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Barbarian's Prize

It's hard being the most popular girl on the ice planet. The alien
men are falling all over themselves to impress me in the hopes that
I'll take them to my furs. But they don’t know my secrets — none of
them do. And they don’t realize that behind my smile, | just wish
they’d go away.

| don’t want any of them. | want someone else — someone with a
gorgeous blue body, big horns, and the most intense gaze ever. He'’s
the only one that knows the truth. Maybe with him, | can work
through my fears of the past....but I'm pretty sure he wants more
than just friendship.

He wants forever, and I'm not sure | can give it.

Ice Planet Barbarians

Ice Planet Barbarians

Barbarian Alien

Barbarian Lover

Barbarian Mine

Ice Planet Holiday
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What Has Gone Before

Aliens are real, and they’re aware of Earth. Several human women
have been abducted by aliens referred to as ‘Little Green Men’.
Some are kept in stasis pods, and some are kept in a pen inside a
spaceship, all waiting for sale on an extraterrestrial black market.
While the captive humans staged a breakout, the aliens had ship
trouble and dumped their living cargo on the nearest inhabitable
planet. It is a wintry, desolate place, dubbed Not-Hoth by the
survivors.

On Not-Hoth, the human women discover that they are not the
only species to be abandoned. The sa-khui, a tribe of massive,
horned blue aliens, live in the icy caves. They hunt and forage and
live as barbarians, descendants of a long-ago people who have
learned to adapt to the harsh world. The most crucial of adaptions?
That of the khui, a symbiotic life form that lives inside the host and
ensures its well-being. Every creature of Not-Hoth has a khui, and
those without will die within a week, sickened by the air itself.
Rescued by the sa-khui, the human women take on a khui symbiont,
forever leaving behind any hopes of returning to Earth.

The khui has an unusual side-effect on its host: if a compatible
pairing is found, the khui will begin to vibrate a song in each host’s
chest. This is called resonance, and is greatly prized by the sa-khui.
Only with resonance will the sa-khui be able to propagate their
species. The sa-khui, whose numbers are dwindling due to a lack of



females in their tribe, are overjoyed when several males begin to
resonate to human females, thus ensuring the bonding of both
peoples and the life of the newly integrated tribe. A male sa-khui is
fiercely devoted to his mate, and several humans are now claimed
by the males, and pregnant.

The humans have been on the ice planet for over a year and a
half, and most have adapted to tribal life. AImost all have taken
mates; new babies are being born of human and sa-khui pairings,
and the tribe stirs with life once more. Only two human women
remain single.

This is where our story picks up.



Chapter One

TIFFANY

It's cramped and dark. Arms and legs are piled onto me and
there’s an overwhelming stink of unwashed flesh in my nose. Sleep’s
hard to get, but | try, because sleep’s the only escape | have.

Not today, though. A light shines on the cage and goes right to my
eyes. | instinctively whimper at the flash of pain that shoots through
my head.

One of the orange aliens with the rough skin points at me. He says
something in his garbled language and | hear Kira suck in a breath.
Oh no.

Not me. It was just a whimper. A small sound of distress. Nothing
more.

Bodies peel back from me as the guard enters the cage. He grabs
a handful of my hair — wild and sticking out in every direction since |
haven’t brushed it in over a week — and hauls me forward. Pain
shoots through my head and even though | want to be silent, a small
cry breaks from my lips.

“‘Don’t scream,” someone whispers.

It’s too late for warnings, though. They’re just looking for someone
to pick on, and they picked me. The guards haul me forward and out
of the storage bay where the captives are kept. I'm dragged down a
hallway and then shoved through a door. | land on my hands and



knees and when | look up, there’s another guard standing there. He
smiles and shows needle-sharp teeth. His smile chills me, and when
he grabs a handful of my hair and yanks me to my feet, | go.

Not me. Not me. Not me. The litany repeats in my mind as he,
touches his collar to loosen his clothing.

“Tiffany,” he says, and points at the nearby cot, indicating | should
lie down.

Not me. Not me. Please, not me.

“Hey, Tiffany?”

Josie’s voice jerks me from my sleep. | sit up, my heart pounding.
There’s a cold sweat on my skin and my hair is sticking to my face. |
push it back and try to act normal. “Mm?”

“You were having a nightmare,” she says softly. “Didn’t sound like
a good one.”

Just a dream. I'm no longer on the alien ship. I'm safe here on the
ice planet. There’s a cave full of big warriors who won't let anyone
grab me and haul me down a hallway to rape me. They’d die before
they let anyone try it. The little green men and their bodyguards are
dead. I'm safe.

But...l don’t feel safe. Haven't felt safe since the night | woke up
and found out | was abducted by aliens.

| rub my eyes and lie back in my furs. “Thanks, Jo.”

“Sure.” She yawns loudly and | hear her roll over.

| stare up at the ceiling of my cave and the nubs of stalactites that
decorate it. | can’t sleep now. If | do, the aliens will be back in my
dreams. | need to think about something else for a while. Maybe
tanning. Or my plants. Work’s good. Work keeps me too tired most
nights to dream, so | throw myself into whatever task I’'m working on



150 percent. I've been growing a row of the not-potatoes and they
seem to be doing okay. | want to try and grow some hraku, too, but |
need the seeds and everyone eats those as fast as the plant is
harvested. Maybe | can hide some.

“Tiff?”

Josie’s not asleep. This must mean it’s time to talk. Normally |
barely tolerate Josie’s late night musings, but tonight | welcome
them. It means | don’t have to be alone with my own head anymore.
“What's up?”

“You think we’re ever going to resonate?” Her voice is small.

It's a question Josie’s asked before, and I'm not surprised. As the
last two human women to not resonate to a barbarian, we feel a little
left out of things. Or at least, Josie does. Me, I'm glad. | don’t want to
resonate. Resonance means babies and a mate. | don’t mind the
babies, but the thought of a mate utterly terrifies me.

“What do you think?” | ask her, pitching my voice low. Sound
carries in the caves and | don’t want anyone hearing our words.

“I think it can happen.” Her voice is soft and sweet. She sighs and
then | see her turn over in the darkness, putting her hand to her face
and cupping it as she looks over at me. “Claire didn’t resonate to
Ereven until the holiday. And it took Megan a while to resonate to
Cashol, remember? Not everyone resonates right away, so | think
there’s a chance for us.”

And that’s the difference between Josie and |. Josie’s motivated by
hope. She hopes someone’s going to light up her khui one day and
then she’ll have a happy ever after. Me, I’'m motivated by fear. | live
in terror that it’s going to happen to me and I'll be dragged to
someone’s bed once again, kicking and screaming.



Resonance is my biggest fear.

It's the way the sa-khui barbarians have children. Everyone on the
planet has a khui — the symbiont that rewrites our systems to ensure
we can survive on the harsh planet surface. I've noticed a few
changes in my body — I'm stronger and less tired, the weather
doesn’t affect me as much, and | can’t smell a lot of things anymore.
My eyes glow blue like Josie’s do, a sign that the khui is healthy
inside.

The problem with the khui (or cootie, as we humans like to call it)
is that it likes to match people up. It decides who’s a perfect ‘baby’
match for who, and makes them resonate. Resonance means the
khui in your chest starts purring and it makes you crazy-horny for
your newfound mate until he impregnates you. According to
everyone, there’s no getting around it. You can’t just will resonance
to go away. It happens and boom, end of story.

“Well, we know why you haven’t resonated,” | tell her. “Did your
IUD fall out?”

“Not yet.”

Not yet. It might never fall out, because there’s no doctor to
remove it. But Josie, again, is a creature of hope. | shake my head. ‘I
just don’t get why you find it romantic,” | tell her, adjusting my
blankets. “| don’t want to resonate. | want choices.”

She sighs again. “l guess because...it means family. You know? |
never had a family of my own growing up. | went through eight foster
homes by the time | was eighteen. No one ever wanted me...except
for the wrong reasons.” Her voice grows a little hard.

| wince, imagining those ‘wrong’ reasons. Josie’s got a round face
and not much of a chest, but there’s a sweet innocence to her that |



can imagine attracts the wrong kind of attention. Poor Josie. “Well,
you’'re a woman on a planet full of men. I’'m sure someone will want
you now.”

“Nope, they all want you,” she says with amusement. “And that’s
all right, because when the cootie picks, it won’t matter. It'll take one
look at someone in the tribe and bam. Instalove. And then we can be
happy together and I'll have the family | always wanted.”

“And you won'’t care that he never noticed you before then?” | ask,
amused. Josie’s painting such a rosy picture.

“Won’t matter,” she says with a yawn. “Past is past. Future’s all
that matters.”

Another difference between Josie and me. | can’t get over my
past. | can’t move on past the ship and the awful captivity. | can’t
move past rough hands touching me and forcing me down. | know
Josie’s optimism is hard-won. She’s hinted at her awful, awful
childhood and she was also raped on the ship. Josie cried for one
night and then tucked the bad memories away. She didn’t lose her
sunshine.

| really wish | could be more like her. | want to move on, but | can't.

“Well, I'd trade places with you in a heartbeat,” | tell her. “| wouldn’t
mind having an IUD.” It'd mean that no resonance because even a
cootie can’t get past birth control.

“There has to be a reason why you haven’t resonated!”

“Nope.” | smooth my blankets. “No reason other than my body
doesn’t feel like having babies. Or maybe one of these guys isn’t my
perfect match. Don’t know, don’t care.”

“You really don’t care for one of the guys more than any of the
others?”



“Nope.”

“What about Hassen? He seems nice.”

“Eh.” They’re all nice. They go out of their way to be nice.

“Taushen?”

“He’s very...attentive.” Too much so. Like in a smothering way.

She giggles. “Vaza?”

| snort. “Vaza would hit on anything with tits.”

“Maybe that’s why he hasn’t hit on me,” she muses.

We both break into giggles. Josie’s biggest lament is that she
doesn’t have boobs. | don'’t think she needs them because she’s the
sweetest, most giving person I've ever met, and the most cheerful.
But I'm not a guy. | can’t deny that the guys have been flocking to me
a lot more than poor Josie.

Ironic, because | don’t want any of the attention.

“What about Bek?” she asks with a yawn. “Didn’t he try to give you
the necklace he made for Claire?”

“Yeah.” | don’t like to think about Bek adding himself to my list of
suitors. Guy clearly has no idea how to treat a lady. Bek'’s also a lot
more hot-tempered than the others, and that worries me. We've
been dropped on a planet full of big, brawny, seven-foot tall men who
are sex deprived. I'm always nice to the guys that leave me presents
and | never try to show anyone preferential treatment. | keep them all
at arm’s length and never encourage anyone.

But | worry there will be a day when one of them snaps. When
someone stops asking and starts taking.

“Imagine what would happen if you resonated to Bek?” she says in
a scandalous whisper.

“I'd leave,” | say flatly.



She gasps and sits up in her furs. “You what?”

“Shhh,” I tell her, because Josie gets loud when she gets startled.
“Seriously, Jo, be quiet!”

She lies back down and all is silent for a moment. | hear the
endless drip from the interior of the cavern and the sound of
someone shuffling around in the main cave, beyond the privacy
screen that covers the entrance to our shared nook.

“You would really leave?” Josie asks again after a moment.
“Seriously, Tiff?”

“Seriously.” | hug my leather-stuffed pillow close to my body,
imagining it. It's a scenario I've planned out in my mind for a while. |
have to have a back-up plan. | have to be able to take care of
myself. Georgie and the others have commented on how I'm such a
hard worker and I’'m picking up on all the skills we've been taught so
quickly. I can make a fire faster than anyone else. | can skin a
carcass in no time flat. | can dig a pit trap. | can tan my own hides.
I’'m doing everything | can, because | don’t want to be dependent on
staying here.

Living on my own would be hard. Living with someone | don't like
and letting them touch me? Ten times harder.

“| can’t believe you’d just leave,” Josie whispers, and she sounds
heartbroken.

| feel guilty. She’s taking it badly. | shouldn’t have said anything.
It's been a secret I've been harboring ever since we’ve landed, and
even being here almost a year and a half hasn’t made me change
my mind. I've accepted that we’'ll never go home, that I'm going to
live on a planet full of ice for the rest of my life, and I'll never wear a



bikini or shop at a mall or even have real shampoo ever again. I've
made my peace with life here.

But | won’t become someone’s property to use and abuse ever
again.

The sa-khui are wonderful to their mates, of course. Liz and
Raahosh fight, but | think it's because they enjoy picking at each
other. Aehako dotes on Kira, Vektal worships the ground Georgie
walks on, and even Ariana’s mate adores her. No one has an
abusive mate.

But no one had a choice, either. And the others weren’t raped by
the aliens. Just me and Josie. Krissy was, but she died in the crash.
Dominique was and it broke her mind. She ran out into the snow and
froze to death because she was so terrified of it happening again.
The others couldn’t understand it.

| could.

I’m no good to anyone as a mate. | lock up in terror at the thought
of someone touching me. | tried to be like Josie when we first got
here. One night Rokan was flirting with me, inviting me to his furs.
He’s good looking and easy on the eyes, and | was feeling
vulnerable, so | went with him. The moment he touched me? |
freaked out. | told everyone it was because of his spur and that |
didn’t know how to handle it. That I'd thought the spur was a joke.
But we never even made it that far. The moment he caressed my
shoulder, | lost my shit and ran away screaming.

Poor Rokan. He’s never looked at me twice since. | can’t blame
the guy. I'm a head case.

| hear Josie sniff.

“Are you crying?” | demand.



“I just...l don’t know what I'll do if you leave,” she says sadly. “I
can stand being alone because you're here with me and we’re in this
together. But if you leave, what do | do? | don’t want to be the only
one left behind.”

| know what she means. To Josie, being the only one utterly
rejected by her khui’'s attempts at matchmaking would be
devastating. She so desperately wants love and family. Poor Josie.
My heart squeezes in sympathy. “It won’t matter,” | tell her lightly.
“You'll be too busy popping out babies for Tall, Dark, and Horny.”

She giggles and then there’s no more sniffling.

| feel better that she’s no longer sad, and relax in my furs. We talk
a little longer — though not about resonance — and eventually Josie
drifts back off to sleep. | lie awake for a bit longer, because | know
the moment | close my eyes, the dreams are going to return. They
always do, and I'm not ready to face them. I'm never ready to face
any of it.

I'll have to at some point, but for now, I'm putting things off as long
as possible.

When the guard takes me back to the holding cell, the others are
watching me with wide, solemn eyes. | can feel my lip puffing up
from where he hit me, and | feel raw all over. I'm especially raw
between my legs but | feel the most raw in my head, like something
is broken and can’t be fixed no matter how | arrange my clothing so it
looks like nothing happened.



They put me back in the holding cell and | squeeze in between
Krissy and Megan. Kira’s watching me with knowing eyes, and Liz
has an arm around Josie, whose shoulders shake with silent sobs.

“Did they hurt you?” Liz whispers when the guards walk away.
“You’ve been gone a while.”

“Is she okay?” | ask instead, looking at Josie.

Liz shakes her head, her mouth tightening into a grim line, and |
know the worst has happened. Josie was raped, probably in front of
the others.

“You?” Megan asks, touching my hand.

“I'm fine. No one touched me.” The lie feels awful on my lips.
“They just examined me on one of the tables and put me under.”

Kira looks relieved. She reaches over and squeezes my shoulder.
We all fall silent again, the only sound Josie’s muffled sniffs as she
tries desperately to keep quiet. Liz rubs her arm and comforts her.

No one touches me, and that’s how I like it.



Chapter Two

SALUKH

| rub a twig on my teeth as | lean against the cave wall and watch
the dark-skinned human woman emerge from her cave. Watching
Tee-fah-nee has become one of my favorite pastimes since we
moved to the south caves, and | know I’'m not the only one. I'm just
the only one that is subtle about it. Nearby, Taushen jumps to his feet
at the sight of her. She smiles at him but it doesn’t reach her eyes. |
want to tell him that’s not the way to get her attention, but | don't
want to help him out.

Tee-fah-nee is mine. She just doesn’t know it yet.

My khui is silent in my breast, but it doesn’t matter. It will come
around. | rub the stick and continue to watch as Taushen — ever so
eager — tries to take the basket from her hands. She shakes her
head and says something polite to him, and he wilts. When he
returns to the central fire pit, he looks as if he’s been chastised.

Tee-fah-nee hurries outside. I'll follow her, but in a moment. She
needs time to think she is alone. She’s skittish, my woman, but that’s
all right. | am a patient male. Tracking my woman is like tracking any
prey — it requires patience and persistence in the hunter. It means
watching the movements of the hunted, learning their patterns. In the
case of the human, it means befriending her and giving her space
when others will not. It means keeping my distance.



For now. When my khui resonates to her, | will no longer have to
keep myself at arm’s length.

| let a few minutes pass, scraping idly at my teeth and watching
my tribe move about the south cave. Aehako’s mate, Kira, is
standing nearby with her kit cradled in her arms. The loud one
known as Josie holds her arms out for the child and her yearning is
written all over her round human face. That one does not hide her
emotions like Tee-fah-nee. She wears them plainly for all to see. My
mother and one of the elders are smoking meat and making travel
rations, and nearby several hunters are sharpening their blades,
preparing to go out hunting. With the twelve new mouths to feed —
plus the young the caves now seem to be full of — there is more of a
need than ever to hunt.

But | have no one to hunt for. Not yet. | am a solo hunter with no
cave to feed. My furs are yet in the cave with the other unattached
hunters. | will hunt soon...but first | will visit my female and make her
feel needed. | push myself off the cave wall and saunter over to
Kemli’s side and snatch a square of travel rations. “Ho, mother. | see
you are making me food.”

She slaps at my hand like I’'m a naughty child. “Put that back. You
should go hunt.”

“Ah, but | am on the hunt.” | grin at her and take another bite out of
the food. “Just not for meat.”

She rolls her eyes and waves me away. My mother would like to
see me mated, | think. Other than my young sister Farli, | am the last
to leave the cave. Both of my brothers Pashov and Dagesh mated
humans and now have young kits at their hearth. “You cannot have
more of the rations, my son. We need them for the upcoming trip.”



| swallow my bite and look to the cave entrance where Tee-fah-
nee disappeared a short time ago. If | wait too long, someone’s
going to come by and bother her. | need to go soon, but my mother’s
words have me curious. “What trip?”

“The human called Har-loh opened three new family caves with
her stone-cutter, Aehako says. That means there is room for three
families to go back to the main tribal caves. Farli, your father and |
are going back. | want to be near my other sons and their mates
while their kits are young.” She tilts her head, gazing up at me. “You
are welcome to come back with us.”

“Not yet.” I'll go where Tee-fah-nee goes. If she is not moving back
yet, then | will stay.

“Because of the human females?” My mother arches one gray
eyebrow. She knows me far too well.

| just grin at her. She knows | stalk Tee-fah-nee, though | have yet
to resonate to her. | have staked her out as the one that will be mine.
The only thing that remains is to convince my khui that she is mine.

It will happen. | am confident it shall be so.

| lean in and grab one more bite of food and race away before my
mother can pull my tail like a naughty kit. She will protest much, but
when | leave | hear her chuckle of amusement. | head out of the
main cave and step out into the snows, my boots sinking into the
fresh powder deposited overnight. It is a light snow for the bitter
season, but | know the humans despair of the endless cold. To hear
them talk, snow is something that only comes for a few short moons.
| snort at the thought. Madness.

Tee-fah-nee’s tracks are deep in the snow, as the small human
feet sink deep and most avoid snowshoes unless necessary. She



has not gone far, and | follow her trail around to the far side of the
cliff walls, where she has been moving plants and lining them up in a
row. She says she is fahr-meeng and it will be useful later. | do not
know if it is true, but the humans have odd notions, such as eating
roots. She is a hard worker, and clever, so there must be a benefit to
her strange ways.

| see her kneeling in the snow a short distance away, digging with
a stick. From here, | can see the beautiful color of her skin, like the
richest of animal hides. Her mane is unusual in that it sprays out in
tight spirals like the sweet-weed bushes that grow in rocky niches
and make a pleasant tea. | like it, though. She is different but
pleasing to look upon, and | like the flash of her blue eyes in her
small human face.

| call out as | approach. “Ho, Tee-fah-nee. It is |, Salukh.” | raise a
hand in the air in greeting as she looks up and shields her eyes. | am
always careful to call out a greeting. Once | surprised her and her
violent reaction was alarming. | do not wish to scare her again.

She waves a hand at me.

| head toward her, and as | do, | mentally encourage my khui.
There is our mate, | tell it. See how lovely she is? How fragile? |
need to resonate for her. | need to claim her, to protect her.

Tee-fah-nee is mine.

Resonate.

Resonate.

Resonate so | may claim her.

But my khui is silent, the traitor, as | walk up to her. Today is not
the day, then. No matter. It will be tomorrow or the next. “Enjoying
the snow?”



She makes a face at me and shakes her digging stick. “A fuht of it
fell overnight and covered my plants. | don’t know how anyone gets
anything done around here!”

“Mmm.” | crouch in the snow next to her, studying her set-up. She
has a leather satchel full of what looks like dung and seeds at her
side, and digs her stick into the snow. “What is it you do?”

“I'm trying to plant crawps,” she says in the strange human
language. | learned the human language at the Elders’ Cave, so |
can speak to her. The mental picture that springs to mind at the word
is of plants grown in specific places for food.

Interesting. | have never paid attention to plants other than to
occasionally gather them for one of my mother’s teas. | pick up one
of the seeds and study it as she goes back to work. “What is it you
do when you plant?”

She sits back and brushes her springy hair off her face. The small
move is graceful and makes my cock ache with the need to claim
her. Resonate, | demand of my silent khui. “Well,” she says. “Back
on Urth, we had fahrms. They grew food for people who didn’t have
the space to grow their own. We can make our own plants and store
their harvest for the brutal season. | just need to figure out how to
make stuff grow in all this snow. | mean, stuff grows in Norway and
Siberia and stuff, right? And they grow here. So clearly plants can
survive in harsh conditions. But | keep planting seeds and they’re not
growing. So | don’t know what I’'m doing wrong.” Her mouth presses
into a firm line.

| pick up one of the dvisti-dung cakes in her bag and examine it.
We use them for fuel because wood is scarce further down the
mountains. “So you wish to throw dung at them like a metlak?”



She chuckles, the sound sweet and throaty, and it ripples over my
skin like a caress. “No. I'm trying to nourish the soil.”

“With dung?”

“With dung,” she agrees. She pulls out her digging stick again and
begins to dig a hole. “Animal dung has a lot of noo-tree-ents for the
soil. At least it did back home. You plant this with the seed and it
gives it a boost.” She drops the dung cake into the hole, adds a few
seeds, and then covers it with the mixture of snow and dirt.

“| see.” It's a strange idea, but the humans have many strange
ideas. “Do you wish help? | am a strong male and can dig the holes
for you.”

“So modest,” she murmurs, her mouth crooking in a half smile as
she looks over at me.

| am not modest in the slightest. | am strong and capable. My body
is young and healthy. She should look at me with admiration. | pull
my leather tunic off and rub a hand over my chest to see if she
notices my fine form.

But she does not. She digs.

Humans are frustrating. | will get her attention yet. She can see
what a capable, healthy, strong hunter | am and then her khui will
decide | am the one for her. | toss my tunic aside and kneel down in
the snow, ignoring how it soaks my leather leggings. “How many
holes do you wish for this strong male to dig for you, Tee-fah-nee?”

She chuckles again. “Let’s start with twenty, about an arm’s length
apart.”

| start to dig for my female. | don’t mind the task. It's an odd one,
but I'm pleased to do it for her. Creating each hole means | must dig
down below the layers of snow to the soil underneath and a little



further. I'm faster than she was with her digging stick. We pass the
time in silence. | don’t mind it, because when | pause to wipe my
brows of sweat, | notice she’s watching me. | make sure to flex my
arms as | dig the next one. | am like a scythe-beak preening for its
mate, but | do not care. | want her to notice me.

When the holes are dug, | grab a handful of snow and rub it over
my face and chest, washing away the sweat. She averts her gaze
and concentrates on her seeds. “Thank you, Salukh. This went a lot
faster with your help.”

Her words are pleased but she looks dejected. Is she sad — as |
am — that our khuis are silent? “You do not seem happy.”

She looks up, startled. “What do you mean?”

“I mean your words are nice, but your body says something else.
You smile here.” | lean in and dare greatly as | brush a fingertip to a
corner of her full mouth. “But you do not smile here.” | tap at her
temple, indicating her eyes.

Her smile returns, but it seems more forced. “Busted.”

“Are we not friends? Tell me what troubles you.” | want to take
care of it for her. | want to bring the light back to her shining eyes
and the smile — a real smile — to her face.

She bites down on her lip and plays with the leather ties to her
satchel, then glances up at me. “I'm just upset about the thought of
the caves merging back together. I'll lose my crops.”

“Lies,” | say immediately. She is an expert at fooling others, but not
me. “You have no crops. You have dung and seeds. Something else
troubles you.”

Tee-fah-nee makes a face at me and throws the bag in my
direction. “You’re pushy, you know that, Salukh?”



She does not even begin to imagine how much | want to push her.
Or that | want to push her into the snow and cover her body with
mine. But we are not mated. We do not resonate. Again, | must learn
to be patient.

It is difficult to be patient when the woman | want is so close | can
touch her soft skin. When her scent fills my nostrils and makes my
body crave her touch. | have not felt so out of control since | was a
young kit with my first cock-stand. “| am pushy, as you say, but | do
so because | am your friend. Your worries trouble me.”

She relaxes a little and gives a small nod, as if deciding
something. “It's just...okay.” She blows out a breath. “You...have you
noticed how things are in the cave?”

“Do you mean, have | noticed that the other males try to get your
attention?” Oh, | have noticed. It makes my belly clench with
frustration, but | remind myself it does not matter. She will resonate
to me and their vying for her favor will be forgotten. “It is hard to
miss.”

Tee-fah-nee seems embarrassed. “Yeah, | guess it is. Anyhow,
that’s what's got me all flustered. It bothers me.”

“Bothers you? Are you not flattered? You are the most desirable
female amongst both caves. It is natural for males to wish to seek
your attention and try to influence your khui.”

They are welcome to try, but they will have no luck. You are mine.
Instead of seeming pleased at such flattery, her eyes well up and
she gets a stricken look on her face. She sniffs and then wipes at her

cheeks...and grimaces when she brushes away ice.

My heart clenches in my chest. My entire body tenses with fear.
This is truly bothering her. There is something that goes deeper than



courting games, and she weeps over it? | immediately wish to fix it. |
want nothing but her smiles and her happiness. My entire body fills
with fury that something has upset her.

“What is it?” My voice is a near growl. | clench one hand around
my lashing tail to still it. | don’t want her to know how upset her tears
make me.

“It's just...” She pauses and rubs at her cheeks, brushing away
remnants of the tears. “When | was taken captive by the others...
things happened.” Her voice turns to a whisper.

Things? What things? “I do not follow.”

She swallows hard and gives me an uneasy look. “| don’t want to
say it.”

“If you do not voice it, how can | help?” If she does not voice it, |
will go mad with frustration. I'm selfish, prodding her, but | must
know. What things? What things? The words race through my mind.

“On the alien ship.” She says the words very slowly, as if trying to
dredge up her courage. “There was no courting. If males wanted a
female’s attention, they...took without asking.” She looks away. “I'm
afraid it will happen again.”

My head nearly bursts with this knowledge. Fury and outrage
wash over me. Males touched her? Males touched my mate? My
female? They touched her without her consent? Even Bek, who is
the most hard-headed and stubborn of males, never touched Claire
without her permission. It is not done.

It is not right.

| stare. For the first time in my life, | have no answers. | have no
solutions. | have no words. | am filled with helpless rage and anger.



Someone touched my female and made her cry. Someone fook
from her.

The urge to destroy with my bare hands has never been so strong.
Bile creeps in my throat and I'm filled with the need to hurt those that
touched her. To make them suffer. “No one here would do such a
thing,” | rasp out. My hand is clenching my tail so hard | am surprised
the bones do not snap. | do not care. | am a hair’s breadth away
from losing control.

“I know,” she says softly. “But | cannot get over the fear that it will.”
She gazes down at her hands in her lap.

| lean down and clasp her hands in mine — and | hate that she
flinches. Now | understand, but it does not make it easier. | know
why she fears when she is surprised. | know why she holds all at
arm’s length. “You must conquer your fear, Tee-fah-nee. You cannot
live afraid.” | hold her soft, cold hands. “Shall | chase the others off?”

“What? No. It's me, it's not them. They’re just trying to be nice.”
She gives me a pained look. “| don’t want to be rude or hurt them. |
know they want a mate badly. It’s just...l don’t think it's going to be
me.”

Because you are mine, | want to say, but | cannot. Not now. Not
after what she has confessed. She would fear me like the others if |
told her of my true feelings. And she cannot be mine until we
resonate. That is how things are done. “You will resonate someday,”
| tell her. “It will fix things.”

Instead of seeming relieved, she looks terrified at the thought.
“‘And if | do?”

“Then your mate will claim you.”



Her face pales. “l don’t want that.” She pulls her hands from mine.
“That scares me, too.”

Helpless, | sit back on my haunches and study her. | understand
her fear, but it is not good. Resonance will happen whether she
wishes it or not, and the thought of Tee-fah-nee panicking as | try to
touch her — because she will resonate to me — is a bad one. “You
must be strong and push your fear aside.”

She nods slowly, a thoughtful look on her face. Her eyes fix on me,
and she licks her lips. “You don’t scare me, Salukh. It's because
we’re friends. You don’t come after me and shove yourself in my way
all the time.”

“I do not,” | agree though | feel uneasy at the direction this is
heading. Just because | have been subtle does not mean | want her
to mistake my intentions. | want Tee-fah-nee as my mate. | want to
resonate to her more than anything.

“Will you...practice with me?” Her eyes are wide. “So I'm no longer
afraid?”

| fall backwards onto my rump in the snow, utterly staggered.

What she is offering me...there are no words to describe how
conflicted | am. It is what | want more than anything else — to touch
her. To caress her and claim her as mine. But...she is terrified of a
man’s touch. What if she hates mine? The thought guts me.

Then another, darker thought creeps in. She has not resonated to
me. What if | take her to my furs and teach her pleasure...and then
she goes to another? What if she resonates to Hassen, or Bek, or
any one of the hunters paying attention to her?

| would have the greatest gift in my arms...and then cruelly yanked
away forever.



It would destroy me to have her and then lose her.

Yet...how can | refuse her? She stares at me with sad, worried
eyes. She does not want my touch, but she does not see any other
options.

| have never taken another to my furs. What if...what if | do
something wrong? What if | do not please her and make it worse?
Resonance ensures that both male and female enjoy joining, but
there is no resonance between us. | have no skill in the furs.

| cannot think. There is too much to ponder. | get to my feet. I
must consider this.”

And because | do not trust myself, | turn and walk away.



Chapter Three

TIFFANY

Well...that went over like a lead balloon.

| watch as Salukh stalks away, heading back to the tribal cave. I'm
a little surprised at his reaction, because | thought we were friends. |
trust Salukh more than anyone else in the tribe, because he's been
so darn nice to me. He's easy to be around, undemanding, and
always ready to help with one of my craft projects, no matter how
weird. He doesn’t pressure like Vaza, or cling like Taushen. He
doesn’t insist that | choose a mate, like Hassen.

| like Salukh.

Maybe that’s why his reaction being something other than “whee,
yes, let's go make out” hurts my feelings. Asking him felt safe.
Unburdening my worries to him felt...good. Now | just feel like a jerk.
| made him uncomfortable, and | worry I've lost our friendship. Now
how am | going to live in the same cave as the guy and see him
every day and know what happened between us?

Way to go, Tiff. You just made a bad situation even worse.

| put my digging tools back in the bag and clean my hands with
snow. | kind of thought Salukh might take me up on things. The guy
stripped down to dig holes for me and | have to admit, even though |
try not to think about the sa-khui in a sexual way, | was certainly
noticing the way his shoulders moved and the way the sweat trickled



down his slate-blue abdomen. The way his hair moved like a black
curtain when he bent over. | noticed the sweep of his large horns and
the way his leggings hugged thick, muscular thighs. | sure noticed
his eyes and the elegant strength of his heavy brow. He’s damn
good looking — all of the sa-khui are — but there’s an intensity to
Salukh that calls to me. He looks like the type that doesn’t do
anything halfway.

Oh well. | guess | can’t dwell on the fact that he’s rejected me. It
stings, but maybe it’s for the best. Maybe ‘conquering’ my fears isn’t
the right answer at the moment. I'll let them sit for a while longer and
hopefully, with more time, the nightmares will slow and | can
entertain the thought of someone touching me without losing my
cool.

Time heals all wounds and all that. Come on time, I'm ready for
you.

| clean up around the little area I've designated as my ‘field’ and
then head back in to the caves. There’s so much to be done. | have
furs soaking in my tanning cave like Kashrem showed me. There’s
food to be prepped and clothing to be sewn and | want to try my
wool-carding again if there’s enough light left at the end of the day.
Work is good. Work keeps my brain busy and | don’t stop to think
about other things.

The moment | get inside, though, my temper starts to fray. There
on the doorstep of my cave is a fresh kill. Two hoppers. Someone’s
gone hunting on my behalf. Probably Hassen. | mentioned once that
| liked the way the little hoppers had such tender meat, and now |
seem to get them daily. Ugh. And because it's meat, | feel like | can’t
waste it. | pick up the small, rat-like creatures by their tufted tails and



bring them in to prepare. Maybe Josie will want some stew. She’s
not in the cave, which means she’s probably helping Kira and her
new baby. | sit down and pull up my favorite skinning rock and start
to prepare the critters for eating.

“Ti-fa-ni?” A voice calls from the front of the cave.

| cringe mentally. “Yes?”

“I dug some of the roots that you like.” Taushen hovers in the
doorway, and | mentally curse myself for not putting up the privacy
screen. He holds them out to me like trophies. “Shall | clean and
cook them for you?”

| give him a polite smile. He’s young and hasn’t been around a lot
of single girls. | keep reminding myself of that. “Thank you, Taushen,
but I'm good on roots.”

His expression sinks, and then brightens a moment later. “Shall |
help you clean those?”

“I'm good, truly.” | gesture out at the central cave with my small
bone knife. “Maybe see if Kira wants them? She has a new kit and
would probably love for someone to bring her some food.” Come to
think of it, I'll probably just bring the stew I'm going to make to her
cave. | still have left-over food from yesterday’s meals.

Taushen looks disappointed. “You do not want them?”

If | take them, he’ll be encouraged. Then again, | have Hassen’s
kills here, so what’'s a few more roots? “Sure, go ahead and give
them to me.”

He surges forward and hands me the roots. Instead of leaving
after | thank him, he sits down next to me and hovers, watching me
skin the tiny hoppers. | grit my teeth.



“Tafnee?” Vaza’s voice bellows through the cavern, alerting me
and everyone in the area of his intentions. “Come and see the fine
dvisti Bek and | have hunted for you.”

Dear God. | have got to get away from here.

That night as | lie in my furs, | contemplate my escape route.

| need to get away for a while. The men are utterly smothering me
with their attentions. What started out as thoughtful has turned into
an endurance test. | can’t take it any longer. All day long, the men
hovered. All day long, they drove me utterly crazy with their
attentions until | was ready to scream. Or cry. One or the other. And
no matter how many times | gently suggest that they turn their
attentions elsewhere, it's ignored. | don’t know if they want me as
much as they just don’t want one of the other hunters to win me.

| feel like a carnival prize.

The urge to leave is strong, even though | know it's a cowardly
thing to do. It's a bad time to leave, too. Kira’s got her new baby and
needs help, my leathers need to soak for a few more days, and | just
planted my crops. But | can’t take another day like today. I'll go stark
raving mad.

“Josie,” | whisper, and turn over in my furs, facing her side of the
cave. It feels weirdly lonely with just the two of us in here. Once upon
a time, there were a bunch of human girls piled together in the cave
and it felt more like a slumber party than anything. Now it’s just us
two and it feels sad. “Jo. Wake up.”

She snorts and rolls over in her bed. “Mmm, what is it?”



“I think...” I lick my dry lips. “I think | want to leave.”

Josie bolts upright in her bed. “No, Tiff, you can’t. Don’t leave me
here by myself!”

“You’re not by yourself,” | say, sitting up. “There’s a whole cave full
of people—*

“And one human reject!” In the sparse light given off by the fire’s
coals, | can see the distressed look on her round face. “What
happened that makes you want to leave? Why now?”

“You saw how they were acting today! The whole cave did.” | rub
my forehead in frustration. “I can’t take much more of their attention,
Josie. They're driving me crazy.”

“So tell them all to go fuck themselves!”

My mouth feels glued shut. That’s the easiest answer, and yet...|
feel like | can’t. Because if | do and one gets upset? | worry someone
will try to ‘convince’ me with force. Just the other day Vaza joked that
he needed to spirit me away until | resonated to him. He thought it
was funny.

| thought it was terrifying.

‘I can’t tell them that, Josie. It'll just be better if | leave. They'll get
over me and focus their attention somewhere else.”

“And what will you do?” She sounds heartbroken.

“Set up camp in another cave somewhere, | guess. Hunt for
myself and make my own clothes and everything. I'll be fine.”

“You'll be alone.” She sniffles. “And what are you going to do when
they come after you? You know they will.”

| freeze, because someone coming after me never crossed my
mind. The moment she says it, | know she’s right. I'm the most



eligible female in their eyes. They won’t just let me leave. Someone
will come after me.

And I'll be all alone. The thought is abhorrent. | imagine Vaza and
his laughing comment about getting me alone. | feel trapped all over
again. “l don’t know what to do, Josie.”

“Let me fix it. Don’t leave, okay? Give me a chance to fix
everything.”

“How?” | ask wearily.

“I'll think of something to keep them occupied. Just give me a
chance, okay?”

What choices do | have left? | nod and lie back down in my furs,
utterly depressed.

When | wake up, the cave is silent. Josie’s not in her furs. | dress
and peek out the privacy screen. No suitors hovering at the
doorstep. No fresh kills waiting for me. No presents left on my
doorstep in the hopes of currying favor. This is...a welcome change.
| feel like | can breathe. | don’t know what Josie did, but she’s a
stinking genius.

| emerge from the cave and there are people out and about, but
my suitors are nowhere to be seen. Salukh is nearby, sharpening the
point of a spear. He nods in greeting and watches me as | move
toward the central fire. Josie’s seated there with Kira. | sit down next
to Josie and grab her hand, startling her. “What did you do and how
can | thank you?”



She laughs. “I don’t know if you're going to be too happy once you
hear what | told them.”

The baby fusses and Josie hands her back to Kira. The new
mother tugs a cord at the neck of her tunic and opens it, deftly sliding
the baby against her breast. Kira looks so utterly peaceful and
content, and it's easy to see the wistfulness on Josie’s face.

| nudge Josie with my knee. “What did you tell them?” | ask.

“Well, | tried to think of a way to get them out of your hair without
hurting their feelings. And so when | woke up...l told them about the
Miss America pageant.”

Huh?

My confusion must show on my face. Josie grins. “A competition,”
she says. “They’re going to compete against each other to show you
who is the strongest and most clever of the lot. Right now, they’re
competing to see who can down the snow-cat with the nicest pelt
since we're low on those.”

