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      General Carl Thompson loaded two laser pistols into his holsters, along with several backup chargers. His entire future depended on the success of this mission.

      Reynaldo was going to be set free. Today. One way or another.

      For a year after Reynaldo, Taliya, and the four pterodragons were kidnapped from the refugee camp outside Winnipeg, there had been no sign of the black panthran. Carl was able to rescue Taliya within a few days, which was vital because she was not of financial value. Her only use had been as ransom for her unique, highly sought-after kits. The kidnappers would have killed her if given much more time.

      The dragons were important assets in their own right. They were genetic experiments that should not be in the wrong hands, and both the U.S. and Canadian governments wanted them back. Rumor was the animals had been stealthily taken away from the North American continent. Frankly, Carl wasn’t terribly concerned about the dragons. They were valuable and would be cared for, wherever they were.

      All he could focus on was Reynaldo.

      Nightly, Carl woke from nightmares of his mate being abused. Finding him, but not being able to save him. Seeing the panthran in the distance, but unable to run, feeling like his feet were stuck in mud. Waking with a shout, covered in sweat. Rey had been through so much horror in his life. That he could be suffering right at that moment consumed Carl’s thoughts.

      Finally, after that year of fruitless searching, the ex-girlfriend of the man who held Reynaldo called the government hotline with a tip on where to find the panthran. Not because she cared about the creature. Just to screw over her ex.

      That was fourteen months and five days ago.

      At first, the new laws on keeping genetic creations captive and “owning” them were not fully established and passed through Congress. Once they were, lawyers and local police began negotiations with the man and his buddies, who lived on a well-armed compound in Mississippi and refused to release Reynaldo—completely unimpressed with laws of any kind from the new government.

      It was a high-profile case due to the connection with the refugee camp, but the captors would not yield or even discuss releasing their prisoner. After simply refusing to acknowledge the new laws, they insisted on being “grandfathered” in. No amount of persuasion would shift them or even allow law enforcement onto the property to check the panthran’s condition. Every attempt was met with military-level resistance.

      Samson the ligran—now part of the government legal team—and the FBI took over the case, with the same results. Samson had to concede: the peaceful, legal solution was not going to work.

      If Reynaldo was going to walk free, it was going to be by force.

      Carl had been ready to attack that very day. Had been ready to carry out a rescue from the moment Rey was found. But he was bound by the rules and regulations of the U.S. Army he served. His desperate fear that the kidnappers would kill Reynaldo to eliminate the problem haunted every hour. He tried to organize mercenaries, but his superiors got wind of the plan and threatened to lock him in the brig. In prison, Carl knew he’d be useless, so he fumed and made sure no one forgot about Reynaldo’s plight.

      The career military man had never expected to find himself in love with one of the genetic creations he risked his life to save from corrupt government scientists and the mechanisms of then-President Kerkaw. He hadn’t been interested in a relationship with anyone at all. There was too much to accomplish. Too much moving around and high-stakes military action. Ultimately, any honest relationship at that time would definitely end him up in the brig, if not dead.

      But the moment his eyes met Reynaldo’s in that miserable cesspool of a government lab, Carl knew he was in trouble. Highly illegal, punishable by death trouble. Either for a same-sex partner or one of a different species.

      Carl’s earliest missions for the rebel army had been to rescue genetic creations from secret government labs. Then Major Carl Thompson was technically an Enforcer, part of the U.S. Army. But he’d grown more and more disillusioned by new government policies. Even before the Gathering, Carl had been recruited by the rebel forces to act as a mole within Kerkaw’s Army.

      But then the Gathering began in the fall of 2172, and those questionable policies became violent actions nearing genocide. The public executions and imprisonments focused on tigran. Most of the world was not even aware of the wide variety of human/animal hybrids that different governments were experimenting with. Unlike the tigran, who lived among humans, Reynaldo was created in a lab and raised there by scientists who were more interested in studying him than caring for him, and their main goal was to produce more panthran, especially black ones.

