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BARBARIAN’S TAMING

AS A NEWCOMER TO THE ALIEN TRIBE, I'VE STRUGGLED TO FIND MY
PLACE. IT MIGHT BE BECAUSE |I'M A TAD HEADSTRONG AT TIMES. AND
YES, | MIGHT HAVE THROWN A FEW THINGS AT PEOPLE'S HEADS. BUT |
HAD A GOOD REASON TO PITCH A FIT - MY SHY SISTER WAS STOLEN
AWAY RIGHT UNDER MY NOSE. OF COURSE, NOW SHE'S BACK AND
MATED. EVERYONE'S HAPPY...EXCEPT ME.

| NEED...AFFECTION.
ATTENTION.
OKAY, I'M LONELY. REALLY LONELY.

STRANGELY ENOUGH, THE ONLY PERSON THAT | THINK UNDERSTANDS
WHAT |I'M GOING THROUGH IS THE SAME BLUE-SKINNED BRUTE THAT
STOLE MY SISTER. IT'S WRONG TO HOOK UP WITH HIM, EVEN AS A
MINDLESS FLING.

EXCEPT...I'M NOT SO GOOD WITH THE WHOLE 'RULES' THING.
AND HE'S NOT SO GREAT WITH THE 'FLING' THING.



MADDIE

| t's weird when you don't fit in.

| thought that once | hit adulthood, I'd be all done with feeling like an
outcast. That once | got past those awful high school years where |
felt like the round peg in the square hole, that it'd all just be a bad
memory. That someday | could look back and laugh at how much it
bothered me to be the weirdo on the outskirts.

Sitting here in a cave at a party for my sister, surrounded by aliens, |
feel like I'm reliving my high school years all over again. It's pretty
garbage, | have to admit. | wasn’t popular then, being fat and
opinionated. These aliens don'’t care if I'm fat or if | have a big
mouth, and yet I'm still on the outskirts.

It's weird.

Someone dances past me, laughing. His tail smacks against my arm
and then he spills a bit of his drink on the stone floor in front of me.
Lovely. | absently swipe a bit of my tunic on the spilled alcohol
because | don’t want someone slipping on it in front of me while | sit
and hold down a cushion in the corner of the room by myself.

It's not that people are unfriendly. Heck, it's not even that I'd have to
sit alone if | didn’t want to. It's that I'm really not sure where | stand



with any of these people. | stare out at the celebrating tribe, not
paying attention to the people who dance past with a skin of sah-
sah, or the woman who pulls her top down to breastfeed not one but
two blue babies. | ignore the exclamations over the fruit that they’'ve
managed to savor all damn night, and | sure as shit ignore when
they start singing again.

Everyone’s so damn happy. Everyone but me.
Me? I'm lost.

In the space of the last month or so, my world has been upended. |
went to sleep one night and woke up in the arms of blue space
aliens on a frozen planet. Apparently | was kidnapped by bad aliens
in my sleep. Apparently they took my sister, too. Apparently we were
also stuck in sleep pods for a year or so and missed out on the bad
guys being shot down.

It seems we slept through a lot.

Even if | thought it was all too strange to be believed at first, it didn’t
take long to realize this shit was legit. There are two suns, two
moons, and endless frost and snow. The people here are blue,
covered in a downy fuzz, and act like a blizzard is a nice spring
rainstorm. Oh, and the parasites. | don’t even want to think about the
parasites, especially not the one living inside me now, helping me
‘adapt’ to this alien world.

My sister is thriving, though.

It's weird. Lila’s always been a shy introvert and even more of an
outcast than me. She was born deaf, and though she got cochlear
implants at age twelve and no longer needed me to interpret for her
when lip-reading was too tricky, I've always felt the need to protect
her and care for her. But here? We've been separated and she’s
been thriving. Lila is usually the lonely, lost one and I'm the bold,
outgoing one. | have to be because that’s how you Get Shit Done.

Except Lila’s doing fine on her own and now I'm just kind of...lost.
I’'m the single human that doesn’t have a mate. | don’t know the



others. They're all pregnant or getting pregnant or juggling babies
already and I’'m sitting here, twiddling my thumbs with my ‘vacancy’
sign over my vagina.

Not that | want a baby, mind you. Or a mate. But it feels weird to be
the only chick who’s not hooked up in this place. Even my sister’s
lovey-dovey with an alien and mated.

She’s happy here despite all the snow and ice and man-eating
creatures and lack of toilets. She wants to stay (not that we have a
choice).

And me?
I’'m just kind of here.
Alone.

| rub at the wet spot on the stone floor while one of the humans—
Georgie? Megan? | don’t know which one—whips out a boob and
starts breastfeeding her child mid-conversation with an alien lady.
Lila’s not attending the party any longer; she ran off to her cave with
her alien guy to go make babies with him. Literally. She’s literally
going to make babies with him. It's something I’'m still struggling to
wrap my brain around. It seems that if my chest-cootie wakes up and
starts purring, it picks a man | should make babies with.

I’'m pretty glad mine is deciding to be mute.

Lila’s thrilled to be ‘resonating,” though. Of course she is—now she’s
one of the baby-crazy crowd of human women who'’ve settled in with
the aliens. Now she fits in even more, though she wasn’t exactly
having a tough time with that. She’s mated to a popular guy. She
showed up with fruit. She’s taken to all the daily life tasks like they’re
a joy for her. Got a fire that you need made? Lila can do it. Skin a
Kill? Lila’s right there. Make dinner? Arrows? Fucking slings or
snowshoes or bear traps or whatever else these Grizzly Adams
wannabes can come up with? Lila can do it. She can survive just fine
because she’s been learning how to be like them.



And they love her for it, too. The tribes-people have been learning
sign language to speak to Lila and to make her feel welcome. I'm
glad they’ve accepted her so readily, but it also makes me jealous...
which makes me a terrible sister.

Everyone in the tribe adores her and they can barely tolerate me. I'm
like a stinky fart that’s lingering in the cave and everyone tries to
ignore.

Not that | can blame them for treating me like a turd—I haven’t
exactly been Miss Pleasant to live around while my sister was gone.
| was frantic with worry about her after she was stolen, and when
they wouldn’t let me go after her? | was kind of not nice about it.

Okay, | was a bit of an ass.
Well, more than just a bit.

But | was worried about seemingly fragile Lila on this hostile, cold
planet. So | took it out on everyone else. | might have picked a few
fights and dragged my feet and okay, | threw a few things at people’s
heads. So what? Anyone else would have done the same if they
were in my shoes, uncertain about the fate of their baby sister.

They don’t understand what it’s like to be so alone, even in a sea of
people.

Everyone here’s part of a family. There are happy women with
babies, and men utterly devoted to their ladies. As | look over, the
chief—Vektal—is tossing his baby daughter into the air and giving
her exaggerated kisses just to make Talie laugh. And boy, does that
baby laugh. It'd be adorable if it didn't make me feel so sour inside.
He’s got a wife and a baby. All of the humans here have someone.

| have Lila. Like | have in the past, I'm ready to shield her from the
world’s harms and interpret for her when someone doesn’t know sign
language.

Except my sister doesn’t need me anymore.



Scared, timid little Lila has returned utterly confident in herself and in
love with Rokan.

That leaves me...well, it leaves me sitting here by myself on a mat,
mopping up someone else’s spilled drink.

| sigh and stare out at the entrance of the cave, feeling alone and yet
trapped at the same time. | don't fit in with these people, but | also
don’t have the option to find another people. There are no other
people.

Sometimes | wonder what would happen if | just upped and left.
Would they hunt me down like they hunted for Lila? Or would they be
all “good riddance” and not care because I've been a bitch?

| scowl into the shadows of the cave’s entrance. It would be so easy
to get up and just walk out while everyone’s drunk and partying. But
even as | stare, glowing blue eyes blink back at me, and a big, bulky
form emerges from the shadows of the cave entrance, spear in one

hand, a dead animal in the other. It's a hunter, returning from a late-

night jaunt out into the snow.

And not just any hunter.

It's Hassen. The bastard that stole my sister. The one that decided
he wanted a mate so much he’d just up and fucking steal her.

Him? He can kiss my fat ass.

Though the look he’s giving me right now? That tells me he’d enjoy
that far too much. That he’d do more than just kiss it if | bared it for
his inspection.

And for some reason, | find myself prickling with arousal at the
thought of Hassen folding his big body down to give my plump ass a
kiss. Which is all kinds of wrong. He’s exiled. He’s a dick. He wanted
my sister. None of these put him on the ‘Ice Planet’s Most Desirable
Bachelors’ List.

As | glare at him, his mouth twists into a fang-bearing smile.



| jerk my gaze back around to the fire, scowling. Totally not gonna
keep picturing him with his mouth on my ass. Biting one of my
rounded cheeks. Dragging his fingers over my body and exploring
the fact that | have no tail...

| give my cheek a hard slap to bring me back to earth.
Nearby, Farli gives me a startled look. “Are you all right?”

“Just distracted,” | tell her. Farli’s a good kid, and the closest thing |
have to a buddy here, for all that she’s, like, fifteen years old. Right
now? She’s my ride or die, because, well, | don’t have anyone else.
Even my sister Lila is off in a corner somewhere, making out with her
new hubby. | can’t even be mad about that—she’s so happy and she
is such a wonderful person that she deserves every bit of joy. I'm
thrilled for her.

I’'m a little jealous of her radiant happiness, sure, but still thrilled for
her.

I’'m just a selfish jerk of a sister who doesn’t know what to do with
herself when she’s not needed anymore and suddenly finds herself
with no friends. Funny how | always thought | didn’t need friends.
Funny how being stranded on an ice planet can totally change your
perspective on things like that. In a small community like this, not
playing by the rules gets you left behind.

Hassen knows all about that.

| peek over my shoulder back at the cave entrance again. Just in
case Hassen is still there. But he’s not, and | ignore the little stab of
disappointment | feel.

The last thing | need is to get involved with the bad boy of the ice
planet.

HASSEN

It is a cold night for me.



The laughter coming from within the tribal cave spills out into the
snow, and | can smell the burning meat cooking for the humans.
Someone is singing, and | hear Warrek banging away at his drum.
They are all good sounds, happy sounds. My people are light and
carefree and full of joy.

That joy does not extend to me.

| stand alone in the snow on a nearby ridge, a fresh-killed quill-beast
in hand. And | am torn, because | do not know if | should ignore the
punishment the chief has given me and join the celebration, or if |
should turn around and leave.

| am exiled. | am nothing to my people now. | did not think | would
care, but...l do. Their scorn hurts me.

If I go inside, | will be met with uncomfortable looks, but they will not
turn me away. Some will be filled with disgust at how | have
behaved. Some will pity me in my punishment, because | risked
everything and lost. It would have all been worth it had things turned
out differently, but | am empty-handed and alone, and thus a male to
be pitied.

| am not one to dwell upon what might have been, but tonight, |
wonder. | wonder what it would be like to have the tribe celebrating
my resonance. To hold my mate close and bring her to my cave, and
together our breasts would sing until our kit was created.

But | am happy for Rokan. He is a good friend and a good hunter. He
truly cares for Li-lah, and together they will be very happy.

Li-lah...l have mixed feelings about. | am disappointed that she is
not my resonance mate and yet | am incredibly relieved as well. |
thought upon first seeing her that she was perfect—small, fragile,
with dark hair and big eyes. | thought she would be the perfect
female for me, and | listened to my heart and not my head, and stole
her away. | kept her captive for hands upon hands of days in a
hunter cave, and with every day that passed, | became more and
more worried.



Li-lah cried. Many, many tears. She huddled in the back of the cave
and stared at me, terrified. And me...| felt like a monster. | only
wished to resonate with her, to cherish her and start a family with
her. | want what the others in my tribe have with their human mates. |
want to feel the warmth of another body against mine, to have
someone to talk to. To see her belly full with my kit. | would never
harm Li-lah, yet she flinched away from me every time | spoke to her.
And then she would cry, again. It soon grew to the point that | was
looking for excuses to leave the cave so | did not have to endure her
weeping and trembling.

And | was so terrible in Li-lah’s eyes that she escaped. Left the
safety of the cave and was taken by metlaks. Rokan had been in the
area and helped me search for her, and when he returned,
resonating to her?

| felt relief.

This cringing, terrified female was not mine. My gladness filled me
with even more shame. Should | not be sad that Li-lah is someone
else’s? Should | not be jealous of Rokan? But...| am not. | am glad
for him, even as | ache with loneliness. There are not many unmated
females in the tribe. If | am to ever have a mate, | will have to wait for
one of the other females to grow to adulthood, unless my khui
chooses the last human, Mah-dee.

| snort to myself at the thought. Sometimes | wish it had been her |
had stolen instead of cowardly Li-lah. Mah-dee does not cringe and
weep. She throws things when she is upset, and bellows at all that
stand near. She attacked me the last time she saw me. She is fierce.

Now that is a female.

| step into the mouth of the cave to deliver the fresh meat to those
that sit near the fire. Normally there is a hunter standing on guard at
the front of the cave. Tonight it is Bek, his arms crossed and his
expression as morose as mine. He is not interested in the
celebration, either. Nor is he interested in taking my kill to the others
for me. He watches me with disinterest and then gazes back out to



the night sky again. | feel a strange sort of kinship for Bek—he
knows what it is like to have a human female and lose her. Though |
think Bek still has feelings for his; | test mine and still feel nothing but
relief that Li-lah belongs to Rokan. My loss is what she represented
to me, but | think Bek truly loved his Claire in his way. Claire,
however, has resonated to another and even now sits near the fire
with her mate, content.

| feel eyes on me and scan the cave.

There, off to one side. It is the human Mah-dee. She is looking in my
direction. | catch her gaze and give her a challenging look, daring
her to continue staring at me. Does she think her distaste for me will
make me scurry away like a diseased metlak?

To my surprise, a strange expression crosses her face and she
quickly looks away again.

Curious. Her response reminds me of when Jo-see first resonated to
Haeden. She chattered on and on about how much she hated him...
and yet could not stop watching him when she thought no one paid
attention. The hunters noticed, however. It is our job to be observant
of our prey, to notice the behavior of others. Jo-see’s lips said one
thing, but her body said another.

Could this be the case with Mah-dee? Is she attracted to me?

| feel a surge of pride and run a hand down my chest. My body is a
fine one, and | am strong. | am a tireless hunter, and | am sure that if
| were given the chance to test my skills, | could be equally tireless in
the furs to please my female.

But it does not matter. | can take no mate because | am exiled. |
have no cave to call my own. Until the brutal season arrives, my bed
is the snow outside, and my task to bring in as much food as
possible. Once | have worked hard enough, | will be forgiven for
betraying the rules of the tribe.

Until then, | have nothing and no one.



My mood bleak, | toss the kill down in front of Hemalo. “Meat for you
and your—" | stop, because Hemalo has broken the bond with his
mate. They do not speak, and now he beds with the hunters. It is
unthinkable to me—to have a resonance mate and choose to leave
her. | do not understand him. “Meat,” | say gruffly.

“My thanks,” Hemalo replies, ever mild. “Will you join me by the fire
for a bit? Rest yourself?”

| hesitate. | would like to join him by the fire. | would like to share a
cup of sah-sah and laugh and eat. | would like to sit amongst my
tribe and enjoy the evening, even if it is to celebrate the joining of
another male to the female | stole. | would like to see if Mah-dee
looks my way again.

But Vektal is sitting nearby, his daughter bouncing on his knee as his
mate, Shorsie, shares a piece of fruit with other humans. He is
watching me.

And his rules must be obeyed if | want to win my place back
amongst my people. “I must not.” | touch Hemalo’s shoulder and
then head off, back out into the snow and the dark.

Alone.

| have not yet earned the right to return. But | plan to.



Maddie
One Week Later

‘ VV hat do you mean, you guys are going out?” | stare at my sister

like she’s grown a second head, and then sign my question to
her. Sometimes | forget that her cochlear implants are gone and she
is now deaf again.

| mean, we are going out, Lila signs to me patiently. A journey. The
others want to see the fruit cave and harvest some of the fruit there,
and grab a few plants to see if we can’t grow some in this cave.
Rokan and | are the only ones that know where it’'s at, so we’re going
to take a few of the others and show them.

When do we leave? | ask. I'm not keen on trotting around in the
snow again but if it must be done, it must be done. Plus, staying
around the cave all day with no one to talk to has been a bit boring.
My cave-buddy Asha doesn’t do much more than eat and sleep, and
my sister’s been holed up in her cave making babies with her man.
Stretching my legs with a walk sounds like a good idea.

Lila tilts her head at me, curious, and then begins to sign again, slow
and deliberate. It’s going to be a very small group going.



Okay? I'm not sure what that has to do with anything...and then |
realize. I’'m not invited, am [?

Lila looks pained. It’s not that. We’re going to be traveling fast and
it’s going to be a hard push. And when we come back, we’re going to
be carrying a lot of weight in our packs.

| see. And they don’t want the fat chick slowing them down. The only
thing that stops me from lashing out in a bitch-fit is the obvious pain
on my sister’s face. She’s clearly torn between sticking up for me
and being one of the cool kids.

That’s fine, | sign to her and put a bright smile on my face, even
though I'm not feeling it. / rolled my ankle the other day anyhow, so |
might as well stay close to the cave.

The look on Lila’s face is so full of relief that | feel like an asshole.
I’m so sorry, she tells me. | didn’t realize you’d want to go.

| don’t. | just want to spend time with my sister, the only person on
the planet that I'm a hundred percent comfortable around. But I'm
going to have to get used to the idea that she has a man in her life
and he’s going to be taking up vast amounts of her time. Should you
be going? | sign back, because | can’t help being a bit petty and
dickish. What with being pregnant and all?

Her face flames bright red and she hesitates a moment. | don’t think
I’'m pregnant yet, because we’re still resonating...a lot.

T M [, 1 sign in slow, sweeping motions and make a face. All the
more reason not to go.

She giggles, and she sounds so happy that my heart squeezes
painfully. | feel like I'm losing my sister all over again, and this time
not because she’s been kidnapped, but because she’s in love.
There’s no getting her back from this. The close bond we had prior to
arriving here is gone forever, because Rokan will always be attached
to her now. It's no longer Maddie and Lila against the world.

Now it’s just me against the world, and it’s the loneliest feeling ever.



| smile brightly at her to hide my pain and decide to change tactics.
So you guys are going fruit picking? Who all is going? And I'm
serious—if you’re pregnant or almost pregnant, Rokan can go
without you, can’t he?

Her dark brows draw together and she gives a tiny shake of her
head and begins to sign again. Someone else pauses, watching us
gesticulate, and our conversation no longer feels private. | keep
forgetting that the tribe is learning sign language through the
computer at the Elders’ Cave and nothing | say to my sister is secret.
Lila signs, Rokan has been nervous about something for a while.
Says he’s uneasy at the thought of leaving me behind.

It's probably because my sister is deaf. He’s smart to be extra
watchful. | understand that. Lila can’t hear danger, and there’s a lot
of danger on this barren, wintry planet. He’s smart to keep her with
him at all times. | can’t fault the guy for that.

As for who is going... She pauses, thinking. Tiffany and Salukh, and
Claire and Ereven. Josie and Haeden were supposed to go, but
Josie’s feeling sick.

It sounds like a couples retreat. No wonder I'm not invited. I'm fat,
out of shape, and a total fifth wheel. You'll have fun, | tell her. When
do you leave?

After lunch, she tells me, and her expression is eager.

Really? Today? | went and peeked out at the cave entrance this
morning and snow was falling in big, fat flakes. /t’s snowing.

It’'s always snowing, Lila says with another happy giggle. This is
good weather, | promise, and the guys know the path to the canyon
we are seeking.

Well, you guys have fun, | tell my sister and then pull her into an
impulsive hug before she can worry. | squeeze her tight and stroke
her braids. Really, it's good that she’s going without me, | tell myself.
| hate physical labor and sweating and hiking and things along those



lines. | sure hate snow, whereas Lila loves the outdoors here. Go
figure.

| still feel like I'm being left behind.

Lila squeezes me back and then pulls away. | need to finish packing.
We’ll be back in a few days. She smiles and then focuses on
something behind me.

| turn and Rokan is there, watching his mate. Because of course he
is. Those two are joined at the hip.

Go, | sign. Have fun.

She waves at me and trots over to join her mate. | watch his
expression get all tender and hungry at the sight of her as he pulls
her against him, and | have to look away. This must be how a mama
bird feels when her baby birds leave the nest. Not that Lila’s my
daughter, but I've always looked out for Lila and protected her, even
before our parents died and left us alone.

| see one of the women by the communal fire and head in that
direction. It's Stacy, one of the new moms and the one who likes to
cook. She’s got her goofy-looking sheet of metal that passes for a
frying pan and is holding it over the fire, making cakes. Not
pancakes, sadly, but some shitty root thing that tastes like a potato
mated with a dog turd. Everyone here loves them, but | guess I'm
still only a month or two gone from my last French fry, and to me
they are not the same. “Hey, Stace.”

“Hi, Maddie,” she says, and though she smiles, there’s a wary note
in her voice. Could be that | might have thrown one of those cakes at
her head back when [ first got to the main cave. Jeez, people sure
do hold a grudge. “Hungry?”

| nod but don'’t sit down. “Thought I'd grab a cake or two to take back
to my roomie.” Pretty sure Asha hasn’t crawled out of bed today. I'm
not even sure she left it yesterday.

Stacy’s expression softens. “Poor Asha. She’s really struggling lately.
Here, I'll make her a cake and put some of that peppery spice on it



that everyone seems to like so much. You want some on yours, t00?”
“‘Me? God no.” | make a face. “I like having sinuses, thank you.”

She chuckles and gets to work, patting some shredded root crap and
then adding something that looks like lard from a tiny bowl and then
seasoning from another. She forms a cake and then gently lays it in
the skillet. As she bends over, | see her baby’s on her back like a
papoose, his fists waving in the air. Aw, cute.

“‘How is Asha as a roommate?” she asks. “Are you two getting
along?”

“Oh, it's great. We both hate it here, so you know, that’s a real
bonding experience.”

The guarded look returns to Stacy’s face. “You hate it here?”

“Just a joke,” | say quickly. Clearly Stacy takes my sarcasm for truth.
Which it is...but just a wee bit exaggerated. | can’t really hate it on
the ice planet if my sister loves it here. “It’s taking some getting used
to, that’s all.”

But she still looks worried. “Should | say something to the healer
about Asha? She’s clearly depressed—"

“I'm sure she’s fine.” Great, now Stacy’s going to be up Asha’s ass,
too. I’'m sure my sour roomie will love that. “I'll talk with her, okay?”

Stacy flips the cakes with an expert toss, and then slides them onto
a small plate that looks like it was made from the vertebra of
something whale-sized. “I can—’

“Nope, it's good. I'm all good. I'll go talk with her right now. Thanks,
Stacy.” | snag the plate and rush off before she gets any ideas, even
though | know | probably just pissed her off. I'm the one who has to
live with Asha, though, and I’'m pretty sure she wouldn’t appreciate a
pep talk.

| make my way through the busy cave purposefully, acting like | have
somewhere important to be so no one else stops me. Everyone’s



always so chatty and there’s not a lot of privacy. It’s like sharing your
living room with forty strangers, and everyone brings their crafts out
into the main cave to work together or talk to one another. Two men
have their skinning frames set up off to one side and are scraping
while they talk in the alien language that everyone seems to know
but me. Someone else has spread a blanket and is watching a baby
crawl, and a few other people are gathered and look like they're
doing sewing or weaving or something equally domestic and totally
out of my repertoire. | know how to mix drinks and balance a cash
register, not this other garbage. At some point | guess I'm going to
have to learn, but the thought depresses me.

This isn’t the life | signed up for. No one wants me here. I'm not
useful. 'm not even pleasant to be around. I’'m not making babies.
Oh, and I'm fat, which means | eat more, and there’s talk about food
shortages in the winter months, which makes me anxious. At what
point do they start giving me the stink eye because I'm chubby and
like my food? Of course, Lila won’t let them be mean to me, and then
I’m even more depressed because I'm the one who should be
protecting Lila, not the other way around.

The privacy screen is over our doorway, and | hesitate, holding the
steaming cakes close. The whole ‘privacy screen’ thing is supposed
to work like a door, or rather, the sock on the doorknob that roomies
hang to let the other roomie know not to come in. No one’s supposed
to acknowledge you even exist on the other side if the screen is up.
Which | guess | get, but now I’'m officially locked out of my own room
and | don’t hear anything but silence on the other side.

Asha locked me out so she could take a nap? Screw that.

| listen for a moment longer to make sure Asha’s not having really
quiet sex or something, because | would feel like an ass if that was
the case. Except I'm also pretty sure Asha hasn’t bathed or left her
bed in days, so | doubt she’s feeling sexy.

Fuck it. | push the screen aside and go in. “Yo, Asha. | got breakfast
for you. Or | guess it’s lunch at this point, but whatever.”



The interior of our small cave is dark and depressing. | don’t have
much shit since I'm new, so my side of the room is nothing but a
heap of furs that makes up my bed. Asha’s got a few baskets lined
up along the wall, but I've never seen her crack them open. Actually,
I've never seen her do a hell of a lot. As a roommate, she sucks.
Either | get to sit out in the open and have people ‘nice’ me to death,
or | can come and sit in a dark room with Wednesday Addams here.

Asha sits up as | enter, her hair messy, a scowl on her face. Her
cheeks look suspiciously wet and she sniffs as she glares at me.
She says something in alien that is probably along the lines of “Did
you not see the screen?”

“Yeah, | ignored your screen,” | say in English, dropping to my bed.
“And | know you know English, and you know | don’t know sa-khui,
so don’t even start with me.” | pick up one of the crispy cakes and
hold it out to her. “Hungry?”

“No,” she says in a sullen voice. She holds a wad of clothing to her
chest and lies back down. “I want to be left alone.”

‘I want to be home and eating a Happy Meal, but we don’t always
get what we want.” Man, these cakes are so not great. | mean, I'm
going to eat both of them, but I'm definitely going to be thinking of
Happy Meals the entire time.

“Do you not have somewhere else to go?” Asha snaps at me.

“God, | wish.” | shake my head and polish off the last of my cake
before picking hers up. “This is where we come to be depressed,
right? So | thought I'd join you in your wallowing.”

She hugs the clothing—it looks like a man’s tunic—to her chest and
frowns at me. “What are you depressed about?”

My nose runs with every bite, but | devour her cake anyhow. “Oh,
any number of things. But if you're talking about today, my sister’s
going on a field trip with her new hubby and I'm too fat and out of
shape to go.”

She snorts. “The walk will do you good.”



“Thank you, Richard Simmons,” | say dryly. “Besides, it’s all couples
going and | don’t belong there.” Loneliness washes over me like a
wave, and | suddenly feel as tired and beat-down by the world as
Asha looks. | crawl into my bed and lie on my belly, staring at
nothing. “This place sucks,” | say after a few minutes of silence. “I'm
miserable.”

And | am. | feel like weeping, because I'm alone and forgotten and |
don’t even have a soul-sucking job to distract me.

“So do something,” Asha tells me, and she sounds irritated. “Do not
just whine in my direction.”

“That’s rich—motivational support from you.”

“You are angry because your sister does not need you. Anyone can
see that.” She shoves at her blankets, adjusting them, and then pulls
them over her again, huddling underneath.

“It's amazing you can see anything considering you never leave your
bed,” | snark back at her, but she’s right. I'm flailing without my sister.
Who am | if I'm not Lila’s protector? All of who | was back on Earth
has been stripped away, and while Lila was gone, | clung to her
presence as an anchor. | told myself that when Lila got back, things
would be better. We'd find our way together.

Except Lila got back and she no longer needed me.
“So what do you do when everything is terrible?” | ask Asha.

‘I am going to lie in bed,” she says in a terse voice. “You will have to
think of something else, because | do not want company. Find
another place to hide. This one is mine.”

Dude. She’s harsh. “| thought we were supposed to be roomies.”
“No one asked me if | wanted a companion.”

Well, she’s got a point there. | roll onto my side and ignore her, trying
out the whole ‘wallowing’ thing. | have to admit, it's pretty damn
boring. I'm used to doing things throughout the day, not hiding. This



isn’t going to work for me. | roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling,
and then | look over at Asha again. “So you're basically telling me |
need a hobby and that you already have the market cornered on
‘moping’ and | need to find something else.”

“Something of that nature.” Her voice is dull, tired. “Find something
to amuse you.”

“Like what?”

She sighs heavily, as if the very act of answering me is exhausting.
“The rest of the tribe helps each other. There is cooking, and
gathering, and tanning...” Her voice catches and she takes a deep
breath before continuing. “And there are kits to watch over while the
others are out hunting.”

Oh. Hunting. I'm intrigued. | imagine myself with a bow and arrow,
like Liz. She’s a badass. I'd like to be a badass, too. “You know
what? | think you might be right, Asha.”

“Good. Now go away.”



HASSEN

F rom my vantage point up on a snowy cliff, | watch as Taushen
wrestles to pull one of his nets out of the water in the valley below.
He grabs a handful of the net, tugs, and then bobs and slips on the
muddy banks. | stifle my laughter. How much sah-sah did Taushen
drink last night? | saw him and Hemalo splitting one of the skins
while sitting around a fire. At least he's alert enough to have
remembered to toss the soap-berries into the water before pulling his
nets, or there would be fang-fish chewing on his boots right now. He
picks himself up off the slushy ground and rubs his forehead. And
tugs again.

And falls down again.

| bite the inside of my cheek to keep my laughter silent. Taushen is
too young yet to know when to stop drinking sah-sah, though
Hemalo should have known better. | wonder why they were drinking,
then decide | do not care. | feel a stab of jealousy. It should have
been me drinking with them, enjoying myself. Now | am nothing. A
bitter fool who must hunt endlessly for fires he is not welcome at.

| try not to let it eat at my gut, but | cannot help it. The tribe was all |
had, and now | have nothing.



Now | am moping like Taushen, | imagine. | cannot do this. An exile
must always work. While they whine and drink, | hunt and feed the
tribe. | ran across Taushen’s trail this morning, and decided to follow
him after | saw the wildly weaving pattern of his footsteps into the
snow. | have been watching over him to make certain he does
nothing foolish or risky, but Taushen is smart. He stays close to the
caves and checks traplines and nets instead of fishing while his head
is aching and his reflexes slow.

| suspect Taushen is not the only one that drank too much last night
and is moving slow this morning. | chuckle to myself as the young
hunter tugs at his net again and then thumps down onto his bottom
like a kit, staring out at the water. This is turning out to be quite
entertaining.

| am so focused on Taushen that | almost miss the snow-cat that
stalks nearby, slinking from the twisty leaves of a bush to a snowy
overhang. | ready one of my bone knives, studying the creature. It is
emaciated, fur matted, and the khui glow in its eyes is weak. Its
movements are slow. Diseased, then, or riddled with worms and so
far gone even its khui cannot keep it healthy. | watch it study me,
then it slinks away. It is too weak to challenge for territory, and | relax
my grip on my knife. A fresh snow-cat would make a decent meal for
those back at the cave, but this one is not good to eat.

As | watch it retreat, a long, straight bone wobbles through the air
and drops to the ground a short distance away.

| narrow my eyes, squinting at it. Am | seeing things? Is Leezh or
Raahosh nearby? Was that one of their arrows? | have seen them
hunt with the weapon, though, and trained with it myself. | know how
to aim and hit my prey with one of the slim arrows, but that shot...it
was not good. It would not kill the snow-cat even if the creature
remained entirely still.

The snow-cat limps away, and in the distance | can hear a female
letting out an angry string of strange human words. Curious, | get to
my feet and crouch low, remaining in my hiding spot amongst the



intisar bushes. Their spines pull at my clothes, but | nudge the
leaves aside carefully, gazing out.

A figure swathed in many layers of furs moves through the snow.
The form is small enough to be human, and curvy enough that | can
guess which one it is. What is Mah-dee doing out here? Alone?

She wanders away, scooping up her arrow and then heading down
into a nearby valley, presumably to chase the snow-cat she is
hunting.

| glance back at Taushen. He is clearly not fit to be hunting this
morning, and | worry | cannot leave him. At the same time, Mah-dee
is alone and out in the wild. She will get hurt...or worse, if she
corners the sickly snow-cat. | am torn.

| move back to the ridge and look over at Taushen again. To my
relief, he has given up on his nets and is heading back in the
direction of the tribal cave, a long, heavy fish slung over one
shoulder. Good. That leaves me free to go and rescue Mah-dee from
herself.

| turn back toward her and see she is already down in the valley,
chasing after her prey. Her steps are slow and awkward in the
snowshoes, and she uses the end of the bow as a pole to guide her.
As | watch, she stumbles forward, planting face first into the thick
snow.

| sigh and head down the side of the hill after her, stifling my
irritation. Humans are painfully unaware of just how dangerous it is
for them to be out in the snows. Mah-dee is more unaware than
most, but she is also newer than the others. If this were Jo-see or
Claire, | would have harsh words for them, but | suppose | must be
forgiving when it comes to Mah-dee.

| hike down after her.

All thoughts of forgiveness and understanding disappear when she
pauses in the snow again and draws her bow, and | hear a metlak’s
warning cry, followed by the snow-cat’s howl. Worry thuds in my



chest. How can one small human find so much trouble so quickly? |
speed up, drawing my knives.

Mah-dee is brave. She swings her bow toward the metlak’s call, not
backing away. Her form tenses, and in the distance, | see a metlak’s
dirty, yellow fur against the snow. It crouches low, then calls again.

Mah-dee fires at it, but her arrow flops to the ground close to her
feet. She mutters something in human again.

The metlak charges.

| bellow a response, leaping forward. | cross the short distance
between myself and Mah-dee in a matter of moments. As a hunter,
my duty is to protect, and | surge in front of Mah-dee even as she
fumbles for another arrow. Blades drawn, | snarl at the metlak,
daring it to approach.

Its snarl turns into a screech of fear. It turns and scrambles away, as
| suspected it would. They are cowardly but vicious, and tend to run
if confronted or cornered. It did not run from Mah-dee, and | shudder
to think what it would have done to her if she had stayed in place
and continued to try to fire arrows. The thought makes my stomach
clench, and anger bursts through my mind.

Stupid human.

| chase the metlak a bit longer, taking out my rage on it. The creature
continues to hoot and screech its fear, and | do not stop until | am
certain it will not circle back to Mah-dee. | slow my steps and then
turn back, scanning for the snow-cat or other dangers that Mah-dee
might have stumbled into. | sense nothing, however, and relax
enough to sheathe my blades.

Mah-dee is still standing where | left her, mouth open. The bow is in
her hands, half-raised, an arrow resting. “What was all that?” she
asks me. “And where’d you come from?”

“Did you not see my tracks?” | snarl at her. “Did you not see the
tracks of the metlak before you charged into this valley?”



She blinks at me. “Tracks? I...oh. | didn’t think about that.” She looks
back behind her, at the churned-up snow left from her snowshoes. ‘I
guess that should have been obvious.”

My irritation swells even greater. Even the youngest of kits is taught

to look closely at churned snow. “Who is with you?” | will knock that

hunter on the head for being such a fool as to let Mah-dee run off by
herself.

“No one is with me.” She lifts her chin defiantly. “'m alone.”
“What? How?” There is no one protecting her?

Her brows go down and she gives me an incredulous look. “I put one
foot in front of the other and walked out?”

“And no one was there to stop you?”

“Last | checked, it was a tribe, not a prison. And | don’t know if you
noticed, but people are a little busy lately. No one’s got time to hang
out with a bored human.” She says it in a casual voice, but there is a
tension on her round, funny-looking human face.

An arrow slides out of the quiver she has on her shoulder—her
shoulder, of all places—and | absently pick it up. “Why is everyone
so busy?”

“There was a party the other day, which | know you know about,
because | saw you there.” Her cheeks flush pink. “And then Maylak
had her baby, so a bunch of people set off to hunt one of those really
enormous creatures—"

“‘Sa-kohtsk,” | say absently, moving forward and untying the quiver
from her shoulder. “This goes at your hip, not over your arm.”

“Oh. A sa-kohtsk, right. Anyhow, they need cooties for the baby.
They gotta parasite him up. You know how it goes.”

| do not understand payr-uh-site but | do know how a sa-kohtsk hunt
works. The delicate khui are removed from the creature’s heart and
given to the newborn kit so he may live. Sa-khui children are born



without a khui — they are native to this world and we are not. The
khui burrows into the chest and wraps around the heart, lighting the
eyes of the host. It keeps us strong and healthy...and gives us
resonance. The humans are still not comfortable with the idea of
such a thing living inside them, but those without a khui perish in a
handful of days. “A khui is a good thing.”

“So everyone keeps telling me.” She shrugs. “And my sister and a
few people are also going out to the fruit cave to go harvest and
scope the area out. Cave’s gonna be pretty empty for the next
while.”

‘| see.” | tie the quiver at her waist and then adjust where it hangs.
Mah-dee stands there like a kit, oblivious to how close | am. My head
is full of warring thoughts. | am angry that the tribe has gone on not
one but two hunts and | was not included. Of course | was not. | am
exiled. | am not welcome until | have been punished enough that
Vektal is happy. The thought burns in my gut.

| am also still angry that Mah-dee is out here, alone. No one thought
to protect the human? To see that she is kept busy? Give her
something to do? “And so you came out here because...” | trail off,
waiting for her to finish the thought.

Mah-dee’s cheeks are bright red with emotion. She finally slaps my
hands away and scowls at me. “Like | said, because it’s not a
prison?”

“l do not know what this ‘pree-sawn’ is.”

“‘Never mind.” She sighs. “Probably wasting my breath trying to
explain to you how | feel.”

“‘But it is acceptable to waste my time and endanger yourself by
trying to hunt?” | give her a curious look. “Is this a human thing | do
not understand? Do you enjoy endangering yourself?”

She blows out an angry breath and her eyes narrow at me. Her
hands go to her hips. “Fuck you.”



| go very still. | have heard that human word before. They spout it
from time to time, but | have dismissed it as babble. It was not one |
learned when the Elders’ Cave taught me their words, but one |
overheard Jo-see say to Haeden recently, in between kissings. Lust
blazes through me, surprising in its intensity. | study Mah-dee. Under
the furs, | know her form is lush and thick, healthy and solid. She is
not built like tiny Jo-see, but strong and plump with good health. Her
hair is a strange pale color, but her round face is appealing for all its
human strangeness. | am surprised...and honored that she has
chosen me as a pleasure-mate. “You wish me to fuck you? | accept.”

MADDIE

Mate with him?

“Wait, whaaaaaat?” | put my hands up as Hassen pulls me against
him, and my palms slap against his hard chest. Oh, wow. He’s...
really warm. | didn’t realize how chilly it was out here until | touched
him, and now all | can think about is his scorching heating pad of a
chest with the silky blue fuzz covering his body. My hands are on his
pectorals and he’s hard all over, which is fascinating and makes my
girl parts sit up and pay attention.

“I will make it good for you,” he says in a gruff voice. “Tell me how
you like to be pleasured and | will do it.”

His confusing words jerk me right back to reality. “Wait, no, | was
telling you to fuck off, not that | want to fuck.”

He tilts his head, and it’s clear to me that he doesn’t understand the
distinction. Heck, with every moment he touches me, I'm starting to
lose track of the distinction, too. He’s all muscly and sexy and warm
and gosh, it really has been a while since I've had sex.