Snow-cats are soft and good for baby blankets. | look at Kira’s little
Kae and realize that must be what inspired this particular contest.
“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, it will be all about who can refill the dung chip baskets
the fastest.” She nods solemnly and pulls something out of her
pocket. It's a bright red seed, painted and dried out, probably from
the holidays. “I kept a bunch of these because they were so pretty,
and now each day that someone wins, they’re going to receive one.
And each task is going to keep them very busy, keep the cave
replenished, and keep them out of your hair.”

| grip Josie’s hand. “| think you're a genius...except | want to know
what they win at the end of this.” Because my terrified mind can’t



focus on anything else.

“Oh. Didn’t | say? You and | are going to the Elder’s Cave in a few
weeks for the language dump, and they’re fighting for the honor of
escorting us. It'll mean lots of alone time together.” She grimaces
slightly. “It was the only thing | could think to offer them, short of
marrying you off to the victor. It had to be a prize worth the struggle.”

A few days with one ardent suitor instead of all of them? I'm game
for that. | squeeze her hand tightly. “Thank you so much, Josie.” |
feel like | can breathe. It's wonderful. They’re going to be gone all
day and | can just relax.

“I'm surprised you got them to agree to this, Josie,” Kira murmurs.

She wiggles her eyebrows. “| went to each one and played it up as
an Earth custom...which it is. Sort of. And | told them each that the
others were doing it, and if it was good enough for them...” she
spreads her hands.

“| didn’t hear any of that,” Kira murmurs. “Aehako won't like
deceiving them. He understands their point of view a little too much, |
think.”

I’'m a little less eager to hear her quiet rebuke. Her mate Aehako is
the nicest guy, but he’s also the interim leader of the South cave and
takes his job very seriously. Plus, | think of the months that he
chased after Kira. Yeah, he would not be a fan of a bogus
competition.

“Then you most definitely did not hear any of that,” Josie says
brightly. “Besides, what’s it going to hurt? They volunteered of their
own free will. It helps the cave out — and don’t tell me that they
weren’t spending too much time lazing about looking for Tiff when
they could have been hunting.”



Kira just shakes her head.

“And it's not like they won’t win a prize. Tiff and | do need to go get
the language dump. We’'ll need an escort. The way | see it, it's a win-
win situation.” Her gaze flicks back to me and Josie looks for my
approval.

She’s done all this for me. How can | not be appreciative? | lean in
and hug my friend. “You have saved my sanity, Josie.”

She pats my back as she hugs me. “You just leave it all up to me.
I’'m going to keep them so busy you won’t see their faces much for
the next few weeks. After all, it's part of the competition that they
interact with your go-between instead of you.” She winks as she
pulls back.

Goodness, Josie’s thought of everything. She’s awesome. This is
either the craziest thing I've ever heard of, or the smartest.



Chapter Four

SALUKH

| was not invited to compete for Tee-fah-nee’s attentions. I'm
displeased by this, especially when Tee-fah-nee looks so very
pleased to hear that the others are out, hunting to show their worth.
Is this what some human women want? Jealousy curls in my
stomach but | remind myself that all of the games do not matter
when resonance happens.

And Tee-fah-nee is going to resonate to me.

| remind my khui of this fact over and over as the object of my
attentions moves about the cavern, a faint smile on her face. She
looks so very happy. | am pleased that the misery lurking behind her
eyes is gone for a few short hours, but I'm less pleased that her
suitors are fighting to win her and I’'m not included. She’s mine, and
my jealousy is hard to reason away.

| think of her invitation from yesterday — to mate with her with no
khui involved. To ‘practice’. It goes against everything | have ever
wanted for myself...but what do | want more than Tee-fah-nee in my
furs, yielding to me? | contemplate this, and with the gnawing envy in
my belly, | watch her possessively as she gets a basket and heads
out of the cave.

| follow after her. We shall discuss her suggestion more in private.



She walks a short way, following the cliff walls, and then stops in
front of the tanning cave to light a tallow candle resting on a plate of
bone. When she ducks into the small tanning cave, | move forward.

“Ho, Tee-fah-nee,” | call out a moment before | enter the cave.

She looks surprised to see me. Her eyes are wide in the flickering
candlelight, and then she sets the candle down on one of the rocky
ledges. “How are you today?” She picks up a big bone — probably
from a sa-kohtsk — and begins to stir the vat of stagnant water, urine,
and leathers in the center of the cave.

| squat on my heels as | usually do when relaxing, but that puts me
that much closer to the cesspool of water in the center of the cave,
and | quickly stand again, my eyes burning. She has taken up the
same hobby as Kashrem, and the stink of urine and herbs in the
water is overpowering. | take a step backward for fresh air, coughing.

“That good?” she teases, and | hear her throaty laugh echo in the
small cave. “Don’t stick your face so close next time.”

“The smell is unbearable.”

“IIl make the leather so soft, though,” she says, and her voice is
cheerful. There’'s a happy note in it | have not heard in many days.

“There’s leather in there?” It looks like a sludge that | saw once
when a dead scythe-beak fell into a pool of water and rotted there.

“Dvisti leather,” she tells me. “I scraped the fur off and now I'm
treating it. If this works, there’s gonna be a run on dvisti.”

| do not grasp her words. “We eat many dvisti. Why would we run
them?”

“It's a saying. And | wish we didn’t eat dvisti.” The look on her face
grows far away. “| had a pony growing up and he was real shaggy.
Reminds me of him a little. Makes the meat hard to choke down.”



A poh-nee. | mentally store this information away. “I shall do my
best to hunt more snow-cats, then.”

She smiles. “What brings you over here? Not hunting?”

“I came to talk to you,” | tell her, wiping my still-watering eyes.
“About your suggestion.”

All the smiles in her fade away. “Oh?” She tries to look casual but |
can see the worry on her face. “Did you decide?”

“I am still thinking.”

“| see.”

“I wish to tell you why | need to think about it.”

She stirs the watery mess in the cave pit with the bone. “We're
friends, Salukh. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”

“I want to take you up on your offer,” | tell her bluntly. When she
looks up in surprise, | go on. “But there are things that make me
hesitate.”

She pauses and studies me. “That’s fair. What kinds of things?”

“I was waiting for resonance. | wanted to share my first time with
my mate.”

“Oh.” Her face softens. “Oh, that’s sweet, Salukh. | understand.”

She is beautiful in the candlelight, her eyes glowing bright, her hair
like a cloud around her face. | do not tell her that it is her | wish to
resonate to. Tee-fah-nee is skittish. “Your suggestion has merit,
though. | do not wish to go to my mate clueless.”

“You don’t have to explain yourself, really. It was just a
suggestion.”

“I am still considering.” | study her, imagining her body beneath
mine. My hand in her curly hair, my fingers touching that oddly
smooth human skin. And then | imagine her cringing away from my



touch. The thought is an unpleasant one. “I wish to know more. What
is it we would practice?”

“Oh.” Her mouth forms a small, plump circle. “I...don’t suppose |
thought it through. Well, we could practice kissing.”

The mouth matings that humans are so fond of? My cock grows
hard immediately, and it takes everything | have not to spill there on
the floor in front of my future mate at the thought of my mouth on
hers, my tongue fucking her. “Sa-khui do not kiss.”

“But you might want to learn,” she points out, and averts her face,
stirring her mess once more. “What if you mate a human?”

Does she like the thought? There is only Josie and Tee-fah-nee
left amongst the humans. Does she speak of herself, then? “Then |
would wish to please her.”

“There’s more than kissing, of course. There’s touching. And
caressing.” She bites her lip and shudders. “l...need practice with all
of that.”

Her face is averted but | can tell from the hunch of her shoulders
that she has gone to a bad place. My entire body tenses with the
need to comfort her, but | know my touch is not welcome. This here,
with her cringing, is my greatest concern — what if Tee-fah-nee
loathes my touch because others have taken from her? The idea
destroys me.

“I am still deciding,” | bark at her and storm out of the cave. | must
leave before she becomes more frightened, or my need to hold her
and comfort her becomes overwhelming.

| do not know what to do. | need advice. Aehako is off on a hunting
trail, and many of the other males have never had a mate. There is



Hemalo, but he does not make his mate Asha happy. He is not the
one to ask for advice.
There is one that springs to mind, though.

SALUKH

When | wake up the next morning, Taushen is bragging to
Haeden. “I have won two of the red seeds so far and no one else
has won a single one.” He shoves them proudly under the surly
hunter’s face. “I will have my time alone with Ti-fa-ni and then she
will resonate to me!”

| roll out of my furs, irritated. I'm still irritated after | relieve my
bladder outside and grab a bite of yesterday’s smoked meat for a
meal. | should go out hunting. Get some game. Clear my head of my
worries about Tee-fah-nee and the men who endlessly chase her. It
does not matter if they chase her. She will resonate to me. She will
be my mate and all of their silly seeds will matter not at all.

| return to the cave to retrieve my spear and see Taushen is
grabbing his nets. He grins at me. “| am off to catch the biggest kes-
fish in the river! Wish me luck so | might bring home a third seed.”

| narrow my eyes. | do not want him to have luck. But he is in high
spirits and ignores my silence, heading off to meet the others for
their day’s competition.

Haeden looks over at me and his lip curls. “You do not join their
game to win favor from the females?”



| shake my head. “| am busy.”

“Your hands are idle,” he says, tightening a spear-head with a bit
of leather and then getting to his feet. “There are many to feed and
more every day. We have no time for the entire cave to sit about and
mope over whether or not the females like them.”

Is that what | am doing? | eye Haeden as he straps on his boots.
He and | think alike: courting is nothing, because resonance is all
that matters. But | have been offered an incredible temptation, and |
do not know if | am strong enough to hold out for my khui to catch up
to my heart. “What do you hunt today?” | ask him. | will join Haeden
and discuss my problem with him. Haeden has felt the pull of
resonance. He has had a female in the past. He has much
knowledge. “Snow cat? Quillbeast?”

“Dvisti.”

| grimace. “So many dvisti.” | think of Tee-fah-nee’s words. She
likes the animals and would not be pleased to hear of me hunting
them.

“Much meat. Little effort.” He straightens. “Are you coming?”

| nod and get my own spears. He's right. There are many mouths
to feed and with so many pregnant females, all of the hunters feel
the urgency to fill the stores and ready for the next brutal season.
This last one wiped out all of the stored food and with this upcoming
turn of the weather, there will be more young than ever. No one must
go hungry. Dvisti must be hunted, no matter how beautiful Tee-fah-
nee feels about it. She is practical. She will understand.

Haeden and | set out from the caves and cross into the next valley
before we catch sight of a trail. Dvisti leave a distinctive hoof print in
the snow, and they are easy to follow. Haeden is silent,



communicating with a nod and a pointed finger where we should go.
| let him lead, my head still full of thoughts of Tee-fah-nee and the
men who wish to claim her. If | join their challenges, what then?
What if another wins over me through luck? | am more skilled in the
hunt than Taushen, but Hassen is a very capable tracker and strong.
Vaza has much knowledge because he is elder. And Bek? Bek is so
stubborn he is like a fang-face that will latch onto something with his
teeth and never give up.

The thought of competing with my tribe for Tee-fah-nee irritates
me. | am full of irritation this day. The hunt will be good.

We find a nearby herd and close in. The wind changes as we
circle wide, and the dvisti get nervous at our scent. Haeden gives me
a frustrated look, as if this is somehow my fault. When we close in,
they scatter and my spear lands wide of its mark. Haeden’s brings
down a fat dvisti and the rest of the herd flees over the next hill.

“Piss poor hunting,” Haeden comments as we trudge through the
snows to retrieve our weapons. “Your aim was worse than a
metlak’s.”

So it was. I'm distracted still, thinking about Tee-fah-nee. | snatch
my spear from the ground. “| have a problem, Haeden.”

“| agree. Your aim needs work.” He jerks his spear out of the dvisti
and then bends over to slice the throat open and drain the blood.

| laugh. “If only that were the problem that troubles me.”

“It should trouble you,” he says sourly.

“I am worried about my mate.”

“Eh?” He looks up from his cutting and squints at me. “Did you
resonate?”

“Not yet. But | shall.”



He snorts and turns back to the Kkill. “Foolishness.”

| clench a fist and hold it over my heart. “| know Tee-fah-nee is
mine. | feel it in my spirit. It is just a matter of waiting for my khui to
respond.”

“So you say.” Haeden’s voice is thick with disbelief as he slits the
belly of the creature open and begins to remove the offal. Once he
has finished dressing the kill, he will tie it to his spear and bring it
back to the cave for the others to use, and then he will return out to
check his traps. Haeden hunts tirelessly, out longer than anyone else
in the tribe. | think some of it is so he can escape his own thoughts.

“| do say.”

“Then what is the problem? | do not know how to make a khui
sing.”

| lean on my spear. “Tee-fah-nee has been...hurt. She does not
want a male’s touch.” He looks up at me, puzzled, and | explain the
situation as best | understand it. That the ones that brought her here
took mating from her without her permission, and that the others
frighten her. That she wants to practice in the furs with me. All the
while, Haeden’s brows draw together until he’s frowning fiercely at
me.

“The female you want invites you to her furs and you spend the
day yipping at me?”

He doesn’t grasp what | am worried about. “I was saving myself for
resonance. | wanted her to know she is mine forever before |
touched her. But now | worry that if | touch her and she reacts badly,
it will not go well. | worry that resonance will overpower me and | will
hurt her.”



Haeden shakes his head. “So take her and make her scream. Lick
her long and hard and she will forget everything else.”

“But...there is no resonance. Not yet.” | rub my chest, encouraging
my khui. | firmly believe that | will resonate to none but Tee-fah-nee,
but there is a small part of me that is filled with doubt. “What if | give
her pleasure and then she resonates to another?”

“Then she resonates to another,” he says flatly. “I thought you
were certain she was to be your mate?”

‘I am. But | do not know if my khui is listening. I...do not want to
have her just to lose her.” The thought makes me ill. | would wish her
happiness if she resonated to another, but for me, it would be
unending misery. “What do you think | should do?”

“I think you should stop yipping and start acting.” He stands up,
wiping his hands. “Do you want to touch her?”

“More than anything.”

His gaze is hard. “And she is offering herself to you? Despite her
fears?”

| nod.

Haeden’s face is hard, unyielding. His jaw clenches and he casts
his gaze around before finally fixing on me with hard, blazing eyes.
“Then why do you hesitate, Salukh? Take what you want and do not
question. Enjoy each time you touch her. Treat it as a gift. If you do
not take this and you lose her, you will forever regret each wasted
moment.” His voice catches on the last word, and then he turns
away, kneeling next to his kill again. His hands move quickly, as if
he’s determined to somehow outrace his thoughts. “Do not leave
yourself with nothing.”



He’s in pain. | can tell that from his posture, the stiffness of his
movements. It’s clear to me that he’s thinking of before, when he
resonated and lost his mate before he could touch her. Does he
regret it every day? Is he filled with loneliness? He’s a friend, and |
hate that he’s so miserable. | reach out and touch his shoulder. “You
know, there is a human female that has no mate—*

He flings my hand off his shoulder and glares up at me with furious
eyes. His voice is deadly. “There is nothing for me.”

| stare at him, shocked at his vehemence.

Haeden closes his eyes and gives a small shake of his head.
“Leave me be, Salukh. Go and chase your female.” He returns to
gutting his kill.

| watch him for a moment, then turn to leave. It's obvious he does
not want my company. He wants to be alone with his miserable
memories and his self-hate. But I'm not ready to go back to the
caves yet. The thought of returning empty-handed when the other
males are being praised for their efforts in the competition? It will not
do. So | track the dvisti herd, following it over the rise and down into
the next valley. There is still time before the twin suns go down, and |
am in no rush. When | find the herd again, | skirt wide, careful of the
wind and paying attention to the creatures. If | throw my spear again
and miss, someone will go hungry. | must be careful. | crouch low in
the snow and wait for the dvisti to forget my presence.

My mind is full of Tee-fah-nee and her warm skin and her small
human body. The graceful way she moves. If | close my eyes, | can
imagine her scent enveloping me. How fine would it be to be able to
touch her? To lick her sweet body and bring her pleasure? | can hear
mating pairs in the caves late at night, and | know it's important to



bring your female pleasure, preferably more than once. | want
nothing more than to please her with my touch. My cock grows hard
at the thought and | want to free it from my leggings and stroke
myself to pleasure at the simple thought of her. | won’t, though. I'm
going to save everything | am for her.

| am going to take her up on her offer, | realize. It does not matter
that we do not resonate, or that four others vie for her attention.

She is mine and it is time | claimed her.

Renewed, | slowly get to my feet and move toward the herd. They
have wandered away a short distance, their movements easy and
unafraid. | eye the herd, looking for one of the weaker, an easy mark.
| do not want sickly, because diseased meat is no good. Nor do |
want a healthy buck or a nursing mother, because the dvisti tribe
must stay full of young for next year’s meals. My gaze falls upon a
shaggy mare at the back of the herd. She has a kit at her side, small
and bleating. One of the mare’s hoofs is raised up out of the snow,
and when the herd moves forward again, she limps behind, slower
than the others.

She and her kit will be easy prey for the next predator in the area.
She will fall behind the safety of the herd and the snow-cats will be
on them, tearing them to pieces. This will be my hunt for the day,
then. | ready my spear, and then hesitate. My gaze falls on the kit.
It's very small and young, and | think of Tee-fah-nee’s words. She
likes the dvisti. They remind her of animals she owned back at her
home.

| think of Sessah and the small two-tooth he feeds back at the
main cave. It's practically tame, scurrying up to any of the tribe in
hopes of a handout. The thing is ugly and fat but Sessah adores it.



The kit bleats at its mother, searching for her udders. The female
limps and shifts on her feet, nosing the baby away. She will not feed
it while her leg hurts her, and it scurries around her, making hungry
noises.

| creep up on mother and kit, keeping low to the ground. My
movements are slow and patient, and it takes many long breaths
before | make it close enough to launch my spear. The others in the
herd are wandering further away, and still the female limps behind,
her kit bawling its hunger.

| strike, racing forward. The dvisti herd panics and flees in a storm
of hooves and angry braying, heading out of the valley. The female
tries to limp after them, but she does not move fast. I’'m able to move
up on her quickly and throw my spear at short range, right into her
neck. It gushes blood and she collapses to the ground, dead. As |
walk up to my kill, the baby bleats and circles in the snow nearby,
confused at the smell of blood. When it doesn’t leave and the herd
does not return to round it up, my mind is decided. | dress my Kill
quickly and when it’s ready, | look around for the Kit.

It stands nearby on thin, twiggy legs, blinking bright blue eyes at
me. It bleats again and then races away a few feet, then begins to
circle back toward its dead mother. | slowly remove my cloak and
hold it out from my body, creeping up on the dvisti kit. “Come, little
one,” | croon. “You will be a fine gift for my Tee-fah-nee.”

It whines at me and prances away, skittish.

| continue to move slowly, and when the kit does not flee, | fling my
cloak over it and then pounce, neatly trapping it under the fur. It
screams then, and bites at my hands when | wrap it in the cloak and



tuck it under my arm. It’s a biter, and it’s in a panic. The breath
hisses from me when its tiny teeth clamp down on bare skin.

| swear under my breath and hold it tighter as | get to my feet. The
little creature kicks and bites me again, but | don’t release it. “You are
for my mate,” | tell it. “Best you behave because it is a long walk
home.”

It bleats plaintively in response.

Juggling my dual burdens is not the easiest task, because the
dead mother is unwieldy and heavy, and the child is wriggling and
angry. | eventually manage to tie the mother’s legs to my spear with
one hand — my other arm holding the kit captive — and sling it over
one arm. The child | keep tucked against my chest, and | ignore
when it starts to chew on my hair.

If it must bite something, then it can bite my mane.



Chapter Five

TIFFANY

| study my rows of planted seeds, hoping for a sprig here or there.
Right now, there is nothing, just an upraised row in the snow where
the earth was piled back onto them. Frustrated, | move down the row
I've marked with a few sticks, but there’s nothing to be seen. Surely
plants here can’t be that different from plants on earth, can they?
The snow is throwing me off, but it’s still water, and plants need
water to grow. | shove my fingers into my glove and then kneel near
one of the small mounds, digging. There has to be something. If
there’s even a hint of a sprout on one of my seeds, I'll have hope.

| dig down maybe a foot into the snow and stop when | see a hint
of pink threading through the white. Sure enough, one of my seeds
has sprouted and is pushing its way through the snow. It's working!
Excited, | pile the snow back on top with a pat and get to my feet.
Wait until | tell Salukh!

As if my thoughts have summoned him, a familiar male silhouette
appears on the ridge, burdened by a kill. He seems to be walking
strangely, and | dust the snow off my hands and surge forward. Is he
hurt? He’s moving slow. For a moment | almost think it's one of the
elders, but there’s no mistaking the way Salukh’s horns curve up at
the ends, or his long fluttering hair. He drags a dead dvisti behind
him and cradles one arm against his chest, and my heart hammers.



Does he need the healer? Maylak’s at the other cave, though, and
it's at least a half a day’s journey to get to her. “Salukh, are you all
right?” | call as | push through the snow to get to his side. “Can |
help?”

“You can help,” he agrees, and as | get to his side, he thrusts a
cloak-covered bundle into my arms. “Cursed thing bit me all the way
here.”

| blink in surprise as the bundle tries to leap from my arms and
bleats angrily. | tighten my grip on it and stare at the hunter. “What is
this?”

“A dvisti kit. The mother was lame and so she became fodder for
my spear. But | could not kill the young one. | brought it for you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.” He drops the spear on the ground, letting his kill tumble
into the snow, and then rotates one big arm, rubbing sore muscles.
“Ah, that feels good.”

| try not to watch as he rubs one big blue bicep, but...mercy.
Those are big biceps. Hard, too. The creature in my hands wriggles,
and my attention turns back to it. “I...do you guys even do pets?”

“Sessah has a two-teeth he feeds back at the main cave.”

“And no one tries to eat it for dinner?” | don’t want to get attached
to something only to come home and find someone roasting my pet.
“I will not allow them to touch it.” His words are so sure, so bold.

| feel a weird surge of warmth and smile at him.

He reaches forward to uncover the creature’s head, and then two
big, blue, khui-lit eyes are gazing at me. The head is tiny, a bit like a
fawn, but covered in long, crazy fur like a sheepdog. It bleats angrily
at me.



And | laugh because it’s so ridiculous looking and cute at the same
time. It's all nose and googly eyes and shaggy hair. “I love it.”

He gives a masculine grunt. “l am glad it pleases you.”

“I's sweet of you to think of me,” | admit. I’'m endlessly showered
with useful things by the other guys, but this is the first time
someone’s thought to give me something completely...frivolous. And
a pet truly is frivolous in a setting like this, but | really love it, and |
love that Salukh was so thoughtful. “Thank you.”

His gaze burns into mine. “I have been thinking upon your words,
Tee-fah-nee.”

| shiver. The way he says my name always makes me think he’s
mentally caressing each syllable, and it makes me feel things that |
thought were long gone.

He steps forward and he doesn’t touch me, though he is close
enough that our faces could practically press together if we were the
same height. As it is, I'm staring at a lot of broad, velvety-blue
pectorals. The baby dvisti in my arms snaps at a bit of fringe on his
vest and begins to chew on it.

| suddenly feel flushed and overheated despite the ever-present
ice. “My words?”

“You wish to practice in the furs.” His intense look pins me in
place. “l wish to be the male you practice with.”

My eyes widen. He...he wants to go for what | suggested? I
thought you were waiting for resonance?”

“I have changed my mind. | wish to pleasure you.”

| feel my cheeks heat at those bold words. “Um, wow. That’s very
nice of you. But you really don’t have to—*



“Make no mistake, Tee-fah-nee. This is my decision. | have
thought many hours about how fine it would be to touch you, and |
am eager to make you scream with pleasure instead of fear.”

Did all the guys here talk so forward to the women they took to
their furs? No wonder all of the human women walk around with
dreamy expressions. | resist the urge to fan myself and juggle the
wriggling baby dvisti in my arms. “So like...now?”

His brows draw together. “Now?”

“Um did you want to practice now?” | feel stupid for even having to
ask.

Realization dawns on his face and a slow, devastating grin
crosses his handsome features. “You are eager.”

“I, what? No! | just meant—" | break off, flustered. “You know
what? Never mind. | was just bringing it up because you're here and
I’'m here and—"*

“And you are eager,” he interrupts again, looking pleased. “This is
good. We shall come very hard together, Tee-fah-nee.”

Oh lord, the mouth on this man. “If you say so,” | reply faintly.

“Today is not good,” he says.

“It's not?” Why do | feel weirdly disappointed by that?

“You have a kit to care for,” he says, and pulls a piece of leather
fringe out of the biting little dvisti’'s mouth. “He is hungry. And | must
take this to my mother’s cave so she may prepare it.” He gestures at
the carcass lying at his feet.

“Oh. Of course.” Duh, Tiffany. Where’s your brain? | know where
my brain is, though. It’s all wrapped up in the thought of YOU'RE
GOING TO HAVE SEX WITH THIS BIG GUY. And I'm utterly terrified
and kind of curiously aroused at the same time.



“When shall we meet so | may give you pleasure?”

| blink. He’s leaving it up to me? That makes things...trickier.
Because | have to basically say | can squeeze in an orgasm by noon
if that’s good for you. Provided | orgasm, of course. Provided | don’t
run away screaming. Provided | don’t chicken out of things entirely.

Putting it on me kind of scares me. It makes things entirely my
choice. It means I'm asking for everything that happens. Which is a
good thing, of course, but also terrifying. What if it's awful and | freak
out? What if | just can’t get aroused at all? | tense, and peek up at
Salukh. He’s watching me with heavy-lidded eyes, that fierce,
consuming look on his face.

Somehow | doubt boredom would be a problem with this guy.

“Tomorrow | guess? Somewhere private.” | don’t want to have our
make-out parties in the main cave. That would be weird. “Is there
somewhere we can go that isn’t out in the open?” The only place |
know of that’s close by and not frequented by many people is the
leather curing cave, and the stench in there isn’'t exactly conducive to
sexytimes.

“I know of a cave about an hour’s hike from here. It's small but it
will suit our needs. | will bring furs.” He nods solemnly. “You must be
kept warm.”

Well, there’s no way to back out now, is there? Not with this big
male looking down at me so intently and making all these plans to
please me. “| don’t want to tell anyone what we’re doing, all right?”

His brows draw down. “You do not wish for them to know | am
pleasuring you?”

| shake my head. “Among my people, taking someone to your furs
for fun is...private.” I've heard that the sa-khui aren’t the same as us,



that fur-hopping amongst single unmated women is no big deal, but
the single women are few and far between and I'm not built that way.
Plus, | have four other guys watching my every move and | don’t
want one of them flipping out or getting super possessive. That
would be bad. “If anyone asks, we’re going herb gathering, all right?
That can be our code word for it.”

“Coad-werd,” he repeats. “I| do not know what this is.”

“It's a secret term you use. So when | say | want to go herb
gathering with you....”

Realization dawns. “You wish to be pleasured.”

All this ‘pleasure’ talk is making me super flustered. “Sure. We'll go
with that.”

“Are there other human customs | should know? Other coad-
werds?”

Well, there are condoms, but he can’t make me pregnant if we'’re
not resonating, so that doesn’t matter. And there’s nothing on this
planet that | know of that would pass for lube — and nothing I'd be
comfortable sticking up in unmentionable places anyhow. “| can’t
think of anything.”

He nods solemnly, still devouring me with his eyes. “| will bring the
furs tonight, so none will question why we bring them for a plant-
gathering trip.”

“Good idea.” | wipe a stray bit of blood off his arm and then feel
weird for reaching out and touching the guy. “You should probably
bathe as well.”

He nods in recognition. “It will be part of my herb-gathering
preparation.”



“Great.” | gesture at the cave. “I should, um, probably go back.”
The thing in my arms wiggles, trying to escape.

“| shall too.” He nods at me again. “Then, tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.” | feel myself blushing again.

Tomorrow, everything changes.

It's a good thing | have the baby dvisti to distract me from
tomorrow’s upcoming make out session. I’'m a nervous wreck, but
the tribe’s reaction to my new pet means | don’t have a lot of time to
spend thinking about Salukh. Farli is utterly enchanted. It only takes
about five minutes before she declares she wants one, much to her
mother’s dismay. The other sa-khui are just puzzled as to why I'd
want to keep one.

My suitors? They’re not pleased that | have such a big gift from
someone not even competing. They sit by the fire and murmur all
night, casting unhappy looks in my direction, and Salukh’s too. For
his part, Salukh is utterly oblivious to the bitter whispers, and so |
ignore them too. Haeden takes one look at my baby dvisti, shoots
Salukh a disgusted look, and then heads off to his own cave. It’s all
very strange.

“He’s so cute,” Josie tells me as we fashion a crude gate from
whippy tree branches, old privacy screens, and a bit of rope. There’s
a small cave in the back of the tribal cave that’'s gone unused, and
it's going to serve as the little dvisti’s pen. “He’s kinda bitey though.”

“That’s why I'm calling him Chompy. Or her. | can’t tell if it's a boy
or a girl.” Chompy has too much fur and wiggles too much for me to



check the undercarriage, so we’re going with a nice gender-neutral
name. Chompy has also bitten me three times, Josie twice, and Farli
once. He’s indeed a chomper.

The little dvisti prances around his stall as we secure the gate,
sniffing everything and then testing things out with a few nips of his
mouth. He bites the leather blankets I've put down for him, the
handfuls of skinny leaves that Farli spent all afternoon harvesting,
and anything else he comes into contact with.

“What are you going to do with it?” Josie asks. She extends her
fingers over the rickety gate and Chompy trots up, licking her fingers
and then making a sad bleating noise. ‘| think he’s hungry.”

“Domesticate him, | suppose. A horse might be pretty useful.”

“He’s more like a deer crossed with a sheepdog, though,” Josie
says thoughtfully. She glances at me. “Haeden was pissed about it.”

“He can be pissed. | don’t care. You shouldn'’t either.”

“I don't,” she says quickly. “I just know you don’t want to make
anyone upset.”

She’s right, but for some reason, Haeden’s anger doesn’t bother
me. For one, he’s always a sourpuss and Chompy’s appearance
hasn'’t really changed that. Haeden also hasn’t shown the slightest
bit of interest in me, so | feel safe around him. | trust Salukh, too. He
wouldn’t have given me the little dvisti as a present if he’d have
thought it'd have encouraged the others to act badly.

| glance over at the fire and Salukh is seated there between his
father Borran and elder Vadren. They have spear-points in their
hands and are sharpening them while idly chatting. Salukh’s gaze is
on me, though, and not his spears. Even now he watches me with



intense, glittering eyes. | shiver and turn back to my tiny pet. ‘Il
should feed him.”

Anything to distract from the fact that Salukh’s focused attention is
making me feel unsettled.

The dvisti graze on the thin, tough plants that manage to grow on
the mostly-barren hills and valleys between the mountains that we
call home. | grew up on a farm, though, and | know baby grazers —
like foals and calves — can be fed a warm mash when the mama isn'’t
available. | mash up one of the not-potatoes and add water until it
forms a goopy paste. | feed it into a bladder used for toting water and
nip off the end and Farli holds Chompy for me as | feed him. It takes
a while but we get some food in him, and once he’s fed, he’s a lot
calmer when he returns to his stall.

I’m exhausted from a day of watching him, though, and thinking
about Salukh. When Farli asks to put her furs in front of the pen so
she can watch over the little dvisti, | gladly accept. I'm ready to crawl
into my own bed and get some shut-eye.

But even as | do, | keep thinking about Salukh and what tomorrow
will bring. I'm terrified I'm going to freak out on him. Just the thought
of kissing is making me hyperventilate, and when | close my eyes, |
can almost imagine the feel of rough, pebbly orange skin against
mine. | shudder, queasy. The memories won’t go away and | wish
they would.

I'd give anything to be free.

SALUKH



When Tee-fah-nee emerges from her cave in the morning, her
eyes are hollow and unhappy. Dark smudges speak of a poor night’s
sleep, and | wonder if she’ll change her mind. | also had a poor
night’s sleep, but it was due to the fact that my cock was hard all
night at the thought of being able to touch her this morning. Not even
Haeden'’s snoring could distract me from thoughts of her and her soft
skin, her curvy body.

But she does not come to tell me she has changed her mind. She
gives me a faint smile, checks on her little dvisti, and moves around
the cave as if it were any other day. | watch her out of the corner of
my eye, and then when | can stand it no longer, | approach her.
She’s by the dvisti’s cave, talking softly to Farli. Farli does not speak
the human language, but they communicate well enough, and it's
clear that Farli is fascinated by the little creature.

Tee-fah-nee looks over at me and gives me a faint, tired smile.
“Farli’s going to watch Chompy for me while we go herb gathering.”

“Are you well?” She does not look well.

“Just bad dreams, that’s all.” Her smile does not reach her eyes.
“'m fine.”

“Then | am eager to gather herbs with you,” | tell her slowly. The
falsehood feels strange on my tongue, but if that is what she wants
to call it, so be it.

Farli clasps her hands and looks back and forth at myself and Tee-
fah-nee. “Are you going to capture more dvisti kits?”

“No,” | tell her gently. “We must see if this one survives before we
claim more. Tee-fah-nee and | shall go gather herbs.”

Farli’'s young face is full of confusion. “You will gather herbs? But
you are a hunter.”



“Today | am an herb gatherer,” | tell her. “You will watch the
creature for Tee-fah-nee?”

She nods happily. “He no longer bites me. It is a good sign.”

“What are you two saying?” Tee-fah-nee asks.

| switch to her language. “Farli wishes us well on our herb
gathering and is excited to watch your creature.”

She smiles at Farli and moves to her cave. “Let me get my cloak.”
She returns a moment later and is bundled from head to toe in warm
furs. “I'm ready.”

“Let us go before the day gets too late.” | turn to look at Farli, but
she’s frowning at us. “What is it?”

“Your herb baskets?” Farli asks. “Do you not need them?”

Ah. | turn to Tee-fah-nee. “Farli wants to know where your herb
baskets are.”

“Oh!” Her face darkens in one of the charming human flushes and
she flees back to her cave. A moment later, she comes out with two
baskets and shoves one into my hands. “I'm so embarrassed.”

“Do not be embarrassed,” | tell her. “Your mind is elsewhere.”

“You can say that again,” she mutters.

“Your mind is elsewhere,” | repeat dutifully.

She just sighs. “Figure of speech.”

The words make no sense to me. | give her a curious look and she
waves a hand, indicating it was nothing. All right, then. Basket in
hand, | head out of the cave with her.

It's a short walk for a sa-khui to get to the cave | have in mind; our
strides are long and we handle the snow very well. It takes longer for
my human companion, though. Tee-fah-nee’s strides are short and
she struggles with the deeper snow, sinking with each step. | slow



my strides so she can keep up, but as | do, | worry this is a poor
choice. Should | have picked someplace closer to the caves? | do
not want her to be too exhausted to practice mouth-mating with me.
But she does not complain about the walk, and | am pleased; she is
stronger than she looks.

The cave mouth appears just ahead, and | gesture at it to Tee-fah-
nee. “| brought furs yesterday afternoon so we will be comfortable.
Let me go and make sure there are no scavengers waiting.”

“Scavengers?” she asks, her tone wary. She pulls her heavy fur
cloak tighter around her body.

“Metlaks will sometimes hide in our hunting caves. They are
dangerous when cornered.” Usually they destroy everything they find
when they do, because they do not like the scent of the sa-khui.
“Wait here.”

She nods and takes my basket from my hands. | unsheathe one of
my bone knives and approach the cave. All is well inside, the furs |
brought undisturbed, and | gesture her forward. Tee-fah-nee enters
the cave, and she is small enough that she does not need to stoop to
enter as | did. “It's small,” she says, surprise in her voice.

| grunt agreement. “Too small to use as shelter for hunters, and
too close to the main caves. But it is perfect for our needs.” Light
filters in from the entrance, and provides enough to see by. | did not
bring a candle or fire-making equipment, as we will not be here by
night. The cave is not warm enough for such things and it is not safe
for Tee-fah-nee.

She sets her baskets down by the entrance and does not move
forward. She is nervous, then.



| must make her comfortable. | pull off my own cloak and toss it
aside, too warm now that | am out of the wind. Then | spread the furs
out to create a nice, cozy nest for her. | gesture at them. “Will you
sit?”

Her eyes are wide, but she does. She clasps her small human
hands in her lap and looks around, as if she wants to look anywhere
but at me. She is nervous. | am, too. | want to do this right. | want to
fill her with pleasure and take away her memories of those who hurt
her.

“I am not familiar with human mating customs,” | tell her. | rub my
chest, barely covered by my thin leather vest. “I did wash for you,
though.”

She gives a small, nervous laugh. “That’s a start.”

“What next, then?” | am trying not to be too eager...and failing, |
suspect.

“Well,” she says softly. “Probably kissing.”

“The mouth matings? How does that work?”

She twists her hands. “Well, we put our mouths together and use
tongues and lips to give each other pleasure. There’s really not a
rulebook.”

“Ruhl-bookh?”

“A set of standards,” she corrects. “You mostly go by instinct.”

| am eager to try it. | want Tee-fah-nee’s taste on my mouth,
against my tongue. The thought of her smaller tongue darting
against mine makes my cock ache. Why did | wait so many days to
say yes to this? | can barely restrain myself from grabbing her and
holding her down in the furs and claiming her as it is. “Do you wish to
put your tongue in my mouth, then?”



She blinks at me. “I...guess we should give it a shot.” But she
doesn’t look eager. She looks terrified.

| sit forward and she flinches back. “We do not have to—*

“No,” she blurts out. “This was my idea, and we should try it.” But
she wrings her hands again and looks frightened.

My heart squeezes. This is going all wrong. | knew she would not
be eager, but | didn’t expect her to look as if | have driven a spear
through her chest. | remain still as she shrugs some of her heavy
furs off of her body and tosses them over next to mine. She’s
dressed in a simple leather dress that goes to her calves and is
edged with white fur and wears leggings underneath. Her body is
covered from head to toe even after she removes her furs, and |
catch no glimpse of soft exposed skin. But even frightened, Tee-fah-
nee is lovely. She’s graceful with her movements, and my hand
itches to sink into her curly hair.

She leans closer to me and puts a hand on my chest. She sits
beside me in the furs and it takes all of my power not to grab her and
pull her into my lap, to press her against my chest and hold her
close. Instead, | put my hands down to my sides so | don’t
inadvertently touch her. It strikes me that it would be a bad idea,
especially right now. | can feel her small form trembling against me,
even as she boldly straddles my lap and pushes her hips down
against my cock.

“I can tell one of us is excited to be here,” she breathes. | think
she’s trying to be funny but it just comes out breathless and wobbly.

“I will control myself,” | tell her. “Do not worry.”

“I know you will.” But she doesn'’t look like she believes it herself.
Her hands flutter over my vest and she still won’t look me in the eye.



“ll um, start.”

| wait quietly. | scarcely dare to breathe, because I'm afraid that if |
make a sudden movement, she will be gone, utterly terrified.

She takes a few deep gulping breaths. Her gaze flicks to my face,
and then she grabs the sides of my jaw and pulls my face to hers.
Her lips mash against mine. Stunned, | don’t move, and | feel her
tongue flick against the tight seam of my mouth.

And I'm lost.



Chapter Six

SALUKH

| open my mouth to allow her tongue to slide in and it flicks against
mine. It's smooth and silky, just like her skin, and | groan. The feel is
like nothing | imagined. My eyes close with the wonder of it all. Her
weight on my cock and combined with the feel of her tongue flicking
into my mouth? | will stroke my cock to this moment for the rest of
my life.