      Every worker in a facility signed lengthy disclosure statements, though rumors often snuck out. Through his connections on both sides of the war, Carl heard more than rumors. Working undercover for the rebels, he’d been active in seven facility rescues so far. The day he’d helped coordinate the raid on the panthran lab in October of 2172 was no different.

      Except that was the day Carl met Reynaldo.

      Six of them—four rebel soldiers and two drivers—had assembled in the dark hours of night to break into the lab and free whoever was being held there, then destroy the lab and all of the research. Any creatures rescued would be transported to the safety of a refugee camp in Canada.

      The facility lay in a valley surrounded by hills and forest. Soldiers had been observing it and reporting. Carl was fairly sure they knew all the security measures to avoid and disarm, but nerves still churned his stomach. It would be days before he could consider every creature safe and his cover not blown. If he was ever caught during one of these rescue missions, Carl knew he’d be shot on the spot. Enforcers had a great disdain for trials and legal complications.

      As far as the U.S. military was concerned, he was on vacation. In Hawaii. Doctored photos were being posted on his media pages, depicting him enjoying the beach surrounded by pretty women in skimpy bathing suits. It was a cover story for more than just his involvement with the rebels. Better to be considered a “player” than a man who was indifferent to cleavage.

      Sergeant Dan—also undercover from Kerkaw’s Army—crouched next to him behind a row of bushes, using heat-and-radar-sensing binoculars to scan the facility. He and Dan had been a team through five other rescues, but even the familiar, trusted presence didn’t calm Carl’s anxiety that night. An owl hooted in the woods behind them, startling him. He breathed in and out slowly, trying to settle his nerves.

      “Only seeing ten bodies in there,” Dan said, frowning. “We’ve heard double that number.”

      “Maybe they’re too deep inside for us to register from here,” Carl suggested. “Or underground. Some metals and concrete block the sensors.”

      “Could be. We’ll find out soon enough.”

      A small blue light on Carl’s communicator flashed three times. That was the signal. Dan glanced at the light, patted Carl on the shoulder, and then led the way toward the building. Staying low, they moved slowly, ready for any unanticipated alarm or security. Carl spotted the other two soldiers coming down a hill across from them. When they all reached the back door, Dan used a forged access card to unlock the building.

      Inside, the industrial-style halls were dark, with only the faint red glow of the exit signs radiating off the white concrete walls and floor. Carl and Dan’s mission was to head to the basement, check for anything alive, and destroy any research or computer they could find. The other team would take care of the ten creatures on the main floor and destroy records upstairs once they knew the captives were out. With a nod, the teams split up to accomplish their objectives.

      Slowly opening the heavy metal door to the stairwell, Dan led the way through. The two men crept down the steps, guns drawn and ready. At the entrance to the basement, they paused. It wasn’t clear from the intel if there would be a guard on duty. So far in these raids, they hadn’t needed to shoot anyone.

      They’d kill you without flinching, he reminded himself.

      As planned, Dan stepped back and let Carl take the lead. He opened the door a crack. No alarm sounded. Pushing it a bit wider, the smell of the lab hit him. Stale, moldy air and sewage, wrapped up with other nauseating odors. Anger swelled in his chest, knowing there might be creatures with highly sensitive noses forced to live surrounded by that stench. Did the scientists have no pride in their creations?

      In one swift motion, Carl pushed the door open and Dan stepped through, gun at the ready. But there was nothing. Maybe, because of the secret nature of their experiments, security was light. Who would even know about this place to try to break in?

      Dan flipped on the light at the top of his pistol, scanned the room, and revealed several cells, though Carl couldn’t see anyone inside. He turned on his gun-mounted torch as well.

      “Hello?” a deep voice called out hesitantly from the direction of the cells.

      “Where are the keys?” Dan asked.

      “In the desk over in the corner,” the voice said. “Second drawer on the right.”

      While Dan searched, Carl headed down the row of rudimentary cages. It was like some horror movie zoo or prison—cruelty and neglect that only existed hundreds of years ago. Thick iron bars with metal sleeping platforms hanging on the sides. Bare concrete floors. A metal toilet and small sink in each cell, but no showers. The first few cages held the shapes of sleeping creatures, but in the fourth cage, Carl was met with the glow of haunting amber eyes.