Actually, it's been a while since someone has touched me at all. I've
been so isolated and alone out here, and Lila’s occupied with her
new man and I've felt...discarded.



| sure don’t feel discarded right now, not with Hassen’s glowing eyes
burning into mine.

Slowly, regretfully, | give him another shove and push back, moving
away from him. “'m not having sex with you. That was a figure of
speech.”

He frowns. “Fig-yuur of speesh? | do not understand—"

“It means | was saying something you took the wrong way.”
“What did you mean, then?”

“I meant you are being rude and annoying.”

He huffs at that. “Then why did you demand that | fuck you?”

Okay, seriously. The arousal | felt at touching him is quickly
disappearing behind irritation once more. “I. Didnt.” | grit out each
word. “I was trying to tell you that | can do what | want. | don’t need
to ask anyone if | feel like hunting. You don't, right?”

Hassen gives me a puzzled look. “Why do you want to hunt?”

“Because | am bored. | am so damn bored.” | sling the bow back
over my shoulder, irritated. “The other girls in the cave are all busy
with raising babies or making babies. Everyone else is out hunting or
gathering or whatever the hell it is you people do. Even my sister
won’t let me join her because I’'m too damn fat and out of shape.” I'm
still stinging over that one. Since coming to the ice planet, I've been
shedding inches like crazy because of all the physical activity. |
thought | was actually looking pretty svelte, so to hear that I'm
considered a burden hurts.

No, scratch that. It makes me angry. No one’s giving me a fair shake
on this planet, all because | was a little temperamental when | found
out my sister was stolen.

Hassen reaches out and straightens the bow on my shoulder,
pushing one side back that probably would have jabbed me in the
eye if | turned to the left. “l understand.”



That isn’t what | expected to hear from the big, muscly jerk that stole
my sister and just tried to make out with me. “You do?”

“l understand boredom.” He gestures at the endless snowy hills
around us, his face hard. “You think | do not get bored with no one to
talk to? Hunting day in and day out with barely a word spoken to
another? You think | do not long for company around the fire at
night? | would gladly take Taushen’s snoring over the silence of
being alone.”

“l...oh.” | suddenly don’t know what to say. That sounds awful, and
yet at the same time, | can’t believe I’'m having feelings of sympathy
toward the douche that stole my sister. Because | know what it’s like
to be ignored. | know what it’s like to feel like everyone in the world is
against you. | know what it feels like to be on the outside and
wanting desperately to be accepted.

| just didn’t think I'd be feeling kinship towards Hassen. I've been told
over and over again that Lila was never in danger with him, that he
only stole her because he wanted to take care of her and mate with
her, but I've been holding on to a lot of damn anger over that,
regardless. He tried to force her hand, and that was not cool.

But now I'm also seeing another layer below ‘cocky jerkbag.” He still
is, but he’s also...lonely and desperate. He saw my sister as a
chance and he took it. | should hate him for that. Instead, | keep
thinking about how warm his fuzzy, velvety chest was.

| must be an idiot. “Well, if you're bored,” | say lightly, “then teach me
how to hunt. We can keep each other company.” | twang the bow
string that’s snugged between my breasts like a seatbelt. “| need to
learn to be useful. Not just because | need to contribute to the food
situation, but | need something to do.”

| don’t point out the thought niggling in the back of my mind: that |
need to be able to take care of myself if | ever can’t take it and want
to leave the tribe. | keep telling myself that will never happen, and
yet | keep thinking about it. Because | don’t feel loved, or needed, or



accepted, and | didn'’t realize how badly | needed those things until
NOW.

Hassen regards me for such a long time that | can’t tell what’s going
on in that head of his. Is he thinking about teaching me? Is he
thinking dirty thoughts about me? Is he...focused on the fucking? |
shiver at the thought, because that’s another that won'’t leave my
head.

Stupid head, always holding on to the wrong stuff.

| fiddle with the bowstring again and his gaze goes there. | freeze,
because now that means he’s looking right at my boobs. | hope he’s
not wondering why they’re so much bigger than all the other girls
here. None of the aliens are fat, and that would be a hella awkward
conversation to have.

‘I am supposed to be exiled,” he finally says, looking up at my eyes
once more.

“That’s cool,” | say brightly. “I'll just teach myself. No biggie.” | turn
away.

He grabs my arm, and to my surprise, he growls—just like a bear. It's
weird...and it makes my body thrill just a bit more than it should.
“You did not let me finish, female.”

“Pfft. Then go ahead and finish, male.” | turn back to him and gesture
grandly. “Continue.”

Hassen crosses his arms over his chest. And okay, | really should
not be paying attention to the fact that it makes his arms flex into the
most incredible biceps, or that his pectorals are these amazing flat
squares of muscle that are just begging to be petted again. “We
cannot tell anyone that we are meeting. | do not wish for the chief to
prolong my exile.”

Oh. Is that his only concern? | smile, relieved. It feels like he just
agreed to be my friend, and it's strange how happy that makes me.
“Cool. So you’re going to tutor me after all?”



He gives a quick nod and studies me again. “But not with this bow.”
“Why not?”

“Your arms are not long enough to draw it properly. You are smaller
than Leezh.”

That’s not something | hear often, and | preen a bit at that. | mean,
clearly he’s not talking about our figures, because Liz just had a
baby and I'm still larger than her, but | like hearing it anyhow. “Then
what?”

He grabs my hand and studies it, frowning to himself.

“W-what are you looking at?” God, | sound all breathless. But him
grabbing my hand has kind of thrown me for a loop. His hands are
so freaking big, and | feel all dainty and girly next to him.

“You have small fingers,” he tells me, and it sounds like an
admonition. “And small hands. Too small for my blades.”

“Are there extras somewhere | can borrow?” Part of me wants to pull
my hand back out of his grip, and the other part of me wants him to
stroke his thumb down the length of my upturned palm. Or kiss it.
Yeah, kissing would work.

Oh, god, now I’'m having weird sex fantasies about the guy that
kidnapped my sister.

| snatch my hand out of his and he looks surprised, then seems to
shrug it off. “The storage cave.”

| think of the layout of the tribal cave. There’s a room or two in the
back of the ‘new’ wing—the area with all the rough-cut rock—where
a lot of extra furs and bones and things are kept. “l think | know
where that is. I'll look.”

“We will meet there in the morning,” he corrects me. “I will pick out
the appropriate weapons for your hand size and we will train on
those.”



| want to object to his chauvinistic ‘I will pick for the lilI' lady’ attitude,
but | actually don’t know if my hand size is going to affect things after
all. Maybe I'm just being defensive. | look at the big knives strapped
to his belt and try to imagine them in my hands. Okay, yeah, he
might be on to something. “We can go back there now—"

“No. For now, | am going to take you home.”
Arrogant jerk. “Why?”

“Because there are metlaks in this area and it is not safe for you.” He
puts a hand on my shoulder and slowly turns me back toward the
direction | came. “So | am going to guide you home and then | am
going to go and find Taushen and make sure that he made it back to
the cave, too.”

Taushen? Huh? “Okayyyy. What time are we meeting in the morning,
then? Because | have to warn you, my schedule’s pretty full,” | say
flippantly.

“Schedule?” The way he says the word is funny, all drawn out and
strange. “What is this?”

“It's a joke,” | reply dryly. “Never mind.”
I

| FART AROUND in the tribal cave for the rest of the day. Really,
there’s nothing for me to do and everyone else seems so
preoccupied that | feel awkward asking if anyone needs help. And
really, there’s not much | can do to help with a lot of stuff. | don’t
know anything about babies, or skinning, or fletching arrows,
weaving, or any of that stuff, so | mostly end up sitting around the fire
looking bored. Normally there are a few people sitting around
shooting the shit, but today the cave feels incredibly empty. There
are a few elders sitting around, and | can hear a baby crying in the
distance. The fire keeps burning down to ashes and so | have to
keep stoking it, which is...not something I'm good at. | end up



shoving a lot of the big dried dung chips onto the fire and hoping for
the best.

Which means that I've got a huge blaze going by the time someone
drops by.

“‘Jeez, cold?” Stacy swings back through with her papoose and gives
me a curious look. “Do you need more furs? Because stoking the fire
that high won’t do more than just burn a lot of fuel—"

“It was an accident,” | say, feeling defensive. ‘I didn’t mean to make
it so big. It just kept going out.”

“Oh. Well, you have to stack the chips really close together to get it
to burn for a long time. That's why some of them are bundled
together.” She bustles over to the fire and uses a couple of the
poking sticks to shove all the fuel into a tight, tidy little pile. The
flames die a bit and settle back to a less-than-blazing roar.

“Thanks,” | say, and try to sound like | mean it. | hate that everyone’s
constantly correcting me on how to do even the most basic of things.

“Of course,” she says, and the expression on her face tells me she is
contemplating a strategic retreat from the fire. Damn, am | that
unpleasant to be around?

| smile at Stacy, a little desperate for company. | pat one of the
nearby stools, encouraging her to stay. “So what are you up to?”

The tension eases from her body and she relaxes. She doesn'’t sit in
the stool next to me but pulls up one across the fire and produces
her frying pan from her satchel. “Josie’s been sick all afternoon, so |
thought I'd make her some cakes. They're easier on the stomach
than raw meat. Or cooked meat.”

“Or that peppery dried meat stuff.”

Stacy wrinkles her nose. “Yep. So | thought I'd make cakes.” She
pulls out her little pot of grease and rubs down the surface of the
skillet, and | watch her. The skillet itself is pretty junky looking—a
square with bent-up edges to form a lip, soldered onto a long metal



handle with a bone grip. Where they got the solder, | have no idea.
Stacy’s the only one with a skillet though, and that kind of makes her
the unofficial cook of the group, just like Tiffany’s the unofficial
gardener. They both have skills they’re putting to use.

| have nothing practical to offer, which is a real bummer. A bartender
on an ice planet is about as useful as a runway model.

Stacy takes a chunk of the fleshy white root, dices it, and then adds
a bit more grease and a few other ingredients | don’t recognize
before patting it into a cake and then puts it on the skillet over the
fire. “How’s your roommate?”

“The same.”
“She like the cake | made for her? Should | make her more?”

| shrug. “I can take her more if you make them, but | don’t know if
she’ll eat them.” | don’t point out that she didn’t eat the last one.
Someone’s here and actually talking to me, and | don’t want to scare
her off. “You seen Farli lately? She usually hangs out with me.” The
teenager is my best buddy in the cave, it seems.

“She went with the others for the sa-kohtsk hunt. Pashov went with
them. Georgie, too.”

“Are they going to be hunting?” | try to picture the chief’s wife and
teenage Farli attacking one of those things.

“Probably just going to help out and get out of the cave for a while
before the brutal season hits.”

Right. Because winter is coming, yadda yadda. I've been hearing a
lot about it for weeks now, but | don’t see how it can get much worse
than it already is.

Stacy looks up and smiles at someone behind me. “Hey, Josie. How
are you feeling?”

| look up as Josie drops onto the stool next to me. There’s a pale
cast to her face, and her hair is limp and sweaty. “Awful. Did | say |



wanted morning sickness? Clearly I'm insane.” Her hands go to her
stomach. “Please tell me this doesn’t last long.”

“It doesn’t last long,” Stacy parrots.
“Liar.”

“You didn’t ask for the truth,” Stacy retorts. “Here, I’'m making you
cakes. Maybe you can keep them down.”

Josie puts a finger under her nose as if to block out the smell. I
guess. | wish Haeden was here.” She blinks back huge tears. “I hate
that I've been sick all day and he’s off hunting. | need him.”

“Oh, honey,” Stacy says, voice soft. “You’re hormonal. He went with
Maylak’s hunting party. They’re getting a khui for that cute baby of
hers. You know he can'’t stay in the cave and stroke your hair all
day.”

“‘Can’t he?” she says wistfully. She looks over at me as if noticing me
for the first time. “Did you not go out with the others, Maddie?”

“Didn’t feel like it,” | lie. Obviously Josie has been in her cave enough
that she doesn’t know that | wasn’t invited. I'm not going to disabuse
her of that notion. “Thought I'd stick around and hang out here.”

“It's boring without my Haeden,” Josie says, sighing gustily.

Stacy just rolls her eyes.

“‘Having a hard time staying busy?” | ask. God, | know how that feels.
“Not in the ways | want to be busy,” Josie says with a pout.

“Overshare,” Stacy says, flipping a cake and then sliding it onto one
of her plates.

“Oh, come on. I'm pregnhant. Sometimes you get an itch and it really,
really needs to be scratched. You weren’t horny when you were
pregnant, Stace?”

Stacy holds the plate out to Josie. “I'm sure | was, but I'm also pretty
sure Maddie doesn’t want to hear about your sex life.”



Josie takes the plate from Stacy and looks over at me. “Sorry.”

“Oh, it’s all right. At least one of us is having sex.” And for some
reason, the moment the words come out of my mouth, | think of
Hassen.

You wish me to fuck you? | accept.

| suddenly feel very restless. | think of the way his skin felt under my
hands, the warmth of his body, how big and strong he was. How
good he felt to touch. | shouldn’t be noticing these things about
Hassen of all people. And yet. And yet.

I’m attracted to him, and | haven’t been attracted to anyone else on
this planet. | couldn’t get past the horns and the fangs and the tails—
dear lord, the tails. But with Hassen, I'm not thinking about that. I'm
mostly thinking about pectorals. And how velvety soft his skin was.

You wish me to fuck you? | accept.

Is it...wrong to want to tap the ass of a man that kidnapped my
sister?

Probably.
Am | thinking about it anyhow?
Oh, yeah.

‘I didn’t think I'd be this bad when | was pregnant,” Josie is saying.
“Like, | thought once the baby was in, | wouldn’t want Haeden to
touch me until it came back out again. But oh, man.” She sighs
dramatically and wraps her arms around her torso. “Being pregnant
just means | need sex all the damn time.”

“We know,” Stacy says dryly, putting a new cake on the fire. “You're
noisy.”

“Don’t care,” Josie’s voice is cheerful. “It's just that sometimes you
gotta scratch an itch, you know? And lately, man, have | been
itching.”



Stacy just laughs, but | say nothing. What Josie is saying is hitting
me right in the feels. I've been restless and lonely ever since | got
here to the ice planet. Is that what | need, too? Someone to scratch
my itch? Josie looks so damn content and she’s been barfing all
afternoon.

You wish me to fuck you? | accept.

Maybe...maybe | should have taken him up on that. The moment the
idea crosses my mind, | don’t hate it. | don’t hate it at all. It can’t be a
‘real’ mating because we’re not resonating. | can’t get pregnant.

There’s no one to judge me, either. The aliens are pretty open-
minded about sex. Heck, I've seen couples making out in the public
bathing pool, leaving little to the imagination, and no one nearby
batted an eye. I've heard people having sex in their caves at night. It
gets someone a little teasing and that's about it.

And to make it even more convenient?

Everyone’s gone. They’re out hunting or fruit gathering. The cave’s
practically empty and will be for probably another week.

This would be the perfect time to get my ‘itch’ scratched.

Plus, there’s a bonus in that Hassen is exiled. He's not supposed to
be around. If things get awkward, it's not like I’'m going to have to
face him constantly. He’s not going to be around the fire at breakfast.
He’s not going to be hanging out during the afternoon gatherings.
He's exiled.

The more | think about it, the more I'm intrigued by the idea. I'm not
opposed to a one-night stand. I’'m sure not opposed to scratching the
itch that’s been plaguing me lately. | mean, if | get laid and | relax?
That’s a win. There’s zero strings attached.

Of course, | need to find out how he truly feels about my sister
before | decide to claim him for my selfish needs. If he’s hung up on
Lila, I'm not touching him.



But if he’s not...l cross my legs tightly, squeezing my thighs together.
Maybe it's wrong to focus my attentions on him. He’s probably the
wrong guy.

But he’s so right in so many other ways that | can’t help it. | toss
around other ideas in my mind. Taushen didn’t go with the others.
Warrek didn’t, either. Hemalo. A few of the elders. None of those
even come close to making me think about wanting sex. The
moment | think of Hassen, though, it’s all that’'s on my mind.

| could wait for the other parties to come back from hunting, but...|
like the thought of the cave being so empty. It'll give me the freedom
| wouldn’t normally have to.

It's right now or never. | glance at the entrance to the cave, but it's
empty.

Okay, it's tomorrow morning or never.



HASSEN

| am at the tribal cave early the next morning, ready to start the
day’s hunt lessons with Mah-dee. | admit that | am looking forward to
this more than | anticipated. While my days are filled with hunting as
usual, it is the endless nights around a lonely fire that are starting to
wear on me. It is not the same as being out on the trails, knowing
that | have a warm fire and friendships to return home to. As an
exile, | have nothing and no company to break up the endless days.

| thought it would not bother me, but it does.

Helping Mah-dee learn to hunt will not fix the ache of loneliness, but
it is something to do while | check my traps, and she is fierce and
interesting to speak with. | do not know if she will be easy to teach,
but that is the least of my concerns. | am just eager to have company
through the day.

| enter the cave, and it feels strange to have no meat at hand to feed
the tribe. | feel like | should not be here, though there is no one to
cast a judging stare. One of the humans sits near the main fire, but
the rest of the cave is empty; it is too early for most to be awake. |
set my spear down near the entrance and head toward the back
storage cave.



To my surprise, Mah-dee is already there. Her back is to me, her
yellow mane shining and cascading over her shoulders. She is not
dressed to go outside, though, wearing only a light leather tunic and
leggings. “You cannot wear that out,” | say in greeting, moving past
her to step into the storage chamber. “You are human. They do not
stay warm.”

‘I know that,” she says, a hint of irritation in her voice. “You think |
haven’t noticed that I'm human?”

“I would think you have.” | look around the cave. There are baskets
of furs, bones, horns, seeds, and anything else the tribe might need.
| do not see more arrows, though, or slings. There are a few spears
resting on one wall, but | can tell at a glance that they are too large
for someone with small hands like Mah-dee. “What have you found?”

‘I haven’t been looking,” she says, and sidles up to me. “I have a
question for you, instead.”

| frown as | look over at her. A question? “What is it?”

The look on her face is wary, her hands clasped behind her back.
“My sister is mated to your friend, Rokan. How does that make you
feel?”

| narrow my eyes at her and then move to pick up the smallest spear
in the supplies. It is light and fragile, and yet | still suspect it will be
too heavy for Mah-dee. “Why does it matter?”

“Let’s just say it matters to me, all right?”

“Because we cannot be friends if | hold feelings for your sister? Is
this why you ask?” | am not a fool.

She shrugs.

| pick up the spear, testing its heft. Light, but balanced. | hold it out to
her. “Try this.”

Mah-dee takes it from me and then gives me another pointed stare.
“Well?”



| sigh, because | know she will not give up on this. More, it is a topic |
am not keen to discuss. Just thinking about it feels as if | have to
peel back a layer of skin and expose myself. “I...it is complicated.”

“I've got time to listen.”

| grunt and watch as she grips the spear. Her hands are small along
the much thicker shaft. Perhaps spears are a bad idea and | should
make her more arrows. Yet she was not skilled with the bow. “I am
glad for Li-lah and Rokan.”

“You are?”

| nod. “Rokan is a good hunter. He deserves a mate. He is happy
with her. Thus, | am glad for them.”

“That’s a total cop-out of an answer.” She pokes at me with the
spear, stepping closer. “How do you really feel? You kidnapped my
sister because you wanted her to be your bride. Don’t tell me you
don’t feel anything.”

“Oh, | feel things.” | feel a great many things.

“Well?” She jabs me again, the spearhead dragging against my arm
and leaving a scratch.

| grab at it and glare at her. “You wish to know how | feel? | am
angry.”

Her eyes go wide. “Go on.”

‘I am angry that | am a strong, capable male and yet my khui is
silent. | am ashamed that | broke the rules of my tribe and stole a
female that hated me and did nothing but cry every time | looked at
her. | am sad that | am no longer welcome. | am disappointed that |
risked all and gained nothing. And yet...I am happy for Rokan. And |
am...” | let the words trail off, because | remember that Mah-dee is
Li-lah’s sister.

“You are what?” she prompts. “Spit it out.”



“l am...glad that Li-lah is not my female.” The words taste like grit in
my mouth, but even as | say them, they are curiously freeing. “She
and |...we were not a good match. | thought perhaps | would get
used to her, that we would grow into each other, but...we did not,
and | am glad for it. And then | am even more angry that | broke the
rules of the tribe for her.” | flick the spearhead away from my skin.
“Does that satisfy you?”

For some reason, Mah-dee smiles brilliantly. “Actually, yes.”

| grunt. There is no understanding females sometimes. “Then | am
glad my pain pleases you.”

“It's not that | want you to be in pain,” she says, and puts the spear
aside. “It’s just...well.” She considers me. “It makes things easier on
my end.”

| frown in her direction and turn back to the spears, searching for an
even lighter weapon. Perhaps the one | handed her does not feel
right and she needs a different one. “Easier for what?”

Her hand goes to my arm. “For me to do something for myself.”
Mah-dee is not making sense. | glance over at her. “Eh?”

She stretches and grabs my vest, tugging me forward. There’s a
naughty smile on her face and a gleam in her eyes that makes my
cock respond. | stiffen, because her touch should not be arousing. |
am here to teach her, no more. When | pull back, Mah-dee pouts,
her full lower lip thrusting out in a way that fascinates me. “Why are
you leaning away?”

‘I am trying to understand what you are doing.”

She gives a little shrug and stands up on her toes, trying to move
closer. “Maybe | want to kiss you.”

“‘Eh? Why?” | am not entirely certain | have heard her correctly.

She licks her lips and | am suddenly fascinated by the way they
gleam, shiny and pink. “Because | thought we might fool around a



little.”
“Fool around?” | do not understand these words together.

Mah-dee sighs. “I guess | need to show you.” Her hand slides down
my front, caressing my chest, and | freeze in place. Her fingertips
trailing down my chest ridges and then tickling over my navel feel...
incredible. My cock aches, hardening immediately. | remain still as
her hand skims down even further.

Then she cups my cock in her hand and looks up at me.
“Wanna fool around?” Her voice is a husky whisper.

My mouth is dry. The blood pounds in my ears and | can think of
nothing except the small hand caressing my shaft. “You...you said
you did not wish to fuck.”

“Changed my mind,” she says in that sultry voice. “We can play
around with each other just for fun, you know? Let off some steam.
No one’s here to notice.” Her fingers move up and down over the
hard ridge of my cock in my loincloth.

She wishes to become pleasure-mates? | am shocked. | thought she
hated me. Is this why she asked about her sister? | gaze down at her
upturned face, wondering if she is playing a prank on me. But there’s
interest and arousal shining in her eyes, and her gaze flicks to my
mouth. Her lips part.

“Why?” | ask again, but my voice is a low growl as | am unable to
hide my interest. Not that | can hide it anyhow - her hand is all over
my cock. She knows just how interested | am.

“I'm bored,” Mah-dee says, her lips curling in a smile as she strokes
me again. “And jittery. | thought this might take the edge off. Haven't
you ever had sex just to, you know, scratch an itch?”

| shake my head slowly. “| have never mated with a female.”
“Then a male?”

| frown. “With no one.”



“Oh my. You’re a virgin?” Her eyes widen and her smile gets bigger.
“This is going to be fun, then. We’'ll have to test your stamina.” Her
hand slides lower, cups my balls, and she gives them a squeeze
through the leather.

| groan, my eyes nearly rolling back in my head at the touch. “Have
you...mated before, Mah-dee?”

“Yup. Does that bother you?” Her hand squeezes my balls again.

| shake my head. “Right now the only thing that would bother me is if
you stopped.”

She giggles, and the sound is light and flirty and makes my entire
body surge with lust. | grab a handful of her yellow mane, careful not
to pull, and wrap it around my hand. “So you wish to kiss?”

“‘Among other things.”

| lean in toward her. She turns her face up toward mine and her
hands go around my neck—and | growl low, because | want those
small fingers back on my cock, stroking it. | study her mouth. | have
seen the others put their lips on their mates and act as if they are
devouring their females. | wonder if there is more to it than just
placing a mouth atop another.

She smiles up at me and licks her lips. “Let me take the lead.” And
then she pulls on my neck until | move closer to her. | am so tall that
| am hunched over her smaller form, but it does not matter once her
lips brush over mine. They are soft and sweet to taste, and | am
stunned by how good they feel against mine. Why had my people
never kissed before the humans came? This seems...natural. Good.
Right. Her lips move against mine, nipping gently at the hard seam
of my mouth, and | let her lead because she wants to.

Mah-dee chuckles and bites at my lower lip. “Relax, big guy.”

| try to. Nothing in my body is ‘relaxed’ at the thought of Mah-dee’s
touch. Everything is tense and aching and desperate for more
caresses.



Then her tongue flicks against the seam of my mouth. “Open for me.
Just watch the fangs.”

| do, and then her smooth little tongue slicks against mine. | groan
even as she gasps and pulls back, her fingers flying to her mouth.
“What is it?” | ask, worried. “Did | do it wrong?”

“Your tongue. It's ridged!”

“Yes?” | think again about the feel of hers slicking into my mouth,
and then cup her face in my hands. “Yours is not? Show me.”

She sticks her tongue out at me, and it is pink and soft and smooth.
Fascinating. | rub my thumb along her smooth lip as she tucks her
tongue back into her mouth, fascinated by the differences. | have
seen the other human females around the cave, but | did not stop
and think of how those differences would feel against mine. “l wish
you to stick your tongue into my mouth again.”

Mah-dee chuckles. “Since you asked so nicely...let me know if you
have any other surprises, yes?”

| think for a moment and then lean in to put my mouth on hers.
Before | do, | tell her, “My cock has ridges as well.” Just in case she
does not know.

Mah-dee gives a little moan, pulling back before our lips meet.
“‘Really?” Her breathing has sped up.

| nod. “It is good?”

“Oh, | think it is,” she breathes, and then presses her mouth to mine
again.

| part my lips and wait for her tongue. Mah-dee does not disappoint
me; | feel her tongue brush against my lips and then slide into my
mouth a moment later. The feel of it is incredible, and it makes me
hungry for more. Unsure if | am supposed to remain still and let her
slide her tongue against me, | test-rub my tongue along hers.



She gives a soft little noise of pleasure that makes my cock throb in
response.

My own need is threatening to erupt. | slide my tongue along hers
again, and she tilts the angle of her head. Then we are kissing more
deeply, our tongues meshing and twining as our mouths devour one
another. Over and over, we kiss.

It is the best thing that has ever happened to me.

| want to keep kissing her but Mah-dee pulls her mouth from mine,
and her hands tear at my vest. “Take this off,” she tells me. “I| want to
see the goods.”

| am still dazed by the feel of her mouth against mine. | want it back.
| want her tongue sliding into my mouth again and rubbing against
me with its smooth, slick feel. | want the taste of her on my lips
again. | growl as she tugs my vest down my arms, trapping them in
the leather.

“‘Don’t be such a baby,” she murmurs as she pulls at the clothing.
“I'm going to put my mouth on you again.” Her hands go to my bared
chest a moment later and she sighs with intense pleasure. “God, are
you this hard all over?”

“Harder here,” | tell her, and take her hand and place it on my cock
again. It is a bold move, but | am learning that Mah-dee is a bold
female.

“Mmm, yes you are,” she breathes, and rubs my cock again. “l can’t
feel the ridges through your pants. Guess they’re going to have to
come off.”

She truly wishes to mate? | love that this human female is so
fearless and bold, unlike her crying sister. “I am bigger than you. You
are not afraid, are you?”

“Pfft. Nope. The whole size thing’s kinda doing it for me,” she says,

and | do not follow all her words. | do not need to. There is arousal in
her eyes and hunger as she gazes at me. That tells me enough. She
looks up at me, a sly expression on her face, and smiles. Her fingers



go to the laces at the sides of my loincloth. “Let’s get rid of this ugly-
ass diaper, huh?”

“Di-per?”

“‘Doesn’t matter what it'’s called, because it's coming off,” she tells
me, and then gives the leather a hard tug. The knots tighten, and |
push her fingers aside so | can show her how to undo the laces,
because | want to see her reaction to my body. So far she has been
eager to touch me. Will she be as eager once she sees my cock and
its pronounced ridges?

My leathers fall to the floor, and | stand before her in nothing but my
boots.

Mah-dee sucks in a breath, gazing down at my erect, straining cock.
She drops to her knees in front of me. “Wow. Yes, please, this is
definitely going on my wish list.”

“l do not understand what you mean,” | murmur, my voice thick. Her
kneeling before me is giving my mind all kinds of wild ideas.

“Shhh,” she tells me. “Don’t interrupt. | need a few moments alone
with this big guy.” Her hand curls around my cock, and | hiss at the
sensation. Nothing has ever felt better than that small touch.
Nothing. “Damn, my friend. You are packing some serious heat
under that furry diaper of yours.”

“Sa-khui are naturally warmer than humans,” | tell her, utterly
distracted by her touch.

“Wasn’t what | meant, but yeah, | noticed.” And she leans in and rubs
her face against my cock.

| groan loudly again and then bite down on my knuckle, staring at the
open doorway. Even though the storage cave is tucked away into the
back of the tribal cave, | do not want someone coming to see what
strange creature is moaning and grunting back here.

| do not want anything to interrupt Mah-dee’s studying of my body.



“‘“Mmm,” she breathes, rubbing the length of my cock against her
cheek, and then rubs my cockhead against her soft lips. “| don’t
guess you’ve ever had a girl touch you like this before, have you?”

“Never,” | breathe. | clench a fist at my side, because her touch
makes me want to spill. Already my sac is tight against my body, my
cock throbbing with the need to release. Yet | do not want that; |
want her to keep touching me forever because it feels so very good.

“Then let me be the first to blow your mind,” she says, looking up at
me. She’s got a wicked little smile on her face as she slips her
tongue out and licks the head of my cock.

| stagger backward, almost losing my balance. There is a primal
sound rising in my throat that | must work to swallow, but Mah-dee
only grins and licks the head of my cock again, her small, smooth
tongue lapping up my pre-cum.

And | cannot stop watching. | am utterly entranced by her pink mouth
working over the head of my cock, her fingers gripping my ridged
length, the look of pleasure on her face as she tastes me.

Did | think that kissing made today the best day of my life? My
imagination was not ready for this. Nothing can be better than this.

But then she moans as she drags my cockhead along her tongue,
sucking me into her mouth. Her hand slides between her thighs, and
| smell the musky scent of her arousal.

It seems my imagination is a poor thing after all.

She pulls her mouth off my length and | feel the loss of her tongue
keenly. Instead, she strokes her hand up and down my length,
pumping me. Her gaze moves over my body and then she looks up
at me. “All right, | need to ask about the elephant in the room. What'’s
this?” She gestures with her other hand at my spur. “| have to admit
that’s new to me. And I've been trying to be cool about it, but like...I
need to know.”

“Itis my spur.”



“‘Super. What's it do?”

Do? | shrug, covering her hand with mine so she will stroke me
harder. “It is there. | do not know that it does anything.”

“Huh. Human guys don’t have those.” She tilts her head, studying it.
“That’s not going to make sex impossible, is it?”

“The other humans have not complained to their mates,” | tell her.
‘Hmm. Fair enough. Can | touch it?”

“I would rather you continue to touch my cock, but you can touch it,
yes. | am yours to touch wherever.”

She looks up and wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Don’t make me test
that theory.”

Her words make new lust surge through me. This female is fearless.
| did not realize how appealing such a thing could be.

| remain still as her hand moves from my cock and caresses my
spur. “It feels hard,” she says, curiosity in her voice. “How strange.”

Her fingertips are ticklish, and my cock jerks in response to her
feather-light touches. “It is, yes.”

“I wonder what sort of evolutionary purpose it serves, you know?
There’s a reason for everything, and | can’t figure out the reason for
this one.”

“Does it need a reason to exist?” | cannot concentrate on her words,
not with her small fingers stroking my spur like my cock.

“I guess it will remain a mystery for a bit longer,” she says, and then
leans in to give it a lick. “Can | play with your tail?”

My tail? | shudder at the thought, because then I truly will spill my
seed. The underside of it is beyond sensitive. “I...would explore you,

now.

Her eyes brighten. “Would you? | love it when a man volunteers.”
She gives a little shimmy and slides her tunic over her head, tossing



it to the side. She wears the strange strap across her teats that |
have seen a few of the other humans employ, and removes it quickly
before shucking her leggings and tossing the leathers aside.

| move closer to her, admiring her body. She is small—all the
humans are—but her body seems to be sturdier than the others, her
thighs thick and full, her belly rounded. Her scent is light and musky,
but lovely, and her teats are large and plump, tipped with rosy
nipples that draw my attention.

| brush a knuckle over her pale skin, and she feels smooth but
different than sa-khui skin. For a moment, | am overwhelmed. It has
been a long time since | have felt the warmth of another’s skin
against mine. | did not realize it until | touched her softness. Living as
a hunter with no mate is a lonely life, but a hunter in exile? It crushes
my spirit. | swallow hard to rid myself of the knot in my throat. “l like
the way you feel.”

“Do you?” There’s a slightly nervous note in her voice. She gives a
little wiggle and puts her hands on my arms, stroking them. “I'm not
too weird to you?”

“Perhaps | like weird,” | tell her, gruff. She has no protective ridges
on her arms or her round belly. She is vulnerable and soft
everywhere. And yet... | like it. | like touching her softness. | like her
smooth, pink skin and the tiny tuft of fur between her thighs. And |
like her big, bouncy teats. They draw my hands and | cup them,
fascinated. The females of my tribe do not grow as bountiful here as
the humans do.

Mah-dee sucks in a breath, her nails scratching at my arms. There’s
a glazed look in her heavy-lidded eyes as | touch her, and | am
fascinated by her response. | want to do more. | caress her heavy
teats, tracing their shape. My thumb skims over the tight, pink bud of
one nipple, and she makes another choked sound. So | do it again,
stroking the nub with the pad of my thumb, over and over as | watch
her face.



Her lips part and she closes her eyes. Another soft, throaty sound
escapes her, and then | smell the musky scent of her arousal in the
air. She likes it when | touch her teats like this. Is it like my cock,
then? Because when she rubbed her face against mine, | nearly
came undone.

| would like to do that to her.
So | drop to my knees and pull her body against me.

She makes a tiny exclamation, but her hands go to my shoulders.
Mah-dee runs her fingers through my hair even as | bury my face
between her teats and begin to lick her flesh. Her breathless moan of
pleasure is encouraging, and | nuzzle at her soft, soft skin until | find
one of those pink nipples and tongue it.

Her hands tighten in my hair and she gasps. “Ohmigod.”

“Tell me if you do not like what | do,” | say between nips to the skin.
Even her nipples are soft. My own are hard and rough, but hers feel
tender under my tongue, and | lick the underside of one, dragging
my tongue over it.

She shivers and moans against me. “I don’t know if that’'s humanly
possible.”

Her excitement—and the tight grip of her hands in my hair—
encourage me to do more. | glide a hand down her side, caressing
her hip and bottom. She is plump everywhere, and smooth, and
touching her like this makes my cock strain, desperate to be buried
inside her warmth.

This is what it is like to have a mate, | realize with wonder. Holding
your female in your arms and pleasuring her. Knowing that she is
yours for all time. | am filled with longing so intense that it takes my
breath away. | imagine Mah-dee in my furs every night, and waking
up with her softness curled up against me. | imagine her body
rounded with my kit. | imagine her by my fire, giving me those sharp,
teasing looks of hers even as she nurses our son in her arms.

My hands tighten on her skin.



| want that.
| want all of that.

| squeeze one rounded flank, and then slide my hand over her thigh.
| want to touch that thatch of fur between her thighs, and the pink
folds it hides underneath. | want to discover the third nipple | have
heard the hunters talk about. The sa-khui women do not have one,
and | can only imagine what it feels like.

If she is aroused by my tongue on her teats, how will she react if |
put my mouth on her there? | groan at the thought, and press my
face in the valley between her teats again, trying to keep control. We
should not be here, in the storage room, naked and exploring each
other. | am in exile. My duty is to hunt and remain scarce around the
caves.

And yet...l cannot seem to stop touching Mah-dee.
| will pleasure her first. Then we will stop.

| push my hand between her thighs, cupping her mound. The fur
here is not soft like the mane on her head, but tight with curls. It is
wet, too, damp with her arousal, and my mouth waters in response. |
want to taste her. | want to see what that wetness tastes like on my
tongue. But her thighs are quivering against my hand. | do not want
to push her too far. “Do you want me to stop?”

“Are you kidding me?” She sounds as breathless as | feel. “Just now,
when you're getting to the promised land?”

“Land?”

“‘Never mind. Just keep going.” Mah-dee wiggles against my hand,
rubbing her cunt against my palm. “I'll just be quiet.”

| snort. “You have not been quiet since | entered this cave. | doubt
you shall start now.” She feels like all wet folds under my hand, soft
and fragrant and slick. | drag one fingertip along the seam of her
cunt, tracing it. “Are you sensitive here?”



“Oh my god,” she breathes. “You have no idea how much.”
“l want to learn.”
Mah-dee’s hand knots in my hair, her grip tight. “Then keep going.”

| do. | explore her with my fingers, paying attention to each gasp,
each hitch of her breath, and | learn her body. | find the entrance to
her core, where she is slickest and hottest, and cannot help but push
a finger into the opening, imagining it is my cock. Her soft cries and
the way she jerks against my hand tell me that she is imagining the
same. | want to push deeper, to thrust into her and see her body
quiver, but...l want it to be my cock, not my hand. So | search for her
third nipple instead.

| find it tucked into the front of her folds, a tiny nub hidden in the slick
softness. She moans loudly when my fingers skate over it. | want to
bring my hand to my mouth and taste her, but | want to keep
pleasuring her, too. The need to please her wins out over my own
selfishness and | circle my fingertip around her nipple, watching her
expression. Her face is tight, her brows wrinkled together as if she is
concentrating hard, her lips parted.

She is so lovely to look at that my mouth waters again.
There is another way to taste her, then.

| look around. There is a pile of extra furs in one corner of the
storage room, behind a few baskets. | grab Mah-dee by the thighs
and heft her in my arms as | get to my feet. She makes a small noise
of protest, but it is muffled—she does not want us to be found, either.
| carry her to the furs and set her on her back, and before she can
say anything, | push her thighs apart and my mouth is on her. | give
her a long, thorough lick, making sure to flick my tongue over her
nipple. She tastes as sweet and musky as she smells, and | am filled
with Mah-dee’s scent, her flavor.

It makes me hungry for more.

Mah-dee whimpers. | feel her legs tremble, and then she hooks one
thigh over my shoulder. Her hands grip my horns. She is not pushing



me away. She wants more.

| am eager to give her more. With a hungry growl in my throat, I lick
her again. And again. | use my tongue to give her pleasure, trying to
make her produce more of those little cries that make my body
tighten in response.

“I'm so close,” she tells me, pulling on my horns. “Use your fingers,
too. Thrust into me with them.”

Her demanding tone fills me with a fierce response. If she wants
more, | will give her everything | can. | double up on my ferocity,
tonguing and licking at her nipple. | slide my fingers along the
slippery folds of her cunt, seeking out her opening, and when | find it,
she cries out again. She wants me to use my fingers? | shall. | thrust
into her with one, and it is nearly my undoing.