Her mouth moves against mine and her tongue strokes deep. Her
body presses against mine and | can'’t resist touching her. | grab her
arms and hold her so | can mate my mouth with hers. This is what |
have dreamed of. Now, | demand of my khui. Resonate now. Claim
her as ours.

She stiffens in my arms and jerks backward. “No!” Her hands claw
at my skin frantically, and she’s desperate to get away.

| release her, shocked at her violent reaction. That wasn’t what |
wanted at all. |...I thought she was enjoying herself as | was.

Tee-fah-nee flings my hands off of her and curls her arms around

herself, hunching over and shuddering.



| want to touch her and reassure her, but | dare not. “l...l did not
mean—"*

“I's not you,” she says, and | can hear the tears in her voice, even
though | cannot see her face. It is hidden behind her glorious hair.
“I's me. It’s all me. I'm broken.”

“You are perfect,” | tell her, my voice husky with disappointment
and anguish for her. My mate hurts and | don’t know how to fix it.
Never have | felt so helpless, so hopeless. To think that just
moments ago | was begging my khui to claim her. Now | am relieved
it is silent. Giving in to its call now would be nothing short of what the
others took from her.

| will never take unless Tee-fah-nee gives.

“You still think | am perfect after all this?” She looks up at me, and
tears slide down her lovely cheeks. | long to brush them away, but
my hands remain at my sides.

| nod. How could | ever think less of her? How can she think that?
“Nothing will ever change my mind. You are strong simply for trying.
You are perfect just as you are.”

Her face crumples and she flings herself forward into my lap
again, her arms going around my neck. Her head burrows against
my neck and she sobs bitterly against me.

And [ let her.

This has all gone terribly wrong. | was so eager for this, but now |

feel nothing but regret. My poor Tee-fah-nee. She has worried she



has disappointed me, and all | feel is anger for those that touched
her without permission, who gave her these mental wounds that |
cannot bring to the healer. So she cries, and | let her cling to me like
a baby metlak. | am careful not to touch her, because | don’t want to
set her off again. Her weeping makes my chest ache. | wish | could
fix this for her.

Her hands dig into my hair and she wets my neck with her tears.
Her boots dig into my legs but | do not move, because | do not want
to scare her. She could pull a knife out and shove it into my gut and |
would flex a single muscle. | am hers to abuse in this moment.

| am hers entirely.

Tee-fah-nee’s sobs die down to soft hiccups, and she still burrows
against me. | feel her fragile body shiver against mine, and my hands
twitch with the need to hold her and comfort her. “May | touch you?” |
ask, my voice low and husky. “Just to comfort?”

| feel her nod against my shoulder.

Gently, | slide a hand to the center of her back. She stiffens
against me, but when | make no further moves, she relaxes little by
little. Her body leans into mine again, and | simply hold her. It is a
pleasure simply to touch her even as this, to feel her warmth against
mine. | did not realize how much | hunger for her until this moment.
Not being near her is like starvation to my spirit.

When her shuddering slows, | move my hand up and down her

back, stroking it as | would a kit. | held my little sister Farli when she



was nothing but a tiny, squalling kit. | know how to comfort with a
gentle touch, though | would do so much more for Tee-fah-nee if she
would let me. My hand glides up and down her back, lightly rubbing.
You are safe, | tell her without words. No one shall ever hurt you
again.

Eventually, her tears stop wetting my shoulder. She gives a little
sigh and | feel her cheek press against my skin. “I'm sorry, Salukh.”

“There is nothing to be sorry for, sweet one.” | stroke her back
slowly, my movements even and easy to keep her from panicking.
For the moment, it is pleasure enough that she lets me touch her.
“Your fear will fade with time. | am a patient male and content to
wait.”

She gives a small, hiccupy laugh. “Most guys wouldn’t say
something like that.”

“Most are fools.” | am happy with where | am. She has ceased her
heartbreaking weeping, her body is warm against mine, and if | angle
my head, | can take in the scent of her hair. Truly, | feel as if | am the
luckiest male alive to even have this opportunity.

Tee-fah-nee just sighs again and makes no move to get up. | am
content to hold her, and when her breathing evens out, | realize
she’s fallen into an exhausted slumber on my chest. She has worn
herself out with her worry and her tears.

And even though today has not turned out as | wished, | am

pleased that my future mate feels comfortable enough in my



presence to fall asleep. It is something. Not much, but something.

TIFFANY

Warmth surrounds me. The blanket | lie on feels soft against my
cheek, but it's lumpy and hard underneath. | don’t want to move,
though, because | feel protected for the first time since landing on
this planet. Strange that a big warm blanket will do that for me. |
keep my eyes closed even as | shift, determined to slide back into
delicious sleep.

Except | can feel something hard between my spread legs.

Then, | remember where | am. I'm not in my nest of furs in the
cave | share with Josie. I'm in a tiny anonymous cave away from the
others, and I'm straddling Salukh.

Correction: I'm straddling Salukh after I cried all over him when he
touched me.

God, I’'m such an asshole.

| feel terrible. Well, sort of. | also feel really loose and relaxed, and
| don’t want to get up. | still feel protected and his big hand is on my
back, slowly rubbing. | don’t know how long I've been out, but it’s the
first good sleep I've had in a while. There were no dreams. Zero. I'm
so relieved.

I’m so sitting right on top of his boner.



“Should I get up?” | ask him. It's hard for me not to notice his hard-
on when I’'m straddling it.

“If you like.” He doesn’t stop stroking my back. Nor does he try to
do anything else. It’s like he’s content to simply hold me.

It's...nice. Really nice. I'm no longer freaking out, either. It’s like all
the anxiety that built up overnight exploded in a torrent of tears and
all that’s left is me, kind of boneless and content. “Are you
uncomfortable?”

“No. | like you here.”

“I'm really sorry about the kiss.” | mentally wince, even as | curl my
hands against his vest and snuggle in against his chest. The
softness I'm feeling? It's not his clothing but his skin. He feels like
velvety suede. | knew the sa-khui had a downy layer of light fur on
their bodies from a passing touch or two, but it feels different when
you graze someone’s hand versus pressing your body against them.
| want to touch more of him and explore the texture, but I'm afraid I'll
freak out again. | bite my lip. “Just so you know, most kisses don’t
end up like that.”

He chuckles. “I suspected as much.” He pats my back with one
enormous hand, like he would a child. “You do not have to explain
anything to me, Tee-fah-nee. | am happy simply to be the male you
chose to spend the day with.”

“l...cried all over you.”



“Mmm. You were emotional. There are many bad memories in
your head.” His hand resumes stroking my back. “It will take more
than one afternoon to make them go silent.”

He’s so understanding. I'm lucky to be here with him, that we're
friends first and foremost. | don'’t think Taushen or Hassen — or
shudder, Bek — would be quite so understanding. There’s no sense
of urgency with Salukh. No desperation or worry that if | displease
him, he’ll retaliate. There’s something about him that makes me
realize that he never would. He's intense, but protective. It's not his
style to attack. Yet another reason why | like him so much.

| sigh. “I wish | wasn’t so messed up.”

“There is a saying among my people,” he muses. “We may wish
for many things, but it is easier to wish for snow. The snow is more
likely to happen.”

“‘Reminds me of an earth saying: ‘Wish in one hand, shit in the
other, and see which one fills up faster.”

A deep laugh rumbles out of his chest, and | bounce against him
as he moves. ‘| like that. Though if the dvisti shit, | would not mind so
much. It would save me many hours of dung chip gathering.”

| smile against his chest. “You're a good guy, you know that,
Salukh?”

He strokes my back again.

| relax against him, not quite ready to move. If he’s not dying for

me to get up, I'll take advantage of the moment. “I don’t know what



to do,” | confess. “I'm scared to try again.”

“Then we do not try again.”

“I| feel like | need to.” If nothing else, so | can conquer my own
head. | can't live in fear forever. “Can we try again tomorrow?”

“Of course. We can try again as many times as you like.”



Chapter Seven

TIFFANY

We try for the next week. Every day, we meet to ‘gather herbs’ and
head off to our cave. Each time, I'm not able to move into kissing.
We end up just cuddling for a long time, and honestly...I really like it.
Salukh never demands anything of me, and our cave time has
turned into just ‘touch and talk’ time. He strokes my back as | talk
about whatever comes to mind — things | miss back home, my ideas
for how to start farming here on the ice planet, or whatever Chompy
has bitten into today. In the last week he’s eaten three shoes, half of
his gate, and whatever else shows up in his pen. Farli has been
spending a lot of time watching him, and she’s a wonderful help
because | seem to be gone for long hours of the day with Salukh.

If my other suitors have noticed we’re spending a lot of time
together, they haven’t said anything. They’re too busy winning more
of Josie’s seeds. Yesterday was a running competition, and the day
before she had them braiding sinew into long cords of rope for the
tribe. So far, Taushen is still in the lead but Hassen is close behind

him. The men have been giving me more space lately, but | think it's



just because Josie’s been running them ragged with her endless
competitions. At some point they’re going to demand that | pay up.
Josie’s game is a two-edged sword. It's great that it keeps them off
my back for now, but at some point, they’re going to want answers
from me, and I’'m not sure | have anything to give.

But | can’t focus on that right now. And | don’t share those worries
with Salukh. We have enough going on between us.

Like right now. Right now I'm lying on top of him in our cave like
we normally do. | still straddle him every time, because | feel like |
need to mentally acknowledge the fact that he’s aroused. Plus, | kind
of like draping myself over him and letting him caress my back and
arms. He never reaches further down, never grabs my butt or tries to
push me into anything else. It's just one long cuddle session each
day and nothing more.

Weirdly enough, I've come to look forward to them. The stress of
meeting with him is gone because | know he won’t push me into
anything. It's hours away from the endless scrutiny of the caves,
Josie’s questioning looks, and the bustle of endless preparation for
both the upcoming brutal season and the move back to the main
cave once Harlow gets her rock cutter working again. Though I'm
looking forward to seeing the rest of the humans again, I’'m not
looking forward to returning to the main cave. If | thought the South

cave was full of people, moving us all back to one big boisterous



tribe is going to mean even more people are underfoot and privacy
will be at a premium.

One big hand idly strokes my back. “What is it you think about,
Tee-fah-nee?”

| smile, eyes closed as | lean against his big chest. | can hear his
heart beating evenly, and I love listening to it. | could listen for hours,
provided he held me close and petted me. “Just about the tribes
moving back together.” Kemli and her family left this morning, along
with Vadren and a few of the elders. Farli stayed behind to help me
with Chompy, and Salukh stayed too, of course. “We’re all going to
pile back into the one cave and it’s going to be crowded.”

“It is not a bad thing, though. More hands and friendly faces to
make the day’s work go by faster.”

“Less alone time, though,” | point out. “And we’re still not
anywhere close to my goal.” | sit up and look at him, troubled.
“Maybe we should try the kissing again.” Even as | say it, though, my
entire body tenses and | feel a cold sweat coming on.

“I can sense your fear,” he says gently, and rubs my arms
encouragingly. I've become addicted to his touch in the last week.
Why is it that | love the thought of cuddling with him but the moment |
think about kissing, | shut down? “What would make you less
afraid?”

| give him a faint smile, considering. “I don’t know.”



“You already make great progress. Think of when we first came to
this cave.” He brushes a finger over my cheek. “Now | can touch you
and you do not weep.”

Jeez. Guilt shoots through me. I'm not being very fair to him, am 1?
“I wish we could skip ahead, but the touching is hard for me.”

“Then we do not touch?”

| frown at him. “What do you mean?”

He looks surprised. “Do humans not touch themselves for
pleasure?”

Oh. Masturbation. My cheeks feel hot. “You mean...in front of each
other?” Why does that sound so utterly scandalous? Why am | not
just dismissing the idea immediately? I’'m kind of mutely horrified at
the thought of touching myself in front of him, but an even bigger part
of me is rather curious about what he’ll do. Is it awful that | want to
see him do it?

“Well, | have done it in private many times, but | do not think it will
help you much if | do so again.”

A horrified chuckle escapes me. This is the most bizarrely frank
conversation. “No, | suppose not.”

“And we can talk through it if you like.”

| bite my lip and think about what he’s offering. Dirty talk and
masturbation. I'm intrigued and I'm also freaked out. It feels like a big

step. And yet, if | never take any steps forward, I'm not going to go



anywhere. Strangely enough, it feels less intimate than kissing. “I
don’t want to go first.”

He nods slowly, and the burning, intense look is back in his eyes,
making me shiver. “I will go first, then. Are you ready?”

Oh God. Am | ready? | want to tell him to wait, that I'm not ready.
That I'm not sure about any of this. But time is running out. | know
the moment we all move back to the main cave, we won'’t be able to
get away together like we have been. Someone will be on to us. My
suitors will tire of the games that Josie sends them chasing after and
turn back to bothering me.

Salukh gives me a patient look and gently pulls me off of his lap. “I
cannot do this with you seated right there.”

Of course. | move into the furs and tuck my legs under me, all
casual-like. But I'm staring. | can’t help but stare. He reaches for the
tie at the waist of his leather leggings and my mouth goes dry. He's
going to perform for me...because it might help ease me back into
things? Or is it because he wants to perform for me?

The thought is surprisingly titillating.

As | wait in shocked silence, he finishes untying his pants and
down they go. He’s...not wearing underwear. I'm not surprised,
because I'm pretty sure they’re a foreign concept to the sa-khui, who
dress like it's a nice spring day instead of endless winter. And then of
course, I'm eye-level with the biggest blue dong I've ever seen in my

life. | tell myself | shouldn’t stare, but who am | kidding? | stare.



Because damn, there’s a lot to see. His thighs are massive, strong
and thick and a delicious shade of blue that’s just begging for me to
run my hands over them. The strange, bony ridges common to the
sa-khui creep down the front of each muscular thigh and cap at his
knees. As he kicks off his pants | get a glimpse of strong calves and
my gaze creeps back up.

Back to his dick, because I'm only human. And I've got to be
honest, it's a really great dick for all that it’s rather...different than
human dick. The sa-khui apparently have the same plate-y ridges on
their cocks as they do their skin, and he’s got a thick spur sticking
out on top. His balls are heavy and dark, and he’s hairless on his
groin, unlike a human man. But the head of his cock is thick and his
skin looks just as velvety here. I've seen a few dicks in my day and
this one’s probably the best one. It's not circumcised, but that
doesn’t change how impressively big and thick it is. My, my.

The little cave suddenly feels awful warm.

| tear my gaze away from his equipment and look up as Salukh
tugs his vest off his shoulders in a sensual move that makes me feel
like | should have a few dollars to shove into a g-string or something.
The man can move. Damn.

When he’s completely naked, he gazes down at me. His long
black hair swings over his shoulder and he tosses it back with
another graceful move. Then, he considers the furs at his feet. “Do

you want me to sit or stand?”



Why’s he asking me? “Um, whatever makes you the most
comfortable.”

He considers for a moment, hand on his hips. It draws attention to
the fact that, fully erect, his cock is jutting out almost obscenely from
his body. I...can’t stop staring at it. “I| normally sit.” He folds his big
body down and sits in the furs again, and immediately one hand
goes to his cock. He curls his fingers around the base and then looks
expectantly at me.

“What?” | squirm uncomfortably in my seat. | feel off kilter and
curiously exposed in this situation. It's not...bad. It's just strange. I've
had sex in the past, before my rape. Lord knows I’'ve masturbated.
It's not that | don’t feel safe. | just feel...strangely breathless. | clamp
my thighs together because my pulse is starting to thrum between
them.

“Tell me what you want me to do.”

“M-me?” | stammer. “What do you mean?”

“I want you to tell me what you wish me to do. How | should touch
myself to please you.” His eyes are gleaming with that wild intensity
again, and as my gaze flicks from his face back to his dick, | see
even more pre-cum beading on the head of it, as if just talking to me
is turning him on like no tomorrow.

“Why do you want me to direct you?”

“Because it pleases me,” he says, voice blunt. There’s a rasp in

his tone that wasn’t there before, and | watch as his hand tenses



around his cock, as if he’s having to will himself not to stroke it
without permission. “And because | want you to realize that | will only
do what gives you pleasure. Nothing else.”

Oh boy. | wrap my arms around myself and stare at him. He
doesn’t move, and when | realize that he’s waiting patiently for me,
dick in hand, | feel safe. He’s letting me have all the control. If
touching scares me, then we’ll do other naughty things to work up to
the touching. He’s willing to do whatever it is | want, as long as it
helps me.

Not that this is a hardship for him, I'm sure.

| wet my lips with my tongue and start to speak, then pause. |
notice his gaze is on my mouth now. | glance down at his cock, and
his hand is tight around the base. “Stroke it,” | whisper, feeling
daring. “Slowly.”

It's utterly titillating to me when his fisted hand moves up and
down with excruciating slowness. He pumps it once, giving a little
twist of his wrist when he gets to the head before sliding back down
the shaft. Oh. That’s fascinating to me. “Do that again.”

“What part?” His voice is thick with lust.

“All of it.” | can’t stop watching as he does it again, dragging his
big hand over his cock. It makes me feel hollow inside, as if | need to
be filled up with that big cock. I’'m not ready for that, but I'm

encouraged by the fact that I'm feeling aroused at the sight of him



touching himself. “Squeeze the head,” | tell him when he strokes
again.

He does, and | watch more pre-cum bead on the crown. It's
dripping with his juices now, and | feel the overwhelming urge to lean
over and lick it up. | bet he’d taste like he smells — musky and
delicious — but | don’t move a muscle. I'm not brave enough yet.
Instead, | just clasp my hands and stick them between my thighs. I'm
feeling twitchy all over, and the cave definitely feels hotter than
before. Maybe it's me that’s overheating.

Salukh pauses in his motions, and gives me another intense look.
He’s waiting for more direction. I’'m not sure what else guys do when
they jerk off. They just stroke their cocks, right? | know men aren’t
like women and they don’t need as much stimulus, but it seems a
shame to have all this glorious masculinity in front of me and just
have him quickly jerk one out. So | scan his big body, and think
about what I'd touch, what I'm longing to run my hands over. His sofft,
suede-like skin is appealing to me. “Can you...can you slide one of
your hands down your chest?”

His brows draw together, but he nods and moves a hand quickly
down his front.

“Slowly,” | tell him, and I’'m surprised at how breathless | sound. |
shift on my knees, my thighs clamping tight together again. “Like |

was touching you.”



His eyes flare with such intense longing that it takes my breath
away.

Not yet. But hopefully soon.

He puts a hand to his breastbone and then slowly trails his fingers
down his chest, gliding over hard pectorals and down the rippling six-
pack that seems to go on for ever and ever, his belly flat and
gorgeous.

“Your nipples,” | tell him, and | feel my own harden in response.

Salukh hesitates a moment and then grazes his fingers over his
nipple without a lot of interest.

“Not doing it for you?” | ask, smiling. He just seems so oddly
confused by the touch.

“I do not have much feeling here,” he tells me. “The skin is hard,
like my knees.”

Oh. It is? My fingers itch to touch and find out for myself, but not
today. Today there’s an unspoken boundary between us. “Then how
about your spur?”

This makes his eyes flare again. He slowly glides his hand down
his stomach the way | like, and as | watch, he caresses and encircles
the small, horn-like protuberance. | remember Georgie telling me it
was like a thumb and hit all the right spots on a human girl. It seems
like it’s interesting for Salukh, too. The way he circles the base of it

tells me he’s touched this spot before.



“Keep touching it,” | tell him. “And use your other hand to work
your cock.”

He inhales sharply and does as | ask. Instead of slow, languid
movements, though, his hand grips his cock hard and he gives it a
rough stroke. His fingers drag hard over the ridges, and | watch as
his other hand teases his spur. He’s really into it now, and I lick my
lips watching him.

I’'m definitely feeling things. Not fear, either. I'm feeling...horny. For
the first time in a long time. And it feels really good.

“I think of you,” he growls, and my startled gaze goes from his
cock back to his face. He’s watching me with that focused gaze, his
blue eyes hypnotizing in their fierceness. “When | touch myself, |
think of you. No others. Just you.”

| suck in a breath. “You do?”

He nods slowly, and | watch as his jaw clenches. His head falls
back against the rock wall of the cave and he strokes his cock even
harder. “| think of your soft skin and your small human body under
mine. | think of claiming you as mine and sinking so deep inside you
that your cunt clasps around me like a fist.”

Oh God, the urge to stick my hand down the front of my leggings
and touch myself is getting stronger by the moment. “Because I'm
the only one available?”

“Because you are Tee-fah-nee,” he says, voice thick around the

syllables of my name. Heat flutters through me and | watch as he



does that tawdry little wrist flick as he strokes over the head of his
cock again. ‘I like your smile, and your skin, and your hair, and the
way you smell. | like the look of your ass when you walk away. | like
to imagine what your cunt will look like stretched around my cock.”

A little gasp escapes me. His words are filthy, but...I love it. My
nipples feel impossibly hard, begging to be touched. My own
breathing has quickened, and as | look over at Salukh working his
cock, | see he’s breathing hard, too.

“Are you going to come soon?” | ask, and my fascinated gaze
moves back down to his cock. He’s working it furiously with his hand
now, his other teasing and circling against his spur.

“Do you want me to?” he asks, voice thick.

| nod. “l want to see it,” | whisper. | want to watch him as he comes
and see what he looks like. | want to see his face, because | know
he’ll be thinking of me as he comes, and for some reason, | find that
intensely appealing.

| thought we were just friends. But friends don’t picture other
friends when they masturbate, do they? Something tells me we've
gone over the friendship line at some point and | never even noticed.

Nor do | care. | like being around Salukh. I’'m attracted to him. |
gaze at all that blue, velvety skin rippling over taut muscles and the
thick, coarse black hair that flows down his horned head and over his

shoulders. | eye the big, thick cock he’s pumping in his hands



furiously. How can | not be attracted to all this? He’s gorgeous, raw
and masculine in ways that most Earth guys aren't.

The breath hisses from between his fangs, and then Salukh
comes. His body stiffens and | watch in fascination as his cock
spurts clear, pale semen all over his hands and spatters his chest.
He groans my name and continues to milk his cock, sending more
ropes of come over his skin.

Oh, wow. That was beautiful. I'm utterly fascinated and | can’t stop
staring, even as he slowly gives his cock a few more strokes and
then releases it. There’s come all over him, and he’s covered by a
faint sheen of sweat, but I've never seen him look so satisfied.

Or so utterly possessive as he looks at me.

He nods to something behind me. “There is a cloth over there.
Hand it to me so | may clean myself up?”

Oh. Of course. I'm blushing like a schoolgirl for some reason. |
hand it to him and try to be all nonchalant as he wipes the gleaming
remnants of his spend off his lickable abs. “Your come looks different
than human come.”

He seems surprised. “Does it?”

“Thinner,” | point out, though I'm just babbling | guess. “More
liquid. It's not a big deal. | just thought it was curious.”

He grunts and finishes cleaning himself off, then tosses the small
towel aside and looks at me with those hot, hot eyes. “Shall | stay

naked for you?”



| tilt my head, curious. Stay naked? Not that | mind, of course, I'm
just wondering...naked for what?
The question must be written on my face. A devilish smile curves

his mouth. “It is your turn now, Tee-fah-nee.”



Chapter Eight

SALUKH

| don’t think I've ever felt so good. Tee-fah-nee has been very
brave this day, and we are making great strides. Soon | will be able
to touch her and pleasure her as my mate, resonance or not. Today,
| touched myself but with her watching, it felt as if we were one. |
have never rubbed my cock so hard, and never have | come so
much. Her lovely face was fascinated as | came, and | felt like the
strongest, most virile man on the planet as she commanded me to
touch myself for her pleasure. And now it is time for her to touch
herself.

Her pretty mouth opens and gapes like a fish’s. “Me?”

“Yes, you.” | gesture at myself, still boldly naked, my cock still
twitching and semi-hard from my recent play. “Did my efforts not
please you?”

She squirms, but she doesn’t look miserable at the thought. Just
shy. “Salukh, | don’t know...”

| desperately want to touch her, but | do not know how she wiill

take it. “There is no shame in this cave, Tee-fah-nee. No shame



between us. Are we not friends?”

“I don’t do this sort of thing with my friends,” she huffs, but she
starts to pull off her leather dress, and it’s all | can do not to jump to
my feet with excitement and help strip the clothing off of her. | long to
see her naked. I've seen her bathing in the pool back at the main
cave — my people are not shy about bodily functions of any kind —
but the humans are quick to cover their bodies up and they act as if
naked breasts and thighs are things to be worried over. For her to
strip down in front of me feels like a treat just for my eyes, and | am
hungry for it.

She slowly removes her tunic, revealing a leather band wrapped
tightly around her breasts. Curious. | say nothing, simply watching as
she gets to her feet and daintily begins to remove her leggings and
boots. She is graceful in her movements, my human, and her
smooth skin invites the touch. | long for the day when | will be able to
caress her as my own.

Not today, | tell my khui. But soon.

She pulls her clothing off and then she is dressed in nothing but
the band around her breasts, and she pulls that free a moment later
and stands in front of me, body proud. She is so lovely it makes my
jaw ache. | drink in the sight of her, of her full hips that flare out, the
gentle curve of her belly, the surprising fullness of her breasts. They
are tipped with dark nipples and my mouth waters at the thought of

sucking them. She also has a dark thatch of fur between her thighs,



right over her sex. | find it strange but charming, and soon | will be
able to bury my face in those curls and lick her as a mate should.

“Did you get a good look?” she teases, but there’s a nervous note
in her voice.

“I would look more,” | say, voice thick with the ache to claim her as
my own.

To my delight, she chuckles and gives a little turn, showing off her
tail-less bottom to me. It's rounded and full and so beautiful | want to
put my hands on her right now. | clench them into fists and force
them to my sides. If | grab her now, she will panic.

She finishes her twirl and then sits down in the furs. As | watch,
she shivers and fine little bumps raise on her skin.

“Cold?” | ask.

She shrugs. “Always cold.”

“Come and sit with me, then. | will keep you warm.”

The look she gives me is utterly scandalized. Her gaze darts to my
naked body, my cock still somewhat hard (and getting harder by the
moment). “You're naked. We're both naked.”

“You're cold,” | tell her. “And | will not touch you. That is our
agreement for today. You commanded me to touch myself, and now |
will command you for your pleasure. And you will have more
pleasure if you are warm.” | gesture at my lap again. It's not entirely

an unselfish move — | want her warm body pressing up against mine



while she touches herself. If | cannot put my hands on her, it is the
next best thing.

She hesitates and then rubs her arms. | notice her nipples have
grown tight, the peaks extending and | want to touch them and feel if
they are as soft as the rest of her. Patience, | tell myself, even as she
settles onto one of my thighs. Look at how she comes to you so
sweetly now. Do not ruin it because you think with your cock.

Ah, but my cock has all the good ideas.

Tee-fah-nee wiggles a little as she tries to get comfortable on my
leg. “This feels strange.”

“Put your back on my chest,” | tell her. “Lean against me.” It will
give me the perfect view to watch her touch herself, and | feel my
cock growing hard with excitement at the thought.

She does, and | feel her soft skin slide against mine. | stifle the
groan rising in my throat, because she feels better than anything |
have ever felt in my life. Her skin touching mine? There is no greater
pleasure to be found. Her bottom nestles against my hard cock and
her thighs slide open. “| feel weird,” she confesses.

The word does not register. “| do not know this ‘weird’, but you are
beautiful to me.”

She sighs, pleased by my words, and leans back against me. Her
hands go to her breasts, and she begins to play with her nipples. |

watch hungrily as she strokes her fingers lightly over her skin.



“You’re watching me,” she says in a low voice. “| can feel your
gaze on me.” Her fingertips glide over her nipple and it hardens as
she circles it.

“I am watching you,” | admit. “There is no shame in that. You are
beautiful and | would enjoy the sight of you touching yourself.”

Her small laugh is sweet, as is the sight of her hand skimming to
her belly. | watch with eagerness as her legs part and her fingers
slide to the curls between her legs. Suddenly, | catch the faint scent
of arousal perfuming the air.

| groan aloud, unable to help myself. “You're wet, aren’t you? | can
smell your scent.”

“You can?” Her legs immediately snap closed. “Oh my God, that’s
SO embarrassing.”

“There is nothing to be embarrassed of,” | tell her, and have to
force myself not to grab her knees and pry them apart again. “Your
scent is delicious. | long to bathe my tongue in it.”

Her little moan catches me off guard, and as | look down, her
knees slowly part again. “You'd...you’d tongue me?”

“For hours,” | rasp, imagining the joy of it. “I would push my face
between your legs and drink from you. | would run my tongue over
every last bit of your skin and make sure that all of it has been
thoroughly licked. | would fuck your cunt with my tongue. | would

mate it with my mouth.”



Her breath shudders and, as | watch, her hand slides between her
legs. She spreads her folds and the scent of her envelopes me. | bite
back another groan, because she starts to play with herself. There’s
a little nipple between her legs, just like Vektal told us of the humans,
and she caresses and plays with it as | watch. My cock aches,
pressed between her body and mine, but | would not move in this
moment for anything. The sight of her touching herself is too lovely
to interrupt.

“Tell me more,” she whispers.

So | do. | go into great detail of all the things | would do to her, the
things | would use my tongue to do. | have never coupled, but | have
a great imagination and | let it carry my fantasies from my mind out
to her ears. With each bold statement, she shudders and rubs
herself a little more. She likes my words. She finds them arousing. |
can feel the wetness coating her thighs and sliding onto mine, and
the urge to lick it up is strong. | cannot wait to taste her.

Her body begins to tense against mine, and her movements
become frantic, uneven. She is close to coming, and | cannot help
myself; | lean down and press my nose into her bouncy, curly hair.
“All of that will be nothing compared to what | do for you with my
cock.”

She cries out and her back arches, her nipples pointing at the air. |
bite down on the inside of my cheek, my hands gripping at the wall

with the effort not to touch her, not to scare her. She moans long and



hard, and her entire body shudders. Her splayed legs tremble, and
then | feel another rush of wetness drip onto my thighs. She’s come,
and come hard.

Tee-fah-nee falls back against my chest and moans. “Oh, good
gravy.”

These words do not make sense together, but the look on her face
is one of bliss, and she turns and cuddles against my chest. Daring, |
slowly put my arms around her and am pleased when she doesn’t
pull away.

“Well, that was...something else,” she says, breathless.

| agree. | cannot wait to do it again.



Chapter Nine

TIFFANY

The guards are standing outside of our cell. It's cramped, and
someone’s legs are tangled with mine. My hip hurts from resting on
the same spot for the last few days, but | don’t have any other
options. There’s no room to move around.

An orange, two-fingered hand slides over the bars, almost
caressing them. It sends a warning prickle up my spine, but there are
people pressing against me on all sides and | can’t move.

The door to the cage opens. We all cringe backward as one of the
guards steps forward. He points a finger and sweeps it across the
people in the cell.

Not me, / think. Not me.

To my horror, I'm saying the words aloud. “Not me. Not me.” Oh
God. They don't like it when we make noise. The orange, rough-
textured hand pauses in its sweep.

The others flee from me to the opposite ends of the cage. It’s not
that they’re cowards. | don’t blame them for running. It’s that we’re in

a hole so deep that self-preservation is the only thing that matters



anymore. | cringe backward, but there’s no one around me anymore.
I’'m all alone.

The hand points.

Not me. Not me. Please, not me.

No one’s listening anymore, though. Rough hands grab my bare
arms, tear at my skin. | start to scream. “Not me! Not me!”

“Tiffany — wake up.”

| jerk awake, gasping. Fear drums through my body, my heart
racing in my chest. | cringe back when a skinny white arm reaches
out through the darkness to pat my shoulder.

“Bad dream again,” Josie murmurs, voice low. “Didn’t want you to
have to sleep through it.”

| rub my forehead. The panic still feels all too real. “Thanks.”

“You okay?”

“I'll live.” Sometimes | wonder if I'll ever be ‘okay’ again. | rub my
arms under my blankets, positive | can still feel rough hands gripping
me, holding me down, pulling my legs apart despite my efforts.

Josie’s quiet for a moment, then whispers again. “l| was just
wondering, you know. You haven’t had any dreams in the last while
and | thought you were getting better. Are the guys bugging you? I've
been trying to keep them busy.”

“You’re doing an awesome job, really, Jo. I'm so thankful.”

| can practically hear her beaming in the dark of the cave. “I'm

glad. I've been working on a really big competition for the next round.



It's gonna be epic.”

“Great.” | try to muster enthusiasm, but | don’t care about the
competition, because | don’t want the winner.

A pause. “You sure you're okay?”

“Yeah.” | know what’s triggered me today. It was the heavy-petting-
time with Salukh. While | enjoyed it, clearly my brain hasn’t
unpacked all my baggage about the situation.

“You'd tell me if you weren't, right? Because you haven’t had a
nightmare in over a week.” She emphasizes this again.

She doesn’t believe me and | don’t blame her. “I'm fine, really. |
just...the only times | seem to get good sleep are with Salukh
around.”

| hear her blankets rustle and she sits up. “Salukh?” Her gasp is
overloud in the too-quiet caves. “Oh em gee,” she whispers after a
moment. “Are you two doing it?”

“No! We’'re just friends.”

“Riiiight. Friends that gather herbs together. You can'’t see it, but in
the dark I'm putting air quotes around the words ‘gathering herbs'.
Because don’t think I'm the only one that’s noticed that there’s not a
lot of herbs in those baskets when you guys are gone all day.”

| can’t even find it in me to be embarrassed. | think of his big, lean
blue body and the way his skin felt against mine. Yeah. “| do like

him,” | admit softly.



“So bring him in and snuggle with him for a good night’s sleep,”
she tells me with a yawn. “| don’t care. | just worry about you. It's not
good to hold on to the past.”

Says Josie. The woman who never thinks of anything but her
happy ever after.

She settles back into her blankets and eventually falls back off to
sleep. | stay awake a while longer, thinking about Salukh and our
interlude at the cave earlier. It's strange, but I’'m looking forward to
what the next day will bring.

Maybe tomorrow will be the day that we can really, truly kiss.

Bright and early that morning, | wake up and take care of Chompy,
switching out the old, dirty leathers that act as puppy pads, feeding
him another bottle, and then cuddling him for a bit. When Farli wakes
up, she takes over for me, and I’'m a little chagrined to see that my
own pet acts far more delighted to see her than me. | can’t blame the
little guy — she spends every waking moment with him and | just
show up for feeding times.

| head over to the main fire to eat. Kira’s there, cooking. Aehako’s
back from one of his trips, and he’s seated there, baby Kae in his
lap. He cuddles and coos at the fat, smiling baby, his own face

wreathed in grins. It's clear that Kae got her sunny personality from



her father, because Kira is more solemn than anyone I've met. They
make a cute family, though, and | ignore the wistful pang of jealousy
| feel. I'm happy for Kira and her happiness. | sit next to them and
help myself to one of the root-cakes that Kira’s cooking on a hot
stone plate.

“We're sending two more over to the main caves,” Aehako says as
| nibble on my hot breakfast. He sticks his nose in the baby’s face
and laughs when Kae grabs ahold of his nose ridges.

“That’s nice.”

Aehako glances over at me. “Do you wish to go? | can send you
and Josie. I'd like to keep more of the hunters here to support the
rest of us since it might be a few more moons before we all migrate
over.”

| freeze. My appetite dies and | force myself to take another bite of
root-cake. Go back to the main cave? I'll be free of my four annoying
suitors but...Salukh won’t be there. And for the first time in a long,
long time, | feel like I'm making a breakthrough. Spending time with
him has been cathartic. I've had feelings waking up that | thought
were long dead. “I...think I'd like to stay.”

“Ah. For your games?” He winks at me. “Do you favor any of the
suitors in particular?”

Oh God, he thinks it's because | like all the attention? Ugh. “They

are all equal in my eyes.” Because | don’t want any of them.



He nods and when Kae throws a chubby baby fist toward his face,
he pretends to bite it. “I'll send two of the elders, then.”

“Any word on when Harlow’s going to have the stonecutter fixed?”

“I have heard nothing. If we get more signs that this will be a truly
brutal season, then we will go over anyhow. It is better to starve
together than separately.”

“Jeez.” My stomach’s in knots but | force myself to eat my root-
cake after hearing that. “Think it will be bad?”

“Watch your little dvisti-friend,” he tells me. “It will grow a darker
coat if the snows will be terrible.”

I'll have to pay attention.

“Tef-i-nee,” a voice booms. “It is good to see your lovely face this
morning!” Hassen approaches the fire, spear in hand. He puts one
big foot on one of the sitting rocks and thrusts his chest out. He’s a
good looking man, but gazing at him, all | can think of is Salukh with
his intense eyes and the way he strokes my back.

“Hi, Hassen,” | try to keep my tone warm and feign a cheeriness |
don't feel.

“I am only two seeds behind Taushen,” he tells me boldly. “Do you
have a task | can do to gain more of your favor?”

Eep. “I'm leaving it all in Josie’s hands.” | give him a bright smile to
make up for my noncommittal words. “She has no bias so | trust her.”

“Bye-hass?” He frowns at the unfamiliar word.

“She does not lean one way or another,” | correct.



“Ah.” He leans in and there’s a gleam in his eyes. “Shall | hunt you
something to eat? Even if | cannot persuade you, | can feed you.”

| notice Kira stills, her hands freezing over the root-cakes. Then
she collects herself and puts another down on the hot rocks.

| feel the tension prickling at the back of my neck. “I'm good, but
thank you, Hassen.”

“You must let me take care of you,” he insists. He gets up and
moves toward me. “It is my duty as a strong male of the tribe.”

“Really, I'm fine,” | protest, mentally willing myself not to flinch
away as he approaches. | keep smiling, but it's getting difficult to
remain cheerful. He's persistent. All of them are.

As if my thoughts have summoned them, Vaza and Taushen arrive
in the main cave. “| thought | heard Ti-fa-ni’'s sweet voice,” Taushen
calls. “May | feed you, beautiful human?”

| hear Aehako snort under his breath. | know they’re being
ridiculous. They’re also pushy and | seem to freeze up whenever
they start to insist.

“I am the elder,” Vaza protests. “It is my job to feed Tafnee.”

“I've already eaten, but I'm sure the rest of the cave would be glad
for food,” | say.

They look at me as if I've grown another head.

“They do not want to mate the rest of the tribe,” Aehako murmurs.

“A hunter feeds his mate first and foremost.”



“Yes but | don’t have a mate,” | say tightly. | force myself to stare at
one of the root-cakes Kira’s grilling as if it's the most fascinating thing
on earth. There’'s too many eyes on me at the moment.

“I think they noticed that,” Aehako teases. He jiggles the baby on
his lap and then looks up at the hovering hunters. “There is no
hunting today. The elders are moving back to the main cave and we
will help them prepare their goods for travel. There is much dried
meat to send back, as well, and furs. | will need strong bodies to
help. The hunt can wait for tomorrow.”

“Then we shall spend the day around Tafnee,” Vaza declares. “It
will be a good day.”

A good day for everyone but 'Tafnee’ it seems. | swallow back my

sigh. So much for sneaking away with Salukh.

The day seems to last forever, and by the time | head for my cave
that night, | feel as if I've been pecked to death by a horde of well-
meaning suitors. Everywhere | turned, someone was there to offer to
carry something, to fetch me something to eat, to get me a fur wrap
in case | was cold. It's enough to make a girl crazy. Even Asha, the
grumpiest woman ever, is casting me sympathetic looks.

