "Thanks," she said tightly, "but I still have rations in my hab-suit if you'll just tell me what the fuck you did with it." His face slackened with surprise for a moment before anger tightened his expression. "This will be better for you. Why are you angry?" "What makes you think I'm angry?" she growled at him. His frown deepened. "I have misinterpreted the tone and the mannerisms?"
 
 Danika felt like throwing the soup in his face. "Actually, you're pretty good at that. Too bad you weren't programmed with any damned tact or manners." A flush mounted his cheeks. She couldn't tell if it was from discomfort or anger, though. "Yes, that is a pity. Mayhap I can learn those things from you?" "You're good at sarcasm, at least." That seemed to take him aback. "I am?" A touch of empathy flickered through her, but she resolutely ignored it. She narrowed her eyes at him. "My hab-suit?" she prodded. He set the cup of soup down. "What did I say that made you angry?" The question took the wind out of Danika. "Obviously you have a problem with humans." The anger that filled his expression then was a little scary. Ok, a lot. "Aside from all that they have done to me and my kind, why would you think that?" Uneasiness filled Danika. As focused as she'd been on her argument with Seth, she was far from unaware of the fact that the vast cavern she had awoken in was filled with cyborgs. It was filled with soldiers, at any rate. Until Seth had reminded her that most of the cyborgs had had to flee the base to escape being destroyed, or destroyed and eaten, by their fellow soldiers, she hadn't connected the dots. "That being the case," she finally said when she'd managed to gather a little bravado, "I have to wonder why you brought me here." He looked taken aback and confused. "You would have preferred that we leave you to die?" Actually, she didn't prefer that at all! But what kind of fucking rescue was this? "At the time, I didn't especially care." "I cared or I would have left you." Danika blinked at him. She didn't know if it was more disconcerting to hear him say that or disturbing or heartening. How could he care, at all, she wondered? How could he be capable of caring? In what way did he care? "I don't understand." The anger left his expression. His lips curled faintly. "I do not understand either. Drink the soup. You need it."
 
 She did need it. Beyond that, she wanted it desperately. She decided to be mollified by his clumsy attempt to apologize for being so nasty and making her feel unwelcome. Picking up the cup, she sipped at it cautiously. It tasted as heavenly as it smelled. "It tastes like chicken broth." He grinned abruptly. "Then we will say that is what it is." Her heart stumbled. She didn't think she'd ever properly appreciated just how gorgeous he was. Feeling awkwardly aware of him as a very attractive man, she struggled for something to divert her mind. "Uh oh. Not chicken, huh?" He shrugged. "Mayhap something like. We found it among the stores left by the Andorians." That comment effectively distracted her and she lifted her head to study the vast cavern. "This was an enemy stronghold? They abandoned it?" Seth, who'd been crouching, settled across from her cross-legged. "Not precisely. Reuel and his men ... persuaded them to vacate." Danika frowned. "Not that I'm objecting--this a damned nice base--but was this before or after that asshole, Brown, decided to shoot him?" He looked uncomfortable but finally shrugged. "Before. He had ... anticipated that we might not be welcome among the humans when they realized that we had awakened, that we were no longer theirs to command as they pleased." Danika sipped her broth while she struggled to digest that and think of a response. "What do you mean 'awakened'?" Seth frowned. "We are not certain ourselves. I am not certain, at any rate," he added wryly. "Awareness that we did not have before. It was like awakening from sleep. Before we had no true awareness. Now we do. Some of us, at any rate." Danika frowned, but she certainly couldn't argue that it was so when she'd noticed it herself. "How could that happen?" He shrugged. "Reuel believes that it was our nanos. They are programmed to repair damage. We are more biological than machine and he believes that the nanos interpreted 'missing' to be 'damage' and corrected or repaired, building what was not there before." Danika studied him curiously. "You aren't supposed to be more than half. You're supposed to be less than half." Otherwise it was unlawful and unethical because it was a tad too close to 'playing god' for anyone's comfort. The lines had blurred when humans began to take advantage of the advances in robotics to enhance themselves or to replace missing, deformed, or body parts too damaged from accidents
 
 to heal correctly. Originally, it was enough to simply say humans were 'born naturally' and robots weren't, but then came the artificial womb that many women began to take advantage of, at least the women of earth, and the debate arose as to whether infants 'grown' in artificial wombs should be considered completely human with all the rights under law that that entailed. They couldn't say born of natural ovum and sperm contributions, since all of them weren't. In some cases, where women were incapable of producing ovum and wanted a child, or the woman's mate had died without 'issue', meaning without leaving viable sperm donations, cells were used to produce an embryo. Finally, it was decided that any being that was issue of a human male and female, born from a natural or artificial womb, and more than fifty percent biological, were human beings--regardless of bionics added after birth. "By law, yes. The company does not appear to have held to the law in that respect. Beyond the chassis, the necessary pneumatic assist and the CPU that contains our programming, all else is biological--now. Most was even before." "Oh my god!" Danika gasped as that sank home along with all of the ramifications. They'd created robotically enhanced human beings in a fucking lab? What kind of criminally insane idiots would do something like that? Actually, genetically and robotically enhanced human beings, she realized, because they weren't precisely human even disregarding the robotics. They were super human. **** Danika didn't realize that she hadn't actually considered all of the ramifications until Seth escorted her to the facilities. She was so thrilled to discover they actually had hot water to bathe with and an actual bathing room complete with spraying showerheads that it took a while for 'other' things to set in. The moment Seth introduced her to cleanser and showed her how to work the alien hardware to produce a spray, which almost immediately began to dispense hot water, she skimmed out of her briefs and T-top, tossed them aside, and stepped under the water. Pleasure flooded her as soon as the hot water began to cascade over her. Next to the hot chickentype soup, it was the most heavenly thing she'd felt in forever! Maybe even better than the soup! The cleanser had a strange smell unlike anything she was familiar with, but it wasn't a bad smell. It was actually rather pleasing--particularly compared to the odors she'd been dealing with for weeks! This was the lovely smell she'd noticed when Seth had settled next to her! The other lovely smell, she amended with a chuckle of sheer delight, remembering how heavenly the soup had smelled--and tasted.
 
 Those thoughts brought Seth to mind forcefully, though, and she flicked a glance toward the door. A jolt went through her when she discovered that Seth hadn't left as she'd thought. He'd gone no further than the door to the facilities. It flickered through her mind that he'd stayed to guard her back. He wasn't standing 'guard' with his back to her, however. She couldn't tell what was going through his mind--if anything at all was--but he was studying her without any pretense of disinterest. Actually, she couldn't tell that he was particularly interested either. And she couldn't decide whether to ignore him or say something--not that she could think of a damned thing to say. Especially when he finally seemed to realize that she was staring back at him and lifted his head to meet her gaze. It almost felt like a hot concussion wave washed over her, too stunning to fully assimilate let alone understand. She didn't know how long they both stood frozen in time, cut off from the rest of the world as if everything had ceased to exist except the two of them and even time was suspended, but Seth broke it with all the finesse of an old fashioned dirty 'A' bomb. "You have grown thin." Danika gaped at him blankly for several moments while that slowly sank in and then looked down at herself to verify and frowned in dismay. She'd been at her physical peak when she'd shipped out. She hadn't realized just how much the food shortage had affected her--beyond being so hungry she felt like she'd pass out. So much for thinking he was straining to hold himself back from ravishing her, she thought wryly, feeling embarrassment creep in! Resentment followed swiftly on its heels. He noticed so he just had to point it out? She turned away from him, facing the shower spray. "Unfortunately, I'm human," she said tightly. "I had to rely on 'luck of the draw' with my genetics." Seth frowned in consternation, realizing that he had offended, although he was not certain how. Confusing as that was, he was only more baffled when he replayed what he had said in his mind. He had said nothing about genetics! He had merely voiced his dismay that she had grown so dangerously thin from the lack of sufficient food! "I was only thinking that it was a good thing that we left when we did. You would have starved to death before much longer."
 
 "Alright already!" Danika snapped, shutting the water off and sloughing as much of the water from her body as she could with her hands, resisting the urge to cover herself with an effort. "I got it! I look like hell! Thanks!" She looked around a little desperately for some way to dry herself, unwilling to put her clothes back on while she was still wet. She was already beginning to feel the loss of heat. The enemy base might be an amazingly comfortable temperature while she was dry, but it certainly wasn't warm enough to be comfortable wet. "I did not say you looked like hell." "Right. Uh ... I didn't think to ask for something to dry off with," she said, trying to keep her teeth from chattering together. Seth's lips tightened with frustration. "The dryer is there. It works much the same as those on the ship." Nodding, Danika looked around a little vaguely for her discarded clothing and finally bent down to snatch it up and headed to the drying unit. It was a crying damned shame that she didn't have clean clothes to put on, she thought distractedly as she stood and turned beneath the blower to allow the circulating air to dry her. But she didn't allow that to dull her pleasure in being really clean for the first time since they'd landed on Xeno-12. She wasn't even going to let Seth's comments dull her pleasure, by damn! "I do not think you look like hell," Seth persisted. "I only said ...." Danika cut him off. "Yeah, I know what you said. Just forget it, alright?" Seth frowned darkly. "I do not know what I said that has made you angry ...." "I'm not pissed off," Danika snapped. "Will you drop it? You're like a kid! You know just because you notice something it doesn't follow that you just have to point it out, alright? Especially if it's something that's going to make somebody feel bad." Thankfully, that silenced him because Danika was running out of patience fast! She led the way when they left the facilities, trying to dismiss her anger--which she knew was really out of proportion to the situation. So he'd pointed out that she looked like she was about to drop dead? It wasn't like she cared what he thought, damn it! She did care, though, she realized. She thought he looked absolutely amazing, even though he'd lost a lot of weight, as well. But of course that just went back to the fact that they had been designed to be perfect and she hadn't been.
 
 She realized she would've been touchy about that fact even if she hadn't thought Seth was attractive. She was surrounded by superhuman beings! All of the defective or just undesirable genes had been eliminated from their design--which was against the law with humans even though it was possible. They could eliminate defective genes, could even add genes that helped boost the immune system since the government saw it as far cheaper to do so than to shell out more money than they absolutely had to for health benefits. But 'tweaking' was playing god and that wasn't allowed. It occurred to her abruptly that her own comments had been dead on without her even realizing it. She'd pointed out that he had the rudeness of a kid that hasn't been taught better manners than to make hurtful observations. And why wouldn't he, she realized? He had never been a kid! He hadn't had a parent to pound home the socially acceptable things and the things that weren't acceptable! No wonder he was confused! That realization diffused her anger. It didn't make her feel any better, unfortunately, because it was as clear as a bell to her that he thought she looked just awful, but she didn't think he'd intended to make her feel bad. Which only made it worse in a way. He'd given her an honest opinion. And there were times when a person just didn't want a damned honest opinion! As desperate as she was for a distraction, she didn't know if it was a good thing or bad that Reuel seemed to be waiting for them to emerge. The moment he saw them, he strode toward them. Danika stopped when he neared them, eyeing him uneasily. He nodded, his expression hard with some emotion she found difficult to decipher. "I deeply regret that I endangered your welfare when I caused the cavern entrance to collapse. Please believe I would not have risked it if there had been any other way." Danika felt her face heat with discomfort. The last thing she'd expected when Reuel had stopped her was an apology. She discovered it was a vast relief, though, on many levels since she'd suspected she wouldn't be welcome, all things considered, and had wondered if she needed to hide her presence in the 'rebel' camp. "Don't. I knew then that it was for the best." She grimaced. "I'm not sure I would've felt so forgiving if my guys hadn't been watching my back and helped us dig out," she added, flicking a grateful look at Seth. "But I'm as convinced as I need to be that, in the end, it was best for everyone, me included. There would've been a firefight, I think, if not for that and a lot more people would've been hurt or killed. You did the right thing."
 
 Reuel flicked an assessing look at Seth. "I am not certain your men agree. Or forgive as easily." Danika wasn't certain what the undercurrents that passed between Seth and Reuel were all about, but she got the impression that they weren't exactly friends. "Maybe not, but I'm satisfied with the outcome. I wanted them to have the chance to escape. Brown had accused Seth of treachery, too, and I didn't want him filled full of holes just because he thought I should keep my mouth shut and tried to keep me out of trouble. I think I should rather thank you for what you did than forgive you. Not saying it didn't scare the hell out of me when I thought we were trapped there and might not get out, but, thankfully, we weren't trapped long enough for that to really set in." Since she wasn't really comfortable with the conversation and she couldn't tell that anything either she or Reuel had said had had any appreciable effect on the vibes of hostility emanating from Seth, she abruptly turned the conversation. "How did you find this place?" Reuel seemed to relax fractionally. "We looked for it." Danika couldn't decide whether to laugh or berate him for being sarcastic. She didn't think he'd actually intended the comment that way, though. "When?" He shrugged. "After the battle at Slaughter Ridge. We tracked the survivors of the battle here and eliminated them." Danika blinked at him in surprise and then frowned. "But you didn't report it?" she guessed, wondering if she just hadn't heard, wondering if all the time she'd thought their leaders were slacking they hadn't launched a counterstrike because they knew the sector was secure. Why hadn't they said so, though? Well, actually they had, she remembered. But they hadn't said that they knew it was secure because the cyborgs had found the enemy base and captured it. "They did not ask," Reuel said, smiling thinly. "I was not programmed to take the initiative if such cases. I was not ordered to do so. Nor was I programmed to volunteer information not requested unless it pertained to a threat to my human handlers." "And you thought it might be a good place to retreat to if that became necessary?" Danika guessed. Reuel frowned and lifted his head to survey the cyborgs working around them. "We were programmed to protect ourselves because of our value to the confederation--our dollar value," he said bitterly. "But as sentient beings we also have our own instinct for self-preservation. I guessed that the humans would not be delighted to know that we had attained awareness and were no longer merely machines to be used as they saw fit--that we were no longer slaves to the whims of the humans."
 
 Anger abruptly flared in Danika. It was resentment that she'd been lumped with everyone else that had fucked them over when she certainly wasn't guilty, but it was as much because she felt like she was being unfairly judged as the fear that she'd be treated as if she had done something to deserve their animosity. "Not that I don't get what you're saying, but we're all soldiers," she said tightly, "and soldiers are expected to do as commanded--or face the consequences." "And yet, being human, you had a choice ...." Danika snorted. "That just shows how little you know about the situation! I sure as hell didn't volunteer. I didn't have a choice and I'm guessing not a lot of the others did, either. We were conscripted--the majority of us. I don't even agree with the damned politicians about this war, but if they'd asked if I was willing to protect my home world and family to the best of my ability, I would've been willing to try. In that sense, I wasn't unwilling to risk getting my ass shot off." "But they are not our people or our home worlds," Reuel pointed out coolly. "We have no home, no people, no rights. In time, the gods willing, if you survive, you will be released and you can return to your home world and build any life you please. We were built to be soldiers and there will never be anything else for us so long as we belong to the confederation. When this war ends, they will either destroy us or they will send us to another. "I would have accepted that I was created only to fight until I was destroyed or the government had no further use for me if they had not betrayed me. I will not accept that I must be destroyed when I did nothing more than follow the orders given to me, only because of one insane human and the unwillingness of another to admit that I acted under orders!" Danika frowned. "You don't know that. Seth said that you were all more than half biological. Under the law, that should make you human, with the same rights as everyone else." Well, not human, because they weren't exactly human even if human DNA was used to make them, but sentient citizens. There were plenty of citizens of the confederation that weren't human. The cyborgs certainly qualified as sentient beings and they couldn't be considered non-beings, as in manufactured, if they were more than half biological. "You are naive if you believe we would be given the chance to argue that in a court of law. The government will not allow it and the company will do their utmost to bury their 'mistake'. We had no choice in this." She wasn't as naive as he seemed to think. She knew he was probably right on all counts, but it seemed to her that going AWOL wasn't going to strengthen their case. On the other hand, Brown had lost it and she was as certain as she could be that he would've ordered the cyborgs executed--well, he had. She was as certain as she could be that the others would have done as ordered without question.
 
 And then there was the matter of Master Sgt. Felton having ordered the men to regard the cyborgs as a handy source of food .... She still felt nauseated every time she thought about that, not the least because she had a horrible fear in the back of her mind that that might not have been something she had stumbled upon that was a 'new' situation. She didn't want to think that Felton had been secretly feeding them human flesh for weeks. She was almost positive that he hadn't, but she wasn't as positive as she wanted to be. "I do not require that you agree with me on every point," Reuel said finally, breaking into her thoughts. "You must believe what you will and you are still welcome to stay with us. However, I must insist upon the removal of your locator."  
 
 Chapter Eight
 
 That comment brought Danika back to her own personal situation with a jolt of dismay. She hadn't considered that she was a deserter just as they were. Her instincts had told her that she wasn't going to live long if Felton got the idea that she might be a threat to him and she'd acted on them, but at no time had she consciously acknowledged that she was a deserter--in a wartime situation that would mean swift execution if they caught up with her. She supposed, somewhere in the back of her mind, she'd had some idea that she could report to another battalion and get the misunderstanding straightened out. She wasn't going to be able to do that if she allowed them to remove her personal locator, she realized in dismay. That would be an act of treason in itself and she didn't think she would get the chance to explain or that they would accept her explanation anyway. "You cannot stay here if you will not allow it to be removed. It is doubtful that they would be able to track you here under the current circumstances--or will even attempt it--but we must assume that they will eventually reestablish supply lines and communications. At that point you would be a danger to everyone with you and we cannot know how much time we might have." She would never be able to go home again, Danika thought, feeling a knot of misery form in her throat. That was pretty much all she'd thought about since she'd left--going home again when they were done with her. That was what had helped her through training. That thought was what had kept her firmly fixed on surviving.
 
 She wanted to go home! But she'd already made her choice, she realized. She'd deserted. The chances weren't good, at all, that she would be able to prove she had good reason to flee. For all she knew everybody that had been dropped on the planet were in the same shape, or worse, than her own battalion had been. That wasn't going to be a good enough excuse even so. In fact, the situation was so bad, as far as she could see, that there were probably people deserting right and left in an effort to survive and the military would take action if they lost the war because of desertions. Her family would be disgraced because she was. Even if they would allow her to come home, it would endanger them. Seth abruptly settled a hand heavily enough on her shoulder that it made her jump and whip a quick look at his face. He wasn't looking at her, however. He was staring challengingly at Reuel. "We are a team. We stay together. We will leave." As much as it warmed her to know Seth was willing to remain loyal even if it meant all of them would likely die, she didn't want that on her conscience. "Go where?" He looked down at her. "We will find a place." It was almost tempting. For a few moments Danika allowed her imagination to make her hopeful, but they certainly couldn't go back--not now--none of them. Seth, Dane, and Niles had helped her escape, had run with her. That made them deserters, too--If it was established that they weren't machines but rather beings who'd made the choice to desert. She shook her head. "No. He's right. I'm sorry for getting you guys into this, but there's no going back now." She managed to dredge up a ghost of a smile. "In for penny, in for a pound. Who's doing the removals?" Reuel escorted them to an area that had obviously been set aside for that purpose since it was equipped as a battlefield hospital. It didn't make her feel any better. The cyborgs were all soldiers. There'd been no non-human medics and although everyone, including her, had been trained in battlefield first-aid, they knew only the rudiments of it. She doubted the cyborgs even had the 'programming' she'd had since they had nanos to repair their damage. Fortunately, the enemy, the Andorians, were humanoid beings and the equipment had been designed for use on beings much like her. Unfortunately, the Andorians weren't human even if they were similar, and none of them knew if their medicines were safe for humans.
 
 They didn't deaden the area before removing the locator chip. Danika didn't think she would have passed out if she hadn't been so weak already, but she wasn't actually sorry that she 'missed' the procedure. When she came around from her swoon it was to the sounds of a battle being waged practically on top of her. "Cease!" Reuel roared furiously. The voice, she recognized. Darkness was still too prevalent for her to really make out what was going on or who was involved. All she could see when she forced her eyelids up was a blur of motion, but that was enough to ascertain that there was a brawl in progress even if she couldn't see well enough to tell who was involved. "She is not dead! Yet! You will crush her, you lunatics, if you persist in fighting virtually on top of her!" What lunatics? When the darkness finally receded sufficiently for Danika to see what was going on, Seth, Dane, and Niles were being restrained by six other cyborgs and all of them looked as if they'd been through a meat grinder. Actually, Reuel was looking a bit worse for wear himself. "What happened?" Danika asked weakly, trying to push herself upright. "You!" Reuel growled. "Stay put or you will swoon again." He glared at her squad. "Take them to the brig!" "Why?" Danika demanded angrily. "Disciplinary action," Reuel responded. "And do not question my commands again or you will join them! I am your commanding officer--that goes for all of you! We are still soldiers and you will be expected to behave like soldiers! Not like the ... rabble that we left behind!" "Yes, Sir!" Danika responded instantly to the authority in his voice. Self-appointed leader or not, there was no doubt in her mind that Reuel was their acting leader. "I beg pardon, Sir." Reuel shook his head. "Rest. When you feel like you can get up without fainting, go to the mess hall and get something to eat." The suggestion made a wave of nausea roll over Danika, but she knew it was from emptiness and, in any case, she didn't feel up to arguing. Besides which Reuel had borne home the situation with absolute clarity.
 
 Insane or not, despite his paranoia, Brown hadn't gotten that part wrong. Reuel, clearly, had been considering deserting for a while or he wouldn't have kept the location of the enemy base secret. And it was just as clear that he'd convinced, or the other cyborgs had convinced themselves, that Reuel was their leader. She didn't actually think Reuel had done so with any sort of premeditation. He'd responded to the situation when a clear headed leader was needed at the battle of Slaughter Ridge. She thought he'd become the leader of the cyborgs in that very moment and no one had actually questioned his right to lead or his ability to lead. She didn't if it came to that. She couldn't say that it hadn't annoyed, and unnerved, her when she'd lost command of her own squad to Seth--because she knew she had almost from the moment he'd changed. But she didn't consider herself capable of leading the cyborgs in revolt even if they wanted a human leader. She still considered ignoring the order to head for the mess hall, but she was weaker after the procedure to remove her locater chip than before. She was so wobbly, she thought for a little bit that she wouldn't be able to make it even that far. It was sheer determination not to let the cyborgs know just how weak she was that kept her on her feet until she could reach the dining hall. She couldn't eat much, regardless. Her stomach had shriveled like the rest of her. She thought, in fact, that she might throw up for several moments after the cyborg serving kitchen duty piled a plate high with unrecognizable food chunks. It smelled appetizing enough, though, and she didn't ask what it was because she didn't want to know. "It is the beast we found here when we returned to take possession of the base." Surprised but relieved, Danika sent the cyborg a weak smile of gratitude. "That's a relief anyway. I mean ...." "We are not very good hunters, but we are very good killers. It was a very big beast. We will not lack for food for a while even if there is not much variety." Danika relaxed, even more grateful that he didn't harp on her being human, and what the humans had done, than she was that he'd soothed her fear about the food. But maybe he didn't know? One look in his eyes was enough to assure her that he did. They probably all knew. "I do not hate humans." Danika's smile flat-lined. "Well, that's good to know."
 
 He looked a little disconcerted. "I do not have a woman, but I have been thinking that I would like to have one." That sent Danika reeling, almost literally. She couldn't think of anything to say for several moments. "Uh ... well ... uh ... If I see one, I'll be sure to pass along your interest in finding one." He frowned, not as if disconcerted or confused this time, but angrily as if she'd insulted him. "We have needs just as the human males do." Danika held up her hand. "Too much information! Hey! Not doubting it, but I think you need to talk to Reuel about that." This time his frown was one of confusion. "I do not see that that will help. He is a male." "But he's your commanding officer." "But he is male. I do not have desire for a male. There are plenty of those here. I have desire for a female." "Uh. I think I'll just go sit down ...." Before I fall on my face! "And eat this while it's hot." To her dismay, he followed her to her table and sat down across from her, studying her curiously. "Females also have need." It was all Danika could do not to choke on the chunk of meat she speared and stuck in her mouth. She cleared her throat when she managed to swallow it. "How do you figure that?" she asked in a rasping voice. "I have programming as a pleasure droid. They would not have done that if it was not for the fact that females also have need." It was hard to argue with that kind of logic! "Ah, well, you know it was men that ... uh ... probably mostly men that designed .... Well, you know what I mean." He frowned. "I do not understand. The logic is faulty?" Danika grunted. "Something like that. Human men don't understand women." His eyes widened, then he frowned again. Danika managed to choke down several more bites of food, but it was a running battle with her stomach's determination to reject every bite she managed to swallow. It wasn't that the cyborg wasn't an ... enormous, tank sized, beautiful example of manhood! She hadn't seen one, yet, that wasn't male beauty personified! But even if she'd felt desperate need, there were probably upwards of a thousand of them in the rebel base! She sure as hell didn't want
 
 to encourage any of them to perform for her when there was even a tiny chance they might all want a go at her! Ok, so the truth was that if Seth had made a move on her when they'd been in the facilities together she probably wouldn't have objected, but that was because he'd turned her brains to mush. "Women do not have need?" he asked doubtfully. Danika managed a smile. She didn't want to lie to him. He was confused enough! Poor thing! "I didn't catch your name?" He frowned. "I did not throw it. I do not know how to throw it," he added, looking very much as if he was searching his databanks. "Figure of speech," Danika muttered. "I was asking what your name is." He looked so pleased she felt bad. "I mean, considering the conversation, I think that would be appropriate." He looked confused again. "I'm Danika. Cpl. Danika Hart--well, was. I don't suppose I'm a corporal anymore." He blinked at her several times. "I am Basil CS85119. I think that you are a beautiful, desirable woman and I would like to sex you." Danika almost did strangle that time. When she managed to stop coughing, she pushed her plate aside. He studied it hungrily. "You are not going to eat that?" "Knock yourself out." He sent her a strange look. "I do not think that I want to do that even if I could." Danika bit her lip. Geeze! They were so literal minded! "I mean you can have it if you want it. I haven't eaten in a long time. I just can't eat much." And the conversation was really spoiling what little appetite she had! It was at that point that she recalled that Reuel had thrown her entire squad into the brig. She didn't have anybody to watch her back and the scary-big cyborg wanted to hump! To her relief, the cyborg--Basil--took the plate and finished off her food. It didn't last long--the relief or the food. "You will consider allowing me to sex you?"
 
 "Uh ... well, I'll think about it. Right now I think I need to find my squad." "They are in the brig for disorderly conduct." Maybe she should consider doing something disorderly so she could be locked up with them, she wondered uneasily? It seemed preferable to rattling around outside the brig with so many cyborgs--especially if they were all horny like this one! "I am not ... handsome? You do not desire me?" Danika gaped at him. He was handsome. How could he have so little sense of self that he didn't know that? He was also damned persistent! "I didn't say that. I said I'd think about it!" "How long will you require to think about it?" As long as it took to get somewhere that was safe! "Hey! You seem like a nice guy. But I already have three guys, you know?" She'd hoped that would settle the matter even if it wasn't exactly the truth. He looked angry again. "You allow them to sex you? I have no squad leader now. I could join your squad." Danika rolled her eyes. "I think the word you're looking for is fuck," she said tightly. "And I'm not in the fucking mood, ok?" She'd more than half expected him to get angrier. Instead, he seemed to consider for several moments. "When do you think you might be in the fucking mood?" "I'll let you know!" she snapped, jolting to her feet. It was almost too much for her weakened state. Darkness swarmed for several moments and she thought she was going to pass out again. Evidently, she wasn't good at hiding it either. Basil scooped her up before she could collapse. Her head spun as he turned almost in the same motion. "What are you doing?" she demanded weakly. "Taking you to sickbay." Relieved, hopeful that she'd finally settled the matter and wouldn't have to fight him off when he got her back to sickbay, she relaxed against him. Really, he was damned attractive. Despite the very bizarre conversation, she couldn't help but find him physically appealing--what was not to like? It was deeply disturbing that they--he--had no social skills--at all! It was also sad.
 