She is so wet inside, so warm, and so very tight. | can feel her cunt
clench around my finger in response to my invasion, and | imagine
how it would feel around my cock.

| am very, very close to losing control. Gasping, | rear back,
abandoning my efforts to pleasure her. If | touch her now, | will spend
before my cock even comes close to her cunt.

And | want to spend inside her.

| press a hand to my forehead, willing my body to obey. My cock
throbs incessantly, the head coated with my own slickness. | dare
not lick my lips, because then | will taste Mah-dee. My hands are still
wet with her juices, and | want to taste them even as | know | must
not.

She approached me and wished to mate. | must please her and
show her that | am worthy of her attention. Spending all over the furs
instead of inside her will not do.

Mah-dee makes a small noise of protest. “What? Why’d we stop? Is
someone coming? Because | know it isn’t me, if you know what I'm
saying.”



| do not know what she is saying, actually. And | do not care if
someone is approaching. At this point, | am too far gone. “Give me a
moment.”

‘I don’t want to,” she says in a teasing voice, and her toe nudges my
thigh. “| was so close.”

“‘Me too,” | grit. “That is my problem.”

“Oooh.” Mah-dee sits up on her elbows. | dare to glance over at her,
and it is nearly my undoing. She is lovely to gaze upon, her inner
thighs still open and wet and inviting. She bites her lip as she looks
over at me and tilts her head. “l don’t think that’s a problem at all,
see. Because | want to come, too. So if you're waiting for
permission, you have it.”

“‘Permission?” If | were not in so much physical agony, | would find
her words amusing. Does she think | am waiting for her go-ahead? |
am trying to control myself so | can make it good for her. So she will
ask me to mate with her again and again.

“Yeah. Permission. It's a fancy word that means have at it, big guy.”
And her toe slides over and brushes against my cock.

The control | have been struggling with disappears in an instant. |
surge forward, covering her body with mine. She opens her thighs
wide, welcoming me, and her arms go around my neck. My mouth
lands on hers, and then we are kissing again, lips feverish as | press
my cock against her entrance.

If she does not want me to be controlled, | will not be. If she does not
want me to be patient, | will be an animal with her.

“Yes,” she murmurs against my lips. Her hands twist in my hair
painfully, and her body eagerly rises under mine. “Yes!”

| surge into her...and my eyes nearly roll back in my head. Her cunt
grips me, hotter and wetter and tighter than anything | have ever felt.
It is...indescribable. | feel as if my entire world has changed in the
clasp of her body.



Underneath me, she gasps. “Spur,” she breathes.
“Ohmigodspurohmigod.” Her hand flutters between our bodies.

| can feel my spur, nestled in the slick valley of her cunt folds. “Is
something wrong?”

“Fuckno. S’allgood,” she mumbles. “Just gonna be over here,
unraveling.” Her eyes close, and the tight look returns to her face.

“Should I...get off you?”

“Do that and Il kill you,” she says, and her hands twist tight at my
hair again. “Start moving again, because | need to feel more of that.”

She likes the spur? Pleased, | stroke into her again. The breath
hisses from my lungs at how snug she is, how tight a fit. Being in her
cunt is so much better than my own fist. Mah-dee has ruined me for
all else.

Mah-dee moans again, and | lean in to muffle her loud noises with
my mouth. | kiss her deep, my tongue dragging against hers even as
| thrust into her once more. She makes a sound of encouragement,
and her nails dig into my scalp.

| can hold back no longer. | push into her, faster and faster, each
thrust seemingly quicker than the last. My hips have never moved so
quickly. | grip her hips to hold her in place, and pound into her even
harder. It is as if all of the need and longing | have felt is channeling
out of me and erupting into our bodies. | feel her cunt clench hard
around my cock, and Mah-dee jerks underneath me. The noises she
makes are wild as she pulls at my handfuls of hair, encouraging me
to move faster, to push harder.

| do. And as | do, | feel her clench tighter, her cunt milking me like a
fist. All the while, her moans grow louder.

Then, like a wave rising from the great salt lake, my sac tightens and
then everything | have been holding back lets loose. | growl Mah-
dee’s name into her neck as | come, hammering into her soft body,
losing myself in her. My hips work over and over as | spill into her
body, holding her smaller form tight against me as wave after wave



of pleasure washes over me. When it crests, | stiffen and collapse on
top of her, balancing my weight on my arms so | do not crush her
underneath me.

Time passes. | am conscious of nothing but my harsh, panting
breaths, the slick feeling of our skin pressed together...

And the knowledge that this is my female, now and forever. Mah-dee
gave herself to me today, and | am never going to let her go.



MADDIE
Oh yeah, | needed that.

My toes curl, and | utter a sigh of pure contentment. ltch? Scratched.
Antsiness? Gone. Worry about the future? Can’t worry about it when
you've been boned into next week. Loneliness? Nah, I'm good.

Over me, the big barbarian wheezes as if I've killed him. | give a little
wiggle, rather proud. | just rocked this guy’s world, and it was pretty
awesome. Of course, it was also awesome to be on the receiving
end. That had to be the best sex I've ever had. It’s like his equipment
was made to pleasure a girl—ribbed penis? Yes, please. That
wonderful, terrible spur that dragged alongside my clit with every
thrust he made? Yes, please. That muscular body covered in velvet?
Yes, yes, and yes, please.

I’'m definitely glad | decided to shuck caution to the wind and get me
some of that.

| reach up and give Hassen’s arm a little pat. He’s sweaty, his
velvety-feeling skin slick with perspiration. “You okay, big guy?”

“You...” he breathes. “That was...there are no words.”



| chuckle, because | know exactly what he means. Of course,
laughing means that my body shifts, and when my body shifts, | can
feel his spur press against my clit, sending more ripples of pleasure
through my body. “Yeah, that was pretty awesome.”

He props up higher on his elbows and gazes down at me. From this
close, his face looks craggy and hard and utterly alien, the ridges on
his brow pronounced. | want to reach up and trace a finger over
them, but that might be an invitation to round two, and I'm not sure |
have the constitution for that. He strokes my cheek with one big
finger. “I am honored that you have chosen me to be your pleasure-
mate.”

It's like | can practically hear the record-scratch in the air. “Um,
what?”

‘I am glad that we are pleasure-mates,” he says again. “| will speak
to my chief about acquiring a cave for the two of us, alone. It might
be this one, but | do not mind.” His mouth crooks in a half-smile.
“‘Much of these supplies will disappear in the brutal season.” He
leans in and nips my shoulder. “And this place will now hold special
meaning for me.”

Oh dear. He thinks we're mates? | try to wiggle out from under him,
but it's impossible with his larger arms caging me and his cock still
buried deep inside me. “No, no cave necessary. This was just a fling.
An itch-scratching.”

His hard brow descends, and he frowns at me even as he cups one
of my breasts and begins to play with the nipple. “No, we are
pleasure-mates.”

“If you mean we ‘fucked’ then yes, yes we did. That’s all it was.”
“All it was?” Hassen looks at me, incredulous.

| push his hand away from my tit before he can get me all hot and
bothered again, which, really, wouldn’t take long. But this is an
important conversation to have, and we need to set some



boundaries before we fuck again. “Your people only mate when
there’s resonance, right? Pretty sure we didn’t resonate just then.’

“We did not. But my people take pleasure-mates.”

“Okay, and explain to me how that works. Everyone that fucks
automatically mates?”

“Well, no—"

| fling my hands up. “Okay, see? So why do you assume we're
mates? Why can’t we just be fuck-buddies?”

A possessive look crosses his face and he cups my breast again.
“Because you are mine, Mah-dee. | am claiming you as my female.”

“Whoa, whoa, back up. No one said anything about anyone claiming!
We’'re just going to be friends.”

He scowils. “Do you do this with all your friends?”
“Only the ones with magical spurs.”

A look of alarm crosses his face. He sits up, and | want to weep with
disappointment when his cock leaves my body. He grabs his
loincloth from where it has fallen on the floor and starts to put it on
again, an indignant look on his face. “You would pleasure-mate with
any hunter in this cave? | am not special to you?”

Jeez, he sounds a little hurt. If | had known there’d be this much
drama, I'd have rethought things. Most Earth guys are happy to hit it
and quit it, but it seems that Hassen wants a freaking wedding ring.
“If it makes you feel better, you're the only one I've pounced.” And
now that I've pounced him, I'm disappointed that there won’t be
future pouncings, because damn, that sex was amazing.

But it seems that it also comes with a side dish of possessiveness,
and that’s not what | want at the moment.

He scowls down at me. “But you will not be my pleasure-mate.”



‘I don’t think the timing’s right,” | say, trying to keep my voice light. |
sit up on the furs, and my muscles are deliciously stiff. Gosh, | need
a nice bath. Maybe tonight after we’ve gotten a day of hunting
lessons in. “You understand, don’t you?”

Hassen stares down at me, and then turns and stalks out of the
cave.

Well, poo. Looks like our lesson has been canceled by Hassen’s
show of manly jealousy. | roll my eyes, hoist my well-fucked body off
of the furs, and dress again.

Maybe I'll just bathe and stick around the cave today after all. One
thing’s for sure, | refuse to feel guilty about his reaction.

>’

THE MAIN CAVERN’S empty of all but a few of the new moms, so |
take a quick dip in the community hot tub in the center of the cave
and wash my hair. I'm still not a hundred percent used to the whole
‘bathing in public’ thing, but it's easier when the vast majority of the
tribe isn’t around to notice the size of my thighs.

Not that Hassen said anything about my thighs. He seemed to like
them.

Okay, so maybe I'm moping a little over the fact that he turned out to
be all possessive. Why couldn’t we just be fuck-buddies? Friends
with all kinds of benefits? | don’t need a mate right now. Hell, I'm still
figuring myself out. | don’t need to drag another person into my
headspace, mostly because my headspace is way too much of a
mess. | don’t know how these other girls handle being mated lickety-
split. | heard Georgie and Vektal were a couple the moment they
met. | can’t imagine.

Then again...l think of the spur and Hassen’s big, ridged cock
shuttling in and out, his big body looming over mine as we had sex,
and | feel another quiver of arousal sliding through me.

Okay, maybe | understand it a little.



But seriously, why’'d he have to get so...attached? All | wanted was
to get all the stress out of my system and to feel the touch of another
human being, er, alien. | didn’t realize how lonely and isolated | was
until | touched Hassen, and then | found myself craving him. |
wanted more.

He apparently wants a /ot more.

It's clear to me that I'm obsessing, so | get out of the bath, dress,
and head to my cave before someone can stop me and start a
conversation. I’'m actually disappointed that we’re not hunting today;
| was really looking forward to that.

Maybe Hassen will get over his butthurt by tomorrow and we can
pick up our lessons.

In the meantime, | guess I'm stuck with—ugh—Asha, Miss Cheerful
herself. | guess | can change my clothes, since these smell a bit like
sex and | don’t know that | want to get caught smelling like arousal
and leather.

| head back to the cave. Surprise, surprise, Asha’s got the privacy
screen up. | ignore it again and head in, moving to my furs. | have a
change of clothing and | dig around in the small basket of my
possessions, all the while trying to ignore my roommate. Asha is in
her bed. Again.

She sits up when | start to undress, though, studying me. “What are
you doing?”

“Changing.”
“Why?”
“These leathers smell. Who are you, my mother?”

She’s silent at that, and so | pull my new tunic over my head and
glance over at her. There’s a knowing smirk on her face.

“What?” | demand, and | can feel my face heating up. What is it she
thinks she knows?



“If you take a pleasure-mate, | suggest that you learn to be quieter.”
She fluffs her pillow—one that she’s stolen from my bed, it seems.
“You and Hassen woke me up.”

Oh, god. Guess we weren't all that quiet. It's even more
embarrassing to think about considering that the storage cave is a
fair distance from my cave. Whoops. Guess that cat's somewhat out
of the bag. “You heard?”

“I would have to be deaf not to.” She smooths a hand along her
blankets. Before | can ask if that's a dig at my sister, she continues,
“l do not think anyone else heard, though. | did not see others
around.”

| relax a little at that. “So are you going to blackmail me with that bit
of information?”

Her head tilts. “| do not understand.”

“‘Use it against me. Make me do what you want so you don’t say
anything.” | cross my arms over my chest. “| was kinda hoping to
keep things quiet about the whole situation.”

Asha gives a delicate snort. “Then you must learn to be quieter. As
for manipulating you, | have no need. | do not care if you mate with
all of the unattached hunters.” She shrugs. “It is your business, not
mine.”

She’s got my back? That’s...nice. Unexpected, but nice. “Thank
you.”

Asha shrugs. “l was the same, once. Before | resonated, | had my
pick of the hunters. They all wanted me. It was enjoyable.” Her

expression grows sad again. “Then everything changed.”

| say nothing, because | know she’s thinking about the mate and
baby she lost. And really, what can | say to her that she hasn’t heard
a million times before? Chin up, kiddo? Everything’s going to work
out for the best? Somehow | doubt Asha wants to hear that.



She twists her hands in her lap for a moment and then glances up at
me. “| would choose more carefully if | were you.”

“Choose?”

“If you are going to mate with the hunters, pick the ones that will be
grateful for any attention. Taushen is young. He will follow where you
lead. Harrec, too. Vaza is older, but he will be discreet if you wish it, |
imagine, simply so he does not have to compete with the younger
hunters.” The look she gives me is calculating. “Hassen is a poor
choice in a lover.”

“I don’t know if my girl parts agree with that.” | squeeze my thighs
together because, mercy. I'm still all noodly on the inside from the
sex. Poor choice in lovers? Not in my book. “I thought he was pretty
dang great. | mean, untrained, sure, but | can work with that.”
Actually, | kind of like that, because | can teach him to lick a fierce
pussy for hours and | won’t hear any bitching if | take too long to
come. | dated a guy once who went on and on about how long it took
me to get off compared to his previous lovers. It was a real pain in
the ass, so he got the boot. Hassen'’s a blank slate in bed. I'm kinda
turned on by that.

Not that we're going to have round two, of course. Not if he’s going
to be all Mr. Clingypants on me.

Asha rolls her eyes at me. “He is a poor choice in a lover because he
is going to want to claim you. That one desperately wants a mate
and a family. He is lonely. He will not take whatever scraps you toss
him and be content. He will want more.”

| chew on the inside of my cheek as | consider her words. She’s not
wrong. There’s a ferocity to Hassen, an almost brutal eagerness. He
held me down on the furs and plowed into me like the world was
ending around his ears and he had to get his rocks off right then and
there. And as he held my hips, there was a wild possessiveness in
his eyes, and so much damn satisfaction. Like half of him getting off
was entirely due to the fact that he was possessing me. And not just
any chick. Me.



A little shiver moves through me. Okay, for all that it's not smart to
toy with a guy that wants to be mates after one romp in the furs, he
was hot as hell to play with. “Hassen doesn’t know me very well,” |
tell Asha. “If he wants more, he’s going to have to let me call the
shots, not him.”

She just shrugs her shoulders as if to say ‘whatever’ and lies back
down in bed, amused.

'

HASSEN AvoIDS me for the rest of the day. Which, okay, isn’t exactly
hard given that I'm hanging around the cave and he’s out in the wild,
being an exile and doing exile stuff. He doesn’t come around, and
I’'m pretty sure he’s avoiding me.

His absence does mean that | spend most of the day hanging
around Stacy, Josie, and a few of the other women. They’re all
nursing and baby-crazy, (except for Josie, who'’s just pregnant and
baby-crazy) so | feel like an outsider, even though | know they’re
doing their best to include me. | don’t belong with the Baby Bunch,
and after a few hours of talk about milk production and the best way
to keep a baby’s tail clean, I'm starting to wonder if | should go hide
in the cave with Asha.

I’'m bummed that | didn’t get to go on hunting lessons with Hassen.
Did | fuck everything up by having sex with him?

The next day, | decide to get one of the spears from the storage cave
and go out and find him. If he won'’t bring the lessons to me, I'll go to
him.

| sneak out—Ilike the terrible person that | am—shortly after
breakfast, when the fire pit is empty and the girls are putting their
babies down for mid-morning naps. Hemalo and one of the elders
are working in the main cave on a large leather hide, but they aren’t
looking in my direction, their backs to me. | grab the spear | hid near
the door and race out, hauling my cloak and snowshoes along with



me as | go. I'll dress properly for the elements once I’'m out of sight
of the cave itself.

Of course, once I’'m out of sight of the cave, I'm greeted with nothing
but endless snow. The area that the main tribal cave is in is relatively
flat, and behind me there’s nothing but steep cliff walls. Ahead of me,
it’s rolling hills of white dotted with some pink trees that flutter here
and there. In the distance, | can see cliffs, and even farther away
than that, the hint of mountains. The day is clear and cold, and the
two weak suns are doing their best to give off some decent sunlight,
but it's still not enough to warm the place up. | trudge over a nearby
rise, slogging through the snow, and when I’'m far enough away that |
don’t think anyone’s going to race after me and drag me back to the
cave, | stop to put on my snowshoes and wrap an over-cloak around
my body.

And then | walk. The last time | went out to try and hunt, Hassen
bitched at me about following footprints, so I’'m going to do as I'm
told. | find fresh tracks leading away from the home caves and figure
they have to belong to one of the hunters. Using my spear as a ski-
pole, | trudge along, looking for Hassen.

Or another hunter.
Or animals, | guess, since I'm out hunting.

Of course, the farther | get away from the cave, the more open and
vulnerable | feel. Last time | ventured out, it wasn'’t like this. Last time
when | set out, | hadn’t been attacked by a metlak and one of those
ugly, skinny cat-things, though. | remember them and the fear and
anger on Hassen’s face when he realized | was out. That’s when |
figured | was in danger. Now, | watch the snow, worrying that there
are hidden dangers I’'m not seeing behind every fluffy white hill.

I've been gone for maybe an hour when a large figure appears in the
distance and starts stalking toward me, distinctive black hair
fluttering over blue shoulders. Twin spears are crossed over his
back. Yeah, | know that guy. It's Hassen, and he looks pissed.



Okay, he also looks pretty badass at the moment and it's making me
go sploosh in my non-existent panties. Because seeing that arrogant
swagger? That angry stalking thing he’s doing? It makes me think of
our intense little round in the storage room, and my body is
screaming for round two.

I've never thought of myself as a particularly man-hungry sort of girl,
but Hassen? He does it for me. Which is why | fooled around with
him despite knowing it was a bad idea and knowing that he was the
douche that stole my sister.

Plus, out of this entire happy tribe of do-gooders and mommies, he’s
an outcast. And boy, can | relate to that. He’s the one that doesn't fit
in, that doesn’t belong when couples are gathered around the fire
and being cozy. He’s the one that never gets what he wants, and he
sure isn’t the hero.

That kind of makes him my people, though, because | know how all
of that feels.

So it hurts that he’s angry at me after what we shared. What we had
yesterday was pretty awesome. I’'m down for more awesome, but not
if it comes with him trying to claim me. God, what would Lila say?
She’d look at me like I'd lost my mind. And maybe | have. A quick
throwaway fuck is one thing. Shacking up with a guy as a
replacement to my sister is another.

And no matter what Hassen says to me, | know what it’ll look like to
everyone else.

It just reminds me that I'm making the right choice. That he might be
good to sleep with on the down-low, but it can’t mean anything—to
him or to me.

As he approaches, | try to look cool. Like I've got things all handled
and | know what I’'m doing out here. “Oh, hey, Hassen. How’s it
going?”

“What do you do out here, Mah-dee?” He crosses his arms over his
nearly bare chest, emphasizing the pectorals | didn’t get enough time



to lick yesterday.
| smile brightly. “'m going hunting, of course.”

“Again you are by yourself? What games do you play?” Hassen’s
frown is so dark, | swear people cringed three states over. “This
world is dangerous.”

“‘No games. | want to help out. | want to learn to take care of myself.
There’s no one at the cave except for pregnant ladies and elders.
Everyone else is busy. And | had a teacher, but he got all butthurt
and changed his mind about showing me how to hunt, remember?”

He steps even closer to me, and now we’re practically touching. My
breathing becomes quicker, because I'm thinking about yesterday.
About his big body covering mine. About his cock pushing into me,
and the way he kissed me, and—

“You changed things between us, Mah-dee.” His voice is low, husky.
Wounded.

Damn it. “Don’t guilt me. You could have said no.”

“‘How could | say no?” The look he gives me is devouring. It makes
me prickle all over, and a familiar pulsing starts between my thighs. |
wanted it.”

“You want a mate. | just want a bit of fun,” | correct him. “It was never
about commitment. It was about mutual need and pleasure. That’s
all.”

“l do not want one night of you in my furs. | want you in them every
night.” He reaches out and caresses my cheek. His fingers are
incredibly warm and feel delicious against the biting chill.

“I'm not saying it just has to be one night,” | amend quickly. | know |
wouldn’t mind another round. “But I’'m not committing. No girl in her
right mind is going to sleep with a guy once and then move in with
him.” When he keeps touching my cheek, it takes everything | have
not to lean into his caress. “Haven’t you heard of casual sex?”



“‘No,” he says bluntly.
Gah. “People don'’t sleep with other people just for fun in your tribe?”
“Sometimes they do. | am not one of them.”

No, | guess he’s not, considering he was a virgin until yesterday. Still,
the whole ‘needs commitment’ thing could have come up before |
had my hands on his dick. He could have said something and then |
would have found someone else to play with.

Except...l don’t think | would have. Hassen’s perfect for my needs
because he’s solitary. He’s not heading back to the hunter cave to
bro-down with the others to gossip. And he’s an exile, so he knows
what it's like to be lonely. And with this timing...it just made sense.

All right, the fact that he’s the hottest guy on the ice planet doesn't
hurt things, either. | mean, overall as a race, the sa-khui are good-
looking. They’re tall, muscular, well-formed, and if you can get past
the blue, the tail, and the horns? Oh, mama. In my eyes, Hassen
puts the others to shame.

So, okay, maybe | wouldn’t have found someone else to play with. |
just wouldn’t have played at all. | haven’t been attracted to anyone
else like | am to Hassen. “You’re ruining what could be a good thing,”
| tell him, since he’s sticking to his guns. “We could have fun
together.”

“Yes, we could.” He caresses my cheek, and his thumb skates over
my lower lip.

| have a feeling we’re not talking about the same thing. Damn it. And
| wish that his touch didn’t feel so incredible or make my nipples as
hard as diamonds. “I'm not changing my mind. I’'m not mating. Not
you, not anyone.”

Hassen’s hand drops.



HASSEN

A re all human females this stubborn?

| gaze down at my mate—because | do not accept otherwise—and
she looks up at me with determination in her eyes, a defiant tilt to her
small chin. It would be adorable if she were not so frustrating.

As itis, | am tempted to grab her and drag her into the snow and
show her how good | can make her feel. Our mating yesterday is
branded into my mind. | cannot forget it and relive each moment.
Last night at my lonely fire, | took myself in hand and stroked off to
the thought of her. Over and over again.

Two days ago, | would have questioned what was motivating me to
continue. | was defeated. Alone.

Now, | have purpose, and my purpose is Mah-dee.

She speaks of independence, of not wanting a mate, but when |
touch her, she leans in to my caress. She gazes up at me with
hunger, and | know she thinks of what we did in the storage room. It
is all | can think of.

So...I must convince her that | am the right mate for her. That a
pleasure-mating with me will be just as satisfying as resonance. That



| want nothing but her for the rest of my days. That | would wake up
every morning with Mah-dee’s yellow head resting on my chest and
cherish her because she is mine.

She has crept into my heart like a bolt of lightning and left scorch
marks wherever she has touched down.

| curse the day that | saw Li-lah, because she was tiny and frail and
scared, and | thought she was what | wanted. | thought that she
needed someone to take care of her and that | could be that male. |
thought when | saw her this morning that she was coming to me. To
tell me she’d changed her mind.

Seeing her here, her expression stubborn? It has just convinced me
that she is the mate for me. | do not need a mate that wilts and cries.
| need a strong, capable female who will challenge me and push me
to be better.

Mah-dee needs to let me love her.

But if she must be convinced, then | must convince her. | must coax
her into realizing that | am the male she wants. If another so much
as looks at her, | will tear his throat out like a crazed metlak. But |
cannot think like that. | must find a way to return to the tribe, if only
so | can provide a proper cave for Mah-dee. | must make it difficult
for her to turn me down...starting now.

| look at the spear in her hands. “You wish to learn how to hunt,
still?”

The look she gives me is wary. “Yes? You’re not going to go all cray-
cray on me, though, are you?”

“Cray...cray?”

She waves a hand in the air. “Nuts. Crazy. Whatever. | need to know
if we’re good.”

“‘Are we?” | want to touch her soft cheek again, feel her skin against
mine.



Mah-dee puts a hand to her chest. “| want to be friends. | really,
really need friends here.” Her voice catches in a way that makes my
heart hurt. “And | was hoping we could be friends that also had sex.
But if we can’t, then | really just need a regular friend, okay? A
hunting partner and a friend that will talk to me.”

“I can be those things to you.” | can be so much more, but | will settle
for that for now. And | can convince her, with time, that | can be the
best mate possible.

She is mine.

Her smile returns, and her features grow soft with relief. “All right,
then. Let’s just forget all about the sex and scratching itches and go
back to being buds, all right?”

“‘Buhds,” | agree, though | am not entirely certain what | am agreeing
to. | think she means friends, and | will be hers.

“Then can you teach me to hunt?” She bounces a little, hugging her
spear close in a way no hunter would. “I'm so damn bored. Please,
Hassen. Help me get a useful skill so I'm not a big fat leech.”

| cannot resist her, especially when she pleads with me. | nod. “It
shall be as you wish.” And if | am to woo her into being my mate, it
works perfectly for me to be around her every day. “| must continue
to hunt and bring in food, but you can accompany me when | am
doing my rounds near the tribal cave. You cannot accompany me
when | venture farther out.”

“That’s fine!” The delight and eagerness on her face makes my cock
ache with need.

“It will not be easy.”
“I’'m tired of sitting on my big ass anyhow.”

Her ass is magnificent, but | do not tell her such, since we are buhds.
For now. “| will not go easy on you.”

“Fine.”



“If you hinder my ability to hunt for the tribe, | must leave you
behind.”

‘I won’t!”
“And if | tell you to do something, you must do it.”

“Not a problem.” Mah-dee beams up at me. “Can we start today, or is
this a bad time?”

“We can start today,” | agree, glancing up at the sky. The weather is
holding and there are no clouds on the horizon, which means no
incoming snow. This is a good thing; Mah-dee is dressed lightly and |
do not want her to be caught in a storm. “No one is expecting you in
the cave?”

She snorts. “They’ll probably be glad I’'m gone. | think | make the
other women uncomfortable.”

| smile to myself. | have heard complaints about Mah-dee’s throwing
of things while her sister was with me. “If anyone asks, tell them you
were with Asha. They will not like you spending time with me.”

“Because you're the dick that kidnapped my sister?” Her words are
harsh, but there is a teasing smile on her face.

“Because | am exiled,” | say, refusing to take the bait. | take her
spear and check to ensure that the head is tightly fitted and
wrapped. One of the elders is forgetful and tends to put his broken
weapons in with the good ones. “Part of my punishment is that | am
to be alone.”

‘I won’t say anything,” Mah-dee tells me. “Are you sorry?”
“Sorry?”
“That you did it?”

My answer would have been very different two days ago. Two days
ago, | would have said yes. But now there is Mah-dee, and all | can
think of is that if | was not in exile, | would not be here with her. |
would be hunting the sa-kohtsk for Maylak’s new son. | do not regret



my actions, because they placed my feet on this path and brought
me Mah-dee. “No.”

“No? Seriously?” Her jaw hangs open.

“I cannot change the past. But | also do not miss your sister.” | reach
out and tap her mouth, indicating she should close it. “| do not look
back because | cannot change the past. You should not, either. That
is one of the first things you must learn as a hunter—do not regret
what you do not have. Make use of what you do.”

Her brows furrow together. “I'm not entirely sure that all ties together,
big guy.”

“It does,” | tell her confidently. “Now come. Today | will show you how
to follow trails as | check my traps.” | turn and start to walk away.

“When do | get to use my spear?” She huffs, trying to keep up with
me. After a few steps, she reaches out and touches my arm. “Slow
down a bit. It's hard to walk fast in snowshoes.”

Her fingers feel like ice. | stop, and she nearly skids into me, losing
her balance. | catch her before she can tumble to the snow. “Where
are your gloves?”

Mah-dee shrugs. “The big furry mittens | have? Those suck. | can’t
hold anything tightly with those, and | thought | might need a good
grip with some spear hunting.”

| take her smaller hand in mine and press it between my palms to
warm it. She does not pull away, which tells me she is colder than
she would like to admit. “You do not wear gloves at all times, but
much of a hunter’s day is spent walking.”

“Oh. I'll remember for next time.” Her hand curls into a fist, and she
shrugs her cloak down over her exposed hands, covering them from
the elements. “I'm sure I'll be fine.”

| grunt. “There is a hunter cave along the path we will take today. We
will stop there and get you hand coverings.”



“Sweet.”

“Until then, however, you must keep up.” And | turn and start walking
again.

MADDIE

He wasn’t lying when he said he wouldn’t take it easy on me.

| wheeze a few steps behind him as we hike through the endless
snow-covered valleys and hills that seem to make up the entire
fricking planet. | can’t complain, because | said | wanted to hunt. I'm
just out of shape and not used to trekking across so much snow.
He’s right, though; my fingers do feel like ice. | keep tucking them
into my sleeves, but that only works for a little while.

| wish he’d hold my hand again, but | suppose it's my own fault that
he won't. Instead, he stalks along, avoiding anything that looks like a
path. Occasionally he’ll squat down next to a set of footprints and
then will indicate | should join him. When | do, he tells me about what
creature passed through, how long ago, and anything else he can
tell me. Some marks are crisp, which he says belong to snow-cats
that lift their paws with every step. Others are more of a smear
through the snow, which means a creature is dragging its belly. He
points out each one and explains patiently, and when I've absorbed
everything, he’s off again, power-walking to the next ridge.

And | have no choice but to follow.

Despite it being a little too athletic for me to handle, I'm enjoying the
‘hunting.” The day is nice, and even though it’s cold, there’s a lot to
see and | feel like I'm doing something useful. | didn’t realize how
much my uselessness was bothering me until now. | guess I'm
worried that when winter comes, no one’s going to want a fat,
unmated human around eating all their food. If | can find my own, |
can survive on my own. | won’t be dependent on anyone.

We head toward a sheer gray cliff, and as we approach, Hassen
points at something. “Do you see that?”



| push my sweaty hair off my brow before it crystallizes and freezes
there, and scan the snow. “What am | looking for?”

“The cave. It is a hunter cave. The cliffs have small caves in them,
and there are many hunter caves set up. You should always be on
the lookout for one in case you need supplies or a place to rest.”

“And do you know where all of them are?”

He nods. “I have visited them all many times. Hunters spend much of
their time out in the wild.”

“It's not all that wild out here, is it? We're still pretty close to the
home cave, aren’'t we?” A few hours’ walk, maybe, but to these guys,
that’s nothing.

Hassen glances at me. “It is an easy walk today, when the weather is
good. On a stormy day? When the snow flies from the skies, even a
short trip can be a dangerous one.”

He has a point. “So are we going in?”

“We are. We will check if it needs to be resupplied, and get you
gloves.”

“All righty then. Lead the way.” | could use a break and a chance to
rest my feet, though | would never tell him that. Hassen hasn’t been
treating me like an incompetent fat chick and I'll be forever grateful.
Thinking about my sister and the fact that she’s out on a trip without
me still stings.

When we arrive at the cave, | see there’s a weather-beaten privacy
screen pushed in front of the door. “Should we not go in? Is
someone here?”

He pushes the screen aside, answering that question. “A screen
does not matter in the wild. It is only in the tribal cave.”

“When someone might walk in on you boning your man? Gotcha.” |
guess if you have a walk-in out in the wild, it can’t really be
unwelcome, because it's all about survival.



Hassen grunts acknowledgment of my words and pushes the screen
aside, then waits. | assume he’s waiting for me, so | move forward to
go inside and he plants a hand over my chest, stopping me. Then he
jerks his hand away as if scalded, realizing just what he was
clutching. “Do not go in yet.”

“No? Is someone in there after all?”

He shakes his head and squats near the entrance, so | do the same,
hunching down next to him. “You must check for predators before
entering a dark cave, Mah-dee. Use your senses.”

Oh. Damn it. | hate that he’s right, and | hate that it didn’t even occur
to me to check. Back on Earth, | wouldn't trip into a dark cave
without checking my surroundings. It shouldn’t be any different here.
It just reminds me how pathetic my survival skills actually are. “So
how do we check? I’'m guessing that throwing a burning torch in
probably isn’t the most practical of responses.”

His mouth crooks up on one side as he glances over at me. “Do you
have a burning torch on you?”

“‘Nope, or else it'd probably already be in the cave.”

He chuckles, and the sound makes my insides squeeze. | feel like
it's rare that | hear him laugh, and when | do it’s...nice. Real nice. He
should laugh more often. “Then we cannot send in a burning torch,”
he tells me. “What do you do, then?”

What do | do? Other than have many regrets over the fact that he
doesn’t want to fool around just for fun? | chew on my lip, trying to
concentrate. “l...don’t hear anything?”

He nods, gesturing at his eyes. “Use your senses before all else.
Look for tracks in the snow.” He gestures at the fresh powder at our
feet, then gestures at his nose. “Look for smells. Metlaks have a foul
scent to them. A creature that makes his home here that is not
frightened by the sa-khui smell is usually a scavenger, and they will
leave spoor in their home.” He reaches out and brushes a finger over
my cold ear. “And listening. Always listening for trouble.”



| nod. In a nutshell, | need to be more observant. | have to think
about my surroundings instead of just mindlessly stumbling around
and hoping for the best. | think about all the days | spent back on
Earth with my head bent over my cellphone. | imagine how horrified
Hassen would be at that, and it makes me grin. “Got it.”

| check everything, and when | don'’t find any problems, | turn to him
again. He nods, and | venture into the small cave, spear in hand. It's
a small cave, little bigger than a closet, and just barely tall enough
for Hassen to stand up in. Everything is quiet, and even though
there’s sunlight outside, there’s not a lot in the cave itself. | can still
make out neatly stored baskets tucked against a rocky shelf, and
several bundles of furs alongside them. “Cute place.”

“Every hunter looks out for another on the trails,” he says, moving
into the cave behind me. His body is so big—and yummy—that he’s
blotting out most of the sunlight. “We must check the supplies to
ensure they are well-stocked. It would not be fair of us to use what is
here and not replace it, but sometimes there is a reason to rush
home. And sometimes scavengers come in and upset what is left
behind for others. So we must check everything first. If something
must be restocked, we will add that to our list of duties.
Understand?”

| do. There's a lot more to being a hunter than just wandering out
with a spear and stabbing at things. It's about taking care of others—
not just other hunters, but the tribe. For a moment, I'm overwhelmed
at what a selfless task it is. Hassen and any of the other single
hunters could survive on their own, but they choose to work tirelessly
to bring home food for the tribe. In turn, the tribe cares for them
when they are injured or sick, gives them a place to sleep, and
people to socialize with. It’s all very ‘circle of life,” and I’'m fascinated
by how different it feels from my old life back on Earth. Then, | felt
like | had to work to pay bills. | dreamed about quitting on a regular
basis. But there’s no paycheck for these guys, and there’s no
quitting.

And for Hassen, especially, there’s no reward. There’s no one to
come home to after a long day. | feel a twinge of guilt for his



situation. He shouldn’t have stolen my sister, but...I’'m starting to
understand why he did.

| gaze up at him, his features nearly hidden in shadow except for his
glowing eyes. No wonder he wants to grab me and declare me as
his mate. He's desperately lonely, and I’'m positive that being exiled
is only making things worse. Maybe | shouldn’t have slept with him.
Maybe that was selfish of me.

But...we both enjoyed it. And | can’t change what’'s happened. All |
can do is focus on right now. “Okay, so what should | do now? Build
a fire?”

“‘Do you need a fire?” he asks. “Are you warm enough? Do you need
to cook? Can you see?”

“I'm fine.”

“Then we do not build a fire,” he says. “Because if we build a fire,
then we must go and replenish the fuel supplies for the next person
who will stay here.”

“Gotcha.” Survival seems like a never-ending job. But in a way, I'm
kinda motivated by that. You take, you give back. It just makes
sense. “l guess | can see well enough...if you move out of the
doorway.”

He moves forward a bit, and our bodies brush against one another.
Everything feels like it stops, and I'm acutely aware of his presence
and just how alone we are. And | think about yesterday all over again
because how can | not? But he moves past me with a flick of his tail
and goes to sit on the far side of the cave, and I'm left feeling all
achy and sad that we’re not going to experience round two of
storage cave seduction.

“We will check the supplies here,” he says. “Come.”

So | go to his side, and for the next while, he goes through the
contents of each basket and each rolled-up fur, explaining what is
stored here, what it is used for, and if anything is running low.
Apparently we need more dung (a phrase | never thought I'd say in



my life) and dried trail rations, which we’ll bring by in the morning. As
we unroll one of the bundles of furs, there’s a gentle thud outside.

| jump to my feet at the same time Hassen does, and | move near
the front of the cave, peeking out. There is another thud, and in the
distance, | see a fur-covered form standing near a pair of the pink,
bendy trees. He’s muttering to himself and digging in the snow, a
pair of carcasses at his feet.

A moment later, | feel Hassen’s hand tighten on my shoulder.
“Taushen.”

“| see that,” | whisper. He’s probably about a hundred feet away, but |
still feel completely conspicuous, given that we're standing in the
entrance of the nearest hunter cave. If he comes by here, he’ll see
us. “Are we in trouble?”

“No,” he tells me, and | feel his thumb move against the furs covering
my body, like he wants to stroke my skin. “He will not come here. He
is burying his kills in the cache nearby.”

“Pretty sure if he sees us, that will be bad,” | say to Hassen. He’s in
exile and not supposed to be hanging out. And me? I'm pretty sure if
they find out I'm here with him, I'll be assigned a watchdog back at
the cave that won’t let me go anywhere without asking permission.
Fuck that.

“Then be quiet,” Hassen murmurs. His hand slides to my waist, and |
shiver. | can feel the heat of his big body pressing against mine.
We’'re a few feet inside the doorway, hiding in the shadows, and |
have one hand gripping the hard bone edge of the privacy screen. |
tell myself it’s so | can quickly fling it up in case Taushen looks in this
direction, but I'm probably lying. With Hassen’s closeness, have a
feeling that if | let go of this thing, I'll just melt to the ground in a
puddle of goo. Needy, needy goo.

“What should we do?” | whisper.

“We put the screen up and we wait for him to leave.” His voice is soft
and low, and I'm pretty sure | just felt him brush my hair off of one



shoulder. I'm pretty sure that's making me all hot and bothered, too.

| force my fingers to unclench off of the screen and put it up. It's not
a perfect fit and | can still see out into the snow, where Taushen is
digging, completely oblivious to the fact that Hassen and | are hiding
a short distance away.

| hear Hassen take in a deep breath.
No wait, he’s sniffing.
Is he sniffing my hair?

Oh, god, why is that so freaking hot? His hand is still on my waist,
and I’'m acutely aware of its presence. He’s not moving it, and |
really, really wish he would. But he’s not moving at all. He’s just
standing with his front pressed to my back, like a big, sexy shadow.