The moment | lie down, though, | can’t sleep. My mind is racing

and I’'m uneasy. The competition Josie has been making the men run



around in has a negative side effect; they’re getting more proprietary
of me. As | ate dinner, | was flanked by both Vaza and Taushen. Bek
frowned every time another man talked to me, even Aehako. They've
been giving me more room and the last week has been wonderful,
but now I'm starting to worry what I've bought into.

| knew the competition was a bad idea all along, but I've been so
low on options. My hands clench in my furs and | turn over
repeatedly.

Josie mumbles in her furs, then slaps one of her furry pillows over
her ear. “You're driving me crazy, Tiff. Just go get your snuggle
bunny already. | need to sleep.” She pulls the blankets higher over
her head until she looks like nothing but a fur caterpillar.

| consider her words. | missed Salukh today, weirdly enough. He
was around, but he was busy helping the others move their gear,
lashing cords and packing sleds. And of course, my suitors were
hanging all over me, so he didn’t venture too near. Every time |
looked up, though, he was watching me with that intense gaze. As if
he was allowing them to fawn over me but he would step in if things
got out of hand.

As if | were his.

A delicious shiver moves through me at the thought. | sit up and
peek over at Josie’s nest of blankets. She’s just a small lump in the

darkness, her pallet set across the cave from mine. | could sneak



Salukh in and he could hold me while | sleep. It's a selfish thought,
but...somehow | think he’d be fine with it.

| slide out of my blankets and pick up my fur cloak. My long,
threadbare cotton sleep shirt is the only thing | have left from before,
back on Earth. There are holes along the collar and the sleeves,
patches in several places, and my panties are long gone, but | still
wear the shirt to sleep in. Maybe it's a bad idea because of old
memories, but | can’t bring myself to part with it. It's practically
indecent now, but feels good against my skin. | wrap the cloak
around my body and move to the mouth of the cave, peeking over
the leather privacy screen that acts as a door.

The central community fire has burned low, and it’s quiet out in the
main cavern. It's late and Salukh has probably already gone to
sleep. | should turn around and head back to my own furs and try to
rest.

Instead, | pad out into the main cavern and move to the fire pit,
staring down at the glowing orange coals. If | can'’t sleep, I'll just be
out here again anyhow. Kira’s left her drinking canteen out by the
fire, likely distracted by her new baby. | pick it up and it sloshes, still
half-full. I pull off the stopper and lift it to my lips.

As | do, | see a pair of blue eyes shining out in the darkness.

My body freezes, and | drop the water bladder. Dark images

immediately flash through my mind. Not me. Not me.



A big, horned form steps forward, blue chest without his normal
vest, tail twitching against one legging-clad thigh. Salukh. Shocked
relief spirals through me and | stagger. My body’s trembling, my mind
gone back to that terrible place. Did | think | was unsettled before?
I’'m practically crawling out of my skin now.

Salukh moves to my side and hitches my cloak around my
shoulders from where it’'s fallen. “Careful,” he murmurs in a low
voice. “You're near to falling into the fire.”

Am 1? | can’t stop shaking. My fingers pluck at the cloak, but | can'’t
seem to grip it. I'm freaking out. | should calm myself, pick up Kira’s
waterskin that’s leaking its contents all over the cold stone floor, but |
can’t move.

His big, warm hand caresses my cheek. Suede knuckles trace my
jaw. “Tee-fah-nee? Are you well?”

His touch is oddly comforting. | lean into it, and then push forward
until I'm pressing my cheek to his bare chest. So warm. So strong.
So safe. “Will you come hold me while | sleep?”

Salukh’s body tenses, and then he strokes my back. “Of course.”
I’m so relieved. | take his hand in mine and pull him back toward
my cave. | won’t have to face the night alone. | do feel a bit guilty for
sneaking a guy back to my bed. Feels a bit like when | was growing
up back on my aunt’s farm and I'd sneak a boy into my room. Of
course, that boy would have expected to get laid. Salukh doesn’t

expect that of me. He just wants me to be comforted.



| put the privacy screen in place as Salukh walks in after me, and
then peer over at Josie’s furs. She’s moved to the far side of the
cave, her face to the wall. She’s such an awesome friend. She’s
giving us as much privacy as she can, and | love her for it. | lead
Salukh over to my pallet of furs and sink down. He immediately
climbs in next to me and stretches his big body out. He's also taking
up most of the bed, but | can’t find it in me to care. | just like that he’s
here.

| pull my cloak off and toss it aside, then snuggle up next to him.
My cheek goes to his chest and | give a small sigh of contentment.
His big form chases the shadows away.

He presses his mouth to my brow and his arms go around me.
One big hand starts to stroke my back, and | slide an arm around his
torso. My body is hugged against his, and oh, God, it feels amazing.
I’m warm and safe, and all of my anxiety feels as if it’s slipping away.
If his tail is twitching slightly, | can ignore it. It doesn’t spoil the utter
perfection of having him here against me.

“Thank you,” | whisper.

“You do not need to thank me,” he murmurs into my ear, hot breath
tickling my skin. “l find great pleasure in holding you.”

Yeah, well, he isn’t the only one. | find great pleasure in him
holding me, too.

“Are you well?” his hand moves to my hair and he brushes my

curls back from my face. “You seemed nervous all day.”



“Just a lot of unwanted attention,” | tell him. | don’t want to think
about it any more, though. | just want to relax and forget about it until
tomorrow, when | have to face reality again. | nestle in against him
and press my body closer to his.

His hand slides up and down my spine, caressing me. Over and
over, he’s just touching me and holding me. It feels so good that a
small sigh escapes me and | find myself stroking his skin in
response. My fingers glide over the raised-up ridges along his arm,
and then over the taut muscles. His skin is velvety soft, but the body
underneath is so firm and so perfect it’s like he’s been hewn from
stone.

| can’t stop touching him...and | don’t want to. I'm enjoying
exploring his body, because he feels safe. | know that Salukh would
never hurt me. He would never lose control and attack me. To him,
I’m a person and a friend. To the aliens that kidnapped me, | was just
spare cargo. My life didn’t matter.

To Taushen, Hassen, Vaza and Bek, I'm not really a person, either.
I’'m a trophy, a prize to be won. None of them have shown any
interest in me as a person. They don’t know that | have fun with the
leather-making or that | want to grow crops. No one has ever asked
me about my childhood, or what | think about anything. I'm pretty
and I’'m available, and that’s all they need to know.

But Salukh is different. When he looks at me...it's like no one else

in the world exists. And every time he looks at me that way, it seems



to pierce me right to my soul. Even now | shiver, just thinking about
his intense gaze resting on me, like he wants to take me back to his
furs and devour me in dirty, naughty ways.

And for the first time in what feels like forever, the thought of
something like that happening doesn’t freak me out. Instead, I'm
curious and aroused at what the thought of sex with Salukh might be
like.

To be fair, | should probably start with kisses, though. Baby steps.

He rubs my shoulders vigorously and tightens the furs around us.
“You are trembling.”

“Just thinking.” His chest is so close to my lips | could practically
brush them against him. The thought is tempting.

“You should stop doing that.”

A small laugh escapes me. He made a joke? Cute, cute man. Cute
alien. “Less thinking and more doing?”

“If you like.”

| can feel arousal strumming through my body, aided by the fact
that his big, warm, delicious form is draped over me. That his bare
chest is rubbing against my nightgown and causing the most
aggravating — and wonderful — friction against my nipples when he
moves.

Less thinking and more doing? He’s right. | need to get out of my

own head and stop worrying about everything and start living again.



His scent is enveloping me and it’s intoxicating. The strange,
savage planet that is now my home feels very far away at the
moment. There’s only me, Salukh, and my furs.

Well, and Josie on the other side of the cave. | still, listening for
the sound of even breathing. When she gives a soft snore, a wave of
relief rushes through me. We’re really alone, him and I.

My hand slides over his chest. | feel him stiffen against me, and
when | press my palm over the ridged, plated section in the center of
his chest, | can feel his heart thumping fast.

Less thinking. More doing.

| slide my hand lower and let my fingers encircle his cock.

He goes utterly still against me. | look up at him and his blue eyes
are blazing into mine, the intensity so heated that it makes me want
to do even more to him, just to get more of a reaction.

“What is it you do, Tee-fah-nee?”

“I want you to kiss me,” | whisper to him. “| want to try again.”

“You want my mouth?” He makes a soft, strangled noise. “It is not
my mouth you are holding.”

Another giggle threatens to escape me. “I know what I'm holding.”
Boy do | know. I've been thinking about our mutual masturbation
time a lot over the last week. | remember the way his glorious body
looked, all muscle and blue suede, and | remember distinctly the

rather enormous size of his cock. | remember the vein that traced



along the side, the way it was ridged, and the way he reacted when
he touched his own spur.

And | want to do all of that for him.

But first, | want to kiss him. | hope | won’t freak out. | close my
eyes, bracing myself, because a lot of my bad memories on the ship
were of...things that happened with my mouth. | don'’t like to think
about those. | need new memories, and Salukh’s tongue might just
be the prescription | need...

Unless | start crying again. That would be bad.

But | can’t live like this forever. And tonight, I'm feeling good.
Desire is humming through my veins, my nipples are hard and | can
feel myself getting wet between my legs. If there’s ever a time to get
over my fear of kissing, it's tonight. Now.

My hand slides over his cock, the hard, erect outline pressing
against the leather of his pants. “l think | want to try kissing again,” |
tell him.

He nods slowly but doesn’t move. He’s letting me take the lead. |
like that. It's more of me giving than something being taken. Tonight,
| want to give him all kinds of enjoyment.

Reluctantly, | pull my hand away from his cock and put it back on
his chest. | shimmy up a bit higher, since he’s seven feet tall and our
faces don’t quite match up at this angle. When I’'m close enough, |

study his face in the darkness. Other than the intense glow of his



eyes, | can barely make out a nose and horns. The rest is lost in
shadow.

My fingers slide to his face, and | trace his jaw. He’s breathing
heavily, but his gaze on me is calm. Patient. | let my fingertips move
over his mouth, and brush over his lips. His mouth feels softer and
more pleasant than it looks in the daylight. | almost hope he’ll nip at
one of my exploring fingers, but he’s utterly still. He’s letting me take
control.

So I do. I gently press my mouth to his and tense, waiting. Waiting
for the onslaught of awful memories to ruin this moment, for the bile
to rush up in my throat. The memories creep in, and as | push my
mouth against his, it becomes harder to keep them at bay. | want this
to work so desperately, but I'm not quite there yet.

Then, his hand gently cups my cheek and he strokes it with his
thumb.

Just one small move, but it reminds me that I’'m here with him. I'm
safe, and I’'m with Salukh. It's his mouth under mine. And I’'m giving
instead of being taken from.

The memories fade, and then it’s just Salukh, his warm body hard
against mine, his scent in my nose and his thick hair brushing
against my arm. His mouth is soft, his lips together. | kiss him gently,
just to prove to myself that | can. He’s got a pleasant taste to him — a

bit smoky like fire, a bit spicy and musky like his scent. And | want



more. | kiss his mouth over and over, small, gentle kisses that let me
play without asking for more than I’'m willing to give.

All the while, his thumb strokes my cheek, caressing me,
reminding me that he’s here, and this is good.

My kisses slowly grow more urgent, and now, when | kiss his
mouth, my tongue strokes against the seam of his lips, encouraging
him to open for me. It takes a few brushes of my tongue to let him
know what I’'m wanting, and then he gives me more. My tongue
strokes into his mouth, bolder than | feel. This is a big step, the next
rung on the ladder back to normalcy.

His tongue strokes against mine in response, and | feel the ridges
on it drag against my own tongue.

| pull away, surprised. Why do | always forget that the sa-khui
seem to be ridged everywhere? I've seen just how everywhere those
ridges are. Yet the stroke of his tongue against mine felt startling.

“Soft,” he murmurs and nuzzles my nose.

“‘Hmm?”

“You're so soft everywhere,” he tells me. “Your little tongue
especially. | like it.”

It's oddly flattering to hear that. | smile and lean in to kiss him
again, letting my ‘soft little tongue’ lead the way. | slick it back into his
mouth and this time, when his tongue caresses mine, I'm not

startled. The drag of those ridges against my smooth tongue make



happy little prickles move over my body, and soon I'm kissing him
not because | feel like | have to, but because I'm into it.

| love kissing Salukh, | decide somewhere between all the lust-
hazed kisses. | love his mouth. | love the way he lets me take the
lead. | love the taste of him and the teasing flicks of his tongue.

| decide | really, really like the tongue.

We kiss endlessly, our mouths meshing together in gentle, easy
caresses. There’s no hurry in any of this, no rush to move on to
better things. There’s only the pure enjoyment of mouth to mouth,
our noses occasionally bumping. After a time, | grow dissatisfied with
just kissing his lips. | want more of him.

Heck, | want all of him. I'm greedy.

So | lift my mouth and instead of pressing my next kiss to his lips, |
change the angle and gently nip at his strong chin. | can feel the
tremor that rocks through him in response, and it encourages me to
do more. To tease more. To explore more.

My hands slide to the thick mass of his hair. It reminds me a bit of
a horse’s mane back on earth — thick and a bit coarse, but still
beautiful in its own way. | brush it aside to expose one ear, and give
it a cautious lick. No matter how sexy | find him, he’s not human, and
maybe his ears aren’t erogenous zones like they are to us.

His body stiffens and his hands fall away from me.

| back up a little, mindful of his big, powerful horns. “Was...was
that bad?”



“No,” he rasps, and he reaches up to caress my cheek again. “It
was too good. | did not trust myself not to grab you and scare you.”

Oh. I nod understanding. “Then, can | do it again?”

“If you like.”

“Did you like?”

He nods slowly, and his hand glides over my shoulder, then down
my arm. Then, it moves around my waist and he pulls me back down
against him.

All righty, then. He likes it. | bury my hands in his wonderful hair
again and lean in to nibble on his earlobe. His ear, like the rest of
him, is bigger than | anticipate, but the lobe feels soft and human
enough. My teeth gently scrape over the skin, and then | move my
tongue over it.

His face presses up against my shoulder and the muffled moan
that escapes him is still loud enough to make me freeze. | sit up, clap
a hand over his mouth and look over at Josie. After a moment, it
becomes clear that she’s still asleep, and | relax.

“I am sorry,” Salukh whispers. “I will control myself better.”

| trace my fingers over his mouth again. “l kinda like you out of
control...but let’'s not wake her up.” If Josie hears us making out, not
only will | be mortified, but the spell will be broken.

| want things to keep going.

When I'm assured Josie’s still asleep, | lean in and lick his ear

again, exploring its shape with the tip of my tongue. To my



amusement, it’s ridged at the top of the shell. | drag my tongue over
it and am pleased when he gives another muffled gasp against my
shoulder. He’s definitely sensitive here. | do my best to torture him,
using my tongue and licking and sucking at the sensitive bit of flesh.
His fingers dig into my nightgown and he holds me tight against him,
but it doesn’t bother me. | like it. | like that he’s silently giving me all
these messages about how much I'm turning him on.

I’m not content at stopping at his ear, though. | kiss down his neck,
loving how warm his skin is. | move down his shoulder and press a
hand there, a silent request for him to roll onto his back. He doesn't
hesitate, and then that big, beautiful body is spread out for me to
touch and lick at my leisure. Sigh. | press kisses down his chest,
briefly pausing at his nipples before remembering that they’re not
sensitive. | continue to his belly button and lick it, and then start to
descend lower.

He grabs my arm, his eyes wide. There’s a startled look on his
face and he tugs me back closer to him to whisper in my ear. “What
is it you do, Tee-fah-nee?”

“Oral?”

He tilts his head. “I do not understand this word.”

“This,” | say, tapping my lip. “Goes down here.” And | reach down
and brush my fingers over his cock.

| hear him suck in a breath. “Why would you do that?”



“Why wouldn’t I? Don’t men do that for their mates here?” If not,
then get me off this planet ASAP.

“That is different. A male must please his woman.”

Er, okay. “What if | want to please my man?”

His eyes take on that intense look again. His thumb traces my
lower lip. “Am | yours then?”

Oh boy. I'm not ready to answer that. “At the moment, you are.”

Salukh’s gaze narrows imperceptibly and he nods.

The moment’s ruined, though. Now | feel like if | put my mouth on
him, he’ll think we’re married. Or he’ll try to go down on me. And
while I'd normally say yes please, this was just supposed to be light,
fun petting. Nothing more. All of that would take things to another
level and I’'m not sure I'm ready for that level.

| lean in and kiss him again, and fall in love with his wonderful
mouth all over again. It is such a pleasure to kiss him. My horrible
memories are gone, and all that’s in the moment is Salukh’s
scorchingly hot mouth against mine, his tongue slicking against my
own. | slide back into the moment and change my game plan.

Maybe we’re not ready for oral yet, but it doesn’t mean that the
night has to end like this.

My hand goes back to his cock and | stroke him through his
leggings again. He feels extremely hard, his girth impossibly thick. It

makes me feel achy deep inside just to imagine that big length



pushing into me. A small sigh escapes me and | rub him through the
leather. “| like this.”

“Do you?” His voice is so low it's practically a growl, and it makes
my nipples tighten to hear it.

| nod and lean in to kiss him again, my lips playing against his. “I'm
going to take it out and play with it.”

He sucks in a breath and | feel a tremor pass through his body.
Salukh likes that thought more than he’s trying to let on. My fingers
find the laces that hold the waistband of his leggings up and | pull the
knot until it comes loose. There’s a flap of decorative fabric over the
groin and | push that aside, and then his cock is free.

His skin is scorching hot now that he'’s free from the leggings, and
his body has gone entirely still as my hand explores his length.
There’s pre-cum all over the tip of his cock and | wet the pads of my
fingers on the silky liquid, moving it along the crown.

Salukh closes his eyes, the bright glow going temporarily dim.
Interesting. Now it just feels like me and his cock here, having
playtime. | stifle my chuckle of amusement and slide my fingers
down his length. | rub along the ridges, admiring the textures and
imagining how that would feel inside a girl. | move down to his balls,
caressing them. It feels strange to feel a sac so hairless and so large
at the same time, but it’s just another reminder that I'm not in Kansas
anymore. His spur is another reminder that Things Are Different, and

| spend a little time exploring that aspect of his anatomy with my



fingers, too. It's hard and almost bonelike, but | don’t see the point of
one. Then again, | don’t see the point of a lot of anatomy.

When I've teased his skin and explored all of him by touch, | move
back to his length and curl my fingers around the root of his cock.
He’s so big and thick | can’t even touch my fingertips on the other
side when | encircle him. I've never had sex with someone that big,
and while part of me thinks it might not be fun, | haven’t heard a
single complaint from any of the other mated women. That tells me
that there’s nothing to be afraid of, size-wise. | grip him tight and lean
in to kiss him again.

This time when my lips brush against his, he groans into my mouth
and his cock jerks against my hand. It's a sign that he’s not as
impassive as he’s trying to pretend, and | love it. With my hand tight
around him, | stroke his cock, and | stroke it hard.

He breaks. A moment later, Salukh’s head, horns and all, is
shoving against my shoulder and he muffles his face against me as
he thrusts against my hand. I'm shocked by the sudden movement,
but titillated as well, and | stroke him again, and again. His hips buck
against my hand and he’s thrusting his cock into the circle of my
fingers more rapidly than | could ever pump him, and I’'m getting
aroused at just how wild the touching has made him. His face
presses against my breast, as if he can’t trust himself to be silent,
and his cock pumps against the circle of my fingers. Then his hand

grips mine and he’s using my hand to work himself over.



And okay, that is sexy as hell. | can feel my pussy getting wetter
and wetter as he fucks my fist, his body frantic against mine.

Then it's over — hot, creamy seed spills over my fingers and onto
my arm. It splatters my thighs and he clenches against my chest,
groaning so loud that I'm positive Josie’s going to wake up and see
me covered in Salukh’s come. With my other hand, | stroke the hair
back from his face, pressing kisses to the skin | can reach. | feel
buzzy and pleasant, and I'm happy | was able to give him this
satisfaction. He came and came hard, all because of my touch.

He nuzzles my neck, breathing hard. “Never have | felt so lucky.”

| smile into the darkness. “l wanted to make you feel good.”

“I could scale mountains right now,” he whispers into my ear.
“Except it would mean leaving your bed.”

| know the feeling. | don’t want him to leave either, not when I'm
feeling good and relaxed. | didn’t come, but I'm basking in the fact
that he did. No bad memories is enough for me.

“Do you have a cloth to clean up?” He murmurs.

Oh. I don’t know that | do. Not close, and leaving bed might mean
waking Josie up. | wasn’t anticipating spending my bedtime hours
this way. After a moment’s thought, | pull at my nightgown and tug it
over my head, then use it to mop up my hand and his stomach.
When he’s cleaned off, | slide back into his arms, and | jerk in

surprise when my hard nipples brush against his chest, because it



feels entirely too good. Maybe I'm not as relaxed as | thought,
because my pulse starts pounding again.

He pulls me against him and his hands slide over my bare back,
and it feels deliciously close to being petted. | have to stifle a groan
of my own, and resist the urge to straddle his leg and rub myself off.
Salukh nuzzles me, his nose bumping against mine. “May | touch
you?” he whispers. “Like you did me?”

My nails dig into his arms and it’s all | can do to keep from
whimpering aloud. | nod, and in case he doesn'’t see that in the dark,
| whisper a yes.

The big hands stop sliding over my back. He pulls me against him,
until I'm leaning against his chest. Then his hand goes to my breast
and he caresses it. His fingers tease my nipples, and they’re already
so tight and aching that | want to crawl out of my skin.

This time, I'm the one hiding my face to muffle my sounds. |
burrow against his neck, and that only makes things worse because
his thick, gorgeous hair slides against my skin and the scent of him
is stronger here. | can’t help but lick at his throat even as he teases
my nipples. | hook a leg over his hip and try to drag his thigh against
me, but his body is too long. Dammit.

Salukh must sense my need, because his hand leaves my breast
and slides down my belly. His movements are slow, cautious, in case
| panic and push him away. I'm not about to, though. I'm ready for

him to move down, down, down, and I’'m practically quivering with



tension by the time his fingers brush the curls of my sex. Hell, I'm
ready to mount his hand.

But when he finally touches me — and God, it feels like forever —
he’s so, so gentle that tears spring to my eyes. When was the last
time that someone touched me like I'm the finest thing they’ve ever
seen? Like I'm a goddess to be worshipped? It makes me want to
weep because | feel so cherished.

His fingers feel huge as he lightly explores my folds. I'm so wet
that | can hear the sounds my body is making, and | should want to
cringe with embarrassment, but oddly enough, | feel no shame with
him. Everything is a wonder. When he lifts his hand to his mouth and
sucks on his fingers, | realize he’s tasting me. Another bolt of lust
sears through my body, and | grab his hand from his lips and push it
back toward my pussy, insistent.

“Tee-fah-nee,” he breathes, and then his fingers glide over my clit,
and | nearly come off the furs with the intensity of that small touch. |
want him to push into me with his fingers, but he only circles my clit,
dragging my wetness over the sensitive skin. | realize he’s mimicking
what | did when | touched myself, and | have to bite down on his
shoulder to keep from moaning aloud. I'm so wet. I'm so aroused.

I’m about to come so, so hard.

It doesn’t take long. | rock my hips, pushing against his fingers as
he caresses my clit and clinging to him like a monkey as my body

ratchets up into an orgasm. When | explode, it's almost impossible to



do it in silence, and | end up making a loud, choking gasp as | cream
and more wetness coats his hand. He inhales sharply and then his
hand goes to his mouth again.

He can’t get enough of me, that sexy beast.

Josie snorts in her sleep and then rolls over. | freeze, holding on to
Salukh, but she doesn’t wake up. Eventually | relax, and he tucks the
blankets around my body and pulls me close against him.

“You have given me a gift this night, Tee-fah-nee,” he whispers,
barely audible. “I shall never forget.”

Me either. Tonight seems to be imprinted into my brain, and |
welcome it. I'd love for Salukh to crowd out all of the bad memories
left behind until there’s nothing but gorgeous blue alien in my brain.

This time, when | fall asleep, there are no shadows. No bad

dreams. Just blue skin and warm bodies.



Chapter Ten

SALUKH

Now, | tell my khui. Claim her now. Resonate. We will take her as
ours and put my kit inside her.

But my cursed khui is utterly silent, the traitor. Surely it wants the
same thing | do? | feel the need to take Tee-fah-nee as my own like |
need the air to breathe, or water to drink. She is mine, and | want the
world to know it. | want to see her rounded with my kit. | want her in
my furs every night for the rest of our lives, putting her small, cold
human feet against my legs like she is right now.

This is all | have ever wanted. Yet my khui denies me. For a brief,
shining moment, | hate it. | hate that it will not recognize her as mine
and resonate. My arms tighten around her and | force myself to
breathe deep. | must be calm. Tee-fah-nee will be mine in time. If not
now, then soon. | merely have to wait for her khui to sing to mine, or
mine to hers. It will happen.

Reluctantly, | rise from her furs. The morning is coming, and | must
slip out of her cave and back into my own before anyone sees. She

does not want questions, and | do not wish trouble upon her. There



will come a day when | can announce proudly to the tribe that she is
mine, and if it clenches in my gut that | must sneak away, | will
swallow it down for her sake.

| tie the laces of my leggings again, my cock hardening as | think
about last night, and the way Tee-fah-nee moved all over me, her
mouth on my skin. Being with her has exceeded all of my
expectations. | know what is done in the furs — | have watched others
claim their mates. Privacy is impossible with such crowded caves.
But the humans seem to have different ideas, and it explains several
of the wide grins of the mated men. | look forward to exploring more
things with Tee-fah-nee.

I’'m still caught up in thoughts of her when | push aside the privacy
screen covering their cave and enter the main cavern. Maybe that’s
why | don’t realize that Hassen is by the central fire pit until he
throws down the spear he’s sharpening and lunges for me.

“Betrayer!” he snarls and knocks me to the ground. “She belongs
to me!”

A rush of emotions sweeps through me at his words. | briefly
understand his anger. To him, | am going behind his back and
stealing the female he is pursuing. But my own possessive need
sweeps through me, overpowering all other thoughts.

Tee-fah-nee is mine. No one else will touch her but me. No one
else will drink the sweet juice from her cunt but me. All of her

belongs to me. She is my mate.



Hassen’s body slams into mine and he reaches for one of my
horns, to twist it and make me yield. Never. | am stronger than he is,
and | thrust him aside with a straight arm and then roll to my feet.
“You have no claim on her.”

He snarls at me and lowers his head, pointing his horns in my
direction. It’s a sign of aggression. “She will be mine and you are
trying to steal her from under my nose!”

“She is not yours.” | shout the words and fling myself forward, my
horns crashing into his. We buck against each other, feet scuffing on
the rock floor. Our arms lock together and we grapple, trying to get
the upper hand. | will never give up, though. Tee-fah-nee is mine,
and losing to him is not an option.

His foot kicks mine out from under me, and | drop to a knee. A
moment later he pounces on me again, and then we roll once more,
until I have the upper hand. | sit on his chest, my hand gripping a
handful of his hair as he snarls up at me.

“Stop!”

| dimly hear Aehako’s voice over the blood rushing through my
ears. The cave seems to be full of sound now, despite the early hour.
There are cries and angry shouts and loud gasps that filter in over
the pounding of my heart.

An angry hand grabs one of my horns and wrenches me back.

Aehako glares down at me. “Cease this!”



| fling his hand off and slowly get to my feet. The cavern is full of
people, most of them newly risen from sleep. Tee-fah-nee is one,
and she’s looking at me with horror and confusion as | loom over
Hassen. Nearby, Taushen and Vaza talk in low voices, anger on their
faces. Bek looks as if he’s ready to lunge into the fight and join
Hassen to bring me down.

This is...not right. | did not start it, but | should not continue it.

“What is going on with you?” Aehako shouts, glaring at both
myself and Hassen. “You brawl like two ill-behaved kits!”

| look over at Tee-fah-nee. She’s now flanked by Aehako’s mate,
Kira, and Josie. All three women look shocked at the display, and I'm
not surprised. It's not often that the males of the tribe fight. | refuse to
feel ashamed, though. | will fight for my mate.

Hassen gets to his feet slowly, glaring hate at me. He wipes a bit
of blood from the corner of his mouth, and | am shocked to see it. |
did not even realize | had struck him. “| started the fight.”

“Why?” Aehako steps between us, as if we will claw at each other
again.

“Because | found him emerging from Tef-i-nee’s furs!” Hassen’s
nostrils flare with anger and his fists clench. “He thinks to steal her
while we work on our courting competition!”

Bek growls low in his throat nearby.

Aehako points at him and shakes his head. “Do not even consider

it.” He looks at me, and there is reproach in his normally laughing



eyes. “Is this true?”

| straighten. “She is my mate.”

More angry growls.

Aehako’s brows rise. “Did you resonate?”

“Not yet.”

He gives me an exasperated look. “Then you have both chosen to
be heart mates and the contest should end?”

| say nothing. | have not declared my thoughts to Tee-fah-nee, and
I’m ashamed | did so just now.

“Well?” Aehako looks past me over to the humans. “Do you claim
this one as your heart-mate until one of you resonates to another?”

My body tenses, and | want to hear the words spill forth from her
mouth. | want her to claim me as her own. | want to show the others
that she cares for me as | do for her. That the bond between us is
real.

But Tee-fah-nee is frozen in place. Her entire body is trembling,
and she clutches the furs to her shoulders. Her normally dusky face
is bleached pale, and her nervous gaze flicks back and forth
between all of the angry men.

She doesn’t look at me and my heart sinks. She will not claim me
this day, then.

Aehako claps me on my shoulder. “That is your answer, my friend.

Any claim to her is in your mind. If you want her favor, it is only fair



that you join the competition with the others, or we call the entire
thing off.”

My jaw clenches, but | force myself to nod. “Then | will join the
competition.”

“Bah,” Hassen says. He throws his hands in the air and stalks
away to his furs. “This is madness! All of this competition and not an
end to be had.”

“He speaks truth,” Aehako says, and casts a stern glance over at
the humans. “We are not familiar with your ways, but surely there
must be an end to the game at some point?”

“O-one more round,” Josie stammers. “One big round and then the
winner will be chosen.”

“Then that solves it.” Aehako nods at me. “No more fighting.
Understand?”

| understand. | will need all of my strength and skill to best the

others, because they will all now be coming after me.

TIFFANY

| hide in my cave all day.
I’m not ashamed of what | did with Salukh. | feel good about it. But
I’m ashamed that we got caught. That the others stared at me with

such anger and reproach, and | can’t blame them. I've been making



them run through hoops — courtesy of Josie’s competition — to get
my ‘favor’ and then | take another guy to bed? Of course they freak
out. The sa-khui aren’t judgy people, and | suspect if I'd have let
Hassen or another into my furs, they wouldn’t have batted an eye.
It's that Salukh wasn’t even competing for me that made the other
men upset.

Not that Salukh is safe anymore, either.

| didn’t speak up to claim him. How can |, when resonance
effectively negates any sort of relationship? And there’s no reason
why | haven’t resonated yet, which means it’s just a matter of time.
How can | claim him and then abandon him?

There’s a more cowardly reason behind my silence, though. |
looked at the faces of my suitors — Hassen, Bek, Vaza, and Taushen,
and saw anger in their faces. It frightened me. | spiraled right back to
that awful mental state of fear, and couldn’t act. All | could think
about was the fight between Hassen and Salukh, and how the
spurned males would act toward me after making them do the
competition. They’'d hate me...or worse. And while | haven’t seen
violence against women so far? I've seen enough ‘firsts’ with the
human-sa-khui inbreeding that | don’t want to be the first case of a
woman taken against her will. These men are hard up as itis. To
come this close to ‘getting’ a girl and then someone else swoops in?

It could break even a stable mind.



So | hide like a coward and hate myself for doing so. | want to be
brave. | want to more than anything. But every time | think about
leaving my cave and speaking up, my body freezes in terror and |
can’t breathe.

In the end, | say nothing.

Josie doesn’t offer any sort of recrimination, though. She’s a good
friend. She goes out to the central fire and gets me breakfast when
I’'m too afraid to go and get my own. She heads off with Aehako in
the afternoon to go over the rest of the ‘competition’ because he
wants to see it done — and me selecting a winner — to keep the tribe
harmony.

| nap in my furs, but even that makes me sad because they still
smell faintly of Salukh’s warm, spicy skin and | wonder if I've ruined
everything. He says he’ll fight for me with the others, but will he be
upset if he loses? Will the others freak out if he wins? What am |
going to do if he doesn’t win? The others have more of the seeds
that Josie’s been handing out as prizes. The gnawing knot in the pit
of my stomach only grows worse.

“Knock knock,” calls Kira, interrupting my self-flagellating thoughts.
“Can | come in?”

| sit up in my furs and adjust my clothing. “Sure. Come on in.”

She ducks into the cave a moment later, baby in her arms. “| see

Farli’'s watching over Chompy.”



“Again. Yup.” Just another thing | feel guilty about, though | do feel
less guilt over that aspect because Farli gets such pleasure from
taking care of the small dvisti.

‘I hadn’t seen you all day and thought I'd stop by and see how you
were doing.” Her smile is faint.

“I'm doing terrible, thanks for asking.” | get up and pull out an
overstuffed pillow for her to sit on, and place it across from the fire
pit. “How about you?”

“Oh, I'm fine. A little sleep deprived, but good overall.” She sits
down in one fluid motion and crosses her legs on the pillow, all
without disturbing the baby cradled in her arms. “But | didn’t come
here to talk about me.”

“Yeah, | figured.” | give her a half-smile and sit back down in my
blankets again. “Aehako mad?”

“Not at you. He’s furious the men started a fight, though. He likes
to keep the peace.” She pulls the furs back from Kae’s round little
face and glances over at me. “A lot of it has to do with the
competition.”

| nod glumly. | hate that I'm the problem. | like to fly under the
radar, to skate by attention. Lately it seems | can’t do that at all. |
don’t blame Aehako for stepping in and laying down the law, though.
He’s not the chief — that’s Vektal, Georgie’s mate — but while we live
in the South caves, he’s our leader. And it's hard to piss off

easygoing, smiling Aehako, which means that things are worse than



| think. Greaaat. “In retrospect, the competition was probably a
stupid idea. We just didn’t know what to do to get them off my back.”

“Well, sleeping with someone else probably wasn'’t the way to do
it.”

Ouch. “Thanks.”

“Sorry.” She sighs. “I'm not judging, I'm really not, Tiff. But | don’t
understand. Why make everyone compete for your attention if you
don’t want any of them?”

| pull my blankets over my shoulders and stare at the small fire in
our cave. Probably needs another dung chip added to it but | can'’t
bring myself to get up. | shrug my shoulders. | never told Kira that |
was raped by the aliens — the basketball heads. | told everyone that
they’'d just examined me on a medical table. No more. Backtracking
now seems like a lot of work and talking about things | don’t ever
want to think about again. “I didn’t know how to say no to them.”

The words sound lame even as they leave my mouth.

“So say no now!” Kira exclaims. “Tell them you’ve picked Salukh
and call everything off.”

| can’t, though. | can’t call everything off because I’'m terrified of
their anger. What if | declare that | want Salukh and then two days
later, | resonate to someone like Bek? He won'’t be kind and
understanding, and I'll be stuck with him, having his babies. It'd be a

nightmare scenario.



However bad things are, I'm safer at the moment by taking no
action.

Kira sighs again. She reaches out and touches my knee. “You can
talk to me.”

“I's hard to explain.” My head’s a mess and I’'m living in terror. |
want to be like Josie where she only looks ahead, never behind.

“Then you won't call it off?”

I’'m silent.

“Then you have to live with the consequences, Tiff.”

Like | don’t already know that?



Chapter Eleven

TIFFANY

| sleep in my furs alone that evening, and the nightmares return.
Nightmares of being grabbed and held down, nightmares of men
pushing me to do things against my will. This time, instead of the
aliens, they have familiar faces — Vaza and Taushen. | wake up in a
cold sweat, shuddering, and spend the rest of the night staring at the
embers of the fire and wishing | wasn’t such a coward.

Josie wakes me up the next morning. “You sleeping in?”

“I'm not now.” | rub the sleep out of my eyes and | feel as if I've
been stomped on. Ugh. “What’s up?”

“We’re about to start the final round and Aehako wants you there.”

Ugh. I'll have to face my actions after all. “All right.”

“Dress warm, we’re going outside.”

| nod and get dressed in my warm layers. Time to face the firing
squad. Josie remains at my side, and I’'m grateful for her presence.
As we pass through the main cavern, | notice it's rather empty, and |

get a funny feeling in the pit of my stomach. The funny feeling



continues when we trek out into the snow and | notice it's churned up
from many booted feet heading out before us.

I’m not surprised when we follow the cliff wall and | see everyone’s
waiting for us out in the snow. Kira, Farli, the elders, even grumpy
Haeden. The five men are off to one side, Salukh standing proudly at
the end of the line. He gives me another devouring gaze and | feel
like a jerk for letting him down. | should speak up, call the whole
thing off.

Then | look over at the other four men. They’re casting me angry,
betrayed looks, and my bravado fails. Any protest | want to make
dies in my throat. | want to race back to the safety of my cave, but
Josie puts an arm around my waist and leads me to stand next to
Aehako off to one side.

“This is the final round of the competition,” Josie declares. “Let’s
have a quick seed count update before we start, shall we? Hassen,
how many?”

Hassen steps forward and shoots me a burning look. “Three.”

Taushen is next. His smile is wide and proud. “Four.”

Vaza moves up next. “One.”

Then Bek. “One.”

I’m not surprised that Hassen is doing well, but | am a little
surprised that wiry, excitable Taushen is in the lead. | smile to try and
ward off the unhappy looks being cast in my direction, like I'm

pleased with the results.



Salukh steps forward. “None.”

There’s an awkward silence. | glance away, because | can’t look
over and see the unspoken demand in his eyes. | know what he
wants me to do. I'm just so afraid.

Josie speaks again. “Today’s contest is split into four parts, and
that means there will be four seeds up for grabs. Whoever ends up
with the most seeds at the end of the day will be the winner. If there
is a tie, we’'ll hold one final competition between the two as a
tiebreaker.”

Clever Josie. She’s giving Salukh a chance to catch up. | could
hug her right about now.

“And then after this,” Aehako interrupts, stepping forward to the
center of the group. He casts a stern look at the men. “No more
fighting over her attention.”

“I just want to clarify that this contest is just to escort Tiffany to the
Elders’ Cave,” Josie protests. “Not her hand in marriage.”

Off to one side, | hear an irritated snort that sounds as if it’s
coming from Haeden. He intensely dislikes Josie, and | have no idea
why.

She scowls over in his direction and then looks back at the men
who are competing. “After this, you will have shown off all your skills.
She will know of your prowess as hunters and providers. If Tiffany
wants a guy’s attention, she’ll come to you. Understand?”

Silence.



“It is understood,” Aehako answers on their behalf. He crosses his
arms over his brawny chest and gazes over at me and Josie. “Let us
proceed.”

“All right,” Josie says, and steps forward. “Like | said, this last
competition is split into four parts. There’s one for brains.” She ticks
off a finger, then another. “Brawn. Talent. The last one is for effort,
and the tribe itself will vote on who has put in the most effort for the
day. And we’re going to go ahead and start with brains. That’s why
we’re standing out here next to the cliff.” She turns and points up.

| turn to look at what she’s pointing at, and so does everyone else.
There are five specks of color high on the cliff, a bright red that |
didn’t notice until now.