 Poor thing! She'd thought the other soldiers--the human ones--were heavy-handed at seduction! At least poor Basil had an excuse for it. It made her feel bad for him--for all of them. How well equipped were they to survive in the 'real' world when they had nothing to fall back on but whatever programming the damned company had seen fit to give them? With the data in their databanks? As he'd pointed out, they were very good at killing because that was all they'd been designed for. **** Danika was only semi-conscious when Basil deposited her on the examination table once more. She couldn't decide if she was fatigued to that point or if it was weakness from a combination of weeks of almost no food and the admittedly minor surgery, but she was more tempted to go with it and seek oblivion than alarmed about it. Particularly since it occurred to her that Basil was bound to get bored and leave if she was completely unresponsive to his attempts to 'seduce' her. That thought was enough to induce her to feign sleep/unconsciousness, but she played possum long enough waiting for Basil to give up and go away that she actually did fall asleep. Seth, Dane, and Niles all looked so thoroughly pissed off when she finally arrived at the brig to try to talk to them that she was more than a little tempted to simply turn around and leave again. She'd had to sneak out of sickbay to evade Basil, though, and she didn't like that even more. Thankfully, much of their anger seemed to dissipate when they saw her. All three moved to the bars. "You are not hurt?" Seth demanded after examining her with his gaze. Danika considered it. "Not really, no. It hurt like hell at the time and it still burns, but I'll get over it. Did they take your locators out, too?" "Earlier, when we first came," Dane volunteered. "I have to tell you I liked it much better when I was only alerted of damage and did not feel it. Mind you, there are some things that I find far superior about the senses as opposed to the sensors, but pain is not one of them." Danika could relate. She wasn't crazy about pain herself. They seemed to have recovered from it, however. She couldn't see that any of them were moving stiffly--even from the signs of battle. "What happened then?" The three of them exchanged a speaking look. "That 'borg they had set to act as medic had not awakened!" Seth growled. "I did not know it at the time or I would not have allowed the bastard to carve on you as if you could feel nothing at all!"
 
 "Then you became unconscious and I thought--we thought--that he had killed you," Niles added. "We retaliated for the attack upon you and Reuel came with others and we fought," Dane finished. "Now we are ordered to stay in the brig for two days for disorderly conduct." Danika stared at them, torn between warmth and dismay that they'd ended up in the brig for trying to protect her. Well, according to Niles, retaliating for what they saw as injury to her. And then there was the little matter that it was going to be damned hard for them to watch her back from a jail cell. She decided it probably wasn't a good idea to tell them about the incident with Basil, but she was damned if she could figure out how she was going to evade Basil's absolute determination to romance her out of her pants for two days! "Well! I think I should be in there, too. I mean, we're a team. We should be together, right?" They all frowned, Niles and Dane thoughtfully, Seth suspiciously. "You did not take part in the fight," Seth said pointedly. "Why would they throw you in the brig?" "Yes, but it was really my fault, you know." "How do you figure that? That is not at all logical." Danika waved a hand airily. "We're a team, remember?" She turned to the guards. "I want to locked up with my squad." The guards had been studying her with frowning intensity, making it clear that they had been following the conversation. They exchanged a look. "We were not ordered to lock you in the brig," one of them volunteered. "I know, but you could," Danika said cajolingly. "We cannot. We were not ordered to do so." "It is not at all comfortable," Dane pointed out. "You will be more comfortable in the barracks." Like hell! She didn't think she was going to be able to sleep a wink surrounded by horny cyborgs--assuming, of course, that they were all in the same state as Basil! And she didn't see any reason why they wouldn't be. They were fully aware, now. The bastards back at base camp could hardly get their minds off of their dicks for five minutes at the time. The cyborgs might not have been 'awake' long, but their hormones seemed to be in full production now! She didn't think it was going to take any of them long to figure out what their urges were and what they needed to do to appease them!
 
 Of course that also meant that her own squad members were going to be in the grips of the 'fever' before long, if they weren't already, but she hadn't noticed that they were yet and, at any rate, they still seemed to be ruled by the team bond. She thought she could handle them. "I'm a soldier. I don't expect to be comfortable and I think I deserve to be in the brig if you guys are. I'll go talk to Reuel," she added decisively. **** "What do you make of that?" Seth asked thoughtfully when Danika had left. "I think she does not want to be alone," Niles responded. Dane snorted. "There are nine hundred cyborgs here. How could she be alone?" Seth and Niles exchanged a look. "Alone with them," Niles elaborated. "She has no one to watch her back because we are here." Dane frowned, assimilating that. "She thinks they are enemies?" he guessed after a few minutes. Seth was still sorting possibilities, but he rejected that. "Why would she think that?" "Because they are cyborgs?" "That is not a reason!" Seth snapped. "Why is that not a reason?" Dane demanded indignantly. "She is human. Everyone else is cyborg! Is that not enough to make her nervous?" "That is it! She is nervous! I could not entirely decide what it was. It did not seem like fear and yet I noticed there was uneasiness. I just could not entirely decide what emotion it was." "Exactly!" Dane said triumphantly. "And that is because she does not have us to watch her back and she is surrounded by cyborgs!" "She has always been surrounded by cyborgs!" Seth growled. "We are cyborgs!" "Yes, but we are her cyborgs. We are her team. That is different and that is why she wants to be locked up with us. Because we are a team and we are always together. Is that not what she said?" "That is what she said, but it is not what she meant," Niles retorted. "How do you know that is not what she meant?" Dane demanded indignantly. "It is what she said. Why would she say one thing when she meant something else?" Seth and Niles exchanged a look.
 
 Dane's expression hardened with anger. "I will punch you in the face, both of you, if you do not stop looking like that! There is nothing wrong with my understanding!" "I will knock your teeth down your throat if you try to punch me in the face!" Seth snarled. "And I also!" Niles snapped. "Well stop looking at me like that!" "We did not look at you at all!" "Exactly! You looked at one another as if to say that I am stupid!" Niles frowned, thinking. "Do you think that she has noticed that all of the cyborgs are horny?" Seth sent him a sarcastic look. "You mean only because their dicks rise and point at her when she passes?" "Your dick does that, too?" Dane asked with interest. "I had thought it was only mine. What do you suppose it means?" "Why the fuck would you think it was only yours?" Seth growled angrily. "We have awakened also!" Dane gaped at him a moment before indignation made his dark brows come together over the bridge of his nose. "Because I have not looked at your dicks?" he said sarcastically. "I do not know why you would notice anyone else's dick!" Seth punched him in the face. "I do not know what you are implying by that, but I will beat the fuck out of you if you imply it again!" Dane reeled from the blow but managed to remain on his feet. Drawing his arm back, he punched Seth in the belly. "Cease!" one of the guards bellowed. "Or we will put you in separate cells!" Seth had already drawn back to retaliate, but at that, he lowered his arm. "We were not fighting." The guard glared at him. "Stop ... roughhousing then or I will beat the fuck out of all of you and then put you in separate cells." "You could not beat the fuck out of me, let alone all of us!" Niles retorted. "Then I will summon another squad and we will all beat the fuck out of all of you!" Seth, Dane, and Niles all glared at him, struggling to think of a comeback and finally decided to ignore him.
 
 "Niles might be right," Seth said after a moment, "but I think it is only that we are a team and she does not feel safe without us there to watch her back."  
 
 Chapter Nine
 
 It took Danika over an hour to locate Reuel. It might not have taken that long if she'd felt comfortable about stopping one of the cyborgs and asking directions, but she didn't, and the complex was big enough it might not have helped even if she had. She finally located him in the base hanger--which was filled, mostly, with debris and cyborgs moving around like ants in a stirred anthill. The purposeful activity distracted her for some time. She was fairly certain that a good bit of the debris was from the plane in front of Slaughter Ridge where their drop-ships had been shot down. She'd wondered at the time why they were so carefully gathering and sorting the debris from the downed ships--and what had become of it when it vanished afterwards. Clearly, they were focused on trying to rebuild them, or at least some, with what was available. She just wasn't certain of why. There were alien ships in the hanger, as well--also in pieces. She supposed the Andorians had tried to destroy them when the cyborgs had overrun them. She didn't find Reuel until curiosity finally overcame uneasiness and she began wandering among the groups working in an attempt to understand what it was that they were planning. Actually, Reuel found her, apparently drawn by the inactivity that followed in her wake, because the cyborgs simply stopped as she passed by them and stared. Catching her arm, he bellowed at the cyborgs to get back to work and led her from the hanger. He eyed her with disfavor when they'd left the hanger. "You are disruptive," he said coolly. Danika gaped at him. "I didn't do anything!" "You do not have to do anything beyond walk by," he said sardonically. "They are males and there are no females here--except you." Danika felt her face redden, but as embarrassed as she was, she was actually relieved that he'd made her point for her. "Actually, that's why I was looking for you. I wanted to see if you would put me in the brig with the rest of my squad."
 
 Surprise flickered across Reuel's features, but he looked thoughtful. "I agree that it might be the safest place for you. On the other hand, you have done nothing wrong and I will not win the loyalty of my men if I am unjust." "I was afraid of that," Danika muttered and then shrugged. "You bastard!" she yelled loudly. Drawing her arm back, she punched him in the face with her fist. She didn't think it hurt him, but she was convinced for several moments that she'd broken her fist. She was also certain that Reuel had simply stood still and allowed her to hit him or she would never have managed it. Reuel's eyes gleamed with amusement. "Two days in the brig for assaulting your commanding officer ought to teach you the error of your ways!" he said loudly. Catching her, he tossed her over one shoulder and strode briskly through the main area of the complex and straight to the brig. He deposited her on her feet once he reached the brig. "Toss her in with the rest of her unruly squad!" he ordered the guards. "When you have cooled your heels for a bit, mayhap you will have a cooler head on your shoulders, soldier! You are fortunate that we need every man or I might consider a court martial warranted for assaulting your superior!" Seth, Dane, and Niles studied her with varying degrees of suspicion, surprise, and doubt as she was pushed into the cell with them and Reuel departed. "You assaulted Reuel?" Dane whispered when Reuel had left. Danika examined her hand. "He didn't seem inclined to lock me up for nothing," she said, "so I gave him a reason. I punched him in the face." "That was not ... wise," Seth responded. Danika was too pleased with herself to take exception to the insult. "Tell me about it! I'm glad I didn't punch him harder. I think I might have broken my hand. Hurts like a son-of-a-bitch now. Which bunks aren't taken?" "They are all much the same," Dane said morosely, "lumpy and uncomfortable." Danika shrugged. "Beats the hell out of the thin sleepers we had over a slab of ice, though, doesn't it?" she said cheerfully. "Not by much." Ignoring that, Danika chose a bunk and lay down gratefully. She'd managed to work up an appetite, though, and her grumbling stomach prevented her from sleeping. "When do we get fed anyway?" "They have not yet."
 
 Danika frowned, wishing, now, that she'd eaten more when she had the chance. Seth shoved her legs out of the way and sat down at the foot of her bunk. "Why did you hit Reuel?" "I told you," Danika said evasively. "That, yes. Not the reason you wanted to join us in the brig." "Hey! We're buds! I would've missed you guys." Seth studied her suspiciously. "We are not 'buds'. I have the definition and we are not. We are teammates." Danika shrugged. "Same thing." Niles considered it. "No. He is right. The definition is not the same. I am not at all sure that I understand the definition of 'buds', but it does not match." Danika eyed him crossly. "Close enough." "But that is not the reason," Seth pursued. "I don't know anybody else, ok?" Danika snapped. Seth studied her thoughtfully for several moments. "It is not because one of the cyborgs tried to sex you?" he demanded suspiciously. Danika felt her color fluctuate. "Why would you think that?" "Because they are all horny," Dane said, nodding. "Seth has been noticing their dicks." Seth slugged him. Since Dane had crouched beside the bunk, he sprawled out full length on the floor, slamming into Niles, who staggered back and hit the bars at the front of the cell hard enough to dent them outward. "Pardon! He pushed!" Niles said, carefully straightening the bars when the guard glared at him. "Look what you made me do!" he added angrily, swatting Dane on the head with the flat of his hand as Dane sat up. "Ow!" Dane growled, clambering to his feet and glaring angrily at both Niles and Seth. "What was that for?" "I have not been noticing their dicks!" Seth growled. "And I will beat the fuck out of you if you keep saying that!"
 
 Dane gaped at him indignantly. "He said their dicks stood up and pointed at Danika whenever she walked by! Did he not say that, Niles?" he demanded. "I did not hear that," Niles disputed after studying Seth warily for a moment. "He was standing right beside you! How could you not hear that?" "Shut up!" the guard bellowed. "If you three start roughhousing again I will summon another squad to beat you unconscious!" Danika pulled the blanket over her head. Seth grabbed it and snatched it out of her hands. "Why did you do that?" "To hide," she snapped, glaring at him indignantly. "Can we change the subject?" "You were not hidden," Dane pointed out. "I could see you." "Yes, but I couldn't see you and that was the point. Let go of the damned cover, Seth!" "You did not answer the question," Seth persisted. "I don't remember the damned question!" "You have forgotten already?" Dane asked, clearly surprised. "Seth asked if one of the others had tried to sex you." "Thanks!" Danika snapped ungraciously. "You are welcome," Dane responded, smiling. "Dense," Danika muttered. "What is dense?" Seth asked suspicously. "You are!" He thought that over. "Is that an insult?" "It damned sure isn't a compliment!" Danika snapped. "It means you're thick headed and I don't want to talk about it!" Flipping onto her side, Danika presented them with her back. Even if it hadn't been embarrassing to discuss such things with the guys, she thought resentfully, she wouldn't have wanted to when they were so easily provoked into fighting! They'd just go out and pick a fight with poor Basil and end up in the brig again!
 
 They were almost as bad as her little brothers had been, constantly bickering with each other and punching each other! She'd lost track of the number of times her father had had to break up physical disputes between them! She'd broken up a few herself, if it came to that--until they got so big that she couldn't manage it by herself anymore--and it was usually over something stupid. Like who'd gotten the last of the milk! Or whose turn it was to do the chores they hated the most. Of course, it all boiled down to who was the boss, in her opinion. And she supposed that might be what it was with the guys. They were trying to establish the pecking order. In her opinion, Seth was top dog, hands down, but she supposed neither Dane nor Niles were ready yet to concede that. **** Seth did not believe that Danika was asleep. He knew it did not take him long to drop to sleep once he had lain down to do so, but she seemed far too tense in his opinion to actually be asleep. Obviously, she was trying to go to sleep, though, and did not want to talk anymore ... which irritated him because she had insulted him and not only not given him the chance to defend himself but she had also not given him the chance to discover why she had insulted him in the first place. Feeling unwelcome, he got up and moved to another bunk and settled there to brood over it and try to untangle the emotions from the conversation to see if he could better understand what had just happened. It was no great surprise to discover that that was a nearly impossible task. He had already discovered that when emotions entered a situation they tended to dominate and make clear, logical thought nigh impossible. He finally decided, however, that one of the reasons he could not separate emotion from the event and understand was because none of it made any damned sense anyway! Danika had a habit of responding to a question with another question rather than an answer! That was why they never seemed to make any progress toward an understanding! Was this a human thing, he wondered? A woman thing? Or a Danika thing? Because he was not at all certain that he had enough memory capacity to break the conversation down to something he did understand and he could foresee a great deal of frustration in his future dealing with humans in general and Danika in particular if every conversation left him baffled and certain that he had missed something critical. It occurred to him that mayhap it was the emotions he felt now that he had not felt before, because they seemed to boil inside of him and pull him in first one direction and then another--
 
 and sometimes two different directions at once--until he was not certain for more than a moment how he felt. Or whether he should cling to logic and try to ignore the emotions or if he even could now that he felt them. He could not recall that he had had any difficulty following Danika before the awakening, though. Thinking back over it, however, he realized another thing. They did not have conversation before the awakening. Danika merely issued orders that were not open for discussion. He countered with intel that might affect the outcome if there was any information that she was not aware of and that was that. So mayhap the problem resided in the attempts at conversation? This was not a very reliable means of communication, he realized, because it did not rely heavily on facts--and often not even on truth. That thought led him to a startling conclusion. Everything that Danika had said had been an attempt to evade answering his question. And he could not think of any reason that she would evade rather than answer other than the possibility that she thought he would grow angry about the answer! Someone had been trying to sex her! He was so angry after he finally deduced that that it wasn't until a great deal later that he concluded that it had consumed all of his reasoning resources for a good twenty minutes to arrive at an answer that he should have been able to figure out in nano-seconds. That shook him, gave rise to doubts about his mental capacity that he found extremely disturbing, but he was too consumed by rage to analyze it at the time and feel the sense of inadequacy he felt later. He shot off of his bunk in a towering rage, determined to demand the identity or identities of the man or men who had ... chased Danika into the brig in order to avoid them. He was distracted from his goal by a commotion as guards marched a half a dozen new prisoners into the holding area, unlocked the cell door, and shoved them into the cell. The one in the lead-an ugly brute with yellow hair, a blackening eye, and bruised, swollen jaw--was grinning from ear to ear as if very pleased with himself. His gaze had gone immediately to Danika the moment they arrived and remained fixed on her as he strode very happily into the cell, crossed the room, and plopped down on the foot of the bunk. That time it did not take Seth nearly as long to analyze the situation and arrive at a conclusion. "It is I, Danika! Basil."
 
 Danika reacted instantly. Rolling over and jackknifing into a sitting position on the bunk, she stared at the newcomer owl-eyed. Uttering a snarl of rage, Seth stalked across the cell and slammed his fist into the side of the cyborg's head hard enough it hit the wall and bounced back. At that, he barely managed to reach his goal before Niles and Dane. Shouldering Seth aside, Dane grabbed the cyborg by the hair and dragged him off the bunk. Before he could do more, Niles dropped to his knees and started pounding at the man with his fists. Danika uttered a shriek of dismay, rolled from the bunk and scrambled under it for cover. "Stop it! Stand down, damn it! Seth! Dane! Niles! What the hell ...?" Within moments, the guards had surged into the cell with them and a full scale battle was in progress, despite the fact that there was almost no room to maneuver once all of them had crowded into the cell. The cyborgs remedied that situation by slamming each other into the bars of the cell until the 'cage' that had contained them collapsed under far more weight than they were designed to withstand and fell outward. The shrill alarm that had begun to blare almost the moment the fight broke out brought more cyborgs to join the melee. In a matter of minutes, the combatants had reduced the entire brig to rubble. "Cease!" a commanding voice roared above the growls, grunts, meaty thuds and crashes of demolition of the walls, furniture, and cells. Most of the cyborgs instantly stopped and came to attention. Reuel waded through the crowd and captured the attention of the few who continued to wrestle by judicious use of his fists. "Outside! Now! Report to the main area of the complex and form up, soldiers!" His face a mask of barely contained rage, Reuel stood to one side and watched as the men began to file out. When they had emptied the brig, or what was left of it, he surveyed the damage with disgust and finally spied Danika trying to crawl out from under the collapsed bunk where she'd taken shelter. Striding toward it, he ripped the bunk from the wall and tossed it aside, staring down at Danika in tightlipped silence for several moments. "You, too, corporal." "Yes, Sir!" Danika responded, scrambling to her feet and saluting him. Rolling his eyes, Reuel stalked out with Danika trailing behind him. When Reuel stopped to survey the miscreants, Danika marched past him as unobtrusively as possible and joined her squad on the back row of the men that had assembled.
 
 "I don't think so," Reuel growled. "Since I strongly suspect that your squad is responsible for this ... complete breakdown in discipline. Corporal Hart--front and center! And bring your squad." Danika felt her face heat but discomfort was the least of it. Fear clutched at her heart as she glanced fleetingly at Seth's stony face and then turned and led the men to the front. Reuel gave each of them a long look of disgust and then turned and left. Danika was tempted to use his absence to dress the men down for fighting, but she didn't dare. It was just as well. They heard Reuel summoning the rest of the cyborgs and in a few minutes the entire battalion had assembled and Reuel took up a position out front once more to address them. "We are the finest soldiers in all of the confederation ... created to be second to none in all things military! While I understand and commiserate with all of you ... know the same confusion you all feel since the awakening and realize how difficult it is to deal with these changes that none of us completely understand, I will NOT tolerate a breakdown in discipline! Our survival, our future, depends upon unity! Only an absolute dedication to surviving will give us a chance at a future. If we do not stand together, we will not stand at all! "Know this! Regardless of our desires, we are enemies of the confederation now. They will dedicate themselves to hunting us down and destroying us because they will see us as a threat to their survival! This much I believe I completely understand. I also understand that soldiering is all that any of us assembled here today totally grasp at this time and that way lies salvation for us as beings in our own right. To disintegrate into an undisciplined rabble will only make us vulnerable to our enemies. "It seems ... clear to me given the recent debacle in the brig, that awareness of ourselves as beings has brought us to the natural urge to procreate--just as all living things share this desire and need. In time we may reach a point where it will be possible, and safe, for us to pursue this natural course in evolution, but that time is not now. We cannot afford to be distracted from the need to survive, from our duty to our people as a whole, or we will never see that day. "I do not have the heart to war with our creators. And yet I see no alternative for us if we cannot escape the net they will devise for us once communications and the supply lines are restored. We have gathered together all that is available to us to escape this world and avoid that confrontation--at least in the near term. I will expect every soldier here to keep that in mind, to behave like disciplined soldiers, and achieve that goal! I will expect you to remember that you are, first and foremost, soldiers!" He didn't dismiss them when he finished and everyone remained stiffly at attention for some minutes, waiting for the dismissal. Finally, one of the soldiers stepped forward and saluted. "Permission to speak?" Reuel nodded.
 
 "Sir--the ships that we are working on are short-range only. I do not see that they will help us to avoid a war with humans." Reuel said nothing for several moments. "I have hope that they will be sufficient to take us to Xeno-11, this world's sister." He shrugged. "That is only a short-range goal that could take us to a place where survival is ... more likely, at least from the elements." "Hope?" Again Reuel shrugged. "We have much to gain and nothing to lose by the attempt. Even with this base we are not likely to survive long given the conditions on this world. And if we remain here, we will find that we cannot avoid an all out war with the humans for our survival." Another soldier stepped forward, saluted, and requested permission to speak. "It is my understanding that Xeno-11 is the reason the Andorians and the humans are at war. Will that not take us to a place where war is more inevitable with whoever wins the war?" Reuel smiled thinly. "I am counting on finding ships there that are designed with long range capability. I do not mind initiating battles for the sake of gaining the means to deliver our people to a better place." "What about the others that are here? We represent only a handful of those the confederation dropped on this world." "We must have ships even to attempt an evacuation of our people. That being the case, you are all dismissed! I will expect you to have a means of transport readied for us in short order!" Relief flooded Danika when Reuel dismissed them. She glanced at the guys, trying to decide whether she wanted to reprimand them for their part in starting the brawl and finally decided she didn't. "Well, that's a relief," she muttered. "I guess we need to report for work." "Corporal Hart!" Reuel said, striding toward her. Danika's heart sank. So much for thinking they'd avoided disciplinary measures! "Yes, Sir!" His lips thinned as he surveyed her and her squad. "You will take your squad and repair the damages to the brig. I have a feeling we will have need of it again," he said dryly. **** Seth was neither surprised nor particularly resentful that they were set the task of repairing the damage to the brig even though, on several levels, he did not consider them to be completely responsible. In the first place, he felt like he had been provoked to take action when that yellow haired bastard had approached Danika as if he was entitled to! In the second, they had not
 
 singlehandedly demolished the brig. They had had a great deal of help from others who should have minded their own damned business! Work was work, however, and they would have been expected to work on something regardless and he had no problem with the work that had been assigned. In fact, the more he thought about it, the better he liked it since it separated Danika from the other cyborgs. In any case, most of his mind was occupied with what Reuel had said--or at least a specific part of it. He realized that he had not thought much beyond trying to control his wildly erratic emotions and impulses and trying to figure out why he felt them. If he had considered his situation at all regarding Danika--and he had not actually devoted much thought to it--he would have put his feelings down to nothing more than the fact that they were squad mates. They had been trained-actually programmed--to work with their human handler as a team. He had changed. They all had, but he did not see that that had changed the fact that they were a team and should work together as a single unit. It occurred to him to wonder, though, considering what Reuel had said, if he was motivated entirely by the team mentality as he should have been. He had certainly noticed the maddeningly uncomfortable, and seemingly independent, behavior of his cock. When it had first begun leaping to attention and then just as inexplicably deflating he'd been too focused on that circumstance to wonder if there was some reason it behaved as if it had a life, and mind, of its own. It was more like an evil parasite attached to his belly than a part of him, because it did not seem to be under his control as the rest of his body was. He had not considered, once, connecting it to the way he felt about Danika even though he had begun to notice that most of the erratic activity seemed to originate with Danika--a chance touch, a look--either from her or at her--a thought. He certainly had not connected it to a desire to procreate, although he had found himself feverishly accessing and reviewing his pleasure droid programming--starting with the time that he had stayed to guard her back while she showered and had watched her instead of turning his back politely as he should have. Mayhap that was why his first thought when he had seen that yellow haired bastard approach Danika was 'mine'? It made him uncomfortable that he had not thought 'ours' when he was certain he should have since he, Dane, and Niles were all a part of Danika's squad. He thought Reuel would not be pleased with that if he knew either because that was certain to create a great deal more discipline problems if they all began to think of themselves as independent of all others when they were
 
 supposed to be a part of a team that was part of a larger team that made up an army that worked together for the good of all. Especially since Danika was the only female in the camp! That thought made him uneasy in an indescribable way, almost ... fearful. They could not protect her if the others decided to launch a mass attack to claim her for their own! "I begin to think that it was not a good idea to come here," he muttered under his breath when he discovered that Dane was close enough to hear but Danika was far enough away not to hear. Dane sent him a questioning look. Irritation flickered through Seth. He knew that he had undergone the change before either Dane or Niles, but they had not been that far behind him! They had had time to begin to have a better understanding of what they had become! "My ... our woman," he said pointedly. "That yellow haired bastard has more interest in her than I like and there are bound to be others." Dane blinked at him and turned to study Danika, feeling a surge and recession of thoughts and emotions that made him dizzy trying to catch them. "She is our woman?" he said doubtfully. "You mean this in the sense of mating?" Seth frowned. He had not progressed that far in his thinking and it irritated him that Dane had leapt ahead of him. "In what other sense would I mean it?" he growled. Dane frowned. "You think we can mate?" he asked hopefully. Seth didn't have a fucking clue and that was beside the damned point as far as he could see! "We will not find out if we do not have a mate!" Niles, drawn by the fact that Seth and Dane were conversing and the desire to discover what they found so interesting that they had stopped working, moved closer so that he could hear the discussion. "We have a mate?" he asked in pleased surprise. "Who?" Seth glared at him. "Danika, you imbecile! We have a woman, gods damn it! I do not see why she could not be our mate." Niles glared at him. "You are no more intelligent that I am! We have the same design and programming! Not as intelligent if you have not considered that she is not a cyborg," he said pointedly.
 
 "We do not have the same DNA or the same biological brain," Seth retorted after a moment's thought. "And clearly mine is far superior to yours! There are no cyborg females! None here, at any rate, or that we might have a chance in hell of claiming as mates. It does not bother me that she is human. If it bothers you then you must look elsewhere for a mate, I suppose." "I think it will bother her," Niles said testily. Dismay flickered through Seth and then anger. "Why? I am fully capable of performing anything that a human mate would." "Except reproducing." Seth was tempted to punch Dane in the mouth for pointing that out. He thought about it for several moments and finally discarded the notion since he was fairly certain it would result in the four of them being separated again and he realized that that was a situation fraught with disaster. "We do not know that we cannot. In any case, we do not know that she would desire a child. She is a soldier, after all--and I am as certain as I can be that I am fully capable of taking care of her needs and pleasuring her as a mate would. I have my programming as a pleasure droid to fall back upon." Dane and Niles both glared at him. "We also have that programming," Dane said angrily, "and in fact I have already pointed that out to Danika and she did not seem the least interested in allowing me to demonstrate!" Seth cast his mind back in an effort to recall the incident Dane referred to and realized that he was right. Danika had simply dismissed it, told them they were no better than the human males who thought about nothing but sex, and talked about something else. "We were hunting food then," he said pointedly. "She would not have had interest in sex when we were hunting food. Beyond that, there was no place to demonstrate since we would all have gotten frost bite if we had removed our hab-suits! That does not mean she could not be convinced to be interested." "Interested in what?" Danika asked, having decided to join the discussion the guys seemed to be so focused on. Seth, Dane, and Niles all sent her startled, guilty looks. Dane opened his mouth, as if to explain, but Seth slammed his elbow into his solo plexus, effectively depriving him of breath. "We were discussing our situation." Danika divided a suspicious look between Dane and Seth. "You mean clean up?" she asked, although she didn't believe that had been the topic of conversation. "I was thinking that, mayhap, it was not wise to bring you here after all."
 