Then, as if he can hear my thoughts, his hand on my hip moves. |
feel him pull up my fur coverings, and in the next moment, his warm
fingers brush over my belly.

| suck in a breath when his hand immediately goes to the waistband
of my leggings and he pushes into the front of it. And | whimper
when he presses his head against mine and nips at my ear. “Silence,
Mah-dee.”

Right. Silence. “I'll be quiet.”

“We do not want him to hear us,” Hassen murmurs, and his tongue
brushes against the shell of my ear, sending shivers through my
body. His big hand cups my pussy and | have to stifle my groan.
Silence. Right. Must be silent. “You would not want him to watch.”

For some reason, those words make me look out across the snow, to
where Taushen is. He’s standing with his hands on his hips, his back
to us, tail moving. Maybe he’s taking a break from digging, or maybe
he’s about to turn around and come over here.

If he did, he’d find me with Hassen’s hand down my pants.

And that hand, coupled with the fact that we might get caught?



It makes me so incredibly wet.

| bite down on my lower lip when Hassen’s big fingers glide through
my slick folds. “Quiet,” Hassen tells me again, though his voice is
strained. “You will be quiet when | touch you?”

“T-totally s-silent,” | manage, even though | feel like I'm about to
climb out of my own skin. I'm frozen in place, staring at Taushen,
half-daring him to turn around, half-horrified that he might.

Hassen'’s other arm goes under my furs, and then he’s pushing down
my leather bra-band and cupping my breast. | bite back my moan
and sag against him as his fingers stroke my pussy. God, this isn’t
fair...and | don’t want it to be. | should be pissed that he’s taking
advantage of the situation, but all | can think is that this is exactly
what | wanted, with a tease of voyeurism thrown in to boot.

| never thought I'd be so turned on at the sight of a guy digging a
hole.

“So wet,” Hassen breathes into my hair. “Is your cunt always this
slick around me?”

Oh, god, he said ‘cunt.” Oh, god, that’s so freaking hot that I'm pretty
sure | juice just at the sound of his deep voice. “l...maybe.”

“I should pull your pants off and lick you until you scream my name,”
he tells me. “But then you would not be quiet, would you?”

| shake my head. | would totally be noisy and love every moment of
it. And then Taushen would see, and for some reason, that just turns
me on even more. “You need to be g-quiet, too,” | tell him, voice
stuttering when one rough fingertip moves over my clit. “Oh, fuck,
that felt good.”

“Do you want me to make you come like this?” he asks, rubbing his
finger against the hood of my clit as if he’s been doing this sort of
thing for ages. “Or do you want me inside you when you come?”

“Oh sweet Jesus, is that on the table? | want the dick.” Do | ever.



He continues to pet my slippery pussy even as he pulls a layer of
furs off of me, tossing them to the ground. “Then you must be very
quiet, Mah-dee.”

Taushen’s digging again. There’s no chance of him coming over
here...which is good, because I’'m starting to breathe so loud | can
hear it echoing in the cave around me, and | don’t even care. | brace
one hand on the cave wall as Hassen rips another layer of furs from
my clothing, and then he’s tugging my leggings down around my
knees.

A second later, | feel something hard and hot press against my back.
Hassen'’s cock. | moan, reaching backward because | want to touch
him. He doesn’t let me, though. He grabs my hand and holds it to the
wall, then bends me forward. | brace my hands on the cave and
spread my legs as wide as | can with the pool of my leggings at my
feet.

Hassen’s big body presses against mine once more, and then | feel
his cock push at the entrance to my core. | whimper encouragement,
arching my back and pushing my hips out. A moment later, he
thrusts into me, so big and so good that it nearly blows my mind.

Or maybe the thing that’s blowing my mind is the spur that’s
prodding at my ass. I've never been into that sort of thing before, but
feeling it there makes me all squirmy and that much more turned on.
Dear god, these alien men have such naughty equipment. God must
definitely be a woman, because this is a gift from heaven if there
ever was one.

“Quieter,” Hassen rasps, his body against mine. He’s so huge it feels
like he’s covering me from head to toe as he presses into me from
behind. “He will hear.”

| didn’t even realize | was making noise. I'm too lost in sensation. |
wriggle against Hassen, a silent demand for more, and his hand
skims down my front, caressing my breast before returning to my clit
and massaging it.

Oh, god, he’s trying to kill me, isn’t he?



| groan his name even as he anchors a hand to my hip, thrusting
again. It feels like I'm being pierced twice—once by his cock and
once by his spur, and it feels like sensory overload. I'm panting as he
pauses to rub my clit again and bites gently at my shoulder through
my tunic.

Everything in me explodes. | come so quick and so hard that it's
shocking, even to me. Ripples of pleasure turn into an avalanche,
and every muscle in my body locks up in response. | can’t move,
can’t breathe, can’t speak—all | can do is sit here and silently vibrate
with ecstasy.

He hisses my name and then he’s pumping into me again, and his
fingers rest on my clit as he begins to drill into me from behind. And
did | think | was orgasming before? Clearly | didn’t know the meaning
of the word, because I’'m coming all over again, and it feels harder
and more intense than before. Wave after wave of pleasure pounds
through me as Hassen fucks me with quick, rough strokes. I’'m lost in
the endless orgasm, unable to form coherent thoughts. I've never
come so hard or so long, and it doesn’t seem to be stopping.

But then Hassen’s groaning against me, and he grinds his hips—and
spur—into me with one last hard stroke, and my toes curl as the
newest orgasm pulses through my body. He holds me close,
catching his breath, and then pulls out of me.

And | practically stumble. It's a good thing I'm clinging to the rock,
because | don’t know that | have any strength left in me. It's all been
(happily) dicked away. | drop to my knees and press my cheek to the
cold floor of the cave, not caring how ridiculous | look. The world is
spinning and I’'m pretty sure it's going to take me days to come down
off of this endorphin high. Totally worth it.

“Mah-dee?” Hassen’s hand touches my backside, which is raised up
in the air. “Are you well?”

| think your dick broke me. “I'm fabulous,” | say in a breathless voice.
“‘Boneless but fabulous.”



He rubs his hand on my ass. “This is going to get cold. | do not want
it to freeze—I like watching it move when | take you.”

With any other guy, I'd probably be insulted at him telling me my big
ass is jiggling when we have sex. But the way Hassen says it—like a
caress—tells me that he likes my ass. “I'll move in just a minute. |
need to get my strength up.”

He taps my butt cheek. “Rest, and then we will go out onto the trails
again. Taushen is gone.”

Wait, he expects me to hunt after that? Moreover, he expects me to
be able to walk? | roll onto my back and stare up at him. “l think you
are overestimating my recovery. I'm gonna need a few more
minutes.”

He chuckles. “| do not understand many of your words, but | will let
you rest if you need to rest.” He adjusts his pants, retying them, and
looks quite pleased with himself.

“Yeah, so while I let my lower half recover, maybe we should talk
about what we just did.”

Ever graceful despite his enormous size, Hassen folds his legs
under him and sits on the floor next to me. He reaches out and
smooths some of my sweaty hair back off of my face, and just that
small caress makes everything tingle in response. “What do you
wish to say?”

“I thought you didn’t want to do the whole ‘casual sex’ thing.” And |
mentally brace myself for another round of chest-beating man
proclamations about how I'm now his woman.

But he only shrugs. “I have given thought about what you said.”
“Oh?”

He nods. “If you wish to use me to scratch an itch, as you say, it is
only fair that | use you to scratch mine.”



Er, okay. So that isn’t what | expected to hear. Instead of talking
about how | should be his and we should set up a happy little cave
together, we’ve moved on to ‘using’ each other. Is it weird that | feel
a little wounded by that? | shouldn’t, because it's what | wanted...but
damn. The guy sure moves on fast. “You're not going to ask me to
marry you again?”

His face is blank. “As an exile, | can offer nothing to a mate. | realize
that now. You were right to turn me down.”

Oh. “That wasn’'t why—"

“It does not matter. If this is what you want, this is what we shall do.
It means pleasure for both of us. | do not see a problem with this.”
He caresses my cheek.

| smile and can’t help but feel like this is a lot easier than | expected.
He’s caving in to what | want just like that? “What made you change
your mind?”

“Your nearness,” he says bluntly. “I could smell your hair and feel
your body against mine and | wanted you. So | took you.”

| shiver. “Yes, yes you did.”

HASSEN

Mah-dee is smiling at me. She is pleased with my declaration that |
wish nothing more than to mate with her.

It feels as if | am deceiving her, yet | will go along with it. The truth is,
| have not changed my mind. In my mind, Mah-dee is mine. She is
my mate. But being close to her and not being able to touch her is
torture. | will not choose that. | will choose another route.

Let her think | have given up on my quest to claim her as my own. |
have slept on my anger, and | now have a plan. | will not blindly rush
forward. | will enjoy these few days with Mah-dee while the weather
is pleasant and she learns to hunt. And when the heavier snows
come, | will endure the brutal season as an exile, and hunt harder



than ever before. When it is over, | will talk with Vektal about
rejoining the tribe as a hunter. Then and only then can | claim Mah-
dee as a mate. By then, Li-lah will be carrying Rokan’s kit and all will
have forgotten that | stole the weak, crying sister when | should have
stolen the fierce one.

Today was a risk. Not because Taushen might have seen us, but
because Mah-dee might have decided that she did not want to be
touched by me again. The fact that she craves my touch as much as
| hunger for hers makes me weak with relief. Mah-dee initiated
mating with me yesterday. | was not sure she would welcome me
today.

The fact that she has means | can show her how much | need her. |
plan on taking Mah-dee out on many ‘hunting’ excursions.

And | will claim her every chance | get. | want her to need me as
much as | need her.



HASSEN
Five Days Later

M ah-dee throws her spear with a limp grip. It wobbles in the air
and skids into the snow a few paces away from where she is
standing. The tree she was supposed to hit waves back and forth in
the stiff wind, taunting her poor hunting ability.

| cross my arms and do my best to look displeased. “That was a
terrible throw. You said you practiced.”

“I did try to practice,” she tells me in a grumpy voice as she trots
forward to scoop up her spear. “It's hard to get up and go when
you're exhausted all the time. | gave it a few tosses back at the cave
but figured I'd do my practice out here with you.”

“‘Exhausted? Am | exhausting you?” | reach for one of her large
teats, caressing it through the many layers of furs she is wearing.
“Shall | stop in my attentions?”

She squirms away, laughing, but the flush in her cheeks and the
brightness in her gaze tells me that she likes my touch. “It's not the
sex—though, okay, it's pretty amazing and hardcore on its own. It's



all the hiking and the hunting. | don’t know if you’'ve noticed, but I'm
out of shape.”

| study her figure, frowning at her words. I like your shape. What is
wrong with it?”

Laughter peals from her again. “Just for that, you are totally getting
laid again.”

“‘Now?” | gesture at the open, rolling hills around us. “Here in the
snow?”

“Not right now! There is zero privacy right now.” Mah-dee sticks her
tongue out at me again.

“You like no privacy,” | remind her, and am pleased when a bright
flush touches her pink cheeks. In the days since our first mating in
the storage cave, we have mated as often as possible. A few times
have been in the storage caves, in the middle of the day, and Mah-
dee burns hottest when she thinks we might get caught.

When she burns hot, | do, too.

She brings her spear back toward me and then holds it out. “Do |
need to work on my grip, you think?”

“If all your throws are like that one? Yes.”

“Okay.” She wraps her fingers around the long pole of the spear and
looks up at me. “Like this?” Her grip moves up and down. “Or should
| hold it tighter here? Maybe give it a little stroke when it’s ready to
throw?” And her hand moves in a way that has nothing to do with
hunting.

| can feel my cock harden in response to the sight of her fingers
moving up and down the pole. The little grin on her face tells me that
she knows exactly what she does and how I will respond. “I would
tell you to hold the shaft tighter in your grip, but | do not think we are
talking about hunting.”

She blinks rapidly. “Why, whatever do you mean?”



“Is something wrong with your eyes?”

Mah-dee snorts. “No. There is something wrong with my brain if I'm
trying to use human techniques to flirt with you, though.”

| grin at that, grabbing her by the waist and pulling her against me.
“Do you flirt with me, then?”

“Duh. Do you see anyone else out here to flirt with?” She flings her
spear aside into the snow and throws her arms around my waist.

“Is it because you want to make me need you? Or because you wish
for me to bury my face between your legs and lick your cunt again?”
| did so just before our lessons, but | will gladly do so again if she
wishes it. The taste of Mah-dee on my tongue is better than
anything.

She appears to consider it, and then sighs. “I think if we do that
again, we’re not going to get much hunting done.”

“Mmm.” I am not sure | mind that. My Mah-dee is enthusiastic about
many aspects of hunting...except for the killing of animals.
Yesterday, we found a lame dvisti kit alone on the steppes. It was
easy prey and | suggested Mah-dee bring it down. She could not do
it. She cried instead, and hid her eyes when | put my spear in the
creature’s throat. My mate has a soft heart, but she does not yet
understand that sometimes a killing is a mercy.

| wish | could protect her from these things, but if she is to survive,
she must be strong in both body and spirit.

“I suppose we had better go back to hunting, then.” She snuggles
close to me, pressing her cheek to my chest. “| do need to get better,
and we’ve spent more time practicing other things.”

| stroke her yellow mane. | want to tell her that she has no need of
learning to hunt if | am her mate. That | can take care of her and
provide for us if she will accept me...and if the chief will accept me
back. Each night around my small fire seems to grow longer and
lonelier.



But for now, we can hunt together and mate in the hunter caves. As
long as | have Mah-dee at my side, | will take what | am offered and
be thankful.

We kiss and | hand her back the spear she has dropped. “Let us go,
then.”

We hike, moving up one of the gentle slopes that surround the valley
that is the tribal home. Mah-dee likes to come up here, because we
can see from a very far distance. | let her lead, because it is
important that she learn how to find game trails on her own. But
when we get to the edge of the cliffs, Mah-dee points at moving
specks in the distance. “Is that a herd of dvisti?”

“Too small,” | tell her, walking along the cliffs a few steps to get a
closer look. | count three hands of specks and see two long squares
behind two of them. Sleds. Which means... “It is Maylak’s party.
They must have killed a sa-kohtsk.” | eye the sleds, curious at the
sight. Normally the sa-kohtsk meat has a strange, bitter taste to it
and my people leave it for predators, taking only the khuis that twine
in its heart. The fact that they are bringing sa-kohtsk meat home with
them tells me that there are more concerns about the brutal season
and whether there is enough food for so many mouths.

| should have gladness in my heart that my tribesmates are returning
healthy and whole. | watch them walk, and no one is limping or
moving slow. One jogs ahead, and then circles back, his movements
almost playful. They are happy with how the hunt turned out, then. |
should be glad.

But | am not. | am disappointed to see them, because that means it
is that many faces returning to the caves. The freedom Mah-dee has
had to come and go as she pleases will disappear with the return of
the others. | will not be able to sneak into the storage caves with her
and mate. She will not be able to slip out of the caves and see me. |
bury my anger and frustration and turn back to her. “Come. Let us
find a game trail.”



“‘Everyone’s coming back? Should we...should | go back to the
cave?” Mah-dee looks up at me, curious.

Her words are like a knife in the gut. “Do you wish to go back? | can
take you.”

She chews on her pink lip. “Actually I'd rather spend the rest of the
day with you, if that’s all right. | can see them anytime.”

Warmth fills my chest. | nod, because | do not trust my voice. That
she would choose to stay with me this day is a gift. | hold a hand out
to her.

Mah-dee moves forward and laces her small, cold fingers with mine.
“So what does this mean for you and me?” she asks.

| hate that | must say the words. “Today will be our last hunting trip. It
is as you have said. There is no ‘you and me.”

MADDIE

There’s a party that night, but it's a subdued one. Everyone’s tired
from their journey, so it's not the most energetic of reunions, but
everyone gathers by the fire and Maylak passes around her fat,
wriggly baby boy Makash, who now has brightly glowing eyes. They
even pass him to me, and | don’t point out that he’s ginormous and
looks strange to me after seeing so many pale blue half-human
babies. Makash is deep blue and his horn buds are twice the size of
the others’. Even his tiny chest has the hard plating already.

Maylak flutters around the group, touching everyone, and looks
anxious despite her happiness. | guess she’s worried that someone
might have gotten injured while she was gone, but the people left
behind were a boring group. | doubt anyone left the cave other than
me or Taushen, who stayed behind to hunt for fresh meat for the
elders and preggos. Josie sits next to me by the fire, but | might as
well be invisible for all the attention she’s paying. Her mate is back
and she’s clinging to him like he’s about to disappear again. |



suppose it'd be cute to see them so lovey-dovey if | didn’t feel so
mixed up myself.

Hassen isn’t here. The entire tribe has come out to hang together
and eat and catch up. Heck, even Asha’s sitting at the fire, a good
distance away from her mate, and she’s holding Maylak’s baby with
a blissful look on her face. No Hassen, though. He’s not allowed.

| glance out at the cave entrance, but it's empty, thick snowflakes
blowing in and melting on the stones. Right after the others got
home, a storm started. | suppose | should be worried about Lila, but
she’s with her mate and a bunch of other people. They’re fine.
Instead, I'm thinking about Hassen. He’s all alone out there, and
while he knows how to take care of himself, | can’t help but worry. All
it takes is a twisted ankle and...l shake those thoughts free from my
head, because | can’t go down that path. He can take care of
himself.

| just hate that no one has his back right now.
It is as you have said. There is no you and |.

He’s right. | just didn’t expect it to bother me so much to hear. I've
loved the last week—it's been so much fun and | haven't felt bored
or lonely. In fact, I've woken up every morning eager to face the
world and see what new things | can learn or discover. Is this how
Lila feels?

Someone drops into the empty seat next to me. It's Harrec, one of
the other young hunters that just returned with the group. | smile
faintly at him in greeting and turn back to the fire, feigning interest in
the story someone’s telling, when all | really want to do is go to the
cave mouth and see if Hassen’s waiting outside, watching us.
Wanting to be with us.

Man, that thought is a real bummer.

“Are you hungry, Mah-dee?” Harrec offers me a skewer with several
over-cooked chunks of meat on it. “I made this for you.”



“Thanks?” | take it, even though I've already eaten. Seems rude,
otherwise.

He grins at me, looking friendly. “Enjoy the good-tasting meat. When
the snows come, it will be many soups.”

“I like soup,” | tell him, nibbling at one of the chunks.

“Do you have enough bowls? If you do not, | can make you some. |
am not as good with carving as Aehako is, but | would be happy to
help you.”

Do | have enough bowls? That's the weirdest question I've ever
been asked. For some reason, | look across the fire and see Asha.
She smirks at me, her hard eyebrows going up. Oh, shit. Is this
flirting? Is Harrec flirting with me? About bowls? “I'll have to take
inventory when | mosey back to my crib and I'll let you know the
sitch.” | deliberately pick a lot of human slang to baffle him. Maybe
it's me being a bitch, but | smile widely as if | just said the most
normal stuff in the world.

He gives me a firm nod, looking pleased even though I’'m pretty sure
he has no clue what | said.

A steaming cup of tea appears near my head and | rear back,
surprised. It's one of the elders—\Vaza, | think? He offers me the cup
with a smile. “Drink, yes?”

“Oh, uh, thanks.” | take the cup and now my hands are full of both
food and drink. Everyone’s suddenly so friendly.

To my surprise, Vaza steps over the stone I'm sitting on and pushes
in between myself and Josie, who looks surprised at the intrusion. “If
you like the tea, | can bring you more. It is my special blend.”

“I'm sure it's great.” | give Josie an apologetic look as she moves to
her mate’s lap. Her mate looks pissed, though, his teeth bared
protectively over his woman.

Vaza’s oblivious, though. “There is a certain leaf that grows near the
water that makes the best tea.”



“You don’t say,” | murmur.
Harrec gestures at the food. “Is it good? Do you want more?”

“Great,” | tell him, and take another obliging bite. Asha just smirks
across the fire, clearly enjoying my pain.

Not for the first time this night, I'm pretty bummed that the others are
back. I'd much rather be spending my time with Hassen.

I

THE NEXT MORNING, | get dressed in my double layers of furs to go
out hunting, but | realize ten minutes later that it's not going to
happen. | can’t get away from the tribe. Specifically, the men of the
tribe. The moment | leave my cave Taushen’s there, asking if | need
more leather to make warm clothing for the brutal season. When |
head to the fire to grab breakfast, Vaza's there with more of his tea.
Then Harrec drops by to ask if | want to help him mend his nets. |
manage to choke down a few quick mouthfuls of a not-potato cake
before murmuring excuses and making my way toward the entrance
of the cave. If no one’s around, | might be able to slip out and go say
hello to Hassen. I'm sure he’s waiting nearby.

But at the entrance, Maylak is there, and Asha, who is holding
Maylak’s little girl while Maylak nurses her newborn. They are both
standing and talking to Rukh and Harlow, and the healer has a
concerned expression on her face. They all seem to be having an
intense conversation, though, so maybe | can sneak past them—

“Maddie! Oh good, another human. | need your help.” Harlow waves
me over and the small group turns their gazes to me.

Shit. | have no choice but to head over, pasting a smile to my face.
“Hi. What’s up?”

“I'm trying to explain to Maylak that it's very important that | go to the
ship—the Elders’ Cave. | want to visit one more time before the
brutal season hits.” She adjusts the baby in her arms and looks over



at her mate, who has a large pack on his back. They look like they’re
ready to head out the door. “It's about the computer.”

“Oh?” I'm not seeing where | factor in with this.

“Yeah, | noticed last time that things weren’t adding up when I'd ask
the computer questions, and the more | sit and think about it, the
more I’'m worried that there’s something wrong with it.” She looks at
her mate, then back to me. “l worry the data’s corrupted and I'm
trying to explain that to them, and no one’s grasping it.”

“I'm no computer genius myself, but | ran into that problem before on
my laptop. You think it has a virus? How did it get a virus if it's been
crashed here?’

‘I don’t know if it’s a virus, but...things don’t make sense. It's a
computer, so it’s supposed to relay nothing but facts, but | keep
finding discrepancies. Like...okay. You know how long the sa-khui
have been here, right?”

“‘Um. Two hundred something years right?” | seem to recall someone
telling me about that.

“Two hundred eighty-nine years.” She jiggles her baby on her hip.
“That’s what it says every time you ask it. But when | talk to the tribe,
it doesn’t make sense. Maylak says the oldest in the tribe is Vadren.”

The healer inclines her head. “He has seen one hundred and sixty-
two brutal seasons.”

“Wow, that’s pretty crusty.”

“It gets weirder. | was thinking about that, right? So | went to talk to
Vadren, and he said his father lived to be a hundred and fifty
seasons. And his father before him was about the same.”

“Uh, I’'m no mathematician, but that doesn’t add up.”

“‘Right! And he says that no one has ever had any technology for as
long as he remembers. He learned to spear hunt, and his father



learned to spear hunt from his father. If his dad was a kid around the
time of the crash, wouldn’t he remember something?”

| shrug. “| guess? Maybe they’re off-the-grid types and decided to go
back to nature when they landed here permanently?”

“I was wondering about that, but then | kept thinking about it, and it
bothers me.” There’s distress on her freckled face. Her baby grabs a
fistful of her orange hair and tugs, and Harlow absently tugs his hand
free. “| know I've had a few instances where I'd get a schematic from
the computer and parts would be missing or seem incorrect, and |
thought it was me. But now I’'m wondering if there’s corruption in the
system somewhere. And I’'m worried because | don’t know if it's safe
to use for the language capabilities. What if it beams a laser into
someone’s brain and fries them when it's supposed to be teaching
them sign language?”

Yikes. “Yeah, that doesn’t sound good.”

“So would you check it out? Or do you think it’s just me looking for
things to do?” She casts a worried look to her mate.

“No, | think if you want to go check it out, it can’t hurt, right?” Plus,
I’'m selfish. Only half the tribe has the sign language so far, and |
want my sister to be able to communicate with everyone. She’s
worked really hard to teach the computer her ‘hand words,’ as the
others say, and | don’t want her to be hampered by an inability to
communicate. Then again, | also don’t want someone’s brains turned
to goo just because they’re trying to learn how to talk to my sister.

‘I am worried,” Maylak says in her low, gentle voice. “| feel you
should stay here, with the tribe.”

At this, Rukh scowls. “I will watch my mate. | protect her.”

“It is not that,” Maylak continues. “It is...I just worry. | feel...” She
sighs. “Perhaps it is just a healer worrying over nothing.”

“We make this trip all the time. We’'ll be fine,” Harlow assures her.

Maylak nods, but doesn’t seem convinced. “Just be cautious.”



Harlow casts a smile in my direction and then looks at Asha. “Did
either of you want to go with us?”

“Oh, I'm, um, busy.” | smile brightly and hope they don’t ask too
many questions about that. “Got a lot on my plate.”

“Gathering all the unmated males close?” Asha says in a teasing
voice.

| scowl at her. “Waiting for my sister to come back?”
She simply smiles, unbothered by my pissiness.

Maylak, Rukh and Harlow start to talk again, and | edge backward,
trying to extricate myself from the conversation. | glance out of the
cave, hoping to see a familiar figure on the horizon, but it's empty.

“Looking for someone?” Asha’s voice is amused as she comes to
stand at my side. In her arms, the little girl sucks her thumb and
watches me with big, glowing eyes. Asha’s smile returns. “One
hunter in particular, perhaps?”

“Shut up.” | scan the outdoors again. “You haven'’t seen him today,
have you?”

“I have not. Perhaps he is bothered by all the males you are
attracting, given that you do not wish to take him to your furs
permanently.”

| frown at her. “What do you mean?”

“Would you like some tea, Mah-dee?” she mocks. “Perhaps some
leather for more clothes?”

Oh. That. “I'm not encouraging them! | don’t know what’s changed
for them to suddenly start paying attention to me.”

“It is because you smile now. Before you scowled at everyone and
threw things. Now you smile, and now they notice you.” Her look
becomes sly. “They do not realize the reason why you smile, |
imagine.”



| can feel my cheeks heating. Yeah, | know why I'm smiling now. It's
because I'm getting laid. Actually, it's more than that. It's Hassen’s
company. It’s that I've found someone that really understands me
and my situation. | don’t feel so abandoned. | feel like | have a
partner in crime now. “Well, | want them to leave me alone. How do |
do that?”

“You resonate,” she says in a dry voice.
“Well aren’t you just a big bundle of help?”
“No.”

“Sarcasm.”

She shrugs and cuddles the little girl in her arms close. “Then take a
pleasure-mate.”

Argh. These people are so frustrating. I'm about to complain about
how irritating | find all of this attention when | see a dark figure
appear in the snow in the distance. My heart races and | feel an
excited flutter in my belly. Hassen. He’s waiting for me.

But then a second figure appears, and my excited flutter dies. Oh.
Not Hassen. It must be Lila and her group returning. I'm excited to
see my sister again, but at the same time, | feel a niggle of dread.
While she’s been gone, I've been hitting it with the guy that
kidnapped her.

That’s going to be hell to try and explain.

| worry that | should feel guilty. What Hassen did was wrong, but now
that | know him better, | don’t hate him. I’'m not happy with his actions
in the past, but I've also behaved like a jerk myself. | was kind of an
asshole when we woke up, and I’'ve continued to be an asshole up
until recently. Heck, Marlene won’t come out of her cave when I'm
around, and Stacy still cringes like I’'m going to throw something at
her again. | get annoyed with their reactions to me, especially now
that the guys are all acting like | suddenly became hot shit overnight.
| shouldn’t be judged by how | acted when | was stressed out and
afraid...and | wonder that I've been judging Hassen all along.



After all, one reason why | hold him at arm’s length when it comes to
our relationship is because of my sister. Because | don’t want Lila to
be disappointed in me. I'm all mixed up and I'm not sure how to
handle things.

| wait at the entrance, hugging my cloak close to my body as the
party moves closer. A few others trickle out of the cave and move out
to greet them, but | hang back. | hate that | feel like | don’t know how
to be around my own sister anymore. | watch as she comes into
view, her hair pulled into a braid, her face ruddy with cold. She’s
smiling broadly and has a large pack on her back, and she makes
gestures with her hands as she scans the people emerging, looking
for someone. Looking for me.

And then | feel like an asshole, because it's my baby sister. | love
her. | step forward and raise a hand so she can see me, and Lila’s
face lights up with pleasure. | feel my anxiety abate and | wade out
into the snow to greet her.

There you are, she signs as she approaches. | was wondering if you
were hiding!

| make it to Lila’s side and hug her close, ignoring Rokan. | squeeze
her tightly, and she looks good. She smells like sweat and furs, but
she looks great. | pull back and smile at her, then sign, / didn’t want
to crowd you.

You’re allowed. She reaches for my hand and squeezes it, then
signs, You look great, by the way. How is everything?

I’'m good. | missed you. | realize that it’s true. I've been keeping
myself occupied with hunting—and Hassen—but now that my
sister’s back, it feels like a missing piece has slid back into place.
For all that we’re struggling to find our way here on this planet, she’s
still my best friend and my family. | need her.

But you look good, she tells me, and reaches for the straps on her
pack, glancing at her mate. I'm exhausted.



Oh shit. I'm an asshole. She’s walked for days now and has a bag
full of fruit—that can’t be light. | rush forward, signing, Let me help.

Both Rokan and | pry the pack off of Lila’s back, and my sister
stretches, then puts a hand to her back and grimaces. | need to work
out more.

For some reason, this strikes me as hilarious. Work out? On an ice
planet? Lila’s already a twig. Doofus, | tell her, and loop an arm
around her waist, ready to help haul her into the cave.

Rokan shoulders her pack and touches Lila’'s arm, a question in his
eyes. She reassures him with a quick hand signal and a smile, and
leans on me.

“I will take the packs in,” Rokan says and signs. “Bring Li-lah by the
fire so she can rest?”

“Will do,” | tell him. | don’t even resent him at the moment. We both
just want what is best for my sister.

By now, people are spilling out of the cave, and there’s excited,
raised voices in every direction. Bags are being distributed, and
humans are spilling out, babies in arms, because they can’t wait to
see what kind of fruit was brought in. | weave through the crowd with
Lila and head for the fire pit. For the first time in possibly ever,
there’s no one sitting around it. I'm pretty sure they’re all crowded
out front. | park Lila in front of the fire pit, at the best seat, and help
her shrug off the top layer of her wraps. They’re a little damp, and |
spread them out on one of the poles set up nearby for such a
reason. There’s no tea bubbling over the fire, so | grab a tripod and
string a pouch over it, motion to my sister that I'll be back, and fill it
up at one of the multiple springs bubbling through the cave. There’s
a basket of spices and tea kept near the fire— Stacy’s, probably—
and | dig through it before finding tea and setting it up. I’'m actually
pretty proud of myself that | knew how to do all that just from
watching the others—now | just hope I'm not boiling my sister a tea
made from meat spices.



| sit down next to Lila and sign at her again. Are you hungry? Do you
want something to eat?

Just tired, she tells me. | was fine until we saw the tribal cave, and
then | lost all my energy. Her smile is tired. I'm glad to be home. You
should be glad you didn’t go. It was a fun trip but a hard one. I'm
wiped out.

Did you get a lot of fruit? Was your one-eyed friend there?

We did get a lot of fruit, but we also ate a lot of it and just harvested
seeds and cuttings from the plants. We could not take all of it back.
There’s so much, it’s incredible. We brought back as much as we
could carry, but we buried some in a cache as well. We were so
busy!

Sounds like it.

And no, no sign of my friend. It was just us there. She rubs her
stomach. I liked the fruit, but | would be happy not eating any more
of it for a while. | never thought I'd say it but I'd prefer raw meat right
now!

| laugh, because that’s not something | expected to hear, either. Are
you going native then? Eating raw? | know that’s how the sa-khui
prefer their meat, and some of the more daring humans have taken it
up, but not me. | like my steak well-done and not fresh out of
something’s gut.

A shy look crosses my sister’s face. It’s not that | like the thought, but
I've been having cravings for the past few days... She stops and
clasps her hands together, and | see her eyes are shimmering with
tears.

“Oh my god,” | breathe aloud, and then realize what I've done. She
understands me though, and laughs and nods. Lila’s pregnant. |
squeal with excitement and grip her hands in mine. She beams at
me, and in that moment, I'm so utterly thrilled for my sister’s
happiness. | love that my shy, scared sister is just blossoming out
here on this ski slope of a planet. It makes me tear up, too.



My sister’s going to have a family and a baby, just like everyone
else. I'm so happy for her, and yet...| still feel the sting of losing her.
And | feel alone all over again.

Which makes me think of Hassen.

Which makes me think | should probably tell my sister I’'m flirting with
Hassen.

Okay, sleeping with Hassen.
Not that anyone’s doing much sleeping.

| watch Lila’s happy face. She wipes away her tears, beaming. We
knew it would happen because of resonance, but still, to think about
it and to actually have it happen are two different things.

You can feel it? Already? | touch my breast, thinking about the
parasite inside me—the khui. | can'’t feel it, ever, though | have
noticed that the mated couples purr at each other when they
resonate. Is it because of the khui?

She shakes her head. It’'s more of...what you don’t feel. Her cheeks
color. The resonance slows down. Plus, Rokan knows.

He thinks he knows because he’s a man?
No, | mean he knows. She taps her temple. In his ‘knowing’ sense.

Oh, right. | keep forgetting that Rokan’s a minor psychic of some
kind. Maylak’s cootie makes her a healer, Rokan’s gives him spidey-
senses, and mine? Well, mine kind of sits there like a lump. Which is
probably a good thing. Not that I’'m jealous of all the babies, but it
feels weird and isolating to have the only inert khui out of the entire
tribe. | mean, damn. Surely I've got something worth passing on to
the next generation. Sometimes | feel like | need to go sit in the bad
kids’ corner with Hassen.

Annnnd yeah, | really need to tell my sister about Hassen.

| swallow the knot of worry building in my throat, and sign to her. I'm
glad you’re back. We need to talk.



Is everything okay?

| regret that I've said something. Like, immediately. The weariness
on Lila’s face seems to increase tenfold, and now she looks
stressed. Am | stressing her out? | stifle the flash of irritation that |
feel. I'm stressing her out? I've taken care of her ever since our
parents died. I'm the one who’s had to be in control. I'm the one
who’s had to choke back my fears and be the strong one. We're both
in new emotional territory and | need to learn to be patient, which
isn’t one of my strong suits. But since I've already jumped the gun, |
might as well plow forward. You didn’t see Hassen when you were
walking back, did you?

No, and I'm glad. I'm still not comfortable with him. Her expression
hardens just a little.

Her words feel like a brick in my gut. Telling her about this was a
mistake. It's too fresh. She won’t understand. Heck, I’'m not even
sure | understand it myself.

Why? What is it? Lila looks concerned. Has he been bothering you?
He’s supposed to be exiled as punishment.

He’s not bothering me, | gesture back. It’s just...l pause, and then
continue. We’ve become friends.

Her eyes widen with alarm. Maddie, no. Don’t be friends with him.

It's okay, Lila. We talked about why he stole you. He’s really sorry,
and it wasn’t that he was in love with you. He just wanted a mate.

And that’s why he wants to be your friend right now! He’s using you
because you’re available!

That’s not it, | tell her, and then drop my hands. It's not, is it? | sought
him out, not the other way around. Even as | tell myself she’s wrong,
| worry. Hassen was so desperate for a mate that he tried to steal
one. And then here | come, flinging myself at him. Maybe it's not
about me and him bonding and being friends as well as fuck-
buddies. Maybe it’s just about him trying to grab himself another
mate.



| think about the fact that he more or less proposed to me after we
slept with each other, and decide not to share that with my sister.
Actually, | decide I'm not going to share a lot with my sister. The look
of horror she’s giving me tells me plenty. We're just friends, | sign.
Don’t freak out.

You need to stay away from him, sis. I lived with him for weeks. |
know what he’s like. He’s impatient and overbearing and...She
waves her hands in the air, clearly at a loss for words. He is not a
good man! | don’t want him taking advantage of you!

Oh, that is so cute. Considering that | took advantage of Hassen the
moment he decided to hang out with me, my sister has the wrong
one pegged as a predator. Seriously, we’re just friends. | just wanted
you to know, okay? So there wouldn’t be any surprises.

I’m going to speak to Vektal and tell him that he’s hanging around
bothering you, Lila signs angrily. /It’s not right.

Don’t you dare, | send back just as quickly, and her eyes widen at
my vehement gestures. Don’t you say a thing!

What is going on?

Nothing. Okay? We’re just friends!

You didn’t resonate, did you?

Fuck no! | just feel bad for the guy, all right?

How can you feel bad for him? He stole me! He tried to force me to
be his wife!

Yeah, and he lost everything. Heaven forbid a guy wants to fall in
love and take care of a girl. | stop myself even as | think it. Am |
having Stockholm syndrome on my sister’s behalf? Hell, is that even
possible?

I’'m really confused. | get to my feet. | think | need some time to
myself.

But | just got back, Lila gestures, hurt in her eyes.



| give her a quick bear hug. I know, and I’'m a horrible sister. I'm
sorry. We'll talk later, okay?

She nods, mystified, and blinks her big eyes at me in that wounded
way. | feel like an asshole. I'm abandoning my sister just as she got
back from her trip so | can go talk to Hassen and try to figure out why
| feel so mixed up. | should hang out with her. She hasn’t been here
for days.

You haven’t been around her for days because you weren'’t invited, a
seditious little voice in my head says. At least Hassen wants to
spend time with you.

That decides it. | have to go, | sign to her, and pat her shoulder. |
leap to my feet and head off, gathering my furs close to my body.
There’s an extra wrap by the entrance on a drying rack, and | snatch
it and wrap it around my shoulders. Everyone at the entrance is busy
chatting and exclaiming over what'’s in the bags. No one’s going to
notice me if | sneak off, hopefully.

| move along the cliff walls, wincing with every crunching step,
waiting for someone to yell at me to come back, to ask me where I'm
going. No one does, though. They're too preoccupied with all the
goodies Lila and her crew have brought back. | slip away, my steps
hurrying despite the calf-deep snow, and crest over a ridge. After
that, I'm home free. No one’s going to chase me now.

Time to find Hassen and get some answers. Or to just vent at how
confused | feel about my sister. And about him.

Really, I'm pretty mixed up over everything. | don’t know if he’s the
person | should go pouring my heart out to, but right now | feel like
he’s the only one that will truly understand how | feel.

There’s a copse of trees over the next ridge where we normally
meet. I'll head there and see if he’s nearby. | don’t have a weapon
with me, but it's not a far walk and | can wait for him. He’s bound to
come by at some point.

| hope.



Something feels tight on my face, and | swipe at my cheek. It’s ice.
I’'m crying, and my tears are freezing on my face. Shit. Why am |
crying? Is it because | feel like my sister’s even more distant than
ever? That I'm jealous of her and her happiness and the fact that
everyone freaking loves her while I'm the town leper? Is it that I'm
suddenly the one who needs looking after and | resent that? Is it
because she hates Hassen and | feel like | have to choose between
her happiness and mine?

How did this all get so complicated? | press my fingers to my cheek,
warming the tears until they melt away.



