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CHAPTER ONE
 
Camron stood on the rim of the sanctuary valley, staring into the distance, the lake and forest at his back. He wished his people weren’t tethered to this one place on the planet but were free to roam and explore. Maybe someday. He shouldn’t be ungrateful, since he’d spent his entire life until recently as a prisoner in a Khagrish lab, subject to cruel experiments by the diabolical alien scientists. Life in the valley was infinitely better than in the labs, and he and his packmates ventured forth regularly to wage war against their oppressors. I guess it’s the nature of man not to be satisfied with whatever the current situation might be. With a sigh, he descended the narrow path to the valley floor, having officially handed off his sentry duties for the day to the next soldier.
He missed the island where he’d been assigned for a few months. At least that had been a different place to explore, and he’d had complete independence in his off duty time. But now Kierce was in charge there, which made sense as his human mate was still doing repairs to the captured alien spaceship, but it irked Camron to have been basically relieved of his command. Kierce was a good man and undeniably senior in rank to Camron, but the island had been his to safeguard until Kierce’s arrival.
Maybe the Alpha would have a scouting assignment for him soon, or even a combat sortie. Camron craved action. He wanted out of the valley.
He checked the position of the sun and decided there was more than enough time left before dark to go explore the isolated patch of parraps berries he’d discovered and see if any had ripened since yesterday. The fruit was rare and delicious, and if he took the valley’s head cook enough berries, she’d make a pie for him with a portion of the harvest. Pie was one human food of which he definitely approved. There’d been no scent of any other Badari near the small patch of berries, so he was pretty sure the treasure was his alone. Camron grinned as he got closer.
Only to stiffen a moment later as he caught a different scent, one that shouldn’t have been there. He didn’t begrudge sharing the berries with the person he saw, but Dr. Megan Garrison, mate to his commander Mateer, was heavily pregnant and strictly forbidden by the healers to wander too far from the safety of the caves.
How in the name of the below-demons had she persuaded the pack’s ferocious second in command to allow her to hike by herself to this remote spot?
Knowing the doctor, Camron chuckled. Well, of course, she asked no one’s permission and had probably come here because it was forbidden. She had a rebellious side. He sped up, calling out to her cheerfully, “We’ll have to have a dominance challenge for possession of the berries, doctor. I’ve been monitoring this patch because I can already taste the pie I’m going to ask the cook to bake for me.”
Megan turned to him with a wave and a cheerful expression, but it seemed to him her face looked strained, deep lines on her forehead and bracketing her mouth. “I wanted to surprise Mateer,” she said. “Tomorrow is our anniversary, and he raved about these berries the last time any were found.”
“How did you know the berries were here? I’ve been watching this patch for a week, waiting for the right day to harvest enough for a pie.” He flicked a glance at the fat, many segmented golden-and-black berries hanging in clusters among the thorns. Plenty for both of them. But what was troubling the doctor? He observed her closely without being obvious. She was definitely under stress.
“I cheated—I asked MARL to do a survey of the valley and tell me where I might find them.” She laughed but again he had the flicker of suspicion all wasn’t well with her.
Suddenly, her face blanched white and she clutched her side with one hand, cradling the large roundness of her belly with the other. Camron was there in a heartbeat, moving with the uncanny speed the Badari’s creators had bred into them. He helped her sit on a tree stump, even as he blasted a call over his mental channel to Mateer.
Your mate is in distress. He gave the location. He had no desire to be alone in responsibility for the pack’s number one enforcer’s mate. Completely out of his depth when it came to a pregnant woman, he wanted to hand off the overwhelming responsibility to the right person, as fast as possible.
On my way. Mateer’s response was instant and tinged with disbelief his mate was in such a predicament.
Camron studied Megan’s face and her hunched over posture. “What is it, doctor?”
“An intermittent pain, nothing significant, I’m sure.” She rubbed her belly. “As the baby gets bigger, she rests on my nerves. And my bladder,” Megan added frankly, giving him a smile. “I can’t quite catch my breath.”
Camron was horrified to see her lips turning blue and hear a subtle wheezing in her chest. Another man's mate or not, he scooped her up, pivoted and sprinted toward the area where the Badari and their human allies had settled. We’re on our way to the clinic now.
Bring a healer, he said to Mateer mentally. Camron knew nothing about babies—no Badari did, having been created in a lab by alien scientists, but he doubted it was normal for a woman to be having so much trouble breathing. 
“You called my mate?” she asked, holding tight to his shirt as he ran. “I’ll never hear the end of this.”
Camron remembered too late Megan could listen in on the Badari mindspeak unless the sender was careful to exclude her. Swerving to avoid a cluster of loose rocks, he said, “Mateer needs to be here.”
“You should have called me, mate.” Mateer was running alongside them now, after bursting from the brush, having made excellent time from wherever he’d been when Camron called. “What’s the use of being able to speak mind to mind if you won’t use the gift when you’re in trouble?”
“I wanted to surprise you with the berries.” She closed her eyes and leaned against Camron, who didn’t slacken his pace. Mateer gave off the aura of a man barely able to contain his emotions but both of them understood it was better to arrive at the small hospital as quickly as possible, not waste time transferring Megan from one man to the other.  Ordinarily Camron wouldn’t touch another man’s mate but this was an emergency. He hoped the baby wasn’t about to be born and the mere idea was so terrifying he added a burst of speed.
When he reached the cleared space in front of the makeshift hospital, Camron found both of the pack’s healers waiting, as well as Rik, the human nurse. Pausing on the threshold of the small building, he handed Megan over to Mateer, and the entire group rushed inside, while he remained outdoors. Working to catch his breath after the run, he received a quick message from Megan.
Thank you. I’m sure the baby is fine—probably sleeping undisturbed in the womb. 
Camron hoped Mateer would talk sense into the doctor after this episode was over. She carried the first ever Badari child to be born. Although, of course, the girl would be half human, so pretty much the entire population of the valley was heavily invested in caring about this child. And about the mother, their only doctor.
I can’t thank you enough, Mateer said in his head a few moments later. The healers tell me there’s nothing serious wrong but she’s to stay in bed for a few days for monitoring. The staff is giving her extra oxygen and fluids.
It was my honor. Deciding he wasn’t hungry and also didn’t want to face awkward questions in the cafeteria about the incident and Megan’s health, Camron departed for a long hike along the edge of the lake. It wasn’t his place to discuss another man’s mate and child. Another doctor was sorely needed in the valley, but it wasn’t as if the pack could recruit. They could only make efforts to rescue each group of human prisoners they found and hope there might be another person with medical training. The Badari healers were able to assist to a certain extent but their innate, goddess-given powers didn’t stretch easily to human medical conditions.
Eventually Camron perched on a big rock jutting out over the lake and tried to clear his mind of worry over things he couldn’t do anything about. Empathy for Mateer, who must be distracted by the situation of his mate’s pregnancy at all times, even if he didn’t show it, was uppermost in his thoughts. 
Camron shook his head. The human women were congenial and he admired them collectively for surviving and thriving in the difficult situation on the planet. He’d even been on a few of what the humans called "dates" with different women. Pleasant as the events were and much as he and the women had enjoyed each other’s company, his emotions hadn’t engaged on a deeper level with anyone. It was hard for him to understand what could drive a man and a woman to become mates. The situation seemed so intense to him, looking from the outside in. 
He preferred to keep his own counsel and be responsible to no one other than his pack leadership and his fellow Badari soldiers. He wanted no one to have any claim on him. Anything else was like the pie he’d been wanting—enjoyable but ephemeral. Temporary encounters and easy friendship he could handle.
Deciding he was overthinking everything and knowing there wasn’t a mate for him in the valley population anyway, he rose and stripped off his clothes before diving into the lake to find a likely fish to grill for dinner. He didn't want to face the mess hall tonight at all.
 
Two days later, he was summoned to the Alpha’s conference room, finding himself in a meeting with their leader Aydarr, and his top enforcers Mateer and Reede. Two other senior soldiers were present—Sarl, a member of the canine-descent subpack of Badari and Nevan, a feline-descent like Camron.
Aydarr wasted no time in getting to the point. “We’re picking up intel from Khagrish intercepts detailing reports a small ship may have crash-landed on the planet recently.”
“A Chimmer?" Sarl asked, eyes narrowed. “Could they mean the ship we captured?”
“No, the Khagrish stated in so many words they suspect it was a Sectors reconnaissance scout.” Aydarr made eye contact with each man in the room. “If this rumor is true, it could be a huge break in our favor.”
Adrenaline flooded Camron's system, bringing his senses to an extra degree of acuity. If the Sectors authorities were investigating the situation, the tide of their war could turn in dramatic fashion. “How can there be any doubt?”
Aydarr shrugged. “You know the Khagrish, inefficient at anything but their science. Fortunately for us. We also believe if there is a Sectors scout nosing around, they’d want to keep the news from the Chimmer. It would be more proof of how badly the Khagrish have been handling things. I’m sending out three scouts,” he gestured at Sarl, Nevan and Camron. “You’ll each be dropped in one of the most likely areas of the crash from what we’ve gleaned from intercepted communications, and you’re to do a recon, see what you can find. There’s a Khagrish lab in each quadrant so you’ll have to be careful not to get caught. If there was a scout ship, if there are any survivors, we’ll do our best to rescue them.”
“A lot of ifs,” Reede said.
“Add to the mix the fact we’re hearing rumors of a new Khagrish security chief for the entire planet, which the enemy hasn’t had before,” the Alpha said. “Obviously in response to our escape and subsequently waging a war of attrition on them.”
“I wonder how much authority they’ll give him or her when it comes to the scientists,” Camron said. “Unless he or she has a full head of flaming red hair to outrank them in their caste system the new security chief will have a hard time. Every one of the damn scientists thinks he or she is the sole authority in their own lab and knows better than anyone else.”
“I’m counting on the anarchy and lack of central command to continue.” Aydarr grinned and his fangs flashed briefly. “The scientists have proven over and over they aren’t smart enough to contain us now we’ve become free men.”
“And women,” Mateer said, referencing the small pack of Badari females who’d recently been discovered and joined their ranks. He looked at the three soldiers who were to go out on the special mission. “Also remember there’s been a report of a new kind of scanner capable of detecting Badari despite our usual precautions, so take extra care in the vicinity of the Khagrish facilities.”
Happy to have important action on his plate, Camron left the meeting with a new bounce in his step. Any opportunity to carry the fight to the Khagrish who’d tormented his kind for centuries was a good thing in his mind, not to mention relieving his boredom at patrolling the valley’s borders. Being selected by the Alpha for this assignment was a vote of confidence and an honor. What more could a senior soldier in the pack need or want?



CHAPTER TWO
 
Gemma and the two other human women who’d been culled from the population in the prison cell were herded though the long corridors by the Khagrish guards and emerged into the bright sunshine. She blinked, greedy for the fresh air and the blue sky, after who knew how many weeks kept inside the grim building. The white star which was this planet’s sun was too bright but still an improvement over the artificial light inside their prison.
“Wait here,” said the lead guard in Basic. He walked away, leaving them with two other Khagrish to keep watch.
She was wildly tempted to run straight toward the low hills she saw on the horizon. She was sure the guards would shoot her with the stun guns, or worse bring her down with pain from the wretched neurocontroller bracelet, but she wanted so desperately to be free and away from the Khagrish and their casual cruelty.
One of the guards was eyeing her and, as their gazes met, he laughed. “Go ahead,” he said, gesturing with his pulse rifle. “You won’t get far, but it’ll be fun using you for target practice.”
Gemma squared her shoulders and averted her eyes.
“Don’t aggravate them,” said the woman next to her, keeping her head bowed and her voice low but sharply disapproving. “You’ll make it worse for all of us.”
How can it get any worse? Being in the hands of these alien marauders, constantly on edge she might be selected next for one of their experiments, from which no one ever returned to the huge communal cell, was Gemma’s idea of hell all right.
Watching the building behind them, she stiffened as one of the arrogant upper caste scientists swaggered outside. Dr. Yunnivannx had arrived about a week ago and taken quite a few of the humans away to the labs. She was tall for a Khagrish with a mane of bright red hair projecting above her head in their preferred spiky style.
If she’d been selected for something involving Yunnivannx, the future was probably bleak indeed.
The scientist was with another female scientist, who had a more subdued arc of hair on her head, pink dappled with red, and two lab techs, males of low caste. Like a queen with her fawning entourage in tow, the scientist walked over to stand near Gemma’s ragtag assembly.
We must be waiting for the same thing. She shifted uneasily and searched the bright sky, thinking she heard flyer engines. Dread swept over her and she picked at a rough cuticle in a nervous tic she’d fought her entire life to conquer. Clenching her fists to make herself stop, she cast another glance at the Khagrish. 
“Where’s your pet?” the lower ranked scientist asked Yunnivannx. “Isn’t he going with you?”
“Oh yes, indeed, he’s never getting far away from me again.” Laughing, she pulled out a feelgood stick, allowed a lab tech to light it then placed it between her lips. “I like it so much better nowadays, with the program ended and anyone who can get their hands on a rogue is free to do as they please with them.”
Gemma had expensive hypno implants, able to translate virtually any language for her based on the most meager sample. She’d heard more than enough Khagrish in the last few weeks to eavesdrop on these women. Understanding the words didn’t give her a clear picture of what the pair was actually discussing. An exotic wild animal, she supposed, feeling sorry for any creature falling prey to the Khagrish.
Puffing on her feelgood, Yunnivannx acted bored. She swaggered over to the guards, who  straightened to attention with alacrity and saluted as the scientist evaluated the prisoners. “Are these the human women selected to amuse the new security commander?”
“Yes, doctor,” said the guard who’d been eyeing Gemma. “Each installation is providing a contingent. These are the best of ours, based on the criteria we were sent.”
The scientist and her companion laughed. “He’ll be disappointed in them,” Yunnivannx said. “Mark my words. The humans will all be sent back to the labs soon enough. Or he’ll use them as prey.”
“You know him?” the underling asked with a bit of awe in her voice.
“His family and mine are in the same circles on the home world,” the senior scientist said, preening a bit, toying with her hair. “He’s got a nice streak of cruelty running through his every action.”
Gemma shuddered. She found all the Khagrish to be cruel to varying degrees, so if the scientist believed the man she spoke of to be cruel, he must be a monster beyond belief. And I’ve been picked to be sent to him. Despair was a heavy weight on her mind. The beauty of the day lost any magic to raise her spirits.
A large flyer swooped over the horizon and set down shortly on the nearby landing pad. It wasn’t like anything Gemma had seen before on this planet, being somewhat boxy in shape. The entire rear end opened, revealing a utilitarian interior, one side lined with seats. Clamps and fixtures for securing cargo lined the other.
“Why do we have to use this?” Yunnivannx was plainly displeased and let the guards know it. “I’m not flying like a piece of common cargo. I’ll have you know my rank is of the highest on this forsaken planet.” Her voice rose and became strident. “I refuse to board this—this contraption. Let me know when you’ve procured a more suitable flyer.” She dropped her feelgood, ground it out with her heel and pivoted to go inside the lab.
“Dr. Yunnivannx,” The voice was cold and unemotional. “Are you done with your tantrum now?”
Gemma stared at the Khagrish who dared to challenge the scientist. Having just emerged from the flyer in question, he was dressed in the drab black of the security forces, with several badges indicative of rank. His hair was almost as red as Yunnivannx’s and he had a red moustache, the first facial hair she’d seen on a Khagrish.
Gemma waited for an explosion of temper but instead she got the surprise of her life as Yunnivannx spun around, did a double take and ran to the man, a broad smile on her face. “Zarfannwe! Never tell me you’ve been assigned to this dismal planet?”
The two kissed with so much passion it was obvious they knew each other unusually well. Gemma heard the guards making crude comments behind her, keeping their voices low.
The new arrival swatted Yunnivannx on her behind. “I’ve got a schedule to keep, woman, and an impossible boss to please—the new head of security wants to see you, and he doesn’t like excuses.”
“What does he want, do you know?” She batted her eyelashes at him. 
Gemma hid her amusement behind her hand.
“He’s got authority from the council to rein in you scientists. Old Gahzhing is losing his touch—we know there’s a bigger problem on this damn planet than he’ll admit to. My boss is thinking of putting you in charge of science.” The man leaned closer to Yunnivannx, who was preening. “And the promotion for you works for me, since we both know what we can accomplish together. Based on our shared past on untranslatable cleaning that mess up.”
“I received my award from the hand of the emperor himself,” Yunnivannx said, looking smug.
“And I got enough gold zillkins to buy myself a large estate,” the officer said. “Let’s see what we can achieve in this misbegotten place.” He grinned. “If you’ll lower yourself to travel on my less than beautiful cargo ship. You can ride in the cockpit with me as I’ve no co-pilot. After we’re on the established route to my next stop, I can engage the autopilot to allow me to pay proper attention to you.” His voice was enticingly low pitched and Yunnivannx beamed. He added, “We do have to make a stop at the northeastern lab to pick up some specimens, safely in their envelopes.”
Gemma shuddered. The aliens who’d kidnapped all of the humans from various places—ships, space stations, even an entire colony or so she’d been told—had encased every single person in a special stasis envelope. Many humans hadn’t survived the experience, dying from inadequate care as soon as they were released. She’d done her best to help those who were brought into the communal cell, but with no supplies, too many died despite her efforts. Her own memory of the time in the stasis envelope was still too fresh and terrifying to allow herself to think about.
“We’re waiting for my Badari,” the scientist said, casting an annoyed glance in the direction of the lab. “Ah, here he comes now.”
Gemma shaded her eyes, mildly curious to see what sort of exotic animal the scientist kept as a pet. She was shocked to see two lab techs and a security guard escorting an antigrav litter which held a large humanoid male strapped down. As the litter passed by her on the way to the flyer, she observed that although clearly not human, the prisoner was handsome in a rugged way. Easily seven feet tall if he’d been standing, he had to weigh over 300 pounds, most of it pure, toned muscle from what she could see. His eyes gleamed golden fire and she had the impression of caged energy, although he was utterly motionless. Hatred fairly radiated from the man as Yunnivannx motioned for the litter to stop and she and the security officer moved closer.
Zarfannwe whistled. “A prime specimen. How did you acquire him?”
“The guards captured him, close to the perimeter. The new scanner we received does wonders in detecting these animals, and they don’t seem to know about it. Or at least this one didn’t.” She patted the captive on the shoulder. “I had experience with this one when I was an intern, years ago. I’m quite looking forward to becoming reacquainted.”
The Khagrish man laughed. “I might enjoy watching, remember to invite me.” He took her elbow and guided her toward the flyer. “We’d better get moving. I do have another brief stop to make, as I mentioned previously.” He paused, overtaken by a coughing fit.
Gemma’s medical instincts flared to life at the sound. That was the cough of a person in an advanced stage of illness, which the pilot wasn’t, not to her eyes anyway. Something wasn’t right here. How could he be so ill and managing to walk, let alone fly?
Yunnivannx pulled away from him, eyes wide. “How long have you had this cough?” Her degree of alarm appeared unusually elevated, Gemma thought, compared to how friendly she’d been to the man until this moment. 
“It’s just the dust out here,” he said dismissively. “I had the mountain fever vaccine before setting foot on the planet. Not to worry.” He yanked her closer, although now her body language expressed reluctance, and they strolled into the cargo ship arm in arm. The man on the antigrav litter was propelled after them by the lab techs and Gemma and the other two bedraggled human women were herded into the drafty expanse and made to sit and buckled in. A guard sat at the opposite end of the seats, close to the door and one lab tech remained on board as well. The other tech and the second Khagrishi woman remained outside.
Yunnivannx emerged from the cockpit and stopped beside the litter, which had been clamped into brackets. Gemma was seated closest to the male prisoner and she watched in disbelief as the scientist bent over her prisoner and openly fondled his body with a possessive touch, unfastening his shirt to glide her fingertips across his bare chest. “We’ll be late arriving at the primary lab,” she said to the man as she ran her hand across his chiseled abs and inside his pants with a proprietary air. “You may need another injection, just to be safe. Lucky I brought more of the formula in my satchel.”
Gemma heard the helpless captive growl at the scientist as if he was the wild animal she’d at first assumed a ‘pet’ would be. His eyes were flaming in the dim light of the cargo carrier but he made no move, not even straining against the shackles. Yunnivannx laughed and patted his cheek. “I know what you’d like to do to me, 820, but there’s no chance of your revenge happening. You’ll be doing only what I want and this time there’ll be no nosy senior scientist to interrupt my exploration of Badari stamina. Fortunately, in the years since then I’ve achieved my own rank. And had a great deal of time to contemplate what I’d do if I ever got my hands on you or another of your kind again.” She tapped a collection of badges and pins on her left lapel, pride gleaming in her eyes. Without restoring his clothing to order, she re-entered the cockpit and shortly thereafter the flyer lifted off, accelerating in an eastern direction.
Sorry for the man, Gemma avoided staring at him, except for quick glimpses from her peripheral vision. She wished she could help him but was sure the guard in the stern would punish her if she unbuckled the belts restricting her movement to go to the litter. 820—was that his name? He’d closed his eyes and a sheen of sweat covered his face and muscular arms. Afraid of flying? No, not a man as tough looking as he is. I’d want him on my side in a fight. Maybe a side effect of the drug he’s obviously been given?
 
They’d been flying for perhaps half an hour and Gemma was drowsing, head against the vibrating bulkhead, when the flyer took an abrupt turn to port, before straightening again. Adrenaline coursing through her veins, she sat up and her gaze met an equally alert glance from the prisoner on the litter. Clearly, the maneuver hadn’t been normal. Even as she had the thought, the flyer nosed up dramatically, the engines whining as if pushed beyond their limit, before rolling over and falling into a steep dive.
Gemma heard herself screaming as she hung onto the straps for dear life. The women next to her were having hysterics and the guard had undone his own safety harness and was fighting to make his way up the aisle toward the cockpit. Gemma heard Yunnivannx cursing as the door swung open but the words were lost in the general noise. As the violent gyrations continued, a cargo container broke loose, careening through the space, striking the guard and bowling him over in a shower of blood. 
“Brace yourself,” the captive shouted to her in Basic.
She did her best to curl into a ball, head down, and prayed to the Lords of Space.
The impact when the flyer plowed into the ground was the most horrifying thing she’d ever experienced. Later she could only remember fragments of what happened, as if she’d had her eyes closed intermittently. When the violent rolling and all the horrific sounds had stopped she was hanging upside down in the straps, blood dripping from a cut on her forehead.
Coughing from the acrid smoke drifting in the air, she stared at the flyer’s cabin. “We’re on fire,” she said, feeling stupid and slow and incapable of motion.
“Not yet,” the man in the litter said. “But soon. Get yourself loose or die, lady.”
Gemma stared at him, trying to process the words. Her mind was fuzzy. He was still strapped into the antigrav litter, which must have saved his life by countering the effects of the crash to some extent. Wondering why he wasn’t fighting to get himself loose, she fumbled with the buckles, too woozy to remember how the mechanism worked until by sheer accident she hit the right place on the latch and fell with a jarring thud to the floor, which had been the ceiling. Checking on the women who’d been seated next to her, she saw at a glance the first was dead, eyes wide and staring, her neck at an impossible angle. The second woman was moaning. She’d been impaled by a piece of loose metal from the shuttle’s structure and Emma’s educated guess was she’d also soon be dead. Removing the spike would only kill her sooner. The lab tech was lying underneath a large section of the bulkhead. Gemma ‘s assessment was he’d been crushed. There was no sign of the guard but the back end of the shuttle was missing, the remainder a contorted  tangle of metal and wires. 
Moaning sounded from the front of the shuttle, where the cockpit had been, and she took a step toward the flyer’s bow.
“Save yourself,” the man in the litter said. “The Khagrish wouldn’t help you if the situation was reversed.”
He was her priority before considering anyone else. She climbed on the debris where his litter sat precariously and worked on the clamps restraining him. “Are you okay? No pain anywhere?”
“I think there may be internal injuries but I’ll heal.” He sounded so eerily calm she assumed he was in shock.
She got the clamps to retract and stood back, waiting for him to rise. “Well, come on.”
He grimaced and she noticed his eyes were blazing pools of light in the dim, smoky cabin. “I can’t move.”
She stepped closer and ran her hands over his limbs, assessing the bones. Not unexpectedly his pulse was fast, but strong.  “I’m not finding anything obviously wrong. Do you have sensation in your extremities? Are you paralyzed?” Sparks flew from a panel between her and the only way out of the flyer and she cringed but continued her rapid exam. “There’s no blood, reflexes seem in order—”
“Drugged. Fucking Khagrish med. I can’t do anything unless I’m ordered to do so.”
Gemma pushed her hair out of her eyes, noticing a bad scratch on her lower arm with a piece of shrapnel protruding. Feeling eerily detached, she pulled the shard out and threw it to the deck. “I don’t understand.”
“Lady, we don’t have time to chitchat. Order me to get to my feet and then tell me to get you out of here.” His voice was harsh.
“Stand up then and help me check on the pilot and Dr. Yunnivannx,” she said, irritated and puzzled at the same time.
He rose and she appreciated how tall he was, and even more muscular than she’d thought before. A valuable ally. “You have to walk and I’ll follow,” he said with a clenched jaw. “But we don’t have time to screw around checking on those bastards.”
Flames were now shooting from several panels in the rear. Gemma checked the second human woman rapidly while the man stood where he’d planted his feet and glared at her. “She’s dead,” Gemma said, although she doubted her ferocious companion cared.  I’ll mourn her and the others later. Pressure to keep moving ate at her as the smoke filled the space and the flames grew.
Pushing her way past toppled debris and seats gone off their stanchions, she made her way to the cockpit door, which was hanging askew. Gemma could only get her head and shoulders into the crumpled space. The pilot was dead, mangled by the impact. Yunnivannx was in her seat but her legs were crushed under a console and  there was no hope for the woman. If they’d been on a major Sectors planet and medevac was waiting outside the wreck, then maybe Gemma could save her life.
“Kill me. I don’t want to burn to death in here. I know I’m dying anyway, get it over with.” Yunnivannx spoke in breathless whispers.
“We’ve got to go,” yelled the man from behind Gemma. 
Exerting unbelievable strength under the circumstances, Yunnivannx lifted her head from the blood splattered cushion. “He’s alive? Of course he is, nothing kills those cursed animals.” She raised her voice and screamed, “820, I command you to get in here and give me a merciful death. I’ve seen you beasts kill before, I know you can do it.” Moaning, rolling her head from side to side on the ruptured cushion, she said, “I refuse to burn to death.” Tears dripped from her eyes.
Next thing Gemma knew, she was gently moved aside and the man took her place, reaching into the compartment with his large hands. Gemma blinked at the sight of knifelike black talons extending from the former prisoner’s fingers. She shuddered, supposing he planned to slash the scientist’s throat in order to carry out her macabre but understandable request given the circumstances. 
Gemma couldn’t find it in her heart to feel anything but a faint sorrow for the Khagrish, remembering the depraved nature of her deeds at the lab. 
Nauseous and realizing the fire was getting worse, Gemma stumbled toward the opening. Nearly there she looked back and was horrified to see 820 standing in the smoke beside the cockpit door. He really will stay there and die if I don’t say something. Coughing, she could hardly get words out of her parched throat. “Hurry up, come to me and help me out of the shuttle.”
He marched through the deformed cabin to her side, picked her up bodily, turned sideways to present his broad back to the shooting flames from the bulkhead and carried her outside. He kept walking until she remembered the rules and said, “Stop. Put me down.”
As she patted frantically at scorched and smoking spots on his shirt, he said, “Thanks for not leaving me to roast in there, but we’re still too close. The shuttle is going to explode.”
“Follow me then.” She ran toward a stand of trees and he was at her heels. She almost stumbled over the body of the missing guard, or what was left of him. Gruesome was an understatement, but she’d seen worse before and was able to give the corpse a clinical once over before she averted her eyes.
“We need his weapon and the neurocontroller,” 820 said as he jogged easily.
“All right.” Gemma stopped and heaved an exasperated sigh as her companion kept running. “Stop, wait for me.”
Skidding to a halt, he stood like a statue while she forced herself to unhook the neurocontroller from the guard’s belt and extract the stunner from the holster. “You could command me to do that,” he said.
“It’s all right, I’m not squeamish. I can handle it.” Nonetheless, she was relieved when her task was complete. Carrying the two items, she sprinted past him. “Get a move on, run!”
They were barely inside the tree line when the shuttle blew up with amazing force. Gemma grabbed 820 and dragged him with her as debris shot over their heads, striking the trees so hard she was afraid several might topple. She crawled to the right as the canopy of leaves overhead began to burn, ordering him to follow her, and they sought refuge in a small grassy hollow, well away from the fire. A stream meandered through the greenery. Gemma lay on her back, drawing deep breaths of the fresh air, staring at the blue sky, marred by a towering plume of black smoke. Now she had the shakes in reaction to the trauma and close call.
“The engines torched,” he said, lying where he’d stopped, distressingly like a fallen doll. “We have to get moving because there’ll be search parties. She was too high ranking for them not to try to find her. Luckily, the Khagrish will assume we died in the crash, but we have to get these damn bracelets off.”
Gemma was relieved to find her brain back in working order, whether her body trembled from nerves or not. Holding her wrist and frowning at the smooth black bracelet, she asked, “Or we can be tracked?”
He nodded. “We’ll have to throw them in the burning wreck and hope the rescue party isn’t too smart.”
She fumbled with the neurocontroller after wiping the blood and other viscera off in the long grass. Cursing under her breath, she examined the device closely. “I don’t see how to—”
Now it was his turn to sound as if he was out of patience, his voice curt. “Tell me to release both of our bracelets.”
Raising her eyes to the sky in silent exasperation, she repeated his words as a command and then handed him the device. “Are you going to be like this for the rest of your life?”
He did something she didn’t see clearly and her bracelet fell off. Then he removed his and sat motionless, the controller in his hand like a forgotten souvenir. “I don’t know how long the drug will last. She wanted me good and compliant because she knew I’d kill her the first chance I got.”
Curious, Gemma asked, “I gather you’d encountered her before?” She plucked the controller from his fist.
Jaw set, he answered in a hostile tone. “Yes. We don’t have time to discuss this now—we’ve got to toss the bracelets and the controller in the fire while it’s hot enough to melt them and then we need to be on our way out of the area.”
Gemma gathered her strength and willpower and rose. She locked her knees and took a moment to gather herself and master the shakiness. “All right, on your feet, go to the wreck with me and throw the bracelets in the fire.”
He got to his feet much more fluidly than she had but then stood as if rooted to the spot. “You said to go with you, so move out.”
Giving detailed commands will get to be really annoying, really fast.
But much as I dislike doing it, he must find it hateful to be at anyone’s mercy. Walking as rapidly as she could, becoming conscious of aches and pains now surfacing as the shock of the crash diminished, Gemma sighed. “How did Yunnivannx solve this issue of having to tell you every single move to make?”
Her question was greeted with silence and she decided he wasn’t going to answer but then he said, “For what she had in mind, I’d have been tied down and the commands would have been relatively simple.”
“Oh. I'm sorry.” Gemma blushed as she remembered the scientist’s casual abuse of her companion’s body and easily imagined what Yunnivannx’s purpose in drugging the man probably had been. “Well, I hope the med wears off soon.”
“Not as much as I do.” His voice was grim. “Khagrish have used this drug to drive Badari insane in the past. We don’t react well to being paralyzed and, if the condition goes on for too long, we go mad.”
“Your race is called the Badari? Do you have a name? I heard her call you by a number, eight something—” She was reluctant to utter the number because he was a person, not a numbered commodity.
“Camron. The scientists denied us names in the labs to make us lesser beings, but we all have one, unique to us.” He didn’t seem to be enjoying the conversation, judging by the clipped nature of his answers and his furrowed brow.
“I’m Gemma Madarian, Dr. Madarian actually, nice to meet you. And I’m sorry I have to—to be the one giving you orders right now. I’m sure it must be quite galling.” She cleared her throat and decided it needed to be said, “I promise not to take any advantage of the situation.”
He gave no response, other than a grunt.
They’d reached the blazing inferno that was the flyer. Camron tossed the two bracelets and the controller into the heart of the flames. Now she was thinking more clearly, Gemma’d hoped there might be salvageable items in the flyer’s debris field—supplies or weapons maybe, but most of what she saw was reduced to unrecognizable fragments. She needed better shoes than the flimsy prison flip-flops currently on her feet, so she gritted her teeth and took the boots from the body of the dead guard. The material molded itself to her smaller feet but she was queasy about having to wear them.
“Now what?” she asked Camron, standing up after putting the boots on and throwing the telltale shoes into the fire. “Do you have a plan? A place we can go to escape the Khagrish?”
“First we must also place the guard’s body in the blaze or the rescue party will see he’s missing boots, weapon and controller and be aware there were survivors. Then we should head south for a while. My people have a sanctuary but it’s many days’ hike from here.”
“I know, you need an order." Gemma managed to get them through the process of adding the dead guard to the pyre and was exhausted and irritable by the time the grim task was done. “Turn to the proper heading and start walking home,” she said at last, waiting to see which direction he chose and then following him.
They walked for several hours. Gemma remembered to call a halt when she was too tired to move another step and needed a break, because the soldier was like a robot, plowing through the underbrush in tank-like fashion and sticking to his course. She sank onto a boulder and rubbed her aching calves. “How are you doing? Any sign of the drug wearing off yet?”
“Not yet. Probably during the night.” He stared off into the forest rather than at her so, when he did give his full attention to her, Gemma was surprised. “I should warn you, there are withdrawal symptoms so I’ll be at less than full situational awareness but no threat to you, I swear. We should find a safe place to camp well before sunset.”
“I’m a doctor, I’ve seen withdrawal before. I can cope but thank you for the advance warning.” Gemma stood and stretched, wincing at all her aches and pains. “How are you doing otherwise? You indicated you might have internal injuries but you seem to be managing okay.”
“We were bred to heal fast.” 
Remembering the circumstances under which he’d been brought to the flyer, Gemma fell into attending physician mode. “Do you…do you need treatment for anything else? Anything Yunnivannx might have done to you?"
Camron gave her a blank stare, his amber colored eyes glowing ever so slightly. "No. She didn't get a chance to play her games with me this time."
And clearly I’m not encouraged to ask any more questions along those lines. "Oh."
As she moved to stand in front of him, he looked her over. “I should have asked how you’re doing. We should have taken care of those cuts and bruises before we left the stream. The damn drug is affecting my mental processes to a greater extent than I expected. I haven’t been dosed with it in years so I’d managed to forget the details of what it does to a man.”
“I’ll probably live, but thank you.” She shrugged, rolling her shoulders to loosen her muscles. “Anything’s better than being in the lab.”
“An accurate assessment if I ever heard one." The glimmer of a smile passed over his face but the expression was gone in a blink. “Do you want me to carry you?”
The unexpected offer was made grudgingly, but she appreciated it nonetheless. “Nice of you to offer but I’ll manage. If I can’t keep up, then we can re-evaluate. Enough rest, resume walking toward your home, please.”
As they hiked, the silence began to bother Gemma and, with professional chagrin, she lectured herself for negligence. He could have had other health issues after the crash. Berating herself for the lapse, she said, “I should have examined your back to see if you had burns.”
“I’ve healed.”
His ability to control pain must be off the charts. There wasn’t anything she could do for him anyway, lacking even the simplest first aid kit. “Are you from this planet then?”
“No one is from this place,” he said, “But the planet belongs to us now, to the Badari, and we intend to drive the Khagrish out.”
As if his words had been a signal, a flyer sped past, high in the sky, heading toward the spot of the crash. Gemma threw herself headlong into the brush, attempting to become one with the ground and hopefully invisible.
“I was hoping they wouldn’t come until tomorrow,” Camron said, continuing to walk. “We need to put much more distance between ourselves and the downed flyer.”
Feeling a little foolish, she rose, dusted herself off and rushed to keep up. A fragment of memory came to her and she said, “Yunnivannx mentioned  you’d been captured because of some new kind of scanner. Do you think the enemy can use the same tech to find us?”
“Unfortunately yes, if they know where to look. I pray to the goddess the searchers accept at face value the idea we all died. There won’t be any bodies left when the flames are done so they can’t count the dead too easily. Those engines use a fuel cell known to burn like the sun when ruptured, which is a good thing for the two of us. I’m also hoping the surrounding area burned over thoroughly as well, to hide traces of our presence. Although the foliage was on the damp side to support a major fire.” He made a small shrugging motion. “We can beg the goddess for at least a little more luck.”
“Hey, you moved your shoulders without an order, is that a good sign the drug is wearing off?” She sped up so she could look him in the face.
Jaw clenched, he seemed to be struggling as he walked and his pace slackened. “I hope so. I’m trying to override your command right now and more and more of my body is responding.”
Gemma wanted to help him in any way she could. Commanding another being was repulsive to her and demeaning to him and she wanted no part of it. Only necessity drove her to continue to issue the orders. Trying to think of helpful strategies, she asked, “Should we stop? Would a bit of rest help?”
“We need to find a good place to shelter for the night. If I can fight off the withdrawal symptoms long enough, I’d like to hunt for dinner for you. We’ve had nothing to eat today, not even nutrient bars.” He walked in silence then added, “I’ve been impressed with your stamina. We’ve made good progress.”
“I’m used to long treks through rough conditions,” she said, wincing at the memories. Trying for a more lighthearted note, she addressed the food issue. “Too bad the flyer was severely understocked with useful items for escapees.”
“Cargo ship. No amenities.” He managed to stop walking  briefly before biting out a curse and striding off again in a jerky motion.
Gemma was happy to see him regaining control of his own nervous system. She hoped he wouldn’t decide to leave her behind once he was fully back to normal, but she guessed she could survive even if he did. It would be better for her if they stayed together since he was so much bigger and familiar with the planet. Trying to demonstrate her worth as a partner, she asked, “What should I be looking for, as far as a good campsite?”
“A cave would be ideal, but we’ll probably have to settle for a glade of trees.” He tried to stop walking for a second time and nearly fell over, although his pace slowed. “Those bushes over there have edible berries, if you want to pause to grab some.”
“Stop walking, take a break.” Her stomach growled and she had to admit the idea of even a handful of berries sounded good. “Wait here and I’ll gather enough for both of us.” Gemma moved closer to the thicket of bushes, taking care not to get scratched by the thorns among the berries and flowers. 
“The green ones are actually the ripest,” he said.
Gemma reached for a particularly fat berry that practically glowed because it was such an intense green. She popped it in her mouth and was surprised by the flood of sweet juice cooling her throat. “Oh, these are incredible.” She searched for a means to collect more than a few berries and plucked a broad leaf from a nearby sapling, using it as a makeshift basket to collect her harvest.
“They’re good in pie.”
Whatever she’d expected him to say, it wasn’t a remark about baked goods. She grinned at the homey detail, surprising in their current circumstances. “You have someone to make pie for you?”
He flushed a bit, as if reluctant to explain further. “Sandara, the chief cook at the valley. She bakes desserts for everyone. I’m nothing special in that regard.”
Camron’s tone had been a bit reserved so she tried to put him at ease. “Okay, no need to worry, I wasn’t trying to get personal.” Although if they had weeks to hike before reaching his home, they were either going to get to know each other really well or spend a lot of time in total silence. A particularly fat cluster of berries hung a bit further into the thicket so she carefully stepped among the branches.
“Stop.” Camron’s voice was intense. “Don’t move.”
Heart pounding, Gemma stayed frozen in the position she’d taken to reach the berries. “What is it? What’s wrong?”