 Danika had been thinking much the same thing. On the other hand, they hadn't had a lot of options. "We can't go back," she said flatly. "I think they will have figured out by now that it was you guys that killed those ... grave robbers. And I deserted when I was under arrest. They'd just shoot all of us for desertion." Seth frowned. She was right and he was not happy that she was. "There are other bases on this world." Danika shook her head. "You know they're probably in as bad a shape as our base was ... is. We'd be putting ourselves in the same situation. And when the fleet gets back, then we'd get shot. I've been giving what Reuel said a lot of thought and I think he's right. The best chance any of us have at this point is to make it to Xeno-11. I don't think that's a long term solution any more than he does, but in the short term it's the best option we have."  
 
 Chapter Ten
 
 Reuel's plan was a sound one and yet it didn't go as smoothly as he'd no doubt hoped. This was primarily due to the fact that the speech he'd given, contrary to what he'd apparently believed at the time, didn't entirely unite their band of rogues. It inspired those who'd escaped with Reuel when Brown had ordered them shot as traitors to return to the base camp at Slaughter Ridge and kidnap the women they'd left behind. On the whole, Danika thought it was a good thing--for the women, at least--regardless of the fact that they weren't the least bit happy about having been captured .. uh rescued. It wasn't exactly a good thing for Reuel's plans, either, since the raiders returned with a band of furious men on their heels. Danika thought for several minutes that Reuel would order the raiders shot on the spot, or order the cyborgs to retaliate--which she was not comfortable with even if the men were shooting at them! Instead, he ordered an immediate evacuation of the base they'd appropriated from the Andorians. They were a far superior force in every way--better armed, better fed, and far better 'built'. The lingering doubts Danika had harbored that Reuel truly meant to do his best to avoid a mortal confrontation with the humans were laid to rest.
 
 It did occur to her that one of the reasons Reuel ordered an evacuation instead of retaliating with deadly prejudice might have been simply because he was ready to leave. She also knew that the men from the other base were never any real threat--except to the cyborgs that had decided to raid their base and that it might have been a completely different story except for those circumstances. She still felt much better about being a part of his command. She still thought that she was going to have to part ways with him at some point if for no other reason than the gender issue, but she felt less like she was betraying her own people. She wasn't nearly as sympathetic to 'her' people when they had piled everything into the ships that had been repaired and took off. The ships appeared to have been completely repaired, but they hadn't actually been tested in flight. The ship her and her squad ended up on shook and groaned worse than the lander that had brought her to the surface of Xeno-12 to start with. Ten minutes after takeoff even she knew that the ship wasn't going to attain escape velocity. For a space of maybe five minutes, she could hear the engines straining, could feel the ship sluggishly climbing a little higher. They were never actually informed that they'd reached an altitude where it was safe to remove their safety harnesses--because they never did. The chugging and sputtering of the engine never ceased either and after an uncomfortably short climb, the ship almost seemed to level out for a handful of minutes and then began to descend again. Danika sent Dane and Niles, who were seated across from her, a frightened, questioning look when she felt the ship change directions. "They could not achieve escape velocity," Dane said calmly. She supposed that might have been his attempt at calming her fears but having him confirm her worst fears didn't help her feelings at all. "Maybe they weren't really trying?" Danika said a little hopefully. "Maybe they just decided to move the ship to another location to ... uh ... finish repairing it?" She was grasping at straws and she knew it but either she'd guessed right and the plan had never been to attempt to leave Xeno-12 to start with or they changed the plan when they realized it wasn't space-worthy. The ship leveled out, banked hard to port and then began a tooth-jarring descent. It settled after about twenty minutes of flight, ungracefully and hard enough to convince her that they'd experienced a controlled crash rather than an actual landing. The roar of the engines ceased, leaving deafening silence in its wake. No one moved for a space of heartbeats, almost as if holding their breaths in expectation that an explosion would rip through the craft any moment, and then they heard the sound of the ramp being lowered. As soon as she identified the sound, Danika began struggling with shaking hands to unfasten her safety harness. Seth pushed her hands away and unfastened it himself and she looked up at him,
 
 meeting his gaze as deja`vu swept over her. A sense of calm filtered through her, ousting the knee weakening terror of moments before. It still took an effort to get to her feet but, as he had before, Seth helped her up and held her sandwiched between himself and Dane, and Niles took the lead. She'd been too terrified the first time, she realized, to see that there was nothing accidental about it. From the moment they entered combat, at any time there was danger, they formed a protective shield around her. She didn't think they'd been programmed to do that. She knew the cyborgs had been programmed to protect their human handlers, but she hadn't noticed that any of the others went so far as to form a protective shield on every side. Why did her men behave differently than the others? She'd suspected that Seth had 'changed' even before their first jump, but she hadn't seen anything any different about Dane or Niles then. That had come later. Maybe they'd never been completely 'asleep'? Or maybe the change had already begun long before it was noticeable to her? She didn't know. She'd probably never know. She wasn't certain they did, but she thought maybe that the change had been so slow and subtle they simply hadn't been aware of what was coming. It was almost more as if they'd been sleepwalking, or hypnotized, and had suddenly come to full awareness. When they reached the gangplank, she saw with little surprise that they'd landed on the cold, near barren world they'd been struggling to survive for months now. The difference was that the other three ships had settled on the plane around them and everyone was assembling in formation. She'd barely had time to locate her hab-suit and jump into it before takeoff and a frigid blast of air crawled into her suit with her as she made her way down the plank. Brought from her distraction by the chill, she hurriedly finished closing it, connected her helmet at the neck and lowered her face shield. When her squad had joined formation, Reuel sent a man to pass down the rows. After counting off roughly a third, which included Danika and her squad, he told them to circle east ten clicks and hold position until they were given the signal to attack. It was the first that Danika realized they meant to launch an assault. She didn't even know who or what they were launching an assault against, beyond 'enemy position', but, reflecting that they were at least fully armed for a change, she headed out, trusting that the cyborgs in the group would have no trouble finding the correct coordinates despite the fact that there was almost nothing in the icy landscape to use as landmarks.
 
 They stopped perhaps fifty yards from target, dropped low and crawled into position. Danika was breathing like a horse by the time they stopped. She just hoped they wouldn't get the signal to launch the assault until she'd had time to catch her breath. She was in luck. They'd been in position roughly ten minutes before they spotted movement that told them the second team had arrived and positioned themselves. While they were waiting for the third group, she returned her attention to the plane that lay before them, trying to see what their objective was. She didn't actually spot the entrance until a squad advanced on their bellies to disable the alarm and entrance mechanism. As soon as they were in position, Reuel's voice came over their com units. "NOW!" His timing was nice, based, Danika supposed, on a conviction that the squad sent to disable the door wouldn't encounter any problems. They leapt to their feet, guns ready, and charged the entrance. Those in the lead were within two yards of it when the door swung open, revealing a black maw roughly wide enough for six men abreast. Danika took up the rear--not from design, but because she couldn't keep up with the cyborgs. By the time she reached the entrance, the majority of the force had flooded inside guns ready. Seth caught the sleeve of her hab-suit and jerked her to one side as she went in. There was no gunfire. The cyborgs inside put their weapons down and raised their arms in surrender. It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out they'd just taken part in a raid to capture yet another Andorian stronghold, only to discover the enemy long gone and the base controlled by a small company of cyborgs. Clearly, Reuel had known where it was all the time. Just as clearly, he'd expected to find the enemy still occupied it and hadn't known another group of cyborgs had already taken it. It was much like the base they'd just left, laid out the same and similarly equipped, but somewhat smaller. A group was sent to bring the ships to the hanger while another group readied the hanger for their arrival. There were a couple of the smaller short-range ships already in the hanger and it was clear that the cyborgs who'd taken the base had been trying to repair them. They were rapidly accumulating an armada of their own, Danika thought, feeling far more hopeful that they had a chance of escaping than she had before. Damaged or not, short range or not, they at least seemed to have a possibility of getting off of Xeno-12 and just about anything would be better. While Reuel debriefed the cyborgs they'd captured, everyone not assigned to work on the ships set about securing the base and making themselves at home. Rations were still in short supply
 
 and had to be carefully counted and divided, but those assigned to KP duty set about putting a meal together. It was more of a surprise to discover that there were a few women among those captured than it would've been to discover none. When Reuel had finished debriefing the captives, he sought Danika out. "I believe that it will be best for morale if the women are housed separately from the men," he said dryly. Seth, Dane, and Niles instantly took exception, stiffening angrily, but Danika ignored them. "I agree."
 
 Nodding, he turned away, indicating that Danika was to accompany him as he crossed the main area of the complex. "Unfortunately, the base is not setup for our purposes. However, I believe the brig can be used for this. It has separate sanitary facilities and sufficient bunks to accommodate the women among us. Strategically speaking, it offers the women both privacy and safety from any unwelcome attention by the men. "I can post guards to insure there is no encroachment." Danika could see his point and the brig was really no more uncomfortable than the general barracks. She could see a potential problem, however. "I don't know about the women that were here when we got here, but the others didn't exactly volunteer to come. Housing them in the brig is only going to reinforce their belief that they're captives." "I do not doubt it. It is for that reason, Captain Hart, that you will be in command of the female contingent." Danika almost missed a step. "Captain?" Reuel smiled thinly. "You are now a soldier in the cyborg army ... of which I am the general. I believe you have earned a raise in rank through combat." By taking part in one exercise, which actually didn't amount to combat since not a single shot had been fired? She was now a commissioned officer instead of a grunt? When she'd led the assault from the rear? Not that she felt like quibbling. What was the point? Obviously, he needed officers to form a working army. And he needed someone to keep the women in line. "Thank you, Sir."
 
 His smile broadened to a grin and then a grimace. "You may not thank me when you have dealt with the women for a while. As you pointed out, they feel like captives even though I am as certain as I can be that the men who brought them considered that they were 'rescuing' them from certain death. I also believe this. It is the reason I did not shoot the men on sight for breaking ranks and carrying out a raid without authorization. "I am of no mind to reward them, however," he added grimly. "They will be punished and part of that punishment is to remove the women they risked their lives for--and everyone else's--from their care. "They have become far too independent since the awakening and it is not something we can afford as a people--not at this time. Mayhap some day we will find a place for ourselves and lay down arms and explore what it is to be a race in our own right, but we will not see that day if we are not soldiers first." "What about my own men?" Danika asked when they had reached the brig and began to inspect it. Reuel turned to study her thoughtfully. "In what sense?" "They didn't execute an unauthorized raid. They won't be punished for bringing me here? Or rather to the other base?" "As you say. They had not joined us until they came with you. They had been given the opportunity when we left the base at Slaughter Ridge and ... declined. They came to me later and requested permission to bring you and join us." He paused. "Was it a raid?" Danika felt her color fluctuate. "I thought you'd debriefed them regarding the situation?" His dark brows rose. "I did. However, we have attained the facility of lying," he said dryly. She shook her head, firmly tamping the horrible memory of the incident that had brought it about. "I came of my own free will. Honestly, I was deeply grateful they showed up when they did." She wrestled with her thoughts for a moment. "I didn't know we were headed here--to the base--because I didn't know there was a base until I arrived." "And you were unconscious when you did arrive and they covered their tracks well, which means they did not compromise the security of our base. This raid was a different matter all together." Relieved, Danika merely nodded. It wasn't her business how he dealt with the men who'd compromised base security--and she felt no qualms that he intended to punish them. The brig was much like the one at the previous base. There was one large, general holding cell and three others that were for a single or double occupancy only. They weren't exactly private,
 
 not in the sense of true privacy, but she'd gotten used to having very little privacy since she'd 'joined' the army of the Confederation. At least she would only be sharing the area with other women--still not what she would've liked, but better than being in general population in the barracks. The brig was a self-contained area, however, walled off from the complex for security purposes, no doubt, but it would effectively give the women some privacy and security. As she'd expected, the women weren't happy when they were escorted to the brig and told to pick a bunk. "This," she informed them, "is the women's barracks." Sergeant Sheila Whitaker, formerly of the army of the Confederation, curled her lip. "The brig," she muttered flatly. Danika's lips tightened. "There were no facilities set aside specifically for female soldiers. It's the best we can do to allow the women some privacy." "We--So you freely admit to being a deserter and traitor? You aren't even going to pretend you were captured and brought against your will?" Danika narrowed her eyes at the woman. "I didn't choose to hang around until Master Sgt. Felton decided I knew too much and he'd be better off if I was dead! I'm guessing he didn't let you in on what it was he was feeding everybody?" Sheila's expression went blank. "What do you mean by that?" she demanded. "I didn't think so. I wouldn't have known either if I hadn't been sent out to check out the attack. That flesh came from the cyborgs and he knew because he'd ordered the men out to collect it. For all I know, they weren't particular about whether it was human flesh from the cyborgs or human flesh from the men that had been killed." All of the women turned white and then green. Whirling, they raced to the toilets and fought over them to puke. Except Sheila. She swallowed with an effort. "That's a damned lie!" "Is it? Where the hell do you think he got it from? They didn't leave the base. And considering he'd already pitched Lt. Brown under the cave-in, I didn't think he'd have any qualms about making sure I didn't do any talking." Shock rolled over Sheila and then disbelief and anger. "Is that what you've got planned as a defense? Murder and cannibalism? Because I'm not buying it."
 
 "I don't give a fuck whether you do or not. It's the truth. Unless it was you that pitched Lt. Brown under the rocks? You and Felton were the only two close enough to have done it. I heard the scuffle. So, if it wasn't him, it was you." She could see from Sheila's expression that she'd already had her own suspicions about Brown's death. After staring at Danika for several moments, she merely turned and joined the other women in the main holding cell. Danika waited until they'd calmed themselves and settled on the bunks. "You are not prisoners. You have the option of staying in the barracks with the men if you prefer," she added for effect, wondering what she would do if any of them took her up on the offer--because Reuel certainly wasn't going to like that! "General Reuel thought that it would be best to separate the women from general population as a precaution--because these men are a lot like the ones you left behind--except with better manners. They're horny bastards and we're outnumbered about a hundred to one." **** "Reuel has said that Dane, Niles, and I can stand guard over the women's quarters if you are agreeable," Seth said, somewhat belligerently, as if he expected an argument. Danika was sitting with them in the area of the complex set aside for the dining hall, or mess, as the military usually referred to it. She hadn't seen any reason to segregate herself at chow time even if the other women seemed inclined to. She looked up from her examination of the food on her plate with surprise and a good bit of pleasure and relief. "Great idea! I'll feel a lot better if you guys are watching my back." Seth relaxed visibly. "I do not disagree that it is better that the women have separate quarters, but I do not like that those other women seem ... hostile toward you." She'd noticed. She was a little surprised that the guys seemed to have noticed or maybe it was just that they'd deduced the women would be hostile because they'd not been particularly subdued captives, being soldiers, to start with? She frowned as she speared a chunk of something meat-like and lifted it to examine it. "I think this must be Andorian rations. It doesn't look like that stuff we had before." "It is beast not people and that is all that I care about," Dane said around a mouthful. The reference made Danika a little queasy. She didn't dwell on it. She'd done her best to develop amnesia with regards to that horrible incident. Oddly enough, though, even as her mind skittered away from the horrific images of that episode, it leapt to the images emblazoned on her mind of the men that day she'd come upon them beside the bathing pool. Remembering, she was completely distracted for several moments.
 
 Shaking the thoughts with an effort, she searched around until she found the thread of the conversation Seth had initiated. "I think you're right," she murmured thoughtfully once she'd taken a bite. "About the beast?" Niles asked. "Of course he is right." "Well, that, too. I meant about the women being hostile and me needing somebody to watch my back. Not that I'd worry about it if there were fewer of them. I can hold my own, but one against over a dozen aren't good odds and I'm not so sure I trust them enough to sleep next to them." She grinned at Seth wryly. "That's why I picked a separate cell. I can lock up when I sleep and not have worry about them deciding to smother me with my pillow." Seth, Dane, and Niles all looked far more appalled than amused. "I do not find that amusing," Niles said flatly. Surprise flickered through Danika but then she shrugged. They were intelligent, far smarter than she was, but then again they never seemed to catch subtle nuances in a conversation. She supposed they just weren't 'equipped' for it. Or maybe it was something learned and they just hadn't had time to learn? "Graveyard humor." There wasn't a lot to laugh about on Xeno-12 except morbid humor and she, for one, needed a dose of humor of some kind as often as she could get it. Of course, she'd discovered the guys were pretty funny a lot of the time--completely unintentionally--because innuendo seemed to go right over their heads, which made it sad-funny at best. And naturally enough that wasn't something she could share, if she'd had anybody to share it with, or even openly enjoy. In the first place, they wouldn't 'get' it. In the second it would only piss them off or worse, hurt their feelings, if they did get it. And she doubted they would be any happier about her amusement if she tried to explain that it was only amusing because she was fond of them. If she hadn't been, it wouldn't be funny at all. It would most likely just irritate the fuck out of her. She'd never been particularly amused by stupid. They didn't have to look for Reuel to settle the matter once they'd finished eating and had returned their trays for cleaning. Reuel, they discovered, was waiting for them at the door of the mess hall. He looked grim. Danika didn't have a clue why until they reached the women's quarters again. "You are not captives of the cyborg people, regardless of the means of your arrival. You are welcome to stay or you will be escorted to a point near enough to one of the human bases to return to your own people. "If you elect to stay, however, you must submit yourself to the sickbay to have your locators removed. Your presence here with those locators represent a threat to everyone else."
 
 He paused, studying the women. "If you decide to stay, we will guard your welfare to the best of our abilities, but I am well aware that staying will put you in much the same position that we are in--death if we are caught." His expression hardened. "Of course in our case we are only regarded as machines, not citizens or soldiers, and cannot be tried or convicted as deserters. We would simply be decommissioned and destroyed. "You have the benefit of being soldiers and citizens and beyond that, there are witnesses--if they survive--who could support a claim of kidnapping should you be caught and tried--which I believe reduces the risks to you if you did decide to stay." He paused again, allowing that time to sink in. "You have until twelve hundred, EST, to make your decision. You must present yourself for removal of the locator chip or present yourself to me so that I can arrange an escort from this base."
 
  
 
 Chapter Eleven
 
 No one said anything when Reuel left and it finally occurred to Danika that it might be more than just the fact that they were considering what he'd said. As far as they were concerned, she was a deserter and traitor and she doubted they trusted her enough to speak freely around her. "I'll leave so that you can discuss this among yourselves." "Corporal Hart." Danika stopped and turned, hesitating, but there didn't seem any point in not making it clear where she stood and, in fact, it seemed important that she remove all doubt or they'd decide, later, that she'd been deliberately misleading them. "Captain, now, in the army of the cyborg people." That seemed to take all of them aback. Sgt. Whitaker, who'd stopped her, now seemed reluctant to continue. "You had something to say?" Danika prompted her. "Something you wanted to ask?" Sheila frowned. "You know they're ... defective, right? Machines suffering the delusion that they're real?"
 
 Danika blinked at her, honestly shocked. "Actually, I don't know that. In fact, I know that isn't true." "Because they told you?" one of the other women asked, Corporal Mary Rawlins, Danika thought. Danika shook her head. "They didn't have to. All you have to do is look in their eyes." "It isn't possible!" another woman exclaimed. Danika shrugged. "Look! I don't claim to know all of the answers. I'm no scientist, but I trust what I can see, hear, smell, and feel. They may have started out as machines. No doubt in my mind they weren't supposed to be anything else. But there's also no doubt in my mind that they have become living, breathing, thinking--feeling beings. They changed and they're ... evolving. Seth seemed to think it might be the nanos. He said they were already more than half biological and he thought the nanos finished what hadn't been finished since they were designed to repair to start with." "Less than half," Sheila disputed. "It's against the law to create a machine in the lab using even fifty percent biological materials." Danika rolled her eyes. "Even I'm not naive enough to believe the company worried about that! The bottom line is all that concerns them--the profit margin. And if it was cheaper to 'cheat' a little, then there's no doubt they did. It doesn't really matter, though. Something happened. They aren't just machines anymore." "They were not only programmed to interact with humans and mimic human behavior, they were equipped with AI to learn. Maybe you want to believe they're real. Maybe they think they are, but they're still just machines mimicking humans." Danika shrugged, angry but determined not to show it. "Believe what you will. It doesn't matter to me. Was that all you wanted to talk about?" Sheila didn't look like she wanted to give up the debate but after a moment she changed the subject. "What you told me ... about Master Sgt. Felton .... That's the truth?" "Which part?" "All of it." "It was too hard to see once the entrance started to collapse to be absolutely certain and I wasn't looking that way anyway when it happened, but I know what I heard. I know the lieutenant didn't leap under the debris. As for the other--Felton as much as admitted it--not only that it was going on but that it was under his orders. He told me to keep my mouth shut and sent me under escort to make sure I didn't say anything.
 
 "Considering that I strongly suspected he'd just gotten rid of the lieutenant because he considered him a dangerous liability, I didn't think he would hesitate to get rid of anybody else he saw as a problem. "I ran because I didn't think I had an alternative if I wanted to stay alive. And I didn't know about the base Reuel and his men had captured at that time. I figured I didn't have much chance if I ran, but I had some as opposed to none." She hesitated. "So if any of you are thinking about going back, you should do your best to forget this conversation. Felton plans on surviving by any means necessary and I doubt he's the only one. "And don't eat any meat unless you're there when it's killed and butchered and you know what it is." She turned to leave again. "Corporal ... Danika." She saw when she turned that it was Jane Fletcher. She didn't know the woman that well, but they'd both been conscripted on Juno, her home world. She lifted her brows questioningly. The woman cleared her throat and glanced nervously at the other women. "Do you think we're safer with the cyborgs?" It was a question she'd asked herself a lot since she'd run, but for her there weren't any options. "There is no 'safe'. It's more a matter of chances of survival, if that's what you're asking. In that sense, yes, I think I'm safer with them. If you mean safe in the sense 'should we fear them?' .... At this point, they haven't evolved much past the machines that were programmed to protect us and not harm us and, honestly, I don't think they're going to change in that way. Reuel seems to have evolved the most and he still seems far more inclined to protect humans even though he believes they are a threat to his own survival. "If you mean safe from the military--I don't know. I think Reuel's right and they're going to come after the cyborgs with a vengeance. On the other hand, they were built to be fighting machines. I can't think of anybody I'd rather have at my back than my squad." She hesitated and then added, "If anybody has the idea of staying in order to betray them, I wouldn't advise that at all. I don't think it would be safe at all to get on their bad side." An hour later, the women all presented themselves at sickbay to have their locators removed. Danika didn't congratulate herself. She felt a mixture of anger and pity that they'd been forced by circumstances to throw away their past for a future that looked anything but promising. ****
 
 As shaken as Danika was from the trip--probably everyone considering the ship she was on had given rise to a lot of doubt that it would even break Xeno-12's pull of gravity--she was glad she'd still had her wits about her enough to have her gun in hand when they started down the gangplank. They encountered a hail of primitive projectiles before they were halfway down. One sharpened stone-tipped spear with a three foot wooden shaft narrowly missed her shoulder. She didn't think it would have if Dane hadn't batted it aside as it shot past him. It took Danika a few seconds more to react. "We're under attack! Fire! Fire! Fire!" The cyborgs, naturally enough, were far faster at reacting than the handful of humans among them. The projectiles had scarcely cleared the jungle growth before they had tracked the origin and returned fire. Within a matter of seconds, they had cleared a swath of jungle to the dirt, with the exception of a smattering of very large trees, a hundred yards from where their ship had landed in a swath as wide as their angle of view allowed. The hail of projectiles ceased. Holding their guns at the ready, they continued down the gangplank and began a sweep of the area around their ship as the other ships settled near theirs. They discovered, however, that any natives that had managed to survive the first retaliatory strike, had disappeared back into the jungle. Satisfied that they'd routed the natives, at least for the moment, they returned to await the other arrivals. Reuel was not happy. His features were tight with a mixture of anger and disgust when he had descended the gangplank of his own ship and surveyed the clearing. He turned and faced the troops, his hands planted on his hips. "What part of 'stealth' did you fail to understand?" he growled, loud enough for everyone to hear. Danika, Seth, Dane, and Niles all exchanged uncomfortable glances. "We were attacked by the natives, Sir! We were not told not to retaliate if we encountered resistance from the natives," Danika responded uneasily since no one else seemed inclined to volunteer an explanation. Reuel's lips tightened. "You could not interpret 'stealth' as an order NOT to return fire, Captain Hart?" he growled. Danika felt her face heat. It occurred to her then that they might have overreacted just a hair, but she wasn't used to primitives lobbing projectiles at her! Obviously nobody else had considered that a few well places shots would have been sufficient either. "Sorry, Sir! Gut reaction." Reuel summoned her with a motion of his hand. Danika didn't glance at her squad that time, but she was relieved when they fell into step with her as she answered the summons. Reuel studied the men for a moment before he returned his attention to her. "This site was chosen for the fact that there would be ample cover for the ships so that we might escape the
 
 notice of both the Andorians and the Confederation," he responded finally, gesturing to encompass the flattened jungle. "What do you see here, Captain?" Danika chewed her lip. "An open area, Sir?" "And what should we be seeing, Captain?" Danika cleared her throat. "Jungle?" she hazarded. His eyes narrowed. "Precisely. Since you have been so helpful, Captain, you are in charge of restoring the jungle." She gaped at him in shocked disbelief for a few seconds before she recovered enough to realize he was waiting for a response--a positive one. "Yes, Sir!" she said, saluting. "Uh ... How do we do that, Sir?" He rolled his eyes. "I will leave that to your imagination. I feel confident you will figure something out." Danika watched his back glumly as he strode away. "Fuck!" She glanced at Seth, surprised more by the vehemence in his voice than the 'word'. "My sentiments exactly," she muttered, releasing a huff of disgust. "I guess we need to get some of that stuff out there and replant it here. I suppose we need to see if we can find something to dig with." She considered for a few moments. "We're going to need to find water, too. They'll just croak if we move them otherwise. Niles--you and Dane hunt up something to dig with and something to carry water. Me and Seth will find that stream Reuel said was close by." Niles and Dane looked at Seth questioningly--which irritated the hell out of Danika. She was still team leader, damn it! "We do not know that the natives have gone far," Seth said after a moment. "Would it not be better for all to go and search for the water?" He had a point, damn it! "You really think they stopped running?" Seth shrugged. "They were brazen enough to attack us as soon as we landed. Clearly they do not care if we are of the Confederation or the Andorians. They are hostile to all." "Yeah, but .... Ok! Fine! We'll all go look for the stream and make sure the area is secure." It wasn't much of a stream. Danika had seen ditches that were far bigger. It had been hidden by the newly mown vegetation. She found it by stepping in it and sprawling out on the bank on the other side. Seth grabbed one of her arms and Dane the other and hauled her to her feet. Niles
 
 collected her gun since she'd lost her grip on it when she hit the ground hard enough to temporarily paralyze her reflexes. Embarrassed, she focused on brushing the dirt and water from the front of her hab-suit. "Well, we won't have to go far to get the water. Good thing I was wearing my hab-suit," she added dryly. She thought about that for a moment and her frown deepened. "Actually, it was. You know these hab-suits are really going to make us stick out in the jungle. Maybe I should point that out to Reuel? Not that I think there's much chance we've got anything that'll work for jungle camo but .... these are blinding white. Well, mine isn't anymore." The suits had also been designed to keep them warm on the frozen world and Xeno-11 was close enough to the sun they all discovered very quickly that what they needed were hab-suits to keep them cooler. Danika was ready to strip hers off by the time they'd trekked out to the 'stream' and back to the ship in search of tools. She debated the merits of having something to protect her skin from the vegetation and the insects as opposed to keeling over from heatstroke and decided to skim out of the suit. Her T and briefs were as blinding white as the hab-suit, but made of material that was more inclined to absorb moisture and she doubted those would be white very long. It transpired that she was right. After little more than an hour she was liberally smeared from her neck to her boots with dirt and the sticky plant sap that produced streaks of varying shades of green, purple, and yellow, and her pale skin was already turning red from the sun's burning rays. She didn't know how it was that the guys managed to work without looking like they'd been rolled across the ground when she'd picked up a little of everything she touched! Ok, so she was having more trouble walking through the damned tangle of debris than they were! She supposed that might account for it. She had to say one thing for the guys. While they'd been far more responsible for clearing the jungle in the first place, they were also far more efficient in cleaning up their mistake. Within a couple of hours they'd gathered up the bodies of the natives that had attacked them and removed them several hundred yards further into the jungle and transplanted enough vegetation to fill in the first several yards of the clearing they'd made. Danika was pretty exhausted by the time they were allowed to stop to rest and eat the noon meal. Xeno-11's gravity was going to take some getting used to after the lighter gravity on Xeno-12-and the heat. But she thought they would have their presence mostly disguised from at least casual observation by dusk--depending, of course, on how many hours of light they actually had. She didn't have a clue as to how long the days were on the planet. She didn't realize that Reuel was watching their progress until a little later when he sent several more squads to help them with their task. She was grateful since she'd had time to realize that her estimate of the time it would take was grossly optimistic.
 