MADDIE

| wait at the trees for what feels like forever. It's probably only a half-
hour, but it feels like eternity. There’s nothing around except snow
and more snow. No animals, not much vegetation, and certainly no
Hassen. The wind tears at my clothing and my exposed skin, and |
feel very alone and small and vulnerable.

And lost. Lately I've been feeling very, very lost, and | hate it. I'm
tired of feeling this way. I'm tired of feeling like everyone’s got their
shit together but me. Even right now, I'm out here in the wild with a
damp wrap that’s not keeping me very warm, no snowshoes, and no
weapon. If that’s not idiotic, | don’t know what is.

My frustration mounts by the minute, and I’'m just about ready to bail
out and head back to the cave when a figure appears in the
distance. | see big shoulders, horns and lots of blue skin exposed,
which means it's one of the sa-khui. When he starts racing toward
me at a breakneck speed, | figure it's Hassen.

And stupid me starts weeping again. All the frustration seems to be
seeping out of me in girly, wimpy tears. | hate that. I'm not a crier.
That’s not who | am. I'm strong, damn it. I'm capable. I'm not...

Not like Lila. And Lila’s happy.



And that just makes me blubber even more.

“Mah-dee!” Hassen races to my side, running his hands over my
arms and then touching my face. “You are cold. Why are you out
here? Who is with you? Where is your spear?”

“I'm here by myself,” | say, swiping away the tears that keep freezing
on my face. “l needed to talk to you.”

“With no weapon? Mah-dee, you must think before you leave the
cave! It is not safe—"

“I know,” | cry out, swatting away his hands as he tries to cup my
cheeks. “Okay? | know! | get it. | suck at taking care of myself. That's
not exactly headline news.” | dust away more of the tears that seem
to keep coming.

He frowns down at me and puts a finger under my chin, tilting my
head up. “Why do you cry? What is wrong?”

“Oh, you mean other than everything? Everything is wrong?”

“Why is everything wrong? You must tell me.” He rubs a knuckle
along my jaw. “I do not like to see you cry.”

“Yeah, well, | don't like crying, either.”

Hassen tugs my coverings closer to my body, and then his breath
hisses. “Mah-dee, this is wet—"

“Yes, | know! I’'m shitty at surviving. | know this! | just...l had to
escape before the guys noticed me again.”

He grabs me and hauls me into his arms, not in the romantic way
that heroes carry fainting heroines, but like a mother carries her
child. “I am taking you to the nearest hunter cave and we are going
to get you something warm to wear, and then we are going to talk.”

“Okay,” | say in a sniffly, whiny voice. | put my arms around his neck
and bury my face there, except when | do, | bang my forehead on
one of his down-curling horns. Typical. Even Hassen’s trying to Kill
me.



We’'re silent as he moves through the snow, heading unerringly for
one particular cave that we tend to visit a lot. The walk seems like it
takes forever, and by the time we get to the cave, I’'m trembling with
cold, the furs I’'m wrapped in feel soaked, and I'm miserable all
around. He ducks into the cave, shoving aside the screen over the
entrance, and then gently sets me down. He rubs my arms and legs
with his big, warm hands, stripping off my wet furs. The look on his
face is full of anger, though, so | don’t thank him. | don’t think he’ll
appreciate it. He grabs one of the bundled furs and cuts the ties with
his knife, then flings it around me.

| know I'm in the doghouse when he then moves to the fire pit and
begins to make a fire. If I'm cold enough to warrant a fire and then
we have to replenish the fire-making supplies, I'm so going to get an
earful from him.

“I'm sorry,” | begin, but he shoots me an irritated look that makes me
go silent again. Okay, if he’s not in a talky mood, I'll just sit here and
shiver. | clutch the blankets closer and feel pretty sorry for myself at
the entire situation.

It takes a few minutes before the fire catches, but eventually there’s
a little flame going and Hassen scoops me up and drops me next to
the fire like I’'m a child. He adjusts the furs wrapped around me,
tucking my feet under them, and then rests on his haunches,
pausing to glare at me. “Why are you out in wet furs? Explain.”

“I told you.” | shift on the floor, a little uncomfortable at his angry
scrutiny. “I had to sneak out when no one was paying attention.”

“Are the others back? | thought | saw their tracks.” His expression
darkens. “Are they being cruel to you?”

“Only if you count trying to smother me with gifts and attention cruel,
| guess.” | wiggle my bare toes and dig them into the furry underside
of the blankets, because, okay, it does feel much better than my
snow-wet boots.

“Gifts? Attention?” As | watch, his mouth draws into a scowl. “Who is
giving you qifts? Bek?”



“‘Not him.” | shake my head. “Vaza gave me some tea, and every
time | turn around, Harrec's trying to feed me, and Taushen'’s trying
to be my new best friend. | mean—"

He growils.

I’m so startled by the sound that | stop talking. He actually growled.
Just like a rabid dog...or a bear. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he snarls at me. “Any others?”
“Any others what?”
“Any others courting you?”

“Fuck, | sure hope not.” The thought makes me miserable. “I can
barely sneak away as it is.”

“No more sneaking,” he tells me, tucking the furs closer. “It is clear
that you cannot take care of yourself.”

For some reason, that really hurts. | burst into fresh tears. “You
asshole. N-n-now you s-s-sound like Lila.”

He snorts and takes one of my cold hands and grips it in his, rubbing
it to warm it. “Your sister has learned how to set a snare and build a
fire. That is all. Do not let her words tear you down.”

Actually, my sister never said those things. Lila is too sweet and
kind. She would never willingly harm me. And so now | feel worse
because I'm making Hassen think bad things about her. “She is my
sister. She’s just trying to look out for me because she wants me to
be happy,” | sigh. “And I’'m not happy because | don't fit in.”

Though | don’t point out that I've been happy in the week that she’s
been gone, because it makes me feel worse. | don’t want to think
that | can’t be happy around her. | need my sister in my life. | love
her. I'm just not sure we’re on the same page anymore.

When we first crashed here, | didn’t panic too much, because | had
Lila. I had to be strong for her. Now Lila doesn’t need me, and the
overwhelming feeling of losing everything is starting to mess with my



mind. Now that she’s back, | feel like I'm losing Hassen, too. | stare
at him, hurting. This might be the last chance | have for a while to be
alone with him.

| can’t waste a minute.
| fling myself forward, grabbing at his vest. “Let’s have sex.”
“What?” He stares at me, incredulous.

“‘Right now. | want you.” | push him backward, straddling his hips. |
run a hand down his chest, desperation mixing with lust. | forget all
about being cold, about being miserable, about my sister. All | want
is this moment with him. | want him inside me, pushing deep, and
making me think about nothing but him and pleasure.

Hassen hesitates for a brief moment, and then he grabs me by the
hips, flipping us over. He claims my mouth in a hungry Kiss, his
tongue a searing bolt as it spears into my mouth. I cling to him,
whimpering as his hands rip at my leggings. | tear at his, too,
because | need his skin against mine. | need his body.

| need him.

His fingers push between my thighs, and when he finds me dry,
begins to rub a slick, slow path up and down through my folds. Oh,
god, yeah. It's amazing how he knows just what | need. | wrap an
arm around his neck and kiss him with even more intensity, wanting
to show him how good he makes me feel. | run my hands along his
shoulders and down his spine, and when his tail flicks against my
hand, | grab it the next time it comes close and give the underside a
rub.

He hisses, and it’s like I've uncaged a wild animal. He’s ferocious
with hunger, and his fingers press into me, thrusting hard. | gasp and
twist my hands in his hair, not sure if I'm stopping him or egging him
on. All | know is that we need to come together before we both
explode.

Then his weight is shifting on top of me, and he’s pushing my thighs
further apart. It's stretching the seams of my leggings, but | don’t



give a fuck. | need him. | ignore the soft tearing sound of the leather
bunched at my knees and kick at it. “Get these off me,” | tell him. |
want to wrap my legs around you when you fuck me.”

Hassen breathes my name, and his hand leaves my pussy—damn it
—to help me get the rest of my leggings off. Then he’s surging over
me and | feel his cock press against my core.

“Yes,” | tell him. Oh, yes.

He’s not done torturing me, though. He slicks the head of it through
my juices, then drags it up and down my folds, like his fingers were
doing just a moment ago. I'm practically coming off the floor, it feels
so amazing. All this because | touched his tail? | need to do it again.
| reach for the wildly flicking appendage, and when | manage to snag
it, he thrusts into me, and his spur settles against my clit. Oh, fuck.
He doesn’t play fair.

“Your cunt is so tight, Mah-dee,” he tells me, rubbing his nose
against my cheek as he slowly pushes deeper. “It is where | belong,
is it not? Deep inside you?”

Dirty talk. Dear lord. I’'m helpless before it. | cling to his tail, my other
hand scratching up and down his side, looking for purchase. | want
to touch him everywhere and make him feel as crazy as he’s making
me feel, but all | can do is wrap my legs around his thighs and clutch
at his tail like a loon.

He thrusts into me, and my entire lower half lights up. It's the
combination of big, ribbed dick and spur that does it to me every
time. By his third thrust, I'm clenching up around him and lights are
flashing behind my eyes. By the time number six rolls around, I've
gone over the edge, lost to the immediate and violent orgasm ripping
through me. Of course, Hassen never thrusts just six or seven times.
He goes a lot longer—sometimes | think it’s just to see if he can Kill
me with his dick. At least, that's what it feels like—death by delicious
orgasm. He covers me with his body, and | feel his bumpy forehead
press to mine as he strokes into me, over and over again. Then he’s
coming, and | can feel the heat of his spend wash over my insides.



He shouts my name as he comes, and | feel a ridiculously girly sort
of pleasure hearing that, even as | come all over again.

Hassen rolls onto his back, and instead of moving off of me, he holds
me in place, and then I'm lying on top of him, his cock still deep
inside me. Our bodies are slick where they’re joined, and | can feel
his come on the inside of my thighs. He holds me close, though,
panting, and gently brushes the hair off my brow. The look on his
face is pure contentment, and for a moment my heart squeezes and

| wish he wasn’t the asshole that kidnapped my sister. | wish there
was no baggage between us and he was just another faceless
hunter in the mix. Then maybe | wouldn’t be so reluctant to pleasure-
mate.

But | suppose if things were truly like that, we never would have
come together in the first place. Because Hassen would have gone
on the hunts with the others, and | would have still felt like lonely, lost
Maddie. Funny how the only time | don’t feel lost is when I'm with
him.

He plays with a few strands of my hair and then raises his hips in
what feels like a slow, delicious thrust. “Do humans mate in this
position?”

“Yup.” | put my hands on his chest and prop up. He feels hard and
ready to go again, which is insane, considering he just finished a
minute or so ago. “If you can think of it, humans have tried it.”

‘Mmm.” He twines my hair between his fingers and then regards it,
the gold stark against the blue of his skin. Then his gaze focuses on
me. “Tell me more about the males bothering you.”

| skim my hand over his chest, teasing his rock-hard nipples. That’s
one sa-khui trait that’s taking me some getting used to—nipples you
could scratch glass with. But it's strange, because on him, they seem
right. “It's not important.”

“And your sister?”



| don’t want to think about Lila. I'm too confused when it comes to my
sister. “She’s not important, either.” | rock my hips over him. “Right
now, all that is important is you and me.”

His eyes gleam, and on that, | see we are both agreed.

HASSEN

| haul a large dvisti carcass over one shoulder as | head toward the
tribal caves. The large kill is more than duty—it is a peace offering
and a show of strength all at once.

This day, | will go to my chief. | will show him that | am a strong,
capable hunter. | will tell him of the tireless work | have done to feed
the tribe, of the many caches | have filled while in exile. | will tell him
of the endless traps | have set and let him see that | am a strong and
worthy hunter. Despite spending my days with Mah-dee, | have been
hunting at night to ensure that | do not slack; now, when | feed the
tribe, | feed not just companions and family, | feed Mah-dee.

It has been two long days since | have seen my mate, and | keenly
feel every moment. Even though | made her swear not to go to the
trees and wait for me, | still check there regularly, just in case. My
Mah-dee is passionate and loving...but she does not listen to orders
well. But she has stayed away, and | must believe that it is because
the cave is full once more. She cannot slip out to see me.

| expected this.

| did not expect to be gutted by it. Even now, the ache of her
absence gnaws at me. My mate should be at my side, in my furs.
She should be in my arms at night, pressing her small face against
my chest and holding tightly to me. | should be at her side, giving her
more lessons on how to hunt and take care of herself, and
comforting her when she is sad. The fact that | cannot be there for
her makes me crazed.

| think of Vaza, and Harrec, and angry, fierce Bek—are they
comforting my Mah-dee? Offering to dry her tears with gifts?



| bare my teeth as | think it, and my steps speed up.

Today, | go to my chief and demand he end my exile. The brutal
season will be here in a few hands of days, and | want to make a
cave with Mah-dee. She is my mate, even if we do not resonate, and
| must care for her like any good hunter.

It does not matter if Mah-dee is not convinced. | will not give the
others time to persuade her otherwise. If she is not yet sure, | will
use my cock, and my tongue, and my spur to convince her that she
is mine.

And | will do whatever Vektal asks as long as he gives her to me.

There are a few tribesmates out in the snow near the front entrance
to the caves. | raise a hand in greeting as | pass Teef-nee and
Salukh. They are digging new rows of holes in their strange
fascination with growing things. Hemalo and Kashrem have their
skins spread out on the snow, scraping away as they converse.
Sessah and Farli play with her pet dvisti a short distance away.
Nearby, | see Bek at the front entrance of the cave, taking morning
guard duty.

| narrow my eyes at the sight of him.

Even though Bek was not named by Mah-dee as one of her suitors, |
am wary of him. He has shown interest in the humans before. | head
toward him, cutting through the snow. Farli sees me and waves, then
races after her pet as it scampers away. The others do not pay
attention. Good.

Bek nods at me, eyeing the carcass over my shoulders. “Good kill.
Lots of meat on that one.”

“l am a good hunter.”

He shrugs, leaning against the cave wall. His arms are crossed over
his chest, and he idly scans the grounds, watching over all. When |
do not leave, he turns back to me, a frown on his face. “What?”

| lift my chin at him. “A better hunter than you.”



His eyes narrow at my challenge, but he does not move. His tail
flicks, an outward sign of his annoyance at my words. “You have
been out in the snows too long. It has addled your mind.”

“l am the best hunter of the unmated males,” | continue. “The most
worthy of a mate.”

Bek snorts. “Is that why you approach me? You think | chase after
the angry, yellow-maned one?” He shakes his head and gazes off
into the distance. “| am done with humans. She is all yours.”

His bitter answer pleases me. | grunt acknowledgment and pass him,
heading into the cave. Bek has been warned. Now | must let the
others know of my intentions: Taushen, Vaza, Harrec, even quiet
Warrek, if | must. The elders—save Vaza—have not shown much
interest in the human females, but | will ask around. If they must be
chased away from my Mah-dee, then | will snarl at them as well.

| enter the cave and wait a moment for my eyes to adjust. The
central fire burns bright despite it being early morning. A few of the
humans frolic in the waters of the spring with their kits, and | see
their mates talking nearby. Stay-see is by the fire, and as | watch,
her mate kisses her cheek and then lopes off, heading deeper into
the cave. Vektal and his mate, Shorshie, sit with Li-lah near the fire,
and off to the far side of the bathing pool, Kemli is talking to Claire
and Jo-see, gesturing at their bellies and laughing. A few others
move in and out, busy with tasks. It is a good morning, and the cave
is bustling with people.

Too many people. | do not see Mah-dee.

Sevvah and Aehako approach as they see me enter. “So much
meat!” Aehako exclaims, rubbing his hands together. “You spoil us,
Hassen.”

| fling the kill onto the ground before them. “I do my duty. Have you
seen Taushen and the other hunters?” It is early enough that | should
be able to catch them before they go out on the trails. | need to find
them to warn them away from my female.



“Taushen and Harrec are getting arrowheads from my mate,” Sevvah
tells me. “Do you need more, too?” She gets out her butchering knife
and eyes the Kkill, then gestures at the legs. “Grab it by that end,
Aehako. We will need to smoke a good deal of this before it goes
bad. Warrek brought in two quill-beasts at first light, and we have too
much fresh meat.”

| grunt. It is a slight admonishment. When the weather is good, we
bring back smaller kills and cache the larger ones for the brutal
season. | am showing off by bringing in such a large kill, and wise,
motherly Sevvah knows it. | touch her shoulder. “My thanks for taking
this on.”

“We will make good use of the meat.” Her eyes are bright with
amusement. “Should | be worried for Taushen and Harrec?”

“I will set them straight.”

“Oho,” Aehako says with a grin, kneeling by the dvisti and hefting it
into his arms. “I would like to be there to see that.”

“‘Hush,” Sevvah says, batting at his arm. “Tell your sweet Kira we
need her help with this meat.”

He grins at her and drags it away, over to one of the rocky, jutting
shelves along the wall of the cave set aside for the messier tasks.

Sevvah just gives me a curious look and then follows him away. She
will not stop me, even though it is clear she has guessed my
motives. | do not care. Let the others wonder. It will not matter. | just
need a bit of time to convince both Vektal and my Mah-dee that she
belongs with me.

| head for Sevvah and Oshen’s cave, but | do not make it further
than a few steps before Rokan bumps into me. | snarl a warning,
pushing him backward. “Watch where you walk!”

Rokan blinks, and his eyes seem clouded. “Eh?”

“You nearly stepped on my tail, friend.” My irritation turns to concern.
“What troubles you?”



He glances around the cavern, and his gaze settles on his mate for a
moment, before turning back to me. “My apologies, Hassen. | am...
not myself.”

“What is it?”

“Nothing...yet.” His frown deepens and he rubs his neck, casting a
worried look at the entrance to the cave. “Is the weather bad?”

| shake my head. “Many clouds and fog but no snow.”
“Fog?”

| shrug. “The air is thick today.” Sometimes it is, sometimes it is not.
It is not worth worrying over. | am not like Rokan to fuss over the
weather. Hunting must be done, even if the clouds are thick with
snow.

Rokan rubs his neck again, then drops his hand. “Nothing seemed
unusual to you?”

| frown at him. “| do not understand. Speak plainly.”

A hand touches my shoulder, and Vektal—my chief—appears at our
sides. He gives me a nod of greeting. “| would speak with you,
Hassen.”

“And |, you.” My snarls to the other hunters will have to wait a short
time.

We walk a few steps away, still in the main cavern. | glance over
where Rokan is standing, but he is clearly distracted and not paying
attention to us. | wish that | had a private cave of my own where |
could talk to Vektal, but that is my reason for being here today after
all.

| want Mah-dee in my bed. Forever.

Vektal's expression is stern as he gazes at me. “You brought in a
large kill.” His words are mild, and | know he is leading up to his real
questions.



‘I did,” | say, unashamed. “There are many more mouths to feed

now.

He nods slowly. “Taushen says that you kept to the trails near the
cave while the hunters were gone.”

| cannot hide my scowl. Taushen is more observant than | thought.
“Many of the caches close to the cave are full, thanks to my efforts.”

“I did not say you were not doing well. | am pleased with your
efforts.” But he does not smile, and his expression is not an easy
one. “But | would know your reasons for staying so near to the cave.”

“The brutal season will be upon us soon,” | say, plunging forward. |
must get to my request before my chief hears more sour words from
others. “I want my exile to end.”

“That is not your choice. It is mine.”

“You would not leave me alone through the brutal season!” | am
shocked—and heartsick—at the thought. Even one night alone feels
endless. | cannot imagine being by myself through the endless,
heavy snows of the brutal season, unable to leave my cave. Unable
to see anyone.

Unable to stop the others from courting the mate | have chosen...

“I did not say that,” Vektal continues. His voice is low, and he glances
over as a distracted Rokan wanders past, touching the cave walls.
“That is why | wished to talk to you. So you could explain yourself.”

“There is nothing to explain. | have nothing to hide. | want to return.”
My hand curls into a fist, and | clench it over my chest. “| am truly
sorry for taking the female Li-lah. | am happy that she and Rokan
have resonated, and | no longer wish to claim her as mine.” Even
saying it aloud, it feels wrong. The day | stole Li-lah away feels like
so long ago, even though it has been less than two full turns of the
moons.

| am a different hunter than that grasping, desperate male. | have
seen what | have to lose. And | have found someone else...someone



endlessly stronger and braver and far more clever. Someone that
sees me and comes to me with her worries and her tears. Mah-dee
is my family now. She is my mate.

So | continue. “I wish to take the female Mah-dee as my pleasure-
mate and take a private cave for ourselves.”

Vektal's expression grows hard. “Leave the humans alone.”

| shake my head, my teeth gritting with frustration. | can tell that he
does not like that idea. His shoulders are stiff and his tail lashes—
much like mine is lashing. “I am not forcing her. Mah-dee and | have
mated. She wants to be with me.” | say it, and at the same time, |
hope desperately that it is true. That Mah-dee would not turn me
away if | had a cave to share with her. That she would welcome the
chance to be my pleasure-mate. “She carries no hate for me.”

“You stole her sister and tried to force resonance.” Vektal's nostrils
flare. “Because you did not wish to wait for it to happen. You
endangered her life. And now you wish to mate with the other sister?
Are you mad? Has being in exile made your brains turn to
meltwater?”

“She wants to be with me,” | grit out.

“Did you ask her? Or did you just demand it like you did with Li-lah?”
His expression is incredulous. “Hassen, your exile is light because
the tribe needs all its hunters. But we do not need you harming the
females. Do | need to exile you completely? Must we shun you
entirely?”

Anger flares in my mind. He will not listen. “It is not the same. Mah-
dee is not the same as Li-lah—"

“So you will not steal her?”

“Maybe | should,” I snap. “If you will not give me a cave so | can take
her as my mate, maybe | should steal her and go far away for the
brutal season!” Even as the words tumble forth, | know they are a
mistake. Vektal's expression grows dark and angry.



| know | have lost. | know he will not listen to me now. Maybe not
ever. Mah-dee is slipping from my grip and | am helpless to do
anything about it, all because | was an impatient fool who stole away
a crying female | did not even like.

“You must leave,” Vektal snarls, gesturing at the cave entrance. “I do
not wish to see your face until—’

Nearby, Rokan staggers backward, and he nearly crashes into us.
That is the second time in the last few minutes, and | grab his arm to
steady him.

He jerks away, and his eyes are wild. His face is bleached of color
and he stares past me. “Out of the cave! Everyone out of the cave!”



HASSEN

E veryone turns and stares at Rokan, confused.

“Out of the cave!” Rokan roars. He surges forward, stumbling
through the center of the cave and heading for his mate. Li-lah has
her back to him and is still hand-talking to Shorshie, unaware. As |
watch, Rokan scoops her up and races for the entrance.

A second later, Maylak staggers out of her own cave, her kit at her
breast. Her hand is at her brow and there is pain in her eyes. “My
chief, | am worried—"

Her words are drowned out by a loud pop. Then another. Then it is
like an endless stream of pops, and it becomes a roar so loud that |
clap my hands over my ears. | can hear one of the humans
screaming, but the pressure in my head is so bad | cannot tell who.
Then there is a deafening boom, and | can hear nothing but a ringing
in my ears. The world has gone silent.

We stare at each other in surprise, shocked. A few others are
emerging from their private caves, confused and startled. | see
Vektal's lips moving, but | cannot hear his words. He gestures at me,
speaks, and then points at the entrance. Then he races for his mate,



who is getting to her feet by the fire, holding a crying kit who makes
no sound | can hear.

Does he wish me to get everyone out of the cave, like Rokan said?
Rokan with his strange sense? Who knows everything? But what
does a loud sound mean—

The ground shakes beneath my feet.

No, it's not shaking as much as it’s shifting. The entire cave is
shifting. | see Vektal reach out to brace Shorshie, Talie held tight in
his arms. He shouts something, then gestures at the entrance.

Out of the cave, Rokan had bellowed.

Something is wrong with the cave. The ground continues to shift
under my feet and | look down to see cracks forming in good, solid
rock. Impossible. The rock shifts beneath my feet again, and | nearly
lose balance. It is not safe to stand. As | look up, the walls of the
cave seem to shake around me. A loud rumbling grows through the
ringing of my ears and then | see the ceiling buckle. A chunk of rock
falls from overhead.

Out of the cave.
It is all happening so fast. There is no time to think.
Mah-dee. She is in here somewhere.

Through the roar of the shaking cavern, | can hear people
screaming. Kits are crying. Rocks are tumbling through the air to
land at my feet. Nearby, | see a rock slam into Jo-see, knocking her
to the ground. Haeden bellows in fear and scoops his mate up, his
expression wild-eyed. Vektal throws a blanket over the fire,
smothering it, even as the others race for the entrance. The need to
escape is overwhelming.

The cave—our home—feels like a trap.

Mah-dee must be found. | stagger forward and a falling rock hits my
shoulder. A sharp stab of pain moves through me, but | ignore it, just



like | ignore the stone under my feet that is shifting and moving
apart, and stumble forward.

Where is she?

| crash into Farli as | head down the back tunnel. She’s sobbing,
trying to carry her pet dvisti. Its leg is at an awkward angle and the
creature is biting her. She says something to me, her expression
devastated and full of fear, and cringes when the entire cave shakes
even harder, debris raining from above.

There is no time to think. | cannot leave Farli, but | must get Mah-
dee. | must be fast.

| take the dvisti from her, hauling it into one arm and then slinging
her over the other, and race for the front of the cave. | dodge
boulders that were not there seconds ago and race over fallen rock,
while the air fills with dust and the cavern continues to shake. Farli
squirms against me, but | ignore her movements. There is no time
for her to complain. There is no time.

| make it to the entrance of the main cave and there are a few people
gathering in the snow a short distance away, coughing. | set Farli
down and then hand over the dvisti. She asks something, but |
cannot hear it. My ears are still ringing and painful. “Mah-dee,” | tell
her, then bolt back into the caves, because | must find my mate.

| push through the people streaming out of the cave. Mah-dee’s
yellow mane is not among them, and so | must keep searching. |
head deep inside again, only to find the passageway | pulled Farli
from now blocked by a tumble of stones. “Mah-dee!” | shout, but |
cannot even hear my own voice.

| push at the rock blocking the passage, but it will not move. | cannot
get to Mah-dee’s cave. | snarl in frustration, flinging my body against
it even as rocks tumble down around me. | am not leaving this cave
without my mate. If she dies here, | will die with her.

A hand touches my arm.

| look over, but it is Hemalo, not Mah-dee. | am disappointed.



He gestures at the rock and indicates he will help me lift it. Good.
Even though he is a leather-worker and not a hunter, Hemalo is big
and strong, his arms bulging with thick muscle. He can help me
move these rocks. | nod at him and move to one side of the
boulders. He takes the other side and we succeed in moving the first
one, but others roll into place. Rocks rain down around us, and
Hemalo gestures again. Hurry, his movements are saying, and there
is stark fear on his face.

| know how he feels. My mate is in there, too.

We move faster, grabbing at the next giant rock and managing to roll
it down the tunnel. More rocks slam into my back as | work, but |
ignore them. Bruises do not matter if my mate is trapped. | will find
Mah-dee and free her. | must.

Hemalo heaves his big shoulders. More of the rocks tumble free,
burying our feet and covering us with dust. | kick the stones aside,
and as | do, | feel the floors shiver again. The entire earth feels as if
it is coming apart, and my stomach clenches with unease.

“‘Mah-dee!” | scream again.

In the midst of the shaking and the rocks falling, | think | hear
something. | look up at the top of the pile and see small human
fingers wiggling through a tiny gap in the rocks.

Relief rushes through me, and | surge up to the top so | can touch
her fingers. She clings to my hand and then a moment later pulls
away, and | can see her eyes through the narrow slit. There is blood
on her face, and dust, but she is alive. Her fingers pluck at the rocks,
trying to remove them. Then she gestures.

Trapped.

| know the hand-speak word. | nod. “I will get you out,” | yell, even
though | am not sure she can hear me. “I have you, Mah-dee!”

Hemalo and | double our efforts, and a few moments later, the gap is
wide enough for someone to crawl through. | put an arm through,
reaching out for Mah-dee. To my surprise, she pushes a bruised



Asha forward. Her shoulder is swollen, and she takes my hand so |
can pull her through the narrow wedge. | hear her scream with pain
when | tug her forward, even though | am gentle, and Hemalo
bellows below, anguished over his mate’s distress. It seems to take
forever, but then Asha and her long limbs are free, and she falls into
Hemalo’s arms.

| do not stop to see if they are all right; she is his now. He will take
care of her. Instead, | push my hand back through the rock, reaching
for Mah-dee. Her small hand grasps mine, and then she’s wiggling
forward, trying to nudge her body through the small hole. | tug on her
arms, hauling her forward, but her clothing snags, and | can feel the
rocks tearing at her skin. She cries out but taps my arm, indicating |
should keep pulling.

So | do. | give one last mighty heave, and her leathers tear in my
hands, and she spills into my arms, sending us both tumbling to the
ground.

Mah-dee. | cup her face and press quick, fevered kisses to her
exposed skin. | do not care that she is bloody and filthy. She is alive
and whole. Her hands clutch at mine, and | press her close to me.

The earth gives a mighty shake again, and | feel her stagger. New

rocks fling themselves at us, and the cavern groans loudly enough

that even my ringing ears can hear the danger. | must get Mah-dee
out of here.

Wait, she signals to me.

| shake my head and grab her, carrying her out of the hall. She can
tell me more when she is safe. | race out of the collapsing cavern,
noting with alarm how much of the perfect circle of the tribal cavern
has collapsed on itself. The floor near the bathing pool is a yawning
pit, and the chief’s cave is buried entirely behind a massive slab of
fallen rock. | can see no signs of Warrek’s small cave that he shares
with his father—that end of the cave is destroyed completely. Even
as | stare at the destruction, the floor shifts and rises ahead of me,
turning into a cliff. | lock my fingers onto the ledge and haul both of



us, Mah-dee clinging to my back, out of the cave and forward into
the snow.

Outside, there are people everywhere. Kemli strokes Farli’s hair,
weeping, and | see humans clinging to their mates. Now that | am
outside of the cave, | can hear kits wailing in distress, and more than
one mother has her tunic open to nurse her child. Maylak is bent
over Jo-see. The tiny human is puking in the snow, her mate stroking
her back, her face swollen and bruised. Hemalo has Asha gently laid
out in the snow, stroking her limbs and cradling her against his chest.

Someone is screaming. A female. | can hear her, but my ears are
painful and | cannot make out what she is saying.

Vektal is nearby, stalking through the small clusters of people,
touching each arm. The devastation of the cavern seems to match
the strain on his face, as if he takes this all personally. He is our
chief, and we are his responsibility. | know how he feels. These are
my people. This is my home. To see it destroyed...it tears me apart
inside.

And yet, Mah-dee is safe. She is safe, and nothing else matters. | set
her gently in the snow and press another kiss to her face. She wraps
her arms around my waist, squeezing me tight, and then looks
around. My sister, she signs. Where?

| gaze out across the churned, filthy snow. There, in the back of the
group, sitting with Liz and Raahosh, are Rokan and Li-lah. | guide
Mah-dee over to her, and the sisters embrace, Mah-dee falling into
Li-lah’s skinny arms. Rokan has a pinched look on his face, his eyes
hollow. He stares at something past me, and then jerks to his feet.

| turn.

One of the human females is stumbling forward. She screams
something, and others pull at her arms as she surges toward the
cave. She has a brown mane, and | can see a kit strapped to her
back, like a pack. One human female carries her kit like that—the
one with the food and the smiles for everyone. Stay-see.



Mah-dee waves to get my attention and then signals, / think
someone is still in the cave. Tears streak down the mud on her face.

My tribe. My people. | nod at her and head forward, moving to Stay-
see’s side. Others are coming forward, pulling at her, trying to get
her to sit, to calm down. She screams something again, and | realize
it's her mate’s name. Pashov. Her face is red from yelling, and she
plunges forward, only to have Shorshie grab her and hold her back.
Stay-see claws at her, desperate.

Pashov is still in the cave. In the tunnel where | found Mah-dee,
perhaps. | turn and look at the cave again. The entrance is
collapsing. If Stay-see goes in, she and her tiny kit will be crushed. |
think of the rocky ledge | pulled myself and Mah-dee over. Stay-see
does not have long enough arms. And if Pashov is not out...

Rokan and | both rush forward at the same time. | stop him,
gesturing he should go back to his mate. He has a female and a kit
on the way. The tribe needs him. | am just the exile.

And | know where Pashov might be.

| hear Mah-dee scream my name, the sound garbled and painful in
my ringing ears. | run forward, back into the collapsing cave, heading
for the tunnel. All around me, the floors shake and move, and my
heart races. There is no sign of anyone. Of anything. Everything we
had is gone. | think of the humans huddled in the snow outside,
clinging to their mates, and my worry spikes. The humans are fragile
and must be kept warm. Just because they are out of the cave does
not mean they are safe.

For now, though, | must save Pashov before his mate tries to come
in.

A large rock tumbles from the cliff, lodging itself against the entrance
of the cave. Everyone takes a step back, alarmed. All except for
Stay-see. She pushes against the hands holding her, crying. If we do
not bring her mate back, she will go in after him, so | must do it, and
it must be now.



| head in, ignoring Mah-dee’s screams. The cavern looks worse than
when | left it a few moments ago. There is not much time. | jump
back down to the portion of the floor that has fallen, and down into
the tunnel that housed the new caves. My heart aches at the sight.
Everything my people had...gone in a flash.

The tunnel is full of rocks once more, no sign of the gap that | pulled
Mah-dee through. | climb the pile and use both arms to dig the
rubble free, because | must make it large enough for my body and |
must do it quickly. | am able to reopen a small portion of the gap
after a few long moments of digging, and peer through. There is no
hand waiting to be grabbed, and | can see nothing and no one. It is
completely dark.

Pashov’s home is not down this tunnel, but there is a storage cave. |
can find it in the dark, provided it is still there. | make the gap bigger,
shoving aside rocks even as more tumble overhead. It feels like a
losing battle, but in my mind, | see Stay-see’s devastated face. | see
Pashov, my friend, who always has a smile and a fresh spear when
he runs across me on the trails, even though | am exiled. And |
cannot stop. | will not leave until he comes with me.

| lost my family to the khui-sickness. My tribe is all that | have. My
tribe and Mah-dee. And now that she is safe, | must make sure all of
my tribe is safe. | work faster. When the hole is large enough, | crawl
forward and push my body through. The rocks scrape at my chest,
tearing at the plates covering my skin. | manage to make it through
to the other side and slide down the enormous pile of rubble. The
dust is thick, but there is also light, trickling in from the ceiling in one
of the caves, and there was no light there before. The roof has
collapsed. The entire cave is coming down, and | feel another pang
of grief.

It is difficult to walk with so much stone and debris in the tunnel, and

| see Dagesh’s cave is completely collapsed. Haeden'’s, too. Mah-
dee and Asha’s is in better condition, and my heart thumps with relief
at the sight, knowing that she is safe. Farther down is the storage
cave, and my worry spikes at the sight of it. The entrance, always
narrow, is little more than a hip-high wedge. | crawl in, looking



around, and there is more light trickling through. The baskets here
have been crushed, the food so carefully stored away now
destroyed. There is a bundle of neatly bound furs at my feet, and |
grab it, tossing it back into the tunnel. The females will need them in
order to stay warm.

| see no Pashov, though. No one is here. There is nothing but rock
and dust. So much dust that it chokes me.

| turn to leave, to check the other caves, when | step on something
soft. | lift my foot, thinking it to be more furs.

It is a tail.

| suck in a breath and drop to my knees, clawing at the fallen rubble
surrounding me. In the dim light, | did not realize there was enough
rock to cover a body. | see it now, hints of Pashov’s tunic buried
under dust and debris. | dig him out and pull my friend free, flipping
him onto his back. His head lolls, limp, and there is blood
everywhere. One of his horns is completely crushed, and his brow is
swollen.

He is dead.

Grief pounds through me, and | clutch my friend close to my chest.
He is a good hunter. Strong. Always kind and calm. He has a mate
and a kit. This should not be his fate. | howl my anger and loss to the
caverns, but the sound hurts my throbbing ears. He deserves a good
burial, my friend. One with the proper mourning songs and
goodbyes. If | leave him here, he will have nothing.

Yet how can | take him out of the cave and present his mate with his
body? It seems wrong.

| run my hand over his face to close his eyes. They are not open,
though, and out of curiosity, | hold my hand under his nostrils.
Warmth brushes against my skin, followed by a bubble of blood.

He is breathing.

Pashov is alive, but barely.



| must get him out.

| haul myself to my feet, even though my body is aching with pain.
His limp weight is heavy, and | worry about injuring him more. |
manage to drag him along to the hole | have made in the rubble, and
fling the furs forward before trying to push him through. Sending him
through feet first is difficult on my side, but | cannot send him through
the other way and have him land on his wounded head. The tremors
in the ground now are mere shivers, and the hole is not filling back
up, which means | am able to slide his body to the other side. | crawl
after him once that is done, and the rocks feel wet with blood. | do
not know if it is his or mine.

By the time | slide out to the other side, my strength is failing. | am
surprised at myself—I| am a strong hunter, capable of traveling all
day and completing any number of difficult tasks with ease. | cannot
be tired now. Pashov needs me. Mah-dee needs me. | must get out
before the ground begins to shake again. | picture Mah-dee’s face
and imagine her weeping like Stay-see if | do not come out of the
cave, and it gives me the strength to get to my feet. | take Pashov
into my arms and carry him down the tunnel, and then must heft him
onto the lip of the ledge that used to be floor before hauling myself
up after him. | pick him up again, because the ground is trembling
once more...or | am. It does not matter—I| can see sunlight and what
is left of the opening of the cave.

| stagger out into the sunlight, my friend in my arms, and there, my
strength collapses. | drop to my knees, my head ringing. “He is not
dead,” | say aloud, then remember | cannot hear myself, and likely
no one else can hear me, either. | lift my head, searching for Maylak.

Someone collapses against Pashov—it is his mate, her hands
moving over him. Her high-pitched screams sound like painful
whines in my ears, and my head feels thick. | cough, and it seems
like | cannot pull in enough air.

But then Maylak is there, and she is kneeling next to Pashov. And |
am relieved, because that means he will be saved. She can heal
him. Make him better. | want to comfort Stay-see with these words,



but it feels like too much effort. All of my strength was used up to get
him out of the cave. Even getting to my feet feels like a monumental
task.

A hand extends in front of me. | look up, and it is Vektal. My chief.
His face is grim and he is filthy with dust, but | can see the thanks in
his eyes. | nod and let him help me to my feet, only to stagger
forward a few more steps into the snow.

Gentle, cold fingers touch my hand, and | realize | am still clutching
the parcel of furs. They are taken from me, and then the fingers
touch my face, and | look into Mah-dee’s worried eyes.

| pull her against me and rest my brow on her shoulder. It feels so
good that when | fall asleep, | do not even care.
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I stroke Hassen'’s brow as his head rests in my lap. He seems to
sleep better when | touch him, so | run my fingers lightly over his
forehead, over and over again, tracing his brows and trying to ignore
the fact that it's cold and | hurt and the world just kind of upended
itself before breakfast.

Everything is...well, it's crazy. There’s no other way to describe it.