CHAPTER THREE
 
“There’s a gliddern coiled under the bushes,” he said. “A reptile, highly poisonous. If you’re bitten there won’t be anything we can do to save your life, not out here in the forest.”
A chill ran through her body as if he’d poured ice water over her. Snakes were one of her biggest phobias. Afraid to move, she actually didn’t want to see the creature. Panic might make her lose self-control if she confronted the reptile—she’d certainly had uncontrollable visceral reactions to snakes on other worlds in the past. Voice shaky, she whispered, “What do I do? Will it bite me if I step away from it?”
“Take one tiny step and let’s see how it reacts. It may be torpid from the late afternoon chill, but if you hear a buzzing sound stop immediately.”
She unlocked her muscles and shifted ever so slightly to attempt the backward step and stopped in terror as a loud buzzing sounded from the brush close to her feet. “Lords of Space, help me.” Now Gemma was afraid she might pass out, which would probably mean she’d be bitten as she fell. Her vision blurred and her head swam.
“Order me to extract you from the thicket as fast as possible,” he said. “Use those exact words.”
She bit her lip as the buzzing continued and grew louder. Sweat popped out on her forehead and she debated the wisdom of what Camron was proposing to do.
“What are you waiting for?” he asked, voice harsh. “The gliddern is growing agitated. It may be nesting there, which will make it more aggressive. Give me the command so I can move.”
“Ex-extract me from the thicket as fast as possible,” she said, struggling to form the words. I can’t stay here.
Next moment a scream was torn from her throat as she was snatched from the center of the berry branches, thorns scraping her skin as Camron lifted her into his arms, pivoted and retreated faster than she’d have thought anyone could possibly move. The buzzing from the gliddern was angry and insistent.
He carried her probably a hundred yards away before she remembered she had to order him to stop. Then he set her down, and staggered a bit as he did so. Gemma turned to look behind her and saw a sinuous body slithering back under the bushes. The creature was easily twelve inches in diameter. She fell to her knees and threw up the berries she’d eaten, unnerved by the idea of having been so close to death.
“Would you tell me to sit?” he asked, voice quieter than usual. “Please.”
Gemma wiped her mouth and spun around, fear rising in her as she focused on his torn pants leg. “Did it bite you? Seven hells, sit down immediately.” She rose to help him as he sank onto the moss underfoot. “What can I do?” She was wearing a one piece prison jumpsuit but she tried to tear a strip from the hem of the pants leg. “Tourniquet. Maybe we can stop the venom from spreading, keep the nerve damage localized.”
With a visible effort, muscle in his clenched jaw jumping from stress, he touched her arm. “Don’t worry about me. We Badari were bred to be immune to all poisons, venoms and diseases. My body is neutralizing the active ingredients in the venom now and repairing the nerve damage. “
It sounded too good to be true to Gemma, especially as he looked haggard and in pain. “Lie back, let me see the bite.”
Camron reclined and she bit her lip at having given him the order without thinking, but since there was a medical necessity, she tore his pants leg further to get a good view. The bite was ugly, swollen, with red and black lines climbing his veins but, even as she watched, the colors receded and his skin blurred in front of her eyes as the deep wounds from the fangs closed. “That’s one hell of a physiology you’ve got, buddy.”
He laughed, although the sound was choked. “My people paid a high price for the gifts. I should be able to stand and walk in a few more minutes and we can keep going.”
“I think we both need shelter and rest but you’re right, this spot is too open.” She glanced at the berry thicket and shuddered, her stomach threatening to heave up its contents again, remembering the gliddern.
“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “For placing you in danger. I should have checked the thicket myself, first. It’s late in the season for gliddern to be nesting but there’s always a risk—I didn’t think.”
She rested her hand on his arm. “No apologies necessary. You saved my life just now. Seeing the bite wound and what it did to you, with your magic metabolism, I’m sure I would have died, probably a genuinely nasty death. Thank you.”
They sat in the most companionable silence they’d shared yet and after a few minutes he declared himself ready to move on again.
“Maybe you should try getting up without a command,” she said. “Let’s think positive here.”
He made an effort and achieved more independent motion than before, but he was still unable to get to his feet. Gemma issued the necessary order, and they hiked deeper into the forest, Camron limping heavily at first which concerned her. His stride improved as he went and he made no complaint. She had a feeling the soldier wouldn’t complain even if he was dying.
“I think we should pick a likely spot and settle in,” he said. “The light will be going soon and it’ll get much colder. I’d like to make a fire for you before then.”
“Stop walking,” she said. “Do a quick visual survey, see anything suitable for a campsite?”
He rotated in a slow circle, apparently able to exercise limited discretion now, within her order. “I think we could be pretty well sheltered from the wind and predators if we made camp under the tree there.”
“Take me to it,” she said, not sure which spot he had in mind.
His chosen location was beside a giant tree, whose trunk was easily fifteen feet around, and others of a similar girth grew close by, creating a good windbreak. Gemma sank onto the soft earth, which was covered in moss and dry leaves, and rubbed her aching calves. “I couldn’t have gone much further.”
Camron stood where she’d ordered him to halt. His brow was furrowed and his fists were clenched. “I’m not going to be able to exercise enough independent judgment to hunt tonight. And I can detect the first hints of the drug withdrawal.”
“Come sit next to me.” She patted the ground beside her and he lowered himself into a cross-legged position. Immediately, his body heat warmed her, bringing a sense of comfort. She had to restrain herself from leaning closer to soak up more. Her jumpsuit was thin and the late afternoon breeze was cold. But she wasn’t going to take any liberties with this man while he was forced to remain under her control. “Tell me what we need to build a fire. Sticks, I’m assuming?”
“And two stones to strike a spark with.”
“All right, you rest. Off I go to forage.” She dusted off her rear as she looked for fallen branches. It was satisfying to have a useful task to complete to contribute to their successful overnight sojourn in the woods. So far her medical training had been a nonfactor and her biggest role had been giving poor Camron orders.
“Don’t wander too far.” He definitely had a grin on his face as he issued the admonition.
If he was confident enough to tease her, the situation must not be too dire.
Buoyed by the thought, she gathered two armfuls of sticks and dry branches and brought them to Camron, asking him to arrange them properly for a fire. He created a crude fire pit and was able to get the small blaze going. Gemma was hungry, her stomach growling, but there was nothing to be done tonight so she meditated briefly and tried to attain a neutral state. I’m not going to starve to death in one night. 
Camron leaned on the tree sheltering them and closed his eyes, although she could feel the tension in his body.
“Now,” she said, determined to do her duty as a doctor, “I want to look at your bite wound once more before the light goes completely then tell me what we’re facing in terms of withdrawal.”
He rolled up his pants leg far enough for her to examine the bite, which was nearly healed and apparently wasn’t even going to scar. “What I remember from the old days in the lab is having the shakes and nerve pain. We Badari have certain mental exercises we’ve taught ourselves, to help get through the withdrawal.”
“The Khagrish subjected your people to this drug often enough that you developed protocols for coming down off of it?” Disgust rose in her throat like a bad taste. 
He nodded, as if his neck was stiff but Gemma was happy to see independent movement. “Fluids help flush the med from the system—did you happen to see a stream or pond anywhere close by when you were gathering the wood for the fire?”
“I did actually. Do you think the water will be safe to drink?" She was thirsty now just thinking about the cold, clear stream so she crossed her fingers his answer would be positive.
“For me, yes. It might be a risk for you but I don’t think so because the humans who live in the valley with my pack drink freely from the lake there." He closed his eyes and shifted as if unable to find a comfortable spot. Sweat beaded his forehead.
Gemma was curious to know more about his home but, observing him, she decided he needed to concentrate on himself right now more than he needed to talk to her. She shuttled to and from the stream, refilling the one empty nutrient drink bottle multiple times as Camron drank thirstily. 
The night was long. Gemma kept the fire going, drowsing now and then. Her companion lay on his side, shaking as he’d predicted and once or twice going into full convulsions, which she monitored, making him turn onto his side to breathe more easily. There was nothing else to be done, distressing as it was to watch him suffer, except curse the Khagrish, which she did freely.
“I’m sorry I can’t do my part to stand watch,” he said after one seizure, lying on his back with one arm thrown across his eyes.
“No problem, I’m used to monitoring patients in less than nominal states.” Despite the unusual setting, there was a certain amount of relief in focusing on a medical issue. “Besides, we’re not in any real jeopardy right now.”
“The large predators know better than to challenge a Badari,” he said, deploying the gigantic black talons. “They’ll stay away.”
“If you can’t travel in the morning, I could catch fish,” she said, trying to be practical and think ahead. “I saw a school of good sized ones in the stream flitting in and out of the plants on the creek bed.”
“I should be fine. We need to travel faster tomorrow, in case the Khagrish decide there were survivors.” Eyes glowing in the dark, he watched her. “How is it you’re so calm?”
Raising her eyebrows, Gemma couldn’t repress a question in return. “Aren’t the human women you know calm?”
Camron considered the issue, apparently doing a mental review of humans he knew. “Some of them, not all.”
“I’m a doctor,” she said. “We’re trained not to overreact.”
“Were the two women who died in the flier your friends?” he asked. “I should have expressed my sorrow for your loss earlier, but I had other priorities on my mind.”
“I didn’t know them at all actually. There wasn’t anyone in the cell who was captured with me. And people seem reluctant to get to know each other in that place.” She’d been surprised how unfriendly some of the other prisoners had been. Although, to be fair, there were always a few who pitched in to help her treat the newly arrived and their stasis syndrome sickness. 
Camron nodded. “We’re finding the Khagrish are breaking up groups and sending people to different labs. I guess the authorities learned a lesson from the first set of human prisoners we know of, who were all from one colony and were processed in large numbers together. And on occasion less honorable humans collaborate with the enemy for the promise of better treatment for themselves.”
Gemma mulled the depressing information over. “Your people try to free the prisoners? Is that what you were doing at the lab when you were caught?”
“I’m a scout. We’re trying to track the truth of a specific piece of vital intelligence.” He rolled onto his stomach, resting his head on his arms. “I can’t tell you more about my assignment. We do try to rescue as many humans as we can, but there are only so many of us, we’re poorly armed and equipped and there are way too many labs. From our position as prisoners, we had no idea of the scope of the Khagrish efforts on this planet. It’s been eye opening all right.” 
“Thank you for saving me,” she said. “I might not have gotten out of the flyer without your help. I was in shock after the crash and your voice pulled me out of it.”
“And you saved my life, so we’re even.” His smile came and went but Gemma found herself captivated by how handsome he was. He had dimples when he grinned.
Not the time or the place. She gave herself a mental shake. “How are you feeling?”
“Praying to the goddess not to have any more shakes.” He held out one hand in the firelight and she observed the subtle tremors. “At least I can move without your orders now.”
Her stomach growled, and she rubbed her belly. “Those berries were a long time ago.”
“I’ll forage for edibles at first light,” he promised. “We may have to breakfast on grubs.”
“Not my first choice, but I’ve had worse.” She pushed the memories away again. Oh indeed she’d had worse. This was a vacation compared to some of her experiences.
“You’ll be welcomed to the valley,” he said. “We have a large human contingent, men and women, and a lot of work to be done. We need another doctor desperately.” Camron bit his lip, obviously withholding more specific information. Shaking his head, he said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t risk your knowing too much about us. We’re a long way from getting safely away from the Khagrish. They have enhanced interrogation techniques and a human wouldn’t be able to resist successfully.”
“No offense, I understand. Although I might surprise you, in terms of what I can withstand.” Speculating about why his people might need a doctor—no, another doctor, he’d said, implying there was at least one in residence already—she found herself highly curious about what might await her in the sanctuary valley. She was a bit annoyed he didn’t trust her, but why should he? They’d only met earlier in the day.
“I’d be happy to be in any location the Khagrish couldn’t get at me, frankly, no matter who else was there.”
 
In the morning, Camron was as good as his word and used his formidable talons to strip bark from several young trees near their informal camp. He filled a leaf bowl with orange-and-brown grubs and brought them to Gemma. “These are good eating.”
Despite her brave words of the night before, she eyed the squiggling creatures with trepidation. Each was as long as her middle finger and fat. “Do you swallow them while they’re alive?”
Laughing, he plucked several long thin branches from the pile of wood they’d gathered, stripped off any remaining leaves and proceeded to spit the grubs. He handed her a stick full for herself and held the two remaining ones over the fire. “Takes just a few minutes. Keep turning them or you’ll have one side burnt to a crisp and the other side raw. I wish we had spice or a sauce, but at least these are protein.”
She stood beside the fire and cooked hers as he was doing. “I saw more berry bushes beside the stream too so we could check. But I’m not volunteering this time, not after yesterday’s close call. You can be the official berry harvester from now on.”
“As we leave this spot, we can pick berries,” he said, plucking the first grub from his stick. Sampling the blackened insect larva, he licked his lips in approval. “Ready to eat now, give it a second to cool.”
Gemma heaved a deep sigh and took the first bite of her serving. She was pleasantly surprised to find the skin crispy, the inner consistency a bit like barely scrambled eggs and the flavor slightly nutty. “Not bad at all.” She had to pace herself on consuming the others because once her stomach realized she was eating, she was ravenous. “Are there any more?” Licking her fingers, she tried not to eye the ones Camron had left on his second skewer. With a laugh, the soldier handed her the stick. “I can go get more easily. Help yourself. I’m glad to see you have a good appetite.”
Less than half an hour later, much more content now she wasn’t hungry, Gemma followed Camron away from their camp. He’d kicked the fire out, covering it with dirt, and seemed determined to set a good pace today. They detoured by the stream to refill the one empty nutrient bottle and grab berries for dessert.
Gemma was munching a handful as she walked, when suddenly Camron spun, swept her off her feet and sprinted into deeper cover under the trees. Overhead, she heard the engines of more than one flyer. The berries fell from her hand, rolling everywhere as she reacted to the sound of their enemies, scouring the vicinity for them. We’re not going to escape after all. “Why do they care if one or two people got away?”
“No offense, the Khagrish probably wouldn’t search for a human. Your bad luck to be with me because the bastards will go to great lengths to get their hands on one of us. Someone must have run a scan and discovered I survived.” Camron kept his voice low and his gaze fixed on the sky. The flyer came around for another pass and he drew her further away from the path they’d been traveling. “Listen, we should separate—you might be able to escape on your own.”
“And go where?” She heard her voice rising, ending in a squeak as an overwhelming sense of dread flooded over her. “I have no idea how to reach your sanctuary valley and not much hope of surviving on this planet either. I’ll stick with you—we’re a good team.” She appreciated his offer but the idea of running off and leaving him held no appeal. It wasn’t just about her own survival, although she’d presented it to him that way. Camron fascinated her on many levels and she had no desire to be parted from him. “We’ll get away together or not at all.” Surely our good luck hasn’t deserted us.
The flyer was joined by another one, and together the two craft crisscrossed the sky. For a time, Camron and Gemma were able to elude whatever scanners or devices were being used, running under the trees, using all the available cover Camron could find, zigzagging randomly and going in a different direction, even backtracking.
Gemma’s legs were tired and she had scratches on her arms from the detours they’d taken through brush, but she bit her tongue and refused to complain, not wanting Camron to feel he had to carry her. She figured he knew, though, from the way he was eyeing her and frowning as she crouched next to him in the lee of giant boulders, surrounded by old growth trees. 
“If we can elude them until night falls,” Camron said, “We might be able to sneak away. Right now they’re too well calibrated on the quadrant we’re hiding in. The new scanner must be something wonderful—a major advance—because the Khagrish have never been able to track one of us so efficiently before.”
The flyer cruised close again, idling at treetop level. Gemma jumped, pressing one hand to her chest in a vain attempt to suppress the pounding beat of her heart. This situation was worse than anything she’d ever experienced, probably because the enemy appeared to be toying with them, and her hopes of escape faded.
Banking, the craft came back, this time firing a blast from one of the barrels protruding from the underside. The tops of the trees where  she and Camron were sheltering burst into flame and burning embers dropped through the branches noisily.
“They’re going to burn us out.” Gemma brushed a hot coal away from her arm. She had the shakes again and the sense of total unreality about the events going on.
“We’ll go in a direction they aren’t expecting.” Camron took her hand and retraced their original path before veering west. 
The fire grew behind them, but the wind was pushing in the opposite direction so there was no imminent danger.
“Who sets an entire forest on fire trying to recapture two people?” she asked as she went to ground again in a narrow defile, the soldier crouched protectively by her side.
“This is over-the-top determination even for them.” Camron scrutinized the sky warily. “Give it another minute, and we’ll move on. I do have to wonder what their agenda is, working so hard to flush us out.”
He rose to a crouch and moved along the gully wall, Gemma right behind him.
Their luck ran out as the gully became shallower and shallower and the two flyers appeared overhead, swooping like birds of prey.
“Stunners!” Camron shouted as a hazy iridescent wave rushed through the air toward them. He tried to knock Gemma out of the path of the paralyzing rays, but limp and numb, she tumbled like a rag doll and rolled helplessly.
He staggered a few more steps before collapsing. One of the flyers landed close by  and the sound made tears gather in her eyes. They’d tried so hard to escape. With a supreme effort, Camron stretched one arm in her direction and clasped her fingers loosely before he was completely immobilized.
Terror had her trembling while she lay helplessly, waiting for the Khagrish to arrive. Soon enough she heard them stomping through the bushes, and two black uniformed security guards stood over her. One nudged her with the toe of his boot, laughing as her body flopped.
“Led us a merry chase but we’ll make you pay soon enough.” He hunkered down to stare into her face, running his fingers through her hair in mock affection. “You won’t be going back to the general human population in the lab.”
“It’s the Badari’s fault the hunt took so long,” said a third person, walking up to them and kicking the helpless Camron savagely in the ribs. “Bastard. He’ll get what’s coming to him soon enough.” Guffawing at a private joke, the man kicked his prisoner again, then reached to fist his hand in Camron’s hair, lifting his head. “Look at me when I talk to you, animal. I hope you enjoyed taking us all over the damned mountaintop. Good audition for what the commander has in mind to use you for. He’ll enjoy the vids of today’s efforts.” Removing his hand and wiping it on his pants as if Camron was unclean, the officer stood. “Get them braceletted and put force binders on them both. Bring the antigrav litters—I want to be on my way within the hour. I want to see Commander Parryfilmunn’s reaction when we bring him his quarry, and I want the generous bonus he promised.”



CHAPTER FOUR
 
Gemma closed her eyes as the Khagrish carried out their officer’s orders, taking as many liberties with her body as they dared and continuing to abuse Camron, although the man in charge put a halt to the beating fairly soon, stating Parryfilmunn wanted his Badari prisoner healthy.
“He’ll heal before we get to the lab,” said a guard nonchalantly. “The animals were made to bounce back fast so more punishment could be applied. But you never learn your lesson, do you?” The last taunt was said to Camron directly as the guards heaved him into an antigrav litter and carried him away, out of Gemma’s line of sight.
She was dumped onto a litter and conveyed to the waiting flyer. She had a few places where she was bruised and sore from the Khagrish’s rough handling, although nothing had happened beyond groping and fondling through her clothes. The officer intervened once the craft was in the air and ordered his men away from her. “In case the commander has a plan for her as well. Trust me, you don’t want to get crosswise with him.”
While grateful to be spared any further unpleasantries, the mention of the Khagrish  in charge and the idea he’d been pondering her fate specifically was terrifying. Gemma did her best to detach herself from the grim reality during the flight time and focus on a calming mental vision of a peaceful vista from one of her favorite planets but the self-soothing technique failed her.  Anxiety tightened her chest until she feared she couldn’t breathe and she dug deep to find courage for facing the next ordeal.
 She had no further glimpses of Camron until they arrived at the destination and were offloaded. The restraints at her ankles were removed and she was taken under heavy guard from the landing field into the building and down corridors leading to the office spaces of the installation. This wasn’t the lab where Gemma had been held prisoner so nothing was familiar, although the overall design of the building was in the same style. She had her nerves under better control and tried to take one thing at a time, not worry about possibilities beyond her control.
True to the guards’ predictions, Camron appeared recovered from the beating he’d received. Gemma took quick looks as she was marched through the nondescript hallways and saw no bruises or evidence he was less than perfectly fit
Camron looked her over once, his face blank of expression and then ignored her.
His attitude stung a little, but she hoped he was trying to convince the Khagrish she couldn’t be used to influence or coerce him because he cared nothing about her. Mentally she hugged his final, desperate gesture of clasping her fingers as the stun rays took effect. He tried to give me comfort. She stifled the urge to cry and took deep breaths to tamp down the tremors in her body. This experience was all too reminiscent of things which had happened to her in the past, long before being kidnapped and brought to this planet of horrors. The old anxiety and stress was rising, threatening to choke her, along with the fresh terror.
Eventually Gemma, Camron and their guards arrived at a cluster of offices and were shown into the presence of the security commander.
Parryfilmunn was seated behind a modernistic black-and-silver desk as Camron and Gemma were brought by the guards to stand in front of him. Taller than usual for a Khagrish, even seated, he was muscular and fit, and his shock of hair was the reddest she’d ever seen.  His spiky hairdo outshone even the scientist seated at his right hand. She was identifiable by all the many badges and pins festooning her lab coat, but clearly subordinate to him, at least for now. Parryfilmunn’s face was set in a sadistic smirk and Gemma shuddered at the way he studied her while the officer who’d captured them gave a summary of the recovery. 
When the man was done, the commander addressed her and Camron in an accusatory tone. “Which one of you crashed my flyer and killed my people? Dr. Yunnivannx in particular was a tremendous loss to our efforts on this planet. Brilliant woman, simply one of a kind.”
“Your pilot was sick,” Gemma said. “He was coughing, and there was something wrong with him when he arrived to pick us up. I think pilot error due to illness caused the crash.” 
She was interested to note the distressed reaction of the Khagrish at her words. Parryfilmunn frowned and recoiled. Clearly, there was more to this illness issue. She remembered how Yunnivannx had changed attitude once the pilot started coughing although he’d tried to allay her concerns by pleading allergies and offering a vague remark about a vaccine. Intriguing but nothing we can use to our advantage right now.
Camron stood silently, staring straight ahead. He flexed his arms from time to time as if testing the strength of the bonds but his face was set in an expressionless mask.
“Nothing to say, 820?” Parryfilmunn’s tone was mocking. “I know you and Dr. Yunnivannx had a complicated history. I’ve read the records. I’m sure you were bereft to have her perish before she could renew her, uh, amusements.”
When Camron maintained his grim silence, Parryfilmunn gestured to the guard and the neurocontroller buzzed as it was activated. The Badari fell to his knees then to the floor, biting his lip until it bled to avoid making a sound. Instinctively, Gemma tried to go to his aid despite her hands being bound behind her back but her guards yanked her away.
“Get the animal on his feet,” Parryfilmunn said with a satisfied smile as he left his chair and paced in front of Gemma and Camron. “The two of you have no way to know this, but I’m an avid hunter. Back on the home world, my domicile is full of trophies, rare beasts taken from many worlds where I’ve served.” He pointed at Camron. “But I’ve never hunted one of you animals, nor a human, so we’re all in for a very interesting time.”
“Leave her out of this,” Camron said urgently. “Hunt me at your peril—I’m a soldier, I’ll gladly take you on, but don’t include the woman.”
“Protective of the female, eh?” Parryfilmunn grinned unpleasantly. “All the more reason to send her out into the range with you. A male fights harder when he has a mate or offspring at stake.”
Camron lunged at him, but the guards swarmed him before he got close. Gemma flinched in sympathy as the neurocontroller buzzed into life again. How much punishment could Camron take? “Stop it! I’ll gladly go with him and your head will be the trophy, not ours.” She couldn’t believe she’d uttered the threat but anger was hot in her gut. If she’d had a pulse rifle or a blaster in her hand, Parryfilmunn would be burned to a crisp right now.
The listening scientist left her chair and stepped closer to Camron, voice raised in protest. “He’s much too valuable to be wasted in a meaningless hunt.” Looking down her nose at Gemma, she made a casual hand gesture as if to shoo her away. “Take the human, we have more than enough of them, but the male is one of a dwindling population. There are countless experiments which could be done with him, his blood, his tissues—”
“The research program is ended, need I remind you?” Taking his time, clearly savoring the woman’s  angst, Parryfilmunn strolled behind the desk again and sat. Drumming his fingers on the desk, he said, “Since the customer cancelled the contract for the genetic constructs, the survivors are in limbo to be dealt with as I please. I’m in charge of security on this planet now and my mandate includes overruling any of you scientists when I deem it to be necessary.” He stared at her hair and sniffed. “No matter how high the caste.  And I strongly suspect from the way you’ve been eyeing 820 and drooling since he arrived, your interest isn’t exactly one of the purest science.” He grinned and the effect was repellent. “Claiming my new trophy is of the highest priority. If I’m to be effective on this planet and restore order, I need to thoroughly understand the adversary. The best way to accomplish the goal is to hunt one and study the way he thinks, acts and reacts. How he dies.” He took his contemptuous stare away from the scientist and addressed the prisoners. “It’s settled then: at first light we’ll release you into the designated hunting ground together. I’ll even give you a head start,” Parryfilmunn said to Camron as if he was being incredibly generous.
“No neurocontrollers,” Camron said, tightening his fists and standing as if ready for a fight. “Make this a fair hunt.”
“No ultra-scanner either then,” Gemma added, determined to back him in whatever he was thinking. “Track us like the mighty hunter you claim to be, not like a butcher slaughtering tethered prey.”
The security commander laughed and slammed his hand on the desk as if sealing the deal. “Agreed. I like an old fashioned hunt. Good thing I brought three of my best trackers with me, hoping for an opportunity just like this one. A Badari is a worthy animal to include in my collection of trophies.” Parryfilmunn jabbed his index finger at the guard officer. “Put them in separate cells for the night. No plotting in advance. All strategizing to be done on the run, in the field.” He beamed at the prisoners and puffed his chest out. “I’ll send you off properly in the morning.”
As if he’s doing us a giant honor. Gemma allowed her disdain to show on her face but bit her lip to remain silent. No need to verbally antagonize the Khagrish bully.
The guards hustled them away, rushing through a new set of corridors ending in the usual bleak cell block. Gemma was dragged to a small cell, her wrist restraints removed and then left alone. She sank onto the dilapidated cot and  rubbed her forehead to ease the headache and forestall tears. Events had escalated so quickly since they were recaptured early in the day and she grappled with the idea of being hunted like an animal tomorrow. At least she’d be with Camron. She wished she was with him tonight. The soldier was so calm and capable – he might even be able to convince her she’d survive this travesty of a hunt. I could have hope for a few hours anyway.
The guards brought her a large dinner about an hour later and a lab tech stood over her with a neurocontroller to make sure she ate.
“Parryfilmunn wants you to be well fed,” the tech said.
“Why does he care? He’s planning to kill us.” Gemma had to concentrate not to throw up what she was eating. Her nerves were making her head spin. Her gut clenched and the food was like sawdust to her.
“He’s being fair,” the tech said, with a wink at the nearest guard. “He said he wants the prey not to be hungry, so you won’t be distracted from providing a satisfying chase for him.”
When she’d finally eaten enough to pacify the Khagrish, the guards and the tech left her alone, and she fell onto the single bunk and lay staring at the ceiling. Gemma had the awful thought Camron might abandon her during this farce of a hunt but then reassured herself. He’d never even suggested the idea when they were on the run before until the point where he thought she might be able to escape without him and he tried to be self-sacrificing. “We’re a team,” she said in a whisper, wiping tears from her face.
 