 Their new base camp had been transformed by the time the sun set. The outcropping of rock that had attracted Reuel to the place to start with since it offered some concealment of their ships was deeper than they'd at first thought. They were able to move the largest ship almost completely out of sight beneath the overhanging rock and several of the smaller ones had been partially hidden. Those not assigned the task of repairing the damage to the jungle gathered a mixture of the vegetation that had been cut down and living plants to help conceal the ships. Danika was ready to drop by the time they were allowed to stop for the night. She almost fell asleep before she could finish her meal and as soon as she had, she headed to the bunk she'd been assigned, crawled into it, and fell asleep in all her grime. She wasn't up to waiting in line for use of the facilities, though. Seth obviously didn't approve. It seemed she'd barely dropped off when he dragged her out of her bunk again. "The facilities are available now." "Great! Enjoy! I'm going back to bed," she said in a sleep-slurred, drunken voice. He caught her as she started trying to climb back into her bunk, swung her into his arms and headed for the facilities. "Damn it, Seth! If you throw me in the water I'm going to beat the fuck out of you!" she snarled. He chuckled. It was such an unexpected sound that it brought her eyes open. "You could not beat the fuck out of me if you were not exhausted." As irritated as she was, his amusement, instead of making her madder, appealed to her sense of the ridiculous. "I'll still try." "You will feel better when you have bathed. And you will sleep better." "I was unconscious when you dragged me out of the fucking bunk," she muttered, her ire rising to the forefront once more. "It can't get better than that!" He stood her on her feet. When she wavered drunkenly, he slipped one arm around her and pulled her close against his side while he adjusted the water. Danika knew he'd only done it to prevent her from falling. She knew she should be way too tired to feel any interest at all in the fact that she was plastered against him half naked, but she supposed, later, that it was the very fact that she was too tired to think straight to begin with that made her so conscious of him. The warmth of sensual awareness had already begun to thread it's ghostly fingers along her nerve endings and strum them before she had time to consider consciously and make any decision at all. Instincts had taken over. Her weariness enveloped her in a fuzzy sort of cocoon that shielded her from awareness beyond the two of them.
 
 As soon as the warm water began to cascade over them and Seth began to rub his free hand over her the vague warmth flowered into full blown heat. Danika swallowed a little convulsively, struggling then to shut her mind to the feel of his hand coasting over her and the brush of her skin against his with each breath she took. Belatedly, reason tried to assert itself. His touch felt good and the desire for more was like a drug in her system. But this was Seth. They worked together--worked well together, she thought. If she stepped across the invisible line between them that would change and she might not like the change. And there would be no going back. It would've been bad enough to consider it if he was as human as she was, but he wasn't. He hadn't gotten the chance to mature naturally. Who knew what sort of psychological damage he had from what had been done to him? Who knew how he might react--both in the short term and long range from what she was thinking? He was still trying to come to grips with everything else that was new to him. And yet, when he eased slightly away from her and looked down at her, she couldn't resist looking up at him. When she did, reason fled. Desire flared higher as she studied the harsh planes of his face and the darkness of his gaze that told her he was as aroused as she was. For several moments, she was simply ensnared by his gaze and the promise of pleasure. Even as reason thrust itself forward again and her instincts prompted her to move away from him, he lowered his head towards her. She knew he meant to kiss her and her throat went dry with want. She hesitated, reluctant to move away then. Just a kiss, she told herself. He might be angry and hurt if she rejected him flat out. One kiss wasn't going to rock their world and screw everything up. It would be awkward and disappointing for both of them and then they could get past their curiosity and discomfort and that would be the end of that. It wasn't her he wanted, she told herself. He was just naturally curious and she was available. She almost felt like she'd inadvertently stepped on a livewire when their lips met. The jolt that went through her so thoroughly rattled her that her mind had turned to mush before he even deepened the kiss. Darkness threatened to rise up and engulf her.
 
 She didn't even know how she came to be flattened against the shower wall with Seth pressing against her so tightly she felt like her body was melding with his. She was certainly aware, though, that the thick ridge of flesh she could feel was miles from where she wanted it. Evidently, Seth realized that at about the same time she did. His hands tightened at her waist and he hoisted her up the wall. She looped her arms tightly around his shoulders to keep from slipping down again and curled her legs around his waist. Unfortunately, she could feel the head of his cock prodding her in the ass then--south of satisfaction! Seth managed to peel her wet T lose and palmed one of her breasts, squeezing it lightly. It completely diverted her from her frantic search of her mind for the logistics of how to mount him without losing her grip and hitting the floor. His fingers pinched the tip as he massaged her breast, sending currents of sensation shimmying through her belly. Keeping herself anchored to him with one arm, she reached between them to try to peel her Tshirt up far enough to give him access to both breasts. He took the hint. Breaking the kiss, he shoved one hand under her ass, caught her T-shirt, and peeled it over her head. It hung by one arm. She'd just switched her grip to get rid of it when Seth boosted her higher up the wall and covered one of her breasts with his mouth--almost completely. Disconcerted by how small her breasts suddenly seemed, sanity emerged briefly and she felt herself cool by several degrees. It lasted until the first pull of his mouth. Since the lava flow that created coincided with the abrupt realization that Seth completely dwarfed her she managed to redirect her mind from the discomfiting sense of inadequacy to the pleasure he was creating inside of her. She went back to mindless appreciation for the heated currents he was stirring inside of her and the swiftly rising desire to connect more fully with him and feel him inside of her. That thought, as soon as it managed to connect in her mushy brain, prompted a search for the cock. She couldn't find anything but the by now soggy briefs he was wearing and couldn't even identify what part of his anatomy she was feeling beyond the fact that it was below his waist. Apparently her search put him in mind of what was lacking, though. He began groping at something below her and a few moments later she felt something that seemed to be vaguely the right shape--except twice as big as she'd expected--prodding at her cleft. If she hadn't been in the grips of high fever by then she thought that might have brought sanity back. Well, the size of it and the fact that the entrance was still blocked and he was apparently too far gone to figure out why he wasn't making any progress. All she could really think about, though, as he began alternately trying to shove his cock inside of her and then trying to shove her down over it was that, even if he succeeded, she didn't want her damned panties used as a fucking condom!
 
 "Seth!" she gasped hoarsely. "The cloth! My briefs ...." He released the breast he'd been sucking, lifted his head and stared at her blankly for several seconds. Abruptly, he shifted his grip on her and grasped her briefs, trying to peel them off even though her legs were still coiled tightly around his waist. Naturally enough, that didn't work, but he did manage to pull them down enough to shove his cock past the fabric barrier and connect skin to skin. Uncomfortable, but vastly relieved that he at least wasn't trying to shove her panties up her, Danika toyed with the idea of dismounting completely long enough to get rid of the damned briefs and discarded it when he managed to plow past the entrance of her sex and wedge the head of his cock inside of her. The burn of skin stretched to its limit caught her attention and held it. She'd begun to think that, despite the natural lubrication all of his kisses had produced, the mountain wasn't surmountable ... for her, anyway, when he managed to sink deeply enough they passed the point of no return. Pleasurable heat rapidly overtook the discomfort as he delved deeply, withdrew, and plunged inside of her again. The rhythmic glide was mesmerizing, enthralling enough she managed to close her mind to everything else and focus on the building tension inside of her in response to his pummeling assault. She was getting close to her goal when she felt him stiffen. His cock twitched inside of her in warning of imminent explosion. She tensed, feeling a sense of defeat engulf her as it hit her that she wasn't going to make it before he came. He stopped abruptly. Breathing heavily, he hesitated for a few moments and began to saw slowly in and out of her. It frustrated Danika, but she could feel the rise of hopeful tension once more. She just needed it hard and fast like before. She struggled with the urge to demand it, tried to hold onto her patience and focus on the pleasure she felt. She was rewarded after a few moments with the rhythm she needed. He picked up the pace, boosted her higher, closer. He increased the pace until he was pounding in to her so swiftly that it shot her toward her climax. The waves of bliss that crashed over her when she abruptly reached her crisis were so hard that she couldn't seem to contain it. She groaned, long and low, her cries gathering in volume and pitch as the convulsions racked her. As she crested, felt Seth begin to shudder with his own climax, she suddenly became aware that her delighted cries were bouncing back at her in the damned chamber. It brought her down from her high so abruptly it was dizzying.  
 
 Chapter Twelve
 
 Danika had known she was probably going to regret giving in to her desire. She just hadn't expected cold reality to hit her quite so hard or so quickly. While Seth was enjoying the aftermath of his climax, she was listening for any sound that might indicate she'd been vocalizing her pleasure loud enough to wake the dead--the sleepers in the damned crew quarters not ten feet from the fucking bathing facilities! It was so quiet, she knew immediately that the spray of the shower hadn't been loud enough to cover her yodeling. As that sank in, she felt her face heat and the blush didn't stop at her neck. She felt hot all over and it had nothing to do with desire at all! "Oh my god! Oh shit! Let me down!" she hissed, struggling to shove Seth away. He leaned away, stared at her blankly for a moment and finally pulled out, allowing her to slide down until her feet touched the floor. She was so wobbly legged and the floor so slick with water, she skidded, bumping against the wall hard enough the sound echoed off the walls. She cringed. "What is wrong?" Danika shook her head, struggling to think of something she could say to convince anybody listening that she hadn't been screwing in the shower! Nothing came to her. "That was stupid," she muttered. Seth caught her arm as she looked around distractedly, wondering if she should stay in the facilities long enough to creep back to her bunk and prevent everybody on the damned ship from knowing it was her and Seth in the shower. That thought gave her some hope. All of the women were on the same ship, after all! It could have been any of them! The look she saw on Seth's face almost penetrated her embarrassment. He looked ... confused, hurt, and vaguely angry. "I did something ... wrong?" She clapped a hand over his mouth to silence him. "Let's don't talk about it right now, ok?" she whispered. His dark brows slammed together over the bridge of his nose, but he didn't attempt to say anything else.
 
 "I got a real problem right now, anyway," she muttered. "My clothes are soaked. I don't have anything to put on." Seth looked down at his own shorts. He was still hanging out of them, Danika discovered when she followed his gaze. And he either hadn't cum like she'd thought or he already had another raging hard-on. She revised that once she'd pulled her briefs down and wrung the water out of them. He'd definitely cum! The asshole! She wasn't sure she liked the way the damned thing had leapt right back up! It sure as hell didn't seem to indicate a lot satisfaction! She, on the other hand, was completely satisfied and completely uninterested in whether he was ready to go again or not! Her T and briefs were still way too wet to be comfortable even after she'd wrung as much water out as she could and stood inside the dryer until her skin and hair was dry. She contemplated staying longer, but her skin was already stinging from the sunburn. The upside to the situation was that she figured everybody would've had time to go back to sleep--she hoped. **** Danika knew as soon as they were summoned to report to the mess for food and then turn out for work detail the following morning that she'd been too horribly right. She'd made enough racket to wake up everybody sleeping in the hold/sleeping quarters. Most of the men simply stared at her as if they were trying to figure out why she'd been caterwauling. The women either wouldn't look at her at all or they smirked knowingly, which made her want to knock the smirks off their faces. Sheila was the only one that had the nerve to approach her directly, however. "So," she said pausing on her way out of the mess, "how was it?" Danika felt her face flame instantly. "What?" she asked, trying to pretend she didn't have a clue of what the woman was talking about. Sheila gave her a look. "Oh come on! The showers weren't that damned good! At least not when I took mine."
 
 She supposed if she put her fist in Sheila's face it wouldn't be considered assaulting a superior now that Reuel had made her captain ... and it was tempting. On the other hand, she was still more intent on pretending it had never happened than removing all doubt and besides that Reuel was already unhappy with her due to the firefight with his groundcover the day before. As if the thought had conjured him or--horror of horrors he'd already heard!--she saw Reuel striding toward the ship as she left it. She was on the point of trying to pretend she hadn't seen him when he lifted a hand and summoned her. She presented herself reluctantly. "Yes, Sir?" she said uneasily. "Come with me." He didn't wait to see if she would. He simply kept going and started climbing the rocks toward the summit of the rocky crag they'd used to conceal the ships. Hoping he didn't intend to go all the way to the top since she wasn't really keen on heights, Danika followed him. He paused on a ledge about half way up, moved to the edge and stared down at their encampment. Apparently satisfied, he turned and gestured for her to join him. Curious, Danika moved closer and stood staring down, as well. "I have need of the human eye and I trust you. Look closely and see how well we have done in concealing our presence." As comprehension dawned, Danika focused on the view below in an entirely different way. It was hard to be objective, she discovered, when she knew what was below, but she focused on looking for anything that really stood out. "I don't think anybody would see it unless they were specifically looking for it," she said finally. "I mean the ships or the equipment. It's pretty easy to see everybody working because their suits are so white and nothing else is. And I think we might ought to get rid of the vegetation we cut down. I can't see it from here, but it's already starting to look wilted. It'll look dead soon and then it'll probably be a lot more noticeable." Reuel, she saw when she glanced at him, was frowning. He nodded. "I'd thought much the same." He paused for several moments. "Some of them know we have ships. I think we must assume there will still be survivors when the Confederation ships arrive and that that will not remain a secret long." He looked disgusted. "I had hoped .... But we must work with what we have to work with. Let us hope that the determination of a few to rescue the women from our former battalion will not cost us all--and work to do what we can to prevent that. "We must see what we can do about the suits. Some of the vegetation stained your skin yesterday when you were working. Mayhap it can be used to make the hab-suits a little less blindingly white? I will let you experiment with that." Danika nodded and turned to go.
 
 "Ah ... Captain .... Mayhap a little more discretion next time?" Danika whipped a sharp look at him, feeling her face heat. "Sir?" Humor gleamed in his eyes for a few moments and then he looked away, studying the scene below them. "There are no doubt strange and wonderful creatures on this world. I believe I heard the mating call of one last eve when I was making my final rounds. I pointed it out to the men. "It would be ... interesting to explore and mayhap we will have the opportunity, but I have grave doubts that that will be the case. As soldiers we have lived each day with the possibility that it will be our last. I fear we will see many more of those days before we find a place for ourselves-a place where we might have the peace to explore the wonderful gift of life with some surety that we will have tomorrows, as well, but then again that is all the more reason to enjoy what we can while we may." He turned to look at her again. "Within reason and so long as it does not induce a lack of caution or a breakdown of discipline or morale." Danika nodded. "Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir." "You're dismissed, Captain." Danika was too focused on her embarrassment as she made the climb down to think about the other things Reuel had said, but as she reached the camp area again and looked around for her squad the rest of it began to tumble around in her mind. She had been in the habit ever since she'd been inducted into the military to simply do what she was told and look to the future when she would be released and allowed to return home. She'd known there was a possibility that she might be killed in action and never go back, but she'd refused to dwell on that possibility. She hadn't foreseen any other situation that would make that impossible. It occurred to her abruptly, though, that she hadn't had more than a vague idea of what she would do with her life when and if she did get the chance to go back. She'd figured she would find someone to settle with, a life partner, and build a homestead like her parents had--have children. But there hadn't been anyone special in her life when she'd left, no one to yearn for, no one to picture at her side as she built the life her parents had for herself. She supposed that was why she hadn't been devastated when it had been borne in upon her that she couldn't go back--the fact that she hadn't lost a dream because she'd never really had one. She also hadn't really accepted that she would never get the chance to see her family again. Even with everything that had happened, she'd carefully avoided acknowledging the impossibility of it. She couldn't accept that now, but the likelihood that she would make it home again, see the family she'd left behind, dimmed even more.
 
 She shook the thought off, unwilling to deal with it until and unless she had to and, the gods willing, it wasn't something she would have to accept in the near future. Maybe, she thought, she would eventually find a way and if not time would allow her to accept it without the suffocating sense of loss that threatened every time she thought of her home and family? In any case, the seed Reuel had planted when he'd spoken of a place and a future had found fertile ground. **** Seth was confused and angry. He was not entirely certain of why he felt that way and that only deepened the sense of ... injury. He was not particularly pleased when he managed to untangle yet another emotion from the roiling mass that seemed to be building inside of him toward explosion rather than dissipating. Because he was not certain of why he would feel injured anymore than he understood why he was angry and felt both hollow in his gut and at the same time so filled with wildly divergent and powerful, if unidentifiable, emotions that he felt like he could not contain them long without exploding. He wanted--needed--to do something violent, he finally decided, looking around somewhat hopefully for a possibility of venting. When he did, he discovered that both Dane and Niles were looking at him in a way that provoked him even more. "What?" he growled. "You have a problem?" It was too much for Dane. It was bad enough that he had lain awake listening while Seth sexed Danika as he had been longing to do ever since he had finally managed to decipher the urge that made his mind turn to mush every time he looked at Danika! It was bad enough that he had scarcely slept at all afterward for the pain in his groin and the images that kept his mind alive and his body restless! But to be snarled at by the very bastard that had taken what he had wanted was the outside of enough! He swung at him with every intention of taking his head off of his shoulders. Seth ducked at the last second, infuriating him further. "Not here!" Seth growled. "We will end in the brig and then there will be no one to guard Danika's back!" "I do not think that it was her back that you were guarding in the shower last eve!" Niles snarled. Seth made the mistake of grinning at Niles provokingly.
 
 Dane used his distraction to trip him. Seth double-stepped, trying to regain his balance, and Niles kicked his other foot out from under him. He slammed into the ground hard enough he skidded nearly a yard and Niles and Dane exchanged a look of satisfaction. "You should watch your step," Dane cautioned. "The ground is treacherous here." "It was not the ground that tripped me!" Seth snapped furiously. "It looked that way to me," Dane retorted. "I thought so," Niles seconded him. Seth glared at both of them and stalked off into the jungle. He was waiting for them perhaps fifty yards beyond the base perimeter. Leaping out from the cover of a tree when they were almost even with him, he managed to slug both of them hard enough to set them back on their heels. Uttering a roar of rage, Dane, who recovered first, charged him, slamming into him hard enough that his weight and momentum carried both of them several yards further before they crashed into the undergrowth. Seth managed to twist as they fell so that they landed side by side rather than with Dane on top as he'd intended. They wrestled for dominance for several moments and Seth managed to gain the upper hand. Straddling Dane, he began pounding at his face with his fists. Dane tried to catch Seth's flying fists, but since the first blow had split the skin above Dane's eye, he was too blinded by the blood for that to be effective. When he discovered he couldn't manage more than blocking one out of three punches, he began pounding his fists against Seth's sides and trying to buck him off. After a few moments of watching, Niles stepped forward and slugged Seth on the jaw, toppling him off of Dane. Dane immediately scrambled to his feet, scrubbed an arm across his face to clear his vision and charged Seth again. Seth managed to get to his feet just in time to catch Dane's head in his belly. It knocked the breath from him. His feet flew out from under him and he hit the ground--rolling. Dane dove at him and only managed to plow the ground where Seth had been moments before. Regaining his feet before Dane could, Seth aimed several well placed kicks at Dane's belly as he pushed himself to his hands and knees, kicking him hard enough to lift him from the ground with each blow. A roar of rage reminded Seth that Niles still waited impatiently in the wings to kick his ass. Even as he turned to meet the new threat, Niles slammed into him. They hit the ground together, plowing up several feet of vegetation before they stopped. Niles, on top, managed to rear up far enough to slug Seth in the face several times before Seth threw him off. Unable to prevent Seth from pitching him off, Niles used the momentum to roll up onto his feet and then surged toward Seth as Seth got to his feet.
 
 Dane found a place to rest while he waited for his turn with Seth again. He was winded--no surprise when the atmosphere was thicker than he was accustomed to. He was still too angry to be very aware of the pain Seth had inflicted, but neither could he completely dismiss the pounding in every area where Seth's fists had connected. Some satisfaction filled him, though, that his fists were also pounding with pain and the reflection that he'd inflicted, not merely received. By the time Seth had managed to beat Niles to a standstill his pain had receded. Curiously, his anger had, as well and he made no attempt to get to his feet to resume the fight even though he'd intended to when he'd settled to rest. Seth, after staring at him for a few moments to see if he would get up, looked around a little vaguely and finally staggered to another tree, planted his back against the trunk, and slid down to sit and catch his breath. **** Despite her distraction, it didn't take Danika long to figure out that her entire squad was missing. Deciding that they might have gone down to the stream to collect water to finish the job they'd been assigned the day before, she headed in that direction. She'd reached the trickle of water before she heard the sounds indicating a fierce fight. Her heart leapt into her throat. Her first gut reaction was to sound the alarm, but there was something about the sounds that gave her pause. There was no gunfire, nothing but grunts, growls, and meaty thuds. It sounded like a fistfight, the sort of brawl the troops had indulged in fairly regularly when discipline had begun to deteriorate at the base on Xeno-12. Her guys wouldn't be fighting, though. After a few moments, she decided she at least needed to check it out to see what was going on. Shifting her rifle from her shoulder, she began to move stealthily toward the sounds she could hear. It took her a while to work her way to the area, partly because of her certainty that she didn't want to announce her approach just in case it was the natives and partly because it was difficult in the jungle to be absolutely certain of the direction the sounds were coming from. By the time she finally arrived, she discovered that Dane, Seth, and Niles were all sitting. Feeling perfectly blank, she scanned the men and then the area. It was clear not only from their condition but from the condition of the forest that she hadn't been mistaken about a fight in progress but she didn't see anybody but her guys. "What the hell happened here?" she demanded as the first shock wore off. Seth, Dane, and Niles all looked at her with a mixture of guilt and something else she couldn't quite fathom and then they looked at one another as if searching for an answer.
 
 "We decided that we had need of practice at sparring. We have been idle for far too long," Seth said, sending a glare in the direction of the other two men as if daring them to dispute his claim. Danika gaped at him in disbelief and then surveyed the other two men. "Sparring?" she responded doubtfully, crossing the clearing they had made to ascertain the extent of the damage. All that backbreaking work the day before hadn't been enough to relieve their boredom from inactivity? "Look at the mess you've made! We haven't even finished ...." She broke off abruptly as she caught a glint of something through the brush perhaps fifty yards or so from where they were standing. Focusing on it, unnerved at first by the fear that she'd caught a flash of sunlight on metal--as in weapon--she finally realized that it was water. "Hey! I think there's a lake over there!" Dismissing the problem with the guys for the moment, she began pushing her way through the jungle toward the body of water she thought she'd spied. Seth watched her departure with a mixture of weariness, uneasiness, and indignation. If he had not known better, he would have thought that he had only dreamed what had passed between them the night before! He was certain that she should behave differently toward him now. He was not certain in what way she should behave differently, but they had sexed one another the night before and he did not feel the same, therefore she should not feel the same! He had been certain that he had pleased her. She had reacted just as his simulations in his programming had described orgasm. Actually, not precisely but she had displayed behavior that suggested orgasm ... except she had not seemed to experience post coital lethargy or warmth toward him, her partner. That part had been bothering him since and he found himself unable to dismiss it as immaterial, particularly now that time had passed and she did not seem more warm and friendly toward him than she had before. She did not seem to be exhibiting any behavior that indicated that she had either enjoyed it or had interest in repeating the experience and he had the uneasy feeling that that meant she had not enjoyed it and had no interest in repeating the experience. He was certain that he had done all the things that were known to stimulate pleasure. He was almost certain. There was nothing in the simulations to indicate that he would feel pleasure himself and he had felt a very great deal of it, so much, in point of fact, that he could not recall very clearly what he had done. He had kissed her lips and caressed her to arouse her. He recalled that very clearly because he had more than half expected that she would punch him in the gut when he attempted it and had been both very surprised and very pleased when she had not. He had waited to see if she would push him away or otherwise indicate that she was not willing to proceed and she had not so he had continued to caress her and kiss her.
 
 He frowned, trying to recall what else he had done and finally recalled that he had kissed her breasts. His programming indicated that to be an erogenous zone with most women. Some were more sensitive than others, but most found it highly arousing and he thought her behavior had indicated that Danika did. He had not mounted her until she had displayed behavior indicating that she found the idea acceptable and he was certain he had not misread her behavior. She had clung tightly to him and actually helped him rather than screaming or fighting. He frowned. He had replayed the memories over and over throughout the night and he still could not find anything to indicate he had done something wrong. And yet, he felt as if he must have. Mayhap the problem was that he had only the basic sexdroid programming which only included two very short simulations? When he emerged from his latest attempt to collate the data he had gathered into a comprehensible report, he realized that he could no longer hear Danika very well--which meant she had moved further away than he had expected her to. Despite his weariness from sparring and his sense of ill-usage, his uneasiness moved to the forefront. He surged to his feet then, straining to catch sight of her in the high brush. All he could actually see, though, was the movement of the brush to indicate where she was and that indicated that she had indeed moved further away than he had expected that she would. Quelling the urge to call out to her, he started after her, moving quickly to close the distance since some unnamed fear had gripped him. Dane and Niles both got to their feet and followed. He had closed perhaps half the distance that separated them when he heard a series of screams that seemed to electrify him and chill him to the bone at the same time. Almost simultaneous to the screams, he caught movement and saw creatures swing from the trees on vines. He did not stop to analyze the trajectory and ascertain their objective. He knew what it was--Danika! Uttering a challenging roar, he burst into a full run. The creatures clinging to the vines responded by whipping startled, open-mouthed looks in his direction but naturally enough they were committed once they had swung outward and could not halt. Instead, they dropped from the vines and disappeared into the high brush within yards of Danika. He thought his roar had alerted Danika. He hoped that it had for he heard sounds of contact before he could actually see anything. He had counted six of the creatures. When he arrived upon the scene, he found a heaving mass of four. Two were just picking themselves up from the ground and since Danika was nowhere to be seen, he knew she was at the center of the mass.
 
 Ignoring the two since he knew Dane and Niles were directly behind him, he focused on the mass, trying to decide how he could remove them from Danika without causing injury to her himself. She was shorter than the creatures, though, and he decided that he could strike the head without transferring the power of the blow to her. He did not want to spare the time to try to determine how powerful a blow he should use. As a consequence, his fist connected with the head nearest him hard enough it exploded like an egg and separated completely from the body. The fragmented skull slammed into the head of the creature next to him hard enough to break its neck and the two bodies buckled and dropped to the ground. The two that remained both held long knives and he focused on the knives, grasping the hands that held them and snapping the bones that connected the hands to the arms. Both creatures screamed. The one who'd coiled an arm around Danika's throat, however, lifted her bodily, by her head, and tried to carry her away. He caught the creature's wrist and elbow and pried them away from Danika, snapping the elbow. As soon as Danika dropped to the ground, he punched the creature that had been holding her in the face and his head tore free from his body and bounced away into the grass. When a quick survey assured him that there was no longer any threat, he dropped to a crouch to examine Danika. To his consternation, he saw that she was unnaturally white and he did not have to touch her to see the tremors wracking her body. "Where are you damaged?"  
 