“Up there are five bone medallions that have been dyed red so
you can see them. All four medallions are the same, and all four are
hanging several feet down from the lip of the cliff. Your job is to get
one medallion down and bring it back to me. The first one to place a
medallion in my hands gets a seed to add to their count.”

| eye the sheer cliff with more than a bit of trepidation. Already |
can see the men sizing up the climb, and | worry — it's extremely
steep and there aren'’t a lot of hand-holds. Climbing up will be
extremely dangerous, and | don’t want anyone to fall and hurt
themselves. | cling to Kira’s arm, panicking at the thought. The
healer’s a half a day away in the other caves. What if Salukh gets

hurt? What if someone pushes him off the cliff?



“There’s only one rule — you cannot climb the cliff wall,” Josie
adds. “Everything else is fair game.”

I’'m relieved to hear it. | clutch Kira’s arm a little less tightly now,
relaxing.

“Everyone ready?” Josie raises a hand in the air, and all five men
tense. Then, she brings her arm down. “Begin!”

The men pause, and | can see the wheels turning in their heads.
Salukh glances over at me, and our eyes make contact. He’s got that
intense look on his face that tells me he’s going to give it his all, and
| want to shout encouragement to him.

Before | can say anything, though, he turns and begins a sprint
along the cliff. I'm confused at first, and then as two other men —
Vaza and Bek — take off after him, | realize he’s going to go the long
route and hike up the cliff from behind, then retrieve a medallion and
bring it back. He’s banking on the fact that the others won'’t be able
to do it faster. | cross my fingers quietly behind my back, hoping he’s
right. I'm a little worried that Vaza and Bek — not the most easygoing
twosome — are hiking along with him.

Taushen and Hassen remain at the base of the cliff. As | watch,
Taushen moves around, all nervous energy, and then wads a
snowball into one hand, tossing it at the medallions. It doesn’t have
much impact, and it’s clear that’s not going to work. Hassen merely
rubs his chin, thoughtful, staring up at the medallions and thinking
hard.



Next to me, Kira leans in. “What do you think?” She juggles the
baby in her arms, smoothing the blankets around Kae’s small face.
“Does Salukh stand a chance?”

“I don’t know.” And | don’t. I'm not sure what to think. I'm sure he
can win a footrace against the other two if it's fair, but the clincher is
the “fair’ part. I'm also a little worried that they’ll take too long.
Taushen’s running around like a chicken with his head cut off, but
Hassen'’s cool and just studying the medallions. There’s a shrewd
look on his face that tells me he’s got something in mind but isn’t
ready to act on it yet.

A moment later, I'm surprised when Hassen breaks through the
crowd and begins to run for the main cave. A few people murmur,
but no one leaves the competition area, especially since Taushen is
now finding rocks to put in his snowballs and lobbing them harder, all
to no avail. | hear Farli stifle a giggle behind her hand. Poor Taushen.
Brains are clearly not his strong suit.

Hassen returns a few minutes later with a sling in hand, just as a
light snow starts to fall. | pull my furs tighter around my body,
watching with a worried sort of anticipation as Hassen fits a stone
into the cradle of his sling and then begins to whirl the leather over
his head with easy, powerful strokes. Then, he lets the stone fly.

It hits the mark perfectly, of course. He's a skilled hunter and has
excellent aim. The medallion shivers in place and sways, but

remains put. | suck in a breath, surprised.



“They’re hooked onto a rock lip,” Josie whispers, moving toward
us. “Just smacking it isn’t going to do anything.”

Nearby, Haeden grunts. “This is foolishness. If anyone needs me, |
will be off hunting and providing for the tribe like the rest of these
fools should be.” He casts a baleful glare at all of us and storms
away.

“‘Grumpy pants,” Josie mutters. “I'm freaking brilliant with this
competition. He’s just in a pissy mood as usual.”

| do have to admit that Josie’s competitions have been clever and
tailored toward useful things. Maybe not so much today, but the men
have been hunting a great deal and the supplies in the cave have
been steadily growing greater. This competition hasn’t been all bad, |
suppose. At least not for the tribe.

Taushen, meanwhile, hurries off to the caves to retrieve his own
weapon, no doubt, as Hassen rubs his chin again. As Taushen
returns with a spear, Hassen leaves once more. To no one’s
surprise, Taushen’s spear appears to be equally ineffective in
retrieving a medallion, and he makes a noise of frustration before
heading back into the cave again.

“Look up,” Kira whispers. “They must have run the entire way.”

| shield my eyes and gaze up at the top of the cliff. There’s a tall
figure squatting down against the edge of the cliff, and as | watch, he

goes to his stomach and leans an arm over, neatly plucking one of



the medallions from the cliff wall. That sweep of dark, beautiful hair
can’t be anyone but Salukh, and my heart pitter-pats in my breast.

The moment he disappears from sight again, the two others are
right behind him, and | hold my breath. It's going to be close if it
comes down to the footrace.

Hassen returns with something new — a twisted, large bone
fishhook tied onto a length of leather-braided rope. He kneels in the
snow and ties one of his sling-stones into the leather near the hook,
and then begins to swing it over his head like he did the sling. A
moment later, the weighted hook goes flying and smacks against the
cliff wall. It doesn’t connect, and Hassen pulls the rope back and
tries again.

On his second attempt, it's hooked, and | watch with dismay as he
pulls the medallion down off the cliff wall and trots over to retrieve it.
He brings it to Josie, a triumphant look in his eyes.

“The winner for the brains category is Hassen,” Josie declares and
hands him one of the brightly-painted red seeds. Hassen takes it
with a little bow and then nods in my direction as if to say see how
capable | am?

| give him a faint smile, even though I'm tempted to run back into
the cave and hide. Oh, Salukh. He’s not going to win. | should have
spoke up, and now it's too late. I'm in this mess hip deep.

Taushen hides his disappointment well, congratulating Hassen.

Then we all wait for the three runners to return. I’'m surprised that



both Vaza and Bek show up ahead of Salukh. He was in first — what
happened between when he’d arrived at the top of the cliff and now?

| get my answer in the exchange of smug looks between Bek and
Vaza. Several minutes later, Salukh shows up with his medallion...
and a bloody nose. There are several bruises and scratches on his
chest and face and | suck in a breath, noting that one of his eyes is
blackened and swollen. It's my fault the others are taking out their
frustration on him, because | invited him to my furs.

Aehako steps forward, a thunderous frown on his face as he
studies Salukh. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” Salukh says flatly.

“That is dvisti piss and you know it.” Aehako casts a baleful look at
Bek and Vaza. “This competition ends now. It is clear to me that you
cannot be men and must behave like kits.”

The men make noises of protest, clearly pissed that they’re not
going to get a chance for more seeds. | don’t care. Right now all |
can see is the blood trickling from Salukh’s nostril.

“No,” Salukh says. “The contest should continue.”

| suck in a breath. Aehako frowns at him.

“It is dangerous if no one can control themselves. | will not allow

“It will not happen again,” Salukh says flatly. “| will not give up my

claim on Tee-fah-nee because of a scuffle.”



| look over at Vaza and Bek, and realize for the first time that
Vaza’s got a fat lip and Bek’s got a bruise shadowing one cheek. At
least Salukh was able to hit back.

“We are not continuing unless | am assured by all that this will not
happen again.” Aehako turns and glares at the men.

There are mumbles of assent, and it’s agreed that the challenge
will continue. | have a sick feeling in my stomach as | watch the men
line up again. Escorting me to the Elders’ Cave isn’t worth this. It's
not worth fighting amongst men that have been friends from
childhood.

They are willing to do anything for a chance at a mate. | should be

flattered, but it scares me.

The day wears on and it becomes clear to me that Salukh never
stood a chance at winning. The ‘brawn’ competition involves the men
racing to retrieve boulders from a nearby plain and then carrying
them through an obstacle course that Josie has set up. Though |
know Salukh is strong and fast, the other men work against him.
They leave the largest of boulders for him to carry, and they push
and shove at him as they run. They knock over obstacles into

Salukh’s path that slow him down. It's not a fair fight and both Josie



and Aehako are making unhappy noises when a triumphant Bek
arrives for the win.

For the ‘talent’ competition, Josie gives the men a list of creatures
to hunt: a scythe-beak, a fang-face, and a quill-beast. One is a bird,
one is a fish, and one is a land creature. They’re to bring them back
to the cave, and whoever returns the quickest with all three kills will
be the winner. If they have nothing by sunset, they are to head back
to the cave, the contest over.

The men set off in different directions with their weapons. As |
watch Salukh jog away from the cave, I'm surprised to see Vaza
change course and head after him.

“That cheater,” Kira murmurs. “He’s going to tail him and scare
away his game. Vaza knows he’s not going to win so he’s going to
make sure that Salukh fails at all of the challenges.”

My guilt chokes me. | head back to the cave with the others, but
there’s no joy in the afternoon for me. | spend some time with
Chompy, brushing him and cleaning out his cave. Farli hangs around
with me, but she’s silent company since we don’t speak the same
language. That suits me fine — I'm not in a talking mood anyhow.

It seems like an eternity before someone returns back to the cave
with their trophies. It's Taushen, utterly triumphant. Hassen returns a
short time after, and he’s less than pleased. He deposits his kills and
then stalks to his cave to sulk. Bek arrives at sunset, only two Kills

out of three in his hand.



Salukh and Vaza show up when it’s fully dark, and there is no Kill
in Salukh’s hand. The frustration on his face is evident.

“Congratulations, Taushen,” Josie says as the tribe tucks into the
fresh meat. | don’t eat a thing, because | have no appetite. She
awards the hunter his latest seed and then glances around the
cavern. “The only contest left is that of ‘Effort’. The tribe is supposed
to judge it, but it doesn’t matter at this point. Taushen is the clear
winner. He has more seeds than anyone else.”

The young hunter whoops in delight and rushes over to me,
looking for encouragement.

| give him a faint smile, even though | feel like throwing up.

“When shall | escort you to the Elders’ Cave, Ti-fa-ni?” He squats
on the ground near me, his face puppyish in its adoration. | can’t
hate him. He’s just lonely and has a crush. | wish it wasn’'t on me,
though. “Shall we go tomorrow?”

“Sure, tomorrow,” | say. What choice do | have?



Chapter Twelve

SALUKH

Anger burns in my belly as | tear a leg off of the fresh-killed quill-
beast and then head out of the cavern to eat under the stars.
Normally | would welcome company but tonight, my head is full of
frustration and | want to see no one. | want to be alone with my
angry thoughts.

Tee-fah-nee has slipped through my grasp for the moment. The
others made sure of that. | had no idea they were so very angry at
finding me in her furs until Bek and Vaza came after me with their
fists. To them, | am a betrayer.

| do not care what they think, though. Only Tee-fah-nee. But she
has been silent, and when Taushen won, she smiled at him and
agreed to leave with him in the morning.

My jealousy is fierce. | should have all her smiles. | should be the
one taking her to the Elders’ Cave. | should be inside even now,
feeding her choice tidbits of meat to ensure that my mate is healthy.
Instead, | am outside, angrily gnawing on a quill-beast leg and

seething.



Why is my khui silent? Now is the time to claim her. Now is the
time to declare that she belongs to me and only me. | do not trust
Taushen to keep her safe. He is a good hunter, but younger than |
am and easily distracted. He will have two precious females with him
and while the trail is safe, there are always risks.

| should go along with them to protect. It is the only wise thing to
do.

Footsteps crunch behind me in the snow and | stiffen.

“Ho, friend,” Aehako calls out into the darkness. “Mind if | join
you?”

“Yes.”

He laughs and comes to my side anyhow, gazing up at the stars.
“It is a nice night.”

| grunt. It was nicer when | was alone.

“Come,” Aehako says and claps me on my arm. “Do not be surly
like Haeden. Today was bad. Tomorrow will be better.”

“She leaves tomorrow for the Elders’ Cave,” | say, voice flat with
anger. “With Taushen.”

“Yes, she does.” Aehako is silent for a moment and when | look
over, he’s gazing up at the stars. “It is hard to think, sometimes, that
they are a very different people than us. Most times, my Kira is easy
to predict, but then she will say something that | cannot comprehend,

and | remember where they come from. The place called Urth.”



| say nothing. | know all too well that Tee-fah-nee is different than
a sa-khui woman. | need no reminder. | like her differences. | accept
all her unique traits.

“They have different courting rituals on Urth,” Aehako continues.
“Strange ones. Perhaps that is why she does not speak up to
declare that she wants you, when it is clear she has affection for you
and not the others.”

She does not speak up because she is afraid. | know this, and
some of my anger burns away. Bek and Vaza used their fists on me
this day. | did not care, because | am strong and can handle anything
they might try. But Tee-fah-nee fears that they will become violent
against her. The thought of a male striking a precious female is
incomprehensible, and yet she has been hurt by others in the past.
“She has her reasons.”

“She must,” Aehako says easily. He squeezes my shoulder, and |
wince when he touches a bruised spot. “And we must respect the
human rituals. That is why you cannot go after them when they go to
the Elders’ Cave.”

| scowl. How did he know what | intended? | look over at Aehako
and his face is grim.

“I know you are thinking it because | would do the same for my
Kira,” he says. “But you must not. If you value tribe harmony, you will

claim one of the hunting trails and go out for several days. Cool your



head. Get your mind back to where it should be. Do not think about
the female.”

As if | can simply push thoughts of Tee-fah-nee from my mind. |
snort at the ridiculous thought.

“I am telling you as a chief,” Aehako says. “I am sending Bek and
Vaza and Hassen out on hunting trails as well. It is time we stop with
all the foolishness of fighting over females and return to our true task
— providing enough food for the brutal season. There have been far
too many distractions as of late.”

He’s not wrong. | have spent more time with Tee-fah-nee than
hunting lately. | think of my mother and father, my younger sister
Farli. My brothers Pashov and Dagesh and their mates and young.
They do not deserve to go hungry simply because | cannot focus.

But Tee-fah-nee is not safe with only Taushen to protect her. The
humans are all too vulnerable. “| will hunt the trails,” | tell Aehako.
There are many familiar paths our hunters take, and along the way
there are scattered caves and icy caches of frozen kills that will be
useful in the brutal season. Those caches must be replenished, and
hunting the trails will keep me away from the main cave for many
days in a row.

It is a lie, though.

Instead of hunting, | shall follow Tee-fah-nee and ensure that she

is safe.



TIFFANY

“You watch dvisti?” | point at little Chompy in his pen and Farli
nods at me eagerly. She spits out a stream of fluid syllables and
gesticulates with her hands. | have no idea what she’s saying, but
she’s nodding and pointing at the baby animal, so I'm sure she’s
agreeing to watch him. One good thing out of this trip will be the
language-dump. I’'m ready to understand what all the sa-khui are
saying. I've picked up some of the language in the last year and a
half, but it's so fluid and so many of the hunters speak English to us
that I'm not as good with it as | should be.

Farli looks at me, smiling. Her hand strays down to Chompy’s little
triangle-shaped head and the dvisti bleats and licks her fingers. He
loves her, not me, because she’s been the one tirelessly taking care
of him while | deal with my issues.

“When | get back, you and | are going to have a long talk about
animal husbandry,” | tell her. I'll give her the little animal for her own
and help her raise him, but at this point? He’s her pet, not mine.

“Ready to go?” Josie calls out to me, snowshoes in hand. She’s
bundled up in several layers of furs, and those furs are strapped

down to her chest with a leather harness to keep them from flapping



in the wind and catching the cold air. I'm dressed similarly, even
though it's hot in the cave. It'll be cold once we get out in the
elements, and my khui won’t be able to keep up.

Kira’s nearby, ready to see us off. She’s made breakfast for us,
and is now breastfeeding her baby. Her mate went off hunting earlier,
so she’s by herself. Other than that, the cave is rather empty.

“I'm ready,” | tell her and give one last smile to Farli, a pat on the
head to Chompy, and then head over to her side. Josie hands me a
second pair of snowshoes and we head to the mouth of the cave,
where Taushen is waiting for us, all eager grins.

He’s clearly excited for this trip. | wish | could feel the same
enthusiasm, but all | feel is the same familiar dread. I'll have to pay a
lot of attention to Taushen on this trip. He won fair and square and |
should at least reward him, even if the reward is just listening to him
talk about his favorite subject: me.

There’s a few people lingering near the mouth of the cave to see
us off. Kira’s nursing Kae, Haeden is watching, and two of the elders
sit by the fire. I'm surprised that Salukh is nowhere to be seen, nor
my other failed suitors. It must be intentional.

Taushen holds out our packs, both filled with extra furs, water-
skins, fire-making implements, bone-knives, and the spicy travel-
rations that the sa-khui love. “The morning grows late. Let us get
started.”



“We're on it,” Josie says, and bends down to put on her
snowshoes. | do the same.

“I don’t like this,” announces a hard voice. | look up in surprise to
see Haeden frowning down at us. “It's not safe.”

Josie shrugs. “Why do you care?”

“I don’t.” He spits the word at us and straightens to his full height,
all imposing horns and blue muscle. “But it is foolish to go to the
Elders Cave now, with only one hunter to guide you. The South
caves are further away from the Elders’ Cave than the main cave is.
You should wait until we rejoin the other cave and go with a large
party, when it is safer.”

“It is an easy walk of a day and a half,” Taushen says, jogging up
to us.

“Humans are slow,” Haeden sneers, giving the younger hunter a
disgusted look. “Did you consider that? Did you bring enough travel
rations to accommodate for the fact that they are weak?”

“Jesus, what is your problem?” Josie glares at him and looks as if
she wants to hit him with her other snowshoe. “We're going and
that’s final. Or are you pissy because you can’t come along?”

His lip curls as he gazes down at her. “I do not wish to go.”

“I don’t want you to go either!”

“But it does not change the fact that you should stay here.” He

points at the cave floor. “It is safe here.”



“We're going to get the language laser beam and you can’t stop
us!” She’s practically hopping in anger, not an easy feat given that
one of her snowshoes is strapped on.

| just look over at Taushen. “Are we going on a dangerous path?”

He shakes his head. “It's very clear and not close to any watering
holes. There are no metlak caves and very few snowcats travel the
paths we shall take because they prefer the cliffs. Ours is a straight
walk so easy we send kits out on it on their first hunts alone.” He’s
frowning at Haeden in confusion, as if he doesn’t understand the
man’s anger at letting us go. “It is very safe.”

“Taushen won this prize fair and square,” Josie retorts. “If you
wanted to win maybe you should have competed, Mister Crabby
Pants.”

“If this is his reward, then let Tafinee and Taushen go. You stay
here. You do not need to go along and slow them down.”

Josie’s eyes widen and she sputters. “Fuck you! I'm going! | don’t
know why you care anyhow — you don't like it when I'm here, and
now you don't like it when | try to leave. Make up your freaking
mind!”

His eyes narrow with anger at the small human defying him. “I
shall speak to Aehako about this.”

“Who do you think gave me the friggin’ snowshoes, you idiot?”

She waves one under his nose.



Haeden snarls and then turns away, stomping back to his cave,
his tail lashing angrily. | watch with wide eyes as he leaves. | don't
understand the dynamic between him and Josie. If he hates her so
much, why does he care if she goes or not? Shouldn’t he be glad
she’s leaving for a while, because now she won’t bother him with her
incessant talking and singing and needling him with comments?

“I do not understand him,” Taushen says to me.

Boy, at least it's not just me, then. | turn to look at him. “Do we
have everything?”

He rubs one ear. “l should get more rations...just in case. And
another set of water skins.”

“We’'ll wait here,” | tell him and smile. | should smile at him, right?
To make him feel like he won a reward instead of just being our tour
guide? | don’t hate the guy. He’s young and sweet, but I'm just...not
interested in the slightest. Still, if anyone had to win other than
Salukh, I'm glad it's Taushen. Spending three or four days with Bek
might have broken me. His anger scares me in a way Haeden’s
never does. Maybe because Haeden’s anger is never directed at
anyone but Josie? Who knows. | watch Taushen disappear into one
of the storage caves. If it couldn’t be Salukh, | am glad it had to be
Taushen.

Speaking of Salukh...I glance around the near-empty early

morning cave. “Where are all the hunters?”



Kira pulls baby Kae from her breast and starts to burp her. “Did
you not hear them all leave early this morning? Aehako sent them all
out on the trails. They’ll be back in a few days.”

| try to hide my disappointment. Out on the trails? That means no
goodbye from Salukh. | wanted to see his face one more time before
| set out, even though | know he’s got to be stinging with
disappointment right now. “Oh, okay.”

Why does that hurt my feelings? | didn’t stick up for him and
declare that he should be my man. | let this stupid contest go on. It’s
my own fault. And yet...l was hoping he’'d be around. That maybe |
could somehow convince him to go with us. That | could at least say
goodbye for a few days.

Guess not. Guess saying goodbye to me wasn’t important to him.

As if she can sense my dismay, Kira wags a finger in my direction.
“‘Don’t stay out too long,” she chides us. “It's going to be boring here
in the caves with just me and Farli. Aehako will be back, but late
tonight. That dvisti of yours is going to get showered with attention
while you're gone, just because we’re going to be so bored.”

| laugh despite my disappointment. “He’ll probably love that. Tell
Farli thank you for me?” She knows the language.

She nods and we hug briefly. Taushen returns, and then it's time to

go.
I'd be lying if | said | didn’t scan the horizon for Salukh as we left.



Traveling on Not-Hoth is not fun. The snow is endless, and even
when both suns are high in the sky, it's not even remotely close to
warm. | imagine this is what Antarctica is like, but the light the suns
give off is so faint that we don’t have to worry about sun-blindness.
And no penguins, which is a shame. | would have kind of liked to see
penguins.

What we do have, though, is snow. Lots and lots of snow and cold
air. It snows a little as we walk, dusting our hair, but it's not enough
to slow us down. Taushen is all eagerness, chatting constantly as
Josie and | do our best to keep a good pace, our snowshoes
dragging in the powder. As far as the sa-khui are concerned, this is
fantastic travel weather. It's mostly clear, the snow isn’t too thick on
the ground, and for them, it's warm. Meanwhile my fingers feel like
blocks of ice, my toes feel like they could snap off in my heavily
padded boots, and | keep wishing for someplace to sit down and
rest. I'm sweating under my thick furs, which makes them stick to my
body and ice up. The khui inside me helps me stay warm, but
humans are still too fragile to go running around half-naked like the
sa-khui.

By the time it's midday, I'm exhausted and Josie’s steps are
slowing, too. Our cheery, light conversation of earlier in the day has

dwindled to nothing. Now we just pant and lift our feet, one after the



other. At least the terrain is relatively flat. As Taushen said, it’'s a
baby trail by their standards.

Nevertheless, I'm thrilled when our guide jogs back up to us —
jogs!! — and suggests we rest for a time in the protective shade of a
nearby cliff. Josie and | gratefully collapse against the stone cliff wall,
and even though the rocky base isn’t the most comfortable spot and
it's cold in the shade, there’s no breeze.

“Wait here and | shall hunt you both something fresh to eat. | saw
a quill-beast’s tracks nearby.” Taushen holds his spear eagerly. “Will
you eat my kill if | provide?”

“Sounds great,” | tell him, offering a thumbs up.

“You’re so sweet, Taushen,” Josie says, beaming at him. “Thank
you.”

He grins at both of us and then leaps away, bounding through the
snow like a big blue gazelle. He’s got so much energy, and I’'m so
dang tired already. | can’t believe we have a day and a half of
walking to do. Maybe Haeden was right and we are too weak to do
this. Too late now, | suppose.

| pull off one of my gloves and tuck my hand into the front of my
thick jacket, pressing my cold fingers against my warm throat. “This
is...less fun than | imagined.”

“It sucks,” Josie agrees cheerfully. “You're allowed to say that.”

“It does suck. I’'m sorry you came with me. You didn’t have to.”

Josie has been a great friend, but | wouldn’t wish this on anyone. It



reminds me all too much of the relentless cold we endured in that
week of hell when we were waiting for Georgie to come back with a
rescue. It also makes me realize how spoiled we are with the sa-khui
to protect us and keep us warm and safe in our comfy caves. The
males hunt tirelessly while we putter around in the caves. Sure,
there’s a lot — okay, an endless — stream of chores to do, but
compared to this? | don’t know how Liz does it. | can’t wait to be
back home around my fire and playing with my leatherwork.

“I have to admit...I'm not doing it just for you,” Josie says,
adjusting a strap on her snowshoes.

“Oh?”

She gives me a sly look. “I'm going to use the sick bay computer
and have my IUD taken out, like Kira had her translator taken out.”

My jaw drops a little. “You are?”

‘I am.” She gives a happy little sigh and sits up, hugging herself.
“I'm ready for my happy ever after, you know? | want to resonate to
someone. | want babies. | want a mate that will love me. I'm tired of
being single and unloved.”

| stare at her dreamy face, envious of her confidence. She
assumes that the khui is going to fix all of her problems. That it'll
match her up with the perfect man and she’ll immediately be in love
with the guy that puts a baby in her. It's romantic, sure, but it's also
overly optimistic. What if it matches her up to one of the elders who

never mated? What if it matches her to someone she hates?



What if it matches her to someone who decides to take what he
wants instead of asking for permission?

| shudder at the thought. I'm envious of Josie. Her decision might
be right for her, but I'm still living in fear of what might happen if | do
resonate. Sure, | might be hooked up with the man of my dreams...
but | might also be hooked up with a pure nightmare.

Right now, I'm just happy | haven’t resonated to anyone. There’s
no one | want to mate.

Even as | think it, though, my mind goes back to Salukh. Salukh
with his velvety skin, intense gaze, and the way he touches me so
sweetly, never demanding. He lets me take the lead and is infinitely
patient. He makes me feel like every touch is a gift that I've given to
him.

I’'m lying to myself when | say | wouldn’t want to resonate to
anyone. I'd take Salukh and I'd take him gladly. If he can help me get
over my fear of sex, he can help me learn to love again. He’s kind
and generous and looks at me as if I'm a slice of chocolate cake he
can’t wait to eat up.

| just worry | messed things up and when we get back, his hot,
possessive stare will have changed to one of distaste.

Maybe | missed my chance with him. The thought is a depressing

one.



Chapter Thirteen

SALUKH

| watch in the distance as Taushen hurries off, leaving the two
human women alone and vulnerable at the base of the cliff. Anger
surges through me and | push it away.

They are not unprotected; | am here to watch them.

It's a foolish move for Taushen to make, and yet | understand it.
He is eager to win over the humans with fresh game, and is torn
between guarding them and providing for them. Still, it is not the
choice | would have made, and it angers me to see Tee-fah-nee’s
small form huddled in the shadows of the rock. A snowcat could
wander in this direction. A herd of dvisti might cross the plains and
trample them. A scythe-beak might decide to swoop down and
investigate, and their beaks are like swords. Just because it looks
safe does not mean it is.

| clutch my spear close. It is a good thing | ignored Aehako’s
command to go hunting and followed them instead. | am hunched

low on my belly in the snow, downwind from Taushen'’s trail. They will



not see me unless they look up, and judging from the tired posture of
the humans, that is not a worry.

Tee-fah-nee’s hair springs forth as she lowers her hood, and | can
see her movements as she talks to Josie. She looks tired, and it
takes every bit of control in my body to not clamber down the side of
the cliff and go to her side, to swing her over my shoulder and carry
her all the way to the Elders’ Cave.

Is this how Vektal felt when he first saw his Georgie? Then |
remind myself that he and Georgie resonated, and my heart is heavy
with sadness.

Why do you not claim her, my khui? You know she is the one for
us.

My breast is silent, and my heart remains heavy and alone.

| stay at my watch post, unmoving, as the women relax and stretch
their legs, talking. Eventually Taushen returns with a fresh kill, and |
relax a little. The women eat, and then they put back on their
snowshoes and the trio head off into the snow again. As | watch,
Tee-fah-nee stumbles and | leap to my feet, my heart racing.

They stop. Taushen and Josie both go back to Tee-fah-nee’s side.
My female picks herself up off the snow, pushes away their helpful
hands, and adjusts her snowshoe. Then they begin to walk again.

She limps, though, and | fight a surge of irritation that Taushen

would push her so hard that she would harm herself.



She should be pampered. She should be carried if her leg hurts
her.

She should be mine.

TIFFANY

Rolling my ankle makes an already un-fun trip even more
miserable. Josie and Taushen are both worried about me, but | shrug
off their concerns. | tell them that I'm fine. What option do | have
otherwise? We’re too far from the South caves to go back, and we
might as well continue forward. So | soldier on, ignoring the pain in
my ankle as much as | can.

We stop that night in one of the small ‘hunter’ caves and it's eye-
opening to me. Taushen explains to Josie and | that these small
caves are all along the tribe’s hunting grounds and are used as
shelters for those out on the trails. The cave we stop in is small,
barely tall enough for either Josie or | to stand up in; Taushen has to
squat. There’s enough room for all three of us to lie down, but barely.
Taushen ends up putting his furs by the cave opening so Josie and |
can have the interior. My ankle throbs and it's cold despite the small
fire we start. All in all, it’s not a fun night and it makes me appreciate
the tribe cave even more with its big interior and the friendly faces

that are always present.



When we get up the next morning, my ankle is swollen to twice the
size it was before. It's tender to the touch, and walking on it is
excruciating. Josie helps me wrap it tight in the hopes that I'll be able
to limp along, but | can’t even close my boot, much less fasten my
snowshoe on my boot.

“What do we do?” Josie asks, a worried look on her face. “Can you
walk at all?”

“I'll have to,” | tell her tightly. There’s no other option. | can’t force
all three of us to stay in the cave; it's not warm enough for a long
stay. Plus, there’s a machine that can fix wounds and ailments back
at the Elders’ Cave aka the old space ship. “Might as well keep
going. We're close to the Elders’ Cave anyhow, right?” | look to
Taushen for reassurance.

“Half a day’s walk if we keep a brisk pace,” he says, frowning
down at my leg. “Longer if not.”

“It's going to be longer,” | say with a wince. “I'll keep up as best |
can.”

“Should you even walk?” Josie asks.

“I can carry her,” Taushen volunteers. “It would be an honor.” His
voice is breathless with excitement, his eyes bright.

“I can walk,” | snap. The last thing | want to do is spend the day
draped over Taushen and feeling like | owe him. No thank you.

He stiffens and | know I've hurt his feelings. The old anxiety and

tension returns, and for a moment | hold my breath, worried he’s



going to lash out...or worse.

“Let us go, then. The morning grows late.” Taushen’s voice is
wounded, his shoulders slightly hunched as if protecting himself from
my anger.

| release a pent-up breath and get to my feet. My ankle throbs in
response, but | ignore it. “Can | borrow your spear to use as a
crutch?”

He hesitates. “What if | need to protect you?”

“Then you can come and snatch it from me?” | extend my hand
outward. “I promise | won'’t put up a fight over that.”

He doesn’t look happy, but in the end hands it over. “| still would
rather carry you.”

“I'm sure you would,” | say, and force myself to keep my voice
sweet. “But | can walk.” And | give a hobbling step just to prove that |
can.

It's gonna be a long damn day.

SALUKH

Tee-fah-nee cannot walk.
When the trio limps out of the hunter cave — and they do limp — |
am incensed to see that my Tee-fah-nee, my mate, is leaning heavily

on a spear. It’s clear to me that her leg is worse today, not better.



Taushen tries to put an arm around her and she pushes him away,
and | can see the young hunter flinch backward.

Good. She is my mate.

Nor will I allow her to walk all the way to the Elders’ Cave.

As | have followed them, | have taken great care to remain out of
sight and downwind. | have covered my tracks and kept my distance.
No more. No longer. My female is hurt and in pain, and | refuse to sit
back and let her struggle. | jog through the snow, making my way
toward the group. They are ahead of me, but they move so slowly
that it takes no time to catch up.

As | come into sight, | hear Josie’s gasp. She points in my
direction. “Someone’s coming.”

Taushen turns, and | watch as he tenses at the sight of me. By
now, he has figured out that this is no coincidence, that | followed
them because | did not trust that he would keep the humans safe.
Anger blossoms on his face and he stalks toward me, furious.

“What do you do here, Salukh? You are supposed to be hunting!”

“I am watching over the humans.” | gesture at Tee-fah-nee, who,
even now, is trying not to put weight on her leg. “She is hurt and
cannot walk. | am here to help.”

“You are not supposed to be here,” Taushen protests again. “This
is my prize!”

| glare at him. | do not care about prizes. | care about my female.

He scowls at me but does not stop me as | approach Tee-fah-nee.



Josie watches me with wide eyes, but all | see is Tee-fah-nee’s face,
her smooth human features lined with pain.

| touch her brown cheek with my fingertips in a gentle caress. “You
should not be walking.”

“What choice do | have?” Her voice is soft, pained.

“I will carry you,” | state, and when she stiffens, | add, “If you will
let me.” | must remember her fear, always.

She hesitates, and then nods. “Taushen’s going to be mad,” she
murmurs, even as she lifts her arms to go around my neck.

| do not care if Taushen hates me. All | care about is getting my
mate out of the cold and someplace safe where she may rest her
leg. | lift her into my arms and she weighs no more than a kit.
Humans are so fragile, so soft, so poorly equipped to survive. It
makes my chest clench with fear.

Taushen voices a protest, but | ignore him.

“You can carry me if you want to carry someone,” Josie offers. “I'm
freaking tired.”

“Caring for Ti-fa-ni is to be my prize,” Taushen states again, and
he sounds like a petulant child. “Aehako will hear of this and he will
not be pleased.”

He will not be, no. But he can be angry with me later. “Let us get to
the Elders’ Cave and we can argue when the women are safe.”

“I guess this means no one wants to carry me, huh?” Josie says,

and laughs at her own joke. “Figures.”



Even with Josie’s brave attempts to keep pace with us, it takes
many hours for us to get to the Elders’ Cave. The suns are low in the
sky and both humans are exhausted by the time the smooth oval
mountain comes into view.

“Finally,” exclaims Josie, and | inwardly echo her sentiment. Tee-
fah-nee is shivering against my chest, and her face is tight with pain.
| want to get her to safety and care for her. She needs a warm fire
and blankets and warm, comforting food. She needs the healer, too,
but that will have to wait.

As we enter the strange cave-system that is the Elders’ Cave, |
see more of the ice has been removed from the interior, revealing
strange rock walls that are too smooth and more flashing lights. Tiny
spurs of rock stick out everywhere, and there are lights flashing on a
flat surface set into the cave wall.

“You can set me down anywhere,” Tee-fah-nee murmurs. “I'm sure
I’'m heavy by now.”

“You are not heavy to me,” | state staunchly. | would carry her
across the mountains if | had to. It is no pain to hold her.

“Over there,” she murmurs, and there is a strange stool with a

back by the remains of what looks to be a fire pit. | set her gently



down on the stool and she relaxes. | begin to unwrap her leg but she
pushes my hands away. “I'm fine. | can get it.”

| frown but do as she asks.

“Harlow?” Josie calls out, disappearing into one of the side-
tunnels. “Harlow, are you here? Rukh? Harlow? Anyone?” She
returns a few moments later, disappointment on her round face.
“They’re not here.”

“They must be back at the main cave,” Tee-fah-nee says. “They
split their time between here and there.”

“Well damn!” Josie looks upset. “| wanted to see their kit.”

Taushen steps forward. “The suns are going down soon and it will
grow colder. If Tee-fah-nee’s leg is hurt, we will be here for several
days. We will need more food, and firewood.”

Both Josie and Tee-fah-nee look at me.

| straighten and get to my feet. “You are right.” | gesture at the
females. “You stay here. Taushen and | will get supplies. We will be
back soon.” | don’t miss the irritated look that Taushen sends in my
direction. If it were me in his place, | would be mad, too. | have taken
over, and the women look to me for assurance, not him.

“Oh, but if the computer’s working, it can fix Tiff’'s leg,” Josie says,
her face eager.

My nostrils flare. | don'’t like the thought of a come-pew-turr
mending my woman. It is too strange for me to understand, and | do

not trust it, but | will allow it if Tee-fah-nee is in that much pain. |



touch my mate’s cheek. “Do not do anything until we return. | will
bring back some faa-shesh root. It is good for pain.”

She nods and shifts in the chair. “Be careful.” Her gaze flicks to
Taushen, and | realize she is thinking of the competition, where Vaza
and Bek attacked me. Taushen is not like them. He is all words and
little action, and he is young. He will be angry, but he will not use his
fists.

| nod and head out of the Elders’ Cave, down the strange dark
ramp that has been uncovered. It only has a light layer of snow on it,
which tells me Rukh and his mate with the orange mane were likely
here just a day or two ago.

Taushen follows me out, and the moment we are away from the
cave mouth, he shoves my back. “Salukh,” he hisses. “What do you
do here? She is my prize.”

| grit my teeth and ignore his anger. Were | in the same position, |
would feel the same helpless rage. “| am here because she is my
mate.”

He sucks in a breath. “You do not resonate.”

“It does not matter, my friend.” | close a hand over my fist. “| feel it,
here. It is simply a matter of time.” Time, and convincing my silent
khui that there is none for us but Tee-fah-nee and her dark curls and
soft skin.

His eyes narrow as if he does not believe me. Then, a

disappointed sigh escapes him. He hangs his head. “There is



nothing | want more than a mate, but it is clear she does not care for
me. | have tried to impress her and she does not notice. | offer to
carry her and she is offended. Yet the moment you arrive, she puts
her arms around your neck.”

| try not to feel too triumphant in the face of his defeat. | put a hand
on his shoulder and squeeze it. “There is yet another human woman,
and Farli will be of an age in a few seasons. You may yet have a
mate.”

He sighs.

| understand; it is cold comfort to think of another when the female
he wants is as attractive as Tee-fah-nee. But she is mine; even
Taushen can see it. “Do you wish to hunt or shall 1?”

“I will hunt,” he says glumly, pulling his spear from the carrying
loop over his shoulder. “You collect wood and dung and the root for
Ti-fa-ni. Maybe if | feed the human Jo-see she will appreciate it.” He
doesn’t look thrilled at the thought.

| clap his shoulder. “We best get started, then.”

TIFFANY

“I can’t believe it,” Josie wails. She clutches a thin sheet of plastic
in her hand that crinkles like foil and thrusts it toward me. “l found

that on the medical bay.”



“Out of order,” | read aloud, smoothing out the odd ‘paper’.
“Harlow must have left the note in case anyone else stopped by.”

“How is it out of order?” Josie’s voice is despairing. She drops to
the ground near my propped up leg and her eyes are shiny with
tears. “I need it to work. | need it!”

| shift in my chair, my leg throbbing. “You aren’t the only one.”

She looks over at me and dashes her fingers under her eyes.
“Shit. Sorry. | just...l had my hopes up, you know?”

| do know. She’s ready to start her new life. She wants a mate and
babies. She’s tired of being held back by the past. Boy do | know
how that feels. Her face is so sad that it makes my heart hurt. “I'm
sure she’ll be back soon, Jo. If it can be fixed, Harlow can fix it. We’'ll
just stick around for a while, get the language beamed into our
brains, let my leg heal, and wait for them to come back.”

Josie nods, but the disappointment is still written on her face. “She
probably got the stonecutter working again and went back to the
main cave. That means more caverns will be opening up and
everyone will be moving back.”

“Mmm.” I'm not looking forward to that. Moving back means travel
— which I’'m rather sick of at the moment — but it also means more
people crammed into one cave system. Normally | wouldn’t mind
that, but more people means more men falling all over me to try and
get my attention.