Camron worked his way through the dinner, storing up the extra calories with no comment for the lab tech then, after the Khagrish left him in peace, he ran through a short series of mental exercises and a few physical ones as well to center his mind and focus on the challenge ahead. At peace, he lay on the hard bunk and closed his eyes, seeking sleep. It would be important to be well rested tomorrow, and to have a clear head. 
But he kept returning to concern for Gemma and worrying how she was doing tonight. Probably scared to death. He berated himself for not thinking of something clever to persuade Parryfilmunn to let them stay together. He hated to think of her isolated and afraid. Sending a silent prayer to the goddess to watch over them both, and to especially take notice of the woman, he rolled onto his side and forced himself to sink into a peaceful, relaxed state. He couldn’t help Gemma survive this twisted hunt if he wasn’t at his best.
In the morning when the Khagrish came to fetch him, the lab tech gave him a single ration bar and one bottle of nutrient drink.
“Get these down and hurry up. Parryfilmunn wants you two released into the wild at dawn and the time is getting close.” The tech fidgeted.
“Did you provide similar fare to Gemma?” he asked as he unwrapped the bar, moving as slowly as he dared, deriving amusement from frustrating the tech.
“Yeah, my co-worker is handling her. He said she had to be forced to eat last night.” Pacing to the entry of the cell and back, the Khagrishi seemed afraid of lingering, but it was the security commander he obviously feared, not Camron.
Camron didn’t like the sound of Gemma having been force-fed but there was nothing he could do about it. Soon enough he was escorted by a large contingent of guards to an antechamber which had a large portal opening directly onto the scrubland the lab sat in the middle of. Parryfilmunn, the female scientist, and a few other Khagrish were waiting. 
Parryfilmunn rubbed his hands as Camron entered the space. “The weather is co-operating nicely,” the commander said. “Forecast for today is hot, sunny, perfect for tracking big game in the wild.”
Gemma was brought in by her guards and Camron assessed her with a quick glance. He was glad to see although she was pale she stood with her head held high. He admired her spirit.
“All right,” Parryfilmunn said, “Strip.”
Not surprised, Camron kicked off the prison flip-flops and shrugged off his shirt before removing his pants. He stood barefoot and naked in front of the small crowd and stared straight ahead. With his peripheral vision he could see the scientist looking her fill at him and shaking her head with a sour expression.
“Such a waste of a valuable specimen,” the Khagrish woman said to the tech closest to her. “I should have been allowed at least one session with him.”
Camron repressed his disdain and hatred. He wasn’t going to give them any satisfaction of seeing emotion from him. What he wanted was to get outside and do his damnedest to escape. The fact Parryfilmunn wasn’t doing his version of a hunt inside the lab’s preserve surrounded by force fields was a definite plus. The arrogant Khagrish didn’t know what he was in for.
“What the seven hells—I’m not getting undressed for your benefit,” Gemma said. “You want to hunt us, you can do that while we’re wearing clothes.” She tried to back away, holding the fabric of her shirt front tight in one hand.
The guard closest to her laughed and grabbed her as she sidled instinctively toward the door. “No problem, human. Glad to help you with the proper protocols.”
Two of the guards began pawing at her clothes while the third man held her. The sound of fabric ripping and her screamed curse echoed in the room.
“Stop.” Taking a calculated risk, infuriated she was being mistreated in this fashion, Camron flashed his talons and fangs and made his voice hard and commanding. “Allow her the dignity of preparing herself for the ordeal.”
The guards looked to Parryfilmunn who waved one hand. “I don’t need the woman traumatized before we begin.” He addressed Gemma directly. “You’ve got one chance to do this for yourself, girl. Obey my order or else I’ll have my men proceed and they will enjoy themselves. Better for you if you follow 820’s example and comply. Save us all time and conserve your energy for making my hunt entertaining today.”
Gemma tore herself away from the smirking guards and took a deep breath. Without another word, she undid her clothing, following Camron’s example. She didn’t look at anyone but didn’t attempt to hide herself either, merely standing tall when she was done, with as much dignity as if she was fully clothed. He approved.
A lab tech moved in. “Bracelets off.” Using the neurocontroller to remove first Camron’s and then Gemma’s, the tech took an extra moment to ogle her chest. The furious color in her cheeks was like twin flames but she copied Camron’s stance and ignored the man.
While guards with their pulse rifles locked and loaded surrounded Camron, Parryfilmunn moved closer. “I’ve decided to make this more interesting,” he said. “I want to hunt a matched set today, male and female, so I think it’s wise to ensure what I like to think of as a pair bonding.”
Camron couldn’t imagine what the bastard had in mind but then another tech stepped forward holding a lightweight tether, with a metal band at either end.
“There’s no glory in hunting a chained beast,” he said with contempt as the first bracelet was snapped onto his left wrist.
“Normally I’d agree with you,” Parryfilmunn said with a genial air. “But I think you’ll find I’ve designed this with enough slack so you can move and fight freely. I want to ensure you have to defend the woman as well. Don’t leave her behind in the dust to give yourself a better chance.”
Now Camron did lower his gaze, looking at Gemma for an instant and then staring Parryfilmunn in the face, revealing his fangs and laughing as the commander retreated a step. “I have more honor in my little toe than you have in your entire body. I’d never abandon her.”
“I appreciate your spirit,” Parryfilmunn said, voice a bit weak, as the second bracelet encircled Gemma’s wrist. “But a little insurance goes a long way.”
Camron longed to offer Gemma some comfort but now wasn’t the time, and she probably wouldn’t appreciate him touching her. He squared his shoulders and prepared to move out the instant the door was opened.
“One more thing, never let it be said I’m not a sporting man.” Parryfilmunn spread his arms as if inviting the watching Khagrish to lavish praise on him.
“You talk too much.” Camron couldn’t stop himself.
“Insolence like that would get you whipped on an ordinary day but today I’ll overlook the backtalk. I’m giving you three hours’ head start and then I’ll be coming for you.” Regaining his bravado in front of his audience, Parryfilmunn poked Camron in the center of his chest, no doubt thinking the guards’ guns protected him. Camron could have killed him in a heartbeat, would have perhaps, if there wasn’t Gemma to consider. His death right now wouldn’t help her, and Camron found he was very invested in her survival. Parryfilmunn blathered on. “Get as far as you can, obscure your trail, do whatever an animal like you can come up with, but I’ll have my trophies by sunset.”



CHAPTER FIVE
 
The door clicked open and Camron walked outside without a backward glance. There was a small tug on his wrist as Gemma hesitated but then she stood beside him as the panel closed again behind them. Camron went about five feet away from the building, Gemma resisting for a second as the tether pulled taut but then joining him. He took deep breaths of the air, facing each major point of the compass as he did so.
“Shouldn’t we be running?” Gemma asked. She eyed the hard packed dirt surface strewn with spiky plants in dismay. “Although my feet hurt already. Sadistic bastard, making us go naked.”
“To flee aimlessly will ensure the bastard’s victory.” Keeping his eyes on her face, he said, “I’m sorry you got caught in this hunt.”
“I wish he’d let us keep our clothing. I can’t imagine what difference those rags made.”
“He wishes to embarrass us. To make me in particular feel like the cornered animal he wants me to be.” Camron took note of the sun’s location over the horizon so he could keep rough track of time. “The shame tactic won’t work.” Having identified the scent he’d been seeking, he was ready to move. “Will you trust me to carry you?”
She puffed up, reminding him of a brave bird facing a gliddern. “I can run. You should save your strength.”
He admired her determination to be a full partner in the situation but there were realities to consider. “I’ve been hunted before, more than once. I’m tough. You, on the other hand, have soft feet unsuitable for this rough terrain and a body that will burn in the sun.” Camron moved closer and extended his hand to her, keeping his eyes on her face. “Trust me, please.”
Gemma swallowed hard. “All right.”
Camron picked her up with little effort and took off to the north at an easy jog. She was soft against his body, her skin a miracle of silk against his callused and scarred hands. He had to work hard to ignore the pressure of her breast touching his chest. Now was not the time for even a hint of arousal. He wondered if part of Parryfilmunn’s plan to make them easier to capture was a hope their naked condition would be a mutual distraction, although what kind of idiot would think about sex—even with a woman as attractive as Gemma—when on the run for his life? After all, though, he thinks I’m no more than an animal, driven by base instincts.
“Where are we going?” Her question was quiet, almost shy.
Camron knew he ought to explain his strategy to her a bit more. She wasn’t used to this kind of situation, but it wasn’t his nature to talk excessively. “I scented water—it’s quite a distance.” 
“Won’t he expect us to go there?” Her question was a good one and he appreciated the way she was thinking, not driven by terror. 
 “Perhaps. I’m hoping to find the place, get what we need and move on.” Camron didn’t want to inflate her hopes too much, in case the things he sought, other than water, weren’t going to be present. This deciding what to share and not to share was wearisome. 
Apparently, something in his tone revealed his mood because Gemma said softly, “I’m not questioning your decision—I just want to understand the strategy.”
“Not much to explain yet. Let’s see what we find when we arrive.” Camron ran steadily onward, carrying her weight easily. If he had to carry the other object of the hunt, he was lucky his partner was a woman, not a hulking Badari like himself. Camron grinned. So far he liked the odds. It was hardly a fair situation, trust the Khagrish to stack the deck in their own favor, but the belief he had a fighting chance to save Gemma and himself bolstered his determination.
“Will he really give us three hours to run unmolested or was he lying?” 
Camron figured now she was talking to relieve her nerves and tried to gentle his voice in response. “The Khagrish lie all the time but, in this case, I believe him. He wants to be able to boast of how he achieved this kill and to seem as if he gave himself extra challenges.” Camron couldn’t repress a snort at the commander’s self-puffery.
“Can you not refer to us as ‘this kill’, please?” She tried to smile. “I’d like to remain positive.”
Camron glanced at her. “Duly noted. We should save our breath now.”
One hand to her lips, she said, “I’m so sorry. I’ll shut up until we reach the water.”
He ran on in silence and after a while she drowsed, head against his chest, ends of her silky hair tickling him slightly. He was glad she was able to nap ahead of the ordeal which was undoubtedly coming. 
Gemma had pulled the lightweight cord linking them into her lap as much as possible, which he appreciated. Having the tether banging into his shins with every step would be annoying and distracting.
Camron varied his pace at intervals, to give himself a chance to rest a bit but, with his energy reserves, this part of the chase wasn’t too taxing. He tried reaching out telepathically, hoping against hope other Badari might be in the region, but got no response. Sanctuary valley was far to the north and the odds of ever seeing it or his pack again were slim. Dismissing the negative thought, Camron reviewed his tentative plans again, testing them against various factors likely to arise. All he could do was prepare mentally and trust in his own abilities. 
Important to remember the odds in his favor were not zero. Not if he could figure out how to defeat the Khagrish who hunted them.
After about two hours, Camron arrived at the source of the water. Gemma awoke as soon as he stopped running, startling reflexively in his arms. Everything he’d hoped to find was present, and he set her gently on the soft mud at the edge of the pond. “We have a few specific things to accomplish here,” he said as she stretched and rubbed her shoulders. “And we need to be as fast as we can.”
      Hands on her hips, she said, “All right, what do you need me to do?”
He put one hand on the tether bracelet on his wrist. “First I need to cut this cord between us so we can both move more freely.” Raising his gaze to her face, he said, “You do know I wouldn’t abandon you?” His heart beat faster—it was important to him to be sure she trusted his motives.
“I know,” she said in a soft voice, touching his hand briefly. “But can you actually break this?”
“I can’t get the bracelets off but, yes, I can chew through the cord itself.” Camron deployed his fangs, ignoring Gemma’s swiftly smothered gasp, got a grip on the tether roughly in the middle and gnawed through the material. Badari were equipped with diamond hard fangs and claws thanks to the Khagrish genetic meddling and he’d never been more grateful than he was today.
“Freedom.” Gemma executed a dance step from sheer relief as the cord parted. “Thank you. Now what?”
“The mud has special minerals in it which our healer uses for poultices sometimes. For now, I want you to cover yourself in it, ankles up, to reduce the chances of a third degree burn from the sun. You’re already flushed and the sun isn’t even fully above us for the day.” He’d been highly concerned once he assessed the danger to her. So many things to worry about when protecting a human. He didn’t want any harm coming to Gemma.
“When the mud dries, I’ll have my own protective coating?” She grinned as if she found the idea pleasing, to his relief. He didn’t want to spend time persuading her.
“Exactly.” He moved on to his next priorities. “I’m going to work on shoes for you and a weapon or two.”
“If you can accomplish those things, you’re a miracle worker.” As he stepped away to tackle his tasks, she put a hand on his arm lightly. “Don’t you need a mud bath too?”
“Badari skin doesn’t burn in the sun,” he said. Seeing where her gaze went on his body, not covetously the way the Khagrish women stared at him but with an enchanting hint of shyness, a pulse of desire traveled to his cock. Swearing at himself mentally, he firmly clamped down on the way her scrutiny made him feel. Unlike the way the Khagrish ogled his body, Gemma’s quick glance was admiring and definitely something he wished he could act upon. “Even the parts that normally never see the sun in mixed company.” He grinned as she blushed and averted her eyes. “I’ll be fine.”
 
Wondering what he had in mind to use for shoes or to convert into a weapon, Gemma walked through the mud to the waterline and drank her fill of the cold water first. Then she took handfuls of the squishy grayish mud and daubed it all over herself as she’d been instructed. Keeping an eye on Camron as she carried out her assignment, she saw him wade into the pond and rip out several of the giant lily pads, which he brought to shore, stems and all. Then he went to the edge of a grove of tall, woody-looking grasses and uprooted several lengths. He had to exert an enormous amount of energy to accomplish the task, muscles flexing, which surprised her, as strong as he was, and he slashed through extensive roots to free his choices. 
Camron checked on her progress. “Ready for your shoes?” he asked, setting the stalks aside and going to retrieve the lily pads.
“Ready to see what magic you have in mind,” she said, fascinated by his seemingly random actions.
“Sit here and let me work.” Gesturing at a flat rock close to the mud flat, he knelt and sliced through one of the pads with his claws.
“Your armament certainly is handy for a variety of tasks.” She extended one leg and he guided her foot onto the lily pad surface. Tracing the outline, plus a generous allowance around it, he cut his pattern out and began shaping the smooth green surface to her.
“For a certain amount of time after the leaves are harvested, the raw material can be molded,” he said, ignoring her compliment on his talons. “Then the fibers harden. We use them for bowls, canteens and the like. I figured the same technique would work for foot coverings. You can’t hope to escape Parryfilmunn barefoot, and I can’t fight him adequately if I’m carrying you.” Finishing his task, he looped part of the plant’s stem in an intricate pattern over her foot and ankle as a crude form of lacing. “What do you think?”
“I feel like a naked elf having a spa day and wearing a fancy bootie,” she said, grinning at him. “I’m amazed how good it feels on my foot.”
“Good.” He went to work on the other foot. "I need you to take the second lily pad, which I’ll cut in half for you in a minute and try making containers for water. We might not be able to replenish our supply later so easily.”
She was game to tackle whatever he asked of her but nerves were making her jumpy. “What are you going to be doing and, well, shouldn’t we get moving?”
Camron cast a quick glance at the sun. “We’re still within the time limit but, yes, we’re going to move out shortly.”
He sliced the lily pad for her as promised, and Gemma began working with the unusual material, mimicking the way he’d shaped the leaf into a form to fit her foot, but instead trying to replicate a canteen shape. She worked fast, on edge, a prickling along her spine. She was afraid they’d be overtaken and this pond was pretty much out in the open. Satisfied with her two containers, she filled them at the pond’s edge and, when she straightened, Camron was right next to her, holding a crude spear.
She jumped sideways in surprise. “I don’t know how you can move so quietly.”
He was staring past her and now he handed her the spear and waded into the water, going across the narrow body of water to bend and study what looked like scratches on the rock. 
“What is it?” she asked, craning to see what had him so fascinated.
“Badari trail signs. The light hit them just right or I’d never have seen them.”
“So your people have been here before?” Gemma peered across the water at the rock one more time but the markings made no sense to her. “Any useful tips in the inscription?”
“Possibly but right now we need to be going.” He pointed at the spear she was clutching. “For you. I’ve done as much as I can in a short time to sharpen the end. As you pointed out before, I have my own weaponry.”
Camron jogged away from the pond, heading north, and Gemma followed him. The leaf booties on her feet were amazing resilient and comfortable, and she blessed his ingenuity. She wished there’d been a way to make even minimal clothing from the plants, but the way the material hardened in the air rendered it unsuitable for garments. Well rested after having been carried for the first part of their journey, she examined the spear while she trotted along, impressed by how lethal the pointed end appeared. “You have amazing wilderness survival skills,” she said. “Of course spears against pulse rifles won’t go well.”
“Parryfilmunn will probably use old fashioned projectile guns,” he said over his shoulder. “He won’t want to ruin his trophies.”
She shuddered but decided not to pursue the topic. There was a huge element of unreality here, running across the plains to escape a mad hunter, dressed only in mud and a pair of leaf boots, carrying a spear and having a giant, naked warrior as her companion. “I’m in a nightmare.”
Gemma thought she’d kept her voice low but Camron stopped and turned to her. “Yes, it is a nightmare, but I’m going to do my best to keep us both alive, goddess willing. Parryfilmunn’s mistake, or one of them, was letting us loose on the planet’s surface, instead of doing a controlled hunt within the force field barriers. If we can get to the hills there, we may be able to elude him entirely.” He pointed at a hazy blue line at the far horizon.
He sipped water from the container she’d made for him and gestured to her to do the same from the one she carried. “We’ll be on the move again shortly. Are you holding up? Need me to carry you?”
“I can keep up for now, thanks.” 
As he moved out again, she followed, trying to pace herself. At some point she would need help from him again but pride kept her going. She didn’t want Camron to have anything to complain about—she was determined to do her best in this fight for survival. She hefted the spear and wished she’d had a chance to practice with it.
 
Camron stopped running so suddenly she nearly ran into him. Free hand on her hip, gasping for breath, she said, “What is it?”
“Shh.” He faced the direction they’d come, listening intently, then swooped her into his arms, ignoring her gasp of surprise,  and sprinted to the west. “Hounds,” he said in her ear as he ran.
Balancing the spear in her sweaty hand, she remembered Parryfilmunn had mentioned bringing three of his trackers with him, but she hadn’t made the connection. “I don’t hear anything.”
“Badari have enhanced hearing. Trust me, you don’t want to hear them.” His voice was hard, and his face was set in lines of concentration.
Soon enough, though, she did hear for herself what Camron had detected earlier. The howling was eerie, high pitched and shrill, with a peculiar vibration sending chills down her spine. Like a small prey animal, Gemma wanted to find a burrow, close it behind her, and hide. 
Plumes of dust rose on the horizon and she swore under her breath. “The bastard is coming after us in a ground car.”
“Better than a flyer.” Camron scanned the horizon. “If we can reach the rocks, we may have a better chance.”
Now the howling was ear splitting. In the distance coming closer and closer were three large animals, multiple eyes glowing red. Moving fast, the trio were too far away to make out other details, but she had an impression of lethal intent combined with powerful, sleek muscles.
Long before they reached the rocky area, the trackers were upon them. Gemma gasped at the sheer ugliness of Parryfilmunn’s hounds as the beasts ran in formation with Camron. Their pursuers were each about four-foot-high at the shoulders, maybe two hundred pounds or so, muscular, with short brindled fur in black-white-brown. 
Virtually tailless but for stubby appendages, the hounds were heavily muscled. Four eyes glared at her from each snarling face and instead of ears the triangular skulls boasted multiple waving stalks of antennae. The snout was relatively short and red drool dripped from the oversize, pointed fangs. Their teeth were triangular and as the animals moved closer to apparently assess their prey, she saw rows of jagged gray teeth lining the creatures’ mouths, each tooth bearing its own set of sharp protrusions. 
The largest hound ran in close to Camron, literally nipping at his heels and flanks, as the Badari kept his stride even. The animal ignored her for now, possibly confused by the fact she was being carried. The two smaller animals stayed to the rear, growling and slavering.
“Trying to herd us to the east,” Camron said, never slackening his pace, although he did have to bear to the east in response to the animal’s harassment. “Parryfilmunn must have a killing field set up. He wants us to come to him for the slaughter.”
“What do we do? We can’t tamely run into his trap.” Her heart was beating so hard in her chest she thought she might have a cardiac episode, and she could hardly breathe.
“I’m going to take a stand and kill the alpha. When I stop, get behind me and guard my back.” His order was given in a flat, ask-no-questions tone. Clearly, this was the only option.
Gemma gripped her spear and swallowed hard. “Ready when you are.”
Camron stopped running and set her on the ground so suddenly Gemma was taken by surprise, as were the trackers. Staggering a bit, she slid behind him as the animals, whose momentum had carried them ahead a short way, circled and bounded toward their prey.
The largest hound moved in front of the other two and growled, a deep vibration from the chest, more menacing than anything Gemma had ever heard before. She kept her attention on the other two creatures as they neared her. 
Camron roared a challenge and lunged, launching himself at the hound. Making threatening gestures with her spear, Gemma tried to keep the other hounds from joining in the melee as Camron and the beast fought savagely, biting and clawing. She danced from spot to spot fending off the two others, stabbing their sides and haunches with her spear, poking at their eyes and, once, bringing the staff down sharply on the smallest tracker’s nose. The blow sidelined the animal for a precious minute or two, and she was able to inflict deep cuts on the other.
She screamed curses at them as she fought, and the adrenaline rush was amazing. She was transported into a state of efficiency and deadliness beyond anything she’d ever achieved, let alone acted upon.
She could only see quick glimpses of the fight, because her job was to keep the two remaining hounds out of it, but while Camron was taller and probably heavier than the tracker, the animal was cunning and wiry. Camron got a solid grip on the alpha hound’s throat and strangled it, despite the creature’s struggles. Gemma’s stomach heaved but she fought her nausea, buoyed by the rush of combat as she made her own stand against the other two.
Then there was a cut off yelp and, next thing she knew, Camron was standing beside her, roaring a new challenge. The two remaining trackers lowered their heads to him, whining in a metallic keening sound. As he made a threatening gesture, arms spread wide, bloody talons fully deployed, both animals tucked their rudimentary tails and loped off to the east.
Camron knelt on one knee beside her. 
Gemma gasped at the deep wounds in his arms and his left thigh. “Lords of Space, how did you survive?”