      “We’re going to get you out of here,” Carl said. “Transports are waiting to take you to Canada.”

      The creature blinked twice. “Canada?”

      “There’s a camp there. They’ll keep you safe and give you a good, normal life.”

      “What kind of normal life is there out in the world for monsters like us?”

      “I don’t risk my life to rescue monsters,” Carl said firmly. “Only living beings. Part-human beings, who deserve to live in freedom.”

      The male rose and moved to stand at the bars of the cage, eye to eye with Carl—well over six feet tall. The captive was covered in jet-black fur—the reason he’d been hard to distinguish in the darkness. His ears were more pointed, nose and jaw wider and more jaguar-like, but in general built like a tigran. Like Bagheera from that old movie had decided to walk upright. Carl found himself mesmerized by the deep-golden eyes, full of sadness. He almost reached through the bars to touch him, to comfort him.

      “See. Monster.”

      “No,” Carl said with a firm shake of his head. “Genetic creation. Panthran?”

      “That’s what they call us.”

      Dan headed their way with the key card but hesitated at the sight of the massive male standing right at the bars of the cell door. No creature had ever been violent or dangerous during a rescue, but there was always a first time.

      “I’m Carl, and this is Dan. We’re soldiers with the rebel army. What’s your name?”

      “Reynaldo. What rebel army?”

      Carl and Dan exchanged looks. It was highly possible the creatures in this basement prison knew nothing about the Gathering, Kerkaw, or the war. They would only have the information their captors provided.

      “Don’t worry about that now, Reynaldo,” Dan said. “We need to get you out of here before someone shows up to stop us.”

      The other prisoners were stirring at the sound of voices.

      “Friends,” Carl said, “we’re not going to hurt you. We’re here to set you free. There’s a safe camp waiting for you, where you will have a home and food and whatever else you need. Please trust us. Soldiers are waiting until you’re outside to destroy this lab so no other creatures can be trapped and treated like experiments.”

      “But we are experiments,” a female voice said.

      “Not to us.” Dan headed her way.

      He swiped the key over one lock after another, opening the seven cells. The occupants stepped out slowly. They were all panthran, some with patchy and matted fur. All completely naked and hunched with hopelessness. One female clutched two kits at her side. While she was black, they were tawny and spotted, like a leopard. As he did a quick head count, Carl wondered if the ten creatures upstairs were panthran or something else.

      “Twenty-five?” Dan said.

      Carl nodded in agreement.

      Reynaldo limped out into the light from their torches. There were slash marks on his arms where fur was missing—and Carl suspected on his back as well—from being recently whipped. Even a human nose could smell the blood. Rage burned Carl’s throat.

      “There’s nothing down here to destroy,” Dan said, shining his light around the basement. “Just the cells. All the research must be upstairs.”

      “Opening the door or the cages may have set off a silent alarm,” Carl said. “Let’s get outta here.”

      Dan headed toward the exit, and the panthran started to follow him, though a couple held back.

      “It’ll be okay,” Carl assured them. “But we have to hurry.”

      Maybe they were used to obeying humans’ orders—especially ones with guns—but the whole group was soon up the stairs and heading out of the building. Carl could see the kits were terrified, the whites around their eyes flashing in the darkness. Reynaldo and a few others were struggling—injured or sick. As Reynaldo staggered and lagged behind the group, Carl moved to his side.

      “Let me help.”

      He could tell Reynaldo wanted to refuse, but the panthran cautiously wrapped an arm around Carl’s shoulder. The soldier put an arm around his waist, carrying part of his weight. Like an old-fashioned three-legged race, they hurried away from the building.

      “Up here,” Dan whisper-called, motioning toward the hill he and Carl had come down earlier.

      A chirp of birdsong came from his right, and Carl spotted ten creatures from the main level of the lab running toward them. One looked like a cheetah/human mix and had five kits with him. A rebel soldier followed behind with her gun raised, alert for an attack from the woods.