I’m pretty damn sick of that.



My thoughts stray to Salukh, and | shiver under my furs, thinking
of the way he strode across the snow, all fluttering dark hair and
intense, angry eyes. He’d made a beeline right for me, and | knew,
somehow, that he’'d been watching over us and had come out the
moment he saw | was hurt. And | should be annoyed that he was
following us, but I'm all warm and fluttery instead, because he’s here.
He’s here and he’s going to take care of things. He’s going to make
sure I'm safe.

For some reason, | feel instantly better at that thought. It doesn’t
matter that | have a bum leg or that Taushen is mad or that the
machine is broken and Harlow’s nowhere to be found. None of that
matters, because Salukh is here and he makes me happy. Actually,
seeing him cross the snow toward us like some big blue avenging
devil made me feel happier than I've felt since landing on this planet.

Maybe when we get back to the South cave, I'll invite him to share
my furs on a more permanent basis.

| turn to Josie. “It's going to be a while before the men get back, |
imagine. Should we go ahead and get the language beamed into our
heads while they’re gone and get the headache over with?”

“Might as well,” she says, and the cheerful note is back in her

voice. Not much keeps Josie down for long.



Chapter Fourteen

TIFFANY

Getting the sa-khui language downloaded to my head involves
standing very still while the computer shoots a laser-beam into my
eye. I'm not sure about the logistics of it, other than it nukes your
brain momentarily and makes you wake up with a splitting headache.
Josie and | take turns getting the language and then sit, waiting for
the men to return.

My head throbs and aches, and my brain feels as if someone took
an apple peeler to it. Not fun, but it had to be done. “I can’t wait for
Salukh to come back,” | tell Josie, leaning my cheek against the
weirdly comfortable chair that's been moved into the ‘main cave'. It's
probably more like a cargo bay, but it's open and makes the aliens
less skittish. Plus the door is nearby and there’s a metal section of
the floor that’s been set up to use as a fire-pit, encircled with stones.
A few pieces of odd furniture have been moved into the area, and |
wonder if that's Harlow’s work or other visitors that have stopped by.
Near me on the other side of the fire pit, Josie is curled up in her

cloak and seated on a stuffed pillow.



“So you can practice saying dirty things to him in sa-khui?” Josie
teases, but her words are accompanied by a wince and a press of
her fingers to her temples.

The idea isn’t a bad one, but with the way my brain feels, I'd settle
for having someone rub my head and hand me a drink of water.
“Nah. Just feels like they’ve been gone for a while now. | hope
everything’'s okay.”

| really hope Taushen isn’t being a dick to him and trying to start
something. | know he’s not supposed to be here, but | can’t help but
be glad that he bent the rules and showed up anyhow.

“That’s because they have been gone for a while,” Josie says, and
tugs the blankets closer around her body. She flops down on the
pillow and yawns. “I'm going to try and sleep off some of this
migraine. Wake me if a chocolate bar shows up and wants to
cuddle.”

| stiffe my laugh — mostly because it hurts to laugh — and peel
myself out of the chair. It's chilly away from the fire, and | rub my
arms as | wander over to the doorway. The suns are setting, the
endless snow outside taking on a purple tinge. They should be back
soon.

A furious breeze whips at my thick hair, and I'm shocked at the
strength of it. Good lord, where did that come from? | take a few
more steps toward the door and lean against the entryway, peering

outside. There’s no snow falling, but the temperature is definitely



getting colder and the wind is picking up. Gonna be a cold night. I'm
glad we’re inside.

| watch the snow for a bit but when it’s clear no one’s on the
horizon, | wander away again. It's too cold to stay near the door for
too long. Instead, | move toward the computer panel at the far end of
the room. There are very few buttons and the ones that are there
have extremely strange writing on them and are shaped oddly. |
know the button that turns things on, though, and | push it.

“System activated. How can | assist?”

“Can | get a weather reading?” | ask. “What’s the temperature
outside?” I'm not sure if the computer knows standard units of
measurement, so | add, “Set the freezing point at zero degrees.”

“The temperature outside is pleasant and slightly above normal for
this time of year. Going by your guidelines, it is one degree below
freezing.”

Pleasant? One degree below freezing? Barf. How | wish I'd gotten
stranded on Planet Florida instead of Planet Iceland. As soon as the
thought crosses my mind, though, | dismiss it. Salukh wouldn’t be
there if | were anywhere else...and I'd miss him. | feel warm thinking
about him and | can feel myself smiling. “What about the weather
tomorrow?”

“The temperature will be dropping due to a cold weather system
incoming. Would you like to see an overview of the terrain?”

“A map? That'd be great.”



| wait impatiently as the computer pulls up a visual on the screen.
At first it’s all white, but then the picture starts to fill in slowly. | touch
the screen and it zooms in, but I'm not sure what I’'m looking at. “Can
you point out where I’'m at on the map?”

A moment later, a red dot appears. “You are located here.”

Glad | asked. It looks like a whole lot of nothing to my eyes. | lean
closer, peering at the picture. | have no idea where the main cave
and the south cave are in relation to where I'm at. I’'m not sure the
computer would know the caves either. | drag my finger over the
map, making it zoom in and out, looking for landmarks of any kind.
“Can you show me where the crashed ship is?”

“Query: | do not understand what ‘crashedhip’ is.”

Well, this was as bad as talking to Siri on her old iPhone. “It's how
the humans landed here. We were in a large metal ship. Can you
locate that?”

The computer blips and then a blue dot shows up on the map, in
the mountains to the east. “There is a deposit of metal here,
according to my scanners.”

“That must be it,” | murmur to no one in particular. It’s northeast of
here, which means that the main tribal cave should be nearby
somewhere. It's a half a day’s journey from the main cave to the
Elders’ Cave — the old, broken down ship I'm standing in — and it'’s a

half a day’s trek from the main cave to the South cave. Different



directions, though. “Can you zoom out? | want to see the entire
area.”

“Query: | do not understand what ‘zoom’ is.”

Oy. “Make the picture bigger so | can see the entire region. | want
to see all of it.”

The screen changes again, and this time | can see a very large
chunk of land, along with the mountains to the east and what looks
like the sea — or even an ocean — over to the west.

One thing dominates the entire picture, though: an enormous
white swirl situated to the southwest. “Um, what is that?” | point at it
without touching the screen. It's covering over half of the map, and
that’s throwing me off. It's unnerving just how big the shape is, and
reminds me a lot of a hurricane when it would show up on a weather
radar.

“That is an incoming weather system,” the computer explains
calmly.

“It looks...big.”

“Scans show that the system will be bringing high winds and a
larger than normal amount of frozen precipitation to all affected
areas.”

Well, I'm no Not-Hoth weather girl, but that doesn’t sound good to
me. “Exactly how much is a larger than normal amount?”

“Expected precipitation will be somewhere in twelve to sixteen

nashae.”



My brain automatically filtered through the strange word and told
me that was a unit of measurement used by the sakh people.
“‘Compare one nashae to a human measurement of one foot.”

“One nashae is roughly equal to 1.34 human feet.”

Holy crap. “And this storm is going to bring twelve to sixteen feet
of snow?”

“Incorrect. The weather system will bring 12-16 nashae of snow.
The correct measurement in human terms is 16.08 human feet to
21.44 feet of precipitation. In addition, precipitation will fall as a mix
of both snow and ice, later leading to snow as temperatures continue
to drop.”

| can feel my eyes bugging in my head. “Does this happen often?”
| mean, I've seen snow since we landed here, but not twenty feet at
once.

“This storm is an outlier and unusual in size and strength. Systems
such as this tend to occur over water but rarely make it far inland.”

Sounds a lot like a hurricane or a typhoon to me. A snow-
hurricane. Crap, crap, and double crap. “When is it going to hit us?
Tell me in hours.”

“Snowfall will begin in less than twelve hours. The storm’s full
impact will be felt twenty-six to thirty human hours from now.”

That did not leave a lot of time. Shit.

“Mmm, what’s twenty-six to thirty human hours from now?” Josie

asks sleepily. She pads over to me and looks over my shoulder,



yawning.

“Trouble,” | tell her. “We need to find the guys.”

Taushen arrives at the same time Salukh does, and I’'m relieved to
see them both. | quickly explain the situation, and show them the
map. “We have to warn both caves,” | tell them. “Anyone that’s out
on the trails is going to be cut off from the cave and vice versa. We
need to warn everyone so no one is caught unprepared. You both
need to leave and leave now. One of you go to the South cave, and
one go to the main tribal cave.”

Taushen nods and grabs his spear, even as Salukh shakes his
head. “And what about you and Jo-see,” he says. “You will be
trapped here and you will starve to death.”

“We can all go back,” Josie says. “Salukh can carry you—*

“We will not go fast if | carry Tee-fah-nee,” he says. “That is not a
solution.” He looks right at me with those intense eyes. “| will stay
here and take care of Tee-fah-nee.”

| look over at Taushen, but he nods like this is the right thing to do.
“But what about the caves? Taushen can'’t run to both.”

“Hello, two perfectly good feet right here,” Josie says, waving a
hand. “I'll go.”

Both men frown at her.



“Oh, come on. Liz does this sort of thing all the time! I'm not so
fragile.” She flexes an arm.

“You are female and must be protected,” Taushen says.

“Gross. Do not even try that.” Josie puts her hands on her hips.
“Thing is, someone competent needs to stay behind and care for Tiff.
I’'m not great at hunting but | can walk like a champ, okay? So you
might as well let me go to one cave, you go to the other,” she points
at Taushen. “Everyone’s warned. Tiff and Salukh stay here until her
leg gets better, and everyone’s fine.”

“I'm not sure.” | cross my arms over my chest, concerned. “It's
dangerous for you to go alone, especially for a full day.”

“Then I'll go to the main cave. It's a half a day’s walk from here,
right?”

“For sa-khui feet, yes,” Taushen says. “It is an easy walk. But
human feet are—*

“Yeah, yeah, | know.” She waves a hand. “Humans drool, aliens
rule. | got it already. I'll just do a lot of jogging. I'll hustle.” She smiles
brightly at me and pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Tiff. This is the
best solution.”

“The best solution would be for Salukh to run to the other cave and
you guys can just leave your rations with us and—*

“I will not leave you,” Salukh growls at me. “Do not even suggest
it.”



A little quiver of pleasure shoots through me at his indignation.
“‘But—*

“No,” Salukh says again. “I will not leave your side.”

| shouldn’t be so ridiculously pleased, but | am. | look over at
Josie. “| just worry it's too dangerous for you.”

She rolls her eyes. “Didn’t everyone say this was the easiest hike
in the area? That all the sa-khui kits walk here as their training
wheels? Am | less competent than a kid?”

Taushen opens his mouth.

| shoot him a look.

He closes it again. “I will go to the South cave and | will leave this
evening,” he says, handing his freshly-hunted kill over to Salukh. He
looks at Josie. “Do you know the way to the tribal cave?”

“Vaguely. But | was a girl scout. | can make a compass with a bit of
metal and as long as | know what direction it’s in, I'll just keep
heading that way. It'll be fine.”

| bite my lip. It doesn’t sound fine. | shoot a pleading look over to
Salukh again, but he shakes his head at me. “I am not leaving your
side, Tee-fah-nee.”

“Then it's settled,” Josie says, and claps her hands. “I'll go to the
tribal cave, and Taushen will go to the south cave. Tiff and Salukh

will stay here.”



SALUKH

“I hope she’s going to be okay,” my woman murmurs as we stand
in the entrance to the Elders Cave. It is morning, and Jo-see’s small
form is retreating in the distance, bundled in her furs and Tee-fah-
nee’s heavy outer cloak. According to her and Tee-fah-nee’s
information, she will be just ahead of the storm if she keeps a good
pace. We are both worried for Jo-see, but she is insistent on going.
Her footsteps are quick despite the snowshoes on her small feet,
and her com-pahs in her hand. | didn’t understand why she rubbed a
sliver of metal with fur and then floated it in water, but both she and
Tee-fah-nee assure me it will point the way.

“She will be fine,” | assure my woman. “It is an easy walk to the
tribal cave.”

“Yes, but she waited for daylight and already the wind is picking
up.” Tee-fah-nee frowns at the skies. “The weather is going to be on
her before she gets there. | feel like she should have left last night
like Taushen.”

“In the daylight, she is safe. At night she is prey to many beasts
that hunt. She will be fine,” | reassure her again. “Come away from
the door.” She is shivering, her clothing not thick enough for the

strong wind that rushes into the Elders Cave.



| help her hobble back to the seat near the fire pit. When she is
comfortable, | crouch near her leg and put my hand on her knee.
“Will you be safe if | leave for a few hours?”

“I will be fine,” she assures me, and it’s strangely erotic to hear her
speaking in my tongue instead of the choppy, harsh human tongue.
She pulls a fur blanket into her lap. “I shall keep the fire going.”

“Let it burn low,” | warn her. “We must conserve our fuel if this
large snow is truly going to come.” The com-pew-turr says it and it
knows many things, so it must be true. “I will go out and collect more
and hunt what | can to last us.”

She bites her plump lower lip and looks worried. “Will you be
safe?”

| reach up and caress her cheek. “Nothing could keep me from
returning to your side.”

A smile curves her mouth then, and she puts her hand over mine.
She leans into my palm and nuzzles it, and a bolt of lust shoots
through my body. “Hurry back. We will have much to talk about, you
and |.”

“l shall be the swiftest of hunters.”

Though | would like nothing more than to return to Tee-fah-nee’s

side and bask the day away, there is much to be done. | find Jo-



see’s footsteps and follow her for a time, picking up frozen dung
chips and the occasional bit of wood for a fire. | do not let Jo-see
know that | follow her, hanging back just enough to stay out of her
sights. | just want to make sure that she can truly do as she says.
The little human huffs along in the snow, shuffling at a brisk pace
and singing to herself in a breathless voice. She has the bone knife |
gave her out in one hand, and her strange cam-pahs in the other.
Every so often, she pauses, adds water to the cup she keeps the
cam-pahs in, and checks the direction. She is going the correct way,
though, so | eventually break off from her trail and set to hunting.

The wind rips at my hair and clothing, and | realize that any
sensible creature will already be taking shelter from the weather. |
spot a bit of color at the base of a whipping tree nearby and head
toward it. Jutting from the snow is one of the bones we use as a
cache marker. This one is smeared with a bit of dried blood at the
end of the bone and marked with three notches — Haeden'’s cache,
then. | mentally note the location and head back to the Elders’ Cave
with my satchel of dung chips and firewood. We have Taushen’s Kills
and we have travel rations. | will return to the cache as our supplies
run low.

When | return to the cave, Tee-fah-nee is sleeping, curled up in the
strange stool, her hurt leg propped up and sticking out. She looks
peaceful and | do not disturb her. Instead, | set down my supplies

and fill the skins with snow to melt. The meat from last night’s catch



is smoking on a spit, and | consider the small pile of fire-making
supplies. If this will indeed be as bad a storm as Tee-fah-nee says, it
will not be enough to keep her warm. We will need more.

| peer down one of the winding, dark tunnels of the Elders’ Cave
uneasily. | do not like to explore here, like the human Har-loh and her
mate. To me, this place is a reminder of the dead. | prefer to think of
here and now. But my Tee-fah-nee will need much to keep her safe,
and it is my job to ensure that. So | explore, and with every step |
take, my unease grows. The ice has been thawed from the tunnels,
revealing dark panels made of a strange, smooth rock that does not
feel like rock at all. Lights flash and as | walk, more lights beam
along my footsteps, illuminating my path.

| do not like this. | do not like that there are many privacy screens
that cover each doorway, and they are made of the same strange
stone. | do not like that behind each one is a cave full of strange
objects that remind me just how different my Tee-fah-nee’s world is
from mine. She knows what some of these things are. | pick up a
small square made of the same strange stone and sniff it. | do not
know what any of this is, nor do | know if it will burn. Unnerved, |
return to Tee-fah-nee’s side, unwilling to explore further.

| know my world. | know my hunting trails, | know my snow and my
mountains. | know my people. | know Tee-fah-nee will be my mate.

| do not care to know of anything else. | do not care about com-

pew-turrs or strange stone caves with flashing lights or people that



come from the stars. Only she matters.

| return to her side and watch her sleep, my mind unsettled by
strange thoughts.

When she awakens several hours later, she stretches slowly and
gives me a smile. “Hey. Sorry | slept for so long.” She rubs her eyes
with delicate fingers.

“Never apologize to me.” She is tired and it has been a hard
journey for her fragile human flesh. “How is your leg?”

She shifts and winces. “Stiff and sore.”

“Let me look at it.” | move closer to her and kneel at her feet.
Because she is seated higher than | am, when | kneel in front of her,
it puts us at an equal height. | gaze into her bright eyes, my body full
of need for her.

Now should be the moment | claim my mate. Here, when we are
alone and can explore resonance to its fullest. Wake, my khui, and
claim her!

Silence.

Biting back my sigh, | place her ankle in my lap and carefully
unwrap the bindings. Under the layers of fur and leather, her tiny
ankle is still swollen larger than it should be, the flesh bruised. “Can
you move it?”

She gives it a small wiggle and then sucks in a breath. “It hurts.”

| smooth my fingers over her lovely brown skin. Her legs are small

and dainty and | want to run my hands all over her. “I will carry you



wherever you need to go.”

Her wry look eases my troubled heart, and | stroke her leg.

“Mmm, that feels good.” She closes her eyes in pleasure. ‘I
wouldn’t mind if you did that for a while.”

She wants me to touch her? | would have no greater joy. My
hands stroke her leg, smoothing over muscle and skin. | caress her
foot and massage her calf, careful to avoid the sore ankle. She shifts
in her seat and sighs, and my cock stirs in response. Her sounds of
enjoyment are making my body respond. | cannot help it— | am
attuned to her pleasure. | want to give her more. | imagine taking her
small, soft foot and rubbing it against my cock. Not her hurt one, but
her other foot. | imagine her dragging her toes over my erection, the
hot look in her eyes when—

“Do you think Josie made it?” she asks in a soft voice.

| look up and meet her gaze, and there’s worry there. | tamp down
on my aroused thoughts. “I followed her for a while when | went out
earlier, to make sure she knew where she was going.”

Her expression brightens and her eyes fill with tears. “You did?”

| still, worried at my female’s reaction. “I did not do this to make
you weep. | merely wanted to ensure that she would be well. That
she could find it on her own. She moved swiftly and was heading in
the correct direction. | am positive she will be fine.” | stroke her leg

again. “Please do not cry.”



“I'm just happy.” She swipes at the tears falling from her eyes.
“You're so thoughtful. What would | do without you?”

“It does not matter, because it will not happen.”

Her smile becomes even brighter. Then she shivers and hugs her
furs closer to her body. “Should we shut the doors and lock
everything down? It's getting colder by the minute.”

| get up, gently placing her foot back down on the floor. “I will do as
you ask.”

She starts to get up. “I'll help—*

“No,” | tell her, and put a firm hand on her shoulder. “You rest. | will
close everything.”

“Then it'll be just you and me,” she says, voice soft. There’s a
gleam in her eyes.

And my cock gets hard again. For the first time in what feels like
far too long, there will be no one but Tee-fah-nee and I.

| can hardly wait to go to sleep, my mind full of thoughts of
caressing her naked body as she clings to me in the furs.

This storm might be the best thing that has ever happened to me.



Chapter Fifteen

JOSIE

Man, it is a friggin’ trek to make it to the tribal caves. I'm relieved
when a familiar valley comes into sight. I'm also ready to collapse on
my feet. My throat feels dry from sucking in cold lungfuls of air, and
I’'m sweaty from the constant jog I've kept up for hours. It is not easy
to jog in snowshoes, but the rising wind and the snow flurries are
reminders that there’s no time to spare. So jog | must.

By the time | make it to the cliffs and the yawning mouth of the
main cave comes into view, I'm weaving on my feet. There’s
someone digging at the base of one of the trees, no doubt for a not-
potato. The person pauses at the sight of me, and then rushes
forward when | trip over my own heavy feet and splat in the snow.

“Hello?” a voice calls out. “Who’s there?”

It's Claire. She used to live with us in the South cave until she
resonated to Ereven and moved back. I'd raise a hand and wave at
her, but suddenly that feels like too much effort. I'm not surprised she
doesn’t know it's me — I'm so bundled up in furs that | probably look

more like Chewbacca than Josie.



She runs up to my side and | sit up slowly. Her eyes widen at the
sight of me. “Josie? What are you doing here?” She scans the
horizon, looking for additional travelers. The wind tears at her cloak
and she tugs it tighter against her body. “Where are the others?”

“I's just me,” | pant. When she offers me a hand to get up, | take it
and drag my tired body to my feet. “Big storm coming. We have to
warn everyone.”

“Big storm?”

| nod. “We saw the weather on the screen at the old crashed ship.

I'll explain more inside.”

A short time later, I’'m huddled near the main fire pit, swathed in
warm, fresh furs. Georgie’s fussing over me, shoving a cup of hot
herbal tea in my hand and getting me more sitting pillows, as if my
butt can use more than one. Vektal and several of the hunters have
set out to round up anyone out on the trails, and to gather some
additional fire-making supplies before the blizzard sets in on us.
Claire and the other human women are digging up a few more not-
potatoes before they get covered by the snow, and Stacy’s watching
the infants in her cave. Everyone’s busy.

“I can’t believe you’re here by yourself,” Georgie exclaims, taking

my half-drank cup of tea and switching it out for a new one. Her fat,



wriggling baby, Talie, is slung over her belly, attached to her by some
sort of complicated long wrap that has been folded over and over her
body again. She hands me a cake of not-potato and then settles in
next to me. “I mean...walking all this distance by yourself? That’s
crazy!”

“To be fair, it was only from the Elders’ ship to here. That’s really
just a half a day.” I'm being modest, of course. I'm exhausted but I'm
pretty proud of myself. Humans are considered pretty weak given
that we can’t handle the elements, and we usually don’t go anywhere
without an escort. Me traveling a distance alone ahead of an
oncoming storm? I’'m feeling downright heroic. | hum a few bars to
Christina Aguilera’s Fighter, just because | can. And then a new
thought occurs to me and | giggle. “Haeden’s totally going to shit
himself when he hears about this, isn’t he?”

“You guys aren't still fighting, are you?” She gives me an
exasperated look and adjusts her wrap as the baby stuck to her
middle flails and waves its fists. Dang. She looks so domestic.

“Does a bear shit in the woods? Of course we're fighting. He’s
breathing, I’'m breathing, therefore we’re fighting.”

“Josie, you’ve got to try harder.” The look she gives me is
practically motherly, which is weird considering we're the same age.
“We're all moving back into the main cave together and we need to
have harmony with this many people around. I'm not saying be best

friends with him. I’'m just saying...don’t antagonize him, all right?”



“Everything | do antagonizes him,” | tell her, sipping my tea.
Somewhere in the distance, a baby wails, and | feel a bolt of longing.
It's baby central here, with all the new births thanks to the chain-
reaction of resonances and mated couples that have been
happening ever since we landed.

Happening to everyone but me, of course. Well, Tiffany too, but |
get the impression that she doesn’t want a mate. Me? | want a mate
and a family more than anything. More than all the cheeseburgers
and chocolate left back on earth.

“You needle him, too,” Georgie says. The baby takes that moment
to barf on her top, and | feel a little stab of envious glee at the sight.
She makes a face then whips out a towel and mops up her tunic and
the baby’s round little blue face. “I'm just saying—"

‘I know, | know,” | interrupt, not wanting to hear this again. It's the
same softly-worded lecture that Kira gives me on a regular basis.
“It's not all me, though. | could smile at the man and say ‘good
morning’ and he’d find a way to take it wrong.” There’s something
about him that makes me...tense and unsettled. Like my skin is
itching or I’'m about to burst. It’s irritating and so is he, and it normally
comes out of me in the form of bitchiness vented in his direction. “I'll
try harder.”

Lies. | can’t stand Haeden. | don’t know why everyone cares that
we don’t get along. It's not like we have to hold hands and sing

“‘kumbaya” to live together. We just have to co-exist without killing



each other, and we’ve done a great job of that for the last year and a
half.

“Well, I'm glad you're here.” She loosens the wrap around her
middle and pulls Talie off her lap, setting her down and changing her
fluff-stuffed diaper with quick movements. “It's so good to see you,
and you were so brave to come and warn everyone. So Taushen
went back to the south cave?”

“Yeah, and thank God he did, because it was really hard just
jogging here. | can’t imagine trying to jog a full day back to the other
cave.” My little girl-scout floating compass saved my butt more than
once. That, and | was lucky enough to find a trail with a lot of
footprints leading back to the caves. That helped, though I'll never
admit it aloud.

“And Tiffany and Salukh?” She fixes Talie’s clothing and picks the
baby up again, smiling and nuzzling it’s tiny nose before looking over
at me. “You said they were at the old ship with you?”

“Yupper.”

“And they stayed?”

“Tiff hurt her ankle and Salukh stayed behind to help her out.” |
bite my lip. “I'm pretty sure they’re hooking up.”

Her eyes widen. “Oh. But | thought she had a bunch of other guys
flirting with her? What about Hassen and Vaza?”

My tea’s cooled enough that | can down the rest of it, and | finish it

quickly and put my cup down before Georgie can try and refill it



again. | extend my arms toward her, yearning to hold the wriggling,
happy blue bundle of baby in her arms. | want a baby so bad. | want
a mate even more.

Why does everyone get a family but me?

She hands the baby over and | try not to show how surprised | am
at how heavy she is. She’s a huge baby — Kira’s little Kae is smaller,
but Kira’s tinier than Georgie and Kae’s a lot younger. The sa-khui
men are enormous, though, so it makes sense that they’d make big
babies. Man, Georgie’s poor vagina. | heft Talie in my arms and she
reaches for my mouth, smacking at it with a fat baby hand. So cute.
“Tiff’'s love life is kinda complicated. First it was just Hassen and then
Taushen. Then Vaza, because you know that old coot’s desperate
for anything. Then Bek joined in and she started freaking out and
getting all overwhelmed, so | helped out.”

Her brows draw forward. “You helped out? How?”

| explain to her the competitions | set up, the games | made them
compete in. She laughs at a few parts and shakes her head at the
reactions. “Aehako was wise to step in when he did. That could have
been a really volatile situation.”

‘“Mmm.” Sounds a bit like criticism to me, but Georgie always
thinks like the chief’'s mate, so it's not unexpected. | boop Talie’s tiny
little nose. She’s so stinking cute with her fuzzy blue skin and the
mess of golden-brown curls atop her head and her witty-bitty horns.

I’'m so hugging the snot out of every baby in this cave before | go



back. “So are Harlow and her family here? The surgery machine was
broken back at the ship and | wanted to ask her about it.”

Georgie nods and gestures deeper into the cave. “We’ve opened
up three more caves and she’s running scans on the walls to see if
there’s more to be found. She thinks the cutter has one or two more
caves in it before it craps out again. The parts burn out fast.”

| sure hope she’s not cannibalizing from the surgery machine or |
might lose my shit. If | can’t get this IUD out — and believe me, I've
tried the manual method, I'm going to go nuts.

“You okay?” Georgie asks, giving me a concerned look.

“Yep! Just wanted to check out a few things in the girl area.”

Understanding dawns on her face as | hug Talie close to my chest
again. “It'll happen, Josie. Just be patient.”

I’m tired of being patient, though. Everyone says be patient when
they don’t have to be. But | smile at her, because moping does no
good. “You’re not getting this cute baby back until | leave.”

She laughs. “A few hours with a babysitter? I'll take them and be
glad of it. You have no idea how bad | want a nap.”

Probably not as bad as | want a baby.

TIFFANY



It's quiet with just me and Salukh here at the old space ship that
the sa-khui call the Elders’ Cave.

| think we’re still adjusting to the fact that no one else is around.
Every time | glance over at Salukh, he’s keeping his hands busy:
sharpening spears, stoking the fire, checking supplies, or melting
snow. I’'m more or less chair-bound with my bad ankle, and | don’t
have any of my usual work implements. My skinning tools, my
scrapers, my bone knitting needles, and my spindle — all are back at
the cave. I've literally got nothing to do.

It's nice at first. | doze off and on in my chair, trying to get
comfortable without bugging my leg. After a while, though, | get
bored. There’s a bathroom of sorts set up in one of the back rooms
and | refuse to let Salukh help me walk there. | spend longer than |
should and use some of the melted water to wash up, wiping down
my body and cleaning up the travel grime. Once I'm done, I'm
restless and don’t feel like returning to my chair, so | limp over to one
of the doors and order the computer to open it so | can peer outside
at the weather.

The moment the doors slide open, | want to close them again. The
wind is gusting so hard it nearly knocks me over, and the air that
rushes in is bone-chilling cold. There’'s snow everywhere, and it's so
gray outside | can’t see a thing. | gasp at the sight of it. Josie’s out
there in that, if she didn’'t make it to the cave in time. If her compass

didn’t work, she could be wandering in the storm, desperately trying



to find shelter....and no one at the main cave will know she’s
coming.

| quell the panic | feel and take a wobbling step back from the
door. “Close, please.”

The doors slide shut again slowly, and | watch as the ice forms
where the landing snow melted against the warmer metal. It fills in
the cracks and hardens immediately, and | shiver.

Be safe, Josie. Be safe.

“She will be fine,” Salukh says, his voice gentle. He’s standing
next to me, and as | look over at him, he puts his hands on my
shoulders. “She is smart and brave. She will make it. Likely she is
already back at the cave and being fussed over.”

He’s probably right. “I just worry.” His hands are big and warm, and
comforting. It feels good to have his touch, and I lean back against
him. “I'd be a bad friend if | didn’t.”

“You are a good friend to her,” he assures me.

“Is it bad that | haven’t worried a bit about Taushen?” | grimace.
He chuckles, and my skin prickles with awareness at that low
sound. “It is because he is a capable hunter. He will be fine, even if
he is caught in the storm. It is far more dangerous for humans than

for a sa-khui hunter.”

That seems to be the story of everything on this planet. | nod and
start to limp back over to my chair. My ankle’s throbbing fiercely,

protesting the fact that I'm standing. Before | can move further than



two steps, though, he scoops me up in his arms and carries me back
over by the fire.

| don'’t protest — what's the use? Besides, it's kind of nice to be
babied when | want the attention, instead of having it foisted on me.
Salukh settles me into my chair with the utmost of care and | give
him a smile of thanks. His long, thick hair brushes against my arm as
he stands and | can’t help but run my fingers through it as it whispers
out of my grip. He's so...sexy. | shouldn’t be thinking about how sexy
Salukh is when he’s taking care of me, should 1? But | can’t help it. |
watch his butt flex as he strides across the room to get another fuel
chip for the fire, and | watch as he squats to tend to the flame. He
moves like a dancer — a dancer the size of a basketball player mixed
with a linebacker. People his size shouldn’t be so lithe, but he’s
graceful and beautiful to watch and | just want to run my nails down
that rock-hard chest. Mmm.

Of course, perving on Salukh makes me feel another stab of guilt
that we’re here, perfectly safe in the Elders’ Cave with a nice fire,
food to eat, and a roof over our heads. We're out of the wind and the
snow while Josie and Taushen are out in the elements. | think for a
moment and then look over at Salukh as a new thought occurs to
me. “I'm surprised Taushen didn’t put up a fight, you know.”

He looks over at me, eyes gleaming in the firelight. “A fight? Over

what?”



| refuse to let his confusion stab at my ego. “That he didn’t protest
when you told him you were staying with me. It's odd he didn’t say a
thing, considering how excited he was over this trip.” He was the
only one excited. Well, maybe Josie, until we got here and the
surgery machine was broken. Poor Josie.

Salukh shrugs his wide shoulders. “He did not complain because
he knew he had lost.”

| frown. “What do you mean, he knew he’d lost?”

“I told him that you were my mate.”

My jaw drops. “You what?”

The gaze he focuses on me is utterly serious, utterly heartfelt.
“You are mine, Tee-fah-nee. You are my woman and my mate. |
know this to be true.”

| stare at him, and then | sputter for a moment when no sensible
words spring to mind. Eventually, | manage a shocked, “B-b-but we
didn’t resonate! We can’t be mates!”

“We have not resonated yet,” he says. “Patience. It is only a
matter of time. Our khuis must simply catch up with our hearts.”

He’s utterly serious. There’s no question in his mind that I'm his. It
doesn’t matter that the symbiont that plays matchmaker hasn’t
kicked in. To him, I’'m his just as surely as if our chests were purring
in unison.

My heart aches. I'm not sure if it's aching with love for him and his

confidence, or sadness that we haven’t resonated and he might be



wrong. | don’t want to love him only to lose him.

“Oh, Salukh,” | say softly. “You should have said something to me.”

That sexy half-smile curves his mouth. “| have always known this,
my mate. | was simply waiting for you to realize it.”

It dawns on me that one of the things | find so irresistible about
Salukh is this: his utter confidence. He truly has no doubt in his mind
that I'm his mate. That if we wish hard enough, everything else will
just fall into place.

| wish | possessed the same confidence.

But | smile and extend a hand to him. He takes it and presses my
fingers to his mouth. | feel such love for him, but I'm terrified of it,
also. I'm terrified of everything.

“It is all right.” He moves to my side and caresses my cheek. ‘| see
the worry in your eyes.”

| shake my head and slide out of the chair, moving into his arms.
“Then make me think of something other than worry.”

A playful smile of arousal curves his mouth. He gazes at me, and
then leans in so his nose can rub against mine. “Do you think to
distract me, Tee-fah-nee?”

Absolutely. It's not just to distract him, though, it's for me, too. |
want to forget about everything but him for the moment. | want the
world to go away for a while. | want nothing to exist except for us for

a while.



| slide my hand down his chest and then lower, caressing the erect
bulge in his leggings. “Looks to me like you are quite willing to be
distracted.”

“l am a simple man,” he murmurs, then nips at my lower lip with a
sexy little bite. “If my woman wishes to play, who am | to say no?”

His woman. The title feels unsettling. | do want to be his, but I'm...
afraid. | smile brightly at him to hide my worry and rub his cock
through his leggings. He’s hard as rock, already, and my mouth
waters at the thought of a new round of teasing pleasure. Salukh is
so wonderful; | want to do more for him than just teasing kisses and
petting. And | know just what | can do to blow his mind.

| kiss him hard, my mouth on his, our tongues twining. Then, | give
him a gentle push on the shoulder, indicating he should lean back.
He does, his eyes gleaming with interest as | crawl over him. I'm
going to seduce this big, beautiful man, and suck his cock until he
cries out.

Just the thought gets me wet with excitement, and | straddle him,
my hips over his. In this position, | feel small against him. His entire
body is much bigger than mine, but | still feel safe. Salukh would
never hurt me, never lose his temper. He would never take me
against my will or try to punish me by forcing me to do things | don’t
want to. Which is why | want to do this for him. | want to lick him all
over and drag my mouth over the ridges of his cock. | want to tongue

his spur. | want to see the look on his face when | blow his mind as |



blow his cock. | want to give him this, because he’s given me so
much. He’s loved me and never doubted me, not once.

The thought is humbling. | slide forward to kiss his mouth again. |
want him to feel all the love and affection and sweetness in my heart
for him. | want him to realize what he means to me, even if we never
resonate. | want him to feel half as cherished as | do whenever he’s
around.

| move a hand down his chest. His vest is open and | push the
fabric aside, exposing suede-soft skin and muscle. “God, you’re
pretty to look at. I'm a lucky girl.”

“It is | who am lucky.” His voice is rasping, and | can feel his
erection seemingly growing even larger under my bottom. It gives
me another little thrill.

| move lower, sliding down to his legs. When I'm sitting on his
knees, | reach forward and start to undo the laces of his leggings
that hold the waist together.

“What is it you do?”

| look up at him, my smile sultry. “Something we human girls are
very good at.” Then | pull his leggings open and tug them down,
exposing his cock. It thrusts up into the air, proud and gorgeous, and
| can’t resist. | lean down and take him in my hand, then drag my
tongue along the length of his root.

The breath hisses out of him. “You...will use your mouth on me?”



“All over you,” | purr. “I'm going to put my mouth everywhere.” To
back up my words, | start pressing soft, open-mouth kisses along the
ridges of his cock. “Then, when I’'m done tasting you, I'm going to
take you deep in my mouth and suck you until you come.”

He gives a full-body shudder and | see pre-cum bead on the head
of his cock. | immediately move my mouth there and lap up the salty
drops. More follow, and | take several minutes to just lick and explore
the crown of his cock with the tip of my tongue. His skin is soft here,
not velvety like the rest of his body. It gives way to ridges and texture
down the length of his cock, and | drag my fingers over it, my pussy
clenching in response.

“Let me take you this time.” Salukh reaches up and caresses my
hair as | drag my mouth over his cock again, rubbing my lips over his
hot flesh. “Let me sink inside you and claim you as my mate.”

“Hush,” | tell him softly. My hand slides to his spur and | give it a
teasing stroke, and he groans, falling back onto the floor and closing
his eyes.

Am | being fair? Probably not. I'm giving him oral because | want
him, but...it doesn’t feel right to take his virginity. He said he wanted
to save it for his mate when we first started playing. He thinks I'm his
mate...but what if he's wrong? | don’t want to rob him of that first
pleasure with the woman that will be his forever. So | take the head

of his cock in my mouth and suck hard.



He makes an ‘unh’ sound in the back of his throat and his hand
strays to my hair again, tangling in my curls. Encouraged, | take him
deeper, rubbing the length of my tongue against him as | pull him
into my mouth. | can’t take him very far, so | wrap my hand tight
along his length and pump it as | use my mouth. His hips rise along
with my movements, and the taste of him fills my senses.

“‘My mate,” he growls. “You tease me so sweetly.”

‘“Mmmm,” | hum, because | know he’ll be able to feel it all along his
cock.

His hand tightens in my hair, and he starts to guide my mouth, his
hips moving in time with my head. He’s fucking my mouth now, and
it's gloriously filthy and wonderful all at once. | keep a finger over the
tip of his spur so he doesn’t bonk me in the nose with it, but the truth
is — he’s got such a big dick that I'd have to take him a lot deeper to
be in danger of that.

Not that I'm complaining about his size.

| pull back and tongue the head of his cock again, and my hand
goes to his sac, teasing the sensitive flesh there. His balls are
enormous, and it’s a little odd to me that he’s entirely hairless here
when he’s suede everywhere else, but | kind of like it. There’s no
messy pubes to get in the way of a girl’s business. | lick down the
length of his cock and grip him in one hand as | move lips and
tongue over his sac. He groans again, and | feel his body tremble

against mine. | love touching him.



I’'m eager to make him come, though, and | move back to his cock
and take the head of him in my mouth again and begin to pump him
with my hand, faster than ever. | remember how he worked the head
of his cock with a flick of his wrist and so | try to mimic that with my
mouth, giving a little tug with my lips every time | pull back.

He hisses and his hand pushes me away gently. “Tee-fah-nee, |I...1
am close—*

“I know,” | tell him. “I want you to come in my mouth.”

He makes another pained groan, and then he’s dragging my head
back to his cock. My giggle at his enthusiasm is stifled as | take him
back into my mouth and begin my ministrations again. Suck, pump,
flick. His hips work faster, and | can feel the tension in his body
under me.

Then, hot warmth spills into my mouth. | look up at him and see
he’s watching me, so | open my lips and let his spend slide down my
lips and chin, because it's the most obscenely sexy thing | can think
of. And he comes even harder, gritting my name out between
clenched teeth and covering my mouth in endless amounts of his
come.