CHAPTER SIX
 
“Goddess blessed me. Kept the beast away from my most vulnerable areas.” Breathing in short gasps, he seemed more worried about her. “You did a great job protecting my back. Did you suffer any bites or scratches?”
“I’m fine. Those two were all bluster.” She’d been fearless and invulnerable in the heat of the battle, managing to focus on fending the trackers off with the spear. Reaction was setting in now—she was trembling all over and light-headed. Desperate  to take care of Camron’s wounds, frustration at having no supplies other than water, not even a scrap of cloth to make into bandages made her want to scream the way the trackers had howled. “Hadn’t we better get going? Find a safe place to shelter maybe?”
With visible effort, Camron rose. “You’re right. This way.” He staggered past the body of the tracker, heading west again.
Gemma hastened after him, grateful all over again for her green shoes. She’d have been disabled hours ago without Camron’s attention to her needs. She was getting used to being a naked badass primitive warrior in her protective mud coating and appreciated how he‘d avoided making the situation any more awkward between them. The soldier’s complete matter of factness about what they were going through gave her strength. Now she put her arm around his waist and did her best to support him because he was obviously in much more pain than he was letting on.
“Can you hear the trackers?” she asked as they stumbled on their way.
 “No. Parryfilmunn must have planned his ambush too far away. He probably wanted a vid of the event, you know? Picked a dramatic backdrop. The Khagrish love their blood soaked vids.”
“Are you kidding?” But what he’d said made grisly sense to her with how the enemy operated. “Well, I’m happy you spoiled his plans.”
“So far.” Camron shook his head. “And we’re a team here, a good one. If all three trackers had come at me, even I might not have survived. I’m sure the beasts had imprinted orders not to kill us, but in the heat of combat, the alpha forgot and the others probably would have too. You saved my ass.”
She was warmed by his praise, which had the ring of utter sincerity but had another, more pressing concern. “Can your metabolism heal these injuries the way it did the gliddern bite?”
“Yes, but dealing with so many bites at once will tax me.” He sped up a bit, and she increased her speed to match. “I wish I could tell my body what to heal first because right now I need my legs at full capability, but the immune system does what it pleases.”
“We’re getting closer to the rocks.” She hoped the news might improve his spirits. “What exactly is the plan when we get there?”
“I’m hoping to find more Badari trail marks, which might give us a chance to find a safe shelter, at least temporarily.”
Noticing his breathing was labored, she stopped talking and concentrated on giving him as much of her strength as she could manage although she could tell he was reluctant to lean on her. When they reached the rocky formation, he moved away, limping along the sheer walls, searching intently. Gemma hurried behind, squinting in an effort to see anything he might have missed.
“Got it,” he said in a relieved but tired voice, hunkering down to examine a set of what looked like random scratches to her. Camron ran his fingertips over the marks before rising and pointing to the left. "This way.”
He was off again, Gemma at his side, running along the base of the rocks then veering to the west, working their way through increasingly challenging terrain. There were more hills, less vegetation and a lot more boulders and outcroppings. This area must have undergone a major seismic event at some point in the distant past, the way the uplifts and narrow crevasses rippled across the terrain. Maybe we can stay hidden.
“I hear the hounds again,” he said. “But we’re almost to our destination for the night.”
Gemma found it hard to believe even her quiet, immensely resourceful soldier might actually locate a safe haven where the Khagrish couldn’t find them, especially with the trackers. Maybe Parryfilmunn wouldn’t want to hunt at night. But then shouldn’t they keep moving, to get further away? Since Camron could see in the dark? She bit her lip as she ran, deciding not to raise any of her concerns with Camron right now. He said he’d been hunted before and obviously survived so she needed to place her trust in his decisions, not force him to waste breath, time and energy on talking
Following him closely, she came out on a cliff overlooking a larger body of water than the pond which had been so helpful in the morning. A waterfall cascaded from the heights opposite.
Jaw dropping, Gemma shaded her eyes with one hand and stared into the abyss below. “This? How is this helpful?”
“Follow me,” Camron took a few minutes to identify a path down the cliff then started picking his way through boulders and scrubby trees. 
Gemma followed him, teeth gritted. “I don’t normally have a fear of heights but this is extreme.” There wasn’t a true path as such and in spots Camron had to leap to another ledge then catch her as she jumped across. Being held in his strong arms for a heartbeat was reassuring—despite the fact they were both naked. She had to fight the urge to cling a little bit longer, to avoid the next hair raising portion of the descent.
“If I’d been sure of the depth of the water, we’d have jumped and swum to our next stop,” he said as he moved out again.
“Yeah, good luck with that. You’d have had to throw me over the cliff, and I’m the one with the spear.” She laughed.
He smiled, the dimples flashing briefly, and shook his head.
Eventually, they reached the bottom of the cliff and stood on a shelf about five feet above the water. The deep gorge was in shadow, and Gemma shivered from the cold. The waterfall thundered and some of the spray drifted across to where she stood.
So much for my mud sunscreen.
“I’ll dive in first, make sure everything is okay then we’ll swim across to the waterfall,” he said. “You can swim, right?”
“Nice time to ask but yes, I learned in college.” She hefted the spear. “What do I do with this?”
“Drop it to me once I’ve surfaced.” He stepped to the edge of the rock, took a deep breath and dove in a perfect arc into the sapphire blue water below.
Gemma watched with her heart in her mouth, afraid of hidden hazards in the depths, but Camron surfaced an instant later.
“Kind of cold,” he called to her as he gestured in a ‘come to me’ fashion. “Your turn.”
Lords of Space, help me now. Terror held her immobilized. She forced herself to step to the edge as Camron had done and stared directly down at him. “You might have to climb up here and push me." She was only half-joking.
“Gemma, you can do this on your own. I have faith in you.” Treading water, he waited just out of the area where she’d land. “Toss the spear, and I’ll fetch it.”
Hoping she wasn’t going to skewer him by accident, she threw her weapon carefully and watched it spiral into the water. His calm voice settled her nerves, and she counted to ten, jumping feet first on the last number, landing with a huge splash. She rose to the surface, laughing. “What a rush! Kind of fun actually.”
“You’re okay?” His voice was anxious, and he was frowning. 
I must have looked like a total idiot, especially after his beautiful dive. Nodding, she asked, “We’re going to the waterfall, right?”
“There should be a ledge to the left of it. When we get there, I’ll help you out.” Camron set off with smooth, sure strokes.
Hoping there were no predators in the water, Gemma swam after him, doing her best to remember the lessons she’d had so long ago. At one point, she flipped onto her back to rest her arms and swam for a while in that position. Camron circled to check on her.
“If you need a rest, it’s okay to tread water,” he said. “Or I can tow you.”
“I’ll make it. I’m just tired all of the sudden.” She rolled onto her stomach and resumed the proper form. “This damn lake is bigger than it looked from up there.”
Grinning, he shot ahead in the water as if he was now a marine dweller, retrieving the spear then pulling himself out of the water, which cascaded from his body in a gleaming sheet. Gemma didn’t even try to suppress her admiring thoughts. Surely he was aware she was staring—there was a little bit of a proud strut in his movements and a flicker of a sideways glance. Her companion was magnificent, and she was fortunate he insisted on using his knowledge as well as his undeniable physicality to help her survive this ordeal. 
As she finished the swim, she blushed and gave in to a flash of annoyance because the water had completely removed the dried mud covering her body. There was nothing to be done about it, but she had been comforted by the illusion of not being entirely naked. 
Camron pulled her onto the wet rock with him easily. “Watch your step—it’s slippery.” He kept his grip on her hand and stepped with caution along the ledge toward the water fall. “There’s another trail sign,” he said, pointing at what resembled scratches on the rock wall. “We’re in the right place.”
Hesitant, she looked at the millions of gallons of water pouring over the cliff just a few feet away now. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see—trust me.” He flashed her a genuine smile, one that lit up his face and brought the dimples to his cheeks.
She took a deep breath at the impact of his good looks on her impulse control. Camron was one hell of a sexy companion.
Gemma was forced to keep walking since he didn’t release her fingers. Camron sidled along the now precariously narrow ledge. They weren’t walking into the cascade but moving behind it, into a hidden recess. A few moments later, she stood with him behind the water, watching the constant flow from a totally different perspective. Tiny rainbows danced everywhere, refracted from the water. She raised her free hand and watched the colors move on her skin. “I wouldn’t have believed it if we hadn’t made the trip. Those tiny scratches on the rocks told you this was here?”
“Not in so many words, because we Badari have no written language as such, but enough to tell me where to come and what to look for. It gets better, though—there’s a cave. You’ll have to trust me because we have no light source but, I promise you, I can see perfectly well.”
“You know I trust you.” She squeezed his fingers. “I—I’m getting cold, though.” She didn’t want to complain but the idea of being inside a chilly cave when she was already soaked wasn’t too inviting. “Hypothermia could become a problem if I can’t warm up soon.”
“My hope is we can manage a fire or another heat source. Come on.” He drew her deeper into the inky blackness.
What other kind of heat source could there be in a cave? As she walked, doing her best not to stumble, relief flooded Gemma’s mind because the cave wasn’t as totally dark as she’d feared. Luminescent algae and small plants grew in clusters here and there, and she caught flashes of stalactites above, veined with gemstones glinting dully as she walked by.
Camron halted. “There’s a door,” he said, “blocking the access to the next part of the cave where we need to go. Give me a minute to clear it.”
Standing motionless, she waited as Camron worked hard to deal with the obstacle, which she couldn’t make out in any detail. Finally, she heard a grunt and a cracking sound. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, had to break it which is a pity, but the mineral deposits had solidified at the base. We should be safe here for one night.” He drew her to the doorway and helped her carefully step through the opening he’d created. 
Again she had to halt and wait but a soft glow began spreading and dim light illuminated the small cave where she stood. Looking around from where Camron stood, holding an oddly shaped lamp, to the other wall, she gasped.  The chamber looked like an explorer’s camp from centuries past, full of items caked with dust. “What is this place?”
“An emergency supply cache.” He set the lamp on top of a stack of boxes. 
“Who left this here?” She assessed the space, noting more boxes against the far wall and what looked like a cot. Dust or maybe fine lint lay thick and undisturbed on all the surfaces.
“A Badari.” He turned on another lamp, which also provided only a feeble light. Taking it, he knelt in front of the boxes to read the labels. She recognized the Khagrish symbols. “Rations, clothing, no weapons, but we’ll still be better off.”
“It looks like no one has been here in a long time,” she said, refusing to get her hopes up. “How could any of the things you mentioned be in usable condition?”
Camron selected a bin and slid it out of the stack, setting it on the cave floor. “Stasis locked.” He pointed at a tiny green glow on the side panel. “Working as designed.”
“Can you open it?” She was having a hard time managing her disbelief. How could anyone have put this cache here?
“Set for a Badari, which means yes, because our fundamental DNA is the same coding, no matter how many variations the Khagrish create in their damn labs.”
“I’m not understanding any of this, but I’ll be grateful if we end up with anything usable.” She leaned over his shoulder and watched as he placed his palm on the pad next to the tiny light. There was a click, the light winked out, and the lid of the container opened in fits and starts. “Are those really nutrient bars?”
“See for yourself.” He scooped up several of the wrapped items and handed them to her. 
Gemma moved closer to the light and read the Khagrish markings on the wrappings, like the ones she’d been given to eat while a prisoner. “I know we all make jokes about these wretched rations being edible for centuries but, before I try a bite, please will you explain?”
“Let me find you some clothes first so you don’t freeze, okay?” He gave her a look. “Otherwise the only alternative is going to be what we did in the woods after the crash when we shared body heat. I run hotter than a human male, remember?”
Now she was blushing and had to admit to herself the idea had its definite appeal.
Camron lifted down another container. “No good, the stasis unit failed on this one, who knows how long ago.” He opened the lid and shut it again quickly without comment. Going after a third one, he eyed the light, which was amber, and opened the box. “Jackpot. Clothing and blankets.” He gave the large bin a shove toward her. “Ladies first—take your pick. I can use whatever you can’t. Oh, and if there are boots, I’d like them. How are your leaf boots holding up?”
“Fine. The stems you used as laces kept them on my feet while we were in the water.” She bent over the bin, not wanting to kneel on the cold stone floor, and rummaged through the contents, which were military style pants and T shirts. A pair of boots was in one corner and she removed them, setting them aside for Camron. She took a black T shirt which was huge on her and a pair of pants, also way oversized and did her best to cobble together an outfit, rolling the pants legs what seemed like a hundred times to make them short enough for her. She had to use another T shirt as a belt to keep the Badari-size pants on her waist. There were two blankets neatly folded at the bottom, and she took them both for now. With a twinge of guilt for being selfish, she glanced at him and said, “I’ll share when you need one.”
“No problem, we need you to get warm as the top priority,” he said. “I should be able to set the lamps to generate heat, if I don’t find a heater, but if not, you’ll need the blankets more than I will. And I found a small toolkit so I can get these damn bracelets off.”
Wrapping the blankets around her shoulder like cloaks, she walked through the rest of the small space, deciding the cot was about to fall apart, so she didn’t sit. “Camron, there’s wood stacked back here. Could we have a fire? Would the smoke drive us out if we did?”
He came to investigate.  She had a moment of discomfort, being dressed while he was still naked but he didn’t appear to be bothered by his state of undress. Camron possessed an even temperament, not much ruffled his calm self-possessed demeanor as far as she could tell. “There must be an air vent or another opening we haven’t found yet or whoever put these supplies here wouldn’t have given us material for a campfire.”
“Will it burn? It wasn’t in any stasis container.”
“We’ll find out. You sit and rest—you had a hard day. I’ll get the fire going if the stuff will burn and, if you can’t bring yourself to try the ration bars, I might be able to catch some fish before it’s full dark.”
I’ve had a hard day, he says, when he carried me, made me shoes and fought and killed the tracker. Guilt over making work for him hit her. “If I understood where this cache came from, then I’d be more open to eating this stuff. You don’t need another swim today either.”
“Let me get dressed first.” He went to the pile of clothes and boots and unselfconsciously pulled on a pair of utility pants and a T shirt. He left the boots off for now as he took on the task of building a fire ring, collecting smaller rocks from the cave they were in and the larger cavern beyond. Striking sparks from two rocks, he got a small but cheery fire burning then sat beside her where she’d leaned against the cave wall and drowsed a bit as he worked, since he refused her offer of help.
“Watch.” He opened a ration bar and made quick work of eating it. “Good as new. Well, as good as these things ever are. I don’t want to oversell the taste.”
They both chuckled.
“I can’t believe after the day we had now we’re sitting by the fire relaxing.” She watched the thin plume of smoke spiral toward the roof of the cave, lost in the gloom far above. “Are we safe tonight? No risk Parryfilmunn will see the smoke?”
“It’d be out of character for him to track us at night, no matter how angry he may be about us eluding him so far. The smoke is going somewhere so, yeah, it’s a risk but an acceptably small one. There was a stiff wind blowing above the canyon which will dissipate the smoke quickly. Even if his trackers bring him to the cliff’s edge above, he’s not going to know we found a cave behind the water fall. You can get a good night’s sleep, and we’ll be on our way by dawn.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll be on sentry duty.” Eyebrows raised, he seemed surprised she had to ask.
“We should share the task. I can stand guard as well as you can and you need your rest. I used to work the night shift at the hospital when I was an intern.
Camron quirked an eyebrow. She was ready to lecture him if he took her suggestion lightly but instead he said, “As you wish. I meant no disrespect. Of course a woman who kept two Khagrish tracker beasts off my back with her spear can stand as sentry.”
“Damn straight.” Disarmed by his easy acceptance of her offer, she peered more closely at him. “Did I say something humorous?”
“I was merely reflecting how my Alpha’s mate would have reprimanded me if I’d dared to suggest she not be included in the rotation of guards. Jill is a fierce warrior, one of your soldiers by training and nature. It wouldn’t have been a pretty scene.” Now Camron gave her a full smile. “I know the amazing capabilities of human women, you see. I gave in to my instinct to protect beings smaller and more fragile than myself which made me want to spare you the night duty. I won’t make the same mistake again.”
“Partners. Team,” she said, pointing at him and then at herself. “We get through this together or not at all.”
“As you say. You can take the second watch, once we decide to call it a day.”
Satisfied, she moved closer to him, and he put his arm around her companionably. “Did you want to hear the story of this cache now? Or my best guess anyway? I can take the annoying bracelets off while I talk.” Camron opened a small box and removed a few tools, setting them in a neat row on the rock next to him.
“Please.” The longer she was with Camron, the more she longed to know about him and his people.
“The Khagrish created us in their labs approximately eight hundred years ago and have been doing experiments on Badari ever since. There were three strains – mine, with feline DNA mixed in, another with canine elements and the third were infused with reptilian fragments. They call themselves the Tzibir and have diverged the most since our original creation.” He stirred the fire and added wood to make the flames blaze higher. “The customer recently picked them as the one line to continue.”
“You sound as if you don’t like them much.” 
He shrugged. “I respect them as soldiers but it’s more difficult to view them as brother Badari.”
Leaning against him, Gemma watched the fire, enjoying the play of colors as minerals in the wood burned. “Is there more to the story? Nothing like telling tales in front of a campfire.”
“One of our most cherished legends or myths is the story of the one man who managed to escape the labs. He was from an early generation, maybe even the first one.” Camron’s eyes took on a distant focus, as if he was thinking about those earlier Badari. 
Gemma held her breath then broke into his reverie. “What was his name?”
Recalled to the present, Camron shook his head and went to work on the metal band on her wrist. In no time at all he’d cracked the metal circle open. As it fell to the ground, he said, “No one knows. Our ancestral memory encoded in the DNA gives us our language, knowledge of our beliefs and culture, the blessings of our goddess, but obviously not specific historical facts.”
She did a double take. “But no one from his time passed along his name?” Her voice rose a little.
Camron picked up the broken shards of the cuff and set them next to the tool box. He reached for her hand, curling his fingers around her slender digits but whether to give comfort or to take it, she wasn’t sure. “You have to understand the Khagrish custom was to kill off each generation at a preset age, early thirties usually, and our contact with the next generations was limited. Knowledge was lost and had to be rediscovered. My pack, my generation, was close to the termination age when we escaped, in fact.”
Gemma forgot to breathe. What he’d explained so matter-of-factly was one of the most horrific, saddest things she’d ever heard. Swallowing hard, she reverted to the topic of the original escapee. “How did he manage to break out?”
Camron shook his head. “No one knows, which of course made the tale feel like a myth, meant to keep hope alive.” Now he made quick work of removing the cuff on his own wrist, throwing the offending metal of both restraints into the farthest reaches of the small cave and meticulously replacing the tools in their kit one by one.
Biting her lip, she took a look at the crates and the lamps. “But you believe he’s the one who left all this here for us?”
“He wouldn’t have known about us specifically.” Camron laughed. “But he must have hoped over time other Badari would manage to escape as well, and he established these caches to help.”
She had questions crowding her mind and picked one to begin with. “And in eight hundred years there was only one escapee? Until you all broke out somehow?”
“Yes. The Khagrish were highly effective in prisoner management. I’m not ashamed to admit the fact. The only reason we’ve escaped now is due to the addition of the humans into the mix. The enemy badly underestimated a human woman who was a former soldier and she escaped. She freed a few other humans and the tiny group managed to set us free.” His voice was firm, and she heard a note of affection when he spoke of the woman who engineered the mass escape.
Trying not to feel jealous over his obvious admiration of the other human, she said, “I hope I get to meet her someday.”
He studied her as if hearing the reservation underneath her bland comment but chose not to comment with respect to Gemma’s attitude. “You will, when we reach the sanctuary valley. Her name is Jill and she’s my Alpha’s mate. I spoke of her earlier, when we were establishing our guard roster for tonight. She’s second in command of all the Badari. But we’re a long way away from there. Many miles to hike.”
Gemma liked the idea this paragon Jill was evidently married to someone else. But the distance wasn’t their only problem right now. “And Parryfilmunn to evade.”
“Or kill.” Camron’s voice was flat, his lip curled in disdain. The tips of his talons emerged from his fingers and retracted as quickly as they’d deployed.
“Getting back to your mysterious man, how did he get his hands on all this?” She waved at the bins stacked against the wall. “And if he could manage to obtain clothes and food and stasis boxes, why couldn’t he get weapons? Or help more of you—well, more of the previous generations—escape?”
“It was seven hundred years or so ago—there’ll never be any certain answers to your questions,” Camron said. “For tonight I’m basking in the excitement of proving the myth is reality. And thanking the goddess the Wanderer spent his life as a free man salting the planet with caches. Since gaining our freedom, we’ve come to learn the Khagrish overbuilt when they established this world as a research facility. There are countless labs of all types scattered across the continent, many completely unused or only occupied for a time and then abandoned. The Wanderer may have been able to break into some of the complexes and loot to his heart’s content.”
“A lonely life, though." She sniffed as the thought of the man wandering the planet alone until he died made her teary eyed. She wondered what she would have done in the same situation.
“True.” Camron added more small logs to the blaze as if he felt the need to be in motion. “The first generation or two of Badari weren’t telepathic, we don’t think. So he couldn’t even stay in touch with his pack while he was on the run. As the Khagrish manipulated our DNA, we added capabilities. Some attributes were ones the customer requested be bred into us and others were goddess-given as unexpected consequences. We try to keep those a tight held secret amongst ourselves.”
Gemma shivered, thinking about how cold blooded the Khagrish were in their treatment of the Badari, not to mention the motives of the Chimmer who actually commissioned all the perverted ‘research’. 
Yawning, she reluctantly peeled the wrapping from a ration bar and bit into it, chewing with determination. Camron had refilled their water containers, and she sipped a bit of the cold liquid to help wash away the taste of the dry nutrients.
“Have at least one more,” Camron said. “Please. You’ll need energy tomorrow.”
“All right, since you put it so nicely.” Smiling, she accepted a second bar from him and worked her way through it. The way he was always thinking of her comfort and well-being was something she could get used to.
“Why don’t you lie down now? If you keep yawning  wide enough to lock your jaw every few minutes, I’ll be yawning too.”
“All right.” She wrapped up in the two blankets and lay with her head pillowed on the few extra garments which had been stored in the container. As Gemma closed her eyes, Camron was moving to the stack of containers, apparently to forage for anything else useful to them in the current situation.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
While he examined the boxes the Wanderer had seen fit to assemble, Camron kept part of his attention focused on Gemma. She dropped off into sleep immediately, proving he was right in his assessment of her exhausted state. The blanket had fallen away from her shoulders so he moved to cover her again. Managing the feat without wakening her, he stretched and decided now was as good a time as any to do a quick patrol and see what the situation outside the cave might be. 
Despite his decision, Camron stayed rooted to the spot, reluctant to leave Gemma alone, even briefly. She was his responsibility but more than duty held him unmoving. Emotions he’d never faced before were running rampant in his heart and he wasn’t sure what to do about them.
She attracted him on so many levels, not least of which was physical desire, but the primary element was this previously unknown feeling of being a partner with a woman. She wasn’t his equal in strength or military skills but she had a courageous heart and a brave spirit. Camron shook his head—there was no simple way to quantify what drew him to Gemma. Certainly there were other brave, strong women in the valley but he’d never felt this deep connection to any of them. It wasn’t any one thing, it was everything, from her delicious scent to her sense of humor, to the way she’d saved his life the first time they met, to the expression on her face as she concentrated on a task…
Straightening and unkinking his muscles, he forced himself to head for the exit and proceed to the spot where the primary cavern opened, behind the waterfall. Moving with great caution, all senses on the alert, he scanned the lake and the cliffs, finding no indication of pursuit. The darkness of night was no barrier for his enhanced vision. Their good luck probably wouldn’t last forever because Parryfilmunn was a determined adversary but Camron vowed to the goddess he’d do his utmost to save Gemma’s life. He’d even give himself up to be killed if doing so would ensure Gemma got away.
She won’t let me make such a sacrifice on her behalf. She’d expect to go down fighting at my side.
The belief in Gemma was rock solid in his heart as both a reassurance and a worry because her survival meant everything to him. A world without her presence was unthinkable.
And he wanted to be with her for the rest of his life.
Continuing to assess the surrounding terrain, Camron was a bit shocked at the power and certainty of his feelings for Gemma. When had he slipped over the line from being a man who didn’t need or especially even want a mate, to making this commitment to Gemma? 
On his return trip to the Wanderer’s cache room, he pondered his new self-knowledge and concluded he had no regrets. Now he understood the terror—yes, that was the right and only possible word to use—other Badari men had undergone while waiting to learn if the woman they desired for a mate would feel the same about them. A woman’s heart couldn’t be forced.
I didn’t give the mated males enough credit. This emotional stuff is so far beyond anything we were ever prepared for, never expected to experience despite the dreams the goddess sent—it makes my mind reel.
Which was far from an ideal state for a soldier in enemy territory, trying to keep the woman he wanted for his mate alive against badly stacked odds. 
He’d do his best and hope the Great Mother would intervene to help his cause.
Sounds of distress from the cache chamber ahead caused him to break into a sprint.
 
“You have to wake up, Gemma— you’re having a nightmare.”
Gemma came awake with a violent start an unknown time later, her throat raw from screaming, tears dripping down her cheeks. Camron held her tight as he attempted to soothe her. He kept his voice soft as he rubbed her back.
“I don’t know what you were dreaming,” he said, “But it must have been horrific. I couldn’t get you to wake up.”
Shaking, she put her arms around him too. “I was in the pirate ship and they killed the cruise liner ship’s captain and then the crew was sealing me into the stasis envelope and I knew how awful it was going to be. And there were Khagrish in my dream and—”
“We’re safe in the cave for tonight. I went outside briefly while you were deep asleep and patrolled and there was no sign of Parryfilmunn or any pursuit,” he said in a reassuring tone. “In fact, it’s raining, which will encourage the bastards to stay cozy in their tents or whatever he brought for his hunt. Your skin is clammy and pebbled from the cold—want me to build up the fire again?”
“If it’s not too much trouble.” She released her hold on him, and he tucked the blankets in carefully before he rose to fix the fire.
When he sat down again, he held his arm out in a silent invitation and she curled by his side gratefully. She desperately wanted the contact to keep the nightmares at bay.
“I promise you, I’m going to do my best to keep us out of the hands of the Khagrish. To keep Parryfilmunn from collecting the trophies he wants.” His voice was deep and rang with sincerity.
“I know you will. You’ve been so considerate all day, and I know you could be long gone and safe without me. I must be quite a burden.” 
He framed her face gently with both of his huge hands. “Do I wish you weren’t in danger from the enemy? Yes. Do I regret having you at my side? No. You’re an excellent partner. I—I’m glad we met on the doomed flyer.”
As if there was a magnet pulling them together he bent over her, and she strained upward to put her arms around his neck. The attraction was a force, pulling her deeper into his embrace. When their lips met, it was a sweet kiss, warm and promising, his lips a bit rough and callused under hers. Shyly she plied her tongue, licking his lips and asking for entry, which he allowed. She couldn’t define what Camron tasted like, but some wonderful spice was mixed into the sensation, as if he was an ingredient she’d been missing all her life.
Shaken by the intensity of the kiss, she pulled back and instantly he released her, although he kept his gaze locked onto her face. “Did I assume too much?” he asked softly. “You appeal to me as no other woman ever has.”
“Even under these circumstances?” She tried a laugh, which sounded shaky to her, as she gestured at her cobbled together outfit.
“I tried not to make you uncomfortable today, not any more than you already were,” he said. “But I think you’re a beautiful person, inside and out.”
“I appreciated your consideration and, to tell the truth, I tried not to stare at you too much either.” Now she was blushing, her cheeks and the tips of her ears gone hot. There was an ache at the core of her, a craving so deep she was astounded. She wanted Camron, and she wanted him now. 
“I wouldn’t presume to touch you without permission,” he said. “You know I was mistreated by Yunnivannx when I was a young man—I know what it is to have no choice and to be forced. I’m incapable of committing such an outrageous act against another person. Especially not to a woman I care about as much as I do for you. But I dare to hope someday, if we win free of this challenge, you might be willing to allow me to plead my case.”
“I’d be more than willing,” she said. “Kiss me again?”
When he took her in his arms this time, she slid onto his lap smiling inside at his surprised grunt, and ran her fingers under the edge of his shirt. She allowed herself to glide her fingertips across his massive chest, pausing to tease the flat nipples with delicate touches, then ran her hand across his taut abdomen as she’d longed to do. She toyed with the waistband of his trousers. All the while, Camron was kissing her with intensity and passion and the impossibly long, hard cock pushing insistently against her bottom through the layers of clothes testified to her effect on him.
Gemma broke off the kiss, took one of his hands and directed him wordlessly to caress her breast. “I like to be touched,” she said.
Camron stared at her, mouth slightly agape, although he left his hand where she’d placed it, rubbing his thumb across her nipple, which pebbled for him. He lowered his head and took the tip of her breast into his mouth, suckling through the thin material of the tee shirt, then blowing on the damp cloth which made it her turn to squirm.
She tugged the shirt over her head and threw it aside so he could have direct access to her body, then placed her hands under her full breasts to lift them for his attention. “Please.”
Carefully, he laid her back, making sure the blankets were under her for a bit of cushioning, and kissed her other breast while kneading the right side. He kept the bulk of his weight off her much smaller frame and Gemma reached between them to slide her hand over the front of his pants, cupping the impressive bulge and pressing hard. He thrust against her as if unable to stop himself. 
“I like to be touched too,” he said. “By you.”
Gemma needed no further invitation but undid the fastening of his utilities and allowed his erect cock to spring free, where she could admire the length and girth and stroke her hand from root to tip. She’d made her best efforts all day not to ogle him while they were both in the undressed state enforced by Parryfilmunn, but now they’d decided to be together, and she was free to explore. She’d been intrigued by glimpses of the ridges on his shaft, which stood out and promised extra pleasure for the woman who bedded Camron. Running her hands over the enhancement now, she murmured her approval.
“Time to be naked again,” Camron said, feathering kisses down her neck, which gave her delicious shivers of pleasure.
“Definitely.” She helped him push his pants off then he undid her makeshift belt with much amusement and slid her oversize utilities to the cave floor.
He rolled onto his back, taking her with him, so she ended up astride his body. At her raised eyebrows, he said, “I can handle the hard floor as a mattress better than you can.”
Gemma had to admit he was probably correct. She fondled his sac and teased the sensitive area directly behind with the tip of one fingernail before grasping the hot, hard length of his manhood and lowering her head to taste.
Camron slid a tentative finger inside her soft folds. “You’re so amazingly wet and ready.” He added a second finger and stroked the soft velvet of her sensitive inner walls even as his hips bucked against the suction she was applying to his cock. 
“My desires have been building since the day we met,” Gemma admitted, raising her head. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve been fascinated by you on so many levels, not just your muscles and um physique. You are an amazingly attractive man, no denying the truth, but you’re also kind and honorable, caring...” She inhaled sharply as he played with her clit, adding urgency to the sensations overwhelming her. The stimulus made it impossible to concentrate. “You’re kind of irresistible,” she said with a breathless laugh.
“I’m flattered,” he said in a voice with the low vibration of a purr behind it. “I’ve longed to make love to you.”
“Well then, what are we waiting for?” She leaned over to give him a lingering kiss on the lips then prepared to lower herself onto his impressive, hard-as-steel shaft.
Camron held her in abeyance, gently but firmly, hands cradling her hips. “We have no protection, and I wouldn’t want to risk fathering a child by accident, however wonderful the love making. I can pleasure you in other ways.”
Gemma shook her head. “No worries, I’ve had the inject, and I’m healthy. Okay?”
His grin was wide and his amber eyes took on a faint glow. “More than okay.”
She proceeded with her plan for inviting him into her body, taking him an inch at a time, which was sensual torture for both of them, but delicious at the same time. Camron filled her completely and the ridges added to the pleasure as he moved deeper in response to her encouragement. She had to pause a few times to allow her body to get used to his size but then she rode him hard savoring the sensations of his big, heavy shaft penetrating deep into her core. 
The sight of their bodies joined made her even more aroused and having him at her mercy to touch and tease was like no other experience she’d ever had. All the power and strength in Camron’s glorious body was hers tonight, devoted to her pleasure. The way his eyes literally glowed golden and the sounds he made as he moved his hips and touched her body ever so carefully with his huge hands told her she was taking care of his needs as well. Gemma redoubled her efforts to break through his caution and get him to unleash himself. Lose the self-control and leave room for only passion. She knew to the core of her being he’d never hurt her.
Camron held her tightly and their mutual climax brought intense waves of pleasure that had her clinging to him as if they could become one being.  For a confused, deliriously happy moment Gemma didn’t know where she ended and Camron began, because their union was so complete.
Gemma collapsed onto his muscular chest with a sigh of pure satisfaction. “Next time on a bed or at least something soft because I want you in every way possible.”
Camron laughed, stroking her skin softly. “You’ll get no argument from me, lovely lady, but this was a rare experience, to be savored. And repeated.”
“Definitely repeated,” she said, rolling carefully to the side, onto the blankets.
They held each other close until Camron declared she was growing chilled despite his best efforts to keep her warm. After a rudimentary bath using one of the extra T shirts and cold water, they both got dressed again and Gemma settled in to sleep.
“Only good dreams now,” Camron said with a smile as he adjusted the blankets for her comfort.
“You’ve made sure of that.” She closed her eyes. “Don’t forget to wake me up to stand guard duty.”
 