      As the group climbed, Carl looked back and noticed a red light blipping on the top of the building. Adrenaline flashed through his body. He pulled out his communicator with his free hand and pressed the alert button, warning the soldier still inside to get out. Rescuing the creatures and escaping to safety was the main objective. Destroying research wasn’t worth risking that.

      “We need to move!” he shouted to the group. “Go!”

      They sped up, and Carl suspected the panthran could smell the anxiousness from him. It was unnerving to be surrounded by creatures who knew what you were thinking and feeling simply from your odor. Reynaldo gripped his arm around Carl’s shoulders and hurried his pace, but Carl could tell from his breathing that the creature was struggling and in pain.

      “Almost there.”

      Reynaldo gasped. “I can do it.”

      As the group reached the top of the hill, they waited for the last stragglers and the kits. Looking up at them, Carl noticed an orange light reflecting off the black fur. After he and Reynaldo stumbled to the top, he turned back and sighed in appreciation at the multiple fires shining from windows throughout the building. Burn it all down.

      “I’m clear,” a voice came through his communicator, “but scans show three vehicles incoming. Load up now!”

      Carl didn’t need to repeat the order. The panthran looked panicked, but he motioned toward the waiting transports, hidden in some trees nearby. Everyone ran and piled inside—Carl and Dan’s charges into one, while the other group stuck together in the second vehicle.

      “Paxton?” one of the panthran females called out. “Wait!”

      Carl carefully deposited Reynaldo in a seat and turned to her. “What’s wrong?”

      “My kit,” she said, starting to leave the transport. “He was right behind me.”

      Carl grabbed her arm and helped her out of the vehicle, worried the kit might not trust him. They ran back, the female scenting the air. She froze at the sound of a whimper, turned to the side, and ran that direction.

      The kit was on the ground and struggling to free his legs from a thick weed. Maybe too scared to call for help. Carl pulled out his KA-BAR knife to cut the vines free, and Paxton’s mother scooped him into her arms.

      As they ran back to the transport, floodlights lit up the property, including their path to safety. The rhythmic whop, whop, whop of a helicopter sounded in the distance.

      “Go!” Carl yelled.

      The female and her kit raced across the field and leaped into the transport. Carl couldn’t see anyone following them—no sign of the vehicles the second team had spotted—but he knew it wouldn’t be long. After one last scan of the area, Carl climbed into the truck.

      Dan closed the door behind him. “I did a count. Everyone’s here now.”

      The schwep of laser fire sounded in the woods, and three shots pinged off the roof of the truck. Dan banged on the wall twice to signal the drivers. The transport lifted and sped away, throwing Carl into the seat next to Reynaldo, who was now wrapped in a green Army blanket. Carl leaned his head back on the wall and tried to catch his breath. The rank smell in the hold was overwhelming—fear mixed with unwashed fur and body odors. It was tempting to grab a mask and filter, but he didn’t want to offend their passengers, who were surely more than aware of the stench.

      Next to him, Reynaldo slumped in his seat. Carl leaned over to say something encouraging and realized the creature was unconscious.

      “Shit!”

      Shifting to the floor, Carl pulled the panthran over onto his side. Even in the dim light of the transport, he could see that blood had soaked through the blanket in spots. Lifting it out of the way, he discovered a dozen long cuts across Reynaldo’s back, blood oozing through the fur. Wounds only a day or two old. No smell of infection, yet. There was blood on the sleeve and side of Carl’s uniform as well from the escape. He managed to do some physical checks, monitoring the panthran’s breathing and heart rate—basic triage skills he’d learned in training. Then he wrapped the blanket around Reynaldo again and sighed, not sure what else to do for the moment.

      “You got here just in time,” one of the males sitting across from them said. “They were done with him.”

      “Done?”

      “He refused to breed, which is our whole purpose.”

      “That’s why they whipped him?”

      “I think this time was more about Rey asking to work with the horses again.”

      An image of something centaur-like, an actual horse/human mix, flashed through Carl’s mind. “What horses?”