The tribal cavern is gone. The big, hollow donut of a cave with the
pool in the center and the cute little rooms for everyone to sleep in
are completely demolished. It's like the entire cliff collapsed in on
itself. Someone told me once that the cave was probably hollowed
out and made bigger by the elders when they crash-landed here,
and I’'m guessing that all those alterations to the rock ended up
making it brittle. Then again, maybe it was the power of the
earthquake. The ground still trembles now and then, reminding us
that nowhere is safe.

I’'m...surprisingly chill about the entire thing. Which is weird to me.
It's terrible and awful, but we’re alive. We'll figure something out.
Maybe I'm adapting quickly because | so recently arrived here. My
world changed entirely when | woke up out of that pod to find big



blue aliens hovering over me. That was a shock. This is sucky, but
it's small potatoes in comparison.

Hassen’s all right, and my sister’s all right, and that’s all that matters
right now.

| caress Hassen'’s cheek while he sleeps. He looks like one big
bruise, the poor guy. There’s a gash on his forehead, and he’s
covered in scrapes. One shoulder has a jagged, shallow cut, but he’s
mostly dusty, | think. I've been gently washing him clean as he
sleeps, doing my best not to disturb him. | worry that he’s sleeping,
but I'm hoping it’s just the shock of adrenaline wearing off and that
his surge of energy knocked him out and not something more
serious. If it's a head injury... The healer’s busy, and | don’t know
when or if she’ll be able to help him.

| look over where Stacy is huddled near her mate’s side. Pashov is
still laid out where Hassen put him down. She has his hand gripped
tightly in hers, eyes hollow. The baby on her back is wailing up a
storm, fists waving in anger. There are a lot of babies wailing,
actually. Some parents, too, but | can’t blame them. Maylak still has
her hands pressed to Pashov’s chest, her eyes closed and her
expression one of intense concentration. She’s been doing that for a
while now, and her face is starting to look hollow with exhaustion.

No one steps in. No one can. There’s only one healer, and so we all
have to be patient and hope for the best. No one wants to be the
person that calls her away, because then what if Pashov dies? |
don’t know him well, but | know Stacy, and I've seen them interact.
He clearly adores her and their baby, and they seem happy.

Seemed, | guess. | stroke Hassen’s cheek again.

Pashov’s injury is severe, and the realization that Stacy might soon
be a widow is a sobering one. | see others clinging to their mates, so
I’'m guessing it’s hitting home for everyone. Haeden sits on the snow
with his mate cradled in his lap, holding her protectively. Nearby,
Rokan is hovering over Lila, constantly touching her as if he needs to
make sure that she’s all right and unharmed. She’s untouched by



bruises, one of the few that made it out of the cave before the rocks
started falling. And | feel nothing but relief at that. I'm so glad,
because | don’'t know what I'd do if it was Lila stretched out under
Maylak’s hands, unmoving.

Or Hassen.

The thought creeps into my mind, and | shiver. Hassen went into the
cave to save me. Both Asha and | had been sleeping when it all
started, and it took me a few seconds to realize that what had woken
me from sleep was the sound of gunfire. Which was weird, since
there are no guns here. But then the ground shook, and | realized
something else was going on. By the time Asha and | crawled to the
entrance of our cave, it was too late—the hall had been blocked off
by falling rock. For a few awful moments, I'd thought we were dead.
No one was going to come for us. We’re not the most popular people
in the tribe after all, and neither of us have mates that would look for
us. We didn’t know what to do.

But then Hassen came for me.

Not just that, he dug me out, risking his own life. And he saved Asha,
too. | mean, sure, maybe Hemalo was there, but all | could see was
Hassen. He’s the one that risked himself to save me. And the look in
his eyes was so intense and so fiercely protective that | felt...scared.
Breathless and scared all at once, because I'm worried that I'm
falling for the guy and | shouldn’t. | can’t choose between him and
my sister.

| do know that what I'm feeling for him is becoming less and less
casual as time goes on. Maybe it took a cave-in to realize just how
much he’s coming to mean to me, but when he went back in for
Pashov, | wanted to scream and stomp my feet. | wanted to hold him
back and not let him go because it was dangerous.

And I'm pretty sure | didn’t breathe until he emerged again.

| stroke his brow thoughtfully, studying him again. He’s breathing
evenly, and | relax a little. He’s fine. He is. A little banged up, but
whole. And a bit of a hero after saving Pashov. | hope Vektal takes



notice. | look around at the scatter of people out in the snow, and
Vektal and Georgie both are going around to each little clustered
family, checking on them. Someone’s building a fire right in the
middle of things, which seems ridiculous, but then again, what
choice do we have? We don'’t know if it's safe to go back into the
cave, and a lot of us aren’t dressed for being outside for a long
period of time. The chief and his mate are doing what they can to
calm people, but there’s so much to be done. | can still hear babies
crying, and the stack of furs that Hassen brought out is sitting in its
bundle, unused. Nearby, Farli’'s weeping and hugging poor Chompy,
who looks like he has a broken leg.

Everyone’s in shock.

| think of Hassen, and how he didn’t hesitate to risk his life to rescue
Pashov. | could be helping. Maybe it’s time | stop looking at myself
as a victim. I'm stranded here, but these are good people, and I'm
happy. It feels weird to say that while staring down a disaster, but |
am. | have Hassen as a friend, and my sister is here, and I'm fed and
looked after. And | can be more than | have been. | can do more than
the minimum to stay alive. | don’t have to crawl in my bed like Asha
and wait for the world to pass me by.

| can help.

I’m not in shock like the others. Some are banged up. Some have
dried blood in their ears, and | wonder if the explosive bang of the
earthquake busted a few eardrums. Nearby, Tiffany is shivering
alone. | look for her mate and see Salukh standing near the healer,
comforting a weeping Kemli and her mate, Borran. His parents. I've
forgotten that Pashov is one of their sons...and Farli’s big brother.
Poor Farli. She’s been a good friend to me, and she’s freaking out.
This must be so awful to a teenager.

Oh man. | can do more than just sit here and smooth Hassen’s
brows while he sleeps. | pull the fur wrap off my shoulders and
bundle it into a pillow, then gently ease his head down onto the
ground. Lila grabs at my hand as | get to my feet. She’s been crying,
her face shiny with icy tears. Where are you going?



I’'m going to help, | tell her. Do what | can.

She nods and dashes at her cheeks, then squeezes her mate’s knee
and gets to her feet, facing me. What can | do?

God, | love my sister. How have | never realized how brave she is,
just on a day-to-day basis? | reach out and give her a quick,
impulsive hug. | still have my family. I'm good, no matter what. When
| release her, | sign, Can you pass out those furs?

She squeezes Rokan’s hand and dashes away. | watch him jerk to
his feet and then stop, as if he plans to go after her. There’s a
tormented expression on his face, as if he wants to smother her with
protection and has to stop himself. “Can you watch Hassen for me?
Let me know if he wakes up?” | ask him. He’s silent, and | realize
he’s got blood in his ears, too. | tap his arm and sign my question,
and he nods.

| immediately move to Farli’s side, just as Stacy’s baby starts to wail
louder. | kneel next to Farli. She’s a hot mess, a large slice on her
cheek, dirty from the cave-in, and her arms are covered in strange
welts. “Are you okay?”

She turns teary eyes to me, clinging to her pet. “My brother—"

“He’s going to be fine,” | assure her, keeping my voice calm and
reassuring. Funny how my bartending skills are coming into play
now. Farli’s not a sad drunk, but | know how to soothe and make it
seem like I'm in control of the situation. “Let’s take a look at your pet,
okay?”

She squeezes him tighter, and Chompy bleats and bites at Farli’s
arm, leaving another raised welt. Poor kid. She’s so freaked out she
hasn’t even noticed. | gently pull him from her stranglehold, and he
hobbles away a few steps, bawling. She immediately starts sobbing
again. Shit. I'm no veterinarian, but his leg is clearly broken. With so
many people banged up, there’s no way the poor healer is going to
take a look at a pet. “We need to splint his leg. So he doesn’t walk
on it. Can you get me a stick or a pole of some kind? A bone?”



Farli blinks at me, then sucks in a deep breath. “B-bone?”

“Yes. While your brother is getting healed, we’re going to fix Chompy,
okay?”

She nods again, then slowly climbs to her feet. She wobbles a little
but seems to recover when her pet bleats and moves a little closer,
cautious. “I think Hemalo and the others were tanning...earlier...”
Her lip wobbles.

“Okay, good. See if there are leather strips and a nice, sturdy bone.
We’'ll get him good as new, | promise.”

She wanders away, and the little dvisti limps after her. At least she’s
moving and out of her stupor. I'm going to have to figure out how to

brace a dvisti’s leg, but one thing at a time. Stacy’s baby wails even
louder, and | head over there, because | can'’t listen any longer and

not do anything.

Asha seems to have the same idea | do, because we both arrive at
Stacy’s side a moment later. She’s got Maylak’s infant in her arms
already. “I've got this,” | tell her, and touch Stacy’s shoulder. “I'm
going to take care of your baby, okay? You just stay here by your
mate’s side.”

She doesn’t seem to hear a word I’'m saying. Her entire body is
focused on Pashov, her gaze flicking back and forth from the healer
to her mate’s swollen, bloody face. He...doesn’t look good. Neither
does Stacy, actually. She’s trembling, and | don’t know if it's from
fear or cold. | pull the baby out of his papoose-style wrap on her
back, and he flails his hands, smacking my jaw and screaming at
me.

“It's all right, little buddy,” | tell him, jouncing him. I’'m about as good
with babies as | am dvisti, but hey, time to learn a new skill. “We’re
gonna get you warmed up, okay?”

| look around for my sister with the blankets, and as | do, Ariana
comes up to me, sniffling. She has an extra baby blanket with her,



hugging her child close. “| grabbed several of Analay’s blankets
when we ran out,” she tells me. “Do you need this one?”

“You're a life-saver,” | tell her, and she smiles through her tears. “If
you see my sister, can you tell her to bring Stacy a blanket? | think
she’s cold.”

Ariana focuses on Stacy, and her expression softens, and then she
looks at me again. “My Zolaya went to a nearby cave to get some
supplies. I'll give her mine until he gets back.”

“Good thinking,” | tell her. She hurries to Stacy’s side, removing her
fur cloak and putting it gently around Stacy’s shoulders. | wrap Pacy
in the fur and tuck him against my hip. His butt-wrap is wet, and | tug
it off, then swaddle him in the blanket again. Going commando might
not be the best thing for a baby, but it has to beat sitting in your own
frozen pee. He calms down a little, hiccupping, and | bounce him on
my hip, making faces at him. Okay, one problem down, and now |
need to find Farli again. | look out over the scatter of people. A few
are moving toward the fire, and | see Kira and Aehako standing near
a man kneeling in the snow. He's cutting at his horns and grabbing
handfuls of snow and rubbing them on his face. Weird. His grief is
palpable, though, and my heart clenches. We lost someone. | look
over at the healer, but she’s still working on Pashov. Not him, then. |
quickly glance over at Hassen, just to reassure myself, but he hasn’t
moved. Someone else, then.

Farli comes back to my side, a long bone in her hand. “Will this
work?”

| nod absently. Pacy babbles something and smacks my shoulder. |
grab his tiny hand in mine. “Who’s that, Farli?”

“Warrek.” Her lip trembles, and her eyes fill with tears. “He is
grieving. His father, Eklan...” She shakes her head. “He was old.
Maybe he was not able to get out in time. He was kind, though. |
liked him.”

One dead. Warrek’s pain tugs at me. “Who is he good friends with?
Can we find him and have him go sit with him? He needs all the



support he can get right now.”

“He has been teaching Sessah how to hunt and cares for him as if
he is his own son. Perhaps him? Or Hemalo? They are close.”

“Both are good. You run and tell them to go help him out. That he
needs friends right now. Give me the bone and I'll work on Chompy.”

“The chief...”

| look over where Vektal was last. He’'s moved on to Marlene and
Zennek, wrapping a length of leather bandage around Zennek’s arm,
which looks to be broken. “He’s doing the chief thing. I'm sure he
knows. Right now we need to pull together and just do what we can,
okay?”

She nods at me and races off. Chompy staggers after her for a step
or two, then bleats. | snap my fingers at him, and he turns back
toward me. “Come here, lil' buddy. Me and my baby friend here are
gonna make your leg all better. In theory.” | make kissy noises at him
like he’s a dog, and he wobbles over to my side. Poor little guy.

| kneel down in the snow and try to figure out how I'm going to
bandage a dvisti’s leg while Pacy yanks at handfuls of my hair and
babbles nonsense in my ear. Something moves at the corner of my
vision, and | glance up. It’s Lila. She stops waving and then makes
an exaggerated gesture. Look. She points off into the distance.

| look.
And gasp.

There’s a plume of smoke rising in the distance. It’s like a finger
pointing into the sky, leaving a smear of dirt as it goes. A volcanic
eruption. | think of the hot spring inside the cave. It’'s not the only
one. Maybe this entire planet is a hotbed of tectonic activity and
that’'s why there are so many hot springs.

It explains the noises. The earthquakes.



This one doesn’t look close—it seems very, very far away, farther
even than the distant mountains—but | know ash can travel far. I've
seen the news. What | don’t know is what it means for us.

| can’t help but worry. Life is hard here already, and the brutal
season everyone keeps talking about is nearly here.

What are we going to do?

I

‘| BET it's the island,” Josie says near the fire. “Remember, | told you
it was all green? Maybe it was warm enough to keep plants growing
there because of all the volcanic heat.”

“If that’s the case, it's gone now,” Georgie tells her in a tired, dull
voice. “I don’t know if anything would survive that explosion.”

“Vol-kay-no?” little Esha asks. She’s resting against Claire’s rounded
belly, sucking her thumb.

“It's a big fiery mountain,” Josie explains. “The fire is in its belly and it
flings itself out with smoke.”

“And ash?” Esha asks.

“Lots of ash,” Claire says, picking a fleck out of Esha’s smooth black
hair.

As the day has gone on, the scatter of people has slowly flocked
together. Most are clustered near the fire, and the crowd has grown
bigger as the hunters have gone out to the nearest hunter caves and
brought back supplies. A few have ventured back into the rubble of
the old cave, but there’s not much to be salvaged that isn’t under a
ton of rock. Everyone has furs now, and a few hasty half-tents have
been erected with spears and leathers to keep out the worst of the
wind...and the ash.

We’re covered in ash.



At first, we thought it was just dirt from the cave, but when the snow
around us got progressively filthier, we realized it was coming from
the volcano. | don’t know how long it'll last, but it's not too bad so far.
Just enough to make you feel grimy and remind you that this planet
isn’t safe, no matter how comfortable you get.

I’'m sitting by the fire next to Lila, sharing a blanket with her. Rokan is
sandwiched in on Lila’s other side, his arm around her waist, and |
can feel his warmth radiating. It feels weird to want to cozy up to him,
but as the suns go down, it's getting colder and colder. No one’s
ready to complain yet, though, so we’re sucking it up. Today we'’re
just existing. Tomorrow there will be plans for survival and strategy,
but for now, we’re just a wounded family leaning on each other.

Across from me, Georgie nurses her daughter, brushing her curls
back from her horns over and over again. Her mate, Vektal, sits at
her side, his posture strong and proud. Only his face shows the lines
of worry and concern. He looks older and more tired as the day goes
on. I’'m glad I'm not chief—I’m not sure I'd want all of this on my
shoulders.

Maylak and Pashov are both resting in a nearby lean-to. Stacy hasn’t
left her mate’s side, even though he hasn’t woken up. Maylak
collapsed in exhaustion a few hours ago and is taking a much-
needed nap, Kashrem providing his lap as a pillow for the healer.

Pashov’s not doing worse...but he’s not doing better, either, and
Maylak has wiped herself out trying to help him. Everyone’s cuts and
bruises—and some have broken limbs—will have to wait another
day. Others are pitching in and helping out, and baby Pacy is
currently with Megan. Makash, Maylak’s infant son, is with Liz.

In the distance, there are a few figures hunched over in the snow.
They don’t want to join the fire. One is Warrek, who is taking the
death of his elderly father badly. He needs space, and | don’t blame
him. Sometimes you have to work through things without people
talking to you and asking you questions. Two hunters are at his side,
offering silent companionship so he doesn’t have to be alone in his
grief. One of them is Bek...



And one is Hassen.

My Hassen. It feels weird to say that, but right now, | kind of feel like
he’s mine. He snatched me from the cave and saved me from
certain death. And | realized as people gathered, flocking to family,
that Hassen has none. He is one of the many that has no family
surviving the khui-sickness from so many years ago. He’s completely
alone.

So I'm claiming him. He’s mine now.

| watch his back as he sits a few feet away from Warrek. He’s
normally full of energy and life, but today he’s moving a little slower,
and that concerns me. | know it's because of everything that’s
happened and he’s fighting a multitude of bruises and worry—
everyone is. But | don't like to see it in Hassen. | worry about him.

He’s also avoiding me. He woke up a few hours ago, scanned the
tribe like he was mentally counting heads, and | felt it the moment he
saw me. Goosebumps prickled all over my body. | wanted him to
come and hug me in front of everyone, but his gaze went to his chief
and then moved on. A few moments later, he got up and went to
Warrek'’s side, and he’s been there ever since. Poor guy. I'm also a
little hurt that all | got was an eyeballing, but how can | bitch at a time
like this? He’s comforting a friend.

Okay, mentally I'll bitch, but | won'’t say a thing aloud.

| know it's rough right now. | know Hassen'’s on shakier ground than
ever before, so maybe that’'s why he’s deliberately avoiding me. He’s
an exile, and I’'m the only single female left. And with all that’s going
on, relationship stuff should be the least of our problems. But | still
wish he was cuddling next to me by the fire, keeping me warm like
Rokan is keeping Lila warm. And | know he has to be hurting, too.
Not just physically, but mentally. Everyone is. You can only be strong
for so long before you crumple on the inside.

| know this. When our parents died, | took over being both Mom and
Dad to Lila so she wouldn’t feel the lack. | pushed hard to be
everything to her, and | think | ended up needing her more than she



needed me. Maybe that’s why I've struggled so much here on the ice
planet while she’s thrived. I'd made her my purpose in life, and now
she no longer needs me, so I've had to find a new purpose.

| just...haven’t entirely found it yet. And I’'m worried that with Hassen,
I’'m just latching on to a new person to make my ‘project,” as horrible
as that sounds. But | guess | shouldn’t trust my judgment about
relationships on a day when a volcano exploded and made everyone
homeless. I'm probably freaking out and overreacting, just like
everyone else.

But | also can'’t sit here. | need to talk to Hassen, if only to make sure
he’s coping all right. Some of the sa-khui are completely losing their
shit, and | don’t blame them. This is all they’ve ever known, and it’s
gone.

| get to my feet, pretending to stretch, and then step away from the
fire. Lila gives me a concerned look, but | wave her off. I'm restless
and need to get up and move around. Everyone’s all huggy by the
fire, and while it's sweet, it's also making me feel lonely. | watch the
three figures on the horizon and then move to the food and water
skins that have been gathered from the hunter caves. It’s a lot of trail
mix and dried jerky, neither of which I’'m a fan of. Time to learn to
enjoy it, though. | get a pouch of each and then hike through the ash
and snow toward Hassen, Bek, and Warrek.

Bek gets to his feet as | approach, warning in his gaze. “Now is not
the time. Go sit with the humans by the fire.”

| look at Warrek’s slumped shoulders, and my heart breaks for him a
little more. “I brought food and water in case you guys were hungry.”

At the sound of my voice, Hassen goes alert and turns around.
“No one is hungry,” Bek says.

Hassen ignores Bek. He gets to his feet and approaches me, and as
he does, | hold out the pouch of food and the half-frozen water-skin.
Did | think Hassen was giving me a brush-off? | must be insane,



because the devouring, hungry, possessive stare in his eyes as he
looks me over? Yeah, that pretty much puts all my fears to rest.

He doesn’t take the food, though. He just curls my hands around it
and gives them a little squeeze. “You should eat.”

| snort. “Pretty sure | can miss a meal or two. | brought it for you and
your friend.” | almost ask if he’s okay, but that's a stupid question.
His home collapsed and his dad died. He’s not okay. “Is there
anything | can do to help?”

“You can go back to the fire,” Bek says, surly. He takes a step
forward and he’s standing in front of Warrek. He’s being protective of
his friend, | get it. I'm not even annoyed.

Hassen is, though. He bares his teeth at Bek and pulls me
protectively against him, his arm going around my shoulders. “Mah-
dee is trying to help.”

“It's okay. Really.” | put a hand around his waist, and | don’t know if
it's to comfort him or me. “l just wanted to check on you guys. Make
sure you're okay.”

“You're cold,” Hassen says, placing his hand over mine where |
press it against his side. “I will come back to the fire and warm you.
There are not enough blankets to go around—"

“No, stay here with your friend,” | say in a soft voice. “He needs you.
| didn’t come to pull you away. | just...well, | don’t know what |
wanted.” I'm just being needy and now is not the time. I’'m kind of
ashamed of myself for distracting them, and | feel like Bek’s look of
displeasure in my direction is sadly appropriate. “I'm just glad you’re
feeling better. Take it easy if your head hurts, okay?”

Bek gives me an incredulous look.

Okay, yeah, | feel stupid even for suggesting it. Everyone is hurting.
Everyone is injured. No one has the luxury of taking it easy, and I'm
making a mess of things. | give Hassen’s side a squeeze. “I'll talk to
you in the morning, okay?”



“You are cold—’
“I'm fine, really. I'll go sleep with Lila and Rokan.”
He growls low in his throat. “Next to Lila.”

| laugh, because | guess that did sound weird. “Yes, next to Lila. |
promise.” On impulse, | take his hand in mine and lift it to my lips,
and kiss his knuckles. His hands are torn up from digging earlier,
scabs and scratches everywhere. | smooth my fingers over his skin,
wishing | could help. “I'm going to go back to the fire now. Just say
something if there’s anything we can bring you, all right?”

And | leave and turn back to the fire, to my sister, and the tribe. I'm
not exactly sure | fit in there, but | know I'm not needed up here on
the ridge. I'm just intruding. | feel Hassen’s gaze on my back as | go,
and | have mixed emotions about that. On one hand I'm ashamed
that | went and bothered them. On the other hand...I’'m relieved that
Hassen needs me and wants to be with me. It's his sense of loyalty
to his friend that is keeping him at his side.

| can’t fault him for that. | know all about that sort of thing, | muse as |
head back to my sister’s side.
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HASSEN

| go to Mah-dee in the middle of the night. My people are piled into
the snow, huddled together under the makeshift awnings, doing their
best to avoid the wind and the ash it brings with it. Mah-dee’s yellow
mane is easy to find even in the darkness, and she sleeps on the
edges of one blanket, her sister on the other side. She shivers even
in her sleep, and | am filled with protectiveness at the sight of her. |
should be here warming her with my body. Let the chief snarl at me
in the morning. He is busy right now keeping his mate warm, their kit
snuggled between their bodies.

Mah-dee needs me.

Bek remains at Warrek’s side after | am gone. My old friend is silent
in his grief, but | am glad he has company. | went to him because |
know what it is to lose family. | lost mine to khui-sickness and
grieved alone. Bek lost his parents then, and even now, | suspect he
grieves the loss of Claire. His silent company will be a comfort of
sorts, even if Warrek will not realize it for some time.

| shrug my cloak off of my shoulders and lie on the ground next to
Mah-dee. The snow does not bother me. The wind is a bit crisp, but
the weather is still pleasant yet. | try not to think about the fact that it
will turn in less than a moon’s time. | try not to think about all of the



supplies in the storage caves, crushed. | try not to think about the
fact that we have no place to live. | try not to think about old Eklan, or
Pashov, who has yet to awaken. | try to ignore the low weeping of
Pashov’s mate.

Instead, | focus on Mah-dee. | pull her against me, and she turns
immediately against my chest, nestling close. | wrap her in my cloak
and hold her tight. My cock aches with the need to be inside her, but
it is reflex only and easy to ignore. Right now, all | want to do is feel
her pressed against me and know that she is safe. | tuck her head
under my chin, wrap my arms around her, and try to sleep. Tomorrow
will be a difficult day.

Even when | close my eyes, though, | can hear Stay-see’s broken
sobs. | do not sleep for long, and when | do, | dream of Mah-dee,
trapped behind rock. | see her fingers reaching through the hole,
trying to get to me. | wake up covered in sweat, my hands knotted in
her hair as if | am trying to cling to her even in my slumber.

Mah-dee sleeps on, though. She drools against my chest, and her
breath rumbles out of her, unaware of my nightmares.

| hold her until dawn. At least, it should be dawn. Instead, the light is
dull and ominous. The clouds overhead are thick and dark, and more
ash continues to fall. | worry that Mah-dee is breathing it in, and
cover her head as she sleeps. We will need to make masks for
everyone in the tribe, | think, until the ash stops falling. It is yet
another thing that must be done. My heart aches at the thought of
just how much.

| sit up slowly, making sure that Mah-dee is bundled against the cold,
and look around for Vektal. My chief is standing in front of the
collapsed cave, his arms crossed. From here, | cannot read his
expression, but | know what he must be thinking.

| rise to my feet, noticing that ash cascades off of my body as | do. It
is a concern, but then again, what is not? We have no home, no
supplies, and there are so many small kits and fragile human



females that we must work even harder to keep all fed. | would not
change it for anything, but it weighs heavily on my mind.

| approach my chief, passing by Aehako, who is stoking the fire.
Raahosh is stringing his bow, readying to go out on the hunt. Others
are rising, and | hear the gurgle of more than one kit being fed.
Today, we must have solutions. And | must be one of them, exile or
not.

“My chief?” | ask, coming to his side. “What can | do to help?”

He turns away from the cave to look at me, and there is stark grief in
his eyes. His jaw is set in a grim line and he nods at me. “Hassen.
Are you injured?”

‘I am well enough.” | can hear now. My limbs ache, but my bruises
are fading. Nothing is broken. “Tell me what to do and it shall be
done.”

Rokan approaches, and Salukh, too. Taushen is nearby and gets to
his feet. Even Hemalo, who is not a hunter, has a spear in his hands
and comes forward.

“We cannot stay here,” Vektal says. “The cave is ruined.”

“Can we go inside? Salvage what we can with a bit of digging?”
Salukh asks.

Vektal shakes his head. “I have been standing here watching and |
see rocks continue to fall inside. One more shake and anyone inside
could be killed. We cannot risk it.”

“We must have supplies,” Hemalo says. “What can we do?”

“We need a place to live and for the females and kits to be safe,”
Vektal says, rubbing his chin. “But | worry the South Cave will be just
as bad as this one.”

“Then the Elders’ Cave?” Someone suggests. “Or the cave that the
females landed in?”

“The caves by the salty lake?” Another adds.



“Too many sky-claws,” says Taushen. “The females would never be
able to leave the cave entrance.”

Vektal nods slowly. “I hear all of you. And | have many concerns, but
right now, we must find a place that is safe for our people for the
brutal season. If that is the South Cave, then we will go there. If it is
not, then it must be somewhere else. We must check them all out to
see which has survived the earth-shake. We can send hunters out to
each one and see if they have survived. If it does not look safe to
enter, do not go in.” His expression is grim. “| lost one tribesmate
yesterday and am close to losing another. | do not wish to lose
more.”

“Where to first?” | ask. “The Elders’ Cave? Har-loh and Rukh are
there.”

Vektal's mouth flattens. “If they live, yes. For now, we will take the
tribe to the Elders’ Cave. Rokan, you and Li-lah go to the fruit cave
you found and see if it remains. Raahosh, go with Taushen to the
caves by the salt lake and check for sky-claws and to see if they are
safe.”

“I will bring my Leezh,” Raahosh says. “| can protect her from the
sky-claws. But | will not leave her behind when it is not safe.”

Vektal nods grimly. “| understand. Taushen will go with you anyhow.
Haeden, take Jo-see with you and go to the South Caves to see if
they have survived. Harrec and Ereven, go to the original cave of the
humans. The one where my Georgie and the others came from. See
if it has survived or if it has been completely buried.”

“I cannot take my Claire,” Ereven says, pained. “She is heavy with
my kit.”

“I will go,” Salukh says. “Tee-fah-nee and | can go with Harrec. Let
Ereven stay with his mate.”

Vektal turns to me. “I must stay here with the tribe. The hunters with
the youngest kits will stay with the tribe and hunt for them. | need
more hunters that can go to the farthest of storage caves and bring



back everything you can. The farthest-flung caves must be checked,
and if they are viable, bring back all furs, weapons, supplies,
anything we will need. Bring the gear to the Elders’ Cave. We will
make that our home for now. Bring back all that you can. Hassen,
you take the caves to the north. Hemalo and Asha can check the
caves to the south. Bek can go to the west, and Vaza to the east.”

| nod my agreement, but even as | do, my heart sinks. It is a good
plan, and yet...the farthest-flung caves to the north are deep into the
mountains. The others will be closer to their families and return that
much faster. My journey is a long one. It will take many hands of
days to travel that far, and returning will be that much slower,
weighed down with sleds of supplies. | will be separated from my
tribe—and Mah-dee—for a long time.

But it must be done. My tribe needs every hunter...and | am just the
exile. The rule-breaker. Why should | not go to the farthest caves? |
have no family waiting here for me. “| will go.”

“I want to go with Hassen.” Mah-dee’s voice cuts through the air. She
marches forward, bundled in furs, and comes to stand in the midst of
the hunters. Some are smirking with amusement, but others look
irritated.

The expression on Vektal’s face goes dark. “Mah-dee—"

‘I want to help,” she cuts in. “You're sending out all the single guys,
right? Send out the single lady, too. Hassen’s been giving me
lessons and teaching me to hunt, so | can help out. He can keep
teaching me in the field, and | can help him bring supplies back.”

“You do not need to help, Mah-dee,” | tell her, though | would like
nothing more than to have her with me. My heart thumps in my chest
at the thought. “It will be much walking. It is not always safe.”

“Because staying here is safe?” She gestures at the rubble-covered
cave. “Nowhere is safe anymore. I’'m capable. Let me help.”

“You can go with Bek,” Vektal says. “His journey is shorter.”

Bek makes a grunt that sounds like irritation.



My fists clench at my sides, but my chief is right. My journey will be
the longest to travel. She will struggle.

‘I don’t want to go with Bek,” she says evenly. “He’s not the one
that’s been teaching me. Why can’t | go with Hassen? Because he’s
the guy that kidnapped my sister? You think | don’t know this?”

“‘Mah-dee,” | say in a warning voice. “Listen to your chief.”

She moves to my side and reaches up and pinches my cheek.
“That’s cute. You trying to give me advice on that.” She winks at me
to take the sting out of her words and then turns to Vektal. “| want to
go with Hassen. We're a good team, and | can help out. Two people
bringing back supplies is better than one.”

Vektal puts a hand on Mah-dee’s shoulder. “You truly wish to do this?
You wish to go with him?”

“What, you think anyone could make me go somewhere | don’t want
to go?”

This time, Rokan snorts.
“Can you keep up?” The chief asks her.

“l can and | will.” Mah-dee’s ash-smeared face is stubborn but
determined. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

Vektal turns to me. “You will keep her safe.”
It is not a question. | nod. “| will protect her life with mine.”
Vaza steps forward, gesturing at me. “He is exiled!”

Vektal’'s expression grows bleak. “My friend, we are all in exile now.”

MADDIE

| swear I'll be fine, | tell Lila and give her hands another squeeze of
reassurance.



She pulls her hands from my grip, a troubled look on her face. If you
want to help, you can come with us, she tells me, every movement of
her body indicating her worry. You don’t have to go with him.

| want to go with him, | tell her. He’s my... | pause in my signing,
trying to think of the best way to put it. Friend, | decide on. He
doesn’t have anyone but me, and | want to be with him.

Her brows draw together, and | can tell Lila is trying hard to
understand. You don’t hate him?

| shake my head. | hate what he did, but | don’t hate him. Do you?

She thinks for a minute. I guess | am the same. Those weeks with
him were awful, but he didn’t mean me harm. And | have Rokan now.
But...is it safe?

He’s not going to try to hold me captive to force resonance, if that’s
what you’re asking. I'm pretty sure the thought would make Hassen
break out in hives at this point. He’s seen what he has lost with his
tribe, and it's affecting him greatly. Plus, | know him now, and | like to
think that we’re better friends than that. He wouldn’t pull that sort of
stunt on me.

No, that wasn’t what | meant. Rokan says it’s a long journey. | worry
it'd be hard on anyone, and we humans are a little more fragile than
the locals.

It might be, but | can’t stay here and gather dust. | flick my ash-
covered hair, hoping she catches the joke. And I’'m just an extra
mouth to be fed if | go with the others to the Elders’ Cave. This way,
at least | can help.

But...Hassen?
Hassen, | agree. He’s been a good friend to me, believe it or not.

| trust your judgment. Lila’s expression is sad. But I'm still going to
worry about you.



Oh, I'll worry about you, too, | sign to her. How can | not? She’s my
baby sister, and it doesn’t matter that she can take care of herself
and she’s got a mate to watch her back. I’'m always going to worry
and want to take over and help out. Maybe that’s how she feels
about me, too. The anxiety and resentment I've been feeling towards
Lila’s happiness is gone. It's weird, but I've been slowly figuring out
that if | need something—emotional support, friendship, even
breakfast—I have to take charge and get it on my own. It's not going
to fall in my lap, and people aren’t going to make excuses for me
being a shitty person. If | want things to change, | have to make them
change. | just hate that an earthquake had to demolish our home in
order for me to realize that.

Change is good. It's not always easy, but it's good. And it’s time |
made a few changes.

I'll see you back at the Elders’ Cave, | sign to Lila. I love you. Don’t
get killed, okay?

I’'m going to a fruit cave, she signs back, her smile wry. It’s not
dangerous.

Not unless the entire horde of metlaks has moved in there, but |
don’t say that. | don’t even want to put it out into the universe. Just
be careful anyhow.

I will. She pauses in her signing and then gives me a curious look.
Is...something going on between you and Hassen?

Why do you ask?

Because I'm deaf, not stupid? Her mouth quirks into a wry smile. /
just know he can be pushy.

And | can’t? | tease back.
True. | guess if anyone can tame him, it can be you.

The thought of taming someone leaves a bad taste in my mouth.
Taming implies that I'm going to fix’ him. Break him to my will. And
that’s not what I'm interested in at all. | like Hassen just like he is—



impetuous and overbearing, sure, but it's because he cares too
much. He feels things too keenly. And | don’t want to break that.
We’re going on this together as friends, | tell my sister. If we end up
more than that, you will be the first one | tell.

Fair enough. She pauses in her signing and then grabs me in a
fierce hug.

And | hug her back just as tightly, because this can’t be the last time
| see her. It won't be. | can’t even think that or I'm going to start

crying.
But Lila has to go her path, and | have to go mine. | can’t let Hassen

go out on his own. Not now, not when he needs someone at his back
the most.
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MADDIE

H assen and | set out a short time later with only a single small
supply pack. There’s not much to pack in there, other than an extra
water-skin or two. All the rations are left with the tribe. We have two
spears and a knife, but everything else is going to have to be made
from scratch as we journey. Extra sleds, extra blankets, you name it
—we’re going to have to make them. And with every item we’re not
bringing along, | realize that this is going to be one motherfucker of a
journey. I'd bitch about it, but | can’t say that our journey is going to
be any rougher than anyone else’s. | look back at the tribe, gathered
in a tight cluster, and I’'m pretty sure | can still hear the wailing
babies. There are a few people carrying a makeshift gurney for
Pashov, who still hasn’t awoken.

Nobody’s got it easy right now. We just have to suck it up.

We walk, heading north. | want to turn around and hug Lila one last
time, but | know she’s already taken off with Rokan. | would like for
Hassen to hold my hand, but we're both carrying spears and still
close enough that the tribe would see...but it doesn’t mean | don't
wish for it, just a little. Snowshoes and clothing and furs are hard to
come by, and with many humans needing them, all of the existing
ones are spread thin. The wrap | have is light and not good for more
than keeping out the wind, but we’ll get more furs at the nearest



cave. My snowshoes are rickety and feel fragile, probably because
they were made from ‘extra’ parts on an existing, sturdy pair. We’'ll
reinforce them when we find more bones and leather. | remind
myself that it could be worse. | think of Pashov, carried by the others,
and poor Stacy, who is in a zombie-like state of fear...and | feel
lucky. Hassen’s safe. Lila’s safe. Lila’s mate is safe. We're good.

More ash is falling, and the borrowed wraps I’'m wearing aren’t
particularly warm, but the hike gets the blood roaring, and I'm soon
panting and sweaty despite the chill in the air. It's overcast, thick,
stormy clouds making it seem dark even at midday. There’s more
ash falling than snow right now, and | keep my mouth and nose
covered, like I've seen the others doing. Surely it can’t go on longer
than a few days. | just have to suck it up. More troubling is the fact
that the ash is getting into everything - considering that getting fresh
water is as easy as scooping some new snow most times, I'm a little
worried.

Even more troubling is just how silent Hassen is as we travel. He'’s
courteous to me if | ask questions, and helps me free my snowshoes
if | trip. He offers me a hand when | struggle going down a hill. But
he’s so very quiet, and the expression on his face is grim.

| worry about him. There’s no determination in his step, no
confidence. He’s going through the motions, but there’s nothing
there. | can'’t tell if he’s upset at me, or just upset at the world. | don't
know if he’s in shock or if he’s grieving for Eklan like Warrek is...but |
know there’s something wrong. My heart aches for him. And even
though I'm quickly getting exhausted and this is just the first
afternoon in what promises to be weeks of a journey, I'm still glad I'm
here, because he needs someone. He can’t go through this alone.

Until he reaches out and tells me what is bothering him, though, I'm
going to let him have his silence. Sometimes you need to be in your
own head to process things, and nagging him won’t help. Plus, it's
taking all of my energy just to keep up. | bend my head and focus on
putting one snowshoe in front of the other, following his tracks.



We make intermittent stops throughout the day, pausing to cross a
stream or to check trails. We see a herd of dvisti in the distance, but
don’t go after them. I'm guessing we’re going to have enough to
carry home without adding more to our load. As the day wears on,
my feet ache and my teeth chatter with cold, but | don’t complain. |
do, however, scour every passing cliff in the hopes that we're going
to find a hunter cave and stop soon. | have to keep going until
Hassen gives the word, though. I'm supposed to be helping rescue
the others—I don’t know what kind of rescuer I'd be if | can’t even
keep up with the preliminary hike.

And | don’t want him to change his mind and turn around so he can
take me back to the others.

There’s no sign of either sun in the cloudy, angry skies, but | do
notice it gets progressively darker as we travel. We veer off an easy
trail through a valley to climb up a steep hill, and | want to bitch, but |
figure there’s a reason we’re suddenly taking the hard road. When |
see a cave entrance in the distance, a hint of a screen covering it, |
sob with relief. There are a few rocks tumbled around the entrance,
but it otherwise looks whole and undisturbed.

Thank god.

It hasn’t occurred to me until just now that there might not have been
a hunter cave nearby. That they might not have survived the
earthquake either. Man, we are in such deep doo-doo.

We approach it, and | inwardly cringe, expecting Hassen to turn this
into a teachable moment. That I'm going to need to check the cave
out, build a fire, do inventory, and I’'m so damn exhausted that it
makes me want to cry at the thought. It has to be done, though, so |
need to suck it up.