When she awakened the next time, Camron was at work sorting through the bins once more.
“I feel refreshed,” she said as she rose. Stretching like a well-rested cat, she walked over to him. “What did you find?”
His shoulder was tense under her hand and concern washed through her as he was silent. “I think the Wanderer left some of his own belongings in this last container.” His deep voice was tight with emotion and he didn’t offer to show her what he’d found.
Not taking offense because these must be nearly sacred items for Camron, she said, “Wow, it must be incredible for you to touch something of his after all these centuries.”  
“If we ever have time after winning the war against the Khagrish, perhaps someday a Badari archaeologist can study this and the other caches the Wanderer left for us. Maybe there are clues to be found.” He sealed the bin and waited for the green stasis light to come on.
Gemma  gave him a hug. “I can’t even imagine the life your Wanderer must have led, but I’m glad he existed, to give you and your brothers hope, if for nothing else. Who helped him or what the factors were behind his escape aren’t as important now as the fact he was a real person and he did try to reach down the generations to help as best he could.”
Camron hauled her gently into his lap and held her close. “Good point. When I was a cub and the healer would speak of the Wanderer, I used to get mad he hadn’t returned to rescue anyone else. I wanted us all to be free. As an adult, I can see how impossible it would have been for one man, alone and unarmed, to fight the Khagrish establishment on the planet. He was more important as a symbol—”
Breaking off in midsentence, Camron straightened his spine and cocked his head toward the entrance to their cave. Blood running cold, Gemma slid off his lap and fetched her spear. Crude though the weapon was, the feel of it in her hand gave her courage and resolve. She could fight. “What is it?” She kept her voice to a whisper.
“I hear something, outside. Gather the provisions we’re taking and be ready to leave.” He pulled on his boots and left the chamber, moving with an alarmingly high degree of caution. Hastily, she threw the last few things into the knapsack she’d found in one bin and slung the homemade water canteens over her shoulder. She stood poised for action beside the fire and tried to control her breathing.
Camron hastened into the chamber, glancing over her preparations and nodded his approval as he took the backpack and smothered the fire with his boot. He grabbed the brightest lantern and handed it to her before turning the other one off. “Parryfilmunn, his minions and the two remaining trackers are on the cliff across the lake.”
Fear washed through her in a cold wave. “What are we going to do? We can’t go out the way we came in if he’s out there watching.”
Camron crossed the cave in two strides and hugged her. “The Wanderer took care of that too. This chamber is apparently a small portion of a large cave complex. He left directions for a variety of alternate escape routes.” Tapping his temple, he smiled. “I’ve got them here, and I’ve picked the one I think will dump us out the farthest away from where the Khagrish would think to look for us. If you’re ready, let’s go.”
“I am so ready.” Gemma had to control her urge to blindly flee. She rocked on her heels, impatient to take herself out of Parryfilmunn’s reach. Surely they’d never manage to escape again if he caught up to them.
Camron kissed her forehead then moved to the opening at the rear of the cave. “Stick close.”
“Don’t worry.” The skin on the back of her neck was itchy, as if she expected Parryfilmunn and his thugs to come after them any second. She concentrated on following Camron as closely as she could and was grateful for the lantern, feeble as the light was.
“We have to expect he’ll become frustrated and use the ultra-scanner,” Camron said as they hiked past stalagmites in amazingly tortured shapes and dodged under massive stalactites growing from the ceiling far above. “But I’m hoping the mineral deposits in the cave system will protect us from detection, even if he flies right over the area. We’re descending right now too, which may help conceal us.”
Although she should have grown calmer the further they hiked away from the cache, Gemma couldn’t rid herself of the sensation of being watched or followed or both. At one point she spun around, holding the lamp aloft and her spear ready in the other hand but, of course, there was nothing to be seen in the stygian darkness outside the narrow circle of light.
“What’s the matter?” Camron stood behind her, talons and fangs deployed, his own eyes glowing in the dark. 
“I had this eerie sensation there was something out there,” she said, a little embarrassed. Her heart was pounding. “I guess my mind is trying to fill the cave with something rather than accept the total blackness.”
“My hearing and sight are much better than a human’s,” he said somewhat undiplomatically. “I sense nothing here but us. We can try to move faster if your nerves are getting to you.”
Annoyed at herself, she waved one hand. “Lead on. I’ll try to keep my jitters to a lower level.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Camron was puzzled over Gemma’s continuing unease as she traversed the cavern system with him, but he assumed she was bothered by not being able to see, whereas he had no need of the light, thanks to his Badari eyes. 
They’d walked for perhaps ten minutes after her most recent moment of nerves when he discovered how wrong he was. The only thing which alerted him was the clatter her spear made as she dropped it. He pivoted in time to see the weapon rolling across the cave floor and no sign of Gemma. Desperately searching in all directions, he thanked the goddess for allowing him to see the faint glimmer of the lamp receding in the distance.
What the hell? He sprang into action, running through the cave, dodging the stalagmites, splashing through tiny streams, chasing the light. He called Gemma’s name but got no response other than disconcerting echoes. Why doesn’t she answer? The beacon of the lamp was moving away from him faster than Gemma could run, and he wracked his brain for any scrap of knowledge about a cave predator big enough to snatch a human and carry her away like this. He prayed to the goddess that Gemma was alive and berated himself for being overconfident and not taking her concerns seriously.
The light stopped and he redoubled his pace, sprinting the last few hundred yards. When he arrived at the spot, the lamp lay on its side on the rocky floor and there was no sign of Gemma or of whatever had carried her away.
The cavern stretched away from him in all directions, dark and empty. He stood still and consciously slowed his heart rate. Then he took deep breaths of the cold air, pivoting in a circle, seeking Gemma’s scent. He finally found a trace, mixed with something hitting his olfactory nerve like acid and sending a tremor of revulsion through his body. Refusing to give in to despair, he set off along the trail marked by her scent. Once or twice he heard slight noises, as if something or someone was scrabbling across the rock in the distance but, when he stared in that direction, there was nothing.
Try grabbing a full grown Badari and see how you fare. Cold anger motivated him, displacing  a fraction of the fear he’d had, terrified for Gemma. He could not lose her. The scent took him down a side corridor, out of the main cavern, and the walls narrowed as he went. Camron had nerves of steel, but he was bothered by the many fissures and side slits he saw in the rocks. Depending on the size and nature of the predator he was dealing with, he could be swarmed. But whatever grabbed Gemma had to be fairly sizable.
He came out on a ledge about ten feet above the floor of a much larger cave. Bubbling pools of viscous liquid dotted the area, glowing yellow and pale blue from minerals leached from the cavern floor. Along the edge of each pool were a series of what he could only term nests, each with a clutch of blotchy, beige eggs stacked in the center. As he watched, the pyramid of eggs in the nest closest to him vibrated, some of them toppling over and one cracking open. A many legged creature with a body the size of his hand crawled out and seized a small bundle Camron hadn’t even noticed until the motion drew his attention. With a flash of horror, he recognized the tightly wrapped object as a living creature, a cave rat by the size of it, encased in a yellow web-like substance. The newly hatched baby stabbed its prey with two stinger-tipped forelegs and began masticating the still living animal, devouring the web as well.
Tough soldier or not, Camron had to fight to control his stomach. The idea of Gemma being held helpless in the same manner as the cave rat galvanized him. He could smell her scent faintly and now he left the ledge, jumping to the cave floor and making his way through the narrow spaces between the ponds. 
Where are the adults? Out hunting, he surmised, from the number of web encased victims. The hatchlings must go through huge quantities of food when they first emerged. Some of the nests were empty, only broken shells, tiny bones and vestiges of the yellow webs. He kept his situational awareness ratcheted up high. He couldn’t afford to let one of the adults or a gaggle of the hatchlings ambush him.
Ahead a large yellow bundle lay halfway in a nest, and he broke into a run.
When he arrived, Gemma’s fingertips were protruding from one side and space had been left for her nose, but otherwise she was encased in the yellow webbing. “Goddess, please let her be alive.” He touched her fingertips and was reassured as she tried to curl them to grab his hand. “I’ll get you out of there in no time.” Keeping an eye on the stack of eggs close by, which was rocking as the first one had done, he deployed his claws and sliced through the webbing, starting with the shroud over her face. He had to be careful not to scratch her and the material was resistant to being disturbed.
He kept one eye on the progress of the eggs and tried to lift the web casing with Gemma inside away from the nest but it was attached at several points. Now he sawed frantically at the tethers, breaking through the last one as the first pair of eyes and legs peered at him from a cracking shell. With a roar, he kicked the nest, knocking it loose from the pool’s wall. The hatchling scuttled over the lip of the now deformed nest and came at him. He booted it hard as it jumped. The hatchling fell in a lifeless lump but more were coming, attracted by the sound or the smell of prey.
Camron worked harder on the web casing, until Gemma had both arms free. He handed her his belt knife, taken from the Wanderer’s cache, and she hacked at the shroud with a vengeance as he fended off more hatchlings. “We have to go,” he said. “I’ll carry you and we’ll get the rest of this off as soon as we can.”
She made a supreme effort and tore the material away from her legs. The web’s bonding to the fabric of her utility pants was evidently weaker than to her skin. “Hurry,” she said, panting. “The adults are huge.”
He swept her up in his arms, turned and ran toward the ledge where he’d entered the cave. 
“It stung me when it grabbed me—I was paralyzed briefly and, by the time I could move again, the creature had spun the web over my face,” she said in a shaky voice. “Look out!” 
Her scream was the only warning he had before two man-sized creatures dropped from the stalactites above. If he hadn’t stopped literally in the instant, the monsters would have landed on top of him. Camron had glimpses of hairy, spidery bodies similar to the hatchling, but he found the creatures flickered in and out of his vision.
“I can hardly see them,” he said, blinking hard as he set Gemma on her feet. 
“Well, I can and it’s terrifying.” She held the knife at the ready.
Camron set aside the problem of a threat invisible to Badari eyes. He’d deployed fangs and talons and stood at his full height, displaying his natural weaponry. The creatures skittered, retreating a foot or two but stood as if conferring, rubbing a few of their hairy legs crosswise. Camron wished he had a pulse rifle or some grenades. “Stick with me—we’re moving.”
“There are more coming in from the sides,” she said in a low voice. “We might not get out of here.”
“Oh, I think we will.” He lunged forward with no warning, grabbed the nearest cave spider, and tore it apart before hurling the ichor-dripping pieces at the nearest nest. He spun to the left and seized another which was creeping up on them and treated it in the same brutal fashion. 
The hatchlings in the nests where the pieces landed swarmed them with gusto. Camron grabbed Gemma’s hand and pulled her with him as he sprinted toward the ledge, making quite a bit of progress before he was confronted by a wall of five adult spiders. Not being able to see them clearly messed with his mind but, if he looked slightly to the side, his peripheral vision picked up the outline. Their natural camouflage was effective.
“Now what?” Gemma asked, her back against his. “We’re surrounded.”
He tried to be reassuring, offering a bit of trivia he’d once heard in a class. “Nature is efficient. Predators don’t usually tackle prey too large for them, and we’re clearly too big for these creatures."
Gemma wasn’t having any of it. “Nice theory, but if enough of them swarm us—”
The chittering rose to a crescendo and cut off. The cavern became so silent Camron heard water dripping from the stalactites. All the adult spiders he was facing swiveled to stare to the right, so he did as well and swallowed hard. A new player had entered the cave, with a body three times larger than the others, perched on legs at least five feet tall. He heard Gemma swear under her breath as he did his best to win his silent standoff with the giant spider, who he guessed was a queen or an alpha. Reaching out, he grabbed an unwary adult and ripped it in half as he’d done with the others, tossing the oozing body parts into a nest, rousing the hatchlings there to a frenzy.
The large spider crossed forelegs with two other, smaller creatures, soldiers perhaps and the next minute the pair rushed Camron. He met the assault head on, slashing and tearing with his talons and ignoring the sting of multiple injections of their paralysis venom. He relied on his genetically engineered metabolism to neutralize the chemicals at least long enough for him to get it through the mind of the leader of this hive that Camron as prey was more trouble than he was worth. 
Two more soldier spiders were sent against him and his muscles began to tremble under the assault of the venom, but he prayed to the goddess for strength and destroyed the second pair of assailants. 
Gemma used her boots and her knife to disable a few large hatchlings who wandered from their nest nearby and made a run at her.
“We can’t keep this up much longer,” she said quietly, panting after her exertions. “Why is she only sending them in pairs?” 
“Testing me maybe? Or some ritual of theirs? I’ve shown I can destroy a lot of these damned nests so perhaps she’s unsure she wants to risk more of her soldiers.”
Sacrificial spiders five and six came at him. Camron twisted the head off one and used the twitching body to knock the second off balance and into a pool of the murky water. Gemma stabbed it in the eye as soon as it hit the surface.
The alpha spider reared on its hind legs and rubbed four of its front legs together, making a discordant buzzing noise painful to Camron’s ears and resonating unpleasantly in his head. The spiders blocking his access to the exit moved aside, leaving a narrow path.
He took Gemma by the elbow and pulled her with him, placing her in front. He didn’t want her behind him, with the enemy also behind them both. “Don’t run,” he said. “Don’t act like prey. When we get to the ledge, I’ll give you a leg up then haul myself up and then we’re going to run like hell.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Tension filled his body as he fought the effects of the venom and the pain from the many bites he’d incurred during his demonstration of martial prowess. He hated having the mass of spiders at his back but there was no other way. He sensed the creatures were closing ranks right behind him as he and Gemma made their deliberate walk. The adults crowded so close the tiny stiff hairs on their legs scratched his arms like needles as he pushed his way forward.
Once she was on the ledge and turned to give him a hand, he breathed easier. He made the jump to join her with the last of his strength, thanking the goddess for his Badari musculature, and forced himself to walk off the ledge and into the narrow cave tunnel. As soon as he calculated they were safely out of sight of the den, he said, “Now we run.”
With his debilitating injuries, he was only a little faster than Gemma, who seemed to be physically recovering from her ordeal. Behind them he heard the chittering, echoing off the cave walls, which inspired him to move faster. Maybe the spider alpha would decide it was okay to kill him once he was outside the nesting area. Faith in the rational mind of nature only went so far.
 “I’d carry you, but I’m too weak right now,” he said as they reached the main cavern and kept moving along the route the Wanderer had laid out. Admitting his temporary disability was like a knife in his own heart, but he couldn’t lie to her.
“Don’t worry about it and don’t be ridiculous. I saw how many times you got stung. I don’t know how you’re even putting one foot in front of the other.”
“Pure adrenaline. As best I remember the map in the cache, we have maybe a mile to go before we can leave the cave system through a tunnel extending to the surface.” He was regaining strength in his legs. “Can you make it?”
“To get away from being baby spider food? Oh, yeah, just watch me.” Determination rang through her voice and her face was set in grim lines.
When they reached the exit tunnel, they struggled up a steep incline which Camron ordinarily would have bypassed without a second glance, to seek an easier passageway for Gemma, but the idea of remaining in the caves had totally lost its appeal.
“I see daylight,” Gemma said with relief. “At this point I don’t even care if Parryfilmunn and his damn trackers are waiting right there because I want to be in the sunlight. Those spider creatures can’t survive direct exposure to the sun, can they?”
“Probably not. Let me go first.” He crept past her, made a long, careful visual reconnaissance before venturing outside the mouth of the cave and was relieved not to scent Khagrish or any other danger. He offered his hand to Gemma, helping her clamber over the debris at the cave mouth.
“We should keep walking for a few minutes to be on the safe side,” he said, wheezing as the venom had constricted his lungs somewhat.
By mutual consent, they both collapsed onto soft grass in a glade not too far from the tunnel, near a small stream and shaded by old growth trees.
“I’m taking a bath before we move on,” Gemma said, examining her hands then checking a strand of her hair, which was stiff with web residue. She frowned, lips pursed as if she’d eaten something sour. “I feel disgusting. I don’t care how cold the water in the brook is.”
“Good idea. I’ll join you.” He hoped the cold water might wash off some of the spider parts, ichor and maybe even soothe the venom wounds.
“We—we are safe here, right?”
“No hint of Khagrish and, as there’s never been any report of those cave spiders before to my knowledge, I assume we’re out of their range too. Probably unwise to linger, however.”
She rose and began stripping out of her clothes. “Damn, your Wanderer couldn’t have added a little footnote warning ‘Here Be Spiders’ or something?”
“He probably never encountered them.” Camron removed his tee shirt. “A Badari is too big to make good prey for something used to dining on rats and the venom doesn’t work well on us.”
“Lucky me, the small tasty human.” She grimaced and walked over to him. Hesitantly, but guessing what she might be silently requesting, Camron opened his arms and she hugged him hard. “I need the reassurance of knowing you’re okay and we’re together,” she said, her voice muffled as she hid her face against his chest.
Is she crying? Concerned, because a weeping woman was totally outside his experience and surprised because she’d been steady as a rock during their escape, like one of his packmates, Camron held on tight. His heart thumped loudly in his chest, and he hoped she was deriving comfort from his embrace. He found himself a bit weak in the knees over how close he’d come to losing her.
“Thank you for coming after me,” she said.
Camron drew back a few inches and stared into her face from his greater height. “There was never a moment of doubt. Of course I’d find you—how could I not?” He didn’t mention what a close run thing it had been, with only the faintest hint of her scent to guide him.
“Some guys wouldn’t even try,” she said. From her tone and the sadness in her eyes, Camron had the distinct impression there was a specific man who’d failed her in the past. A hot knife of anger ripped through him at the mere idea of anyone abandoning Gemma to danger.
“We’re a team, you watch my back and I cover yours. I would never leave a team mate to die in such a situation. No Badari would think of such a thing.” He saw gooseflesh rising on her bare flesh as a breeze wafted through the stand of trees. “I think we should get on with the dip in the stream and move on. We’re going to need a safe campsite and a fire tonight, all of which takes time.”
As if dancing, she went on tiptoe to kiss him then stepped away. The loss of her sweet presence, the absence of her soft curves against his body, sent a painful longing through him. There was no time to linger so he resumed removing his own clothes, joining her in the stream when he was undressed. 
Although they were both naked, there was nothing erotic about being in the brook together. Despite the adrenaline kick from the recent encounter with the spiders, Camron found the icy cold of the mountain runoff took away any embarrassing or inappropriate reaction he might have had to Gemma. True, they had been lovers in the cache cave and he hoped to repeat the experience soon, but of necessity there were other priorities right now.
Gemma flicked a spray of water at him with her hand and laughed. “It’s freezing and the water isn’t making much of a dent in the sticky stuff, but bathing will improve my state of mind.”
Camron bent over, plunging his hand into the clear water, grabbing a fistful of sand from the streambed and straightened. He showed her what he held. “See the purple grains mixed in with the other sand?”
“Pretty, but what I need is hot water and soap.”
“I can’t do anything about the water temperature but we use this special sand for cleansing the skin.” He rubbed the substance gently on her bare arm and enjoyed her exclamation as suds appeared.
“You’re a genius.” Enthusiastically she brought up a double handful of the sand and coated her face, arms and legs. Her clothing had protected the trunk of her body. Turning her back to him, she asked, “Can you do my hair?”
He worked the special sand into the silky strands, admiring the play of the sun on the brown and gold colors as the grime loosened from her beautiful curly hair. Gemma took a deep breath before dunking her head for the rinse. She surfaced laughing and gasping as the suds floated away 
“I feel so much better but wow am I cold. I think my teeth are chattering.” Examining one arm, she nodded, “Yup, gooseflesh all right, not the most attractive look.”
He assisted her in climbing from the stream, and they dressed as fast as possible. “I wish I could make camp here,” he said as he lifted the pack, which had survived the battle with the spiders. “But I think to be safe we need to go further.”
“The hike will warm me up.” Gemma finished lacing her green leaf boots, which were proving to be amazingly durable, and rose. “I miss my spear. Can you make me another one?”
“If we find the right material, of course. Depending how long the trip to the sanctuary valley takes us, I might even have time to craft a bow and arrows.” Struck by a thought, he stopped.
“What?” Anxiety sharpened her voice, and she narrowed her eyes as she watched him. “Spit it out, partner.”
“I’m guessing now wouldn’t be the best time to tell you we live in caves in the valley,” he said with a straight face.
Gemma stared at him, brow furrowed as if she suspected him of joking. Hands on her hips, she said, “I’ll be living in a tent, thanks.”
He enjoyed her feisty spirit and was pleased she seemed to have rebounded from the perilous experience. “We ran a full military style sweep on all the caves before we started using them,” he said as they walked. “We drove out some mammalian predators who’d been using the antechamber caves as dens, but we found nothing remotely like the cave spiders.”
“Yeah, you guys don’t see them so well,” she said. “I think you need me and a bunch of other kickass humans to go in and sweep again.”
“Maybe you’re right.” 
 
After hiking for several hours he called a halt, declaring a grove of trees to be a good spot to spend the night. He’d detected no sign of Khagrish pursuit. Even with exiting the cave system much earlier than he’d planned, the campsite was far away from anywhere Parryfilmunn might reasonably expect to find them.
There was a bit of daylight left so Camron said, “I could hunt for dinner—we crossed multiple game tracks, including furry hoppers that are good eating.”
“If it’s all the same to you, for tonight I don’t want to be alone.” Gemma dug out a few of the ration bars. “We can get into hunting mode tomorrow, okay? Should we even risk a fire tonight? What if the Khagrish search in this direction, you know?” She studied him closely. “Unless you need fresh meat to heal from all those bite wounds you took today.”
“I’m fine, but thank you for thinking about it. We were bred to survive on these” —he raised a wrapped bar— “so I can manage. I just prefer fresh food when it can be obtained.”
“Who doesn’t?” She smiled and offered him the remaining water container. “But I’m not afraid to confess being a bit anxiety ridden tonight. It’ll be a new day tomorrow.”
They sat together as night fell and the stars came out above. Contentment flowed over Camron like a warm blanket. The day had held its terrors but he and Gemma had come though unscathed. Now they deserved to relax and enjoy some peace. He watched her face in the firelight, entranced by how beautiful she was. Desire sent a pulse to his cock and tightened his entire body with longing, but he firmly put the temptation aside. Gemma showed no sign of desiring intimacy tonight and he’d never push. Let her set the pace and he’d gladly follow, grateful for whatever she wanted to do.
Eventually, she lay down to sleep, head cushioned on the knapsack, which was a lumpy pillow at best, but he’d managed to create a bed of sorts for her, with the moss growing abundantly in the forest. He sat with his back against the tree they’d camped under and allowed himself to enter the state where he was actually awake, but his body was able to conduct the restorative processes normally done during sleep. No one was going to sneak up on them unchallenged.
He roused to full wakefulness as Gemma began tossing and turning restlessly and making frightened sounds in her sleep. At first he assumed it was a nightmare left over from the day she’d had, but when he moved to wake her, her words made it clear she was living out some other, older event from her past. He rested one hand on her shoulder tentatively, and spoke reassuring words, but couldn’t get her to wake up. Worried as she continued to be agitated in the grip of her nightmare, he finally gathered her into his arms and sat holding her close, murmuring in her ear and rocking back and forth subtly.
Gemma surfaced from the dream weeping and clutching at him. Camron urged her to drink water and wash her face to refresh herself. Then she curled against him, leaning into his body. 
“You must think I’m a basket case,” she said on a sigh.
“Not at all. Today was terrifying in all respects. It’s natural you’d have bad dreams.” He tried to inject his certainty into his voice. Badari rarely if ever had bad dreams, but this wasn’t the first time he’d watched her experience them.
“I wasn’t dreaming about the spiders, though. It was an incident from my past, when someone didn’t come save me, unlike you did today.” She swallowed hard and appeared to reach a decision, squaring her shoulders as if about to undertake a task. “I told you I was a doctor.”
“Yes.” He rubbed her back. Much as he longed to learn more about her, this woman who fascinated him, he had a premonition her story wasn’t going to be a happy one. He’d defend her against anything, even sadness over her own past, if she’d let him. “Talk if it will ease your mind. I’m happy to listen. I’m a good listener although you might not think it of a soldier like me.”
“Hey, I think you’re good at everything,” she said with an affectionate kiss. “No belittling yourself or your abilities. Anyway, I worked for an NGO, a non-government organization sending doctors and other staff onto less developed worlds where help is needed and the local governments request assistance. I’d done a few rotations since med school, enjoyed the work and seeing new worlds, helping people. Even simple modern medicine and procedures can make such a difference. My team and I were on Taranado Three when a rebel insurgency broke out. We’d had assurances we were considered neutral, protected by both sides. So we stayed. Until suddenly one night, a rebel leader and his soldiers raided the village we were in and took us prisoner. He kept me as a slave for three years, Camron, until the Sectors Special Forces came in and rescued me after my NGO applied enough pressure at high levels of the Sectors’ government.”
Appalled, he didn’t know what to say so he hugged her closer.
“The rebel leader kept me as a special asset, a boon he could provide to the people in his territory… At times I suspected part of the reason for the raid in the first place was so he could acquire a Sectors doctor to enhance his prestige and power. I was allowed to practice medicine, bandaging his warfighters’ wounds, taking care of the band’s women and children, sometimes helping villagers on the rebel side of the war if he wanted to do them a favor and lend out ‘his’ doctor. He’d buy supplies for me to use on the black market or seize them in raids. We moved constantly.” Gemma sounded detached, which he took as a bad sign. “That’s where my survival skills, such as they are, developed.” She gave a rueful laugh. “But you know the absolute worst part?”
He braced himself to hear whatever she wanted to share. “If you want to tell me.”
Gemma studied his face.“ It’s not what you’re probably thinking – the warlord never touched me, didn’t allow his men to touch me, thank the Lords of Space. Other than being held as a prisoner and slapped or pushed a few times, I was treated more or less decently. No, the worst part was personal.” She took a deep breath and focused her eyes on the night sky, as if watching a trideo of her past . “The doctor in charge of our team was my fiancée. The night of the original attack, some of the group got away on our one flyer. He took the last space. He pushed past me to get it and closed the portal in my face. The other person stranded with me was killed outright by blaster fire, but I was…lucky if you call it that and taken prisoner.”
Anger and hatred washed over Camron in a blinding sheet. 
“I told myself he’d simply panicked or hadn’t realized we were left behind. I told myself for three long years he was out there searching for me. I pinned my hopes on my belief in him. Once I was rescued and brought home to the Sectors, I found out he’d left the planet  after the attack, resigned from the NGO, and eventually gotten married to a rich, influential donor who he’d evidently been conducting an affair with on the side the whole time we were engaged. He established a lucrative medical practice in the Inner Sectors and became quite famous, trading on his reputation as a selfless do-gooder.” She shook her head, running her fingers through her tousled curls. “I was so naïve. Apparently, he never gave me another thought. I was collateral damage.” She stared at her hands, which were clenched. “Three years I endured hell in the jungle, at the hands of the rebels, and he was living the high life without a care.” Now she gazed into Camron’s eyes and stroked his cheek. “So yeah, it means the world to me that you came after me today.”
“Always. I will always come for you. I’d die to save your life.” The words poured from him, coming straight from his heart.
“I know.” Her smile was tremulous but her expression was warm and, unable to stop himself, he leaned over to kiss her sweetly on the lips, with only caring, not passion. “I feel the same,” she said when the kiss ended, “But, of course, if you’re needing me to save your life, you’re in big trouble since my best skills are medical and you heal yourself so efficiently.”
“And then for you to be kidnapped by the pirates and given to the Khagrish—how have you stayed so level headed and high functioning?” he asked, ignoring her gentle teasing.
“I had all kinds of therapy for a year after I was rescued, paid for by the NGO. I even had a few treatments by a Mellurean Mind—they’re a secretive, powerful alien race who are allies to the Sectors. She helped the most in assisting me to come to terms with how the experience shaped me into a new person and where the elements of my old self still remained. I had to rebuild or create rather a new Gemma out of the shards of the old one.”
“I find this Gemma to be all things wonderful,” he said, anxious to reassure her if she needed support. “I never met anyone as special as you.”
 She acknowledged his compliment with a tiny nod. “Might as well finish my sad story—I was on my way to my home planet when our ship was intercepted by the pirates. Even so, even being a prisoner again, I was doing pretty well until this incident today set me off. I was positive I was going to die a horrible death in the cave.” Her voice trembled ever so slightly.
Camron was at a loss for what to say. He was no mystical alien with mind powers to help heal her. “All I can offer is to be here for you, like I am now.” He hugged her.
“And that means so much to me.” Gemma smiled. “I wish we had something I could take to help me go back to sleep. I’m not usually much for sleeping meds but tonight—”
“Don’t think too much about it. Sit with me and watch the stars and the three moons,” he said, knowing it wouldn’t do her any good to obsess about the nightmare, the experiences of the past or being unable to sleep. “You’ll drift off again inevitably. We don’t have to leave at dawn, you know, I can let you sleep in, compensate for the downtime you’ve missed.”
“You’re too kind to me,” she said. 
She settled in at his side, curled close to him, which Camron discovered he found reassuring, given how worried about her he was. He told her the few tales from the ancestral memory he could remember regarding moons and warriors out hunting and the pitfalls of challenging the moon spirits. As he talked, she grew less tense and eventually she fell asleep. Thanking the goddess, he sat patiently with his arm around her for the rest of the night and watched over her, which soothed the aching places in his heart, bruised for her after hearing her story.
Camron weighed the emotions Gemma aroused in his heart versus any of the other human women he knew in the valley. If one of them had been taken by the spiders, of course he’d have made the same effort to rescue them, but it would have been like one of his military missions—a task to be accomplished, an assignment, nothing more. With Gemma in danger he’d had a hard time concentrating because he was so worried about losing her. His heart had pounded nearly out of his chest. He regarded the woman curled up next to him tenderly and smoothed her hair, removing a fallen leaf. Life without Gemma wouldn’t be worth living.
Now I understand the difference, now I see why the mate bond is such a precious thing to those who have found it.
She was his mate—there could be no doubt. He hoped she would come to the same welcoming acceptance of what was between them, but this wasn’t the right moment to broach the topic. Weeks of hiking remained before reaching the valley, so he had time to woo her. 
The woman had to choose the Badari of her own free will and, if she never did, there was no appeal.
He thanked the goddess for putting him in Gemma’s path. His initial capture, which had been so galling to him and disastrous to his mission at the time, was obviously a part of the Great Mother’s plan to give him a chance to find his mate.
Leaning his head against the tree, Camron allowed himself to slip into the restorative state, although keeping his senses sharp. They would rest here until Gemma was ready to go on.