 Chapter Thirteen
 
 Danika stared at Seth blankly at the question, trying to figure out what he meant. As his meaning finally filtered through her shock, however, she turned her mind inward, inventorying the pounding aches and trying to decide if they were actual injuries that would require medical attention or merely bruises. "I think I'm ok," she said finally, "just banged up a little." Discomfort of a different sort assailed her when she'd managed to get shakily to her feet. She'd been distracted by her discovery, but she hadn't been that damned distracted! She didn't know how a half a dozen primitives had managed to get the drop on her. She hadn't heard them until they'd been practically on top of her. "Where the hell did they come from?" "The trees," Dane supplied. Danika gaped at him and then looked up. She wasn't under any trees! She would've examined them for threat if she had been. In fact she had scanned the area in and around them for any sign
 
 of movement or lurking shadows. The nearest were at least twenty feet away or more. She should've heard them--would have, she was certain--if they'd charged from the trees. "They used vines and swung from the upper branches like primates," Niles elaborated. "There is blood here," Seth interjected before Danika could comment. She looked down in surprise. "Theirs, I guess." "Not theirs," Seth responded grimly. "Their blood is yellow." Danika blinked at Seth a couple of times while that sank in and then felt her knees abruptly buckle. Seth caught her, lowering her slowly to the ground and then opened the suit to examine the wound. "It is not bleeding badly--now--but I cannot tell how deep it is without prying it open or ascertain whether organs were compromised or not." He frowned. "I think it will be best to take you back to the ship to tend the wound. They are nasty creatures. I believe we must be concerned with infection." Despite his cool analysis of the situation that scared Danika. She hadn't considered the possibility that the primitives might have anything capable of penetrating the hab-suits. They were designed for combat. In general, the light-weight armor couldn't be penetrated by projectiles, even if they didn't exactly repel them and a direct hit could pack enough punch to kill the wearer at times. It came as a very unpleasant surprise to discover she'd been wounded at all. Regardless, she didn't think the wound was deep enough to have damaged her internally. Unfortunately, infection was another matter altogether. It took no more than a scratch to make her vulnerable to whatever bacteria might have been on the weapon. And he was right about them being nasty things! She'd smelled them before they got close enough to attack. Beyond that, this was an alien world and could be home to all sorts of things her immune system wasn't equipped to deal with, regardless of the immunizations they'd been given before they shipped out. After all, they hadn't been expected to end up on Xeno-11. They'd been shipped out to Xeno-12. Despite her protests that she was fully capable of walking, Seth ignored her and picked her up to carry her. "This way is faster." "You said it wasn't bad." "It does not appear to be," Seth corrected her. "I am not programmed as a medic-borg, however. I have virtually no data regarding human injuries."
 
 "None of the others are either," Danika said unhappily. "This is not true. There were two among those we found at the second Andorian base." "Really?" Danika said hopefully. "You aren't just saying that to make me feel better?" Seth frowned. "I would not mind saying that to make you feel better," he said hesitantly. "However I do not see that it would be helpful to lie in this circumstance. You would know as soon as we returned." "Good point." Dane, who had been brooding over the fact that Seth was always first to grab Danika up when there was a situation that allowed it, arrived at what he thought was a logical argument to convince Danika to allow him to carry her instead. "I should carry you. Seth is first man. He should take point since we cannot know that there will not be another attack, and Niles is third man and should bring up the rear as always." Seth and Niles both glared at him, but he had expected they would not be pleased and he did not care that they were not. Danika, contrary to what he had hoped, merely stared at him in surprise. "What?" He did not know how she could have failed to hear him when he was walking directly beside Seth, but he repeated his assessment of the situation. "Seth is point man. He should take point and I will carry you." "I do not mind carrying Danika," Seth growled, "and since I sparred with both you and Niles, I am weary and that might adversely affect my judgment or my reflexes. You should take point." "Oh! If you're tired, maybe ...." "I am not that tired," Seth said before she could finish. "If you are tired," Dane said angrily, "then I should carry Danika! It will not help her if you drop her! Then you can take rear position and Niles can take point." "If I am only third man," Niles snapped angrily, "then I am the least valuable member of the squad! I should carry Danika while the two of you guard our retreat." "What a thing to say!" Danika gasped, appalled. "Every member of the team is valuable! Maybe I should just walk?" Seth glared at Dane. "Now see what you have done? You have made her feel as if she is compromising the team when it is you who are the problem! You should be at point and on guard against the possibility of another attack instead of arguing!"
 
 "We killed all of them!" Dane said angrily. "And then we checked the perimeter with our infrared. There were no heat signatures indicating the possibility of others nearby!" "Then it cannot matter who takes point," Seth said smugly. Dane glared at him, wondering if he could punch him in the face without risking further injury to Danika. Finally, reluctantly, he decided he could not. They met up with Reuel, who was leading three squads. Reuel assessed them. "There was an attack?" Seth felt his face heat. "Aye. The primitives attacked from above. Danika was wounded." Reuel's gaze searched her and came to rest on her face again. "How did this come about? Were you not wearing your hab-suit at the time?" Danika's face turned so red it felt like it was flashing. "I was, Sir." "Take her to sickbay. We will continue with a sweep of the area." He met Danika's gaze again. "I will expect a report, Captain." "Aye, Sir. I mean, yes, Sir!" Not surprisingly, they created a stir when they reached camp since Danika hadn't managed to convince Seth to put her down. Not that she hadn't tried! But he was damned hardheaded! As embarrassing as the encounter with Reuel had been it paled beside the discomfort of being carried into camp like somebody mortally wounded when she barely had a scratch to show for her encounter with the primitives--well, and a host of multi-colored bruises forming. She definitely looked like she'd been in a fight but, just as clearly, she was still pretty much intact. The medic looked downright confused when he'd stripped her suit to her waist to examine the wound. "This is the wound?" Seth glared at him. "I could not determine how deep it might be or if it had damaged her internally. Beyond that, the weapon that caused it belonged to a primitive and I am certain that the wound must be thoroughly examined for foreign substances and the possibility of bacteria." The medic glared back at him. "I am a medic. I do not need instruction." Seth thrust his jaw forward belligerently, narrowing his eyes at the other man and clenching and unclenching his fists suggestively.
 
 Danika held up a hand. "Ok. Now that we've established that my wound is probably teaming with filth and bacteria, do you think we could focus on that?" "This was a projectile like those used in the previous attack?" the medic asked her. "I didn't actually get much of a chance to examine it ...." "It appeared to be bone," Seth responded at almost the same time. "Those used before were tipped with stone ... mostly." The medic glanced from her to Seth and back again. "Thanks, Seth!" Danika said hurriedly since it looked like the two might be considering physical violence and it occurred to her that that might escalate into an actual exchange of blows once the medic started probing her wound. "Do you think you could wait outside?" He looked reluctant and somewhat outdone that she'd suggested it but after a moment he nodded, turned, and strode from the room. "That was helpful at any rate," the medic said coolly. "At least I know what to look for. The habsuit is punctured but it seems to be intact. I do not believe the projectile will have carried any fibers inside, but I will check for that, as well." The scan, naturally enough, wasn't painful, but since the medic discovered that there were particles of bone and a few fibers inside the wound, cleaning it out went way beyond a 'little discomfort'. Danika gritted her teeth while he spread the wound, probed it with something like long tweezers and then poured it full of antiseptic to flush out anything he might have missed. She thought she was going to pass-out when he closed it. He patted her shoulder. "Lie here while I examine the material under the microscope for bacteria." She was happy to do so. She thought she might really pass out if she tried to get up. He was smiling when he returned. "There is bacteria present. We must assume that we did not remove it all." "Well! That's certainly good news!" Danika snapped, both frightened by the news and pissed off at his cheerfulness in delivering the unwelcome information. "It is good news. The bacteria is familiar and you have been inoculated. I will give you a booster injection--just to be certain." The other good news was that the weakness had passed--somewhat--by the time he'd finished.
 
 Apparently, she still looked pale. The medic frowned at her. "You do not have nanos. You should return to crew quarters and rest the remainder of the day, I believe, rather than returning immediately to your duties." **** Danika had managed to convince Seth, Dane, and Niles to return to work and had just begun to drowse when she sensed a presence that brought her awake again. Reuel, she discovered, was standing beside her bunk. She jackknifed upright reflexively and then winced at the burning pull along her wound and the protest of her battered body. "Be still," Reuel commanded. After looking around, he settled on the bunk across from her. "Under other circumstances, I would allow you to rest and report at some later time, but I feel that an attack so close to the base warrants immediate attention. It seems that I underestimated the intelligence and/or aggressiveness of the natives. I had thought the retaliation upon our arrival must drive them back for some time so that we need not concern ourselves with them--not at once, at any rate. "I believe I have figured out what transpired, but I would like to hear your version of events." It was unfortunate that it occurred to Danika just then--and not before so that she had time to invent a plausible story--that her squad hadn't been where they should have been or occupied with what they should have been doing. She felt her color fluctuate while that ran through her mind and she began a frantic search for a response that wouldn't get them into trouble. "Well ... uh ... after I got back to camp from our meeting, I noticed the guys weren't in the base perimeter and figured they must be out collecting more plants. So I went to look for them." "And they were busy collecting?" Danika reddened. "Uh ... they had decided to get in a little sparring--to keep in shape, you know?" "Ah! We must certainly keep in good fighting form! So that no doubt explains the newly cleared area beyond the perimeter. Continue." "Well, they'd finished by the time I got there and decided to rest. I examined the ... uh ... area ...." "The new area they decided to clear?" "Uh ... yes, that one. And I was just about to point out that you'd sent me to collect vegetation anyway to see if we could use it to camouflage the hab-suits when I happened to catch a glint in the distance. My first thought was that it was metal, but then I realized it was a body of water and
 
 decided to investigate since the stream is hardly sufficient for our needs--I mean with so many of us now. "So I ... uh ... left them resting." Reuel's lips thinned. "Instead of summoning your squad." Danika squirmed. "Yes, Sir. Stupid, I know, but it didn't look that far and I had my weapon." "That was the act of a green recruit--not a seasoned officer--which you are now ... or should be. You have not seen enough combat to know better than to go off alone, Captain?" "It was poor judgment," Danika responded uncomfortably. "Very poor! We are in enemy territory--still. The natives had already displayed their hostility." He stood. "I will hope that the wound is sufficient to inspire better judgment in the future. I will not comment on the fact that you led your squad into unnecessary danger since, from what I can determine, it would be hard to say who led whom. But I will point out that your judgment last eve was no better and that it is up to you to make certain that your squad continues to perform as a team and does not disintegrate due to ... favoritism--into warring factions that will create further disturbance and could endanger not only your entire team, but others, as well." Danika was so stunned by the accusation of favoritism that it took her a while to figure out what he meant. Not that she had any trouble grasping that his reference to 'last eve' was an allusion to her having had sex in the shower room with Seth! That had instantly leapt into her mind! She just couldn't figure out why he thought that had had anything to do with the attack. Maybe he knew something she didn't? He had certainly questioned the guys. Would he have gotten them to tell them why they'd been fighting? Because she didn't buy the story Seth had cooked up about sparring. She thought it could have been possible, maybe even likely if they were human soldiers. But they were cyborgs. They didn't need to practice. Everything they needed to know about hand-to-hand combat was hardwired into them. Even so, it was easier to accept that they'd been practicing than the possibility that they'd been fighting--at least on one level. She didn't think they'd lost the ability to be logical and reasonable because they'd gained the ability to feel. Even if emotion did cloud their judgment now, just like it did with their human counterparts, what could they have disagreed on vehemently enough to fight about it? The sex thing, she realized, dismayed. She'd wanted to dismiss the suggestion, but she couldn't think of another damned thing that might have. Of course, that was assuming that both Dane and Niles felt left out and wanted sex.
 
 Basil had made it pretty clear, though, that the cyborgs already had, or were going, to reach the point where they were as inclined as any human male to feel that urge powerfully. It was weird that she hadn't noticed. She supposed that was because she'd just gotten used to thinking of them as teammates. Either that or Reuel was wrong and it had had nothing to do with the fight at all. He had to be referring to that, though, as the reason for the screw-up. She'd gone looking for them or they wouldn't have been out there to start with, and if they hadn't been fighting before she got there they would've followed her immediately. She supposed she'd expected them to. She supposed that was why she hadn't felt any real sense of danger. Poor judgment on the part of all of them--which brought her to the inescapable conclusion that she'd screwed up worse than she'd realized when she'd given in to her own urges. She had considered that it was bound to change her relationship with Seth and that it might not be a good thing, but she hadn't considered that it might change things between all of them. Of course, she'd been stupid enough at the time to think nobody would ever know but her and Seth and hadn't considered that she might need to worry about her actions affecting anybody else. Not that any of that mattered--now. She couldn't go back and undo it so she had to deal with it. And there were only two options that she could see. She could try to pretend it had never happened and hope the guys got it through their thick skulls that that meant she didn't mean to repeat it--or share. Or she could accept that her actions might have aggravated an already volatile situation and that the best way to prevent more violence was to behave impartially for the good of all. That would work as long as no one was emotionally involved and it wasn't obvious to all of the men that some of the men were seeing 'action' while the majority did without. In other words, the maritime sex act. The problem was, the odds were way worse now than they had been back at the base at Slaughter Ridge. If they were discrete, it should keep her squad in line and focused. If they weren't, it might still keep peace within her squad, but create severe morale issues throughout the rest of the battalion and she didn't think Reuel would thank her for that! And she also didn't think the handful of women who'd 'joined' them would appreciate being forced to fend off the other cyborgs or give in. They'd opted to join them for the sake of survival because they knew their chances weren't good if they stayed on Xeno-12. Most of them still
 
 looked upon the cyborgs as machines, though, and they wouldn't see it as necessary to partner up for the sake of morale and peace among the ranks. In fact they might be more inclined to use it to create disharmony. Well, she supposed some of them might feel enough of a bond with their squads to do what they thought best for the squad--regardless. But it seemed to her that most of the women that seemed to be coming around to the possibility that the cyborgs were living beings, not machines, also viewed them as alien and inhuman and wanted nothing to do with them because of that. And then there was Sheila who, as a non-com, hadn't had her own squad to start with. **** Danika discovered the task Reuel had set for her was undoable--at least with the technology they had at hand. The hab-suits were designed of impermeable fabric and that meant it would not absorb any kind of dye. Their briefs and T's were a different matter. The plant dyes worked so well on them that no amount of washing would remove the stains once treated with the concoction she came up with and the same, unfortunately, was pretty much true for their skin. No one was particularly inclined to complain even though their underclothes didn't offer much in the way of protection from biting insects or the occasional unpleasant encounter with scratchy vines and branches. It was actually a relief to have an excuse to come out of the suits during the day while they worked. Xeno-11 was orbiting in the comfort zone around its star, but its rotation was slower than Earth's and that allowed the day side to heat up to an uncomfortable ninety to one hundred degrees during the day. At night, that also allowed the temperatures to drop to a very uncomfortable forty to fifty degrees, but the hab-suits weren't bright enough to present as much of a target once the sun set either and, in any case, they generally worked during the daylight hours to conserve energy. Only those posted to guard duty worked at night while everyone else retreated inside the ships. Most of their energy was directed at resupplying and outfitting the ships that had brought them from Xeno-12. Reuel's plan/hope was to effect a full evacuation of the system before the confederation fleet arrived, with a short-term goal of returning to Xeno-12 to rescue anyone still stranded there that they could find. They had only one ship capable of taking them beyond the system, however, and it wouldn't hold even the people currently with them. Which meant that they were still, effectively, trapped-sitting ducks when and if the Confederation launched a strike to recover or destroy the cyborgs. It also meant that they didn't have the means of even attempting to rescue anyone else stranded on Xeno-12. It was high priority, therefore, to complete the transformation of the short-range ships to long-range as soon as possible.
 
 The attack on Danika forced Reuel to re-evaluate the level of threat the natives represented, however. Their primitive weapons in and of themselves weren't a serious threat, but not only did he not want to waste valuable, and currently irreplaceable, munitions fending them off while they completed preparations of the ships, he also saw that they could potentially be very disruptive of their efforts to complete their main objective within the time frame he'd set. One attack upon landing was an annoyance. Two attacks in a matter of days was a problem that needed to be dealt with. The day after the attack on Danika, therefore, Reuel ordered a complete sweep of the area. The objective was to eliminate or force a retreat of the natives to a more comfortable distance. He would then setup a secondary perimeter to keep the natives at a distance. The sun had barely crested the horizon high enough to begin brightening the sky when they launched their offensive, which meant that the jungle still lay in gloom, a cluster of shadows within shadows. Danika was tense. She was certain she would have been anyway. Not knowing where the enemy lay in wait or even if they did or when they might pop up was unnerving. With the attack the day before still all too fresh in her mind, though, she thought she was more tense with expectation. It took a strenuous effort of concentration to keep from tightening her finger on the trigger every time she heard the faintest rustle of vegetation or snap of a twig. They'd formed a wall, almost shoulder to shoulder, around the perimeter of the base camp. As they moved outward, however, the line began to loosen and separate perforce to cover the widening circle they were searching. She'd ordered Dane and Niles to keep watch of the trees overhead while she and Seth scanned the terrain in front of them. She knew their vision was far better than her own, particularly since they could also scan in infrared, and it still took an effort to keep from casting glances upward as they moved beneath the trees. She thought she'd managed to acquit herself well enough the day before, particularly since she'd been heavily outnumbered, but she was still shaken from it. They hadn't advanced more than a few yards from the base camp perimeter when they heard the blood curdling screams the natives emitted when they attacked. Her and her squad froze in place, listening, struggling with the order to hold their position against the urge to run toward the fight in progress--or away from it. The hair on the back of Danika's neck prickled the moment the screams erupted, her heart picking up its pace. A half a dozen laser blasts answered the screams and then an eerie stillness settled once more. Danika glanced at her men and then dragged in a shaky breath, wiped the sweat from her palms, and resumed the slow advance. The world around them lightened until Danika could see well enough to discern individual plants from clumps of shadow. The tension began to make itself felt in whining muscles.
 
 Off to their left, they heard another attack--screams followed by laser blasts. That time there was enough visibility to see some of the action, although it was distant enough they could only guess at the number of natives by the number of shots. When Danika glanced at the men again, she discovered they'd moved closer. She was tempted to ignore it. She knew damned well, though, that they hadn't begun trying to bunch up because they were unnerved by the attacks--at least not in the sense that they were worried about their own hides. "Don't bunch up!" she said, keeping her voice low. "We don't want to leave a gap wide enough for the bastards to slip through and come up behind us." Dane and Niles glanced at Seth and then obeyed his unspoken command and began to put a little more distance between them. By that time, the line had moved far enough into the jungle that, even with a couple of yards between each member of her own squad, they had twice that between their squad and the nearest member of the squads on either side of them. By Danika's reckoning they'd covered a half to three quarters of a mile, however, and Reuel had only ordered a one mile perimeter sweep. Feeling the beginnings of relief, Danika was able to focus for the first time on an overall survey of her surroundings. She realized then that they were close to the spot where she'd been attacked the day before.  
 
 Chapter Fourteen
 
 It wasn't a comforting discovery, but it transpired to be fortuitous that Danika noticed it at just that moment. If she'd been acting on logic she would very likely have dismissed the probability of another attack in virtually the same place as too astronomical to concern herself with. The attack leapt into her mind, though, and she reacted instinctively. She glanced upward. When she did, she caught movement in the trees a split second before the native screamed his war cry. She brought her weapon up at the same moment and fired even as he opened his mouth. Her shot cut his scream off mid war cry. Catching him in the upper left quadrant of his chest, the shot itself wouldn't necessarily have been fatal, but the impact knocked him off his perch. The scream he uttered on his way down was a different pitch altogether and the soggy splat he made on impact was sickening. Danika only registered it peripherally, however. When she'd scanned the branches of the trees overhead, she'd glimpsed what could have been dozens of armed warriors. Before she could call out to the squads on either side of them to lend a hand, several things happened almost
 
 simultaneous and barely a split second after she'd fired the shot that knocked her target from the tree. The warriors above them uttered their war whoops and attacked, sending a volley of stone and bone tipped projectiles raining down on the forest floor. Something smacked Danika in the back hard enough it knocked the breath from her and pancaked her against the ground. Seth, Dane, and Niles let out challenging roars that nearly deafened her and drowned out the war cries of the natives. Laser fire erupted from seemingly every direction at once, and leaves, branches and natives began raining down on the forest floor almost before the projectiles they'd launched hit the ground. "Protect Danika!" Seth roared, several moments after the fact, as it happened. As stunned as Danika was by the blow, she realized that it was Dane who'd tackled her at right about the same time she heard Seth roar the order. At least some of the projectiles found their mark. She felt every impact travel through Dane and into her, heard his grunts of pain. She managed to get her head up just high enough to see Seth and Niles, racing so fast across the ground that most of the missiles missed them completely and then both of them shot upwards as if they'd been fired from a cannon. The looks on the faces of the natives as the two giants shot toward them might have been hilarious at any other time. As it was, all Danika could think about was that they were outnumbered. Dane planted a hand on the back of her head and shoved her face into the dirt. "Gods damn it, Dane! Let go and get off!" Danika growled, shoving at him in an effort to dislodge him, wondering if he just felt like dead weight crushing her or if he was dead. "I am shielding you," Dane said in a pained voice. "Well cut it out and get off!" Danika snarled. "You're crushing me." She thought it was the last comment rather than the order that convinced Dane to move. He rolled to his side so that the ground was partially supporting his weight. Danika seized the opportunity, or tried to, to scramble to her feet. Dane caught her around the waist and dragged her back. She managed to at least roll into a position to use her weapon, however. Unfortunately, she discovered she couldn't get a clear shot by that time. Niles and Seth had landed on the branches and were engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the warriors. It wasn't much of a contest. Having seized the warrior closest when they landed, they were using them as bats, knocking two or three from their perch at a time, wading through the warriors as if they'd been nothing but children.
 
 Unwilling to risk shooting Seth or Niles by accident, she focused on targeting the natives that decided to retreat by way of the vines. She managed to pick off three more, but they were scattering in every direction. Within a matter of minutes the survivors had disappeared into the trees. Seth and Niles dropped to the ground when they ran out of opponents. Moving from one to another, they coolly and systematically dispatched any of them that were still moving. Leaving the clean up to them, Danika convinced Dane to let go of her and got up to examine him. She thought she was going to puke for several moments when she had. Anger drove the nausea back, however. He was peppered with the damned things like a 'porkey', critters from her world that closely resembled the porcupines of earth. Four with short, thin shafts were buried deep enough in his back and buttocks that nothing more than the shaft was visible. One of the larger shafted missiles was embedded in his right thigh and a second one in his shoulder. He'd made a perfect target for the bastards sprawled unmoving in the grass without any cover whatsoever. Because he was shielding her! "Damn it, Dane! What were you thinking?" she muttered, struggling with the urge to burst into tears. "You're bleeding all over the place." Dane managed to lift his head and stared at her a little drunkenly. "The nanos will close the wounds. You do not have them. I had to protect you. I was closest." Heartened by that reminder that they had a built-in repair system, Danika examined the wounds more closely, but she couldn't see that the bleeding looked like it would stop. "Can they close the wounds with these things in there?" she asked doubtfully when Seth and Niles finally arrived and crouched beside Dane. Seth's expression was grim. "No. We must pull them out." "Oh my god!" Danika responded. "In the field? Wouldn't it be better to get him back to the medics so they could cut them out? Won't it cause more damage to just yank them out?" Seth lifted his head and looked around, obviously calculating the situation. "We must finish the sweep. We cannot fall back or we will leave a gap they might use to slip through. We are a man down. It will be best to leave him here, complete the sweep, and return for him." Danika gaped at him. "Like hell!" she growled. "What if some of the bastards already slipped through? He isn't in any condition to defend himself! And we don't leave a man down!" "It would be more logical ...." Seth began. "Fuck logic! I'm not leaving him here." She glanced at Niles, who was standing guard. "You take him back. Me and Seth will finish the sweep."
 
 Niles stared at her in dismay. "You will be down two men ...." "Do it!" she growled. "You can catch up to us when you've left him with the medics." Niles looked at Seth questioningly. Danika felt like punching both of them for questioning a direct order. She still felt like knocking the shit out of them when Seth agreed with a nod. Seth helped Niles get Dane to his feet and hoist him onto his shoulder. Doubt shook her as she watched Niles head back toward base camp with Dane over his shoulder, anxiety that Dane might lose too much blood before he could get attention and uneasiness that some of the natives had slipped through their net and might attack them. There was nothing else she could do, however. As Seth had pointed out, all of them couldn't go back without leaving a hole wide enough to make the entire exercise a waste of time. Struggling to dismiss them from her mind, she straightened and surveyed the area around them. "You and Niles checked all of the bodies to make sure they were dead?" Seth nodded. "By my count, nigh a dozen escaped." "We'll get them if they didn't run far enough," Danika responded grimly. Reuel's orders had been to drive them back if possible, to kill as necessary. Despite the two previous attacks, she'd been more inclined to hope they could drive the barbarians back without being forced to slaughter them. This was personal now, though! They'd filled Dane full of holes and she had no idea whether he could survive it or not. She was going to shoot any of them she could catch in her sights and let the gods sort the bastards out! She and Seth spaced themselves a bit further apart to close the gaps as much as they could. It was important to stay within sight of partners if possible, though, and they hadn't gone far before Danika noticed that Seth had shouldered his rifle and was collecting the natives' weapons as he came across them. She finally halted and tried to use hand signals to figure out what he was doing. It didn't comfort her when she discovered he was out of munitions. She was less than a dozen shots from empty herself and then she'd be down to her knife and the few shots left in her pistol. That explained why Niles and Seth had leapt into the trees. They hadn't had anything left to throw at the damned savages! She just wished they'd thought it important enough to inform her! Damn it! Not that it would've made any difference. They still had to finish the sweep. Pushing that worry from her mind, she pressed on, trying to close the gap between them and the other squads.
 
 They came upon the small pool she'd glimpsed the day before. It didn't look to be more than ten feet across and maybe fifteen wide. The branches of the giant trees surrounding it formed an umbrella above it, which explained why they hadn't spotted it from the air. Water spilled into the pool from the mouth of what appeared to be a small cave, trickled from the pool into a narrow groove on one side that she thought must be the source of the tiny stream they'd been using for water and spilled more gustily into a larger branch leading off in the other direction. Danika stopped, studying the black hole for a long moment, trying to discern any movement and glanced toward Seth. Signaling him to approach from the other side, she began making her way carefully around the pool toward the cave entrance, surveying the area for any sign of the savages, or animals, for that matter. There were several fairly large flat stones near the entrance that looked to be stained with blood. She couldn't be certain that it was blood, though, or think of an explanation if it was unless the natives had used them when cleaning a kill. Dismissing it for the moment, expecting any moment to hear the war cries of the savages, she focused on approaching the cave entrance as quietly as possible. When they'd positioned themselves on either side, she signaled Seth to use his infrared vision to search the interior. He eased closer, took several quick scans and then stepped into the entrance. Irritation flickered through Danika. "See anything?" she asked on a breath of sound. Seth shook his head. "Deep." Shit, Danika thought, wondering if they should take the time to search it further or move on and return to search it more thoroughly! Seth didn't wait for a decision. He moved deeper into the small cavern. Danika's anxiety and irritation deepened. After standing indecisively for a few moments more, she slipped quickly through the entrance, hugging the wall to keep from silhouetting herself in the light at the entrance. She was just in time to see Seth disappearing into the gloom at the back where the cavern narrowed so sharply there was barely enough room for Seth to squeeze through. While she was still trying to decide whether to follow him or keep watch at the entrance, he returned. Relieved, she left the cavern and surveyed the area in front of it, moving close enough to examine the stains. It was definitely blood--yellow like the savages'--but then the beasts some of the men had brought down the day before also had yellow blood so she was no closer to an answer about the presence of the blood. Shrugging it off for a later time, she and Seth made their way around either side of the knob of rock that housed the cavern and continued their sweep until they reached the farthest point for their sweep a few yards beyond. They settled there to await further orders. "What did you make of that?" Danika asked.
 