He falls back to the floor a moment later, taking a huge breath, and
| use the back of my hand to wipe my chin clean.

“l am undone, my mate. You have unraveled me like a knot.” His
hand reaches up to caress my cheek, even as | use the hem of my

tunic to clean myself up.



“I'm glad you liked it,” | tell him with a smile. | kiss his palm and
hold his hand to my face.
Just because we’re not mated for real doesn’t mean we can’t

enjoy each other.



Chapter Sixteen

TIFFANY

The orange, scaly hand moves along the bars of my cage. There’s
no escape. Even in here, we’re so cramped we can barely move,
and another girl’s stinking flesh is pressed against mine, her body
cold with fear-sweat. The alien guard stares at us with those weirdly-
lidded eyes, and then his hand raises. He’s pointing.

He’s pointing and | should move, because if he points at me, I'll be
chosen.

| try to move away, but there are arms and legs everywhere, and
that finger keeps pointing closer and closer to where | am. | can’t let
it land on me though. Not me. Not me.

I belly-crawl on the floor, not caring about the filth that cakes my
clothing as | do. There’s a space behind one of the other girls and |
worm my way toward it. | don’t care that I’'m pushing someone else
in front of me, I just...l can’t be chosen.

Not me.

Her, the creature says, and there’s screaming and gasps of horror.

The girl in front of me, the girl I've burrowed behind is grabbed and



dragged away. | sit up, shocked, as a familiar round face contorts in
horror.

It’s Josie.

I've traded my safety for hers.

“‘Wait,” | cry out. “Not her! | didn’t mean to push her in front of me!”

No one’s listening. Josie kicks and screams, but they’re still taking
her away. | try to get up, but it’s like my legs are full of cement.

“Wait,” | cry out again.

A hand touches my arm, startling me. | open my eyes, not really
seeing Salukh’s face near mine. I'm still lost in thoughts of the cave,
of Josie.

But | can move now. | can move, and the need to escape is
overpowering. Everywhere | ook, | see metal and spaceship, and it's
just like when | was stuck in the hold when the aliens first grabbed
me. | can’t take it.

| have to get out.

| bolt up from the warm bed of furs I’'m sharing with Salukh and
race toward the closed doors of the old ship. “Open up,” | scream. |
need out. | need sunlight.

There’s a sound like ice cracking, and then the doors slowly slide
open to reveal...

More white.

There’s nothing but white snow piled on top of white snow. There’s

no sky to be seen. We're completely buried.



“Tee-fah-nee?” Salukh walks up behind me and gently touches my
arm. “What is it?”

| shrug his touch off and start to claw at the snow. It's wet and
cold, and falls forward in massive clumps, chilling my body. | keep
clawing, desperate to see sunlight, to dig a tunnel so | can see the
sky above. So | can know I'm on a planet and not back in space.

“Tee-fah-nee?”

“I have to get out!”

“Why? Why do you do this?” He pulls me away, and my fingers
feel like ice-cubes, wet with slush and holds them in his big warm
hand. “You will harm yourself if you continue—*

“I have to save Josie,” | tell him, hot tears starting to spring to my
eyes. My nightmare flashes through my head. The dream is calling
me out for being a coward, because | sacrificed Josie’s safety so |
could stay here with Salukh and play house. And now there’s God
knows how many feet of snow on the ground and she could be out
there, turning into a human popsicle—

“Jo-see is likely back at the main cave now, drinking warm tea and
sitting around the fire.” He rubs my arm and then steps in front of the
snowy mess I've been making. “Why all the panic over Jo-see?”

| bite my lip and fight the sob threatening to escape. “She traded
her safety for me! She’s not safe!”

He leans down and cups my face, staring into my eyes. “Tee-fah-

nee, life is not safe. Life is full of danger. There are sweet parts and



there are terrible parts. The not-knowing is what makes it worth
living.”

| tremble, my body caught by his intense stare. “I'm afraid.” God,
I’m afraid of so many things.

“It is normal to feel fear.” His thumbs brush away my tears. “But
you cannot let it control you, Tee-fah-nee. You must accept that there
will be things in life that are not good, but they are outweighed by the
good things. If there were no bad, we would not appreciate the
wonders that life has to offer. There will be fear, but you must not let
it win.” He smiles down at me, so wonderful and so understanding.
“Jo-see is fearless. She knew it was dangerous to go, and she was
afraid, but she did not let it control her. She made her choice.”

| breathe in and out slowly, taking in his scent and his touch.

He’s right.

I’m so tired of being controlled by my fears, of endless worry and
being afraid to say the wrong thing and upsetting someone. | cling to
his hands, tears rolling down my face. | think I've lived in a state of
constant panic ever since we arrived here on the ice planet. That's
why I’'m so determined to stay busy — because if I'm productive and |
work hard, no one will fault me. No one will notice that I'm causing
trouble or that | won’t pick a man if | do other things. No one will see
just how scared | am, or how broken inside.

He’s so right — Josie is fearless. She doesn’t let the past destroy

her. She makes her choices and looks forward to every day. If she’s



not fine, it's because she chose to do something with her life. Me?
I’'m the one that stays behind and huddles, afraid.

I’'m so tired of being that girl. | can’t keep living this way or I'm
going to lose everything.

| look into Salukh’s eyes. He’s been so understanding all through
my head-games. | didn’t choose him when | should have spoken up
and put an end to the games, and still he loves me. I've pushed him
aside and when he’s asked for sex, I've given him alternatives
because | wanted him to save himself for someone else, even
though he says I'm his mate.

It's time for me to stop pushing him away. It’s time for me to live,
too.

| have to make my own choices, like Josie. | can’t wait for life to
come and decide things for me. | have to grab at what happiness |
can find.

“You're right,” | say softly. “| can’t be afraid anymore. I'm going to
do better, | promise.”

He nods at me, and straightens his big body. He pulls me against
him in a warm embrace and | go into his arms easily. He’s been
there for me every step of the way, and | close my eyes and press
my cheek to his chest, enjoying the feel of his big body against mine.

I’'m always going to have the nightmares. Maybe they won’t ever
completely go away, because my past won'’t ever go away. But it

doesn’t mean | have to let it rule my life. It doesn’t mean | have to let



one bad moment destroy any sweetness and love | can find for
myself. | need to trust.

More than that, | need to take a chance.

“I love you, Salukh,” | tell him. | look up into his shining eyes.
“You’re my mate. No matter what happens, you're mine.”

“Of course | am.”

He doesn’t understand what I'm trying to say here. That I've
chosen, really chosen. That I'm leaping forward. But it's okay. | can
show him just as easily. “From now on,” | tell him, “I’'m going to live
my life. And if anyone doesn't like it, they can suck it.”

“Suck...it?” He frowns, clearly puzzled by my words. “What would
they suck and why?”

“Aren’t you cute?” | grin up at him. “It's a human expression, and
one that doesn’t need to be described. Just go with the flow.”

He tilts his head, adorably confused. “Flow?”

“Never mind.” | take his hand in mind and drag him away from the
door and the flood of snow now melting there. “Let’s go back to bed,
shall we?”

“Are you yet tired?” The look on his face changes to one of
concern,

“Nope.”

“Are you hungry? | can feed you—*

He’s going into protect mode. Sweet man. | continue to pull him

toward the furs, taking care not to put much weight on my bad ankle.



I’'m not hungry, not thirsty, not anything other than filled with the need
to fling him down in the furs and claim him as my own. To take
charge of my life. To love him and have no regrets.

| feel good now that I've decided it, like the last puzzle piece has
slid into place. | feel calm and settled. This feels right. His hand in
mine feels right. And when his body is over mine, that’s going to feel
right, too, | just know it.

“Are you sure you wish to sleep after your bad dream?” He seems
skeptical. “I will stay awake and keep you company if you like—*

“No one said anything about sleeping,” | tell him, and step into the
furs. Then, | turn and give him a sultry look and begin to peel my
clothing off my body.

His eyes gleam with understanding. “Back to the furs, but not for
sleep.”

“Bingo.” | undo the laces at my neck. I’'m wearing several layers of
warm clothing, and they’re not sexy, but it doesn’t matter. | feel sexy
around him, regardless of what | have on.

“I shall not even ask what that word means,” he murmurs, and
when my laces are loosened, he helps me pull the heavy outer tunic
over my head. | have a second layer on underneath, and it comes off
just as quickly, leaving me in my leggings and the wrap | use as a
bra.

“It means you’re about to get lucky,” | tell him.

He snorts. “l already am lucky. Am | not here with you?”



He always knows just what to say to flatter a girl. “Then get naked
so | can enjoy that fine body of yours, t0o.”

Salukh doesn’t need much convincing. He strips off his vest and
the blades he wears strapped to his body within moments, and then
starts to remove his pants. | pause to admire him — because how can
| not? The most gorgeous man on the planet is stripping for me.

My mouth goes dry as he drops his leggings to his ankles and
straightens. His cock is already growing erect, and it seemingly
lengthens as | gaze at him. Damn. “I'm such a lucky woman.”

“I thought it was | who was to get the luck?” He finishes pulling his
pants off with ease and tosses them aside. “My mate is beautiful,
and smart, and eager to play in the furs. Surely | am the one with all
the luck this day.”

| giggle, because he’s bastardizing the saying and it's so darn
adorable. I'm practically giddy with happiness. Is this all it took to feel
whole? Acknowledging that | can’t let the past rule my life?

Wish I'd done it sooner.

No, | correct myself. I'm glad things happened as they did. If they
hadn’t, | wouldn’t be here now with Salukh, alone and about to have
what will surely be awesome sex. The only worry | have is Josie, and
like Salukh said — she made her choice. She wanted to go. She
assured me she could do the journey, and she was excited to test
herself. | can’t keep second-guessing that, so | just won’t think about

it any longer.



Time to get naked, instead. | undo the waist-band of my pants, but
pulling them down is a bit trickier. With my injured ankle, my balance
is crap and | wobble and pitch forward trying to remove my clothes,
only to be caught by Salukh before | smack into the ground.

“Careful,” he tells me. “I do not want my mate to hurt herself
undressing when | have two hands. Shall | undress you? It would be
my pleasure.”

How can | resist that? | sit, perched in his lap as he gently pulls my
tangled clothing from my limbs. He smooths a big hand down my
newly bare legs, and | shiver at the feel of his touch. Even though
the khui keeps me warm, his body still feels that much warmer than
mine. It's like snuggling with a heated blanket, and given that we
landed on a planet of eternal winter? It's addictive. | can’t stop
running my hands all over that velvety skin, and he touches me
everywhere he can in response.

Then he tugs at the band | have around my breasts. “Take this off.”

| undo the knot at the front and let the leather slide to the ground,
and then I’'m naked on his lap. He leans in and nuzzles my neck,
licking and kissing at my skin. “My beautiful mate,” he murmurs.
“‘Lovely in every way.”

In his arms, | do feel lovely. | feel cherished and whole. He’s been
so good to me every step of the way, endlessly patient with my hang-

ups and my worries. No woman is as lucky as me to have someone



like him. “I love you,” | whisper again. “Thank you for never doubting
me.”

He pulls back and gives me a surprised look. “Doubt you? You are
mine. What is there to doubt? | know it here,” he points at his head,
“even if this part of me does not realize it yet.” He taps his chest. “It
will come in time.”

| nod. Even if it doesn’t, | don’t care. | have him and that’s all that |
want. | can be happy, just like this, forever in his arms. | turn until
we’re facing each other, and press my chest to his. My nipples
scrape against his pectorals, and | moan when he puts a hand to my
back and pulls me forward, capturing my mouth with his. This is not
the lover that asks for permission before touching me — this is a man
who wants to kiss and lick and caress and isn’t worried if his
caresses are accepted.

| love it. And | love it because it's him. With Salukh, everything is
all right. Everything is acceptable, because | trust him. If he grabs
me, | know I’'m still fine because he would never harm me. So | kiss
him back with equal intensity. Our mouths link and his tongue grazes
mine. | give a small sigh of pleasure at the taste of him — he’s wild
and masculine and yet utterly delicious to me. The flick of his ridged
tongue sends ripples of pleasure through my body, along with
naughty suggestions. Ridges all over — it's like someone took a page
out of my naughty-dream journal or something. | rub my nipples

against his chest as we kiss, feeling the need to move against him.



His hands skim over my body and then slide down to cup my ass.
He groans against my mouth as his fingers move over the cleft of my
bottom. “I will never get used to the fact that you have no tail.”

“Don't like it?” | ask, burying my fingers in his thick, gorgeous hair.
It's a little coarse but smooth and thick and lovely. Makes me think
about what our children would look like — his strands and my curls?
That would be the most magnificent head of hair ever.

“| find it...fascinating.” His fingers play against my bottom, as if
he’s trying to figure out where the tail would have gone. It’'s an
arousing feeling, and | wiggle against his touch.

“There’s lots of me that’s fascinating,” | tease him. | flick my tongue
against his lower lip and then catch it between my teeth. | love his
sexy little groan of response, too.

“Then | shall explore all of it,” he murmurs, and his fingers trail
lightly up my spine. “I will find all of your soft spots and touch them. |
will learn all of you with my fingers, and then with my tongue.”

A ripple of pleasure moves through me at his words. Damn. That
sounds like an amazing promise. “You’re on.”

He shifts, looking around curiously. “What am | on?”

| giggle. I'm loading him up with all the earth-slang when | get
horny, apparently. | grab him by the horns and pull his face back
toward mine for another scorching kiss.

He falls backward, his lips still locked to mine, and then we’re on

the floor, me straddling his body as we continue to kiss. His hands



move to my breasts and he cups them, teasing and rolling the
nipples with his fingers. | gasp and rock my hips against his belly.

“Sit up,” he tells me. “I would see all of you.”

| do, rocking my pussy against his belly. | can feel his cock
brushing against my butt, and it makes me rock my hips in a little
circular motion just so | can rub up against him. His hands
immediately return to my breasts and he plucks at my nipples,
teasing them as | put my hands down on his chest and continue to
rock against him. He’s got ridges down his abdomen where a happy
trail should be, and they feel...oddly amazing against my sensitive
pussy.

“You are so beautiful,” he breathes, and the intense look in his
eyes makes me feel like I'm a goddess. I'm this man’s goddess, and
that’s all | need.

| grind and rock my way a little further down on his abs and his
cock bumps up against my bottom. “You like it when your mate rides
you?”

His eyes gleam and he pulls me back down against him. “I want to
taste you.”

“Then taste me.” | lean in for a kiss.

He nuzzles my nose again. “No, | want to taste you like you did to
me last night.”

Oh. He wants to go down on me. | moan at the thought of his

wonderful mouth on me. “If you want to.”



“I want to more than anything.”

| scratch my nails on his chest. “Should | lie back? Or should I sit
on your face?”

Salukh groans deeply and he buries his face against my neck,
horn brushing against my cheek. “You...you would do that?”

“If you wanted me to. Some men don't like it because—*

He puts his hand to my mouth, silencing me. “There is no one else
before now. Nothing else matters.”

| can’t stop smiling. “Then yes, | would do that.”

He kisses me again, all over my neck and then my face, his hands
going to my hair. I'm dazzled by his caresses — for a man that’s a
virgin, he’s damn good at foreplay and at distracting me. | could do
nothing but kiss and cuddle all day long. But at the same time, I'm
hungry for more.

I’'m also a little nervous as he lies back on the floor again, his
expression hungry. I've had sex — both willingly and unwillingly. I've
done a lot in the sack, but I've honestly never done what |
suggested. I'm a face-sitting virgin. And this is Salukh’s first time to
go down on a girl. What if it's too much? What if he hates it and then
I've ruined oral for like, forever? | bite my lip, thinking. Maybe we
should start slower, ease into the kinkier stuff—

“You think too much, my mate,” he murmurs, reaching out to
caress one of my breasts as | straddle his stomach, my head full of

worries.



“ just...if you don’t like it, we’ll try something else, okay?”

“‘Not like it?” He looks at me as if I'm crazy. When he sees the
worry in my face though, he nods. “If | am not happy, | will let you
know.”

“Okay.” | take a steeling breath, and then lean forward, lifting my
hips. The movement presses my breasts almost into his face, but I'm
not exactly sure how to, well, how to mount. “How do we want to do
this?”

“Take my horns.”

| do.

“Hold on, my mate,” he murmurs in a husky voice, and that’s the
only warning | get before his hands go to my thighs and then he’s
lifting me straight up onto his face.

| gasp, because he’s stronger than any human guy | know, and
wow, there’s no time to adjust before my pussy is right over his damn
mouth. | cling to his horns. My knees make it to the floor and then I'm
braced on them and his horns, and it’s a bit like riding a horse,
except...his mouth is the saddle.

Salukh groans and | tense.

“The scent of you is overwhelming like this,” he says thickly.

“Is...is that good?” Shit, | hope it’s good.

“It is...beyond words.” And then he nuzzles at my folds, his tongue

dragging over my sensitive flesh.



Oh, sweet baby Jesus, that felt incredible. | shudder, because |
just felt every single ridge on his tongue go over my pussy. I'm
getting wetter by the minute, and it doesn’t matter how open and
vulnerable this position is, because | want that to happen again.

Like, yesterday.

| get my wish. He pushes my folds apart with his seeking lips, and
then his tongue drags all the way down my pussy, from core to clit.
“Tastes so good,” he breathes, and | have to cling to his horns as he
starts to lick me slowly up and down, over and over. A soft whimper
escapes my throat, because this is the most delicious kind of torture.
His hands caress my booty as he licks me, exploring my folds with
his tongue. And did | think his tongue felt good in my mouth? It’s
nothing compared to how it feels on my pussy.

“I think | shall demand to taste your sweet cunt daily, my mate,” he
tells me between licks. “I shall wake you every morning with my face
between your thighs and my tongue deep inside you.”

| shudder against him, crying out because he punctuates that
thought by dragging his tongue against my core, and then dipping
the tip of it inside me.

“So good,” he murmurs. “All the other hunters shall be jealous of
the noises my mate makes as | pleasure her. They will wonder why |
am so silent, and do you know why it will be so0?”

Oh God, oh God. “W-why?” My hands clench his horns tight, and

I’'m doing my best not to jerk my hips or move in any way, because |



want him to keep doing those magic things with his mouth.

“It is because my mouth will be full of you. My tongue will be inside
your cunt, fucking you, and my hands will be full of your thighs and
your sweet bottom. And | will not stop until | have tasted every drop
of your sweet cream.”

Then he pushes his tongue deep inside me again and | moan, my
body shuddering. It feels incredible. I'm so close to coming, to
grinding my pussy down on his face, but | need more. “My clit,” |
pant. “Please.”

“You are so wet,” he says, and | can feel the words against my
folds. | hold onto his horns tight as he nuzzles his way up my folds
and finds my clit, then begins to tease it with his tongue. “I love your
taste.”

| love his mouth there, so that makes both of us very happy. My
fingers curl tight around his horns — and really, they’re in the perfect
spot for me to hold onto, and my hips move, just a little, as he sucks
on my clit. “Oh, right there,” | breathe. That’s the ticket.

He does it again and another whimper escapes my throat. He
continues to work my clit, his fingers digging into my bottom, holding
me against him. | can’t help but move with him, until I'm grinding
down against his tongue, forcing those ridges to drag hard against
my flesh. I'm so close to coming—

And then I'm there, and stars explode behind my eyes. | cry out,

and | feel my pussy clench in response, feel him lapping up the new



wetness that coats my folds, and he’s murmuring something that I’'m
too dazed and lust-drugged to understand. | collapse forward then
roll off of him onto the floor, utterly spent.

Lord have mercy, but that was incredible.

He’s there a moment later, moving to my side and pulling me
against him. | moan as his big warm body moves against mine,
because even though | just came, everything feels ultra-sensitive.
My pulse is pounding hard in my veins and I'm at the in-between
stage of feeling loose and good and wanting more. It seems I'm
always, always wanting more of this man.

His mouth moves to my shoulder and he begins to kiss it softly. He
begins to kiss every inch of skin he can reach, going to my neck,
down to my breasts, and then kissing my stomach. | feel caressed
and loved, and utterly beautiful in his arms.

| gently tug on him, pulling his body over mine. When he moves
over me, | hook one leg around his hip, spreading my legs
underneath him. He pushes his body down against mine until our
hips are joined, and his cock rests against my pussy. The weight of
him over me is enormous, but he’s bracing himself with one muscled
arm and | love the feel of his body over mine. It makes me feel tiny
and fragile, and utterly possessed by him.

He leans in to kiss me, his mouth moving lightly against mine. “If

you want to stop now, we can.”



| smile up at him. “There’s no chance of that happening. I'm
claiming you as my mate. | want you inside me.”

Salukh gives me an intense kiss in response, his teeth lightly
scoring my lower lip. He lifts his head and closes his eyes for a
moment, as if steeling himself, and then looks at me. “Shall I...
possess you now?”

| bite my lip and nod up at him. | want this. | want him. | touch his
cheek, full of love for this tender but possessive man. He’s so perfect
for me. | spread my legs wider as he reaches down between us and
settles his cock at the entrance to my body. My blood is pounding in
my veins and I’'m filled with a wild sort of eagerness that surprises
me. It feels like...like something big is about to happen. Like I'm
about to orgasm again.

Which is silly, because he hasn’t even penetrated me. I'm just
excited that we’re finally going to be together, | decide. | stroke at his
gorgeous, thick hair and move my hands over his muscles, just
pleased with being able to touch him and play with this big, glorious
body of his.

| feel him fit the head of his cock against me, and then give a
gentle push. The moment he does, my heart starts to pound a little
harder. And harder still, even as | gasp at the feeling of him entering
me. He’s going slow, but that doesn’t disguise the fact that he’s not

equipped like a human guy, and everything about him is enormous. |



feel stretched full, my body tight as he inches into me, and the blood
is pounding so hard in my veins that | feel like I'm going to explode.

Then his eyes meet mine, and | realize...I’'m not the only one with
a pounding heart. | can hear his. It's pounding so loud and so quickly
that—

It's not pounding. He’s purring. I'm purring too.

We're resonating.

| gasp and put a hand to his chest, over his heart. “Salukh!”

“| feel it,” he grits out. “I knew. | have always known you were
mine, Tee-fah-nee.”

A happy sob escapes my throat, and | fling my arms around his
neck. “You did! You did, and | should have listened. Oh, | love you so
much.”

His lips brush over mine. “This changes nothing. You were mine
before resonance, and you are yet mine.”

“l am,” | choke out, tears sliding down my cheeks. “I’'m all yours.” |
arch my back. “Take what is yours.”

In response, my mate’s body stiffens over mine.

“What? What is it?”

His forehead presses against mine and he closes his eyes. “| need
a moment. The resonance...”

| understand. The resonance — while amazing and totally welcome
— is making it hard for him to keep control. He is a virgin, after all,

and this is his first time. The fact that the resonance is ratcheting



things up? No wonder he’s struggling for control. | smooth a hand
down his side, touching him because | can’'t seem to help myself. I'd
probably die if | stopped touching him in this moment. | can wait.

Right here, right now, | feel complete. My mate is buried deep
inside me, my breast is resonating to him, and the world feels full of
wonder and opportunity.

Salukh thrusts into me shallowly, then freezes again. “I...do not
know,” he begins, and then groans. “You...but—"

“You're fine,” | murmur, stroking a hand over his cheek, his brow,
down his hair. God, | just want to keep touching him everywhere.
“We can go fast. We have all the time in the world for more.”

Even as | say the words, it strikes me with wonder. We do have all
the time in the world. We absolutely, positively belong to each other
now. Our khuis have paired us and there’s no chance that another
person can ever come between us. | could laugh for the sheer joy of
it.

“I do not wish to frighten you, Tee-fah-nee,” Salukh grits out.
“‘But...if | move, | do not believe | can move slow.” His brow is dotted
with sweat, and strain shows in his face. The cords of his neck stand
out, as if it's taking everything he has not to just go buck wild on me.

But...I'm down for buck wild.

“Salukh?” | whisper. “Lean in for me?”

He does.



| knot my hand in his hair and bite at his jaw, then run my tongue
along the mark.

He growls low in his throat, the sound nearly lost with the steady
thrum of our resonance. A moment later, he bares his teeth in a
snarl, the look in his eyes wild.

And he pounds into me with a quick, brutal stroke.

| gasp. A million sensations rocket through me — the ridges of his
cock dragging against my inner walls, the push of his spur against
my clit, the feeling of his penetration — it’s all incredible. | still know
I’'m safe, and it’s a little shocking — and exciting — to see my self-
contained Salukh lose his cool. | put my hands on his hips and dig
my nails in. “That’s it, baby. Lose control for me.”

He snarls again, and begins a rapid, rough rhythm of thrusts. He’s
moving so quickly that | can’t lift my hips fast enough to match his
movements. His spur teases my clit constantly as he hammers into
me, and he’s pumping so hard that the furs are bunching up under
us. Not that it matters one bit to me — the way he’s moving against
me feels incredible. My mouth hangs open in a permanent whimper,
and I’'m unable to form a coherent thought. There’s too much
pleasure in my body, and it is only moments before | cry out and my
pussy clenches around his cock, my body tightening with my
orgasm.

“Mine,” he grits out between his teeth. “My woman. My mate.” His

thrusts become rougher, harder, and | moan as another orgasm



sweeps through me. “Mine.”

Then | feel it — a hot, liquid splash inside me, and | know he'’s
coming. His body shudders over mine even as he pumps into me. |
cling to him as he comes, my body still surging wildly with my own
orgasm. When he collapses on top of me, | moan with relief. If he’'d
kept pumping, | have no doubt I'd have kept coming, over and over
and over.

Sweaty, suede-like blue skin sticks to mine, and his long hair is
tangled in my face. | could care less, though. | close my eyes and
lose myself in the sensation of his chest purring against mine. It feels
so...intimate. Even more than sex. It’s like our khuis are declaring
their love for one another.

Salukh lifts his head and gazes down at me, then begins to press
small, hot little kisses to my face. “| am glad,” he murmurs.

“Glad?” | ask, gazing up into his wonderful face. “About what?”

“Glad that my khui has finally listened to my entreaties.” He gives
me a wry grin. “| have been pleading with it for many moons now to
claim you as my mate. It has been silent until now.”

| smile shyly up at him. Has he been in love with me for that long?
“l think | had to come to terms with things first.” The moment | say it,
| realize I'm right. | don’t have an IUD like Josie, and | wasn’t on the
pill like Megan, who resonated to her mate a few months after we
landed. There was no reason physically for me to not immediately

mate to someone.



It was all mental. Maybe my khui knew that, and knew | needed
time to come to terms with life here. That | needed to be okay with a
man touching me before | could ever move forward.

Maybe it knew that | needed Salukh.

Smart khui, | tell it. You're the best.



Chapter Seventeen

TIFFANY

For the next four days, we barely leave our furs. We eat, we
hydrate, we wash the sweat off our bodies with a few handfuls of
snow, and then we crawl back into bed and make out like teenagers.
Really, really dirty teenagers.

| love it. | love every moment | have with Salukh. He's insatiable in
bed and adventurous to boot. There’s nothing too kinky or weird for
him, and we try out all the positions | can think of and one or two that
he comes up with. Also? The man loves to eat pussy. I've woken up
several times to find him between my legs, determined to bring me to
orgasm to start the day.

How could | possibly complain about that?

Resonance is a big part of why we’re insatiable — the purring
between our bodies is nhon-stop, and | suspect we’ll be horny as fools
until he plants a baby inside me. | can already tell a few differences
in sex — the moment | hear him purring, | get wet. Doesn’t matter if
we just had sex, it's an instant panty-dampener. Well, if | had

panties. As for Salukh? He’s no longer shooting blanks. Now when



he comes, it's milky and thick instead of more fluid like before. | can
only guess that it’s full of a lot of swimmers doing their best to make
their way to my end-zone. I'm fine with that. I've started to dream
about babies that have Salukh’s horns and my wild, kinky curls. It'd
be the cutest darn baby ever.

Even after the initial resonance craziness wears off and we no
longer feel the intense need to bone each other’s brains out, we
don’t do much exploring. I'm not interested in a lot of what the ship
holds; to me, it’s all sad, broken stuff. I'm not like Harlow, constantly
trying to think of inventions. I'm more of a crafts girl. And it’s clear to
me that Salukh doesn’t trust any of the old ship stuff, so we stick to
our main fire.

After a week or so, the fuel for the fire pit runs low, and so does
the food. We snuggle for a day or two under the covers with no fire
before Salukh decides that it's time to venture out into the snow and
do a little hunting. | offer to go with him, but he refuses. My ankle’s
doing better now, no longer as swollen, and he wants me to stay off
of it for a little longer. So | pass a lonely day pouting by the cold fire
pit, swathed in blankets, and do some napping. The day is long and
really damn lonely without my mate at my side.

When Salukh returns with a frozen dvisti carcass and a bag full of
fire-fuel, | shower him with kisses and groping until he forgets all
about food or fire and makes love to me. After we eat and build a

fire, we snuggle in the furs, naked. My fingers are interlaced with his



larger ones, and he keeps kissing my shoulder, no doubt ready for
another round in the sack.

He surprises me with his words, though. “Do you miss home? Your
home before here?”

| look over at him. “Why do you ask?”

He presses another kiss to my shoulder and then lightly licks my
skin. “Because | imagine you in a place like this.” He gestures at the
old ship. “And it makes me wonder how you can ever be happy living
in a cave.”

| smile and pull his hand to my breast so he can play with my
nipple. “My home wasn't like this.”

“No?”

“Nope. | grew up on a farm. We had chickens and cows and even
had a little garden. It was a lot of work.”

“Did you have a mate? A family?”

“I had an aunt. My mother’s older sister,” | explain, because |
realize there’s no word in their language for ‘aunt’. “Both of my
parents were soldiers and they died overseas. My father died in a
transport accident, and my mother from friendly fire.” | used to think |
was the unluckiest kid ever to lose both parents in the same war. “My
aunt was older than my mother by about fifteen years but | didn’t
have anywhere else to go, so she took me in. If | wanted to earn my
keep, | had to work, she said, so | did. | woke up every morning and

fed the chickens, collected eggs, then | went to the barn and baled



hay, fed the cattle, milked, let them out to the pasture, and then |
went to school. Came home and did more chores, cleaned up
around the house, and went to bed. When | graduated high schooal, |
went to cosmetology classes for a bit, but | had to drop them
because they were expensive.” My aunt wasn’t giving me money to
help, and between my farm chores and the classes, | barely had time
to hold down a job. “It was...tough sometimes.”

“And that is why you are always working? Because you feel you
must?”

| blink at the fire, surprised at his words. “I've never thought of it
that way, but | guess you're right. My parents loved me, but my aunt
didn’t know what to do with me. She made it clear that | needed to
earn my place if | wanted to stay.” I'd never felt loved by my aunt,
just felt like a frustrating sort of obligation or maybe even more like a
farmhand that she couldn’t get rid of. Add to the fact that I'd had
diabetes pre-khui and | felt like a never-ending problem for her. |
never felt like family. I'd carried that feeling over onto the ice planet,
where | kept myself busy with tanning and farming and trying to
come up with ways to show that | could pull my weight. Some of it
was the fact that | just couldn’t sit around idle, and some of it was
insecurity.

Huh.

He nibbles on my shoulder and then kisses his way up my neck.

“And now? Now you will become fat and lazy and have your mate



bring you foods?”

| laugh. “I doubt that. More like I'll still work my tail off and then
when you come home, I'll work your tail off in the furs.”

He gives my butt a sad pat. “You have already worked your tail off,
my mate.”

My giggles fill the Elders’ Cave.

SALUKH

| rub at my teeth with a small stick to clean them and watch as my
mate sits curled up near the fire, sewing. It is daylight outside and
has not snowed for two days, which means | should get out and
gather more fuel for the fire, and look for hunting. | am strangely
reluctant to leave, though. My chest rumbles contentedly as | gaze at
my mate, my khui humming a happy song.

My mate. She is breath-taking to look at and know that she is
mine. | watch as Tee-fah-nee bends her head closer to the fire and
pushes the bone awl through the furs, then tugs the cord through
with long, delicate fingers. Her brown skin is flickered with orange in
the firelight, and her wild halo of hair gleams. She catches me
staring at her and a small smile curves her mouth.

“What is it?”



| shake my head. “Just admiring my beautiful mate and her busy
fingers.”

Her smile broadens. “Your mate wouldn’t have to stay so busy if
you’'d be more careful with the furs at night.”

| grin, thinking of last night. In my eagerness to put my mouth on
my mate, | might have ripped the furs...twice. “Your male is hungry
for his female.”

“My male is not just hungry, he’s insatiable,” she teases. Her
words are sharp, but the look she gives me tells me that she’s
thinking about sex, too. Her breasts are rising and falling more
rapidly and | can hear the hum of her khui as her arousal begins. Ah,
being a resonance mate is the finest pleasure | have ever known.

| toss the tooth-cleaning stick into the fire. I'll go hunting later. For
now, there’s a very enticing female who is just begging to have her
cunt licked—

“Hell-o000,” calls out a high, female voice in the distance. “Anyone
there?”

Tee-fah-nee’s head snaps up. “Ohmigohd! Jo-see!” She scrambles
to her feet.

All thoughts of fur-play are forgotten, and | follow my mate as she
dashes toward the entrance to the Elders’ Cave. | dug a tunnel
through the snow out to the open a few days ago, and it has not yet

filled in. Footsteps crunch and my mate does a happy bounce,



clapping her hands, as fur-bundled figures waddle in through the
entryway, their snowshoes tracking snow inside.

“Jo-see!” Tee-fah-nee flings her arms around the first figure, giving
her a long, happy hug. “You’re safe! I'm so glad!” Then she turns to
the next one and her happy squeal gets louder. “Leezh! And Har-loh!
You're all here! Where are your bay-bees?”

The one called Leezh pulls off her hood, shaking out bright yellow
hair. “Back at the cave. Stacy’s playing day-care while we have a
girls’ night out. Or day out. Or whatever.” She looks over at me and
smirks. “Sorry to interrupt the hon-ee-mewn.”

My Tee-fah-nee shoots me a look and her face is ruddy with color.
“Oh, stop.”

Curious. | hang back and let the females catch up with my mate.
They are all chatting excitedly, shedding their furs as Tee-fah-nee
takes them in hand and brings them to the fire to dry out. She has no
more limp — it has been two weeks and her delicate ankle is healed.
She’s radiant with happiness right now, reaching out to touch Jo-
see’s arm over and over again, her relief at the sight of her friend
evident. The women all move toward the fire, talking about the sur-
jree ma-cheen and how Har-loh wants to look at it again and Leezh’s
kit is starting to crawl and Jo-see has been at the main cave for the
last two weeks and the new caverns have been opened and how
wonderful and spacious they are and how Tee-fah-nee should see

them!



After two weeks of relative quiet, it feels odd to have so many
voices talking again. | feel a pang of regret that my time here with
Tee-fah-nee will come to an end, but we will go back to the cave and
start our own fire together. The thought is more than appealing, and |
press a kiss to my mate’s head as | pass the fire to get more fuel.

It grows silent.

“Well, that's new,” Leezh’s voice is coy. “Someone’s been knocking
boots.”

The words do not make sense to me, but Tee-fah-nee’s giggle
does. My khui starts purring at the sound, and | hear hers join in. At
once, the women gasp.

“No offing way,” Jo-see shrieks. “For real?”

“For real,” Tee-fah-nee says, and beams at her. “Salukh and |
resonated.” She reaches a hand out to me and | put my palm in hers.
There is such beauty and contentment in my mate’s face, | resonate
even louder, the song in my breast one of pure happiness.

Leezh and Har-loh both exclaim happiness, patting my mate and
pulling her forward to hug.

Jo-see bites her lip and the smile on her face fades a little. “I'm
happy for you, but sad for me. Now I’'m the only one left.”

Tee-fah-nee’s face grows sad and she extends her other hand to
her friend. “Give it time. It'll happen.”

“We'll see.” Her expression looks like she doesn’t believe Tee-fah-

nee.



“If the ma-sheen,” Tee-fah-nee begins. Then, she stops.

All of the females look at me.

| am not a fool. | can tell when a male is not wanted. | kiss my
lovely mate’s brow again and then gesture at the fire. “Remain here.

| will hunt something to feed all of you.”

| hunt for several hours to give the females time to talk amongst
themselves. As | walk, | pick up fallen branches and dung chips,
adding them to the satchel | carry over my shoulder for fuel. The
snow is thick and crusty, and my legs sink up to the shin with every
step, but the game is plentiful. | spend most of the afternoon
checking traps and then bringing the fresh kills back to the cache |
have been using to feed my mate. | add new game to it for the next
hunter, and then bring home a fat scythe-beak for my mate.

When | return, the women are not in the main room. | find them all
in one of the back rooms, with Har-loh halfway in the wall, pulling on
what looks like a lot of colorful sinews. Nearby, Jo-see stands with
her hands clasped, a hopeful expression on her face as my mate
talks quietly to Leezh. Tee-fah-nee’s face brightens at the sight of
me, and my khui immediately starts to purr the moment our eyes

make contact.



“Oh, that is so damn cute,” Leezh proclaims. “I'd tell you two to get
a room but you have a whole ship already.”

“Are you hungry?” | ask, glancing uneasily at Har-loh as she pulls
out the guts of the wall. | did not even know the wall had guts.

“We should eat,” Tee-fah-nee declares. “You too, Harlow. Josie.”

“I'm not hungry,” Jo-see says.

Har-loh sets down the wall’s guts and wipes black smears off her
hands. “This is going to take a while, Josie. | don’t know how many
days, but it's going to be a process of finding the burned-out
component and then seeing if there’s a similar one anywhere else on
the ship. It might be weeks. You’ll probably be back in the main cave
by the time it's up and running. If that’s the case, | can send a runner
to come and get you.”

Jo-see nods slowly and the women emerge from the room to
come and eat near the fire. It's clear whatever Har-loh has told her is
not the answer she wants to hear. Poor Jo-see. She seems sad. |
rebuild the fire as the females talk amongst themselves, skinning my
kill and then putting half of the meat on for charring, the way humans
like it, and half raw. As the food cooks, Tee-fah-nee settles in next to
me and | put my hand on her leg, pleased at the simple action of
being able to touch her. | will never get enough of that.

When everyone has eaten enough, Leezh looks over at us. “So
what'’s the plan?”

“Plan?” | look to Tee-fah-nee.



She puts her hand over mine and gives it a squeeze. “| guess I'm
ready to go back to the South cave whenever it's safe to travel. My
leg is better.”

“I'll go with you,” Jo-see says. “Might as well get my things.”

Leezh nods. “There’s no reason to split the caves anymore. With
the new cave system opened up, there’s plenty of room for
everyone, even newly mated couples.” One of her eyes closes in an
exaggerated motion.

At her side, Har-loh groans. Leezh does it again.

“Is something wrong with your eye?” | ask Leezh.

All four women break into laughter. Tee-fah-nee just pats my knee
and murmurs something about me being sweet.

| don’t understand what | missed, but my mate’s touch reminds me
of what is important. “If Tee-fah-nee does not want to go back just
yet, we will stay here.”

“It's fine,” she tells me in a calm voice. Her fingers stroke mine.
“It's not like the others can still try to pursue me as their mate. I've
been thoroughly claimed.”

And her face turns a ruddy shade as the other women titter.