CHAPTER NINE
 
The next five days were the best in Camron’s entire life, even better than standing guard duty on an isolated island had been. He and Gemma took their trek home seriously, but there were standout memories, like the morning they happened on a sunny meadow where the large furry rodents known as furbana had built a den. He and Gemma spent half an hour watching the young of the den tumble and mock fight each other, supervised by two elderly females. Camron was careful to stay upwind of the den so as not to alarm them. He wouldn’t hurt them, but the creatures would perceive him as a major predator, and the entire den would rally to protect themselves. As it was, most of the adults were working on enlarging the den, bringing sticks and mud.
Gemma was fascinated by the entire process and oohed and aahed over the babies, which she declared to be adorable. He enjoyed watching her and making her happy.
Another afternoon they fished in a placid pond. She fashioned a fishing pole for herself, and he dug up grubs to use as bait, employing his dagger like talons for the purpose. Once she was seated in a shady spot, casting her line, he rolled up his trousers and waded into the pond to catch his part of dinner by hand. Even fish were no match for Badari speed.
There was no sign of Khagrish pursuit, which seemed too good to be true, but the enemy rarely if ever explored areas of the planet outside the immediate vicinity of their labs. The Khagrish weren’t a race of explorers by nature. Even though Parryfilmunn was most likely fuming with rage over losing them, the commander couldn’t devote precious resources to scouring the entire planet to find them. Although he didn’t allow himself to become overconfident, Camron enjoyed a sense of calm and relaxation because he was well on his way home, and bringing Gemma with him.
He wasn’t traveling in a direct route to the valley but neither was he overly worried about leading the Khagrish to the Badari stronghold. The pack had an ancient alien Artificial Intelligence guarding their sanctuary, with the proven ability to keep the enemy from intruding there.
The evenings were spent companionably by the fire, playing cards with the deck he’d found in the Wanderer’s cache or talking, until one or the other would initiate lovemaking after which they’d sleep in each other’s arms and start the next day’s journey content and well rested. Camron defended their somewhat leisurely pace in his mind as allowing Gemma to build her stamina, and it was true most days they covered more miles than the day before. Geographic obstacles made them backtrack on occasion but overall he was happy with their progress. 
His mental test was if he had to defend the trek to his Alpha, would he be able to do so and look Aydarr in the eye?
A resounding yes.
The sixth day, Camron woke up unusually tense, senses on high alert. He was sniffing the air when Gemma joined him, putting her arm around his waist, under his shirt, skin to skin as she preferred to touch. He relished her fondness for casual physical contact between them.
“What is it? The Khagrish?” She scanned the horizon anxiously.
“I scent a storm coming in,” he said, on edge and with a sense of urgency prodding him. “It’s late in the season for bad weather but not unheard of. We need to get as far down the hills as we can and find a good shelter early. The winds will be intense.”
Staring at the sky, Gemma raised her eyebrows. “There are hardly any clouds.”
“I smell the moisture on the air.” He shrugged. Badari just knew some things.
“All right, I’ll take your word for it. No scenic detours today, I guess.” She bustled to pack up the campsite, munching distractedly on a ration bar as she did so.
With his help, they were on their way a few minutes later and he set a fast pace. 
“You’re really worried about this, aren’t you?” she asked at one of their infrequent rest stops. “We’ve sheltered from rain before and been okay.”
“This is going to be a major storm, high winds, maybe snow flurries. We’re not equipped to survive in the open.” Watching the clouds accumulate all day and the winds begin gusting, he was growing more and more concerned. He could survive anything, being Badari, even if he had to dig a burrow in the damn mountain and huddle there for a day, but Gemma was much more fragile. Humans needed shelter and warmth. She had the right tough attitude and was quite physically toned but not enough for what they were facing.
Now he was berating himself. If he’d enjoyed his time with Gemma less and pushed harder, they’d have been in the lowlands by now, well away from the force of this weather front. There was nothing to be done but push onward and grab the next possible place he saw for constructing what he could manage for a refuge.
As he topped the next ridge, Gemma on his heels, he dove into the brush, pulling her with him, although careful to ensure she didn’t land in brambles. “A Khagrish building,” he said, speaking in her ear. 
“What the seven hells are they doing here in the mountains?” Her voice shook.
“Remember I told you they built labs in all kinds of odd locations. Keep your fingers crossed this place is abandoned.” He shucked the backpack and gave it to Gemma. “I’m going to reconnoiter. You stay concealed here, no matter what.”
“What if you don’t come back in a reasonable amount of time? I’m not going to abandon you.” Her jaw was set and she had her hand on his arm as if to keep him next to her.
He squeezed her hand as he gently removed it from his sleeve. This had to be done, even if he was going to pass the place by. “I’ll be quick. Promise me you’ll wait.”
Gemma shivered and ducked her head as a sudden quick rain shower pattered across the space. “Hurry and please be careful.”
He grinned as he worked his way around the installation at a safe distance, approaching from a different angle. He wasn’t used to anyone telling him to be careful when he was on a mission, but he liked it coming from Gemma. She knew he could take care of himself in any situation, yet she worried over his well-being. He found he rather liked being fussed over. 
The lab structure was unusually small, a utilitarian two modules, and he was immediately sure it was long abandoned, if indeed it had ever been used. A huge tree had been hit by lightning and fallen at some point many years ago, bisecting the larger modular wing, crumpling the roof, partially burning some of the structure and opening the rooms to the elements. Half of the lab was falling down, ruined. The intact portion might solve his problem of finding shelter if he was lucky.
Using every bit of cover, Camron worked his way in close. There was no scent of Khagrish and no sign of occupancy. The scientists had built labs they never used at all and apparently this one fell into the category. Checking each area carefully, he didn’t see any rooms or cells which could have been used to hold Badari for experiments so, after his kind became the primary subject of research, this small lab might not have been needed.
He slunk through the tall grasses, using the huge fallen tree’s branches for cover, and observed the intact module for ten more minutes before rising to his feet and approaching the portal. One half of the door was broken so he stepped through, his boots crunching on broken glass. There were six rooms—the entrance, which would be open to the weather and useless, a lab, to which he had a strong aversion on general principles, and an office. The latter chamber held a desk, no chair, and the walls bristled with bare wires and conduits where equipment might have been installed. On the other side was a kitchen with an eating nook and two bedrooms opening out from there. The chambers had sleeping platforms built in and he grinned. A real bed might be pretty cozy tonight. Of course, there weren’t any sheets or blankets, much less pillows, but the sleeping surface of the larger bed retained a bit of give to it.
In the lab stood a haphazard stack of unopened crates, which must have been delivered before the decision was made not to use the installation. He wondered what might be inside and vowed to find out later. The bedrooms had well-sealed, intact portals which gave access to the woods. It was reasonable to assume the Khagrish might have planned to set up force fields to cordon off enclosures for outside experiments or maybe even leisure space for the techs and scientists. He didn’t care. The point was, he and Gemma wouldn’t be trapped if the unthinkable happened and the modern day Khagrish surprised him here.
They’re not likely to arrive in the teeth of a blizzard.
There was little to no sign the building had been used by animals as a den, aside from a few bones in one corner of the foyer. Probably smelled too much like the Khagrish to be enticing to wildlife.
He rushed to get Gemma, as the wind was rising ominously, and he led her inside the intact portion of the building. “I think we’ll be safe here for the duration of the storm and then we’ll move on.”
“Semi civilized for a change—what an unexpected luxury. No power obviously.” She chewed her lip, her forehead furrowed as she pondered next steps. “We’d better gather wood while we can still go outside to collect branches and kindling. We need to make a fire.”
Applauding her practicality, he said, “I’ll take care of it. You stay safe inside.” Camron expected her to argue, but she only murmured agreement.
Making multiple trips, he brought in enough wood to build a bonfire, although he planned to ration it over the next twenty-four hours. By the time Camron stepped inside on his last foray, the wind was so strong he had to fight to stay on his feet and snow was beginning to fall, driven by the gusts. Gemma had gotten the fire going in the kitchen area, using the nonfunctional sink as a fire pit. The smoke was sucked toward the broken portal at the entrance and, in this gale, Camron had no fear anyone would see it.
“All the comforts of home,” she said as he dropped his last haul of wood onto the pile. “More or less. Who would think we’d be happy to find a Khagrish lab?”
“I certainly never expected to utter those words.” He approved of Gemma’s efforts to make the area habitable. She’d dragged two stools in from the lab area and somehow swept the accumulated windblown debris into a stack in the far corner of the room.
“I can’t wait to treasure hunt in those boxes I saw. Do you think we’ll find weapons?” Her wide grin was evidence of how hopeful she was.
Much as he hated to quash any part of her good mood, he had to be truthful. “Doubtful. The Khagrish security forces keep those under tight control.”
“The beds in the other room are a wonderful feature of this shelter you found for us. It’ll be lovely to sleep on a surface meant for sleeping. Well, and other activities.” She winked at him, and his body tightened in response to the mental picture of the two of them in bed together. There were few moments where he didn’t have physical awareness of Gemma on his mind. He craved her touch. Most of the time his desire hummed along at a subliminal level but then she’d say or do something teasing or deliberately provocative and his cock would respond and his body would be on fire. It didn’t matter how many times they made love, his desire for her only grew.
“Did you get out the dried fish?” he asked, attempting to divert himself.
“And the ration bars too.” She pointed at the counter. “Did you want to eat before we check out our mysterious boxes?”
He could tell she wanted to dig into the items the Khagrish had seen fit to leave behind sooner than later. “We might find an entire banquet of rations in there.” Deciding to go along with her desire, and because he was curious too, he got a large branch to use as a torch and led the way into the lab space. After he’d wedged the branch securely into a piece of lab equipment where it could burn safely, he eyed the stack. “Which one do you want me to open first?”
She considered the options. “Might as well take the one at the top and work our way down.”
He lifted the crate to the floor and unsealed it, causing the lid to slide open. “Lab equipment.”
Gemma made a face of comic disappointment. “Boring. I hope the containers aren’t all going to be the same. Although I should probably check out the contents for anything useful in terms of medical applications.”
“Well, we are standing in a laboratory so don’t get your hopes too high about what’s in the other containers,” he said with a chuckle. Going for the second box, he had trouble getting it to open but, when the lid finally yielded, Gemma leaned past him to peer inside.
“Clothing?” Her voice was dismissive in tone.
“Lab coats.”
“We can use them for extra warmth tonight,” she said, cheering herself up again. “Although, I have to say, the place is staying pretty cozy with our fire.”
“The Khagrish build solid structures, well insulated.” Camron was glad too, listening to the way the wind whistled around the corners. A gale was blowing out there and she would have died of exposure despite his best efforts if they hadn’t come across this unusual place to shelter.
The next crate was chemicals, with some of the containers broken. The fluids had evaporated long ago but the smell was still pungent so he carried the box outside and left it. Dusting the snow off his shoulders, he made his way to the lab. “You look sleepy,” he said to Gemma, pausing on the threshold to study her. “We drove ourselves hard today and the terrain was rough. The rest of these boxes can wait until tomorrow. The storm isn’t going to let up for at least twelve more hours, maybe longer. I’m hoping we can hike out of here when it ends. If the snow sticks, we might be stuck here longer than I’d like. I think staying in one spot too long is asking for trouble.”
“One more box tonight,” she said, yawning. “Then we can go lie down.” Laughing, Gemma said, “I sound like a little kid, but this is fun.
The next crate held a mix of ration bars and kitchen equipment. “I wouldn’t risk eating anything from this assortment,” he said. “Since the crate wasn’t a stasis box like the Wanderer used.”
“Well, no treasure for us tonight.” She gathered the lab coats in a huge pile and headed toward the door.
Camron hastened to take the biggest share of the garments from her and followed her to the larger bedroom. They spread the coats over the sleeping platform, rolled a few into pillows and then Gemma took off her boots and lay down. “Aren’t you joining me?”
“I need to do another perimeter check first,” he said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
He prowled the entire building and ventured outside a short way, senses on high alert for any other intruder, but found nothing. He checked the fire in the kitchen, which was generating quite a bit of welcome heat, and rearranged the branches a bit, adding more. He planned to get up in a few hours and rebuild the blaze again. 
Before rejoining Gemma, he set a few trip lines with makeshift alarms outside the foyer, with a backup just inside the building, using the lab equipment he’d unboxed, so he’d have warning if a predator or a Khagrish ventured into their hideaway.
Heart beating faster than usual, he finally allowed himself to hasten to the bedroom, hoping Gemma wasn’t too tired for lovemaking.
He saw her clothes neatly folded on a stool close to the bed and her obviously naked form under the piled lab coats. As he walked into the room, carrying a torch, she swept the coverings aside, flashed him a playful grin and said, “I thought you’d never get here. I need some Badari heat to warm me up.”
Riveted by the view of her supple body, he jammed the torch in a fixture he was using as a brazier and wasted no time going to the bed, kicking off his boots and setting them where he could don them in one quick motion if needed. Then he stripped off his clothes and crawled under the covers, starting at the bottom of the bed and working his way up, kissing her body as he went, exploring her reactions to his stroking the soles of her feet, nuzzling the backs of her knees, other small intimacies of touch, all the while savoring the delicately floral womanly scent that was hers alone, goddess-given. Finally he mantled her, his cock nestled at the vee of her thighs, the sensitive head tickled by her curls.
“Mmmm,” she said placing her arms around him as he kissed the delicate place where her neck and shoulders met, “Now I feel good. And safe.”
“And warm?” he asked, toying with her breast, which filled his hand perfectly.
“Toasty.”
“I guess we can go to sleep then.” He closed his eyes and she gave him a playful shove.
“Don’t you dare! I’ll be highly insulted.” Laughing, she kissed him as he opened his eyes and responded to the caress. "This is my first chance to enjoy the pleasures you offer in a bed, or close to a bed anyway, and I intend to savor the experience.” Gemma ran her hand over his back and squeezed his butt firmly.
Camron allowed himself to slip inside her body, since she was fully aroused, wet and hot for him and he was more than ready. Suppressing his raging desires, he forced himself to take his time, pulling almost all the way out before sheathing himself deeper with each movement of his hips. Gemma met him on each thrust, trying to pull him deeper and using her muscles to tantalize his ridges in a way she was well aware drove him wild with sensation. They knew each other’s bodies by now and how to please the other. Camron thought their kisses echoed the union of their bodies, tongues dancing. At the height of passion, he and Gemma could achieve the precious feeling of becoming one with the other.
Camron held his climax in abeyance until Gemma was moaning, losing herself in the sensations he lavished on her with his tongue, cock and hands, finding her release with blissful power and abandon. Then he allowed himself to finish as well, holding her tight next to his heart as she savored the effect her passion had on him.
They lay entwined under the pile of fabric. Emboldened by the intimacy and closeness, Camron took a deep breath. “May I ask you a question?”
“Of course.” Gemma twisted in his arms so she could see his face in the dim light from the torch.
Odd that this required all of his considerable Badari courage, but he couldn’t stop now. “Would you consider being my mate?”
She sat up, clutching one of the lab coats, eyes wide. “Is this a marriage proposal?”
Not sure if her question was a good sign or a bad one, he confirmed his intent. “A Badari male only has one mate, and the relationship is for life. I—I can’t imagine ever being without you, and I’d die to protect you. I love you and, if you don’t feel the same way, I understand, but I’ll never change. You’re deep in my heart and mind, imprinted there to stay.”
Gemma raised her eyebrows and was silent for a moment.
“I’m probably rushing this,” he said, a sinking sensation in his gut. “Forget I said anything. I won’t bring it up again or—”
“Yes, I’ll marry you. Or mate you. I love you too, but I wasn’t sure whether your heart was engaged. I mean you’ve taken such wonderful care of me—”
“Not sure whether my caring was simply duty, or the dictates of my heart?” Was the gulf between Badari and human so deep? “How could you doubt me?”
At first she nervously fluffed her hair then met his eyes. “I was afraid to hope,” she said hesitantly, playing with the tie belt on one of the lab coats, twisting it around and around. “For all I know, you’re the most popular man in the sanctuary valley, with tons of girlfriends. You’re way outside my experience.”
“I love you.” He tapped her chest gently with one finger. “I admire you and, when I feared I was going to lose you in the caves, I had no desire to live if you weren’t at my side. Or guarding my back, as you’ve proven you can do so well.”
“Or in your bed?” Her suggestion was given tenderly but with a saucy wink.
“Should I not have asked the question here?” He said, gesturing at the sleeping platform and the pile of lab coats. “I never asked a woman to become my mate. I’ve never loved before. There are no other women, no girlfriends as you called them. Only you.”
“I’m honored and this is fine as a place to declare yourself to me. I’m happy to learn we do feel the same.” Her smile was warm, and he relaxed along with her. “Is there a ceremony?”
Camron blushed and was glad she couldn’t see his heightened color in the dimly lit room. “Not a public one. We lay claim to each other physically and we—we mark each other. If the goddess blesses the union, she converts the marks to golden circles.”
“I’m getting confused,” Gemma said, “But I like the idea of your wearing my mark and vice versa. How do I put your goddess on notice she’d better not disapprove of me as a Badari mate?”
Although he heard the humor in her voice, Camron laid two fingers over her lips. “The Great Mother is a kindly deity, but it’s best not to challenge her.”
“Sorry." Gemma ran one hand down his body, across his abdomen and took his aching shaft in her hand. “I’m guessing the claiming gets done in bed? During lovemaking?” She stroked him from root to tip as his cock responded, lengthening and rising. She rubbed her thumb across the sensitive head of his manhood. “Because this will belong to me and only me?” Her voice was soft, with a hint of teasing, but he heard the desire as well.
“Yes, and you’d belong to me.” Now he ran his hand over her soft skin, kneading each breast in turn, taking the opportunity to suckle the rosy tipped nipple on each side, savoring the taste of Gemma, his mate-to-be. “But you’d own me body, soul and mind until I die. Beyond death too, if the goddess be kind and the afterlife the healers speak of exists.” He moved to cup her mound, toying with the curls and teasing her soft folds. “May I claim you now?”
She arched her back and wriggled her hips, trying to get more sensation from the pressure of his questing fingers. “What are you waiting for?”
Leaning over, he said, “Absolutely nothing,” and kissed her, allowing his tongue to slip between her lips and explore the enticingly warm depths of her lush mouth. Instincts guiding him, Camron broke off the kiss, ignoring her soft murmur of protest and instinctive move to recapture his lips. He rolled her onto her stomach and moved behind her, raising her hips to give himself better access. This wasn’t a position they’d tried before, but Gemma seemed willing and fully on board. Knowing she was ready for him and aroused, he took his shaft in hand and sheathed himself in the glorious softness and heat of her body, as Gemma moaned in pleasure and writhed under him, trying to absorb every iota of pleasure.
 Holding her hips in his massive hands, he thrust in and out in a rhythm dictated by the hunger of his body and the passion of hers. Camron was lost in the moment, high on the mutual pleasure flowing between the two of them, aroused by the sight of their bodies joined together and, when his climax cascaded through his mind and body, he was as exalted as if he was flying. Holding Gemma close, he leaned over, placed his fangs at the pulse point in her neck and with extreme care and delicacy, pierced her skin. A few drops of her precious ruby blood fell onto his tongue and he and his new mate orgasmed in unison.
“I love you,” he whispered, collapsing onto the bed and holding her in his arms. “Mine now, forever.”
Gemma wriggled free, reaching for his cock, which was already rising for the next round. Camron blessed the goddess for giving the Badari their strong recuperative powers. Gemma stroked him before bending to take the tip into her mouth, teasing him with her tongue and the suction she exerted, until he half rose from the bed in response to her skilled attentions. She positioned herself atop his body, the way they’d made love the first time in the Wanderer’s cave, and took him inside her soft folds in one forceful movement. Rocking on him with her head thrown back, eyes closed, making passionate noises driving him wild, she rode him and asserted her loving ownership of her mate, as he’d done a few minutes before. When he could wait no longer and was about to beg for release, Gemma changed her rhythm and brought them both to orgasm.
Lost in the sensation, Camron hardly registered her determined bite at the spot where his neck met his shoulder, although the brief flicker of pain pushed him into a second climax.
“Mine,” Gemma said, licking her lips and then her fingers, running them across the skin where she’d claimed him in a soothing gesture that warmed his heart even further.
As she collapsed on top of him and he rolled them both to the side, Camron could already feel the warm glow of the mate bond in his heart. He wished they could speak mind to mind, but the goddess rarely granted the gift to a Badari-human pairing. He was grateful for the existence of the mate bond so he’d always know Gemma was with him.
She rested her hand on her own chest and frowned. “Something’s different, in a satisfying way but I couldn’t tell you if it was in my heart or my mind. I feel you, or my connection to you, I guess.”
“The mate bond,” he said proudly. “By tomorrow we’ll know if the goddess has blessed us with her mark, but we’re well and truly mated.”
Gemma snuggled close. “I’m glad there’s an official way to show commitment to each other, and I’m so happy you asked me tonight, here in our cozy shelter.” Laughing, she said, “I guess we’re doomed to be in strange situations as far as housing goes. And you did say we’d live in a cave once we got to your valley, right?”
“It’s all we have,” he said. “Although there are a few buildings made from stolen materials.”
They drifted off to sleep, spooned tightly, with the muted sound of the wind outside.



CHAPTER TEN
 
When he awoke, Camron’s senses told him it was morning, although the storm raged unabated. He made his new mate remain in the bed while he went to the kitchen and rebuilt the fire. Once the room was warm, he escorted her to breakfast on ration bars in relative comfort.
“I wish I could have hunted for us,” he said, making a face at the dry nutrition he was consuming.
“I’m happy we had a bed and four walls with a roof,” she said. “You were right about the storm being ferocious. How much longer do you think it’ll blow?”
“Hard to say, maybe the rest of today. I’m hoping we can be on our way tomorrow. Staying in one place makes me nervous.” He didn’t have a premonition of disaster but, on general principles, he believed they needed to stay on the move and headed toward sanctuary valley.
“Well, I want to see what else is in the remaining crates,” she said, taking her ration bar and heading toward the lab. “Coming?”
Camron brought a fresh torch and they made a game of opening the rest of the crates. In the last one, he found more clothes, from a Khagrish security officer by the cut and color, and the badges. He pulled out a pair of boots and compared them to Gemma’s feet. “I think you could wear these.”
“My poor leaf boots are getting a bit worn out after everything I’ve subjected them to.” She reached for one of the Khagrish boots and he tossed her a pair of thick socks from the crate as well. As Gemma tried on the sturdy footwear, he took out the remaining clothing and some personal effects, grooming aids and the like and froze at what lay in the bottom of the container.
“What’s the matter?” She joined him, clomping awkwardly with one foot in a boot and the other in the leaf shoe.
“This person had a neurocontroller and the bracelets.”
“Were the scientists going to experiment on Badari here then?” Gemma frowned.
“I think maybe he was going to hunt the Wanderer.” Camron had no evidence for his guess, but the general time frame was correct, going by the obvious length of time the crates had been here. He reached into the high tech box, avoiding the neurocontroller kit, and lifted out a blaster and a stunner.
“Do you think they still hold a charge?” she asked.
“Stunner’s dead. No charge.” Setting the useless weapon in the container, Camron examined the blaster closely and flipped the safety off. There was a whine and the indicator light flipped to green. He rose and went to the broken door outside in the foyer, not wanting to test a blaster inside the module. Aiming at a nearby branch barely visible through the snow flurries, he depressed the trigger and the branch vanished in a pulse of the deadly energy. “Now this is a find. No telling how long the power will last, but even if all it gives me is a shot or two, we’re better off than we were.”
“Come inside—it’s too cold out here, away from the fire.” She rubbed her arms and retreated to the kitchen. “I wonder what happened to the man?”
“We’ll never know. Seems odd he left his things and weapons. But it was obviously a long time ago, so I’m not concerned.” Camron wasn’t fond of mysteries, but his practical soldier self was pleased to possess a weapon.
“I guess we’ll have to break out the playing cards,” she said with a wicked smile. “Whatever else could we do to pass the time today?”
“Let me think,” he said with a laugh, catching her in a big hug. He nuzzled her neck. “Not sore today, are you?”
“I’m fine. Did I end up with the mark you were expecting?”
A bit of a nervous flutter in his gut, Camron pulled the neck of her tee shirt aside and sighed with relief as he saw the golden circle on her skin, like a tattoo but given by the goddess. Hurriedly, he yanked his shirt off and stared at his shoulder, where the matching ring appeared.
Gemma went on tiptoe and kissed his mark. “All right, we’re totally official now, right? Let no one put us asunder and all that?”
“Yes, exactly.” His heart was bursting with pride and joy. He, Camron of the Badari, was a claimed mate. Gemma was his gift and his treasure, and he intended to cherish her for the rest of his life, as he’d promised.
She ran her hand over his chest and across his abdomen, fingers moving ever closer to his waistband. “I vote we go practice the mating rituals.” Her mischievous tone belied the serious expression on her face and when he looked more closely, he realized her eyes were sparkling
“I need to patrol first, make sure we’re alone here on this mountain.” He reached for his shirt. “Duty before pleasure.”
“Don’t take too long.” Gemma brought him his jacket.
The storm was waning. As Camron made his circuit of the lab and checked on his trip lines, there were a few glimpses of the blue sky, although the next gust of wind restored the full cloud cover. Finding the blaster was a good thing and gave him better odds in a fight now, but it reminded him this place was known to the Khagrish, even if lost in their archives, and what if Parryfilmunn detailed somebody to check it out? Just because the aliens had never used it apparently or even visited it in hundreds of years, it wouldn’t take a genius to recognize the possibility a pair of fugitives might be using it.
He prowled restlessly during the following night, while Gemma slept, growing increasingly concerned by the hour. Well before dawn he made another weather check, standing outside the portal, sniffing the air and assessing what his instincts told him.
Wrapped in a triple layer of lab coat blankets, Gemma slipped outside and embraced him from behind, nuzzling him. “You really are worried, aren’t you?”
“I can’t pin it down to any one thing but yes.”
“We should go then. Pack up, leave now. The snowfall is over and with the moons out it’s clear enough to hike.” Gemma hugged him and he pulled her to where he could hug her back. “I trust your instincts,” she said. “I can be ready to go in five minutes.”
Decision made, Camron felt only relief. “All right.” Casting a final glance at the peaceful, trackless snowfield, he followed her inside.
They’d hiked for two hours in difficult terrain when a Khagrish flyer screamed by overhead at high altitude. Camron drew the blaster and directed Gemma into deeper cover.
“Do you think it’s trying to find us? Or merely going from point A to point B on a routine flight?” she asked in a whisper as she crouched low.
He shook his head, waiting to see if the flyer would come around again. “No idea, but it’s the first one we’ve seen so I take their presence as a bad sign.” Altering the course he’d been following, he led her at a tangent to the direction he truly wanted to go and hiked the rest of the day sticking to the safest route he could pick out. He didn’t see the flyer again which was a relief, but he stayed on high alert and resisted all temptations to linger or turn aside from their course. No more nature watching.
 
Two days later, they were out of the foothills and working their way through a dry dusty landscape of deep valleys and huge rock formations towering to the sky. Fast flowing rivers forced Camron to divert more than once, and he was anxious and on high alert.
And despite his heightened situational awareness, he was surrounded before he could react.
Holding out one hand, he pulled Gemma to him protectively, while he kept the blaster at the ready. 
“What is it?” She squinted as she examined the canyon they were traversing.
“Tzibir, the reptilian-influenced DNA line of Badari I told you about,” he said before raising his voice and addressing the watchers he couldn’t see but scented. He’d walked right into their trap and brought Gemma with him. Nothing for it now but to hope the pack was neutral. “I know you’re there. All my mate and I want is to proceed on our way. I’m not looking for any trouble.”
“Throw down the blaster then.” The voice came from up high, to the left.
Moving with extreme caution, he put the safety on and tossed the weapon as directed. Gemma stared in disbelief, first at him for surrendering so tamely then at the rocky wall, where the cunning soldiers were in deep camouflage. Camron knew her human eyes wouldn’t have detected the Tzibir. Even he could barely make them out, now that he was paying strict attention with their capabilities in mind. He cursed himself for not scenting them sooner, but the Tzibir had the least scent of all the Badari variations, and he’d had no expectation of meeting them on this trek.
A man leaped from the cliff wall where he’d evidently been clinging with ease, landing in front of Camron while five more soldiers released their camouflage to show themselves with weapons trained on him. At Gemma’s gasp of astonishment and alarm, he held her tighter. Hands on his hips, the leader surveyed the two of them.
“What brings a Badari and a human to this remote area? I thought all of you were hiding somewhere in the northern forests?”
“I need to rejoin my pack as soon as possible,” Camron said, neither agreeing or disagreeing. He wasn’t about to reveal any information to the Tzibir. They might be of Badari extraction, but the shared ancestry didn’t make them automatic allies. “We’ve been traveling for quite a while already. If you’d step aside and let us pass—”
Blinking rapidly, the other man shook his head. “No can do. My Alpha is going to want to meet you. We’ve had no contact with the other packs since we left the labs and he’d never forgive me for allowing you to simply walk away. You’ll be our guests for the night.”
Camron extended his right hand. “I’m Camron and this is Gemma, my mate. I remember you but not your name, sorry.”
After a pause, as if he was surprised by the gesture, the Tzibir grinned and shook his hand. “I go by Tratus.” He shook Gemma’s hand as well and Camron hoped she wasn’t fooled by this genial display of polite greeting. The underlying scent messages, although subtle, were all wrong. The Tzibir was hiding something.
The squad formed up with Camron and Gemma in the center and moved out, going deeper into the canyon then into a ravine that opened up unexpectedly. The descent was treacherous and Camron assisted Gemma, relieved the Tzibir had left his hands unbound. For now. This encounter could go badly in a heartbeat because his pack and the Tzibir had been rivals for survival in the labs, and common DNA heritage only went so far. He wished he could give Gemma a quick briefing but since they weren’t telepathic he could only hope she’d follow his lead.
“How did you end up here, hundreds of miles from the original lab?” he asked Tratus as he trudged along.
The Tzibir enforcer, for that was the level Camron classified him to be, threw his arms out and gestured at the landscape. “What’s not to love? It’s hot, which suits our nature, and there aren’t any pesky neighbors or annoying Khagrish. A garden spot, you’ll see.”
As he rounded another curve on the descending trail, Camron saw an oasis spread out before them, a few more hundred yards below but protected from detection by aerial survey by the overhanging cliffs. There were openings in the rocky walls surrounding the green area and the small lake, and he guessed the Tzibir must have gone for cave dwelling the way the other Badari had, far to the north.
 
As she’d hiked, Gemma was on edge, not liking the situation. Camron’s hold on her hand was tight, which was reassuring, and he seemed to be bantering with the man in charge easily enough. Her translator implant worked overtime and made sense of the language, although she gave no sign she comprehended unless a remark was made to her in Basic. Yet, for all his pleasant demeanor, Tratus had forced Camron to disarm and taken her belt knife. 
She eyed the six men accompanying them. The soldiers were obviously of Badari root stock, and Tratus, the guy in charge was nearly as handsome as Camron, with similar facial lines, enough to be cousins perhaps. Instead of eyebrows he had a bony ridge over each eye and there was something not quite human about his eyes, a reddish tinge at times. The other soldiers were a range from nearly as human in appearance as Tratus all the way to the rearguard, whose face was oddly shaped, with more of the bony ridges on his forehead, no visible ears and a neck frill pulsing in and out. His eyes were black and yellow, like a snake’s or a lizard’s, and he gave her the chills when he focused on her. She crowded Camron, and he patted her arm silently. 
Apparently, the Tzibir’d been able to completely camouflage themselves to match the canyon walls above and at least some of them must have suckers on their fingers and toes, to have been clinging so easily to the rock.
And all of them, even Tratus, had iridescent scales faintly marked on their skins.
More Khagrish experiments obviously, as Camron had indicated the first time he’d mentioned the Tzibir, in the Wanderer’s cache cave.
She was relieved to see the oasis and even happier when the tricky descent along the cliff was complete and she was walking across a sandy area toward the beckoning greenery. Men and boys came out of the cliff openings or walked from their tasks at the lake and the fields beyond, lining up to gawk as she and Camron approached with their escort. There were no females.
The crowd parted and a tall man walked out to greet them. He was somewhere in between the near-human appearance of Tratus and the reptilian aspects of the soldier who scared Gemma the most. The newcomer was tall, heavily muscled, with a mane of black hair controlled by a loosely tied leather thong. Bare chested and brawny, the leader’s scaling had a golden sheen to the iridescence.
“The Alpha,” Tratus murmured. “Briator.”
“Well, well, look what the winds brought us today,” the Alpha said in Basic, throwing his arms wide. “Are you lost, Badari?”
“On my way home,” Camron said, “With my mate. But your man insisted we take a detour here. Is there a message you’d like me to convey to my Alpha? And his mate? You remember her—the one responsible for freeing all of us?”
“Well done, Tratus,” the Alpha said, ignoring the questions. He paced forward and inspected Camron and Gemma closely. 
Camron stood at parade rest, but kept her within the circle of his arm. Gemma forced herself to keep her spine straight and not cling to her mate, but Briator and his swaggering reminded her of the warlord who’d kept her prisoner on Taranado Three. The same arrogance and false good humor. She didn’t know all the factors at play here but the vibrations she was getting were ominous.
“We didn’t ask to be freed, if you may recall.” Briator stopped in front of Camron. “We were the chosen variation, the ones the Khagrish wished to elevate and continue to enhance.” He poked Camron in the chest provocatively. “Your pack and Jamokan’s were the ones who lost, sentenced to be discontinued.”
Her mate stared coolly into the eyes of the Alpha. “Yet you ran when you had the chance.”
“Your Alpha’s mate left me no choice—she threatened to take my cubs if I didn’t leave the lab.” The Alpha’s tone was ice. He blinked and spun toward his assembled people. Raising his arms, he laughed heartily and said, “But all of that is over and done, past history, right? And now we’re free men, living in this wasteland, scratching out a living instead of doing what we trained to do, which is fight wars against her people.” He jabbed a finger in Gemma’s direction.
“The humans are our allies,” Camron answered calmly.
“Yours maybe. Not mine. I have no need to ally my pack with weaklings.” He checked Gemma out, one eye ridge cocked, attention lingering on her curves.
“The humans fight well,” Camron said. “My mate is an excellent teammate in times of danger.”
“Human women are better employed for other tasks,” Briator said with contempt. He stepped back and gestured to the soldiers standing around them. “Take her.”
“Touch my mate and die,” Camron said, holding Gemma close. His fangs and talons were on display, gleaming in the sunlight. “We’re bonded mates, blessed by the Great Mother herself.”
The advancing Tzibir paused, looking to their Alpha.
“The ancestral memory holds that to interfere with a man’s mate is forbidden,” said a Tzibir standing nearby.
Gemma yanked down the collar of her tee shirt to display the golden circle. “It’s true, your goddess blessed us.” She heard muttering in the ranks of assembled Tzibir and saw men exchanging uneasy glances. Clearly, this threat from the Alpha wasn’t sitting well with all of his followers, but how much help could she or Camron hope for? She took deep breaths, trying to fight the tightness in her chest and the panicky instinct yelling she should run for her life.
“So she speaks Badari? Interesting.” Briator laughed. “Then she’ll be better able to obey my commands when I take her into my bed.”
 