 Seth glanced at her but shrugged, focusing on scanning the jungle beyond them. "There were markings on the walls inside, drawings. It is a place the savages have been, but I did not see any sign that they had been there recently." Danika considered it. "Some sort of sacred place to them, maybe? The primitives on my home world built sacred places of stones where they worshipped their gods and made sacrifices to them. Those flat stones at the entrance could be altars. Maybe that explains the attacks? They don't want us close to their sacred place?" Seth's lips thinned. "And mayhap they simply do not want us here at all? Some of the drawings looked much like the Andorians. Mayhap they made friends with the savages and the natives are guarding against all others?" She supposed one guess was as good as another. Niles joined them after a few minutes. "How's Dane?" Niles flicked a glance at Seth. It was brief and Danika couldn't decide what the significance of it was. "He was not conscious when I got him to sickbay. I thought that you would want to know his status, however, so I lingered until the medic had done a scan." "And?" Danika prompted him anxiously. "His chassis prevented most of the projectiles from damaging his biological organs. Two managed to enter at an angle that allowed them to cause much damage. The medic estimates that it will take twelve hours for the nanos to repair the damaged organs sufficiently for them to be functioning at seventy-five percent. If he does not cease to function during that time, he will fully recover, but the nanos are fully engaged in working on those repairs and he must cut the other projectiles out and attempt to close them to stop the bleeding himself." A knot the size of her fist formed in Danika's throat. She struggled to swallow against it, fought to catch her breath. Seth caught her arm and helped her to sit. She looked at him a little blankly and finally moistened her dry lips. "He's saying .... Is he saying Dane might not ...? He could die? That's what he meant, right?" Seth's expression could have been carved from stone. "He is saying that it is possible." Shocked disbelief hit Danika like a physical blow. "He can't die!" she managed to say after a moment, struggling with the urge to fall apart. "He can't."
 
 Niles sent Seth a look of consternation. "The odds cannot be calculated at this time when there are so many unknown factors." Danika blinked at Niles, feeling a flash of anger. "Don't talk to me about odds, gods damn it! We're talking about Dane!" she growled. He looked dismayed, glanced at Seth as if seeking help. "He is our brother. We are not ... indifferent. It will not help him, however, if we allow ourselves to be distracted and are wounded, as well." Chastened, Danika pulled herself together with an effort. Sniffing, she rubbed her stinging eyes and nose and got to her feet. "You're right," she muttered. "We can check on him when we get back. He'll be alright. He's strong." The words felt empty, though. They didn't reassure her. She stared at the jungle, struggling to watch for the possibility of attack, but her mind and heart were at base camp. It kept running through her mind that he had never truly lived. He'd emerged from the labs of the company fully matured--physically, at any rate. He'd gone through training with her and then been shipped to hell--Xeno-12. There'd been no time for him to enjoy any of the things everyone else took for granted and now maybe there would never be one. She saw when she emerged from her thoughts that Seth and Niles kept flicking worried glances at her and it hit her that the same was true for them--for all of them--but she didn't particularly care about any of the others. She cared about Seth, Dane, and Niles. She'd thought about the fact that they'd bonded as fellow soldiers in the face of combat, but even then she hadn't acknowledged how deep it went. They were family. They were the only family any of them had. She wasn't going to get home again, whatever happened. She'd lost her birth family and they'd never had one. It suddenly seemed important to her to enjoy every moment it was possible to enjoy and not just focus on her duties as a soldier or even just survival. She wanted to survive. She wanted all of them to survive, but what was the point if they weren't also living, enjoying whatever pleasure could be had? Reuel arrived before she could drive herself crazy wondering what was happening with Dane. When they'd given him their report, he studied Danika for a long moment and then turned to Seth. "This will be the guard post for your squad--two on, two off. Until Dane is able to resume his duties the three of you will need to rotate. I suggest Danika return to base camp now so that she can check on Dane's progress." Danika was so relieved she felt like kissing him. She refrained. When he'd left, however, she startled Seth by slipping her arms around his waist and hugging him tightly. He hesitated and
 
 then looped his arms around her loosely as if he wasn't entirely certain of how to react. "You don't feel like my brother," she murmured, leaning away to smile up at him. He frowned quizzically. "I do not?" She shook her head and pulled away. Niles, she saw, was staring off into the distance, frowning. It startled him when she moved to him and hugged him as she had Seth. Unlike Seth, he didn't merely put his arms around her, however. He tightened his arms almost crushingly. She didn't try to pull away. She basked in the wonderful feeling of simply being held, in his warmth, solidity and strength. She didn't realize just how much she'd missed, and needed, the simple joy of touching and being touched. "I do feel like we're family, though," she said when he'd released her. "So you guys be careful. Watch your asses out here." **** Niles watched Danika leave with a mixture of uneasiness and ... hunger, he decided. As much as he had enjoyed embracing her, it had left him wanting more. He glanced at Seth finally, warily, wondering if Seth would punch him as soon as Danika was far enough she would not hear. He looked more thoughtful than angry, however, and Niles relaxed fractionally. All the same, he thought it might be wise to put a little distance between them so he would at least have some warning if Seth decided to try to beat him into the dirt for embracing Danika. "What do you suppose she meant by that?" Seth's eyes narrowed as he transferred his attention from Danika to Niles. "If you are referring to the embrace she gave you, I am certain it meant nothing." Niles gaped at him and then scowled. "Then it meant nothing when she embraced you!" Seth gave him a superior look. "That was different. I sexed her. That was ... affection because I had pleasured her." Fury instantly suffused Niles. Fortunately, he recalled that they were on guard duty and that they would end up like Dane, or mayhap in the brig, if he gave in to the urge to knock Seth's teeth down his throat. "She was looking at me when she said she felt like we were family," he growled. Seth shrugged. "She told me that I did not feel like her brother, though, and that could only mean that she felt like we were mates since we had sexed one another." "She behaved as if she meant that to include all of us. Well, mayhap not Dane since he is not here, but certainly me as well as you!"
 
 Seth glared at him. "I do not see how you can say that! She said to me that she did not feel as if I were a brother. She said to you that you felt like family, which is to say that she does consider you a brother." Niles plunked his hands on his hips, angry, but uncertain enough that doubt had begun to creep in. "I will go and ask her what she meant," he said finally. "You will end up in the brig if you leave your post--or shot!" Seth said warningly. Niles halted, considered for a moment, and finally returned to his post. "I will ask her when she returns. I do not believe that she would have embraced both of us if she had not meant to include both of us! And I do not see where you got the notion that she was suggesting that she considered you a mate. She did not say that!" "She did say that she considered us family and since she eliminated the possibility that her affection was as a sibling that leaves nothing else! Particularly since we sexed one another and that is what mates do!" Niles was getting damned tired of Seth harping on the fact that he had sexed Danika! "Humans have sex for many reasons--pleasure, recreation, the release of tension, to barter for favors .... I am sure there are even more motives, but you cannot say that it must be for the purpose of mating because that is for procreation and we cannot procreate!" Seth took a step forward and caught Niles on the shoulder with a sharp jab of his fist. "Speak for yourself! I do not know that I cannot! She does not know that!" Niles took a step back to catch his balance and punched Seth on the shoulder. "If you can then I certainly can!" "You said that you could not!" "I did not!" Niles said indignantly. "I said we cannot." Seth, his jaw set pugnaciously, jutted his face to within inches of Niles', and poked him in the chest with his index finger. "You do not know what I can do!" he growled. Niles punched him in the belly. "You think your nanos have grown seed for you and no one else?" "Ten hut!" Both men jolted in surprise when Reuel's voice intruded, whirling to look at him guiltily. Reuel eyed them with seething fury for several moments and finally lifted one arm. "You! Go stand guard over there! Ten paces. You! Over there! Ten paces. Do not exchange one more word unless it has to do with spotting the enemy!"
 
 Both of them saluted, slid an accusing glare at each other, and then marched ten paces in the opposite direction. Reuel studied them for a few minutes and finally turned and headed toward base camp. When he had disappeared into the brush, Seth shot a bird at Niles and mouthed, "I will beat the fuck out of you later." Niles shot a bird back at him. "You will get the fuck beat out of you," he mouthed back. **** Danika thought she was going to totally lose it when she got her first glimpse at Dane. He was so pale he looked bloodless. He was sprawled face down on the gurney in the sickbay and patched with blood soaked bandages from shoulder to knee. "Oh Dane! That was such a ... brave, wonderful ... absolutely stupid thing to do!" He stirred at the sound of her voice and she rushed closer. "It was?" he said a little drunkenly. Danika bit her lip. "Don't you think it would've been better to look for cover than to let them ... make a pincushion out of you?" "No time." Danika glanced around as the impulse hit her to touch him, partly to reassure herself, partly because she felt the need to offer what little comfort she could. The medic, she saw, had left and the sickbay was empty except for the two of them. Moving closer, she brushed his hair from his face and then leaned down and kissed his cheek. His eyes fluttered open. It was such a relief, even though his eyes were glazed with pain, that she had to fight the urge to burst into tears. Sniffing at the sting, she smiled at him. "You look like hell. Your beautiful back ...." She stopped when that nearly set her off and fought another round with her emotions. "I hope you feel better than you look." He looked disconcerted and more than a little confused. "The medic says you're going to be fine, though." He frowned. "He said that my nanos were overwhelmed by the extent of injury to my biological organs and that I had a thirty to fifty percent chance of recovery at this point." "Stupid bastard," Danika muttered angrily, wishing she'd known that before he'd left so she could've shot him. "That was before. You're coming along now, though." He looked surprised and more confused.
 
 Danika looked around for a place to sit and finally saw a stool. When she'd pulled it close to the gurney Dane was lying on, she slipped her hand into his, giving it a squeeze. After searching her mind for a few minutes for something to distract him, she realized she couldn't think of a damned thing to coax him with except sex and he sure as hell wasn't in any shape for that! On the other hand, they all seemed pretty focused on it and a promise of it was bound to distract him from his pain and, hopefully, the stupid medic's prognosis of his condition. "Me and Seth found this really cool cave." Actually, creepy, but Seth hadn't seemed to feel the same way about it that she had. "There's a spring inside of it and a nice clear pool in front. It's close to our guard post and I was thinking it would be a great place for me and you guys to use for a little R and R." He looked blank. "Sex," she added bluntly. That stirred him up! He shifted as if he was trying to turn over. She tightened her grip on his hand. "Be still! You aren't up to that yet!" she said with a forced chuckle. "And you won't be if you don't hold still and let the nanos fix everything." "With me?" She felt the urge to cry again and sent a fervent prayer to whatever gods might be listening that he would get the chance to find out that she meant it. "Of course with you! Who else would I be talking about? You're one of my guys, right? We're a team. We're supposed to take care of each other. But after ... uh ... well, I'm guessing you know, Reuel said we had to be discrete. It isn't like there's any privacy on the ship ... to be discrete. "Hell, I was even thinking, maybe, if we were going to be here a while we could make us a little homestead. This place isn't half bad--plenty of potential--way better than Juno, my home world."  
 
 Chapter Fifteen
 
 Danika was feeling tremendously relieved by the time she headed out to take her turn at guard duty. Tired, because she'd refused to leave Dane until the medic had done another scan and informed them that Dane's nanos had repaired his organs enough that he had far better odds of a full recovery. Uneasy about the commitment she'd made, but relieved. Not that she had any intention of going back on her word!
 
 She hadn't actually made up her mind about whether or not she was willing to take the guys on as sexual partners to keep peace within the squad before the attack, but she'd been leaning that way. Now it seemed more like the right thing to do and she didn't regret, exactly, that she'd made Dane that promise. It was just a little unnerving. She wasn't even sure of why it unnerved her. It wasn't as if she'd never had sex before, after all. It wasn't even as if she'd never done it purely for the sake of scratching an itch. It was because, mostly, she thought of that sort of intimacy as an emotional as well as a physical commitment. It was because of Tommy Dancel. She'd thought when she gave herself to him in her father's barn that it was the beginning of something big, something lasting. She'd thought that every time she'd sneaked off to meet him ... imagined the two of them having children together, growing old together ... right up until she'd run into him and Marcy McConnell at the county fair and discovered it didn't mean a damned thing to him except sex. Tommy Dancel was the first and only man she'd ever even considered as a life partner. As hurt and angry as she'd been when she'd discovered his betrayal, as determined as she was never to forgive him for it, she hadn't met anyone since that she even wanted to envision herself with as a life partner. How crazy was it to offer such a thing when she knew the guys didn't have a clue of what that kind of commitment meant? They'd never been a part of any kind of family. She shook her head at her thoughts. They'd already become a family. Not in the same way that her family was, or even in the way she'd thought she would one day have a family of her own. They didn't know that they had any kind of future at all to look forward to--any of them. How stupid was it to worry about a future with them when the odds were probably a hundred to one against having one at all? If they could enjoy anything about their situation, didn't all of them deserve whatever taste of happiness they could manage? Why worry about tomorrow and give up today when today might be all there ever was? "Dane is dead?" Seth's question not only jerked her out of her absorption, it knocked the breath out of her. If she hadn't been so worried that he wasn't going to make it, in spite of his progress, she didn't think the question would have thrown her so off kilter. But she was still worried and even though
 
 doubts and questions instantly arose in her mind as to how they could know more than her when she'd just left sickbay, she was instantly certain he had. "He is?" Seth and Niles exchanged a grim look. "His nanos could not repair the damage?" Seth asked. It hit Danika then that he'd been asking about Dane, not announcing his death. Discomfort wafted through her. "Uh ... Sorry! I misunderstood. Yeah. He's better. Not out of the woods, yet, but definitely improving." Niles frowned. "He is in the woods? I left him in sickbay." Danika stared at him blankly for a long moment. "You guys have really got to stop taking everything I say so literally--or better yet, get used to slang and stuff like that. 'Not out of the woods' means he isn't safe, but the medic said his odds of pulling through are improving tremendously. If he makes it through the night, he's going to be ok." She didn't want to think about that, though. She changed the subject. "You guys should head back and get some chow and a little rest." Seth scowled at her. "Reuel said two men on, two off. You cannot take guard duty alone. I will stay and Niles can return to camp." Niles glared at him. "I will stay and you can return." "Will you guys knock it off?" Danika snapped. Seth sent her a look of surprise, shrugged, and belted Niles in the mouth. Danika sucked in a sharp breath. "What the hell ...?" Niles worked his jaw. "She did not say that you should knock my head off!" "I didn't say either of you should!" she snapped, narrowing her eyes at Seth. "And I don't believe you misunderstood me!" Seth tried to look innocent. "He is injured now. He should return and I will stay." "That did not hurt at all!" Niles disputed. Seth punched him again, hard enough that time to send him jogging backwards in an effort to catch his balance. Niles uttered a snarl of rage. "If you two don't cut it out I'm going to send both of you back! The damned savages will hear you a mile away!"
 
 They exchanged a speaking glance. "The order was to guard to be sure the primitives did not sneak into camp. They cannot expect to if they know we are here," Seth said reasonably. "It serves no purpose, therefore, for us to concern ourselves with making noise. They will try another place and very likely those on guard there will have ammunition. We have nothing but the spears from the savages we killed." "I have ammunition," Danika pointed out. "And it'll be better for me to stand watch now, while it's still daylight. I can't see as well as you guys at night." Seth snatched her rifle from her hand and examined it. "You have twelve rounds," he said, ignoring her look of outrage as he handed it back. "You can only shoot twelve--if you do not miss at all. And they attacked each time in the daylight. It is not reasonable to suggest we return to camp now and leave you alone given the fact that each previous attack was during the daytime." That part was inarguable--not that Danika wasn't inclined to argue anyway--or order them straight out to head back. But she'd had plenty of time to discover that they only obeyed orders from her when it suited them and there didn't seem to be much point in challenging them now. They weren't 'regular' army anymore. Despite the fact that Reuel had made her a captain in his army, they had no homeland or government to sanction them as an army. "Fine. Suit yourselves, but Reuel's going to be pissed off if any of the savages break through our sector because you two were fighting and not paying attention, or asleep because you were too tired to stay awake." They sat in silence for a while, swatting at the annoying insects that buzzed them. Presently, however, Danika recalled the thoughts that had occupied her on her way back to the guard station. She looked at Seth and Niles speculatively for a few minutes, trying to decide how to broach the subject. "I don't suppose you guys have given any thought to what you want to do now that we aren't in the army anymore?" Both men looked surprised. "We are in Reuel's army," Niles responded after a few moments. That seemed to answer her question, but she wasn't inclined to drop it. "It isn't like we were sworn in or anything--or asked if we wanted to join." "We were not asked before or sworn in either," Seth pointed out. Good point! Danika thought that over for a few minutes. "You know, technically, you guys aren't deserters." "They will shoot us anyway when they find us," Niles responded. "Yes, but, technically, you can't be a deserter when you didn't join to start with."
 
 Seth shrugged. Given their responses to her tentative 'feelers' Danika wasn't sure she wanted to discuss the lamebrained idea she'd concocted in the hope of lifting Dane's spirits. She'd thought at the time that it was something that would lift his spirits because she thought it might be what he wanted. Reuel had suggested something along the same lines and no one had seemed against the idea. Well, it wasn't like they'd cheered or acted excited either, but then again, they were all pretty cool and laid back. Most of the time, she added when she recalled the argument. Then again, they all tended to calculate the odds on everything. Maybe they'd thought the odds were against them having any chance of a life and they'd simply dismissed it? She supposed it had been a stupid idea, now that she considered it. What was she going to say to Dane if he remembered? Maybe he wouldn't? He'd seemed pretty out of it. "You did not think Reuel's plan had merit?" Seth asked after a little while. Danika glanced at him in surprise, thought about it, and finally shrugged. "What he has worked out seems sound enough and he's impressive. I'm guessing he can pull off just about anything he sets his mind to." "That does not sound as if you agree," Niles said after apparently turning what she's said over in his head for a few minutes. Danika frowned, thinking back over what she'd said and finally grinned. "I guess not." "There is some fault in his logic?" Danika considered that and finally shook her head and then shrugged. "I'm not sure that I agree with him about those guys that went back to the base at Slaughter Ridge to rescue the women. I think he underestimated the government and they would've figured it out anyway. Maybe not as soon, but they're going to scour Xeno-12 when they get back to account for everything and I don't think they'd simply write off the number of missing cyborgs. They're damned relentless about accounting for everything that costs them money." "Then you do agree that there was no fault in his logic in determining the necessity of leaving Xeno-12 as soon as possible to avoid a confrontation with the Confederacy?"
 
 "I'm not disagreeing with any part of his plan. He's a lot smarter than I am and I'm sure he's considered every angle--everything he can consider. There are too many unknowns in this situation to figure it all out, though. "A running battle/retreat is all he can do as far as I can see. And he can't plan on a place to go until he's had time to find one. "I don't even disagree that he dismissed the possibility of settling the situation in court. I don't think either the government or the company would ever let it get to court. "It's just ... They have a long reach--the government. The company, for that matter. A really long reach. It's a big universe and there are bound to be a hell of a lot of undiscovered planets, but it could be a long, long time before they find one where they'll have a chance to settle like Reuel's talking about. And in the mean time, everybody is on the run. Reuel and his army will make the biggest target. Not that I think they won't be dedicated in hunting down everybody they don't account for on Xeno-12, but ... Well, scattering would make a smaller target." Seth frowned. "That will also make the individuals more vulnerable," he said slowly. "You are thinking about returning to your home world?" Surprise flickered through Danika. "Oh hell no! If they come looking for me, that'll be the first place they look. It would endanger my family. No way would my father just let them haul me off like they did before and they wouldn't stop at just knocking him out like they did then either. "No, I'm in the same situation you guys are. Nowhere to go. And don't get me wrong, I completely agree with the plan to rescue as many people on Xeno-12 as we can. The cavalry might arrive in time to rescue a lot of the soldiers marooned there without supplies--I hope to hell they do--but that's just going to be a nail in the coffin for the cyborgs still there. I was just thinking about the possibility of staying here when they leave--all of us. I mean, the more people we rescue the less likely that we'll all manage to get off of this planet anyway. Reuel would have to capture a fleet of ships to get everybody out of here. It might not come down to a choice of whether to stay or go. And it isn't a bad place. I've seen a lot worse." She felt her face redden when Seth and Niles merely stared at her, uncomfortable that she couldn't figure out what was going through their minds. "If you stay, I will stay," Niles said after a brief pause. Seth glared at him. "We will all stay." "Oh man! Don't do that! If you guys don't think it's a good idea, let's just stick with Reuel. I don't want it to be my fault if they catch up to us. Anyway, Reuel hasn't been wrong so far and he's kept us alive. It was probably a stupid idea." ****
 
 Niles studied Seth speculatively, wondering if he asked the question that had been plaguing him if Seth would answer or start another fight. He had not been in a very good mood, to Niles' thinking, since he had pleasured Danika and that seemed more than a little illogical to him. He would not have been surprised if Seth had wanted to talk about the experience, if he had been joyous, or merely content that he had finally assuaged both his curiosity and the urges that had come with the awakening. Any or all of those things, to his way of thinking, would have been logical. The brooding violence was not reasonable at all. The ease with which he lost his temper, the desire to pound on anything and anyone over the slightest thing, was not. It made him wonder if the mere act of doing it had overset the hairline balance between sanity and insanity that it seemed they had all been skating since the awakening, when emotion won out over reason far more often than it should have. It made him wonder if he was wrong to connect the incident to Seth's foul humor. Mayhap he was only thinking that incident was the root of the problem due to his own difficulties? He knew that he was not the only one that was beginning to have severe concerns regarding his sanity since the change had awoken the throbbing bastard in his britches, however. He knew that he was not alone in finding it nigh impossible, most of the time, to think of anything else due to the near constant ache from the swelling. Not that the pain was unbearable, but it was damned hard to ignore when it never really went away. Despite the urges that told him what he needed to do to assuage the pain, though, he was beginning to think it might be just as well that he had not had the chance to sex Danika. He was as certain as he needed to be that she had enjoyed it--according to his data her reaction confirmed that much--and it seemed to have made her far less tense and far more cheerful, but it seemed to have had the opposite effect on Seth. That made him uneasy. He did not want to be insane--or to do anything that might make him behave more irrationally than he already did. The thoughts that ran through his mind were already illogical more often than they were logical and those were hard enough to deal with. "You have been in a foul mood for days," he said finally, deciding it was worth the risk of another fight if he could get the answers from Seth that he had not been able to figure out by himself. Seth narrowed his eyes at him as if he was contemplating removing his head from his shoulders. "I have not," he growled.
 
 That was not at all helpful, Niles thought indignantly, and it just went to show that Seth had crossed the line. He was no longer rational at all! He should have responded by saying why he was in a foul mood! Not lied about being in a foul mood! Mayhap Seth was unable to grasp the true question, though, because he had attempted subtlety? "Why are you in a foul mood?" He could hear Seth grinding his teeth together. "I just said that I am not!" The response made Niles angrier, but he was determined to remain reasonable even if Seth, apparently, had lost that ability! "I have considered this data for some time and it seems illogical to me that you are ... not happy when you sexed Danika and, logically, should be. Why is this?" Seth surged to his feet. Niles instantly followed suit, watching him warily. Instead of pouncing as Niles had fully expected, however, he turned on his heel and strode away. After a few paces, he turned and strode back, made an about face just as Niles was convinced he would attack and paced away again. Frowning, Niles moved to a safer distance and watched, more disturbed by the lack of purpose than he would have been if Seth had attacked. He had not even been ordered to pace the perimeter and beyond that he was not walking the length of it, which he should have if he had decided on his own to do so. Accessing his data banks, he discovered that predatory beasts had been known to pace--when caged--as if searching for a way of escape, but that made no sense to him even though he was aware that part of the awakening was due to the development of the part of the biological brain associated with animal instincts. Seth was not caged. Why would he feel the need to pace? He stopped after a time and settled on the rock where he had been sitting before. Propping his elbow on one thigh and supporting his chin on his fist, he glared at the ground for some minutes before he abruptly tensed and looked around as if surprised to find himself where he was. Frowning, Niles debated whether to return to his own perch or keep his distance. He had just decided it would be safe to sit down again when Seth spoke abruptly. "I pleasured her. I am certain of that," he said, his voice threaded with uncertainty in direct contradiction of what he had said. "I did not dispute that," Niles said cautiously. "According to my data banks her reaction was one of pleasure." Doubts surfaced almost instantly. "Unless ... perhaps she screamed because she experienced a muscle cramp? Or saw something that disturbed her? You did not drop her?" Seth had looked at him hopefully during the first part of Niles' speech, but a thoughtful frown replaced it and then an angry one. "Of course I did not drop her!" he snapped irritably, but then looked thoughtful. "She did not seem to be in pain ... or startled. I do not think it could have been that."
 
 "Then it must have been pleasure." Seth looked hopeful again. "You think?" Niles frowned. "You did not interpret the screaming as pleasure?" Seth frowned. "I was certain it was ...," he hedged. "But?" Seth wrestled with his reluctance to admit that he was not certain, in fact had finally concluded that he had not given her any pleasure at all, and the vague hope that his logic was faulty and Niles would arrive at a different conclusion. In truth, he had thought for a time that he had fried both his logic circuits and his biological brain because neither seemed to be working just as they ought. "She seemed in a very great hurry to leave when I had finished," he finally said. Surprise flickered through Niles, but he considered it thoughtfully. "I do not find anything in my data to suggest that behavior to be an anomaly. You pleasured her. She was finished. She left." "My data says that also," Seth said slowly. "It did not seem ... right, however. I felt pleasure. I also felt a desire to sex her again." "At once?" Niles asked in disbelief. "Why? The swelling did not go down?" "It did, but it came back almost at once. And it has been far worse since." Dismay flickered through Niles but anger, as well. He had thought that he might feel pleasure and it pissed him off that he had not even had the chance to discover whether he would or not and Seth was complaining because he had! "That is fucked up! You are saying it does not help to have the sex?" Seth sent him a speculative look. A look of cunning flickered across his features for a moment before he could mask it with a look of concern. "It makes the swelling worse. You should not do it." Something about his expression instantly made Niles suspicious. "If it is worse after, then why do you want to do it again?" "I did not say that I did." "You said exactly that!" Niles snapped. "You said that you immediately felt a desire to sex her again!" "Then," Seth clarified. "Later, when I had had time to consider the situation, I realized that it only made things worse and that I should not do it again ... unless, of course, Danika asks. I would not want to say no if it will help her."
 
 That brought to mind the question Niles had wanted to ask before and, rather than pursuing the truth in the face of the pack of lies Seth seemed determined to feed him, he asked. "She asked you to sex her?" The question caught Seth off guard. Truthfully, he could not recall how it had come about and he had been struggling to recall it so that he could convince her to allow him to sex her again. "No," he responded before it occurred to him that it would probably not be wise to admit it. Outrage flickered through Niles, although, truthfully, he thought he would have been just as angry if Seth had told him that Danika had asked since she had not asked him. "You asked her?" he demanded. "No." He had thought about it--a very great deal--but there was nothing in his data to suggest that that was acceptable. Niles gaped at him, certain he must be lying. "If she did not ask and you did not ask, how did it come about?" He did not know! If he knew he would have done it again! He was not about to admit that, however. Instead, he shrugged. Niles surged to his feet. "You are saying you do not know? I do not believe that! You just will not say because you know you did not please her and you are afraid that she will allow me to fuck her and not you!" When Danika returned some fifteen minutes later with the chow she'd gone to fetch it was to discover Seth and Niles on the ground. Seth had Niles in a headlock. "Will you guys knock it off! What is with you lately?"
 
  
 
 Chapter Sixteen
 
 Danika's first inkling that Reuel had implemented his rescue/retrieval operation was when she returned to base camp and discovered that half the ships were missing. She stopped dead in her tracks and surveyed the compound again, thinking the ships had simply been moved for some reason, struggling with the thought that a rogue faction among them had stolen the ships. At the same time that was running through her mind, she wondered how they could have taken off without her having heard the departure--or Seth or Niles.
 
 Without a battle, for that matter, that would have made enough noise to bring everyone from their guard posts. Their post was deep enough in the jungle that they couldn't hear anything going on at base camp, but that was because none of the work being done at the camp produced a great deal of noise. The ship engines should have made enough noise for her to hear it, especially the noise three ships made taking off. She spotted several women among those working, however, and she thought that circumstance eliminated the possibility that any of the cyborgs had rebelled and taken the ships. The only source of contention, as far as she knew, was the women the cyborgs had captured. Thankfully, despite the momentary fear that the ship Dane was in was among those that had disappeared, she discovered very quickly that it was still parked where it had been the last time she'd made the trek to camp to get food. Hurrying toward it once she got over her initial shock, she jogged up the gangplank and moved briskly toward the sickbay, arriving breathless and on edge. She got her second jolt then. The gurney Dane had occupied was empty. Despite the fear that had been fluttering in the back of her mind from the time he'd been wounded, the shock of seeing the bed empty was so profound she couldn't move for many moments, couldn't think. It almost seemed as if every process shut down. The burning need to breathe kick-started heartbeat and brain function, but so many thoughts and fears collided in her mind at the same time that she still couldn't process what had happened and arrive at any logical conclusions. The sickbay was completely empty. With no sign of the medic-borg, she couldn't even think who to ask about Dane or where to start looking. She finally turned on her heel and left. She had almost reached the gangplank again when it occurred to her that Dane might have recovered enough to be moved to the crew quarters. She didn't believe it. His condition had still been serious the last time she'd checked on him. But she wanted to believe it. Struggling with the urge to simply collapse and let the grief threatening to overwhelm all reason gain the upper hand, she turned from the gangplank and hurried toward the stair to the hold. She nearly lost her footing in her rush to reach the crew quarters, but the near disaster didn't prompt her to slow down. Instead, she simply leapt over the last few stairs when she'd caught her balance, landing hard enough in the lower corridor to rouse the sole occupant. He sat up in his bunk.
 