But he only touches my shoulder absently. “Wait here. | will inspect
the cave.”

And that worries me, too. Because it's not like Hassen to coddle me.
Normally he teases me, makes a few jibes at my bad observational
skills, and then shows me the right way to do something after letting



me attempt it a few times. He’s not even trying. And okay, maybe
now isn’t the perfect time for lessons, and I’'m grateful, but | also
worry that this is just more proof that Hassen’s retreating.

He can’t retreat from me. | need him. He needs me. | can’t let him
push me out.

Hassen disappears into the cave and returns a moment later, waving
me in. | enter the darkness and feel for a wall. The rocks here are a
little jagged—probably freshly ripped apart by the earthquake—and
I’'m a little careful as | move inward. “Do you want me to make the
fire?”

“l have it. Sit down.”

| should argue, but | don’t. | drop to the ground, and once | do, my

feet scream with pins and needles. They feel like blocks of ice, and
my boots are soaked. Actually, I'm pretty sure all of me is. | huddle
on the ground, hating that I’'m so weak. That | can’t keep up. That |
want to help and I’'m going to end up being a liability after all.

The fire flares after a moment, and then | see Hassen’s features light
up as he begins to feed it fuel. | look around the shadows of the
cave. It looks to be well-stocked, a stack of rolled-up furs in one
corner, and baskets of supplies along the walls. One end of the cave
looks a bit rocky and collapsed, but otherwise it’s large and
comfortable, with the ceiling high enough that Hassen can stand
fully, and enough room for both of us to move around easily. Some of
the hunter caves are quite small, but this one’s roomy. That’'s both
good and bad—good because it’s nice to stretch out, and bad
because it takes that much longer to warm up.

Well, | can sit on my half-frozen ass, or | can help. | get to my feet
and adjust the screen over the entrance so no gusts of wind threaten
our tiny fire while it's being stoked. Then | head to the furs and begin
to unroll them, making a bed. There are three large bundles, which
means we have enough for two people and two separate beds...but |
hope it doesn’t come to that. “Mind if | get undressed?” | ask him.
“My clothes are soaked.”



He grunts. “Hang them by the fire so they can dry.”

Not his chattiest moment. Doesn’t even comment on the fact that I'm
about to get naked. That’s fine. I'm not feeling particularly sexy at the
moment, just tired and cold. | peel wet layers of leather off of my
body and strip down to the leather band that half-assedly serves as a
bra. I'm now bare-assed, and | wrap one of the thick furs around my
body like a toga before spreading my clothes by the fire. He doesn’t
even glance my way, just continues to feed bits of fuel into the flame.

| feel my chest give another painful squeeze. He's depressed. | can'’t
blame him—the sa-khui had a devastating setback. He’s allowed to
be emotional, but right now we have to be strong. Lots of people are
depending on us to bring back supplies to help with the brutal
season. We can't fail them. | don’t think he wants to fail them, either.
| think he’s just...struggling.

Instead of lounging in the nice, warm, furry bed | just made, | haul
my toga over to the baskets and pick through the neat leather
pouches stored inside. Soap-berries, spices, something that looks
like dried bait, fishing hooks made of bone...and another basket has
some of the heinously spicy trail mix that the sa-khui love so much.
I’'m so hungry it looks good even to me. | pull out the pouch of it and
move to Hassen’s side, offering it to him. “Here. Eat.”

“You eat. You need your strength.”

“Oh, | plan on eating. But there’s enough for both of us, and | doubt
you've eaten since the cave-in. So dig in, my friend.” | shake the
pouch at him, letting the contents roll around in what | hope is an
enticing manner.

He ignores it, staring at the small fire again.

| swallow my sigh and put the food aside and wrap my hands around
his arm, hugging his limb to my breast. He doesn’t push me away,
but he doesn’t respond, either. “Wanna talk about it, big guy?”

“I should send you back.”

Scuse me?”



Hassen feeds another bit to the fire with his free hand. “This will be a
long, hard journey. You should not come. You should stay back with
the other human females.”

“Let’s just pretend I'm not hearing this sexist crap and let’s talk about
what'’s really bothering you.” | stroke his arm. “Because you are
clearly not okay.”

“Okay?” he echoes, voice flat. “My people are homeless. My friend
could be dying. The brutal season is coming. | am very much not
okay.”

“Yeah, | don’t know anything about losing everything,” | snap back.

He looks over at me, startled. His mouth sets in a grim line, and he
pulls his arm from my grip. | think he’s going to get up and push me
away, but instead, he wraps me in his arms and squeezes me tight
against his chest. He’s not comforting me—he’s clinging to me like

I’'m his lifeline.

| hug him close, stroking my fingers along his back. “| know it's hard
right now, but your people are strong and resilient. They're going to
get through this. If the home cave is gone, we’'ll live at the Elders’
Cave. If not there, then somewhere else. It'll get figured out, and
we’ll survive.”

“l...” He pauses, clearly struggling with emotion. His hands grip me
tightly. “All this sorrow, this despair, it reminds me of before.” | want
to ask what before he’s talking about, but he continues. “With the
khui-sickness. My family...”

Oh. | slide my fingers along his skin under his vest, trying to comfort
with my touch. “You lost them.”

“I lost everything. | despaired greatly for a long time, and | see all
this, and | feel myself going back to that dark place.” He takes a
deep, ragged breath and holds me even tighter, and | can practically
feel his chest ridges leaving an imprint on my cheek as he hugs me
against him. “I need to be there, to help them, and Vektal sent me
away.” His voice breaks, and | can feel the tension in his body.



He’s struggling so. My poor Hassen.

| pry myself loose from his choking grip and sit back, cupping his
face so he has to look at me. “Hassen,” | say softly. “You know Vektal
didn’t send you away because he didn’t want you around, right? He’s
sending you away because you're the best man for the job. You
don’t have to worry about babies or a mate or a mom that needs
help. Maybe it sucks that you got picked for what’s probably the least
fun task out of all of them, but you’re the best guy for it. It's not a
slam against you, it's a compliment.”

“‘He chose me because | am alone,” Hassen says bitterly. “Because
the tribe does not care if | live or die.”

“‘Because you’ll come back with the supplies and he doesn’t have to
worry about you,” | correct firmly. “And you're not alone. I'm here
right beside you.”

“You should have stayed with your sister.”

“Why? She doesn’t need me.” | tilt my head, studying him. “You don’t
need me, either, not really. I'm not going to lie—I’'m probably going to
be shitty company on this trip. I'm going to be slow as molasses, and
I’'m not very strong. But you do need a friend...and | can be that for

”

you.

He covers the hands | have on his cheeks with his own, and then lifts
my hands to kiss each palm. “Are we just friends, Mah-dee? You
know you have my heart.”

| feel a little flutter in my belly. | want to tell him that he is, except...I
worry about my judgment. Am [ just clinging to him because he
needs me? Is he latching on to me because he wants someone?
Anyone? But | can’t turn him away. Not when he’s clearly hurting and
| want to comfort him.

So I'll skip the words for now. They can come out later...if at all. |
move forward and press my mouth to his, kissing him. | move my lips
against his, caressing and tender. | want him to know that in this
moment, he’s absolutely loved and needed. | flick my tongue against



his, and | can feel his breathing quicken as | twine my arms around
his neck.

| want to show him just how much | care. Show him how much he’s
needed. That he’s not disposable in my eyes.

| kiss his mouth sweetly for a moment longer, and then give a gentle
little push to his chest, indicating he should lie backward. He does,
watching me with hot, avid eyes. | move his leather vest aside,
exposing his chest, and sigh with pleasure at the sight of all that hard
muscle. Blue is officially my favorite color for a delicious, taut chest
and perfect pectorals.

“What do you do, Mah-dee?” he asks, voice husky.

| just smile at him and lean down, pressing a kiss to his chest. | want
to make him feel special, and | know just the way to do it. | flick my
tongue along the hard, plated ridges covering the center of his chest.
| imagine it isn’t as sensitive as other parts of his body, but judging
from the way his breath is rasping, it’s still pretty exciting to watch.
I’'m getting excited, too. I'm doing this for him, because | want him to
feel good...but | like doing it. Touching him turns me on, and | can
feel my pussy pulsing in response to his arousal.

| kiss lower, moving in a direct line down his front. | don’t want there
to be any guesses as to what I’'m doing—I want him to realize and to
anticipate. | flick my tongue down the hard line of his six-pack abs
and scrape my teeth along his skin. He tastes a bit like sweat, and
ash, but he also tastes like Hassen, and | love it.

“Mah-dee,” he rasps as | lap at his flat belly, heading for his navel.
“You...”

“Shhh.” | kiss lower. “I'm concentrating. You don’t want to ruin my
concentration, do you?”

His pained groan tells me that no, no he does not. | dip my tongue
into the depression of his belly button, tracing it before moving ever
downward. | have a very specific destination in mind, and | can tell



he’s guessed it by now. If he hasn't, the fact that | put my hands on
his loincloth and tug on the strings should tell him everything.

A couple of pulls on the ties and he comes unwrapped, like it's my
birthday. Leathers fall backward, and then | see his big, delicious,
oh-so-ridged cock thrusting into the air. His spur draws my attention,
and | drag my fingers over it in a gentle caress before | grip his
length in my hand and give him a tug.

Hassen’s head goes back, his fangs bared in a hiss of pure
pleasure. | love the sight of that. With a smile, | stroke his cock again
and then lower my head to give him a kiss.

He howls my name in response.

| giggle, dragging my lips over the head of his cock, wetting them
with the pre-cum that’s sliding down the rounded tip. “I guess you
don’t have to worry about being quiet out here, do you? It’s kind of
fun to be noisy, isn’t it?” And | lick him, making sure to drag my
tongue slowly over the crown.

“‘Mah-dee,” he pants. “My heart.” He reaches out and caresses my
face while | have fun sucking on his cock. “Just when | think you
cannot give me more pleasure, you astound me.”

Sweet guy. He hasn’t seen anything yet. | wrap my fingers tight
around his length, squeezing, and pull him deep into my mouth. |
take as much of him as | can, letting his length slick along my
tongue. He goes deep, and his girth feels massive. | loosen my jaw,
working him deeper, until he butts against the back of my throat and
triggers my gag reflex. | release him, and he groans again,
impossibly turned on by my actions. Yeah, I’'m probably blowing his
mind right about now.

It's pretty fun, gotta admit.

| take him deep again, sucking hard, and this time | don’t gag. This
time, | start to hum ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’ It’s a trick | learned
from a friend when | first started bartending, and she told me all
about how wild it made her boyfriend. The humming increases the



vibration in your throat and tongue, and it feels really, really good to
a guy. Maybe not quite as good as a prostate tickle, but | don’t know
if Hassen’s ready for that sort of thing yet.

What | do know is that he likes the humming. His big hand touches
my hair and then flexes, pulling back. It's as if he’s wanting to push
down on my head and is afraid of hurting me. | hum louder, working
him with as much saliva and hand motions as | possibly can. He's so
big, and the ridges are a little distracting, that it's hard to take him as
deep as | want, but he doesn’t seem to mind. Over and over, | pump
him with my mouth, humming that patriotic little tune as | do. | can
feel his body tightening as | launch into the climax of the song, but
he’s not there with me. Not yet.

So | give the underside of his spur a little tickle. | figure if it's anything
like my nipples, gentle rubbing on the underside will make him as
crazy as that sort of thing makes me.

His body jerks. The breath explodes from his lungs, and the hand
goes down on the back of my head, holding me on his cock. | lose
control of the song, but it doesn’t matter. He lifts his hips, pumping,
and then a moment later, my mouth fills with hot jets of come. He
shoots so far down my throat that | barely taste it, and | hold still,
squeezing the base of his cock to milk him. When | can swallow no
more, | jerk back, my mouth flooding with the last of his release, and
| cough a little as my throat works.

“‘Mah-dee,” he pants, a star-struck look in his eyes. | love the way he
says my name like this, after he’'s come. Like | just made his world all
better again, just with my mouth.

| cough-swallow the last of his load, rather ungracefully, but the way
he’s gazing at me, he doesn'’t care. “Sorry,” | wheeze.

“l should not have come in your mouth,” he says, pulling me down
against him and cradling me against his chest. He holds me like I'm
the most precious thing in the world, and | cuddle up against him and
love it.



“That was kind of the plan,” | tease, snuggling closer. “| wanted to
make you feel good.”

“You did.” He is silent for a moment, and then adds, “Can | make you
feel good?”

“l didn’t do it for quid pro quo,” | tell him. “| just wanted to give you
some pleasure.”

“Quid...?"

“Reciprocal. Shit, you probably don’t know that word, either.” | think
for a moment, then trace a circle on his yummy, yummy abs. “| didn’t
do it because | wanted you to do the same to me. | did it because |
wanted to make you feel as wonderful as | think you are.”

“I enjoy licking your cunt, though,” he tells me, and one finger trails
up my arm and then traces a circle around one of my nipples,
sending a shiver through my body. “Surely you would not deprive me
of such joy?”

If it can make him forget the world for a few hours, | suppose | must
‘bear the burden’ of having my pussy eaten out. Darn. “Wouldn’t
dream of it, big guy.”
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HASSEN
Two Weeks Later

“You are slow today,” | mock my mate as | crest over a large hill.
“Pick up your feet. We have far to go.”

Behind me, Mah-dee grumbles something under her breath about
ahs-wholes and makes a hand gesture that tells me she is not
pleased with me. She does move faster, though not fast enough to
keep up with me.

| just chuckle at her response and gaze down across the snowy
plains. Mah-dee makes a lot of angry noises, but she tries very hard,
and she never gives up. | might tease her about her speed, but |
would never leave her behind. Having her company on this trip has
made the bleak worries in my mind fade. She is very strong in spirit,
my Mah-dee. If she does not have an answer, she will make one. To
her, there is no crying over what has happened, only the need to
come up with a solution. She is good for me. When my sorrow over
my tribe threatens to overwhelm me, Mah-dee sets my head to
rights.

My heart has chosen wisely, even if my khui is silent.



| scan the snowy terrain, looking for changes. | have gone this way
many times in the past, but much of the landscape looks different
after the earth-shakes. Two more have happened in the last few
weeks, but then things grew silent. The ash has tapered off, and the
snow is clean again, the skies almost clear once more. It almost
feels normal.

Mah-dee arrives at the top of the hill, her breath quick pants. She
moves to my side, her hand tugging at mine. “What are we looking
for?”

“Dvisti. Metlak. Sky-claws.”

“No, no, and helllll no,” she proclaims, moving a little closer to me.
“I've eaten enough of number one to last me the rest of my life, and
number two and three are big nopes in my book.”

“Then your boohk is lucky. There are none that | can see.” That is
another strange change after the earth-shake. While the dvisti have
been plentiful, | have not seen a single sky-claw, and metlaks are
infrequent. While | am glad that the sky-claws have moved on, |
worry that there is something | am missing. This is metlak territory.
We should at least see traces of them.

“‘How does it look?” she asks me. “Compared to before? Any big
changes? Maybe that’s why there’s no one around.”

“‘No changes,” | tell her, studying the distant cliffs. There are fewer
valleys the closer to the mountains we get, and the land spreads out,
smooth and white. We are nearing the edges of familiar territory.
Farther north, and we will be close to the strange, flashing cave
where Mah-dee and Li-lah were found. | will not go that far into the
mountains; there are no hunter caves that deep into metlak territory.
They keep to their hunting grounds, and we keep to ours.

“| see a cave over there,” she says, pointing off into the distance. “Is
that our next stop?”

“There are two caves in this area,” | tell her. “That one, and then one
around that bend.” | point in the opposite direction, to the distant



cliffs.

“I've got a bit more juice in me,” Mah-dee says, adjusting her furs
tighter around her head. “We can go to the distant one before we call
it for the night.”

| touch her hood, wishing | could caress her mane. | feel a swell of
affection for Mah-dee. My heart. She is strong and pushes herself to
her limits because she wishes to be a good partner. Her pack would
be as big as mine if | let her, but | watch out for my mate and make
sure she is not straining herself. “It is our last stop.”

“Our last stop...overall? Really?” She looks up at me, surprised.
“Then we start the journey back?”

| nod. For many handfuls of days, we have visited cave after hunter
cave, checking for supplies. Some of the caves were completely
gone, crushed by rock. Some were untouched. A few had some
damage, and one or two had been raided by metlak and no longer
had anything usable. Mah-dee has been scribbling charcoal marks
on a skin—taking ‘notes,’ she says. We leave the supplies in each
cave, taking only what we need for immediate survival. Once we
have stripped the farthest caves of their goods, we will travel back
along the path we came from, and clean out the caves as we go.

Here, at the farthest caves, we will need to hunt something large for
the bones and large skins to stretch to make sleds. A large one for
me, and a smaller one for Mah-dee. | would drag both behind me if |
could, but | suspect my fierce, yellow-maned human would not like
that much. Just thinking about her reaction makes me smile.

Being with her has been...joyous. There is no other way to describe
it. If | was alone, | would be full of despair, worrying over my tribe.
But with Mah-dee, she forces me to think logically. To trust that the
others are safe under the chief’s care, and to focus on the task at
hand. To her, there is no problem that cannot be fixed.

This journey has not been so lonely with her at my side. | wake up
each morning with her in my arms, and | go to bed each nightin a
different cave, but with Mah-dee’s hands tucked against my chest.



We mate most nights, but sometimes she is too tired, and that is
fine, too. It is enough to hold her close and inhale her scent. It is
enough to hear her laugh, or to see the smile cross her funny human
face.

When she is with me, | think that even the destruction of the cave is
not so bad. It is not something that will destroy us. We will survive
and go on. Mah-dee has started her world over. Li-lah, as well. Each
human female who found herself here in the snows of our planet, far
from home, has started their worlds over. The sa-khui can do this,
and be stronger for it.

Mah-dee teaches me this every day.

“So how far are we from the ocean?” Mah-dee asks, shielding her
eyes from the sunlight. Today is one of the first days that the suns
have broken through the dark gray clouds, and the sight of them has
made both of us happy. Sunlight means no more ash. No clouds and
no earth-shakes mean things will return to normal soon...and the
brutal season will remain at bay for one more day.

O-shun means great salt water to her. | remember this. | point at the
spiky mountains on the horizon. “On the other side. Did you want to
go?”

“Can we cross those?”

“Not easily. We would go around. Take the long way. It will add
another two hands of days to travel.” | think for a moment and then
add, “My hands, not yours.”

She wiggles her four fingers at me and grins. “I'd like to see what the
ocean looks like here, but we should probably get back to the tribe
as soon as possible. | guess now’s not the time for a detour.”

“True. | would still go for you.”

“You'’re sweet,” she says, squeezing my fingers. “You can just tell me
about it instead. Is it blue?”



“Is what blue?” | begin to head down the far side of the hill. The snow
here is deeper, and | turn back and offer her my hand so she can
descend easily.

“Is the ocean blue?” She grabs my hand and tilts her snowshoes,
like | have shown her.

“No, it is green.”

“That sounds gross. Like a dirty swimming pool. Maybe I'll just
pretend it looks nice since we’re not going to go see it.”

“You would not want to swim,” | caution her. “The shore is very rocky
and would tear at your feet. Plus, there are many things that live in
the water that could eat you in a bite.”

“Charming. | love this place.” Her tone is dry. “So where are we?
Close to where you found me and my sister?”

“Closer to the mountains. We would need to journey for another day
or two in order to reach it.”

“Good. | really don’t want to head in that direction.” She shudders,
and | feel the tremor in her hand. “Sometimes | still have nightmares
about those little green dead guys and what might have happened if
the ship hadn’t crashed.”

| squeeze her hand tightly in mine. | do not like to think about that at
all.

Mah-dee pauses at the base of the hill, pretending to adjust the
straps of her pack. | have learned these little tricks; she does not
want to tell me that she is tired, so she checks her things.
Sometimes it is her shoes, sometimes her pack. | wait patiently,
pretending not to notice that she is breathing hard. Every day, she
gets stronger and can go for longer, but she is still new to this life. It
will take time, and even then she will never be as strong as a sa-khui
female. Humans are delicate.

It is good that | am strong and capable, because | can take care of
her. The thought gives me fierce pleasure.



‘Hmm.” Mah-dee’s steps cease their crunch in the snow.

| stop and turn. “What is it?”

“Thought | saw something. What's that over there?”

| look around, but | do not see what she refers to. “What?”
“Over there. | thought | saw the snow moving.”

| look where she gestures and see nothing but rolling hills and more

snow. A cluster of many snow-covered bushes are visible at the top

of a small mound, but other than that, there is nothing unusual. | turn
to ask Mah-dee what it is that bothers her...when one of the bushes
moves.

It is not a snow-covered bush at all...but a metlak.

And it is not just one, but several. At least two hands. As another
bush moves, | realize that it is three hands, maybe more. And they
see us. They are hunting us.

Metlak normally avoid sa-khui, and are chased away by anything
bearing our scent. They are cowardly creatures...but they are also
hungry. | think of the hunter caves we found that were raided, the
contents destroyed and the supplies eaten. If they are brave enough
to go to our caves, they are brave enough to attack me and Mah-
dee. Perhaps they see our packs and think we have food.

Mah-dee is in danger. A cold chill moves over me, and | scan our
surroundings. Even if | take her to a hunter cave, there will not be
enough time to make a fire to chase them off. We must do
something, and fast.

| turn and grab Mah-dee by the arm, hauling her along. “We must

go.
“Where are we going? What's wrong?”
With my free hand, | yank one of the spears off my back, pulling it

free from its bindings on my pack. “Those are metlaks, and they are
coming after us.”



She jogs at my side, trying to move fast, but the snowshoes slow her
down. “Should we try to talk to them? Lila says they’re intelligent—"

“They are hungry,” | tell her. “And unpredictable. | do not want to risk
it. We are going to walk faster and hope they do not follow us.”

It is a stupid hope, but right now, it is all | have.

Mah-dee quickens her steps, and | can hear her breath huffing.
“Should I get out my weapon?”

“Yes-”
“Oh, fuck.”

“Not right now,” | tell her, scanning the distant cliffs as we hurry
toward them. If we get to the hunter cave fast enough, maybe | can
hold them off long enough for Mah-dee to make a fire. The metlaks
hate fire and are easily frightened. Mah-dee is not fast with a flint,
but perhaps today...

She stumbles, a small cry escaping her. | stop in my tracks, turning
to help her up. “Are you all right?” She struggles to get to her feet,
nodding, and one of her shoes flops around her ankle, the leather
ties broken.

“‘My shoe,” she pants. “I can keep going.” Then she stumbles again,
crying out, and her hands cling to my arm. “Okay, might be my ankle,
too. Leave me, Hassen—’

| do not even let her finish. With a growl of anger, | grab her into my
arms and sling her over my shoulder, ignoring her cry of protest.

| will not leave Mah-dee behind. | will die first.

With my spear as a walking stick, | jog slowly toward the cliffs. They
come ever closer, and despite the gentle weight of Mah-dee on my

shoulder and her squirming, | am able to move faster. “Are they still
coming?” | ask Mah-dee as | plunge forward.

“Oh yeah,” she says, her voice wobbling. “Also, | might be sick if we
don’t slow down. Your shoulder’s hitting my stomach—"



“Then be sick,” | tell her, and speed up.

“Okay,” she says faintly. “Should | get out a weapon?”
“Yes.”

“Fuck.”

“Not right now,” | tell her again, distracted. | am closing in on the
distant cliffs, and they look...different. The rocks are tumbled here,
the snow mounded. The earth-shake has affected this place, too,
and | worry that the hunter cave will not even be there. Desperation
makes me move faster, and | head toward the overhanging cliffs and
the shadow they cast. We are close. As we approach, | can see the
shadow of the cave in the distance, and | double my steps, hurrying.
| must get Mah-dee to safety. If | can block the entrance of the cave
with her behind me, | can hold them off for longer—

A shattering sound.

The snow beneath my feet disappears. | yelp in surprise, and Mah-
dee screams as we tumble through the air. | fling my spear aside and
curl my body around hers, trying to shield her—

We land. | fall onto my back, and despite the soft snow, the wind is
knocked from my lungs. Blackness dances behind my eyes, but
fades just as quickly, and | feel Mah-dee groan as she pulls herself
off of me. “What...”

| struggle to sit up. It is dark here, the shadows protecting us from
the sunlight above. | look up and see we are in a crevasse, the
ground above us split open. A layer of ice must have covered it
somehow and | broke through, plunging us down here. Snow is piled
around us, and the cliff walls scale far above my head and Mah-
dee’s. As | look up, | see a metlak peer over the edge.

Mah-dee sucks in a breath, touching my arm.

The creature hoots at us, then grabs a handful of snow and flings it
in our direction. Others appear at its side, agitated. They skirt the



edges of the crevasse, glaring down at us and screaming their
anger, but none approach.

‘I don’t think they can get to us,” Mah-dee says. She looks over at
me, worry on her face. “Are you all right?”

| sit up, looking around for my spear. It is several arm lengths away,
and | get to my feet slowly, testing my body. “My tail is bruised,” | say,
rubbing it. “But I will live.”

She giggles.
| scowl at her. “What is so funny?”
“Just you...rubbing your ass while we're stuck in a pit.”

“Itis not a pit,” | tell her, glancing around, trying to determine what
exactly it is. It is almost like the ground has an open wound and we
have fallen into it. | am not entirely sure | like it.

“A canyon, then. We have them on Earth.”

| look up. “At least it has stopped the metlak.” They throw handfuls of
snow down at us as if responding to my words, but do not move
otherwise. They will not come down to us. | do not even know if they
can. We are at least two body lengths below them, maybe more. |
eye the rocky walls. | will need to climb them to get out and lower a
rope to Mah-dee. But that is a problem for later. “We are safe for

now.

She shudders. “There is that. | guess we just stay down here until
they leave.”

| glance around. The canyon is wide enough that several hunters
could walk abreast, but a herd of dvisti would not make it through. As
valleys go, it is extremely narrow. It winds in a zigzag, and | wonder
where it goes. | grab my spear, rub my tail, and then pick up my
fallen pack and sling it over my back. “Since we are down here, let
us see where this goes.”



Mah-dee looks up, where the metlaks watch us from above. “Yeah, |
guess we might as well.” She pulls her broken snowshoe off her foot,
then the other one, and fixes her boots before hopping to her feet.
“Snow’s not very deep here. That’s good.” She takes a few
crunching steps forward and holds a hand out to me.

Her hand is cold, and | make sure to wrap my fingers tight around
hers.

“We’re going to be okay, right?” Her voice is small.

Her worry makes my heart ache. She is normally so confident, so
assured. She has kept me strong in many dark days. | must do the
same for her. | turn and bring her hand to my mouth, pressing my
lips to her knuckles. “I will not let anything harm you, Mah-dee.”

“I know. I just...I'm a little rattled.” She gives a nervous laugh and
glances back at the still-watching metlaks. “Those things are creepy.’

“Stay close to me.”

“Not a problem.” She pulls her hand from mine and puts an arm
around my waist. “I'd rub your sore butt for you, but I'd rather get
away from the metlaks before we fool around.”

| grunt, not entirely sure how to take that. “Let us see where this
takes us, then.”
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e head into the narrow canyon. It is dark here, almost like
walking through a long, winding cave if it were not for the narrow
strip of sky above. | keep an eye on the walls of the canyon, in case
there is a place where it is shallow enough that the metlaks can get
to us. So far, though, the walls grow taller with every step further into
the canyon we take. Soon, the walls are so tall that five males
standing head to head would not be able to get to the surface...and |
would not walk away from that fall with just a sore tail.

Mah-dee cocks her head as we walk, admiring our surroundings.
“This place is kind of cool.”

A strange comment. “Of course it is cooler. We are in a valley. It will
not be as warm as where the suns touch the snow.”

She laughs. “No, | mean, it's nifty. Not cold. It reminds me of the
Grand Canyon back at home, except like, it's purple and blue instead
of orange and red. Was this carved by a river?”

“Eh, I do not know.” | study our surroundings. | have never
considered that. All | know is that here the cliffs almost close
overhead like teeth. In some areas, the walls of the valley close in



tight and it almost feels as if you are walking in a cave tunnel. “Stay
close.”

“I'm close. Any closer and I'd be grabbing on to your tail and rubbing
against your ass,” she grumbles behind me. “Though you’d probably
like that.”

“Save it for later, when we are by the fire.”
“Flirt.”

| grin with amusement at her words. Perhaps | am flirting. | like to
tease Mah-dee. She teases back, unlike her sister, who cried and
wept if | so much as looked at her. Not for the first time, | curse the
day | grabbed the dark-maned sister instead of the yellow-maned
one.

It is quiet as we walk. Our footsteps crunch on the snow, but Mah-
dee quickens, moving to my side and slipping her fingers around my
belt. “There really isn't as much snow down here,” she says. “You'd
think it'd all fall in and pile up, except it's not. Maybe this canyon is
protected from the weather. Look up.” She gestures, and | obediently
glance upward. “One side of the canyon looks higher than the other.
| bet it protects the bottom from a lot of the weather.”

“Perhaps.” | pull her closer against me. “It will be all right, | promise.”

‘I know. I'm with you.” She looks up at me, and there’s a small smile
on her face. “Everything’s okay when we’re together. You realize
that, right?”

| feel a surge of affection for her, along with intense possessiveness.
Mah-dee is mine. No female has ever been as strong, as smart, as
clever, as sweet, or as giving. No female is as perfect for me as her. |
think of Li-lah and her weeping, and curl my lip with disgust. | was a
fool. “I will keep you safe,” | vow to her.

She smiles up at me. “I know.”

“No, you do not understand.” | stop and put my hands on her
shoulders, turning her toward me. This feels...important. It feels big.



That she must listen to me. That | must spill to her how | feel. “You
are my heart, Mah-dee. Without you, | am nothing. You saw me as
an exile and still took me to your furs. You are kind and giving.”

Her cheeks flush with color. “Hassen, you make it sound like charity

“Was it not giving?”

“I wasn’t thinking about giving! | was thinking about how | wanted to
sleep with you!” Embarrassment shows on her face.

“You chose me out of all of the males in the cave. You could have
had any of the unmated hunters. Instead, you pick the one that you
should hate the most.” | cup her face in my hands. “What did you see
in me?”

“You just...looked like you needed a friend. And | did, too.” She puts
her hands over mine. “No, it's more than that. | needed to connect to
someone. | felt alone, and lonely, and | felt like...well, that you would
understand. That you would know how it felt to be surrounded by
people and still feel adrift.” Her fingers brush over my skin. “No one
else could relate. And it didn’t matter to me that you were the guy
that stole my sister. Well, okay, it did matter a little, but | needed to
know how you felt. If you were in love with Lila, | wouldn’t have
approached you.”

My lip curls at the thought. “In love with Li-lah? Never.”

“Which is why | wanted you. You made a mistake, but that doesn't
mean you should be punished forever. And maybe I'm looking at it
with rose-colored glasses or something, but | know what it’s like to
lose your shit during a bad moment and then have people keep
throwing it in your face over and over again.” She smiles wryly.

“l...have no idea what you just said.”

She chuckles. ‘I figured as much. Just know that | see beyond your
actions to the person underneath, okay?” She pats my hand. “You'’re
good people. Don’t ever forget that.”



| feel a warmth in my breast, and smile down at her. Mah-dee sees
the true me. It makes me so...happy. For the first time in a long time,
| feel content with my place. If | am exiled, so be it. If | have lost the
trust of those | care for with my actions, as long as | have Mah-dee, |
can live with it. Perhaps | will never get over the shame of
disappointment, but it will not destroy me. My mate will not let it. |
feel a rumble of pleasure in my chest that | have such a female at my
side. “My mate,” | tell her softly. “What would | do without you?”

Her eyes go wide. “Your mate?”

“You have been since the day you claimed me.” | stroke my thumb
over her soft, strange, pink mouth. “There is no other for me. There
never has been.”

“Not even my sister?” Her voice catches.

| snort. “Your sister is my greatest mistake. | do not think | have ever
even liked her.”

Mah-dee bites gently at my thumb when | stroke it over her mouth
again. “You might want to learn to like her, since she’s my family.”

“Because she is your family, | will tolerate her.”

Mah-dee giggles. “That is a terrible thing to say, and | shouldn’t
laugh.”

“You should laugh. You should laugh all the time. | love to hear it. It
makes me happy.” | lean in closer. “You make me happy.”

Her smile dims a little. “It feels awful to be so happy when things are
so rotten for so many. Can |...” Her expression changes to one of
worry, and she clutches at my vest. “Oh my god. Do you feel that?”

“What?” | feel nothing but the warm, content rumble in my chest.
“l think it's another earthquake!”

The panic in her voice makes me pull her protectively against my
chest, and | hunch my shoulders over her smaller form, trying to



shelter her with my body. We are not safe here in this slice of the
ground. “l have you.”

A long moment passes, and | wait to feel it. | feel nothing under my
feet, though, just the warmth of her pressed against me, and the
tickle of her mane against my chin.

She stiffens against me and then pulls back, a frown on her face.
“Okay, this is going to sound weird...” Her hand presses to the
center of my chest. “But you're rumbling. Baby, do you have
indigestion?”

| do not ask what she means. Now | feel it, too. The building, slow
thrumming in my chest that is spreading warmth throughout my
body. |...dare not hope.

| drop to my knees and press my head to her teats, listening. Hoping.

“Oh,” she breathes, just as her chest begins to resonate. “Oh. |
think...l think the ground isn’t shaking. | think it's me.”

“‘And me,” | tell her, utter joy racing through me. | hold her tightly,
burying my face against her as | listen to her khui begin its song.

It is singing to me.
And | am singing back.

“Oh my god,” Mah-dee says, her voice faint. “Is this what | think it
is?”

“Let it happen,” | murmur to her, stroking her back. “We are meant to
be, Mah-dee. Even our bodies know it.”

“l...guess they do.” Her hands go to my mane, and then she touches
my cheek, caressing my face. “I love you, big guy. You know that,
right?”

| nuzzle at her teats, wishing she were not wearing so many layers of
furs. | want to hear the song in her chest as loud as the one that is
rumbling through mine. | want to feel her warmth. | want to lick at her



nipples and taste the juice of her cunt. | am hungry for her with my
entire body. | need her. Right here. Right now.

| push my hand under her tunic and then into the waistband of her
leggings. Her small squeak of surprise is drowned out a moment
later by the moan of pleasure she lets out when my fingers brush
over her curls. She is wet with need, the scent of it perfuming the air
and making my mouth water. “I must taste this,” | groan, shoving at
her leathers. “Get on your back for me, Mah-dee, so | can taste your
cunt.”

She whimpers, sliding to her knees. “Should we? The metlaks—"

“Cannot get here. They are far behind.” Far enough, at least. | lock
an arm behind her legs and one behind her back, maneuvering her
onto the ground. The moment her yellow mane spreads out in the
snow, | pull at her leggings, dragging them down her hips. | am
desperate for her. The resonance hums through me, its song more
powerful than anything | have ever imagined. How do others fight
this? | cannot take another step without pleasuring my Mah-dee. |
will die if | do not have her now.

| ache to bury myself inside her, and war between tasting her sweet

folds or pushing myself deep into her and feeling the tight grip of her
cunt around me. Has it been hours since we last mated? It feels far

too long. It feels like forever.

Mah-dee’s soft moan of need decides for me. | must pleasure my
mate. Now.

| push her legs into the air, using the leather of her leggings as a
handhold. Her thighs spread before me, damp and flushed a
delicate, soft pink. Between them, her cunt gleams wet for me. For
me. | growl with pleasure and bury my face there. She squeals with
surprise, and | feel the tremor moving through her body when my
tongue drags over her folds. The taste of her has never been more
delicious. Ravenous, | brace my arm on her thighs and redouble my
efforts, pleasuring her with my mouth and my tongue. She cries out
and wiggles against me, muttering things like fuck and yes and you



nasty thing and just like that. All the while, her juices run down her
thighs and over my tongue, and the resonance in her chest sings as
loudly as mine.

“‘Even your cunt tastes sweeter,” | rasp between hard, insistent laps
of my tongue. “How is this possible?”

“‘Don’t know,” she chokes out. Her hands wrap around one of my
horns, and she pushes my face further into her cunt. “Don’t care.
Just...keep...going.”

An easy task—I am ravenous for her. | push my tongue into her core,
stroking it in and out as if it were my cock. She cries out, and her
thighs quiver against my arm.

“My clit,” she demands.

| push my tongue into her again, and move my hand between her
thighs. | rest my thumb on her third nipple and rub it as | drive deep.

She screams, clutching at my horns, and | feel her cunt quiver tight,
trying to lock around me. The need to be inside her grows
unbearable, and | snarl as | push my leathers down, releasing my
aching cock. When | sit up, she cries out in protest, but then | am
sinking into her, and her protest chokes into another moan of my
name. Being inside her, resonating? My eyes close. There is no
sweeter pleasure. | grip her hip with one hand and thrust deep.

This is my home. Mah-dee is my home. Here, inside her cunt, it is
where | belong. | pump into her again and feel the walls of her
tighten around me, holding me like a fist. | want to thrust into her
forever, to feel the slick channel of her along my cock, but resonance
is overwhelming me. | feel my sac tighten, and then | am exploding
into her with wild thrusts, pumping her full of my seed as it pours
forth with brutal intensity. She whimpers my name, her cunt
clenching tight, as | thrust into her over and over and over again.

Even when | am spent, my seed slicking out of her and down her
thighs as | pull my cock free, | am still hard. Still resonating with



need. | rub at my humming chest, both pleased and a little alarmed
at the fact that | could take her again even now. And again.

And possibly again, over and over for the next few hours. Or days.
No wonder Rokan did not emerge from his cave with Li-lah for days.
The resonance need is overwhelming.

“Okay.” Mah-dee slides her legs together slowly, her movements
languid. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

“‘Resonance? It is my heart’s greatest desire.”

“No, you big goof.” She props up on her elbows. “I can’t believe you
just threw me down in the snow and nailed me. And it was
awesome.” She glances up at the steep cliffs overhead. “You don’t
think the metlak are still watching us, do you? That might put a
damper on the memories.”

| shake my head. “They give up on their prey easily.” | move over to
her side and pull her against me, tucking her body against my chest.
“‘Unlike me.”

She snorts, sliding a hand under my vest and stroking my back. My
khui immediately begins to hum loudly, and | feel my need for her
rising again. “All of this was just...unexpected,” Mah-dee tells me. “I
never thought...”

“All of the other humans have resonated.” | hold her tighter to me,
imagining if she had resonated to someone else. The thought makes
me want to tear out the throat of anyone who so much as looks at
her. Mine.

“Yeah, but I'm not exactly...the mom type.” She shivers against me,
and her hands go still. “Do you think we just made a baby?”

“Not yet.” Not if my need is any indication. | still hunger for her just as
much. | am not sated in the slightest.

“But that’s how this works, right? We resonate until there’s a kid?”
She sounds worried. “I don’t know about the timing here...”



“‘Because | am exiled?” It hurts me to think that she might be
disappointed.

Mah-dee punches my side. “No, you dummy. Because we’re all
exiled. Everyone’s homeless. It's not just you. It’s all of us. You can’t
be exiled from the cave—there is no more cave.” She presses her
cheek against my chest, and her leg twines around mine, a
movement that makes my cock ache with the need to bury myself
inside her again. “I just...don’t want to be a burden in a time when
everyone’s going to pull their weight. | don’t know if you have
noticed, but | have a bit more weight than most.”