Camron shoved Gemma behind him and roared defiance. “I’ll kill you before I allow you to lay one hand on my mate.”
Soldiers came at him from every direction, and he was carried to the ground by sheer numbers, although he had the satisfaction of slashing several of his attackers and inflicting serious bite wounds on others. Of course, the men would heal, but they’d bear his marks for a few days.
The soldiers yanked him to his feet, although he struggled in their grip and his rage was a red mist nearly blinding him as he saw Briator holding Gemma, who was doing her best to break free.
 “You cannot steal another man’s mate or take by force what a woman doesn’t choose to give.” Camron shouted his protest, and the words echoed off the cliffs.
“Are you challenging me?” Briator sounded amazed, theatrical as always. He eyed Camron, with disdain, as if the prisoner was under inspection and found lacking. “You’re no threat to me, soldier. You’re not alpha material, not even an enforcer. Merely a soldier—there’s no way you could defeat me and take my place.”
“I don’t want your fucking place. I want you to restore my mate to me and let us leave.” Camron admitted to himself that in ordinary times the Tzibir Alpha would be entirely correct—he couldn’t prevail in a dominance challenge over an Alpha. One of the many mysteries of their DNA was the way an alpha-born had extra strength and power. Today though, spurred on by fear for his mate? He could take on the entire pack. His adrenaline roared through his body and the heightened instincts of the feline predators which had contributed DNA to his form were on high alert. He didn’t doubt the goddess would give him victory.
“Camron’s my mate,” Gemma said, attempting to pull free of Briator’s bruising grip on her arm. “I’ll never willingly choose another, and I’ll do my best to kill you if you try to carry out your threats.”
“The weak human thinks she has fangs,” Briator laughed. "I’ll enjoy our encounters.” Now he stared directly at Camron. “Had you considered maybe I’m saving your mate from a worse threat?  The order was transmitted over a week ago to be on the watch for you, which is why I had scouts patrolling so far out on the range. The Khagrish want you badly, enough to make serious concessions and I’m going to trade you to them. You’ll bring me a high price. The orders mentioned her as well, but I’ll keep her here, safe. Consider it my favor to a fellow Badari.”
“You—you’re in communication with the Khagrish?” Camron found it hard to draw breath to speak, as if he’d been punched in the gut. Betrayal from one of his own kind was a bitter taste in his mouth. “You’d turn a fellow Badari over to them?”
“Not only am I in communication with them, my pack is in good standing. In fact, I’ve sent five of my best soldiers off planet on a Khagrish combat mission, to help them convince the Chimmer customer there are no problems with the program here.” Briator played to the crowd now. “And, in recognition of my assistance, I’m receiving five human women to use as organic breeders, so the Tzibir line continues even without the lab.”
“You can’t do that,” Gemma said, yelling to be heard over the cheer a few of the men raised at his words. “Human women have rights, we’re not a—a baby making resource for you and your men to subjugate and use as you please. We’re sentients the same as you are. Equals.”
“Better to be with us, highly cosseted and appreciated, than to die in the Khagrish labs as the subject of their experiments.” Briator shrugged. “I’ll name one of you as my equal when you can defeat me in combat. When you can defeat one of my soldiers in battle. Even my cubs could easily destroy a human.” He forced her to splay her fingers for him then dropped her hand with contempt. “No fangs, no claws. Weak.”
“The choices you list aren’t the only possibilities we have, or you have. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. You’re showing yourself to be no better than the animals the Khagrish say you are.” Gemma hurled the worst insult a Badari could hear at the Alpha’s head.
“You’re wrong, Briator, and you should listen to her,” Camron said, in the grip of his killing rage. “All of you need to heed her words.”
“Enough of this endless talk. The debate is finished, and I am not going to go through the farce of a dominance challenge with you tonight. I’ll send the message of your capture to my contact and have you picked up in the morning. Take him away.” Dragging Gemma, Briator headed toward the cliff residences, despite her screaming at him and flailing with her fists, making no impression on him even as she landed blows on his body.
Desperate, Camron lunged after them and dragged his guards a few feet before they got him under control. One knocked him in the head with a club and he collapsed under the pile of Tzibir and lost consciousness.
 
Briator finally picked Gemma up and carried her over his shoulder to his destination inside the cliff dwelling, because she struggled so much. He held her virtually immobile as he ascended a ramp and entered the cooler environs. She was fighting tears, worried for Camron and for herself, yet determined to do whatever was in her power to fight this Alpha.
He deposited her in a chair and tied her down, slapping her hard across the face when she resisted. “Feisty, aren’t you?” he said, stepping back. “The soldier may like a woman who resists but I don’t, so the sooner you learn to comply, the better for you. I will beat this foolish impertinence out of you.”
She spat at him and was slapped again for her troubles.
“I need to call this in to Dr. Gahzhing,” he said. “And somehow I doubt you’ll be quiet.” Going to the other room, he returned with a piece of cloth and gagged her.
Exhausted, in pain, fighting flashbacks to her experience on Taranado Three, Gemma listened to the com call between Briator and the Khagrish. During the protracted negotiations  Tratus entered the room where Gemma sat. He tilted his head, listening to his Alpha’s conversation then squatted next to her chair. He eyed her battered face and shook his head before laying a hand on her arm and squeezing gently.
“Your mate will be fine,” he said, voice low.
Startled, Gemma flinched away.
Briator concluded the call and swaggered into the room. “Is the damn soldier squared away?”
“Tied like a suckling faleker fawn to the pole in the punishment hut,” Tratus said, rising to his feet smoothly. “You had to get rough with this one?”
Briator crossed to a table pushed against the far wall and poured himself a glass of what smelled to Gemma like an alcoholic feelgood. He raised the tumbler in her direction in a mock toast and drank the contents in one swallow. Going to pour himself another, the Alpha said, “She’ll learn to be obedient soon enough. Her so-called mate is worth his weight in gold to us. Gahzhing is adding ten more human women to the total. Apparently, his new planetary security chief is avid to get his hands on 820, as they name him. No fuss over this female, no questions when I said we hadn’t seen her.”
Tratus kept his tone respectful. “Won’t the soldier tell the Khagrish we lied?”
Briator shook his head. “Doubtful. He goes to his death, and if he cares about her as much as he says he does, he’ll keep his mouth shut to save her from the same fate.”
Gemma blinked hard to stop the tears. The callous Alpha was right. Camron would sacrifice himself for her.
Tratus yanked at the neck of her tee shirt and ripped it slightly, to expose her mate mark. “I’m surprised you want this female at all.”
Brow furrowed, Briator regarded him with an air of disbelief. “Were you out in the sun too long? Not want a woman? I intend my offspring to inherit pack leadership.”
Releasing his grip on her so hard the chair rocked, Tratus stepped away and helped himself to a piece of fruit from a bowl on the table. Peeling it with sturdy brown claws he deployed from his fingertips, he said, “I’m not saying you shouldn’t have a woman of your own, Alpha. I’m saying why this one? Why take on the leavings of another Badari?” He took a bite and juice trickled from his chin. As he brushed the droplets away with one hand, he added, “Keep her, of course, another female is always a good thing on the pack balance sheet, but for yourself, wait and pick the best of the fifteen women you’ve negotiated so hard for, one way and another. You deserve the finest, as our leader.”
“True, this one doesn’t appeal to me or my cock.” Briator approached the chair and ran his claws through Gemma’s tangled hair as she tried to avoid him. He sipped from his glass. “I enjoyed making the soldier wild with jealousy. The cats are so easily manipulated.”
His third drink or maybe even the fourth. Gemma smelled the fumes of the human feelgood, an expensive blend from an Inner Sectors world. Probably looted from a ship the pirates captured and brought here along with the human captives. Would a drunken Alpha be easier to escape? She wondered what game Tratus was playing right now. Does he want me for himself? She detected no sign of desire or lust from Tratus. But then why is he trying so hard to talk Briator into leaving me alone?
“Exactly.” Tratus spit out seeds. “In fact, you could use this one as a reward for someone else, someone who doesn’t stand high in your favor—”
“Thereby insulting him, but leaving him no way to protest because he’d have a female.” Briator threw back his head and guffawed. “I like the way you think. And I know just the person to so ‘honor’. Forcing him to accept a female wearing another man’s mate mark would be an exquisite jest.” Stumbling, he made his way to a couch-like piece of furniture and sat down heavily, spilling some of his drink. “All good points. Untie her and take her out of my sight then, but make sure she has no chance to escape or to harm herself.”
Fist to heart, Tratus saluted. “I admire your decision making, Alpha.” He slashed through Gemma’s bonds but left the gag, dragging her from the chair and toward the door.
Her best choice was to go with him and offer no resistance. She took a deep breath as she left the Alpha’s quarters behind and made her way through the hallways, escorted by the Tzibir. Tratus took her outside the residence, past staring Tzibir and to a hut standing in a cluster of three beside an expansive garden. He dragged her inside and bound her hands behind her back before tethering her by the ankle to a stake in the ground. Then he removed the gag and frowned as he saw the bruises on her face. He reached as if to touch her and Gemma retreated, glaring at him.
“I’ll send the healer later,” he said, “Along with your dinner.”
“Why are you being so considerate to me now? Is it because you know what your Alpha is doing to Camron and me is wrong?” Gemma hoped she might have hit the sore spot with her rapid-fire question from the way Tratus reacted, but he quickly schooled his features into a blank mask.
“I’m merely making sure a pack asset is being treated properly,” he said.
She thought he might say something else, but the enforcer left the hut and she heard him throw the lock shut. Gemma leaned on the wall, realizing he hadn’t tied her wrists tightly. The hut was dimly lit, shafts of sun coming through gaps in the walls, and a bit stuffy. Her head hurt where she’d been beaten, and she leaned carefully against the wall. Now she allowed herself the luxury of tears although she couldn’t wipe her face or blow her nose. She worried what was happening to Camron.
He was willing to fight Briator to the death to save me. The knowledge was scary and yet heartwarming at the same time. The golden circle of her mate mark glowed in the gloom of the hut and the pulse of the mate bond beat in time with her heart. Gemma worked on getting her hands free, but even though the ropes weren’t tight enough to affect her circulation, the knots were complicated. She wracked her brain for what she should do if she got loose. Where was she being held in relation to Camron? Could she somehow follow the mate bond and find him?
It would have to be tonight because tomorrow he’d be out of her reach, in the hands of Parryfilmunn.
Panic threatened to overwhelm her, as memories of her past captivity rose to the surface. She focused on her breathing and clung tight to sensation of the mate bond. Now was not the time to lose herself in vertigo and lightheadedness. She needed to think, to plan 
She heard footsteps outside the hut and allowed her shoulders to slump, as if she was defeated. Blinking as the door opened, she saw a Tzibir man and boy of about ten entering. The latter had a tray with full dishes and a container she hoped held water or nutrient drink. As the door closed behind them, she caught a glimpse of an armed guard stationed outside.
The man frowned,  surveying the interior of the hut. “Barbaric. I apologize for the way you’ve been treated, Camron’s mate.”
“My name is Gemma,” she said with acid in her tone.
“And I’m Anaby, the pack healer. My companion is Stebb.” He unslung a battered black leather satchel from his shoulder and set it on the floor, rummaging through the contents and coming up with a hand lamp, which he lit and placed in the middle of the hut. “Much better for you now, yes?” He glanced at the boy. “You can put the tray down—I’ll need to do the healing before she can eat.” He smiled at Gemma. “If you’ll allow me to proceed.”
“My cheekbone is broken,” she said. “Your precious Alpha doesn’t subscribe to the Badari code, I see, as far as protecting those not as physically strong as he is.”
Anaby sat beside her and touched her face gently with his long fingers. “We’re not here to pass judgment on the Alpha.”
She closed her eyes. As careful as the healer was being, there was considerable pain radiating from her left cheek, and the area was swollen. Bitter words clogged her tongue, about the way she and Camron had been treated, about the horrible plans for more human women to be mistreated in the not too distant future. Right now, she didn’t have the energy to fight. Tingling ran through her entire skull and a bright green glow penetrated behind her closed eyelids. “What are you doing?”
“The Great Mother gives me a portion of her blessed magic,” he said in a soothing voice. “Which I am to use for healing others. There’s an odd resistance in you—”
“Sorry to be a bad patient,” she said. “I do feel better since you started doing…whatever this therapy is.”
“I’m not done. I think perhaps the Badari gift is challenged by your human physiology.” Anaby persisted for a few more minutes, beginning to chant under his breath. 
Gemma found it hard to keep from slipping into sleep because the song was hypnotic.
“Don’t fight me,” Anaby said. “Stebb and I will keep watch over you if you nap, and no harm will come to you. No further harm.”
Gemma stopped resisting the wave of exhaustion overcoming her and allowed herself to drift into sleep.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
When she awoke, the two Tzibir were seated cross-legged against the closest wall, chatting about an upcoming hunt for antelope from the sound of the discussion, and her cheek was smooth and pain free. Awkwardly, she tried to sit in a more upright position and the healer came to assist her. “You slept deeply for over an hour. Any dreams?”
“No.” She shook her head gingerly, afraid to trigger the pain which was currently absent. “Should I have?”
“I hoped perhaps the goddess might speak to you.” Despite his disappointed tone of voice, his face was rather appealing, friendly and open, although his eyes had a reptilian shape and appearance. “But I succumbed to my own vanity, wishing for a sign from her. Your mark is proof enough the ancestral memory speaks truth regarding mates. A blessing to behold, sufficient miracle for one day.”
Stebb was retrieving the tray of food and drink. “We’re to feed you.”
The idea was repugnant and stirred up memories of her early captivity on Taranado Three. Pulse ratcheting into high gear, she gasped. “Oh, please, can you untie my hands and let me feed myself? I’m not a child. I’ll give you my word not to try to escape.”
“You couldn’t defeat the two of us,” Stebb said as if pronouncing an unquestionable truth. “But I think your request is reasonable.”
Too late, she remembered Tratus had left her bonds loose, and she bit her lip. With annoying ease Anaby undid the knots which had been defeating her and she rubbed her wrists gratefully. The bonds hadn’t been overly tight, but the rope was abrasive to her skin. 
Stebb set the tray next to her, and she found a plate of crunchy vegetables in sauce, a piece of bread slathered with pink jam, one of the ration bars already unwrapped and a mug of nutrient drink. Being untied made her hopeful, although her ankle was still tethered to the stake. There were no utensils, so she ate rapidly if messily and drank the entire contents of the mug.
“I apologize, but the Alpha ordered you to be restrained,” the healer said as she finished the last crumbs of the bread. He redid the ropes on her wrists swiftly and Gemma was amazed to find he left them even looser than Tratus had done originally. When she stared at him, he held a finger to his lips.
Stebb collected the tray. “Do you know a Badari named Yonn?” he asked as he stacked the dishes.
“No, I’m sorry, I don’t. I haven’t actually been to…the place where Camron’s pack lives. We met at a Khagrish lab and we were on our way to his home, as Camron tried to tell your Alpha earlier.”
“Yonn is alpha-born and my friend. He and I swore an oath of allies, a blood oath,” Stebb said. “When you do meet him, tell him I’m honoring my oath.”
“I’m not likely to—”
To her complete astonishment the boy dropped a knife from his own belt into the straw covering the floor and kicked some of the coarse fibers over the blade. At the moment, she wouldn’t be able to reach the weapon but if she could get her hands free, the situation would change in her favor.
“You won’t be disturbed again tonight,” Anaby said as he prepared to leave the hut. He’d watched Stebb’s byplay with the knife and said nothing. “I may be allowed to treat you again in the morning.”
“But there’ll be a guard all night,” Stebb added, tilting his head meaningfully at the door.
“Wait! If you—either of you—sees my mate, tell him I love him, and I have faith in him,” she said, panicked at nearly missing an opportunity to send a message to Camron. “Please.”
Neither Tzibir replied. Anaby took the hand lamp with him and Gemma was left alone in the gathering dark, working on the ropes once more. She pondered the odd meeting and all the mixed messages she’d received. Was the knife for her to attempt an escape? To protect herself if Briator tried to assault her again? How much help would any of these Tzibir give her, or Camron? She wished she knew more about the Badari traditions but, even though she and Camron had spoken of many things during their time together on the trail, he’d never said much about the Tzibir.
 
The chains binding Camron to the pole in the prison hut were tight and unbreakable. He applied all the power in his enhanced muscles over and over in an attempt to loosen them even a fraction, to no avail. The restraints had been salvaged from a Khagrish lab, he surmised, and were more than equal to the task of holding a Badari helpless. From the sounds he overheard he estimated there were three guards on duty around the hut, but his anger burned white hot and, if only he could get free, he’d kill the trio of soldiers. He was sure. Sweat beading his brow and trickling down his chest, he paused in his efforts and focused on the mate bond. The warm glow was steady, but she’d been in pain and frightened earlier, which stoked his fury higher. At the moment she seemed calm, asleep perhaps.
If I survive this, I’ll get Aydarr to bring our pack here and clean house. These bastards defile the name Badari and the teachings of the Great Mother.
He leaned against the pole. Parryfilmunn wouldn’t make the same mistakes twice. Camron knew he was going to meet his fate tomorrow most likely, but he was determined to kill the Khagrish commander in the process. If only he could think of a way to save Gemma.
He heard a murmured exchange of words outside between the guard and someone. The door creaked open, admitting Tratus, followed by a Tzibir cub. The boy had the unmistakable air of an alpha-to-be and carried two nutrient bottles.
“How is Gemma?” Camron said immediately. “That bastard better not have touched her.”
Tratus made a shushing motion and spoke in a low voice. “Keep your voice down. I’ve done my best to convince Briator he doesn’t want her after all, and I sent the healer to tend to her earlier.”
Camron hadn’t known his anger could surge any higher, but this message was fuel to the flames. “Why did she need the healer? Badari healing doesn’t work well on humans.”
“The Alpha was a bit rough.” Tratus held up one hand. “He didn’t molest her, I give you my word.”
“I accompanied the healer and saw her myself, a little while ago,” Stebb said. “She’s basically fine.”
Camron checked the mate bond again, reassured to find Gemma in a calmer state as far as he could tell through their link.
“We’ve got no orders to feed you, but I’m taking the risk of giving you liquids. The Khagrish want you healthy tomorrow.” Tratus gestured toward the cub. “Allow Stebb to help you drink because I can’t risk undoing your chains. I know you’d attack us, and I wouldn’t blame you.”
Fearlessly, the younger Tzibir approached Camron and tipped the first bottle of nutrients to his lips. Deciding he needed as much strength as he could get, Camron complied with the request and drank steadily. The cub made no attempt to flood his throat and choke him so this wasn’t meant to be a torture session.
“Pay attention, because this is how it’s going to happen tomorrow,” Tratus said. “We’re going to march about five miles east to the rendezvous point. You’ll be with us—we have no antigrav litters here. I’ll do my best for you in terms of the force binders being loose but, I have to emphasize, your problem is the Khagrish, not us. Am I clear?”
Camron stared at him as Stebb retrieved the second bottle. He licked his lips. “No but feel free to continue.”
“The protocol is we’ll leave you tied securely at the landing site. The Khagrish arrive a short time later to retrieve you.”
“And Gemma?” Camron wasn’t sure what answer he hoped for when it came to his mate, but he needed all the facts he could get tonight.
Tratus shook his head. “Briator kept his word. He told the enemy we captured you alone, with no sign of any female. But she stays here with us.”
Surprised, Camron probed the arrangements. “So let me understand this—you won’t be waiting to make sure the Khagrish retrieve me?”
“No. The Alpha doesn’t trust this new security chief much. He trusts Dr. Gahzhing—”
“Never trust a Khagrish,” Camron said with grim emphasis.
Tratus shrugged. “I’m not going to argue with you. But the Alpha and Gahzhing have the agreements and, so far, the scientist has delivered on the promises. We’ll see if he sends the combat squad composed of our men home safely and if they come with the promised human women.”
“Your plans for the women are way out of line, you know,” Camron said.
“There’s no point in having the argument here and now. I don’t disagree, if you care to know the truth, but for now we have an Alpha and he’s decided.”
Camron found the way the enforcer phrased the situation intriguing. “For discussion’s sake, suppose I do manage to kill the Khagrish tomorrow and come back here to rescue my mate, which I assure you will be my next move, why shouldn’t I kill Briator in the process? Especially if he hurt Gemma.”
Tratus raised his eyes to the ceiling as if praying for patience and gave a heavy sigh.  Muscle in his clenched jaw twitching, he glared at Camron. “Admit you can’t. You aren’t highly enough ranked to take him on and kill him, except in an ambush or through trickery. No offense, but I doubt you could challenge your own Alpha and hope to win, although I can see what a solid senior soldier you are. And Briator is not your problem. I can’t emphasize the fact enough. Your job is to rescue your mate and get the hell out of here. I’m trying to help you here. We’ll have made sure Gemma is in a place you can easily retrieve her.”
“The next hut across the field actually,” Stebb said.
Camron wasn’t willing to let go of his hatred for the Tzibir Alpha. "Briator—”
“Will be drunk out of his mind and sleeping it off in his quarters.” The enforcer’s disgust radiated in his tone. “The Khagrish keep him well supplied with fucking human feelgoods and he’s addicted.”
Unable to accept what he was hearing, Camron narrowed his eyes and studied the other Badari closely. He detected no scent of a lie. “He actually indulges?”
Frowning as if in pain over his Alpha’s behavior, Tratus nodded. “The Khagrish gave him some as a reward, in the labs a while ago, just for him, not to be shared. It was another experiment on their part, of course. Turns out something in our physiology makes us highly susceptible to the stuff.”
“Aydarr won’t let anyone even sample the supply we have. He refuses to touch it either but some of the high ranking humans are allowed small quantities at major celebrations. For the most part, they can handle its effects and enjoy the stimulation without becoming a problem.” Camron wondered if his own Alpha had been exposed to the same type of experiment or had heard about what was done to Briator. Aydarr abstained from anything stronger than the Badari tea they all loved.
“Wise of him to ration the stuff. Tell him I said so. In the lab, the Khagrish controlled Briator’s stash, gave him just enough to keep him hooked but highly functional. Since we escaped, he goes on binges.” The last word was pronounced with disdain and Tratus clamped his lips together as if to prevent himself from saying more on the topic.
Reviewing what he’d been told, as well as the actions of this enforcer, Camron could only reach one conclusion, startling though it might be. Looking from one to the other of his enemies, he said, “You’re planning a coup, aren’t you? Is the other enforcer in on it too? But is this the Alpha you’re planning to set in his place? No offense, boy, but you’d never be able to take Briator, drunk or sober. I stand more chance of defeating him in hand to hand battle than you would.”
“The man we swore in secret to follow was sent on this combat mission,” Tratus said. “He’s the Alpha in the next generation, so a bit younger than Briator and older than Stebb here. He’ll be able to mount a successful dominance challenge.”
All kinds of problems with this scheme immediately occurred to Camron. “If he returns.”
Tratus rubbed his forehead wearily. “Again, not your problem if we can get you and your mate out of here. About two thirds of the pack is disgusted with Briator’s leadership. Many wished to align themselves with your Alpha and his mate from the beginning, especially since we owe our freedom to her. Many disapprove of this loathsome scheme to enslave human women to become breeders. Your arrival with a true marked mate, as the ancestral memory gives us to understand is the proper way to accept the gift from the goddess, was a blessing. The event gave power to the healer’s words uttered in secret. He insists Briator has strayed too far from what makes us worthy to be Badari. True to be Tzibir is to be other than Badari to some extent but our origins are the same. And some men are simply disgusted at what the Alpha has become, in the grip of the feelgood. The healer told me privately even a Badari immune system can’t repair the constant damage caused by this drink.” Tratus checked with the boy. “Are you done feeding him? Then we’d better go.”
Camron had more questions but held his tongue as Tratus and the young Alpha headed for the door of the hut. He didn’t care overmuch about the Tzibir pack’s politics and problems, although it was interesting the Tzibir apparently clung to some of the Badari pack law, including the concept an Alpha could only be removed through direct, one on one challenge, no matter the provocations.  None of the Tzibir concerns amounted to a pile of parraps berries next to his worries for Gemma.
The enforcer paused, hand on the door. “Your mate wanted us to tell you she has faith in you and she loves you.” Tratus stared at him across the hut, eyes blazing red. “You’re blessed to be mated, I hope you know. I envy you.”
“The blessing can happen for you as well someday, but not if the humans are mistreated,” Camron said. Reluctantly, he forced himself to add, “Thank you for relaying her words to me—they’re a comfort.”
 