      “At the government stables. Since he wouldn’t breed with the females, they thought he was defective. Sent him to shovel crap and keep the stalls clean. But the horses really took to him. I heard the guards say he was the best trainer the military ever had. He’d worked there for a few years before they brought him home to avoid getting caught up in the Gathering.”

      “They whipped him because he wanted to go back?”

      “Maybe. I guess. Our new guards were Enforcers, not scientists. Didn’t need a reason. Reynaldo always stood up for us. The guards didn’t appreciate that. They decided to show him how difficult animals should be treated. Then they locked him up alone so none of us could help. Did it again yesterday.”

      Carl turned back to Reynaldo and double-checked his heart rate and breathing. Both were slow but steady.

      “If he didn’t die on his own, they’d have killed him soon enough,” the male added, pulling his own blanket closer around his shoulders.

      Carl sat on the transport floor and rested one hand on Reynaldo’s shoulder. “Then I’m glad we made it in time.” What a waste. Why would anyone want to murder such an amazing creature?

      They all sat in silence for the next hour while the transport whooshed along, occasionally changing directions with a sudden jerk. The windows were blackened, so Carl had no idea if they were being followed or where they were. The driver in the cockpit had her orders. She would stop as soon as it was safe. Beyond Reynaldo, there were definitely some medical needs on board, and they all looked like they could use a meal.

      Finally, the transport slowed and came to a halt. Carl’s heart raced, worried they’d been caught, until the driver banged twice, opened the back door, and smiled in at the group.

      “We got away cleanly. We’ll take a break here at this small military camp,” she said. “Don’t wander far. Come ’round to the front of the transport if you’re hungry, and let one of the soldiers know if you’re injured.”

      Once she stepped back, the panthran climbed out of the vehicle and headed straight for the front—hunger beating out all other needs. Reynaldo didn’t move, and Carl laid his hand across the panthran’s forehead, not sure how to tell if there was a fever. He seemed warm, but that could be how the creatures always felt.

      “What’s going on there?” the driver asked.

      “He’s in rough shape. Exhausted and has probably lost a lot of blood. They’d been whipping him. Get a medic.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The driver jogged off, leaving Carl alone in the back of the transport with the still-unconscious Reynaldo.

      “You can rest now,” Carl mumbled. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      They were comforting words to share with a rescued prisoner, but he found he genuinely meant it. Whatever happened to the rest of the group, Carl felt tethered to seeing Reynaldo safely delivered to the refugee camp.

      The panthran opened his eyes, and Carl watched as his pupils expanded and dilated, probably trying to figure out where he was. The panthran tensed and started to sit up.

      “No,” Carl said quietly, “give it a second. We’re stopped for a break. It’s safe. Everyone is safe.”

      The golden eyes regarded him, and Reynaldo relaxed.

      “Is everyone here? All of them?”

      “We have twenty-five of your group,” Carl said. “And ten creatures from the lab upstairs. That’s all we could find at the facility.”

      “Yes, that’s all of us.” He sighed. “Are there any injuries? I don’t remember much once we started running.”

      “No one was hurt in the escape. A doctor is on the way to help you.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Reynaldo said. “I’ve been worse.”

      Fury stormed in Carl’s chest. What kind of demented men felt the need to beat this creature nearly to death? Even if that wasn’t their actual goal, they clearly didn’t mind if that was the end result.

      Reynaldo sat up carefully, and Carl didn’t stop him this time. He wasn’t sure how to help, though. During the escape was one thing, but he didn’t want to risk being condescending or hurting the male’s pride. Reynaldo winced, showing his white fangs, and wrapped one arm around his middle.

      “Ribs?” Carl asked, having had broken or cracked ones a few times in his life.

      “Yeah. The guards love punches and kicks to the ribcage. Little effort, big effect.”

      A young woman in a medic uniform peeked into the back of the transport, her eyes wide and scared-looking. “Heard you need some assistance back here.”

      Carl motioned her in, and she tentatively climbed inside with a medical bag. It seemed like she was frightened of the black panthran—possibly the first mixed-species creature she’d ever treated—but she’d have to get over that quickly.