We part ways with the women in the morning. Both Har-loh and

Leezh are anxious to get back to their kits and their mates and are



quick to leave. Jo-see decides to return with us to the South cave. ‘I
need to get my stuff if we are all moving,” she says. The smile is
back in her eyes and her expression is bright once more.

The snow is thick on the ground and both Jo-see and Tee-fah-nee
exclaim over the changed landscape. They are slow to walk the
paths thanks to the snowshoes on their feet, and | make sure they
have plenty of time to safely cross the sloping ground. | will not rush
them as Taushen did. We make camp in one of the hunter caves
overnight, and | build a fire for both Tee-fah-nee and Jo-see to stay
warm while they sleep. | guard the entrance, ever on alert. My mate
is the dearest thing in the world to me and | will not let my guard
down for a moment if it would mean her injury.

In the morning, we clean up the small cave and then head on
toward home. Both women are in good spirits, Tee-fah-nee smiling
instead of her normal pensive look, and Jo-see chatting and singing
along the way. | am watchful, but | cannot resist staring at my mate
constantly. | could gaze at her fine features for hours on end and
never be bored. Truly, | am the luckiest of sa-khui to have won the
most attractive, smartest mate. To add to my blessings, we will soon
have a kit. My heart is full.

“Look,” Tee-fah-nee calls out as we near the South cave. “My
plants are growing!” She tromps forward in her snowshoes, toward
the fragile pink stalks that jut from the snow. “It worked!” She digs

her furry mittens into the snow as Jo-see moves to her side.



“The plants use the same fuel as the fire?” | ask, remembering her
task of dropping a dung cake into each hole dug for seeds.

“I guess it nourishes the seed itself. | just remembered a story
about Native Americans and the first Thanksgiving and the Indians
putting fish in with the seeds to make them grow, so | thought
manure might do the same.” She claps her mittens and beams up at
me. “This is so great! This means we can plant our own food and
have lots of not-potatoes for the next brutal season.”

She is clever, my mate. | smile my pride down at her. “You are
wise as well as beautiful.”

“Oh barf, get a room, you two,” Jo-see says and stomps on ahead.

Tee-fah-nee giggles and gets to her feet, smiling at me. “Seriously,
this is so great. I'm stoked.”

I’'m not sure what stoked means, but it is clear to me she is
pleased at her own cleverness. | am, too. “It is a shame we will have
to leave them behind if we are all moving back to the main tribal
caves.”

“I can plant them there, too. I've been saving seeds. I'd like an
entire snow garden, if | can swing it.”

“I shall dig all the holes you need,” | tell her.

“I was counting on that.”

We arrive back at the South caves a few moments after Jo-see

and it's clear there is much celebrating. The human women hug and



Aehako gives me a friendly clap on the shoulder. “We will talk later
about your disobeying my orders,” he murmurs.

“If 1 did not, the women would have been in danger and the
hunters would have been caught out in the storm unawares.”

He grins. “Which is why we will talk later instead of me booting
your tail right now.”

| know then that things are fine. He is smiling and not angry, and
everyone in the cave is safe. The hunters are all there. Taushen is by
the fire with the others, and Haeden has a strange look on his face
as he gazes from the back of the cave at Jo-see. | can't tell if it's
relief or anger.

My sister Farli comes running out to hug me, and the tiny dvisti
scampers at her feet. She flings her arms around my neck and |
embrace her, laughing. “We have been gone but a few weeks and
already it follows you?”

“It does! He thinks | am his mother,” Farli says with a giddy laugh,
and then looks over at Tee-fah-nee, uncertain.

“It's all right,” Tee-fah-nee says, smiling. “You've been taking care
of him more than | have and he should be yours.”

Farli gasps. “Oh, it is so strange to hear you speak our language!
Strange and wonderful!”

“That is not all,” | tell my sister proudly, and move closer to Tee-
fah-nee. As | do, our khuis begin to purr in unison, and the sound fills

the cavern. Around us, eyes widen in surprise and then delight.



Aehako whoops with laughter and the smack on the back he gives
me turns into a hug. “No wonder you fought so hard for her! Your
brain knew before your khui did!” He slaps one of my horns.

| smile proudly. “She is mine and | am hers.”

“Then we should celebrate! Who has the sah-sah?”

Both Tee-fah-nee and | are hugged over and over again, everyone
in the tribe wishing us well as two skins of fermented sah-sah are
found and a celebration begins. There are not many left in the South
cave, so it feels like a more intimate gathering, but it is still
enjoyable. One by one, my recent rivals approach me and wish me
well. There are no hard feelings, though it is evident that they are
disappointed. How can anyone compete with resonance? It decides
no matter what we choose, and it did not choose them. | see a few
eyeing Jo-see with mild interest, but she seems lost in thought,
chatting with Farli and petting the little dvisti. My sister has covered
the creature with braids and colorful streamers woven into its thick
mane. Since he runs around loose now, it is to ensure that no one
hunts him by accident, she tells me between sips of sah-sah.

A freshly-hunted snowcat is spitted over the fire and we eat strips
of bloody, raw meat while the humans wait for their bits to be
cooked. Tasty seeds are passed around, and everyone laughs and
has a great time. Jo-see sings a song called “Geeligans eye-land”

which causes no end of amusement to the human women. The last



of the sah-sah is brought out and Farli pulls out her paints, drawing
colorful designs on the skin of anyone who will let her.

| do not drink much. Tomorrow will be a busy day. We will pack up
the South caves and begin the trek back to the main tribal caves.
There, we will start anew. Tee-fah-nee and | will have our own cave,
private and away from the others. Our life together starts now.

She looks over at me as Farli draws a yellow swirl on her brown
cheek, her eyes shining with happiness. My khui sings at the sight of
her, luminous in the firelight. Mine, it says, singing a rhythm in time
with hers. All mine.

My mate.

My cock swells in response as her gaze moves up and down my
body and there’s a sultry look in her eyes. Though the fever of initial
resonance has died down, | am still aroused when my chest hums
along with hers. She murmurs something to Farli and gets to her
feet, moving to my side.

“Shall we leave the party early?” she asks me, her hand sliding
into mine.

“Are you tired?” | ask.

“Exhausted,” she murmurs, but the look in her gaze is not one of
sleep. It is one of promise.

| grin. “Then shall we go and find our furs?”

“Sounds like a wonderful idea to me.” She glances around as if to

see if anyone is watching. Then she gives a small shrug of her



shoulders and pulls me toward the cave she shares with Jo-see.
Someone hoots in response and | laugh, because this cave has no
secrets. This time, though, it does not matter if they know. We are
mated. Nothing changes that.

Let them know | will take my mate to my furs and lick every bit of
her flesh. Let them hear her cries of pleasure. It will let them know
that she is mine. My mate, my resonance.

My everything.



Chapter Eighteen

JOSIE

| sigh as | watch Tiff and Salukh not-so-furtively sneak into the
cave for some nookie. I'm happy they’re happy, but being with them
the last few days is trying my last damn nerve. They resonated.
Great. I'm stoked for them. Jealous, too, but mostly stoked. What's
hard is that | keep worrying about me. I'm the last single woman, the
last lonely human. Am | going to have a cave by myself? Am | going
to be stuck in someone else’s cave like a reject? Am | going to have
to listen to everyone else make out and know that I'm never going to
have a mate because Harlow can't fix the stupid surgery machine?

| stare glumly at the fire. Even all the terrible sa-khui singing (and
man, they are terrible at it) and the alcohol can’t get me happy. It
wasn’t so bad when | wasn’t the last human alone. | didn't feel like a
total reject then.

Now? Now | feel like a total reject.

It's a feeling I'm kind of used to, after being dumped from a half-
dozen foster homes growing up. Here, though, | felt like | was part of

a family, at least for a while. Then one by one, the family paired off



with mates. Not just any mate, fated mates. And now they’re all
popping out babies and here | am, still sitting on the bench, waiting
my turn.

A small movement catches my eye and | look up from the fire to
see Haeden scowling in my direction from his vantage point in the
shadows. He looks pissier than usual, which is kind of a feat for him.
Our eyes lock and he crosses his arms over his chest, as if daring
me to confront him. Whatever. | make a face at him. | don’t know
why he’s got a hate-boner for me but I'm tired of it. I'm a little
pleased — and weirdly disappointed — when he stalks away.

| nudge Farli, who's settling in next to me with her paint pots. “So
what's with Haeden lately?”

“Hmm?” She dabs a brush in red and then paints a dot on my arm.

“He looks more angry than usual,” | tell her, and obediently turn my
arm so she can paint an accompanying blue dot next to the red one.

“Oh. He was very...sour...when he found out you went to the main
tribal cave alone. He yelled at Taushen for many hours.”

My eyebrows go up. “Why? He hates me.”

She shrugs and holds my arm, painting a ticklish circle on it. “He is
protective of females. He thinks it is foolish to risk them.”

Oh barf. So he’s a chauvinist. “| was perfectly fine.” Sure, it was a
little scary, but | handled it.

“Yes, but humans are weak. He says that risking your life means

risking more than just one life. It is potentially robbing another male



of his mate and kits.”

“Good thing I'm only worth my vagina to him,” | say blandly. Joke’s
on him, my girl parts have a permanent no-vacancy sign on them,
alas.

“What is va-shy-nuh?” Farli asks. “| do not know this word.”

“Never mind.” | probably shouldn’t be teaching Farli dirty human
words. She can’t be more than fourteen or so. “He’s just a jerk.
Always has been and always will be.”

“What is yerk?” She draws another circle on my arm, this time a
sickly green. “You’re fun to paint on, Jo-see. You are white like
Cham-phee’s belly. The colors show up nicely.”

Greeeaaaat. “A jerk is a man who thinks with his male parts.”

She giggles.

So much for my vow not to teach her bad human words. Oh well.

The murmur of voices dies for a moment, and as they do, | hear a
throaty moan coming from my cave. Ah, crap. Tiff’'s definitely getting
it on with Salukh, and it sounds like they don’t know — or don’t care —
how loud they are. Farli seems unfazed by the noise, though
Taushen gets up and leaves the fire. Yeah, | know how he feels, but
at least he doesn’t have to room with the happy couple. | do.

Well, at least for tonight. Tomorrow, who knows. I'll probably be
rooming with the baskets tomorrow. Or the dvisti. Great. Me and the

dvisti — the only creatures no one wants to hang with.



I’m not that chatty, so Farli eventually moves on to someone else,
and | stay by the fire, moping. | can’t go back to my cave, not with
those two getting it on. Maybe I'll go borrow a blanket from Kira and
hide in one of the now-empty caves. | get to my feet, and as | do, a
soft clink at my feet catches my attention.

| look down, and there’s something gleaming in the firelight on the
tip of my boot. | pick it up, frowning. It fell out of my leggings. What
on earth? It looks like a plastic little Y of sorts, which is weird. Did it
get stuck in my boot from when we were at the Elders’ space ship?
But if so, how...

| gasp as | realize what I'm looking at. It's not from the elders’ ship.

It's my [UD.

Somehow, my body has forced it out. My khui must have been
silently working on pushing it out of my system. | clutch it in my hand,
my heart hammering with excitement.

This changes everything!

Now, | can get pregnant.

Now, | can resonate. | can have a mate!

| can have a family, a happy ever after. | can have everything |
always dreamed of. | don’t have to wait for Harlow to fix the surgery
machine, because my body fixed itself. Thank you, khui! Thank you!
| take back all the awful things | said about you.

| look around eagerly at the people by the fire. Who'’s going to be

my mate? There're several males in the tribe that are attractive.



Vaza returns my gaze with an assessing look of his own, and to my
relief, my khui remains silent. Good. It's not desperate. Vaza’s older
and he’s tried hitting on everything with tits. He’s seated next to Bek,
and I'm glad that my khui isn’t making a sound for him, either.

Hassen is probably my number one draft pick at the moment,
because he’s sexy, but he’s nowhere to be found. Taushen either.
There’s two elders talking off to one side but I'm pretty sure one had
a mate back in the day and the other could be my grandpa. Just to
make sure, though, | stroll past them.

Nothing. Whew.

No problem, cootie. We still have lots of man-meat in this cavern
before we run out. “Anyone seen Hassen?” | ask.

“He’s in his cave, packing,” Vaza says.

“Super.” | jump to my feet and head in that direction. Even if | don’t
resonate to Hassen, there’s a few guys back at the other cave that
might not be bad picks. Rokan, for one, is kinda studly and he’s
always been nice to me. I'd be down with that.

| head for the cave that many of the single hunters live in, and the
privacy screen isn’'t up. “Yoohoo,” | call out, my voice sweet.
Tonight’s the night, | can feel it.

Tonight, | get my mate and my happy ever after. I'm so excited |
could cry tears of joy. Tonight, my life starts. Tonight, | get my family.

Tonight, I'm no longer a reject.



Hassen pops out of his cave, a confused look on his face. “Yes?
What is it?”

| smile at him, but...nothing happens. “Just...thought I'd say hi?
Have you seen Taushen?”

He narrows his eyes at me. “He is here.”

“Can | say hi to him too?”

“Is this a human custom?”

| keep smiling, because even his puzzled look is not going to get
me down. Not tonight. “Yes, yes it is.”

He grunts and heads back into the cave. | admire his ass for a
moment, because, darn, it was a rather nice ass. Not my ass,
though. Oh well. I'm sure mine will be awesome. Taushen’s got a
tight little bod himself, and—

—And he pops out of the cave a moment later, giving me an eager
look. “Ho, Jo-see. What is it you need?”

Nada. Dammit.

| make my excuses, citing a sudden need to find a potty, and hurry
away. Who's left? There’s Vadren talking to Harrec, and while both
are middle aged, | could learn to love me some May-December
relationship action. | sidle up to them, pretending to listen to their
conversation. Nothing.

Is...my cootie on vacation?

| put a hand to my heart, worried. I've approached every guy in the

cave that’s single. Maybe my mate’s back at the other tribal cave?



That’s disappointing, but | guess | can wait another day or so. | start
to head back to the fire when...my chest feels funny.

| automatically look down and my small boobs are vibrating. |
gasp, clutching my tunic tighter to my body so no one sees that. My
chest continues to vibrate, and as it does, the noise grows louder.
I’'m resonating.

I’m motherfucking resonating!

| want to scream with joy. | look around with excitement, trying to
see who it is that set my cootie off. Who did | forget? Or did
someone trigger me on a second chance? Or—

| turn around and Haeden’s standing right behind me, frozen in
place.

My eyes widen and | clutch my vibrating boobs.

No.

Hell to the no.

“It's not you,” | whisper.

He looks down at his chest, and then at me.

Then, | hear it. A matching thrum, a low purr.

And it's coming from my worst enemy. As | watch, his nostrils flare
and there’s a look of such anger and agony on his face.

It has to be echoed on mine. Has to be. This is my worst
nightmare. All I've ever wanted is a family. Someone that loves me.
A happy ever after.

Resonating to Haeden?



My dream is completely destroyed.



Epilogue

A menacing orange hand moves along the bars of the cell.

I’'m shoved in here, sandwiched between several other human
girls, and I'm unable to move. I'm trapped here as that hand drags
over the bars ominously. In a moment, it'’s going to pick someone. In
a moment, that girl will be taken away and unspeakable things will
be done to her.

| squeeze my eyes shut, trying to ignore the stink of bodies around
me. Not me, | beg. Not me.

The whimpers in the cell die away. The smells die away. Around
me, a low, steady purr begins. The hand disappears.

The cage fades away to black.

I'm safe.

The body against mine purrs and thrums, matching its song to the
one in my breast. As it does, | know things will be fine. I'm safe.

And | sleep.

Coming Soon — Barbarian’s Mate

(Josie’s story)



The People of Ice Planet
Barbarians

As of the start of BARBARIAN’S PRIZE

(suggested pronunciations in parenthesis)

AT THE MAIN TRIBAL CAVE

CAVE 1

Vektal (Vehk-tall) — The chief of the sa-khui
Georgie — His mate

Talie (Tah-lee) — Their baby daughter

CAVE 2

Maylak (May-lack) — Tribe Healer
Kashrem (Cash-rehm) — Her mate
Esha (Esh-uh) — Their daughter

CAVE 3
Sevvah (Sev-uh) — Tribe elder, mother to Aehako, Rokan, and

Sessah



Oshen (Aw-shen) — Tribe elder, her mate
Sessah — (Ses-uh) — Their youngest son

Rokan — (Row-can) — Their oldest son. Adult male hunter.

CAVE 4
Warrek — Tribal hunter.
Eklan — His father. Elder.

CAVE 5
Ereven (Air-uh-ven) Hunter, mated to Claire

Claire — mated to Ereven, currently pregnant

CAVE 6

Liz — Raahosh’s mate and huntress.

Raahosh (Rah-hosh) — Her mate. A hunter and brother to Rukh.
Raashel (Rah-shel) — Their daughter.

CAVE 7
Stacy — Mated to Pashov. Has an unnamed child as of book 5.
Pashov (Pah-showv) — son of Kemli and Borran, brother to Farli

and Salukh. Mate of Stacy, and has an unnamed child.

CAVE 8

Nora — Mate to Dagesh, mother to twins Anna and Elsa.



Dagesh (Dah-zzhesh) (the g sound is swallowed) — Her mate. A
hunter.

Anna & Elsa — Their infant twin daughters.

CAVE 9

Harlow — Mate to Rukh. ‘Mechanic’ to the Elders’ Cave.

Rukh (Rookh) — Former exile and loner. Original name Maarukh.
(Mah-rookh). Brother to Raahosh. Mate to Harlow.

Rukhar (Roo-car) — Their infant son.

CAVE 10
Megan — Mate to Cashol. Extremely pregnant.

Cashol — (Cash-awl) — Mate to Megan. Hunter.

CAVE 11
Marlene (Mar-lenn) — Mate to Zennek. Has unnamed child.

Zennek — (Zehn-eck) — Mate to Marlene. Has unnamed child.

CAVE 12
Ariana — Mate to Zolaya. Unnamed child.

Zolaya (Zoh-lay-uh) — Hunter and mate to Ariana. Unnamed child.



AT THE SOUTH CAVES

SOUTH CAVE 1

Aehako — (Eye-ha-koh) — Acting leader of the South cave. Mate to
Kira, father to Kae. Son of Sevvah and Oshen, brother to Rokan and
Sessah.

Kira — Mate to Aehako, mother of Kae.

Kae (Ki —rhymes with ‘fly’) — Their newborn daughter.

SOUTH CAVE 2

Kemli — (Kemm-lee) Female elder, mother to Salukh, Pashov and
Farli

Borran — (Bore-awn) Her mate, elder

Farli — (Far-lee) Their teenage daughter. Her brothers are Salukh

and Pashov.

SOUTH CAVE 3
Drayan — Elder.

Drenol — Elder.

SOUTH CAVE 4
Vadren (Vaw-dren) — Elder.

Vaza (Vaw-zhuh) — Widower and elder.



SOUTH CAVE 5
Asha (Ah-shuh) — Mated to Hemalo. No living child.

Hemalo (Hee-mah-lo) — Mated to Asha.

SOUTH CAVE 6
Tiffany — Currently unmated. Human female.

Josie — Currently unmated. Human female.

SOUTH CAVE 7
Bek — (BEHK) — Hunter.
Hassen (Hass-en) — Hunter.

Harrec (Hair-ek) — Hunter.

SOUTH CAVE 8

Haeden (Hi-den) — Hunter.

Taushen (Tow —rhymes with cow- shen) — Hunter.

Salukh (Sah-luke) — Hunter. Son of Kemli and Borran, brother to

Farli, Pashov and Dagesh.



Ice Planet Barbarians



Ice Planet Barbarians, Book 1

You'd think being abducted by aliens would be the worst thing that
could happen to me. And you’d be wrong. Because now, the aliens
are having ship trouble, and they’ve left their cargo of human women

— including me — on an ice planet.

And the only native inhabitant I've met? He’s big, horned, blue,

and really, really has a thing for me...



Part One
GEORGIE

Up until yesterday, |, Georgie Carruthers, never believed in aliens.
Oh, sure, there were all kinds of possibilities out there in the
universe, but if someone would have told me that little green men
were hanging around Earth in flying saucers, just waiting to abduct
people? | would have told them they were crazy.

But that was yesterday.

Today? Today’s a very different sort of story.

| suppose it all started last night. It was pretty ordinary, overall. |
came home after a long day of working the drive-thru teller window
at the bank, nuked a Lean Cuisine, ate it while watching TV, and
dozed off on the couch before stumbling to bed. Not exactly the life
of the party, but hey. It was a Tuesday, and Tuesdays were all work,
no play. | went to sleep, and from there, shit got weird.

My dreams were messed up. Not the usual losing teeth or naked
in front of the class dreams. These were far more sinister. Dreams of
loss and abandonment. Dreams of pain and cold white rooms.
Dreams of walking in a tunnel and seeing an oncoming train. In that
dream, | tried to lift my hand to shield me from the light.

Except when | went to raise my hand, | couldn’t.

That had woken me up from my slumber. | squinted into the tiny

light someone was shining in my eyes. Someone was . . . shining



something in my eyes? | blinked, trying to focus, and realized that |
wasn’t dreaming at all. | wasn’t home, either. | was . . . somewhere
new.

Then the light clicked off and a bird chirped. | squinted, my eyes
adjusting to the darkness, and | found myself surrounded by . . .
things. Things with long black eyes and big heads and skinny pale
arms. Little green men.

I'd screamed. I'd screamed bloody murder, actually.

One of the aliens tilted its head at me, and the bird chirping sound
happened again, even though his mouth didn’t move. Something hot
and dry wrapped over my mouth, choking me, and a noxious scent
filled my nostrils. Oh shit. Was | going to die? Frantically, | worked
my jaw, trying to breathe even as the world got dark around me.

Then, | went back to sleep, dreaming of work. | always dreamed of
work when | was stressed. For hours on end, angry banking clients
yelled at me as | kept trying to tear open packs of twenties that
wouldn’t seem to come open. I'd try to count out change only to get
distracted. Work dreams are the worst, usually, but this one was a
relief. No trains. No aliens. Just banking. | could deal with banking.

And that brings me to . . . here.

I’'m awake. Awake and not entirely sure where | am. My eyes slide
open, and | gaze around me. It smells like I'm in a sewer, | can feel a

wall behind me, and my body hurts all freaking over. My head feels



blurry and slow, like all of me hasn’t quite woken up yet. My limbs
feel heavy. Drugged, | realize. Someone’s drugged me.

Not someone. Something.

My breath quickens as a mental image of the dark-eyed aliens
returns, and | look for them. Wherever I'm at, I'm alone.

Thank God.

Ice Planet Barbarians is available now!



http://katiwilde.com/links/iceplanetbarbarians

Barbarian Alien



Ice Planet Barbarians, Book 2

Twelve humans are left stranded on a wintry alien planet. I'm one

of them. Yay, me.

In order to survive, we have to take on a symbiont that wants to
rewire our bodies to live in this brutal place. | like to call it a cootie.
And my cootie’s a jerk, because it also thinks I'm the mate to the

biggest, surliest alien of the group.

BARBARIAN ALIEN is a sequel to ICE PLANET BARBARIANS.
You do not have to read both in order to understand the plot,

but the story will be richer if you do!



Part One

LIZ

Kira and | watch as Megan and Georgie run their fingers along the
panel of the alien ship's hull, trying to figure out how to pry it open
and get out the girls enclosed inside. There are six capsules, and
each one has another captive girl. Each girl inside has no idea of
where she is or how she got here.

"l can't decide if they're the lucky ones or the unlucky ones," | tell
Kira.

"Lucky," she says, her soft voice flat. Her gaze is fixed to the
blinking lights and the dark wall of the hull. "They don't know what
we've gone through for the last few weeks."

| grunt a maybe sort of agreement. | don't know that | agree with
Kira, but she can be a real Debbie downer at times. The last few
weeks haven't exactly been a party for the rest of us, but maybe it's
better to know everything than to be blind to it.

| guess.

Kira and | are watching the others work because we're too weak to
actually help. Of the six of us, Georgie is the strongest still. She's
been with the alien guy so she's been getting three squares a day
and warm clothing. The rest of us have been stuck in the hull, and

Megan is doing the best out of our small group. I'm weak and



lethargic, and my toes hurt like mad. Josie has a leg that looks like
it's broken in two spots, and no one knows how to fix it. Kira's ankle
is swollen and she's super weak. Tiffany is possibly dying, since we
can't wake her up out of the deep sleep she's in. She roused for a bit
of broth and then fell unconscious again.

We don't need a warning from the aliens that this planet is killing
us. Big duh there.

"It's opening," Megan says, and she and Georgie step back. The
panel lifts from the wall with a hiss, just like in the sci fi movies.
Inside is a girl in a t-shirt and panties, weird coils wrapped around
her body and feeding into her throat.

| shiver despite myself.

Georgie and Megan study the sleeping girl, trying to figure out the
best way to free her. Eventually, they just start ripping tubes and
cords off of her and she wakes up and begins to gag. A moment
later, the new girl is collapsed on the floor and vomiting up the last of
the tubes as Megan strokes her back.

Well, that did it. For better or for worse, we have another person.

The girl begins to sob, her eyes wide. She's clearly confused and
frightened, and Kira stands up, opening her arms to pull the girl to
her. She makes quiet, soothing noises and enfolds the girl in a hug,
helping her away from the wall. Without a single person touching

them, the rest of the pods suddenly open.



"Shit, | think we triggered something," Georgie says, and they get
to work freeing the next girl. In moments, there are several more girls
collapsing on the floor. | get to my feet as best | can, ready to help
out.

| limp forward, and as | do, | hear the sounds of the aliens talking. |
look over even as the girl nearest to me begins to hysterically wail.
"What's happening? Where am 1?7 Who are you?"

| offer her my hand. "I'm Liz and I'll explain when we get the
others, okay?"

She keeps wailing and | have to bite the inside of my cheek to
keep from shouting at her. Look, | feel like shit and am probably a
few steps behind Tiffany on the death ladder, but am | squealing and
moaning? No, no | am not. | am sucking it the fuck up.

| gather up a second new girl, this one with freckles and bright red
hair, and as | do, Squealer starts to make horrified, choking cries.
"Oh my God, what is that?" She points a trembling hand in the

distance, and | slap it down.

Barbarian Alien is available now



http://katiwilde.com/amazon/barbarianalien

Barbarian Lover



Ice Planet Barbarians, Book 3

As one of the few humans stranded on the ice planet, | should be
happy that | have a new home. Human women are treasured here,
and one alien in particular has made it clear that he wants me. It's
hard to push away the sexy, flirtatious Aehako, when all | want to do

is grab him by his horns and insist he take me to his furs.

But I've got a terrible secret - the aliens who abducted me are
back, and thanks to the translator in my ear, they can find me. My
presence here endangers everyone...but can | give up my new life

and the man | want more than anything?

BARBARIAN LOVER is a sequel to ICE PLANET
BARBARIANS, and BARBARIAN ALIEN. You do not have to
read them in order to understand the plot, but the story will be

richer if you do!



Part One

KIRA

Two caves over, | hear the wet sound of sex, and a woman’s
whimper. “Oh God yes, like that,” moans Nora. “Spank me like that.”
A soft thwack echoes in my translator, and | groan and cover the
hated thing with both my hands. | try to roll over on my side and push

it into the pillow I've made out of scraps, but all that does is shove
the translator harder into my ear canal, and it sends a shooting pain
through my skull. So, | flip onto my back and stare up at the rocky
ceiling of the bachelorette cave.

“Just like that, my big, strong, sexy beast,” Nora cries again.

“Nnnngggghhhh,” says her big, strong, sexy beast (also known as
Dagesh). To make matters worse, | hear another woman giggle, and
then Stacy and Pashov — who, because of crowding, share a cave
with Nora and her mate — go at it, too.

Gaah.

| hate this translator. Hate it, hate it, hate it. | push the pillow over
my face, ignoring the fuzzy fur that sticks to my mouth. It wouldn’t be
too bad if just made every conversation happen in stereo as it
translates it. Oh no. It also amplifies everything. So | hear every ass

slap, every moan, every grunt, every kiss...everything.



And the tribal caves are chock-full of people mating lately. With us
humans that crashed here, we ended up having to take on what the
aliens call a khui. It's a symbiont that allows us to live on the planet
without the atmosphere killing us. Of course, one of the side-effects
of the khui is that it decides who and when you mate, and there’s no
going around it.

Considering that the tribe of alien men — known as sa-khui —
outnumber the alien women four to one, I'm not surprised that
mating after mating has happened. Out of the twelve human
survivors dumped here, six have mated.

I’'m...not one of them.

It's hard not to feel like a reject at times because my khui is silent.
When it finds you the perfect mate, it starts to vibrate. It's a bit like
purring, but more song-like. The aliens call it ‘resonating’ and a male
will only resonate to his female and vice versa. And despite the
insta-mating, everyone that has hooked up is blissfully happy.
Georgie adores her alien, Vektal, who’s the leader of the tribe. My
friend Liz is fiercely protective of her mate, Raahosh. Stacy and
Marlene and even weepy, terrified Ariana love their men. And it’s
clear that Nora is into her mate, if the sounds of sexy spanking are
any indication.

All the ‘leftover’ girls — aka the unmated ones — are piled into a
cave together. | was lucky enough to get the nook in the corner with

a curtain for privacy. Not that it does much to muffle the sounds. |



can still hear everything...and | can also hear when someone sneaks
out to visit a guy, like Claire is currently doing.

Claire’s one of the tube girls, so | don’t know her as well as some
of the others. When we were captured by aliens, several were held
in stasis in pods stuck into the wall, oblivious of their surroundings.
The rest of us — Liz, Georgie, me and a few others — were crammed
into the dirty, crowded hold like animals and lived there for weeks.
You bond when you're in a situation like that, and | miss them.

| don’t know Claire as well as | know them. | haven’t bonded with
her over weeks of hugging to share warmth and melting snow just to
have something to drink. In a way, | almost resent the tube girls
because they had it easy while the rest of us were scraping by to
survive. It's not their fault, and they’re just as shocked and
traumatized by the alien abduction as we are. We just had it worse

for longer.

Barbarian Lover is available now



http://katiwilde.com/amazon/barbarianlover

Barbarian Mine



Ice Planet Barbarians, Book 4

The ice planet has given me a second lease on life, so I'm thrilled
to be here. Sure, there’s no cheeseburgers, but I'm healthy and
ready to be a productive member of the small tribe. What | didn’t
anticipate? That there’'d be a savage stranger waiting nearby,
watching me. And when he takes me captive, the unthinkable

happens...l resonate to him.

Resonance means mating, and children...but | don’t know if this
guy’s ever been around anyone before. He’s truly a barbarian in all
ways, right down to clubbing me over the head and claiming me as

his own.

So why is it that | crave his touch and hunger for more?



Part One

KIRA

Two caves over, | hear the wet sound of sex, and a woman’s
whimper. “Oh God yes, like that,” moans Nora. “Spank me like that.”
A soft thwack echoes in my translator, and | groan and cover the
hated thing with both my hands. | try to roll over on my side and push

it into the pillow I've made out of scraps, but all that does is shove
the translator harder into my ear canal, and it sends a shooting pain
through my skull. So, | flip onto my back and stare up at the rocky
ceiling of the bachelorette cave.

“Just like that, my big, strong, sexy beast,” Nora cries again.

“Nnnngggghhhh,” says her big, strong, sexy beast (also known as
Dagesh). To make matters worse, | hear another woman giggle, and
then Stacy and Pashov — who, because of crowding, share a cave
with Nora and her mate — go at it, too.

Gaah.

| hate this translator. Hate it, hate it, hate it. | push the pillow over
my face, ignoring the fuzzy fur that sticks to my mouth. It wouldn’t be
too bad if just made every conversation happen in stereo as it
translates it. Oh no. It also amplifies everything. So | hear every ass

slap, every moan, every grunt, every kiss...everything.



And the tribal caves are chock-full of people mating lately. With us
humans that crashed here, we ended up having to take on what the
aliens call a khui. It's a symbiont that allows us to live on the planet
without the atmosphere killing us. Of course, one of the side-effects
of the khui is that it decides who and when you mate, and there’s no
going around it.

Considering that the tribe of alien men — known as sa-khui —
outnumber the alien women four to one, I'm not surprised that
mating after mating has happened. Out of the twelve human
survivors dumped here, six have mated.

I’'m...not one of them.

It's hard not to feel like a reject at times because my khui is silent.
When it finds you the perfect mate, it starts to vibrate. It's a bit like
purring, but more song-like. The aliens call it ‘resonating’ and a male
will only resonate to his female and vice versa. And despite the
insta-mating, everyone that has hooked up is blissfully happy.
Georgie adores her alien, Vektal, who’s the leader of the tribe. My
friend Liz is fiercely protective of her mate, Raahosh. Stacy and
Marlene and even weepy, terrified Ariana love their men. And it’s
clear that Nora is into her mate, if the sounds of sexy spanking are
any indication.

All the ‘leftover’ girls — aka the unmated ones — are piled into a
cave together. | was lucky enough to get the nook in the corner with

a curtain for privacy. Not that it does much to muffle the sounds. |



can still hear everything...and | can also hear when someone sneaks
out to visit a guy, like Claire is currently doing.

Claire’s one of the tube girls, so | don’t know her as well as some
of the others. When we were captured by aliens, several were held
in stasis in pods stuck into the wall, oblivious of their surroundings.
The rest of us — Liz, Georgie, me and a few others — were crammed
into the dirty, crowded hold like animals and lived there for weeks.
You bond when you're in a situation like that, and | miss them.

| don’t know Claire as well as | know them. | haven’t bonded with
her over weeks of hugging to share warmth and melting snow just to
have something to drink. In a way, | almost resent the tube girls
because they had it easy while the rest of us were scraping by to
survive. It's not their fault, and they’re just as shocked and
traumatized by the alien abduction as we are. We just had it worse

for longer.

Barbarian Mine is available now



http://katiwilde.com/amazon/barbarianmine

Ice Planet Holiday



Ice Planet Barbarians, Book 4.5

All this snow and no holidays? What'’s a stranded human to do?

Create a new holiday, of course. Georgie and the other women
decide to bring some new traditions and cheer to the sa-khui. More
babies are born, presents are exchanged, and a new romance
blossoms between a human woman desperate for a change, and the

alien determined to protect her.

This 25,000 word novella is NOT intended as a stand-alone.
Looking for a place to start? Try ICE PLANET BARBARIANS, book

one in the series.



Chapter One

GEORGIE

| wake up to the drag of a ridged tongue along my ear. Vektal’s
hand carefully cups one of my breasts, large and tender with
pregnancy.

“Mmm,” | sigh, snuggling deeper under the furs with him. It's good
to be the chief’'s mate, it really is. Every morning, | get woken up to a
licking or nibbling of some kind. Today it's my ear. Yesterday it was
my pussy. All of it is equally sinfully delicious and makes a girl look
forward to her day.

| don’t even mind the whole ‘ice planet’ thing and the ‘having to
wear fur and leather’ thing if it gets me a sexy beast like Vektal.

| roll over and slide into his arms, nuzzling against his throat. My
big, pregnant belly gets in the way of things, but Vektal’s large
enough that he can still envelop me against him. “Is it morning
already?” | ask, sleepy.

“It is.” He nips at my jaw. “Is my mate hungry for food? Or for her
male?”

“Little from column A, little from column B?” | reach up and smooth
my hand along one of the horns jutting from his forehead and curling

back against his hair. He gets wild when | stroke his horns. Maybe



it's the mental image that does it for him; I've never asked how much
feeling he has there because | don’t have horns. I'm as human as
can be.

Sometimes I'm still amazed we ended up together, seeing as how
we both are from different corners of the universe, and we’re both
stranded, but that’s a story for another day. Right now | just want my
man. Vektal’'s hand smooths down my hip, and he pulls me against
his cock, letting me know that he’s been awake for several minutes,
thinking about sex.

| can’t blame him — | tend to think about sex more than | probably

should. It’s hard not to when your mate is so good at it.

Ice Planet Holiday is available now


http://katiwilde.com/links/iceplanetholiday

Barbarian's Prize



Ice Planet Barbarians, Book 5

It's hard being the most popular girl on the ice planet. The alien
men are falling all over themselves to impress me in the hopes that
I'll take them to my furs. But they don’t know my secrets — none of
them do. And they don’t realize that behind my smile, | just wish

they’d go away.

| don’t want any of them. | want someone else — someone with a
gorgeous blue body, big horns, and the most intense gaze ever. He'’s
the only one that knows the truth. Maybe with him, | can work
through my fears of the past....but I'm pretty sure he wants more

than just friendship.
He wants forever, and I'm not sure | can give it.

Barbarian's Prize is coming soon!



http://katiwilde.com/links/barbariansprize

Shift Out of Luck



Bear Bites, Book 1

There are few things that are off limits to the were-bears of Pine
Falls, but humans are one of them. Which is a real pain, because
I've had it bad for curvy Adelaide Laurent ever since she sashayed
into town. The fact that she’s forbidden fruit just makes my fantasies

all the sweeter.
But when she signs up to go on a weekend camping trip with the
town’s biggest player, it's time for a bear to step in and claim his

mate.

| don’t care if it breaks the rules. She’s mine, and it's time she

knew it.

Shift Out of Luck is available now!



http://katiwilde.com/links/shiftoutofluck

Get Your Shift Together



Bear Bites, Book 2

I've been looking for a mate in all the wrong places. When the right
one shows up in Pine Falls with a man in tow, | almost miss her.
Caroline Abbott is a sweetheart of a city girl who is making one last
stab at keeping her (dead) relationship together. When her fool of an
ex takes off and leaves her alone in the forest, I'm more than happy

to step into his abandoned shoes.

While | can make her shout with pleasure, | worry those screams

will turn to fear when she realizes that my hidden half is a bear.

| can’t keep the secret much longer, but telling her might scare her

off for good.

Get Your Shift Together is available now!



http://katiwilde.com/links/getyourshifttogether

Shift Just Got Real



Bear Bites, Book 3

Life’'s given me the short end of the stick on looks — I'm big, ugly
and brutish. Normally | wouldn’t care about the packaging except for
the fact that the woman of my dreams is Ryann Brown, a human half
my age and so lovely she makes my body ache. What's a were-bear

to do in this situation?

Whatever he can to forget her, of course.

Except Ryann’s not taking no for an answer. And when she
catches me watching her one night, she gives me a show I'll never
forget. Did | think I'd be able to walk away and not touch her? Not
claim what’s mine?

Not a chance.

Shift Just Got Real is available now!


http://katiwilde.com/links/shiftjustgotreal

Does a Bear Shift in the Woods



Bear Bites, Book 4

I’'m a loner for a reason. | don’t have much in the way of social
skills. I'd rather sit on my deck and watch the sunset than hit a tavern
with coworkers. My idea of grooming is to trim my beard with a
straight blade when it hits my collarbone. | can’t put two words
together in the company of a pretty woman...and they don’t come

much prettier than wolf-shifter Madison Thorne.

She’s everything I’'m not—outgoing, easy on the eyes, and sweet.
There’s no way I’'m convincing her to come home with me.
Fortunately | don’t have to. Maddie seems to like my gruff,
unpolished self. At least, she likes me enough for one night.

The problem is getting her to stay forever.

Does a Bear Shift in the Woods is available now!



http://katiwilde.com/links/doesabearshiftinthewoods

Newsletter

Want more Ice Planet Barbarians? Sign up for my newsletter for
information on the next installment.

If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review at
Amazon or any other reader site or blog you frequent. Don'’t forget to
recommend it to your reader friends.


http://eepurl.com/bfWsyP
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