The night was long, and the hut grew cold, but Camron wasn’t affected by the chill. He worried for Gemma and prayed to the goddess his mate had been given a blanket. He forced himself to drowse, gathering strength and will for whatever the day was going to bring. He didn’t plan to die at Parryfilmunn’s hands, so he had to embrace his soldier self and set aside the worried mate identity. 
Thinking over Tratus’s words about the arrangement for the handover, he tried to plan for various scenarios and how he could gain an advantage in the fight for his life and Gemma’s future. He took constant comfort from the warm glow of the mate bond in his heart and the knowledge he’d be fighting for her life too gave him strength. Gemma should live as a free woman, not to be forced into slavery under Briator’s rule. He shuddered to think what such a life would do to her, given her constant level of stress over her previous captivity on Taranado Three.
I will not let her down.
His current situation was unpleasant but nothing compared to tortures he’d endured at the hands of the Khagrish. There was an added element of emotional pain, however, to be suffering this treatment from fellow Badari.
The first pearly rays of dawn had barely begun penetrating the hut where he was chained before Tratus and a squad of Tzibir came to fetch him.
“I want to see my mate,” Camron said before the enforcer could utter a word. “I want to tell her I love her and say goodbye. Surely you owe me that much.”
Tratus avoided his eyes and shook his head. “Briator anticipated this request and said no. The woman isn’t yours any longer. She belongs to our pack.”
“She’ll be mine until the day we both die and beyond,” Camron said. “Where is your Alpha? Too good to come supervise the betrayal of a fellow Badari?”
He noticed several of the guards shifting uncomfortably and guessed these were among the men Tratus had mentioned were disaffected, but no one protested, much less came to his aid.
“You need to obey my instructions to the letter.” The enforcer brandished an inject. “We have a few doses of the compliance drug we stole from an abandoned lab and my orders are to use it on you if you give me any problems.”
Camron gaped, shocked anew to learn any Badari, even one in the Tzibir pack, could actually contemplate dosing another man with the hated concoction. Remembering their conversation of the night before, he stayed silent while the guards removed the chains. Tratus locked his wrists into force binders behind his back, cinching them so tight Camron winced and had a moment of serious doubt about placing any trust in the enforcer’s words, but by then it was too late. His ankles were shackled, and he was taken from the hut and along a path leading out of the settlement. He identified the hut he guessed Gemma was in and wished he could see her.
Tratus followed the direction of his gaze and shook his head. “Don’t ask me again. Yes, she’s there and, no, you can’t see her.”
The squad moved fast, forcing him to walk awkwardly in the leg chains to keep up, but Camron paid close attention to the route, since he’d have to retrace it alone if he succeeded in escaping Parryfilmunn. 
The trail veered off in a completely different direction than the way he and Gemma had been brought to the pack’s home the day before, and the terrain was monotonously the same and confusing. He was glad Tratus hadn’t drugged him not only because he remained in full control of himself but also because of the mental fog the drug could induce.
After about five miles as promised, the column left the worst of the canyons and emerged onto an arid plain. The wind blew hot and dust devils twirled in the distance. Not an inviting landscape. He and Gemma would have to be prudent and travel at night if they hiked across the plains on their way north. Ahead, Camron saw unmistakable signs of previous flyer landings. “How can you let the Khagrish get so close to your settlement? Aren’t you concerned they’ll attack? Try to recapture you?”
Tratus shrugged. “Mineral deposits in the hills keep their scanners from working properly, and we’re well camouflaged from above. So far the Khagrish haven’t shown any signs of disturbing our arrangement. They need us to help them fool the Chimmer into believing the situation on the planet is still manageable. I think Gahzhing has told the customer we’re now a closely monitored experiment living in the wild or some such bullshit. We show up when he needs us and he leaves us alone.”
But the enemy knows roughly where you are. The situation didn’t sound good to Camron, but it wasn’t his problem either. Two soldiers laid out tools and made quick work of anchoring a post into the bedrock. Pulse rifles aimed at his chest ensured Camron put up no resistance as he was led to the pillar. 
“The Khagrish’ll be here in an hour,” Tratus said as the soldiers packed their equipment and began an orderly withdrawal to the hills. He lingered beside Camron and made a show of examining the bonds to assess their security.
Camron remained stoic, gazing straight ahead as if resigned to his fate, while Tratus fussed with the force binders. He heard a pair of clicks at his wrist and ankles then the enforcer slipped a small blaster into the side pocket of his utilities.
“You can break out of the binders with one abrupt motion,” Tratus said in a soft voice. “I’ve dialed them to minimal. Choose your moment wisely and may the goddess bless you. I’ll do my best to protect your mate until you can come collect her. Good fortune, soldier.”
Angry over the entire situation and the Tzibir involvement, Camron was tempted to break free then, but there were five pulse rifles trained on him by the Tzibir squad and, as an enforcer, Tratus was nearly impossible for someone of such a lower rank as Camron was to overpower. In the world of the Badari, dominance and rank were established by physical strength and combat challenge, and Camron couldn’t take Tratus, any more than he could defeat Mateer, senior enforcer of his own pack. Besides, the Tzibir enforcer had done exactly what he said he would to assist Camron today, and the blaster in his pocket was a welcome advantage.
Better to deal with Parryfilmunn once and for all and then return to the village to rescue Gemma.
“Move out,” Tratus yelled and jogged to rejoin his team. Camron craned his neck to watch them retreat then directed his attention to preparing for the Khagrish to arrive.
When he heard the flyer in the distance, he severed the force binders and palmed the blaster, taking care to appear as if he was still shackled to the pole.
He had to slit his eyes when the flyer landed as it kicked up choking dust, but then he watched Parryfilmunn strut down the ramp, preceded by two guards with pulse rifles. Three more came behind and fanned out, taking sentry positions, followed more slowly by a man he guessed was the pilot, curious perhaps to watch the recapture of the fugitive. The pilot disappeared inside again but soon reappeared guiding an antigrav litter.
The Khagrish commander swaggered his way over the hard packed ground to stand in front of Camron and do a little gloating. He backhanded Camron savagely across the face and Camron had to exercise all the discipline he possessed not to step away from the pole and retaliate. He pretended to slump because now was not the moment to make his break for freedom and revenge, not yet. The guards were too far away. Camron’s split lip bled but it was a minor inconvenience and would heal quickly.
Parryfilmunn exuded glee as he paced, watching Camron, who he wrongly assumed was at his mercy. “You’ve led me quite the chase, 820. Almost had you and the female at the old mountain lab, missed you by a few hours evidently, but your fellow Badari in these hills had no problem selling you out for the right price. Too bad about the female, but she was only interesting to me in connection with you. It’s your head I want as the trophy. I could put any human female on my trophy display.”
Camron remained silent. He wasn’t going to waste words on the enemy.
“Nothing to say? This hasn’t been exactly the hunt I had in mind.” Parryfilmunn leaned closer. “Don’t harbor any dreams of repeating your escape. When we get to the lab, I’m trapping you in a fenced off section of the Preserve, shooting you promptly in a carefully staged location and splicing together all the vid footage into an epic hunt. No one back home will be the wiser. You’re not going to tell anyone the truth.”
Guffawing at his own cleverness, the commander stepped away, gesturing to the closest guards. “Get him off that primitive set up and onto the antigrav litter. Stun him if you have to. We’ve wasted enough time here.”
Camron took care not to betray his readiness to do battle by so much as an indrawn breath. The two guards slung their rifles and came to the post as Parryfilmunn watched, tapping his toe on the dirt, hands clasped behind his back.
In the blink of an eye, Camron slashed the nearest guard open from chin to crotch, grabbed the second man and slit his throat, holding the lifeless corpse across his body with one arm to block a shot from the only sentry who’d been paying attention. Returning fire with his own weapon, he knocked the guard off his feet with a scorched hole in his midsection. Dropping the dead man he was using for a shield, Camron fired off two more shots in rapid succession, killing the remaining guards as they belatedly spun to face him and tried to take aim. The pilot was stumbling in his frightened attempt to re-enter the flyer, but he fell over the antigrav litter and Camron blasted him as well.
He pivoted to face Parryfilmunn, who stood as if frozen but took one horrified look at Camron, covered in blood, fangs and talons extended, stalking him, and ran toward the flyer.
As Camron gave chase, the commander struggled to draw his own blaster but, before he was able to do so, Camron tackled him from behind, bringing them both to the dirt with a thump. Camron knocked the blaster out of the Khagrishi’s hand and drew back. “The odds are even now so I think we should settle this business of who’s hunting who like men, don’t you?”
He allowed the enemy to get to his feet, cutting between Parryfilmunn and the flyer. Camron stood shaking his head. “No escape for you today. Will you face your death like a man and fight?”
Parryfilmunn took a deep breath and settled into a fighting stance. “I may surprise you, 820.”
“I doubt it.” They circled each other, Camron taking care his opponent couldn’t get near enough to any of the dead soldiers to go for a weapon.
The Khagrish feinted a blow but Camron refused to be drawn so Parryfilmunn closed, holding a knife he’d pulled from his belt. The Khagrishi slashed at him, opening a long cut on Camron's arm before dancing away to what he evidently and wrongly judged to be a safe distance. Grinning, Camron bounded forward and raked his full set of claws across the man’s chest, easily tearing open the uniform and the flesh, to the bone. “Your kind created my brothers and me to be deadly, merciless, and fast. You can testify to the experiment’s success when you arrive in hell.”
Staggered by his wound, Parryfilmunn lunged again, making a dying effort to stab Camron in the heart.
Rather than lower himself by toying with an unworthy, weaker being, even though Parryfilmunn was one of his hated enemies, Camron took pity on the man and ended the fight cleanly with a blow nearly severing the commander’s head from his neck. He watched the Khagrish fall and lie unmoving in the dust then surveyed the entire scene with satisfaction. The scientists and their helpers had always been deathly afraid of what would happen if the Badari ever broke free. He congratulated himself on making their worst nightmares come true today.
He had no time to linger and savor the victory, however. He had a mate to rescue. Camron sprinted to the flyer, pausing to grab several of the abandoned weapons, and ran up the ramp, kicking the pilot’s corpse aside and shoving the antigrav litter out of the way. Camron was prepared to fight if anyone else remained inside, but the craft was empty. Rapidly, he sealed the portal and made his way to the cockpit. He’d had training as a pilot in simulators at the lab, but the Khagrish never trusted him to fly, even under guard, so today was going to be his belated final exam on the skills learned. To his relief, the controls resembled the instrumentation he’d learned on, except for an odd console bolted like an afterthought into the starboard bulkhead. He guessed it must be the new ultra-scanner.
“Aydarr’ll be glad to get his hands on one of these.” I bet Kierce’s mate Elianna can figure out what makes it tick and how to defeat the tech, once she takes it all apart. So no other Badari could be captured the way he had been. Sitting in the pilot’s seat, he was briefly tempted to try calling the sanctuary valley on the com but, even if he managed to connect, it would take hours for his own pack to arrive, and he wanted to snatch Gemma out of Briator’s claws and be on his way home. Breathing a prayer of thanks to the goddess, Camron activated the controls and the flyer lifted into the sky. He hoped he could find a good landing spot not too far away from the cliff dwellings.
As he circled the landing field once, he had a twinge of regret  over leaving the scene for the Tzibir to clean up, but the thought was gone in a flash. After all, the Tzibir caused the whole problem by taking him and his mate prisoner in the first place then calling in the Khagrish. Served them right to have a mess on their hands.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Gemma dozed fitfully during the night under a blanket the guard tossed to her as the sun set, waking when the guards changed shift and their voices disturbed her, and once when a pair of rodents ran through the hut and over her ankle on their way out. She screamed, causing the guard to poke his head in the doorway and check on her.
She found herself falling into the self-protectively tough shell she’d adopted when held as a captive on Taranado Three, once she was sure the local warlord there wasn’t going to kill her. He and his men had held a grudging respect for her, although it hadn’t gained her freedom or better treatment. 
 “I’m fine, dealing with a few vermin in this lovely accommodation your Alpha provided for me,” she said with heavy sarcasm. “This is not how to win mates and influence women in your favor.”
The guard gaped at her before slamming the door shut again.
With a laugh, since she was now wide awake, she worked by touch on the knots at her wrists again and eventually managed to get one hand free as dawn crept through the gaps in the hut’s construction. No one brought her any breakfast; much less news of Camron, so she kept tugging at the ropes awkwardly and finally had both hands loose. Next, she made a few attempts to reach the knife Stebb had concealed in the straw and, by stretching as far as she could, she got her fingertips on the hilt.
Stifling her cry of victory and glancing anxiously at the door, she scooted back to the place she’d been occupying and hid the knife. After waiting a few minutes and not being disturbed, she slashed at the rope on her ankle. With relief, she cut the strands then was able to get herself completely free. 
From the position of the sun coming through the poorly constructed walls, she judged it was now midmorning. Engrossed in her struggle to get free, she’d lost track of the time. Camron must have been taken to meet the Khagrish hours ago. She sent a prayer to the Badari goddess to help him and checked the mate bond, glowing in her mind. It seemed stable, not as if her mate was under any stress or in danger and she was briefly comforted. But he’s probably good at masking what he’s thinking, especially if he doesn’t want me to worry.
      She flicked a few tears from her cheeks and shook herself. Her task was to get out of this damn hut, although she had no idea how she was going to evade the guard. Lure him inside and take him by surprise? Right, because I can overpower a full grown Tzibir. She wondered if Tratus or Anaby would play along and help her more overtly than they had already.
“Is our guest behaving herself?”
Briator’s booming voice startled her, coming from right outside the hut, as he spoke to the guard, whose answer was too quiet to hear. Gemma examined the knife, remembering how big and overpowering the Tzibir Alpha was. She decided to hope for the best and pretend she was still tied up. Hastily, she hid the knife in the straw behind her, extended her leg toward the stake in the ground as if the rope was in place, shoving straw over the severed strands, and clasped her hands over her wrists behind her.
Maybe he came to gloat and will leave once he’s had his fun.
She might have to wait until the evening to make her escape attempt, even though impatience was grinding on her nerves. Could she sneak out the opposite side of the hut in the dark? She’d need to test the boards, see if she could crawl under or push any aside. The guards might underestimate her, since she was a human. She’d made more than one escape attempt while she was a prisoner on Taranado Three, even though each time she was recaptured and punished.
The door opened and Briator walked into the hut on a wave of feelgood fumes. He staggered ever so slightly and stood, hands on his hips, staring down at her.
Is he actually drunk in the middle of the morning? Gemma bit her lip and stayed silent.
“I’ve been a bit hasty in deciding not to take you for mine,” he said, advancing on her. “Maybe I’ll keep you and another female more to my liking as my own. Or give you to the male I had in mind. Either way, I see no reason to deny myself the experience of bedding you now.”
“I’m not yours to take or give away—I belong to myself.” She grabbed the knife and sprang to her feet, going for his gut since he was so much taller than she was.  It was her best target given their mismatch in size and she hoped she could incapacitate him if she hit a vital organ.
Even drunk, Briator had the Badari speed and he deflected her blow. She managed to hang onto the knife as he grabbed her with his other hand and pulled her close. Screaming curses, Gemma slashed his face with the blade, opening a long gash in his cheek before he wrested the knife from her hand. Desperate, she kneed him hard in the groin and had the satisfaction of seeing him double over in pain. She searched frantically in the straw for the knife and exhaled in relief as she touched the hilt. She dodged Briator’s rush toward her stabbed at his armpit, hoping to sever an artery, but he warded off her attack and only suffered a deep cut along the bicep.
The Alpha caught her in a bear hug and tried to strangle her with one huge hand, lifting her off the floor onto her tiptoes in the process. Unable to breathe, she kicked and punched.
All of the sudden his eyes widened, he relaxed his hand and as she fell to the straw, he toppled over as well.
Unbelievably, Camron stood there, stunner in hand. He crossed the distance between them to scoop her into his arms, calling her name, checking her for wounds. Gemma clung to him, trying to catch her breath, trying not to cry. Being in his arms again, both of them safe, was a feeling of pure joy.
Gently, Camron caressed her cheek with a gentle touch and focused on the bruises Briator had inflicted. “It’s healing, I swear,” she said. “The Tzibir healer spent some time here with me.”
“You shouldn’t have had to suffer like this at the hands of Badari, even lowlife Tzibir.” Camron’s voice was low and vibrated with anger.
“How are you here?” she said while wheezing. “How did you escape?”
“Long story. We need to go—”
The door creaked open again and Tratus, Anaby and Stebb entered the hut. The healer went immediately to the fallen Alpha, examining the wounds, which were already healing.
“My mate struck in self-defense,” Camron said urgently, holding Gemma tight.
“So witnessed.” Tratus’s acknowledgment was swift.
“So witnessed,” Anaby said in echo. “He’ll live, superficial wounds only, and of course he’s under the influence of the damn feelgood, as we suspected.”
“Gemma was giving a good account of herself, but the bastard was trying to strangle her. I stunned him.” Camron flashed the weapon but hung onto it. “I should have killed him.”
“When I found out he wasn’t in his quarters I suspected the worst, gathered reinforcements and came to do what we could to help you,” Tratus said to Gemma. “We need to get him into his bed before he wakens. He may not even remember this incident if the wounds are healed by the time he rouses. He’s had blackouts a few times after drinking to excess.”
“Help me get him to his feet,” Anaby said.
The enforcer joined the healer and together the two men were able to haul the Alpha upright, although his head lolled to the side and he was clearly unconscious.
“Don’t waste time here—you need to get going,” Tratus said, looking at Camron and Gemma. “You stole the flyer?”
“Of course.” Gemma could have sworn Camron puffed his chest out a bit over his accomplishment. “Sorry I left you a problem to at the landing field. A few corpses to make disappear.” He lowered his head to meet Gemma’s gaze. “Parryfilmunn has conducted his last hunt. The Khagrish need a new commander of planetary security now.”
“Good.” Relief flooded her, and she leaned on him. 
“I made sure the morning guards are all sympathetic, shall we say, but you’ve got no time to spare,” Tratus said. “Your tender reunion is going to have to wait for later. The guard here at the hut will have a tale of being confronted by Camron and stunned, after which he rescued you and you both escaped. Stebb will accompany you out of the encampment to make sure you make it unchallenged, but you must be gone before Briator regains his senses.”
“But he’s a boy,” Gemma said, not willing to allow such a young Badari to take a risk on her behalf.
“He’s an alpha-born,” Tratus said while Stebb nodded. “No one will ask where he is taking you and he can tell Briator if needed that Camron held a weapon on him.” He stuck his hand out. “I’m glad you made it out of the encounter with the Khagrish.”
“With your help.” Camron deployed one talon and slashed his own palm, then extended the bleeding hand to Tratus. “Oath of alliance between us.”
The Tzibir enforcer stared at Camron then at his hand for a moment before slashing his own palm with one of his shorter, thicker nails and then two men shook, their blood running together. “Allies. Now go, quickly.”
Briator moaned and his eyelids fluttered as if to punctuate the urgency of escaping before he awoke. 
“If the Khagrish send you human women after all this, please do what you can to have the pack treat them better than I was treated,” Gemma said, touching Tratus’s arm lightly. “I’m grateful for your efforts but it was far from enough.”
“I’ll do what I can within pack law, as set by the Alpha.” The enforcer refused to meet her eyes
Camron took Gemma by the hand and led her out of the hut, walking past the guard who ignored them as if they were invisible. She wondered if Tratus would subject the man to a stun blast to make his story more real. Stebb ran to catch up and jogged beside Camron, indicating which way to go to leave the settlement. Fortunately, the huts used to hold prisoners were on the edge of the fields and seemed to have been originally for agricultural storage purposes. “I assume you landed the flyer on the high plateau?”
“Correct. Close enough to make a quick trip to extract my mate from your leader’s clutches and get away fast.” Camron grinned.
Once they were high on a track winding out of the valley where the cliff dwellings were located, the young Alpha stopped. “I go no further—you’re on your own now. May the goddess grant we meet again under better circumstances.”
“Thank you for your help,” Gemma said as Camron kept her moving. “I’d have been in deep trouble this morning without your knife.”
Stebb only nodded and turned away, heading along the path at a fast pace.
“Will he be in trouble? Will Briator punish Tratus and Anaby for helping us? Should we have asked Stebb or the others to come with us?” The oversight bothered Gemma because, while she had all the confidence in the world in her mate, she had to acknowledge they wouldn’t be free and reunited without the Tzibir assistance.
“No one knows Tratus helped me, and as for you, I’m sure the three of them and the guard did what they could explain or conceal. The human feelgood is taking a terrible toll on their current Alpha. It might even explain some of his actions towards us,” Camron said.
“If Briator is such a bad leader, why didn’t Tratus and others kill him when they had the chance?”
Shaking his head, Camron frowned. “We’re pack animals and we have ironclad pack law. An Alpha can only be killed by another who is alpha or proves his worthiness in the death duel, with direct challenge given and accepted, witnessed by pack members in good standing.”
“So it’s their honor preventing them from deposing a dishonorable leader? Not so sure I’d make the same decision. At the very least couldn’t Tratus take over temporarily and imprison Briator?”
“It’s not our way and the pack probably wouldn’t support such actions.”  Brow furrowed, Camron glanced at her. “Does this distress you? Our Alpha is honorable. I’d follow him anywhere without questions or doubts.”
“I’m just trying to understand the world I’ve entered,” she said. “Not casting aspersions on the man you follow. I’ve seen for myself what a high standard you hold yourself to, so I believe you’d demand the same or more from your leader.”
 “Fair enough. It’s not much further now—can you make it?”
“I’ll make it. I’m tough.” She wasn’t about to be defeated.
He laughed and the carefree sound soothed her nerves. “Indeed you are. The goddess blessed me when you agreed to be my mate.”
As she reached the top of the steep ascent and prepared to go the last few steps to the plateau above, Gemma leaned over to catch her breath and looked at the Tzibir settlement in the valley below. “I hate to think of other women being subjected to what I endured here, or much worse.”
Camron took her elbow to urge her gently onward. “We can’t do anything about the situation right now. I believe Tratus when he says he’ll try to stand between the women and harm. If you’d been plucked from the lab’s cell and brought here, without ever meeting me, how would you have reacted?”
“Depends on how the Tzibir treated me. If I was allowed to be a member of the settlement and to choose for myself whether to accept a man’s advances or remain alone, it would be better than dying in a Khagrish experiment. If Briator intends to keep a harem and dole out other women like favors, then I’d try to kill him and escape.” She gestured at the desolate cliffs and scrub brush and frowned. “Although escape to where is a good question.”
“I’ve solved the problem for us, by hijacking Parryfilmunn’s flyer.” Obviously pleased with himself, Camron raised his eyebrows and his eyes glowed amber. Cresting a small rise on the path brought the craft into view. “My Alpha will do what he can to help any humans brought here, but the politics are tricky. The best hope overall probably lies in this man Tratus has allegiance to, the would-be Alpha who was sent on the combat mission.”
“Do you know him?”
Camron shook his head. “Our packs were rivals for survival and didn’t mix much. In the labs, although we were also rivals, the pack with canine DNA and our felinoid group spent more time together, in competition in all ways but with a certain camaraderie. The relationship of the two packs carried over into the sanctuary valley. The canine Alpha, Jamokan, pledged a blood oath to Jill, my Alpha’s mate and therefore to Aydarr. We all work together smoothly and one of them, Darik, has a human mate.”
“Stebb told me he had an oath of alliance with someone named Yonn,” she said.
“He’s an alpha-to-be, in Generation 10, a worthy individual.” Camron laughed. “There’s so much to tell you about the pack and the valley and life there that I can’t wait to share. I’m eager for my packmates to meet you.” When they reached the flyer, Camron opened the portal and escorted her inside. “Sit with me in the cockpit?”
“Of course.” She waved a hand at the empty seats. “I’m not going to sit here like some spoiled Socialite. I don’t want to be even this far away from you ever again.”
Walking all the way forward, Gemma slid into the co-pilot’s chair while Camron took the controls from his place in the other seat and prepared to lift off. She repressed a shiver as she remembered the last flyer they’d been in together. Yunnivannx had been in the co-pilot’s seat on the ill-fated trip and Camron had had to kill her after the crash. No time for bad memories.
The flyer rose into the sky with a jerk. As she gasped and locked her hands on the arms of her seat, Camron gave her a grin. “This is only my second takeoff outside of the simulator.”
“Seems fine to me. A bump or two here and there is nothing.” She was giddy with joy at finally being free of Khagrish pursuit and Tzibir imprisonment. “How long till we reach your valley?”
“A few hours. Obviously I can’t fly straight there – we have protocols for how to approach the valley and how to request permission to land.” Camron pushed the seat back. “I’ve engaged the auto pilot for now, but I intend to remain right here and keep an eye on things. No telling if the Khagrish will send someone out to search for Parryfilmunn when he fails to report in. I might have to do some fancy evasive maneuvers but the sky is empty for now.” He held out his arms to her.
Gemma slipped from her seat and took the two steps to his, sitting on his lap and holding tight as he hugged her.
Camron tilted her face to his with one hand and they kissed, gently at first and then more urgently. Gemma licked his lips and the response from her mate was instant, as he allowed her entry and plundered her mouth in turn. She didn’t know if she could ever let him go, her need to be close to him and sheltered by him was so powerful.
“Tratus gave me your message,” Camron said as she cuddled with him after the kiss ended. “I hope I lived up to your belief in me.”
“Absolutely. I knew you’d never leave me, not while there was any strength in your body.” She kissed his cheek as he checked on a beeping instrument and silenced the alarm. “I never had any doubt. I’ve chosen my mate wisely. I love you very much, you know.”
He tapped his chest over the heart and smiled. “I know. The mate bond tells me so with every beat of my heart. And I love you more than life itself.”
“Your goddess blessed us.”
“The Great Mother knows what she’s doing all right.” Now he frowned and touched her cheek carefully. “How badly did Briator hurt you?”
“He broke my cheekbone,” she said. “But Anaby healed me. He had some trouble doing the magic, or so he said, but he was persistent and I was grateful.”
Camron took a deep breath and closed his eyes, which had gone hot and glowing at the news of the injury she’d sustained. “I should have killed Briator when I had the chance, in the hut.”
“I understand why you didn’t. You couldn’t, could you? Not in cold blood.” She admired the Badari code of ethics and was secretly glad her mate was such a principled person.
He opened his eyes again, retracted his talons and nodded. “We Badari have a strict code of conduct for ourselves, whether the Tzibir follow it any longer or not.” Forehead wrinkled in a frown, he opened his mouth to say something else then hesitated.
“What is it?” She smoothed his hair away from his forehead and hugged him. “You can say anything you need to, to me.”
“Do you regret your choice, knowing I’m only a soldier, not an enforcer or an Alpha? I swear I could have killed Briator the first time we met, had he accepted combat challenge from me, because I’d have been fighting for you, which gave me strength beyond my normal state.”
Framing his face with her hands, she stared into his eyes, warmed by their fire and a little dazzled too. “You are exactly the man I need and the man I love. What’s between the two of us is what matters, not your rank in the pack or whether you can pin somebody in a wrestling match or however your pack determines rank. Okay?”
“Soothing words, a balm to my heart.” He kissed her again, slowly and with passion. “I wish we dared to leave the flyer on autopilot untended for a while. The seats in some of the rows fold into one and we could—”
“Not that I’m not willing and eager, but the last time I was in a flyer the ride ended badly, if you’ll recall.” She rubbed noses with him. “I can wait until this pack of yours assigns us a place with a bed. Even if it is a cave.” A memory stirred in the back of her mind and Gemma asked, “Why did you say the people in the valley would be so happy to have another doctor? Are there so many injuries and illnesses?”
“The doctor we have is pregnant with the first Badari-human child,” he said, taking her by surprise. “We have no other medical personnel with any knowledge of babies, other than one nurse but as I understand matters, he’s more of a trauma specialist. Of course the Badari healers not only have no experience with childbirth, their powers are reluctant to work on humans. Are you experienced with delivering babies?”
Gemma laughed, flashing back to good memories of her past this time. “The NGO I used to work for placed a high priority on maternal and infant health issues. I’ve delivered literally thousands of babies in my career. I can’t wait to meet your pregnant doctor.”
“Her name is Megan Garrison and she’s the mate to Mateer, the senior enforcer,” Camron said.
“I think I’ve actually heard of her. I read a few papers she wrote, on trauma issues. When’s the baby due?”
“No one has given a date, not in my hearing anyway.” 
Gemma liked the way the tips of Camron’s ears reddened, as if he was mildly embarrassed by this discussion of another couple’s baby. “Never mind, I’ll figure it all out.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Two weeks later…
 
“You’re a difficult patient, Dr. Garrison,” Gemma said with mock severity. “I tell you to get more rest and what do you do? You pull an extra-long shift here in the clinic, on your feet all day. What am I going to do with someone who disregards my orders? Should I decree total bed rest? I’m sure that imposing mate of yours would see my order carried out.”
“I was needed, with the outbreak of the contagious jabeebi virus in the single women’s dorm, and you know it. I’ve had it, I’m immune.” Megan Garrison had a sheepish expression on her face, but her voice was firm.
“I’m immune too and so is Rik the head nurse, and the Badari healers.” Gemma shook her finger at Megan. “Don’t make me take drastic action here.” She was laughing but more than a little serious. Megan Garrison was a stubborn woman, dedicated to her patients, but at this stage of such an unusual pregnancy, she shouldn’t be overtaxing her body’s resources.
“Order what’s needed, Dr. Madarian, and I’ll ensure my mate complies.” The words were spoken in a mock growl but from what Gemma had seen so far in her time as a resident of Sanctuary Valley, Mateer the huge, scary enforcer was head over heels in love with his mate. No matter how he was regarded by the Badari soldiers, she’d observed he was a pussycat when it came to Megan. Gemma approved. She liked the way this Badari pack valued and treated their mates.
“All right, I’ll rely on you to make her stay off her feet tonight and see how she feels in the morning. The rest of us can pick up the load if there’s another spike of virus patients.” Gemma said her farewells and left the examining room. She checked in with Rik, conducted rounds of her few patients then gratefully made her way to the tent assigned to her and Camron as a temporary dwelling.
Tent was a misnomer. Their home was a huge, sturdy dwelling, suited to be a field hospital, but equipped with a Badari-sized bed, an efficiency kitchen, assorted living room furniture and a self-contained bathroom unit with shower. For anything more elaborate in the way of bathing, the clinic had a private hot spring. The chef sent over meals on request and the entire valley had bent over backward to make her transition to living here pleasant. The tent had thick walls and was made of material ensuring complete privacy. It was located in the most heavily guarded portion of the valley, adjacent to the clinic, and living there gave her necessary peace of mind. 
No cave spiders.
The one thing the Alpha had insisted on was the necessity for her and Camron live as close to the hospital as possible until Megan Garrison had safely delivered her baby.
“Then you can have a cave of your own, the same as the other mated couples,” Aydarr had said when welcoming her to the valley.
“Actually, I prefer the tent.” She knew she’d surprised the Alpha and the rest of the welcoming committee with the remark. Her mate only grinned.
“You did tell me you’d be living in a tent,” he’d said with a wink.
Camron wasn’t back from running a patrol yet, so she ate a little of the dinner waiting for her to hold herself off until they could dine together, and then went into the bedroom area to strip for a shower. She heard Camron enter the portal so she strolled out naked to greet him.
He paused in the act of removing his weapons belt and whistled, eyeing her. “I could get used to coming home to this view every day.”
“Care to join me?” she asked. 
“You don’t have to ask me twice.” Hastily, he took off his boots and his clothes hit the floor shortly thereafter. Then he walked to the sofa, where Gemma had plunked herself down to admire the view as her well-endowed mate got naked.
When he stepped close enough, she reached out to caress his cock, which was already hard and standing at attention. “Now this is promising.” Gemma swirled her tongue over the plum-shaped head, while running her hand from root to tip.
“We could skip the shower and go straight to bed,” Camron said in a choked voice, holding her gently to her self-appointed task with his fingers threaded in her hair. 
Gemma gave him a final lick and a promise and rose, pressing against him, loving the way their bodies fit together. His arousal pulsed against her belly, and he ran his hands over her back in a sensuous massage. Grinning, she leaned away and said, “I have my mind set on a shower.”
“Well then, your wish is my command.” He scooped her into his arms and carried her off to the bathing area as she giggled and ran her hand over his chest, teasing the nipples with her finger nails. He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “If you keep that up, I might drop you.”
“I’m not worried.” Gemma adjusted the water temperature to warm and steamy, like her current mood. As the droplets flowed gently over her like a Spring mist, she changed position, sliding from his arms and going to her knees on the shower floor, grabbing a towel to use as a cushion. “Now where was I?”
Camron braced himself on the wall with both hands. “You’re testing me tonight, mate.”
Gemma continued her efforts, taking pleasure in knowing how to drive him wild, which touches reduced him to impatient need and what drove him to the edge of climax. With a groan, Camron scraped his talons on the tile and said, “Too much—I need to be inside you before I come.”
She released him from her mouth’s erotic attention and laughed as he picked her up effortlessly. “What’s stopping you?”
As he caught her in a demanding kiss, exploring her mouth with single minded attention, Camron plunged two fingers into her channel. Gemma was fully aroused—every time she saw her mate he affected her powerfully, and especially when he was wet and naked, skin to skin. Carefully, he sheathed himself in her welcoming body and they began the dance leading inevitably to incandescent pleasure. Gemma resisted the building pressure to climax as long as she could but finally threw her head back and screamed his name as the intense power of the orgasm rippled through her body and she couldn’t hold a conscious thought. Camron thrust hard and deep, holding her so tightly she had no fear of falling and she climaxed again in response to his ardor.
She and her mate actually did take a shower eventually, laughing and playing with the soap, washing each other’s bodies in a sensual ceremony leading to another torrid encounter with her posed in front of him and accepting his thick cock from behind, held in place by his hands on her hips as Camron gave in to his passion, kissing her neck and murmuring endearments. 
After this second release, he caught her in his arms and hugged her as if he’d never let her go, and Gemma clung to her Badari warrior fiercely, thanking the Great Mother for putting them together in the doomed Khagrish flyer weeks ago.
Eventually, they adjourned to the bed, snacking on morsels from the amazing dinner the chef had sent over, cuddling and sharing tidbits of information about their respective days.
“How’s Megan?” he asked, peeling a fruit for her and sectioning it neatly with his talons.
“I can’t discuss my patients obviously, not even with you, but I can say she’s doing fine. The baby’s kicking and growing.” Gemma accepted a piece of the fruit he placed on her tongue, chewed, savoring the juice, and swallowed. She found it hard not to keep adding details—she liked sharing her work with her mate—but despite being on an alien world, she still owed her patients their privacy. She was sure Megan would do the same for her.
“Mateer told us he can hear the baby sometimes,” Camron said, munching on a roll spread with jam. “Not words, but impressions in his mind.”
“That would be amazing,” Gemma said. “I hope we have a child someday.”
He sipped steaming tea from the mug they were sharing. “Even with the uncertainty of our lives here?” 
She nodded, taking the cup from him and swallowing a fair amount of the strong brew. “I’m hopeful we’ll prevail over the Khagrish and the Chimmer and have a real life free of fear someday. I always wanted a family. How about you?”
“It would be my dream,” he said. “To be a father, to have a real family. The pack is a family of one kind and you and I are another, but adding a child—” His eyes glowed with emotion and he kissed her. “The time will come for us.”
“For now I’ll be happy just to enjoy sleeping in a real bed, not being chased all over the planet by the enemy—” She waved a hand at the remnants of their dinner—“Eating real food I didn’t have to personally hunt, having meaningful work to do…”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Grinning mischievously, he ran one hand possessively up her leg, under the edge of the towel she’d wrapped herself in and tickled her curls.
“Who could forget that?” Laughing, she stacked the mug and the assorted dishes and handed him the tray to set on the floor. “In fact, seeing as how I’m not on duty tonight and neither are you, I vote for some after dinner dessert. If you’re in the mood again so soon?”
As she lay back on the pillows, he moved himself over her, saying tenderly, “I find with you I’m perpetually in the right mood, mate.” Camron lowered his head to capture one rosy nipple carefully.
Gemma  enjoyed the devoted attention, running her fingers through the heavy silken mane of his hair. Who would have guessed the day I was selected to go on the doomed shuttle flight I’d find the man of my dreams? The one I didn’t even know I was looking for…
Camron raised his head and cocked one eyebrow. “What are you thinking? You seem as if you’re somewhere else, despite my best efforts.”
“Marveling how really good things can come from even the worst situations,” she said, kissing his forehead. Laughing, she added, “Now, are you sure this is your best effort?”
He swept her under him, enveloping her in his arms in a full body embrace, rolling playfully across the bed, ending up with her on her back, and Gemma surrendered to the happiness of the night with her mate. 
 
***
 
Thank you for reading CAMRON! I hope you enjoyed the adventure (and, of course, I’d love a review if you have time and the inclination to write one. Even a few sentences would be wonderful. Authors relish reader feedback).
 
Next up is BADARI WARRIOR’S BABY, which is a novella about the events surrounding the birth of Megan and Mateer’s child. This release should be coming in June 2019. Next will be REEDE, also in 2019, continuing the Badari story and the quest to defeat the Khagrish enemy. 
 
If you’d like to stay up to date on all my new releases, please sign up for my newsletter HERE.
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