      “Hey, there,” she said, standing just out of reach. “I’m Francie. Do you mind if I take a look at your injuries? We should get you some antibiotics so you can start healing on the trip.”

      Carl headed off any attempt to dissuade her. “This is Reynaldo, and he’s going to tell you he’s fine. To go look after the others. But he’s not, and there are more doctors who can see to the rest of the group.”

      Francie and Reynaldo both stared at him, then Reynaldo laughed for a moment before grabbing his ribs in pain.

      “He’s right,” Reynaldo admitted with a gasp. “I was going to say that. And yes, you can check my wounds.”

      Carl hauled himself up onto the seat next to the panthran, and Francie sat down on the other side as Reynaldo lowered the blanket. She paused with one hand in the air at the sight of his back.

      “Holy shit,” she said. “You need stitches. A lot of stitches.” She seemed to consider what she had in her bag, picked up a small roll of bandaging—comically useless—and frowned. “Let’s start some antibiotics and get you to the medical tent for cleanup. It would be better to wait on stitches until you’re at the Winnipeg camp. We don’t have time now, and you should not be conscious for that.”

      Reynaldo shrugged. “It’ll heal. Always has before.”

      Francie huffed and dug around in her bag. “What kind of monsters were you living with?”

      “I thought we were the monsters,” Reynaldo said.

      “I told you, I don’t risk my life to save monsters,” Carl said firmly. “You are a genetic creation, one of thousands. And none of you are monsters.”

      Looking into Reynaldo’s eyes, Carl really wanted to say that he was the most incredible male of any species ever but didn’t want to spook him. They still had a long way to travel, and Carl needed the panthran to trust him, not be leery of him.

      Francie gave Reynaldo a shot of antibiotics, then sighed. “I wish we could do more now. Once you get some food, let’s see about bandaging and pain killers.”

      Three little panthran faces, all tawny and spotted, peeked up over the edge of the transport opening.

      “Rey-Rey, are you okay?” one asked.

      “I’ll be fine, Pax. Just like always. Did you get something to eat?”

      “Yes, sir. Can I bring you something? You must be starving.”

      Carl already suspected Reynaldo would say he was fine, so he headed him off again. “We’ll be right there. Why don’t you pick out some of the best bits for him and serve up a plate.”

      The kit seemed pleased with that answer and scampered off on a mission with the other two in tow.

      “When was the last time you ate?” Carl asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      Carl stood up. “Time for some food, then. As God is my witness, you’ll never go hungry again.”

      Francie chuckled, but Reynaldo only tipped his head.

      “It’s from an old movie,” Carl said with a smile. “About another war in America. I’ll pull it up for you once you’re safe in Canada.”

      “Canada. That sounds so far away. Another country.”

      “It’s not too bad, and you can sleep while we travel. Best to get you all there as quickly as possible, just in case.”

      “In case the Enforcers catch us.” Reynaldo stood up slowly.

      Carl grimaced and tried not to think about that. He climbed out of the transport and then helped Reynaldo down. Once his feet were on the ground, the panthran turned with determination, grasping Carl’s arms and facing him squarely.

      “If they do . . . If we’re caught, don’t let them take us alive. Not me. Not the females. Not the kits. None of us.”

      Carl felt his knees go weak from the intensity of the contact, as well as the seriousness of the unexpected demand.

      “I know you think you’d just rescue us again,” Reynaldo said, his golden eyes staring into Carl’s dark ones, “and maybe you could. But the punishments they would hand out before then . . . I can’t watch the kits be tortured, starved, and beaten.”

      Carl nodded, but those last words hit like a stab deep in his gut. He didn’t get the impression the panthran was prone to exaggeration or drama. If Reynaldo believed that would happen, it must be because it already had, at least to some extent. To the kits.

      “Promise me,” Reynaldo said, squeezing Carl’s arms. “If all hope is lost, and the Enforcers have us, kill everyone. Blow it all up. Don’t let them take us back.”

      Carl swallowed—understanding, wanting to agree, but he just couldn’t. “Let’s get moving so it never comes to that.”

      Reynaldo let go of his arms with a frustrated sigh. They headed to the front of
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