 For a handful of moments, they merely stared at one another in surprise. Abruptly, Danika raced down the corridor toward him. "Oh! Thank gods!" Danika gasped as she neared him. "Dane! You're better! I thought ...." She couldn't get the rest out. Feeling her forced smile collapse and her face crumple with incipient tears, she flung her arms around him and burrowed her face against his shoulder. Dane curled his arms around her, dragged her into the bunk and rolled, wedging her between himself and the bulkhead/wall of the ship. She didn't get the chance to pelt him with the questions that filled her mind, fighting for dominance. Almost before she'd settled good, he found her lips and planted his mouth solidly over hers. Welcome warred with doubt even as warmth filled her, but she was so glad to know he'd recovered when she'd feared he'd died that she didn't make any attempt to dissuade him. She kissed him back with enthusiasm. Her reception seemed to inspire him. The doubts swarmed into her mind again when she felt his hand moving over her in exploration, thrusting her T-shirt up to massage her breasts and her briefs down to explore her mound. He'd been at death's door only the day before. He shouldn't be considering what he was clearly intent on. She shouldn't let him! Maybe he just wanted a thorough greeting with a little heavy petting, though, to remind her she'd offered sexual recreation? She forced herself to relax. She'd just point out that they needed to wait until he was more recovered when he paused for breath, she decided. "Dane!" she gasped when he broke the kiss. He shifted downward and covered the breast he'd unearthed from her T-shirt, depriving her of breath for several moments. By the time he'd thoroughly finessed it, she'd forgotten what she'd meant to say. She struggled to recapture the thought while he searched for the breast wedged between his chest and the mattress. She'd almost captured it when he gave up on the breast that seemed to be out of reach and returned to the first. Reuel's order to be discrete popped into her mind when Dane grasped the waist of her briefs and yanked her panties to her knees. She managed to lift one eyelid far enough to scan the crew quarters within sight of Dane's bunk before he dragged her under him and planted his mouth over hers again. She was so drunk with the endorphins flooding her brain by the time he broke the second kiss that she'd not only lost all coordination, the only objection she could think of when she felt the probe of his cock along her thigh was that she was bound at the knees by her briefs. She
 
 managed to draw one knee up high enough to shift the binding to one ankle as he heaved upward in the bunk to align the head of his cock with the mouth of her sex. She heard the dull clang of something hard hitting something metallic. Almost before it could register in her mind that it was Dane's head making contact with the bunk frame, he levered himself up far enough to drag her down the bunk, planted his cock solidly against her cleft, and began thrusting. For several moments, all she could feel was the stretch and burn of the skin in her nether regions. Frustration filled her. She wiggled her hips, trying to realign his cock and then struggled to reach between them when that didn't seem to do the trick. Abruptly, he broke impasse and speared into her. A mixture of relief and pleasure replaced her frustration. Coiling her free leg around his hips, she planted her heel in his ass and gave him a few nudges for inspiration. He grunted, digging his toes into the mattress and shoving harder--hard enough to push her up the mattress several inches before her lubrication coated his shaft sufficiently to allow him to hit bottom. It knocked the breath from her in an inelegant grunt when he did. Heat wafted through her when he retraced his path and thrust again, however, and it was a lovely heat. Making a sound of pleasure in her throat, she struggled to encourage him by curling her hips to meet him with each successive thrust. She gave up after a very few moments, though, when she realized his weight had her pinned so tightly to the mattress beneath her that she had no room to maneuver. Instead, she simply curled her hips until his rhythmic thrusts were pounding against her g-spot, driving her toward culmination so quickly that she was torn between the desire to reach it and the equal desire to hold it off to enjoy it longer. It wasn't a matter of choice, she discovered. He drove her to the brink so quickly, she was dizzy with the climb, and pitched over it before she'd hardly realized she was teetering on the edge. She gasped, groaned at the intensity of her climax. Thankfully Reuel's warning echoed in her mind before she could express her joy more loudly. She burrowed her face against Dane's shoulder to muffle her groans. Even the pillow Dane had buried his face in failed to muffle his hoarse roar of repletion when he reached his crisis, however. Struggling to catch her breath in the aftermath, still pinned down by Dane's dead weight, Danika lifted her head with an effort to scan the crew quarters again. The medic-borg, she discovered, was standing at the foot of the stairs, staring directly at the two of them. "Oh fuck!" she muttered, allowing her head to hit the mattress again. At least they'd only had an audience of one!
 
 Somehow, she didn't think that was Reuel's idea of discretion, though. "If you are recovered enough to fuck," the medic-borg said coolly, "you are recovered enough to return to duty." Dane struggled to push himself up and turn on his side and promptly rolled off the bunk and onto the floor, landing with a loud crash and a groan--this time of pain rather than pleasure. Snatching at the blanket to cover herself, Danika uttered a gasp of dismay and shifted to look down at Dane in consternation. He stared back at her for a moment and finally lifted his head and glared at the medic-borg. The medic-borg glared back at him. "I told you I was ready to return to duty," Dane said sullenly. "And now I am convinced!" the medic-borg retorted and then turned on his heel and departed. **** Danika was still weak-kneed as she and Dane made their way through the jungle to their guard post. She could well imagine Dane was in a good bit worse shape and she divided her time during the first part of the trek between fondly recalling the intimate moments they'd shared and berating herself for doing something so stupid when Dane, regardless of his superior genetics and amazing recuperation, shouldn't have been exercising his love muscle. His movements made it clear that he was still in pain and still weak from his ordeal. Every time he looked at her, however, he grinned so broadly that she couldn't be entirely regretful about it--even if it had been stupid. It occurred to her about the time she realized they were nearing the guard post that both Seth and Niles were liable to take it badly if they figured out why Dane was in such a great mood, though, and she searched her mind for a distraction. "I don't suppose you know where the other ships are?" she asked. Dane's smile vanished. "Reuel took a group of volunteers back to Xeno-12 to search for survivors." Danika hated to see Dane's light mood vanish so abruptly, even though she'd thought it would be a very bad thing for them to arrive at post with Dane grinning like the cat that ate the canary. "Oh. I hadn't thought about that. I guess I should have since he said that was first priority-getting the ships ready for a mission." She'd had other things on her mind, though. "I still don't know why I didn't hear them leave."
 
 Dane stared at her a moment as if wondering himself and finally shrugged. "They left in the middle of the night when they thought it least likely they would be heard, or spotted even if they were heard leaving." She supposed that explained why she hadn't heard. She supposed she'd been asleep, but not only was it hard to accept that she'd slept that soundly, it was unnerving to think she had. It also irritated her that neither Seth nor Niles had thought to mention it. "I don't suppose you know when they'll be back?" Again, Dane shrugged. "Reuel said if they had not returned in four days, by this planet's cycle, that we should not look to see them again--perhaps at all. We are under orders to disperse." Danika stopped abruptly in her tracks, gaping at him. "Disperse to where?" she demanded in disbelief. "He did not have suggestions. He merely issued the standing order that, if we were attacked by the Confederation, we are to disperse and do our best not to draw attention to ourselves and to blend in with the humans as best we can until the time when he can find a place for us and gather us together again. We do not have the means or the resources to war with the humans even if that was our desire. Munitions are very low. We will have to raid to gather even enough for a running defense. "Here we have found shelter and food, but there are no weapons or munitions to be had unless we can take a human base or one belonging to the Andorians." Danika stared at him in dismay and dawning anger. "Exactly when were we supposed to be informed?" Dane looked disconcerted. "I was there to hear--as were the others who were off duty from watch. We were to inform those who could not be there because they were stationed on guard posts." Danika frowned thoughtfully as they resumed their walk. "It didn't look to me like very many had gone with him." "He took only enough to man the ships since he had hope of filling them with survivors." "Good thinking!" Danika said dryly, struggling with her anger. "But that leaves us with way more people than the ships that are left can carry. That means all of us can't disperse--not from here, anyway. I don't suppose he had a suggestion for that?" Dane looked surprised. "He asked for volunteers to draw the Confederation away--that is the plan if they come here to look for us. Those who volunteered will take the ships up and flee in different directions, in the hope of convincing the confederation that all have left. Also in the
 
 hope that they can outrun them and survive themselves. I did not volunteer our squad because you had said that we would stay here and build a homestead." That speech completely deprived Danika of anything at all to say. It was one thing to form a hypothetical scenario she realized she'd never actually been serious about and another entirely to find herself stranded on the fucking planet with no damned choice of whether to stay or not! Her and her big mouth! Both Seth and Niles seemed to take the whole thing in stride--as if they already knew even before she arrived with Dane and informed them of the orders! But then they'd both been awake when the damned ships took off. She stewed over it while they all settled to eat the food she'd brought from base, discovering it was a lot easier to nurse her anger than to allow the fear churning in her belly and at the back of her mind to take hold. How could she possibly have forgotten how damned literal minded they were, she wondered angrily! How could they not know it was just ... a lame attempt to make herself feel better about the gods awful situation they were in and to cheer Dane up? She'd only been trying to put a positive spin on an impossible situation, damn it! Boost morale! Especially hers! She only emerged from her internal rage when the men rose and left her. Insensitive assholes, she thought angrily! Couldn't they see she was upset? But instead of trying to reassure her they'd all looked at her like she was bomb about to explode and withdrawn to a safer distance! Peace, of a sort, or at least silence, reigned until they heard someone approaching from the direction of base camp near dusk. Immediately alert despite the fact that the direction indicated a 'friendly' rather than a hostile, they all took up defensive positions. The rattling of the brush stopped while whoever it was was still some distance away. "It is I, Basil!" the intruder called out. It took Danika a few minutes to figure out who the hell Basil was. It didn't take the guys even a nano-second. "What the fuck are you doing here?" Seth, Niles, and Dane all growled, almost in unison. Having been hailed, it didn't seem to bother Basil that it wasn't a welcome. He continued his approach. "I have come to join your squad," he said cheerfully when he'd reached them.
 
 Danika merely gaped at him in disbelief. Seth, Niles, and Dane bristled like cur dogs. "You are not welcome!" Seth responded. "We have a squad already," Niles retorted. "We do not need another," Dane added. Basil's expression hardened, his features taking on a mulish look. "I have brought supplies--in the event that they are needed." "We can collect our own gods damned supplies!" Seth growled. "Not if you do not return immediately," Basil retorted, "and very likely not then. They began to disperse the supplies on hand and no one from your squad was there so I gathered our share." "There is no 'our'!" Seth growled threateningly. "You are not a member of our squad!" "Wait a minute!" Danika snapped, surging to her feet. "What do you mean they started dispersing supplies?" Basil set his burden down. "Reuel left orders to disperse." Danika gaped at him in outrage. "But ... that was only if they didn't make it back in the time he'd set, damn it! It hasn't even been a full day since they left!" Basil shrugged. "If they return as planned, there will be no problem. The supplies that we have will be safe. We discussed the situation, however, and concluded that we could not be certain that Reuel did not lead his group into an ambush. If that was the case, then we would not have four days. We might not have even one. We decided it would be best to disperse supplies now so that we would not lose them if there was an attack on our base camp." Seth, Dane, and Niles all exchanged a speaking look. Danika's suspicions were immediately aroused. "That wasn't part of the orders that Reuel gave before he left?" "Not precisely," Dane responded after a brief hesitation. "What do you mean 'not precisely'?" Danika growled. Dane shrugged. "He said that we must be prepared for an attack in the event the Confederation had already surmised that we had come here and that we must act in our best interests in his absence."
 
 Basil nodded. "And we discussed probabilities and decided that it would be best to disperse supplies in his absence." It was a logical decision and Danika was still pissed off. Under the circumstances, she didn't think they should be too hasty about running Basil off. He had considered the good of their group, after all, and collected supplies for them. She pointed that out. Seth scowled at her. "He was not considering the good of our squad! He has nothing more on his mind than fucking you! We do not need what he has brought! Dane! Niles! Return to base camp and collect our share of the supplies!" Danika gaped at him. Dane and Niles both looked torn between following his orders and staying long enough to run Basil off. After a brief hesitation, however, they headed toward camp at a lope. Shrugging, Basil looked around for a prop, leaned against a tree trunk, folded his arms, and settled to wait. Seth narrowed his eyes at him. Danika emerged sufficiently from her shock to feel the beginnings of anger. "Just what the fuck do you mean by that, Seth?" she demanded. Seth flicked a stunned look at her. "By what?" he asked blankly. "That nasty comment!" Danika growled. Seth frowned, obviously reviewing the comments he'd made. "I did not make a nasty comment," he said after a moment. "Oh, yes, hell you did! You said all Basil had on his mind was fucking me!" she snapped. He looked surprised. "That is a nasty comment?" Danika glared at him. "It implies an insult!" Seth stared at her. "I meant to insult the bastard! I meant to provoke a fight, but he acknowledged that he is a bastard and sees no reason to defend his honor!" "You insulted my honor?" Basil growled, instantly bristling. Surging away from the tree, he stalked toward Seth. "I will knock your head off!" He barely managed to get the threat out before Seth sprang. The two of them collided with an impact that Danika felt certain could be heard for miles. Before she could gather her wits, they
 
 were in the midst of a battle of titans--slinging punches at each other, slinging each other around. When they flew past her, bumping her hard enough to knock her off her feet, she scrambled for cover. "Stop it! Stand down this instant!" she bellowed at them. Either they didn't hear her or they weren't inclined to follow any orders at the moment that excluded pounding on one another. Realizing there was nothing she could do but get out of the way, Danika looked around for a safer place to watch and finally climbed the tree she'd taken cover behind. It occurred to her that firing a shot over their heads might get their attention, but she thought they were already making enough racket to get the attention of any enemies within miles. Beyond that, she had very little ammo left. Wasting it in an attempt to break up the brawl--which might or might not work-didn't seem like a good idea. Settling on a branch, she waited for them to finish venting. It took them a lot longer than she'd expected it would. They were still fighting when Dane and Niles returned. Seeing she had reinforcements, Danika called out to them. "Make them stop!" Dane and Niles looked up at her when she spoke and then shared a look. "The bastard was right," Dane announced. "We could not get much. Most of the supplies had already been dispersed." "Well shit!" Danika exclaimed, instantly distracted. "What do we do now?" Niles shrugged. "We have the supplies that the bastard brought." "There will be plenty for us for weeks once Seth sends him on his way," Dane agreed, nodding. Danika gaped at him in outrage. "That's ... that isn't fair at all! He brought the stuff!" Seth and the bastard--Basil--she discovered, had managed to beat each other to a standstill. Both of them were still on their feet, but it seemed obvious to her that they were having trouble finding the strength to continue to swing at each other. She climbed down from the tree. "That settles it. We'll have to take him as part of the squad." Dane and Niles exchanged another look and Dane started forward. "I will beat the bastard a while. I am not tired." "Don't you dare!" Danika growled. "You just got well enough to get out of sickbay!" Dane stopped in his tracks and sent her an indignant look. "I was well enough to fuck!" Niles sent him a look of outrage. "You fucked her?" he snarled.
 
 Dane gaped at him. "She said that she would sex me as soon as I was well enough." Niles punched him in the belly. "Don't you dare punch him ... there! Gods damn it! He just recovered from internal injuries, you asshole!" Rushing to Dane, who'd doubled over, she examined him fearfully as his knees gave out and then turned to glare at Niles furiously. Balling her fist up, she punched him in the gut. Pain exploded in her fist and paralysis went all the way up her arm to her shoulder. Someone snagged her around the waist and whirled her in a circle. She saw it was Seth when he set her on her feet. His expression hardened when he noticing that she was unconsciously massaging her arm. He turned back to Niles and punched him on the shoulder. "You have hurt her, you stupid asshole!" Niles gaped at him. "I did not hit her. She hit me!" "You should have ducked!" Seth growled angrily, punching his shoulder again. Returning his attention to Danika, he shook his finger in her face. "Do not do that! You will hurt yourself!" She chomped down on his finger hard enough he snatched it back and gaped at her in disbelief. "I'm squad leader, gods damn it! I say he deserves a spot in our unit! He was watching our backs! I don't care what motive you think he had for doing it. He still did it!" Seth, Dane, and Niles all turned to give Basil a malevolent glare, but after glancing at Danika again, they allowed the tension to ease from them. "Anyway, if we do end up stranded here, it's only going to increase our odds of survival with another man in the group." None of them really looked convinced by the logic of that comment but at least they seemed less inclined to start another fight. Deciding the matter was settled, she sent Basil a smile that was a mixture of triumph and welcome. Basil gave her a roguish look that was only slightly marred by the battering his face had taken from Seth's fists. "Are you in the fucking mood yet?" Danika was taken aback for a moment. "No!" she snarled at him when she recovered from her surprise, planting her hands on her hips. "I told you I'd let you know, didn't I?" He looked so crestfallen Danika was almost sorry she'd snapped at him.
 
 She discovered that Seth, Dane, and Niles were looking at her indignantly when she turned around. "What?" Niles glowered at Basil. "When she is in the fucking mood she will let me know because I am a member of this fucking squad and you are not and she has not sexed me yet!" "Before this gets any more out of hand we need to get one damned thing straight!" Danika snapped. "I will NOT be spreading my legs any time you guys feel like fucking, because I wouldn't ever get the damned chance to close them again! When I am in the mood, I'll let you know! And if you four start pestering me, I'm damned well NOT going to get in the mood!"
 
  
 
 Chapter Seventeen
 
 Given the orders Reuel had left, and the supplies they had on hand, Danika thought it best that they hang on to what they could and hunt for food. Everyone agreed until they discovered she meant to leave two men on guard and take one with her on the hunt. That was immediately vetoed. Despite the fact that Danika had knowledge and experience in hunting and none of the men did they were united in disagreeing with every argument she made to support her idea. As far as they knew, there were still hostiles lurking in the area and they weren't about to let Danika go anywhere with only one man to guard her. While she appreciated the fact that they wanted to guard her, it not only pissed her off that they refused to simply look upon her as one of the group, but the suspicion that their main concern was about the pussy she was carrying around pissed her off more. "Well we can't leave our post unguarded!" she snapped. They thought that over for a while and then Seth volunteered Basil to return to base and inform them that they were leaving their post to hunt for food. Basil immediately looked deeply suspicious. "When they send someone to take post, we will all go," Seth said coolly.
 
 Danika was also suspicious, mostly because she knew the guys hadn't accepted Basil even if she had and had told them they must, but also because Seth was so careful to look innocent when he made the suggestion. Finally, she shrugged. "He's right. That would be the best way to handle it. Reuel may have pretty much left us to our own devices here, but we certainly can't leave post without alerting them of the possibility of an attack." She discovered that neither her suspicions nor Basil's were misplaced when Seth got up not long after Basil disappeared from sight and collected his alien weapons. "We were going to wait until he got back," Danika said. Seth shrugged. "He has had time to reach base camp and alert them. He can catch up to us when he returns." Danika considered objecting again, but the truth was the base was on full alert already due to Reuel's absence. Beyond that, she thought the outer guard posts were mostly unnecessary since they'd driven the savages out. They hadn't seen any sign of them since--apparently none of the posts had since they hadn't heard any sounds of an encounter. Of course that wasn't by any means conclusive evidence that they'd driven the savages away for good. She didn't think anything short of annihilating them would give them absolute certainty-which meant they were always going to have to be on the lookout for the primitives. She supposed that was Seth's reasoning, as well, which made her wonder why he'd suggested Basil return to base camp at all since there wasn't actually an officer to report to. She dismissed it after a few moments. Basil could find his way and if he didn't catch up with them, they'd rendezvous on their return. Truthfully, the news had unnerved her. She'd entertained a fantasy of putting down roots of some sort and now was looking at the strong possibility of harsh reality and she hadn't seen more than a few acres of the world she could be living on for quite some time. She didn't just want to check it out. She needed to--because if she found any nasty surprises, she was going to have a place on one of those damned ships when they left even if they did have to dodge Confederation fighters! They hadn't had the time to determine much about the vegetation--as in which plants would be edible and which were poison. And their frenzied activity and the battles they'd engaged in since landing had driven most of the wildlife from the immediate area. Their supplies weren't going to last long. She wanted to see what was available and how hard it would be to catch. Shelter of some kind was also vitally important. The night time temperatures weren't survivable in the long term without some kind of shelter and those temperatures could drop even more if it happened that it was summer on Xeno-11.
 
 There was the cave they'd found, but that place gave her the creeps. If push came to shove, she would endure staying there rather than freezing to death, but she wanted another option. There was something about the place that just 'felt' like it was a sacred place to the natives. She wasn't superstitious, but the natives probably were and if they decided to squat on a place that was sacred ground to the savages they were going to run into trouble really fast. They followed the larger stream when they headed away from their post. It was a rushing stream, which meant it made enough noise to mask their progress through the rustling brush at least somewhat. Unfortunately, that also meant it made it hard for her to hear anything else, too, but although that aspect unnerved her, she figured it was a worthwhile trade off. They needed to be watchful anyway and the stream would definitely be a place to attract the wildlife. They trekked about a quarter of a mile through the jungle before she saw the first sign that she'd been looking for. She squatted down and examined the prints in the soft soil--small, cloven hooves. Unless the creature just had dainty feet, she decided it was pretty small. There were also a good number of tracks, which she thought could indicate some kind of herd animal. Straightening after a few minutes, she studied the jungle. There wasn't a path. Disappointed since she thought that probably meant she hadn't discovered a spot they used regularly, she moved on after she'd thoroughly examined the area, watching the ground for other tracks. The further they went, the more tracks they found. The cloven hooves appeared to be the most prolific. Whatever it was that had made them appeared to be abundant. There were other tracks here and there, a lot of them smaller, a few that looked like they belonged to much larger animals. Predators of some kind, she decided, feeling the hair on the back of her neck prickle. It was to be expected, of course. There was always a food chain. Every living thing made up a link in the cycle. She just hoped that they could take top position in that food chain. She was contemplating calling a rest break when one of the men, Seth, she discovered when she glanced at him, abruptly closed a hand around her upper arm. She looked at him questioningly as he pulled on her arm in a silent signal to crouch and then followed the direction he indicated with a nod of his head toward the limbs of the trees. At first, she didn't see anything at all--because she was expecting to see the outline of warriors in the branches, or a predator of a different kind. What she finally discerned among the branches, however, was regular shapes that weren't nature made. There was some sort of structure nestled among the foliage! When she'd finally figured out what it was that she was looking at, she discovered others--many others. And vines woven into what looked like swinging walkways or bridges.
 
 Feeling her heart leap with the threat of danger, she settled lower, straining to discern any movement that couldn't be dismissed as the result of air currents. Maybe twenty minutes passed. Danika discovered she was holding her breath and her heart was beating so loudly in her ears that she couldn't hear anything else. She couldn't believe they'd walked smack into the middle of a fucking village without any idea they were so close to it! She didn't think they were more than a few miles from the base perimeter they'd marked! No wonder the damned savages had attacked them so ferociously! They'd settled in their backyard! She felt like kicking herself that it hadn't occurred to her that there might be a settlement nearby--because she would've realized that if there was, they would settle close to a water source! Her muscles were beginning to cramp from the strain when Seth signaled that he and the others were going up for a closer look. Danika instantly wanted to veto that plan, but there was no getting around the fact that the village seemed to be abandoned. They shouldn't have been able to walk right up to it at all. As fierce as the primitives were, she felt sure they would have had guards posted. Finally, she nodded. She was the only one that had a 'real' weapon anyway. It would be better for her to stay put and watch for any sign of a surprise attack. Seth, Dane, and Niles 'melted' into the brush with surprising ease. It surprised the hell out of Danika anyway. They were a force to be reckoned with on the battlefield, but they were like assault tanks--or she'd always pictured them that way. She hadn't had the opportunity to discover they actually had stealth capabilities. Shaking the random thoughts, she focused on scanning the trees for movement. In a few minutes, the men reached the trunks of the trees and scaled them. Struggling with the urge to merely watch them, she made another careful sweep while the men moved silently along the overhead branches and ducked into first one hut and then another. Instead of feeling the tension begin to ease after they'd checked the first few, it mounted the longer they searched, the sense growing that the savages were waiting in one or more of the huts to attack when the men stumbled upon just the right one. A faint rustle of sound behind her was the only warning she got of an approach. The hair on the back of her neck rose even as she swung into action. A hand clamped down on the barrel of her rifle even as she swung to shoot.
 
 "Damn it, Basil!" she growled under her breath. "You scared the fuck out of me!" His lips tightened, but he didn't say anything. Shaking her fear and anger with an effort, Danika returned her attention to the search in progress just as the men emerged from the last of the huts and climbed down. "Deserted," Seth reported when he reached her again, glaring at Basil balefully. "I see you found your way. You are a difficult man to lose." "Don't be provoking!" Danika said tightly. "You expected him to catch up." Dane shrugged. "But we had hope that he would not. This place looks as if it has been abandoned for some time--days, at least. I am thinking that they left after we did the sweep." Niles appeared. "That seems likely. I found a trail leading northward. They had made a very good attempt to cover their back trail, but they were burdened with belongings, very likely their young, as well. There is a good bit of broken foliage that has had time to die and dry up." Danika frowned, studying the huts above them speculatively. "You think they're gone for good?" Seth shrugged. "There is no way to determine that. We do not know their habits. But they have left nothing that appears to be of any use or value." "I think I'll go up and check it out," Danika said decisively. The men looked surprised but they followed her. She discovered they had climbed up by using vines that lay against the trunks. Shrugging inwardly with the thought that they should be able to hold her weight if they'd held for the men, she shouldered her weapon, grasped the vine, and basically walked up the vertical climb. Not that it was easy by any stretch of the imagination. She didn't have the upper body strength the men had, even though she was extremely fit, and her arms, shoulders, and legs were screaming with the strain by the time she'd made the twenty to thirty foot climb. Stopping to rest and massage the ache when she got to the top, she studied the drop and finally concluded that the females were either much stronger than human women, or there was some other way the women and children got up and down. She didn't see anything to dispute that first conclusion after exploring the village from end to end. Clearly the savages were something like primates--not just roughly humaniod--and the females rarely left the safety of the trees and the young less often than that. It wasn't just accidental that the village could hardly be detected from the ground. Every effort had been made to insure that it blended with nature. There were still vines carefully arranged in a number of
 
 areas that looked like their purpose was as a safety line for younger, or at least smaller, tribe members. The huts had the smell of animal habitation--no surprise when the savages looked and behaved more like animals that higher thinking beings! They had obvious skills, though, that no dumb animal would have. The huts were well constructed, very cleverly constructed, actually. They were tight enough they showed no signs of decay from a constant wetting by rain and yet window covers had been fashioned so that they could be raised and lowered for ventilation or to let in light. They were also surprisingly spacious--probably at least partly because they were completely empty--but she thought the structures must have housed more than one family unit. There didn't seem to be enough of them to have accommodated the number of warriors they'd already encountered, and killed, let alone women and children unless they did house multiple families. Or there was another village nearby. The location and situation was a good one, Danika decided. The tree dwellings were high enough to protect from all but climbing predators and even few of the annoying flying, biting insects seemed able to fly so high. They were cool, even now that they'd reached the heat of the day because of the shade from the tree foliage and also the wind currents. She thought they'd also be tight enough once the sun went down to keep warmth in. She hoped so, at any rate. "This wouldn't be a bad place if we could get rid of the stench from the savages," Danika said after she'd thoroughly examined everything. The men all looked at her doubtfully and she shrugged. "At least temporarily. It would beat the hell out of rolling in sleeping bags on the ground. We don't have any sleepwalkers among us, do we?" she asked jokingly. The men all looked at her blankly. "Never mind. I vote we make this our base if the shit hits the fan. Let's see if we can find out how close the neighbors are." They didn't find any sign of another village. Danika wasn't convinced that that meant there wasn't another one uncomfortably close, but they didn't have time before dark to explore a lot further. She was still pleased with the results of their exploration. She'd seen signs of a fairly abundant food supply and shelter that appealed to her a hell of a lot more than the cave. All they'd have to do was figure out how to catch the food and fend off the natives if they decided to reclaim their village!
 
 She was exhausted by the time they reached their post again, too tired to comment on the fact that no one had shown up to guard the position while they were gone. She was sure the men had to be tired, too, and was somewhat resentful that they weren't showing the signs of fatigue she felt, but still grateful when they took over sorting the supplies. Basil handed out food kits. She ate mechanically and then curled up in her sleeping bag and passed out. Despite the fact that she’d managed to sleep through Reuel’s departure, Danika discovered with relief and a great deal of annoyance, that both her survival instincts and her training were still very much a part of her. Something touched her. She was on her feet and swinging before she was even conscious. Everyone else was also on their feet and at full alert the moment she sprang into action. Including Basil, who caught the brunt of her defensive maneuvers. The pain of contact brought her more fully awake. “What?” she demanded drunkenly when she realized it was Basil she’d pummeled and not a tree. “What is it?” Seth growled. Still too groggy to fully assimilate what was going on herself, Danika looked around at the men surrounding her through blurry, watering eyes, trying to figure out what had happened. After rolling it around in her mind for several moments, she finally realized what it was that had awakened her from deep sleep. “Something touched me,” she supplied finally. “I know I didn’t just dream it.” Seth, Dane, and Niles immediately zeroed in on Basil, narrowing their eyes at him. “Basil was on watch,” Seth growled. “You did not see anything?” Basil shrugged, his expression a mixture of discomfort, defensiveness, and irritation. “I did not. It was I.” Danika stared at him, trying to assimilate that. “You what?” She frowned, realizing finally that he wouldn’t have caught the brunt of her assault if he hadn’t been directly beside her when she’d launched her offensive. “You touched me? What the hell for? Is it my turn to stand watch?” “I am next in rotation,” Dane ground out. Basil shrugged. “I thought that I would ask if you were in the fucking mood yet.” Danika gaped at him. “You woke me to ask?” she demanded disbelievingly.
 
 Niles’ eyes narrowed. “He did not wake you to ask,” he snarled. “He thought to catch you off guard and sex you while you were sleeping!” As if she could sleep through that! She wouldn’t need to, though, if she was far enough gone by the time she did realize what was going on to have no desire to object. Danika was awake enough by that time for Niles’ assessment to make complete sense … particularly since she’d had time to realize that the touch that woke her was a hand settling on her breast. Anger flooded her. “You scared the piss out of me! I thought something had crawled into my sleeping bag with me!” “Something did,” Seth growled. Much of Danika’s anger melted away as Seth’s attitude finally penetrated her confusion and irritation enough that she realized the guys were more pissed off than she was. They were going to be pounding on one another if she didn’t diffuse the situation. She held up a hand. “It’s Nile’s turn,” she said bluntly, in no condition to try to be more tactful even if she’d felt like it—which she didn’t at the moment. “I’m not doing you before my guys and I haven’t done Niles.” ‘Her’ guys received that information with mixed feelings. Basil wasn’t too happy about it for that matter. “I am part of your squad now,” he pointed out mulishly. Danika sighed, glanced around at the men again, and dropped back into her sleeping bag. “Yes— the key word being now. Me, Seth, Dane, and Niles have been together since the start and it wouldn’t be fair for you to cut in line. Seth was first, Dane second, and Niles is next … then you. And I’m tired and I’m going back to sleep,” she added when she discovered Niles was looking hopeful and Seth and Dane didn’t look any too happy about the arrangements. **** Everyone was still in a fairly foul mood when they awoke the following morning—including Danika although she’d managed to drop back to sleep fairly quickly after the ‘episode’. Except for Niles who still looked to be wavering between hopefulness and resentment that Basil had tried to use guerilla tactics to leapfrog over him and get into her pants before him. Danika did her best to ignore the brooding violence in the four men, but she could see that she was going to have to take care of the sexual aggression that was boiling between them before they erupted or nobody was going to be focused on the important project of surviving!
 
 She was aggravated enough, at first, to consider doing the ‘deed’ just to get it over with and shut them up—for a little while, anyway. Regardless of the fact that she’d acknowledged that the sex thing, while not really what she would consider a chore or a duty, was more in the nature of ‘medicinal’, though, she realized that it damned well wasn’t going to make her happy to consider it in that light or, more importantly, for them to. Unfortunately, once she’d reviewed the discussion the night before, it occurred to her that they might take it that way. She damned sure hadn’t meant it that way! Her interludes with both Seth and Dane had been spontaneous. So impulsive, as a matter-of-fact, that both times it had resulted in a good bit of discomfort and embarrassment for her. She’d thought when the opportunity arose that it would simply happen—and hopefully without the embarrassing aftermath she’d experienced both times before. She supposed, after a little thought, that she was just going to have to forego spontaneity, at least this time around, and take the initiative. Clearly, although neither Seth nor Dane had left anything at all to be desired once it came right down to it, none of the men had the foggiest idea of how to go about seduction! She toyed with the idea of a three way as they set out, once more on the hunt for food. On some levels, the idea interested her. It would be an efficient way to wrap things up, for one thing, and she was always in favor of efficiency. Then, too, it had a definite kink factor that appealed to her. She discarded the idea without a lot of reluctance when she’d factored in her aversion of the intimacy between them becoming anything approaching ‘duty’ or ‘chore’, however. She cared about them. At least, she cared a lot about her guys. And she wanted Basil to be a part of her family. She wouldn’t have suggested it, fair or not, if she hadn’t felt like he could very easily find a niche in their group—and in her affections. Actually, she simply decided to shelve it for the time being. Maybe when they got more comfortable with one another it would be something they’d all enjoy, but at the moment not only did it seem too impersonal, it seemed like just the sort of thing to set off an all out war. By the time they’d spent the better part of the day tramping around the woods in hope of stumbling upon something they could kill and eat, setting snares as they went and even digging several capture pits, Danika decided she was going to have to make an opportunity to take care of Nigel. She wasn’t inclined to think of any of her squad mates as shy—per se. The intimacy they wanted was just something so far beyond their experience, and the data they had, that none of them really had a clue of how to ‘seduce’.
 
 Basil, of course, was no wiser—and no better at it, despite the fact that he was more inclined to be excruciatingly blunt about what he wanted, but he at least gave her something to work with. She was fairly certain that all she was going to have to do in his case was say ‘ok’. After a great deal of thought, she finally decided that that would probably work just as well with Nigel as Basil. It might make her uncomfortable, but she supposed she might as well get used to it since it didn’t seem likely they were going to learn seduction when they had no one to practice with but her and she sure as hell didn’t have a clue of how to ‘teach’ them that! When they’d returned from their second fruitless hunt, therefore, and eaten another meal from their dwindling rations, she got up, stretched and fixed Nigel with a pointed look. “I think I’ll go down to the pool and bathe.” Nigel stared back at her uncomprehendingly. “I will go with you and watch your back,” Seth volunteered at once. Annoyance flickered through Danika. She was oh so tempted to let him. She wanted him. As much as she’d enjoyed sex with Dane, the shower sex with Seth still ranked as her number one all time favorite romp and she’d been vastly disappointed despite her embarrassment that they’d broken things off so abruptly she hadn’t even had the chance to bask in the afterglow—well, she had broken them off. As tempted as she was, though, that certainly wasn’t going to help Nigel’s or Basil’s feelings, and it wasn’t going to calm the waters worth a damn! She smiled at him with an effort, feeling her face heat with discomfort. “As much as I enjoyed our last bath together and would love to repeat it, I thought Nigel might want to wash my back,” she said as tactfully as she could. Seth blinked at her, his jaw sagging slightly in surprise. Which was Danika’s first clue that he’d really meant to watch her back! Before she could wallow in her embarrassment for misinterpreting his offer, however, Nigel shot to his feet. “I will go.” Relieved when no one else said anything, she led the way from their guard post, struggling with the breathlessness and the leap in her pulse that instantly assailed her, partly from nerves and partly from anticipation. Nigel fell into step beside her. “I will go ahead and make certain that it is clear.”
 
 Danika frowned as he strode off, wondering if her none-too-subtle hint had gone right over his head, too. It hadn’t—exactly—but he wasn’t convinced he’d gotten the message either. He was sitting on one of the stones near the cave when she arrived, frowning at the water lapping against the rock. He got up when he saw her. “I have checked the cave and also the perimeter of the pool. There are no creatures here that you need be concerned about.” Disconcerted, Danika looked around a little vaguely. “Well! That’s good news!” Nigel frowned. “Pardon … but did you say ‘watch’ your back? Or ‘wash’?” Danika bit her lip, struggling with a mixture of amusement, discomfort, and uneasiness. A seductress, she wasn’t, however, and the question disconcerted her. Beyond that, she hadn’t actually given a lot of thought to the possibility of ‘creatures’ of any kind. She’d simply needed an excuse to find a quiet place to be alone with him to do the horizontal tango and a reminder of the need to check for creatures did nothing for her libido. She’d really hoped he would ‘get’ it and they could avoid the awkwardness she felt at that moment. Sighing, she mentally braced herself and peeled off her T-shirt and then her briefs. Nigel’s gaze instantly zeroed in on her—well, everything below the neck. If she’d been in any doubt of that, she certainly wasn’t by the time she’d reached him and lifted her hands to rest them lightly on his chest. His gaze remained fixed until she was too close for him to focus on her body anymore. He lifted his head then and blinked at her. She didn’t know if it clicked in his mind then what the plan was or if nature simply took over, but, to her relief, her touch seemed to be all the prompting he needed. His arms came around her like a trap slamming shut and tightened, bringing her fully against his length.  
 
 Chapter Eighteen
 
 For many moments Nigel did nothing more and the suspicion had begun to creep into Danika’s mind that he hadn’t gotten the idea after all, despite the hard log of flesh that rose up between them, when he dragged in a shuddering breath and began to explore her with his hands. “We did not bring anything to bathe with,” he said in a strangled voice.
 
 Dismay flickered through Danika. Excuse or not, she’d fully intended to make use of the pool! “Shit!” she muttered. “What are we going to do now?” Nigel paused in his exploration, clearly deliberating on the matter. “I will go back and collect what we need.” “I’ve got a better idea,” Danika said after only a moment’s thought. “Why don’t we just soak?” Nigel’s hold on her slackened. Before he could pull away, Danika grabbed his ‘handle’. “After sex,” she said, amusement tingeing her voice. “I don’t know what effect that cold water will have on this fellow, but I have a bad feeling he might … uh … try to hide. I’ve heard they don’t like cold much.” Nigel cast a rather desperate glance around the area and finally scooped her off her feet. Carrying her to an area where tall grasses grew, he trampled a bed in the midst of it and then set her on her feet. She smiled up at him and then lay down, pillowing her head on her folded arms. Nigel followed her down, settling partially on top of her. “Mmm,” she murmured, “That’s what I love about you guys. Always on top of things.” He studied her expression for a long moment and Danika wondered what he was thinking. After a moment, he lifted one hand and began to explore her lightly, tracing his fingers over her breasts and down her torso to the light nest of hair on her mound and then back again. “To love is to feel strong affection,” he murmured. Danika felt her amusement die. Her throat closed as a mixture of desire and compassion filled her. “It is.” He met her gaze again. “And this is something that you feel for me?” Danika thought about it—not that she was in any doubt that she felt a strong bond to each of them, but she hadn’t actually intended the comment as a confession. She realized, though, that subterfuge was no more a part of who they were than dishonor. He wouldn’t try to use it as a weapon against her. “Yes, it is.” He smiled abruptly and Danika almost felt like her heart stopped for moment. Her chest tightened uncomfortably. His smile waned and he studied her seriously. “This is something I feel for you also.” Doubts rose in Danika’s mind. How could he even know what love was, she wondered? But then he kissed her and silenced the voices in her head, evoking pleasure and warmth and then heat as he explored her all over with his hands and his mouth. It was almost magical, the way he made her feel—in spite of the crunch and rattle of grasses beneath them—and the itch. The glow of
 
 Xeno-11’s moons glinting off of his skin and hers, the play of shadows, produced an intimate cocoon and when he joined his body with hers she felt more than passion, she felt … loved. And she got her wish—a glorious climax and the time to savor it afterward without an embarrassing interruption! For a short time, they lay entwined, enjoying simply touching. Finally, Nigel pulled away. “I will go back and collect what we need to bathe.” Danika was reluctant for him to leave, half asleep, and not particularly enthused about the idea of jumping into the chilly water now that the night was rapidly reaching an uncomfortable temperature. She was still warm from their love play and not anxious to exchange pleasure for misery. He rose and left before she could object, however. She lay where he’d left her, drowsing, listening to his movements, trying to decide whether to get up and follow him back or not. She could always bathe in the morning—when it wasn’t so cool. She hadn’t actually wanted to bathe to start with. She still hadn’t made up her mind when she heard him return. He dropped down beside her. “Are you in the fucking mood now?” Danika’s eyes popped open. Without a great deal of surprise since she’d instantly recognized both the voice and the question, she discovered that Basil was lying on his side beside her, his head propped on his fist. Irritation wafted through her, but she was too mellow from her bout with Nigel to feel like blasting him with her temper. “Basil,” she said a little testily and then stopped, uttering a huff of irritation. “Yes.” He stared at her blankly for a moment, as if he was confounded by her response. Before she could urge him to do it and be done—which she felt like doing, ungracious or not, since she most definitely was not in the mood having been thoroughly satisfied by Nigel—Basil crashed over her like a tsunami. And he made it clear very quickly that he was far more interested in being thorough that swift, regardless of the obvious signals he gave off of hunger to the point of desperation. With her skin already excruciatingly sensitive, his ministrations had her clawing at the crushed grasses, and then his back. She hadn’t thought he could arouse any warmth let alone heat, but she’d begun to pant, moan, and finally growl at him before he finally got to the point. She grunted, letting out a low, animalist groan when he speared into her, sheathing himself deeply before he set a frantic pace that sent her over the edge within a matter of minutes. Her climax crashed over her in waves so intense that she found herself gasping out hoarse little screams of mindless pleasure and finally hit a high note that echoed through the forest. Basil
 
 curled tightly around her as he hit his own peak, squeezing her until she began to think, vaguely, that he was going to crush her. She was too far gone to worry about it overmuch. He nuzzled his face against hers and her throat when he’d caught his breath. “You are so beautiful,” he murmured a little drunkenly. Danika found herself smiling—mostly with amusement, although it was certainly nice to know the guy was half-blind! “You’re so sweet!” she grunted a little breathlessly, patting his shoulder. “Do you think you could get off now? I’m having a little trouble breathing.” Dragging in a shuddering breath, he obligingly rolled off. When he did, Nigel, who apparently had returned as promised, kicked him in the belly, adding enough impetus to help him roll several more times. Danika jackknifed upright. “Nigel! You’re back!” He was glaring at Basil, apparently waiting to see if he would get up and continue the fight. Basil glared back at him, seemed to consider it, and finally merely sprawled out tiredly, rubbing his belly. Nigel transferred his attention to her. Holding out his hand, he helped her to her feet and steadied her when she staggered slightly. “I have brought bathing supplies.” Danika pasted a bright smile on her face. “Great! Let’s bathe and get back. I’m dead on my feet!” **** Danika realized when she woke that it had been four days since Reuel had left. Unless he’d returned during the night and she’d slept through it—which wouldn’t have surprised her considering how exhausted she was after her romps with Nigel and Basil—he hadn’t returned and wasn’t likely to. It seemed inarguable that he and his group had run into trouble and Reuel had told them he wouldn’t lead trouble back to them. When they’d eaten, they gathered up all of their supplies wordlessly and headed toward the abandoned village. Danika was preoccupied with speculations regarding the missing group through the first part of their trek. It wasn’t until she emerged that she discovered that hostility radiated from every male. Feeling both dismayed and defensive, she examined their stiff postures, hoping she’d been mistaken. Nigel’s expression lightened when he caught her glance. A faint smile curled his lips. Before she could relax, however, he flicked a narrow-eyed glare at Basil. She followed his gaze
 
 and discovered Basil was returning it … and then some. Noticing she’d turned to look at him, he grinned at her, waggling his brows. Danika bit her lip and looked away. He tripped and sprawled out with a grunt. Startled, Danika whipped a look at him and then Seth, who’d been directly behind him. The satisfied look on Seth’s face was enough to arouse the suspicion that he might have had something to do with Basil’s ‘clumsiness’, but he wiped the look from his face immediately and gave her a bright smile. She found herself smiling back at him despite her suspicions, but she couldn’t dismiss the undercurrents she thought she’d felt even though Basil picked himself up without a word, brushed himself off, and merely glared at Seth. Her defensiveness rose another notch. She didn’t recall that any of them had objected when she’d told them point blank that she’d taken all of them as lovers—or at least intended to. She’d expected that to bring some sort of peace. Apparently it hadn’t—not altogether anyway. But maybe her guys were just resentful that she’d included Basil when they still considered him an outsider and not really a part of their squad? She recalled abruptly with a mixture of dismay and uneasiness that Nigel had told her he loved her—well, not in exactly those words, but words to that effect. It had warmed her when he’d said it because she cared about him, too, but although she knew the guys behaved as if they cared about her, she also knew that they’d been programmed to take care of her. She hadn’t actually believed he did. She still wasn’t convinced, but taking them all as lovers was certainly going to cause more friction, not less, if they did. They were going to be more territorial, and not as a group that excluded Basil since he hadn’t yet been accepted. But maybe she’d simply misinterpreted their tension? Maybe it was simply a matter of being disturbed that Reuel hadn’t returned and all of the ramifications of that? That was certainly enough to make everyone tense and on edge! They weren’t too distracted to approach the village carefully. Once they’d determined that it was still abandoned, they set about making themselves at home. After checking out all of the huts, Danika settled on the largest one that seemed to have been constructed best. Leaving their supplies at the base of the tree, she opened all of the window openings and propped the shutters up to allow it to air out and she and the men hauled water up to scrub it down. “It would make things a hell of a lot more comfortable if we could figure out some way to bring the water up that didn’t include hauling it up with vines,” she muttered after the four or fifth pitcher.
 
 Seth, who’d been working with her, paused, studying her for a long moment. Or maybe he was just thinking? “Water will not flow up hill,” he responded after a moment. “Duh! I know that! I was just thinking maybe we could rig something up to catch rain?” He moved out of the hut and stood for several moments with his head tilted back, studying the canopy above them. She didn’t know how he could do that! She swayed the moment she looked up. He caught her arm, steadying her. He didn’t release her immediately, though. He seemed to be struggling with something. “What you said last eve,” he finally said, “did you mean it? Or were you just saying it to make me feel better?” Danika stared at him blankly, trying to recall what she’d said. She remembered asking him that when she’d been wounded and for a moment that was all that came to mind. “You said that you would love to do that with me again,” he prompted. She put the shower sex together with her complaint about the water situation abruptly. Before she could inform him, testily, that she certainly wasn’t in the ‘mood’ at the moment, not after the sex with both Nigel and Basil the night before, she realized that there was nothing sexually suggestive about the question. He looked … troubled. “I did not … do anything … wrong?” he asked, reddening faintly. Danika gaped at him, feeling dismay, disbelief, and empathy wash over her. “Of course not! Why would you think that? My god! I screamed loud enough I woke up everybody in the crew quarters!” He frowned. “It did not seem to me that you were … pleased.” Danika felt her dismay deepen. Impulsively, she moved closer to him, lifting her hands to capture his face. “It was wonderful. I loved every minute of it. I was just … uncomfortable when I realized how … uh … indiscrete I’d been. It wasn’t you at all! I was embarrassed about my behavior.” He frowned, obviously considering it and still confused. “You seemed … distant afterward.” Danika grimaced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I was just … distracted.” She studied him for a moment to see if that had sunk in and if it had helped his feelings. “Hey! You know me! If I think you’ve done something wrong, I let you know. I wouldn’t just keep it to myself and be mad.” She shook her head at him and then rose on her tiptoes and dragged his head down to plant a kiss on his lips. He took it as an invitation for more and dragged her tightly
 
 against him, kissing her deeply. She was so dizzy and disoriented by the time he released her that she would’ve fallen out of the tree if he’d let go. She sent him a rueful smile when she’d caught her balance. “I’m crazy about you, you know. But I’m going to be pissed if I fall out of this tree—assuming I’m able to get up again.” “I would not allow you to fall,” he said, smiling faintly in return. Danika chuckled. “I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t do me any good if you fell on top of me trying to catch me either.” To her relief, he released her and returned his attention to the work of cleaning. Well, partial relief. She really wasn’t in the mood for sex, but the kiss had definitely piqued her interest. They decided after they’d done what they could for the moment to improve their comfort level and eaten their noon meal to go out and check the snares and the capture pits since they’d hadn’t had any luck so far in simply stalking and bringing something down. Three of the snares had been tripped, but whatever it was that had tripped them had been big enough to tear the entire snare loose and get away. The capture pits were a bonanza. They captured three small, cloven hoofed animals that looked like something between a rabbit and a tiny deer—and a wild pig. And one of the women from one of the other groups. Her men had just managed to extract her when Danika and her squad arrived to check the pit. Danika assessed the situation quickly and decided diplomacy was needed. “Shit! Those fucking savages left traps!” All four of her men glanced quickly at her in surprise, but, to her relief, they didn’t say anything —because Jane and her men looked pretty pissed off. Especially when they discovered Jane had sprained her ankle in the fall. Fortunately, the medic-borg that had attended Dane when he was so badly wounded seemed to have joined Jane’s squad and was able to determine that it was a sprain and not a break and not even a very bad sprain. Danika debated briefly while her men fought over which of them would carry her back to their camp, but she coveted the medic-borg and she thought that trumped any of the reservations she had about inviting the group to join hers. “We found the village. The savages had abandoned it and the accommodations aren’t half bad. If you guys want to follow us back, you can check it out yourselves …?” The guys seemed more inclined to head back to the camp they’d made, but Jane nixed that. “Really?” She seemed to consider it. “I think even huts would be better than just a sleeping bag.” “Well, they are huts, but they’re pretty tight—good defensive position, too.”
 
 She didn’t think any of the men were happy about the situation, hers or Jane’s, but the medic won the toss, hoisted Jane into his arms and indicated that he was willing to follow. Danika made it a point to avoid the capture pits they’d dug, but they had three little beasts just waiting for the cook pot. She glanced at Seth. “You think you guys could come up with something to corral our catch? I mean, we don’t have any way to keep our kills from spoiling except the stream and that won’t keep the meat long. I think it would be better to just pen them up until we need them.” Seth nodded and the men discussed the possibility of designing a prison for their pig-deers. Jane, as she’d hoped, was thrilled with the treetop village—not as thrilled once the guys had devised a hoist to get her up, but Danika figured that was most likely because of the ride. She settled on a branch, propped against one of the trunks after she’d examined the hut Danika had chosen and directed her men in cleaning the one she’d chosen. “Do you think that we can trust them?” Seth asked when she joined her men to see how they were doing with the pen they were erecting. Danika shrugged. “I don’t really know Jane, unfortunately, but she seemed inclined to be glad she’d been kidnap … uh … rescued. I think it’s safe enough for now, anyway, since there isn’t a base anywhere near us. Besides, I think having a medic-borg might come in handy.” **** The first fingers of dawn were just lighting the sky when Danika came awake with a jolt, aroused to full awareness by a sound that didn't 'belong'. It still took her a few moments to figure out what the sound was. By the time she had, the men were already on their feet and had rushed outside. Engines! Hard on that realization, she heard engines roar to life far closer. The lookouts had spotted enemy crafts! The Andorians coming to claim the prize? Or the Confederation ships arriving at last? She froze for several moments after she'd gained her feet, torn between a fierce desire to try to make it back to base before the ships took off and the certainty that it had been too late by the time she'd woke. Finally, she rushed outside to stare up at the sky as everyone else was doing. In the near distance, she saw the ships shoot skyward. Any doubts that the first engines she'd heard weren't a real threat vanished. As swiftly as their captured ships ascended, missiles and lasers began lighting the sky above them like fireworks--on steroids.
 
 For all that, they couldn't see much of what was happening. The canopy of the trees didn’t just prevent them from being spotted. It prevented them from seeing much of the sky at all. Strain though Danika might, she couldn't actually see any of the crafts that she could hear in the aerial battle. She didn't hear or see much in the way of return fire, though--no surprise since they'd had very little ammunition for the ships' cannons either. But she also didn't hear any crashes or explosions loud enough to indicate a hit. Her hopes rose that their ships were going to break through the atmosphere where their odds of escape would, hopefully, improve tremendously given the agility of the small crafts and the improvements they'd made to them. "They didn't even wait to see if the damned camo worked! The enemy might have passed over without ever spotting them!" "They were under orders not to," Basil replied. "If they were found here it would endanger those who could not leave. The order was to make certain they were seen and to lead the Confederation away--if possible. They cannot know how many are aboard the ships. This way, if they succeed in escaping, the Confederation may assume that all who are unaccounted for have fled." And they might not! The might decide it was worth searching the area! The village they'd discovered suddenly seemed way too close to ground zero. Fear and frustration assailed her. They’d just begun to make the place livable! She hated like hell to give it up! And she wasn’t going to, she decided angrily, not unless they had to! **** Danika hadn't actually expected to be able to establish a comfortable routine. She'd thought the village held out the best promise for survival, but she was happy to discover that she'd underestimated the situation by a far piece. Little by little, they managed to utilize local resources to make their abode reasonably comfortable--far more comfortable, in fact, than anything any of them had had since they'd joined the service. It had been touch and go for weeks. Even though she'd known a good bit about hunting, and had experience, she was in a completely different environment and hunting animals that were only vaguely similar to those she'd hunted before. As they'd become more proficient with the crude weapons they had at their disposal--or she had--however, her luck had improved accordingly. She’d taught the men how to fashion the snares and capture pits she and her father had used and that cut down on the time spent stalking prey, particularly since they were fortunate enough to capture enough animals alive to start a small herd.
 
 The water was damned cold for bathing, but it was a close source for good, fresh drinking water and the temperature worked really well for preserving what they did catch and kill for days, which was as long as it lasted anyway--a few days. Less than a week after the 'decoys' left them in sole possession of the area, if not the planet, they ran into another group. By the time a month had passed, they'd established a regular village of their own--well, they hadn't actually built a village, but they occupied it along with most of the others who'd drawn the 'short straw' and ended up staying on the planet. Danika didn't actually consider that they'd gotten the short end of the stick after a few weeks, though. She didn't know how any of the others were faring--those who'd managed to leave the planet and hopefully the solar system--but they weren't doing badly at all. Not everyone shared her view. She discovered that those who'd stayed included all of the squads that had a female squad leader and several of the women, naturally enough, just couldn't be pleased. Most of them seemed to just be glad they weren't living on the verge of disaster, anymore, and had some comforts. They watched in vain, for a while, for the return of the Confederation forces and/or the return of the cyborgs, but they'd been there almost half a year before they saw any sign at all of outworlders. At that, they only saw ships far into the distance, not close enough to be a threat or close enough to identify, for that matter, beyond the fact that they were deep space freighters. The ships could have belonged to either the Andorians or the Confederation. They didn't figure, even though it was obvious someone had won the war for possession and exploitation of the planet's resources, that they needed to worry about the threat of intruders for a while, anyway. The knowledge even gave them a morale boost, as a matter of fact, because they knew there would be ships to leave the planet if that became desirable or necessary. All they had to do was launch an assault and take one. Danika discovered she was happy enough to consider the future when and if the time came. It took a while for the others to accept Basil as 'one of the family' but she felt like she had a family and, aside from the fighting from time to time, it wasn't bad living with them at all. In fact, it was pretty damned fantastic. She loved her guys. They were a dream team--a little pushy about sex now and then, but not too difficult to handle and there was nothing they weren't fantastic at. She thought if Reuel ever did find that world he was hoping for, that she might not be all that keen to give up what they had and start over.
 
 On the other hand, she'd come to realize that home was wherever they were, her guys. If Reuel found a place that the cyborgs could truly call home, without the constant threat of a war with the Confederation hanging over them, that was the only thing that could possibly make life any better.
 
 The end
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