Her words make no sense. “Your weight is nothing to be ashamed
of.”

“Isn’t it?”

| look down at her face. Is she mad? “You are sturdy. You are strong.
You are healthy. Why should | care?”

“Um, because it takes more to feed me? Because | require more
leather than Josie for a new tunic?”

She is mad. “Jo-see eats more than two humans. Does that mean
we should get rid of her?”

“Well, no—"

“And Farli will soon be taller than all of the human females. Should
we get rid of her?”

“‘Now you’re just splitting hairs—”

“I love your sturdy human body,” | tell her, leaning down to kiss her
pink mouth. “I love your soft thighs that wobble when | sink into you. |
love your big teats that bounce when my cock is inside you. These
things change nothing. If you were Jo-see’s size, | would care for
you in the same way | do now.”

“That’s good, because I’'m pretty sure I'll never be Josie’s size.” She
is smiling as she looks up at me. “I’m pretty sure one of my boobs is



bigger than her head.”
“It just means you will be able to feed our kit much milk.”

“I'm pretty sure boob size doesn’t have anything to do with milk
production, but okay.” Her arms go around my neck, and she looks
up at me with big, worried eyes. “I'm still not sure how | feel about
being a parent. Half the time I’'m not even sure | can take care of
myself.”

“I will be with you,” | tell her. “We will do it together.”
“We'd freaking better!”

| roll her onto her back again, parting her thighs. Her khui begins to
sing louder. The question in her gaze is silenced as | rub the head of
my cock along her drenched cunt and then push into her.

“Again?” she asks weakly, and | can feel her body quiver deep.
“Again,” | agree. “Over and over again, for the rest of our days.”

Then she says something about Jay-sus and a wheel before her legs
go around my hips once more.
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MADDIE

| 'm kind of an impulsive girl at heart, but after four rounds in the
snow, | pat my new ‘mate’ on the back and tell him we need to get
moving. My leathers are wet from the snow, I’'m cold, and I'm getting
hungry. I'm still horny—thanks, cootie—but I'd also like a fire before
nightfall.

Hassen helps me fix my clothing and takes an extra fur out of his
pack, bundling it tight around me. He steals a few kisses as he does,
and | can’t get mad. I'm a little worried about the future, sure, but
mad? No. It's strange, but everything feels...right. Like this was
meant to happen. Maybe the reason I've been drawn to Hassen all
along is because we've always been meant to be together.

Great, now | sound like one of the aliens.

| press a hand over the purring in my breast. It's so strange. |
thought it might feel weird, but it's kind of comforting, actually. And
the sex? Okay, the sex is off the charts. Maybe the timing on the
whole resonance thing could have been better, but | don’t think I'd
ever be one of those who sit down and say “Yes, I'm ready to be a

”»

mom.



Then again, resonating to each other when we’re in danger and
homeless? Still could be improved.

“You are quiet,” Hassen says, bending down to fix my boots. “Do you
have regrets?”

He keeps asking me things like that, and it makes my heart ache
every time. Does he think he’s such a terrible person to be mated to?
That I'm going to wish | wasn’t mated to him? “Not a one. I'd choose
you over anyone else in the tribe any day.”

Hassen rises to his feet, a hint of worry on his face. “And your
sister?”

“She’ll deal. | don’t think she hates you, big guy. | just think she didn’t
want to be your girlfriend.” | smile up at him. “Which is good,
because this would be kind of gross otherwise.”

“The thought of mating with your sister makes me ill.”
“Good.”

“To think | came so close to making a mistake...” He pulls me
against him in a swift hug. “I am glad it is you, Mah-dee.”

“I'm glad it's me, too.” | squeeze him back and then peer down the
winding path in the crevasse. “You think we’ll find a way out down
this way? Or are we going to have to go back?”

“There is one way to check.” He pauses and looks at me. “Do | need
to carry you?”

“What? Why?”

“Because you are weak from mating? | have felt your legs trembling
each time | pushed into you.”

“Oh my god. No dirty talk while I'm trying to be serious, please.” |
press my knees tight together because just hearing that is turning
me on. “And | can walk. I'll let you know if that changes.”



He takes my hand in his and holds me tight. He does take my pack
from my back, and | let him, because | am a little tired, if I'm
admitting it to myself. Being boned within an inch of your life by a
seven-foot-tall blue dude taxes the stamina, all right. But I'm not
complaining.

The gorge we're in widens the farther in we go. The area we
dropped in was maybe twenty feet across. Here, it could be a
hundred. “And all of this has never been here before?” | ask him.

Hassen shakes his head. “The earth-shake has opened the land.”

“Or maybe this was under the ice all this time and the ice was just
too thick?” There’s very little snow dusting the path down here, and it
feels weird to imagine all of this just magically appearing.

“‘Perhaps.” He steps ahead of me, just a little, and grips his spear in
his other hand. “We will be cautious in case there is more ice.”

Oh, | don't like to think about that. If we fall through a second layer of
ice even deeper, | don’t know how we’re ever going to get out. | gaze
up at the steep canyon walls. I'm not exactly sure how we’re going to
get out of here as it is if the metlaks are still back there, but one thing
at a time. Hassen won'’t let anything happen to me...or our baby.

| touch my stomach. A baby. Holy crapping balls. I'm terrified and
excited at the same time. Even more immediate and wonderful,
though, is that | have Hassen. We’re mated—nboth at a physical and
spiritual level. Our bodies know we’re meant to be together. I'm not
alone anymore, and neither is he. I'm in awe.

| might also be a little high on endorphins, but whatever.

“So do you want a boy or a girl?” | ask him as we walk. | have to
admit I'm not paying attention to our surroundings—snow and rock,
rock and snow—as much as | am watching his profile like some sort
of dreamy teen girl. He’s really the handsomest guy on the planet.
My cootie is smart.

“I would be happy with either. All | want is for our kit to be healthy...
and to look like you,” he adds after a moment. “But if | choose, |



would choose a girl.”
“Oh? Don’t most guys want a son that takes after them?”

His thumb strokes my knuckles as we walk, distracting me. | can
hear the purring in his chest almost as loud as mine, and I'm
wondering if this means we're about to have round number five in
the snow. | doubt we've even walked a mile yet...but I'm kinda okay
with that. “| would like a girl,” he tells me, pulling me from my dirty
thoughts. “Because our tribe has had so few for so long. | would like
others to experience the joy | am feeling at this moment.” He glances
over at me. “And | would like for her to have your yellow mane.”

“I'm both flattered and a little appalled that you want our baby to look
like me and yet you're ready to give her away to some guy before
she’s even a cell in my womb.”

“Not just anyone,” he tells me, footsteps crunching in the snow as we
walk. “He would have to prove himself worthy of her. And if he is half
as lazy as Taushen, | will knock him upside the head with my spear.”

| giggle. That’s more like it. “Is Taushen lazy, then?”

He scowls. “He is young and would rather spend time talking to Farli
than check his nets.”

So basically he’s like every other teenage boy. | smile to myself.
“Let’s get back to our baby. What kind of names do you like?”

“Whatever you want to call her. Since the human females have
arrived, my people have been combining nhames.” He pauses in his
steps, a frown on his face.

| pause, too, content to be at his side while we take a small break.
I’'m thinking about names, mentally twining them. “Like Madsen? Or
Hassie? | gotta admit that I'm not a big fan of Hassie, and my real
name is Madeline, not Maddie, so | guess that changes things—"

“A ship.”



It takes me a moment to realize he’s not suggesting we name our
daughter Ass-hip but is saying a ship. “What do you mean, a ship?”

He points ahead, an incredulous look on his face. “There is a ship
down here.”

The hairs on my neck prickle. | still don’t know what he’s talking
about, so | look to where he’s pointing. | see nothing but rocks up
ahead, and there’s no sign of alien spacecraft. All | see is more
stone, a fine layer of ice covering the portion of the cliff that he is
pointing at.

Then, | see it.

Not a ship, of course. | think his barbarian mind hears the word ‘ship’
and assumes ‘cave’ or ‘place where people live’ because it’'s not a
ship. It’s stone, but it’s neatly stacked, square stone that curves
along the cliff wall and more trailing along the curve in the path
ahead. It reminds me of one of those Indiana Jones movies where
the hero looks up and sees the entrance to a forgotten city in the
jungle.

Except this isn’t a jungle. It's an alien planet. And | didn’t think
anyone lived here but us.
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MADDIE

I t's so weird to round the corner in what is an uninhabited crevasse
on a deserted, icy planet populated with nothing but other crash-
landed aliens...and realize that there was someone else here before
you.

Long, long before you.

| reach out and touch one of the even, neatly stacked stones that
make up the crumbled wall. At my feet are more even stones,
covered by a thin layer of ice and debris. Cobblestones. These
stones stretch ahead, and as | let my gaze move, | see more stones,
more cobbled road...and then ahead, | see buildings.

Tucked against the walls of the crevasse are a bunch of squat, stone
buildings. They’re square and even, lining a street, and if | ever had
any doubt that this stuff was man-(or alien-)made, those have been
firmly put aside. Someone lived here. Someone lived here a long
time ago...or is living here now.

“This isn’t a ship,” | tell Hassen. “It's a city.”

He frowns, trying to digest this word. “It is a place that people live?
Like a tribal cave, but in the open?”



“Right.”

A tribal cave in the open is right on the money. It's not a city like |
know of, with skyscrapers and suburbs. This is a Paleolithic city of
some kind, tucked along the walls of the rocky canyon. The cobbled
road underneath my feet stretches out and leads to neat rows of
small, squatty-looking brick buildings with no roofs. They're square
and set in neat rows along the streets, almost as if someone took a
grid and placed them all exactly where they needed to be. The size
of each one is uniform, about as big as a bedroom back at home,
and farther down the street, the buildings get bigger, one the size of
a house. Still no roof, though.

It's all very strange. It’s like all the roofs disappeared and so...
everyone left? But that makes no sense.

“I don’t know that anyone is here.” | don’t see anyone moving
around, and the feeling | get is one of...stillness. Quiet. Emptiness.
In a place this big, surely it would have some noise. | stop in my
tracks and start counting buildings.

| stop when | get to forty, because, okay, that’s a lot of buildings.
There’s more than that, but it tells me plenty—this was a settlement
of some kind. Is a settlement. “Could it be...metlaks?”

At my side, Hassen makes a sound of disgust. “They do not create
things. They do not live in ships.”

“Cities.”

“Cities,” he amends.

“And your people didn’t build this?”
“If they did, would they not live here?”

Yeah, | guess they would. It doesn’t seem natural to leave behind a
perfectly good city. “So where did they go? Unless they’re here and
we can’t see them.” | think of the metlaks that were stalking us
earlier, and draw a little closer to Hassen, spooked.



“There are no tracks,” he tells me, gesturing at the path before us,
then turning and waving a hand at the trail we've left behind us. “If
there were people, we would see traces of them.”

‘I know. Logic says there’s no one here, but...”

He nods. “I feel the same way.” He releases my hand and cups his
mouth. “Ho! Is anyone there?”

His shout echoes off the canyon walls. It's eerie, but effective. After a
moment, I'm pretty convinced we're alone here, too. | get brave
enough to take a few steps forward, looking up. Sunlight spills in
from above, but the walls are sheer and | don’t see any paths or
handholds. No one’s coming down from this direction.

So while this is wild and strange...it also feels a little safer than |
expect. “Do you think we should stay here tonight?”

“‘Here...where?” Hassen looks at me curiously. “In one of the
hollows?”

“I think those were houses, though | don’t know where the roofs
went.” | shrug. “We could put a skin over a corner and make
ourselves a little nest for the night. Explore the place and see what
we can find. Maybe there’s a hint as to where these people went.”

“Are they all dead?” he asks.

“Good question.” Eek, | hope not. “One way to find out, though. Shall
we go exploring?”

Hassen looks troubled. “I...do not know. This feels like walking into a
hunter cave left by a...a stranger. | do not know how | feel.”

| guess strangers are a big concept to a guy that grew up knowing all
the people on the planet. “It's going to be okay,” | tell him, holding my
hand out. “We’ll check it out together. I'd rather see what’s down
here than go back up and face the metlaks.”

He nods slowly, then takes my hand, his spear gripped tight in his
other. “Let us see what we can find, then.”



I

WHATEVER HAPPENED to the people of this little Stone-Age city, it
wasn’t plague or famine or anything like that. We peek in on each
house, and they’re all empty. Every single one is completely body-
and bone-free, which makes me feel better. | think I'd probably have
turned around and faced the metlaks if we’d found a stack of bodies.
It's all very quiet and peaceful, just...empty.

| think it’s old, too, and | tell Hassen that. A few of the small ‘houses’
have rotted bits of what must have been furniture. There’s nothing
left but a few frames and piles of dust that suggest stuff was here
that didn’t survive the elements. Everything is coated with a thin
layer of ice, too. Even the floors. Each of the small houses is made
the same, a perfect little square with an ice-covered dugout section
that must be a fire pit, and something that looks suspiciously like a
kitchen area. There’s a debris-covered cubby connected to each
house that has grime and detritus caked into the ice, and | can’t
figure out what they’re supposed to be used for...until | find one that
has a hole in the floor, and then | get excited.

“These aren’t Stone-Age people,” | tell Hassen. “That’s a
motherfucking toilet.” | get down on my hands and knees, leaning
over the ice-covered hole. “Give me your spear!”

“What are you doing, Mah-dee?”

“Looking for pipes,” | tell him. He hands me his spear, and | jab the
butt of it against the ice, cracking the thick layer after a few stabs
and uncovering the hole. | peer into it and then drop a chunk of ice
down the hole. | can’t see anything down there, but despite the
shadows, it looks like there are pipes of some kind.

Crude pipes are still pipes.

“These people had toilets,” | tell him, excited. | get to my feet. The
stone walls suddenly look a lot less crude to me. Romans had
running water and pipes, didn’t they? Maybe this is the ice planet
equivalent of an ancient Roman civilization.



I’'m going to ignore the whole Pompeii-Vesuvius equivalent my brain
immediately draws. There’s no lava here. The volcano was a jillion
miles away. “This place is fantastic, Hassen!”

“Why is it fantastic?” He gazes at me, hard brows draw down.

“‘Because toilets. That means running water somewhere around
here. Let’s go find it!”

He’s mystified by my excitement, but takes his spear back and
follows me as | dash around the icy remains of the city.

I’m not wrong—in the big house, there’s a bright blue hot spring
bubbling, the edges lined with squared pavers. It looks deep and
smells stinkier and more sulfurous than the one back at the old cave,
but it's fresh water. | glance around. “Maybe this was a bathhouse.
Or a communal gathering spot.” | see lots of benches and another
hollow that’s probably a fire pit. “This place is so great!”

“Mmm.
| turn to look at Hassen. “You don't like it?”

“I do not like that there are people here, Mah-dee.” He still holds his
spear, alert. “How can people have lived here without the tribe
knowing?”

“‘Maybe they’re other sa-khui?” | rub my lip as | think. “Actually, that
can’t be right. You guys crashed here about three hundred years
ago, and these ruins look way, way older. That means this planet
was inhabited before you guys got here.”

His mouth sets in a grim line. “What does this mean?”

“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly, rubbing my arms. “It could mean
any number of things. It could mean that the people that lived here
are long gone and we’re the only ones left on the planet. It could
mean that there are people living somewhere else, but far away.
Maybe they didn’t like how cold it was here and left.”

“For Jo-see’s island?” He snorts. “If so, they are gone now.”



| wince at the thought of another tribe of people vaporized by a poor
living location. “You might not be wrong. But we don’t know. What |
do think is that we should stay here tonight, and then we need to tell
Vektal about it. This could be a place to live during the brutal
season.”

He looks around, clearly not seeing what | see. “Here?”

“Yes, here.” | gesture at the pool of water. “We’ve got water. We've
got plumbing, however frozen. We’ve got houses. Those are like
caves. People live in them.”

“There are no tops!”

“We can make tops,” | tell him. “Roofs, | mean. We can make roofs
for each of the houses. And look at this place!” | point to the high
canyon walls. “We’re snug here. | bet it doesn’t get much snow. No
metlaks are going to wander down here.”

“No sa-khui either. We fell down a hole,” he says in a flat voice.
“Then we can make ladders. My point is, it's not the worst idea.”
“And if the people that left come back?”

“I'm pretty sure they’re not coming back, big guy.” | look around at
the empty, forlorn house, trying to imagine it full of people and
furniture, with a bright fire burning in the big hearth. “'m pretty sure
they all left hundreds—or thousands—of years ago.”
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HASSEN
M ah-dee is right about one thing—the how-ses are warm.

We finish exploring and pick one of the smallest of the small, cup-like
structures to spend our night in. Under Mah-dee’s instructions, | use
my spear and several of the extra furs we carry to form a tent over
the top of the howse. We build a fire in the center, and she moves
into my lap so | can wrap her in my furs and let my body heat warm
her as the suns go down and it grows dark. Once the fire is burning,
though, she does not need my warmth. The small structure of the
howse means it does not take long for it to get warm. With the fire
going, it is almost pleasant.

It is very quiet, not unlike the tribal cave when all the hunters are out
on journeys. Perhaps Mah-dee is right and this will be a good place
for our people. | think of her excitement over the toy-lets. Those are
a good thing, she tells me. The hot pool of water like our bathing
pool at home? Also good. That we can make these cup-like
structures into small, warm caves for each family? This place is just
waiting to be inhabited again.

Mah-dee is excited. She thinks the chief will be, too. She thinks we
can spend the brutal season here and be happy.



But | hesitate. To me it is not home.

It is a cold, strange place that someone else has left behind. | do not
know what to make of it.

| know this thinking is wrong. | ponder this as | stare into the fire and
hold my mate close. The humans have adapted to our land, have
they not? It is strange and frightening to them, and yet they have
made the best of it. Perhaps it is time for the sa-khui to adapt to
change, as well.

| rub my mate’s arms as she drowses in my lap.

Perhaps | need to learn to be brave like my human. Mah-dee has
been nothing but strong and confident since she awoke from the
strange alien bubbles. When her sister cried, Mah-dee shielded her.
When | stole her, Mah-dee fought the others and wanted to get her
back. Mah-dee does not know how to quit. She does not give up,
ever. And she sees everything—even this strange, empty place—as
opportunity.

| need to be more like my sweet mate. Embrace the changes that
come into my life, the way | embrace her. After my family’s death, |
lived in fear of more change. When | stole Li-lah and ended up with
nothing, | thought change was bad. | thought | had made mistakes
and regretted my choices.

But those choices—those changes—have brought me Mah-dee, and
she is the greatest gift a hunter could ask for.

Perhaps this place will be as good for my people as Mah-dee is for
me. | slide a hand over her thigh, feeling possessive.

My khui immediately begins to rumble, sensing my mood. In my lap,
Mah-dee gives a little sigh of pleasure and leans back against me,
exposing her neck to me. | nip at it and move my hand between her
thighs, seeking her little nipple there.

“Mmm, what are you doing, Hassen?” Her hand moves to my mane,
and she twists her fingers in it as she holds me close. Her back



arches as | find the sensitive spot on her cunt and stroke it. “Oh. Is
that what we’re doing?”

“We are resonating,” | tell her between kisses to her soft neck. “It will
happen, and it will happen many times. Tonight, you are mine and
mine alone.”

“‘Completely alone,” she agrees, and | hear a smile in her voice. “It's
kind of weird, isn’t it? To be in a home and not have other people
around.”

“Very odd,” | agree. | miss the noises of a busy cave, but after being
exiled, | am growing used to it. “But like you, | think it will work. And
tomorrow, we will leave and begin our journey home so we may tell
the chief of this place.” My fingers stroke her slick, wet folds. “But
first...”

“First,” she agrees, undulating her hips against my hand. “First, we
have all the sex.”

MADDIE
Two Weeks Later
“Mush, big guy! Mush! You're slowing down and we’re near the finish

line!” | call out from my seat atop the first sled of supplies.

Hassen looks back at me, eyes narrowed. “You have been shouting
that all morning.”

“It's because you’re not a great listener, baby.” | smile brightly at him
to take the sting out of my words. “Get your second wind and let’s
go! Or are you too tired? Do you want me to get out and help?”

“Stay where you are,” my delightfully surly mate tells me. “You will
need your energy for later.”

Despite weeks of resonating, I'm still dorky enough to blush and get
all turned on, too. | press my thighs together and try not to think



about sex too much, because if that happens, my cootie starts to
purr, and then his cootie starts to purr, and then we throw down in
the snow like a pair of wild animals.

It's a lot of fun, but it's also put us behind schedule. With every day
that passes, it gets a little colder and a little snowier, and | suspect
the brutal season is almost here. That means less time to fool
around and more hustle to get home.

Which is why I’'m riding on a sled instead of pulling one behind me.

We’ve got two sleds with us, a larger one that Hassen pulls behind
him, and a smaller one sized for my frame. Both are full of furs, food
supplies, and dried dung for fire fuel. We’ve killed game and skinned
and smoked meat as we've traveled, adding that to the pile of
supplies so we don’t demolish every hunter cave we run across.
They’re not completely picked clean, in case someone needs to drop
in during an emergency, but they’re definitely down to the bare
bones. For now, though, getting supplies to the tribe is the most
important thing, and since dragging a sled has left me far too
exhausted every day for my mate’s attentions, he’s decided that we
should tie both sleds together and | should ride on top while he pulls
them. Which sounds ridiculous except...it works. And I’'m not
passing-out exhausted by the time we stop every night, which leaves
us plenty of snuggle time.

My Hassen craves snuggle time.
Okay, | do, too.

“Around the next ridge,” he calls to me as we head into one of the
many undulating valleys. “And we shall be at the Elders’ Cave. Are
you excited to see your sister?”

‘I don’t know if excited is the right word,” | tell him. “| want to see her
again, but I'm also a little worried she’s going to lose her lid about
you and me.”

| hear him grunt as he digs his feet into the snow, pulling a little
harder now that we’re close to our destination. “She will have to



learn a safe place to keep her lid, then. | do not intend on losing

”

you.

| stifle my giggle at his response. | love his sweet words, especially
when they’re mixed in with a complete lack of knowledge of human
euphemisms. It's fun. Actually, everything about being with Hassen is
fun. | love him. | love our crazy, passionate sex. | love the way he
holds me tight like I'm the best thing that's ever happened to him. |
even love our journeying together, though it's hard. | love everything.

I’'m just a little worried that Lila’s reaction to our resonance is going
to crap on my happiness.

Because I'm really, really happy. | know I’'m supposed to be full of
despair or worried about the future since there’s been a cave-in and
people are injured and Warrek’s dad is dead. | know there’s a lot to
stress over and this place isn’t safe and my sister might never
recover her hearing and I’'m pregnant at the worst possible time with
a baby who'’s going to be half-alien and...I'm deliriously happy. Like,
crapping-rainbows-and-bluebirds-singing happy. And it'’s not just
because I've been getting dick on the regular—though that certainly
helps—but | love Hassen. | love our funny conversations and the
way he cares about everything so damn much. | can’t imagine life
without him at my side.

My sister is going to have to cope, because I’'m not giving him up.

I’'m lost in thought, trying to figure out the best way to soft-pedal the
news to my sister that | resonated to the enemy when | realize that
Hassen’s steps are slowing. “Do you need me to get out and walk for
a while, big guy? Because | can. | don’t mind.”

He doesn’t respond, and | see he’s gazing at something up ahead. |
turn to look—

And gasp. My stomach tenses and my entire body feels like it's been
dipped in ice.

We’'re still a short distance away, but from here, | can see something
sticking out over the cliffs. Something with smooth black metal



curves that are completely out of place in this jagged, snow-covered
landscape.

It's the Elders’ Ship. And it looks like it's completely on its side. Oh,
shit. “Is that the...it has to be. What does that mean?”

“Hold on,” Hassen tells me. | barely have a chance to do just that
before he surges forward, his steps quick as he races over the rest
of the distance, heading for the ship. | cling to the leather straps to
anchor myself, worrying. If the ship is on its side, then no one can
live in there. Heck, | don’t even know if anyone can even use the
computers anymore. All of this worries me.

It's also a little discouraging because that means it’s just one more
place knocked off the list of potential places to stay for the brutal
season. Now, more than ever, our discovery of the little stone village
tucked into the canyon seems important. | know Hassen has his
worries, but | think we’ll be safe there. Certainly safer than out in the
open.

We're both silent as we head into the valley, approaching the Elders’
Ship. Even from this distance, | can see a spread of small, hide-
covered tents clustered around a central fire. Smoke rises from it,
and | can see people moving. That means the sa-khui are still here.
Good. One worry-knot in my belly unclenches.

A few people approach our sleds, and | see Farli with her pet, who'’s
no longer limping. There’'s Georgie, holding her baby as she
approaches, and Bek.

“Ho,” Hassen calls out. “We bring back supplies.” His voice is careful
and even, and | know he has to be stressing. His gaze focuses on
Georgie as he sets down the handles for the sled. “Where is my
chief?”

“He’s out with Rokan and Lila,” Georgie says, adjusting her daughter
from one hip to the other. “They’ve got a big group out at the fruit
cave picking everything they can before the storm comes in.” She
glances up at the skies and grimaces. “It's going to be a nasty one,
looks like.”



“The brutal season is upon us,” Hassen says gravely. He moves to
the sled and puts his hands out for me, and | let him help me down.
“Is everyone well?”

“Well enough,” Georgie says. She looks at Farli and Bek. “Can you
guys take the sleds? Sevvah and Kemli are smoking some meat by
the fire, and you can get their mates to help unpack things.” She
shoots a look at me, bouncing Talie. “It's been a long few weeks.”

“I'll bet,” | say, putting my arms out to take the baby from her. Talie’s
getting big, and Georgie looks exhausted. “So my sister’s not here?
The fruit cave still exists?”

“She’ll be back tonight,” Georgie says, handing over her kit. “We
weren’t sure when you guys were coming back, though she’ll be
excited to see you. And yep, the fruit cave is still mostly intact, which
is good. I've been half-tempted to dogpile everyone in there instead
of out here in the snow, but there’s not enough room.”

“The Elders’ Cave,” Hassen asks, his gaze going to the ship. “Itis...”

“On its side. Yeah.” Georgie rubs her forehead. “Rukh and Harlow
say they managed to get out just in time, but there’s no way we can
set up shop in there for the winter. We’re going to have to find an
alternative.” She looks at the sleds, and a little of the tension eases
on her face. “These supplies are going to help so much. I'm glad you
guys came back when you did.”

She sounds...defeated. That’s not good.

“The South Caves?” my mate asks, his expression growing
increasingly bleak. “Are they livable?”

“‘Gone.” She shakes her head. “We’ll figure something out. It's going
to be okay.” The smile she beams our way is tight and tired, and I'm
guessing it's an answer she'’s had to give over and over again lately.
Poor Georgie.

| squeeze Talie tight, and the baby just blinks up at me with big
glowing eyes. Okay, | haven’t been much of a baby person in the
past, but now that I'm carrying my own (at least, I'm pretty sure | am



at this point, if the law of averages is with me), she’s suddenly
fascinating and adorable. “Is everyone all right, at least? Everyone
healthy?”

“We're making it,” Georgie says, crossing her arms over her chest
and gazing back at the small, scattered camp. “Maylak’s exhausted
herself trying to heal everyone, so we're making her take it easy for a
while.” She gives us a quick look-over. “If you’ve got any broken
bones, they might have to wait—"

“We're okay,” | say quickly. “Don’t worry about us.” | move a little
closer to Hassen, wishing he’d put his arm around me. | know he
doesn’t dare because he’s back to exile status and I’'m off limits, but
we’re going to fix that. Somehow.

“Pashov?” Hassen asks, a hushed note in his voice. “Is he...”

“Good and bad,” Georgie says quietly. “He’s alive and recovering,
but...his memory is gone. He doesn’t remember anyone. Not Stacy,
not his son, nothing. But his body? His body is healthy enough.”

Hassen sucks in a breath. “No memory of his mate...?”

“Give him time,” | say, before Hassen worries further over his friend.
“‘He’ll be fine. | imagine even a healer can’t fully fix a traumatic brain
injury. He’s got a cootie, and he’s got people to look after him. He’'ll
be all right. These things just take time.”

Georgie just nods. “I hope you’re right.”
“‘May | see him?” Hassen asks.

Georgie turns and points at a pair of tents near the fire. “He’s in the
tent on the left there. Go say hello, but don’t go into the other one.
Stacy’s taking a nap. It’s...hard on her.” Georgie shoots me a worried
look.

God, I'll bet. Her mate nearly dying and then him not remembering
her? With a small baby, too? And all of this other crap going on? She
has to be going through hell.



Hassen steps forward, and then hesitates, looking back at me.
There’s so much pain and worry in his eyes, | just want to take it all
away from him and absorb it.

| reach out and touch his arm. “You go ahead, big guy. Say hi to
Pashov. I'll stay here and talk to Georgie for a minute.”

He nods at me, and | see a possessive flash in his eyes. “| will be
back.”

“I'll be here. | won’t go anywhere without you.”

A ghost of a smile touches his face. He rubs a hand down his jaw,
tired, then heads off for the small tent.

Georgie waits until Hassen is gone and then arches an eyebrow at
me. “Should | ask?”

“You can, but I'm not sure how much I’'m willing to tell just yet.” I'm
kind of glad that Hassen’s and my cooties are being mutually silent,
because I’'m not sure how our resonance will affect things. “Is he still
an exile?” | ask bluntly.

“That’s not my call to make,” Georgie tells me. “That’s Vektal’s. It's
his tribe.”

“Yes, but you're his mate.”

“Yes, and Hassen stole your sister after being warned that exile
would happen if anyone did.”

“Yes, and that was a big goof on his end. He knows that, and he’s
sorry for it. And I'm sure if you put a bug in Vektal’s ear, he’'d be
willing to listen to reason and lift the ban on Hassen.”

“Why would | do that? Look, | like Hassen as much as the next guy,
and overall, | think he means well. But | think he also showed a
criminal lack of judgment.”

“He acts before he thinks sometimes. You know, like when he went
into the cave to save Pashov?” | can’t help but throw that back in her
face.



“Point taken.”

“Being exiled is killing him, Georgie. He doesn’t have a family—all
he’s got is the tribe. Not being able to be part of the team really hurts
him, maybe more than most.” She’s not getting it, and I'm growing
frustrated with her. | know Georgie’s going to see things through her
mate’s point of view out of sheer loyalty. | totally get that, and I'm
probably doing the same thing when it comes to Hassen. “He’s
proved his worth to the tribe, hasn’t he? And what's the point in
exiling him when everyone’s homeless? Doesn’t that seem unfair?
After how hard he works to provide for this tribe?”

Her mouth purses, and she takes Talie back from my arms. “l wish it
was that simple, Maddie, | really do.”

“It is that simple. You can talk to Vektal. Make him see things our

way.”

The look on her face is hard. “You think my mate doesn’t have
enough to worry about? You think he’s not killing himself slowly
trying to fix everything for everyone? To be everywhere? To be the
leader they need him to be? You think this is easy for him?”

‘I know it’s not. It’s not easy for anyone.” I'm not getting anywhere
with her, and so I'm going to have to play hardball. If it means getting
myself booted out of the tribe too, so be it.

Hassen’s my mate, and I'm going to stand by his side. | think of Lila
and feel a little squeeze of anxiety, but | tamp it down. Even if they

exile me with Hassen, we’ll find a way to visit each other, my sister

and me. We're family. They can’t pull us apart.

Time to bring out the big guns. “So Hassen found something
interesting while we were out,” | say casually as she settles her
daughter back in her arms. | deliberately leave out my part in things.
| want my mate to get all the glory in this, because | don’t want to
muddy the picture. I'm going to get him back into this tribe, damn it.

“Oh?”



“Yup. And you're going to want to hear about it. It's a game changer.”
And then | wait.

She looks over at me, little frown-lines appearing between her brows
when | don’t continue. “Well?”

| cross my arms over my chest and give her a look. “You going to talk
to your mate about mine and letting him back in the tribe?”

“Depends on what you found. It'd better be pretty fucking good,” she
snaps, and | can tell her patience is at an end with me.

“Toilets, Georgie. We found toilets.” And a whole abandoned city
attached to it, but whatever.

Her eyes narrow. “Did you say toilets?”
“Yup. Did you say you'll talk to your mate?”

She stares at me for a long moment, and then flicks her hand,
indicating | should continue. “I'm listening...”



18

HASSEN

I watch my mate from a short distance away as she hugs her sister,
waving her hands with enthusiastic talking. | am glad her family is
home and safe. She worries about her Li-lah, even though the
human is in good hands with Rokan. | know Mah-dee worries that Li-
lah will be against our mating, but such talk is foolishness.
Resonance is resonance. Li-lah might as well be angry at the snow
that floats down from overhead for all the good it will do.

Our khuis have chosen, and it is decided.

Mah-dee puts a hand to her sister’s belly and makes a gesture. Li-
lah nods, and they hug again. Rokan stands near his mate, grinning
like a happy fool, and | am pleased for him. Resonance has taken,
then, and Li-lah is with kit. As | watch, Mah-dee puts a hand to her
own stomach and makes the same gesture, and then looks over at
me.

My chest resonates, and | know hers must be as well. | feel a surge
of pride. My mate is carrying my kit. Whatever may happen,
whatever path the tribe takes, Mah-dee and | are linked forever.

Li-lah’s mouth opens in surprise, and then snaps shut. She makes a
few motions at her sister, and then approaches me, her hands out in



a warm greeting.
And | am suddenly...ashamed.

| took this female from safety. From her family. All because |
desperately wanted a mate and a family. | did wrong. Now, perhaps,
| truly understand what | have done, and | feel sorrow. | drop to my
knees and make the hand-speak. Forgive me? | am a fool.

All is forgiven, Li-lah signs back. Welcome to the family. She offers
me a hand, and when | take it, gives me a hug. | hold her stiffly,
looking over at Rokan in apology. The sisters do not care, though.
Mah-dee gives a happy squeal in the next moment and then
launches herself at me, all clinging arms and legs. | pluck her from
the air and swing her around, smiling.

“We’re good, big guy,” Mah-dee tells me, wrapping her arms around
my neck and placing a smacking kiss on my cheek. “My sister is the
best.”

Li-lah just watches Mah-dee with gentle amusement, and | am
relieved that she accepts me as her sister’s mate. We can move
forward from here. | hold my mate close and am thankful for her, for
her khui that chose mine.

Then the chief appears, his mate at his side. Shorshie has an
anxious expression on her face, and she holds Vektal's arm.
“Maddie? Hassen? Can we talk to you two once you have a
moment? Vektal wants to hear what you found out on your trip.”

“The ship—" | question, but Mah-dee claps a hand over my mouth.

“l got this,” she tells me, and then | feel her tongue flick against my
earlobe before she surges to her feet and beams a winning smile at
my chief. Dazed, | watch as she links her arm around Vektal’s free
one and gestures at the campsite. “Let me tell you about a little slice
of human history. It’s called the Lost Colony of Roanoke...”

I



| PULL Mah-dee protectively against my side as Vektal rubs his brow.
The look on his face is tired, and my chie—who is the same age as

me—Ilooks many years aged with worry. Mah-dee’s hands are on my
knee, and she squeezes it to reassure me.

“And this place, you believe, was once the home of another tribe?”

Mah-dee nods. “It's an old city. We can head in, throw up some
teepee-type roofs, and ride out the brutal season all nice and cozy.
We've got a bathing pool, plumbing, storage, fresh water...the only
thing that wasn’t there was game.”

“Game can be brought back,” Vektal says. He looks at Shorshie, his
mate. “We would need to send a party of hunters out to determine if
it is safe to bring the tribe. | would need to go.”

Shorshie squeezes his hand and nods. “I can hold down the fort
here.”

“Hassen and | can show you,” Mah-dee says, and her grip on my
knee grows tight. “But he’s not going to show you anything unless
you remove exile status from him.”

This is not the first time my fierce little mate has brought up my exile
to the chief. She repeats it often, letting him know how displeased
she is. Did | not save Pashov’s life? Did | not save hers? Did | not
find a new place for the tribe to live? Am | not accepted by Li-lah?
Did I not resonate to Mah-dee? She sees no reason for my exile to
continue. | am both pleased at her ferocity on my behalf and worried
that she will end up getting herself exiled along with me.

“Now is not the time to talk of such things,” Vektal says. “My tribe is
falling apart. We need to focus on a home, feeding everyone for the
brutal season, and—"

“And another set of hands will help with that,” Mah-dee says firmly.
“You need Hassen.”

“l do. But | cannot lift exile so quickly. | made a mistake in going easy
on Raahosh’s exile, because it let Hassen believe that he would not



be punished if he stole a female. | cannot make that mistake again.
My hunters must follow the rules, or no one is safe.”

“But circumstances are different right now,” Shorshie says gently. |
don’t think anyone would begrudge you changing your mind. This
isn’t a normal situation. We have to adapt.” She shares a glance with
Mah-dee. “Perhaps you can give Hassen some of the more difficult,
less desirable tasks throughout the brutal season as penance
instead? So he is still punished and yet not banished from the tribe.”

| hold my breath. If they asked me to clean and scrape the intestine
of every filthy scythe-beak from here to the mountains, | would gladly
do so if it meant | was part of the tribe again and Mah-dee was with
me.

“And | hate to be ‘that’ asshole, but Hassen’s not going to show
anyone anything unless he’s back in the tribe. And if he’s not allowed
back, I'm leaving with him.”

“‘Now is not the time to push for such things,” Vektal warns, nostrils
flaring. “Pashov is still not well. Rukh is nearly feral after Har-loh got
hurt when the Elders’ Cave turned on its side. It is taking everything |
have to convince him to stay with the tribe, that she is safe here. My
tribe is in danger of starving. You cannot hold such a thing over our
heads—"

He is right. | open my mouth to speak, to tell my chief I will go
regardless.

‘I don’t care,” Mah-dee says fiercely. Her hand grips my knee so tight
| feel her nails dig into the plated ridges there. “It might not be the
best time for you as leader, but Hassen has no choice. You've
backed him into a corner.”

“Hassen can speak for himself, can he not?” Vektal says sharply with
an irritated look at me.

“He can,” Mah-dee continues. “But he has the most to lose here. | do
not. I'm going with him regardless. And if he stays exiled, then we’re
going to go live in the lost colony without you guys. So there.” She



pauses, and then grimaces. “| just realized | sound like a demanding
two-year-old.”

Vektal nods crisply. “My daughter is less pushy than you, and she is
spoiled.”

Shorshie laughs.

“Very well,” Vektal says and looks at me. “Your fierce pleasure-mate
has convinced me. You will be given extra tasks throughout the
brutal season as penance, but you are no longer in exile.”

My heart is full of fierce joy. | want to grasp my mate and hold her
tightly against me, but | force myself to nod stiffly. “| will do you
proud, my chief.”

“I need all of my people here. Your home is with the rest of us.”

“Out in the snow,” Mah-dee points out. “With all the other homeless
people. Who are gonna have a new home because of him.” When
Shorshie shoots her an irritated look, Mah-dee raises her hands. “I'm
not saying, I'm just saying...Hassen’s doing you guys a solid. I'll let it
go now. | just felt it had to be said.”

Vektal gives her an exasperated look and then turns to me. “Your
first task will be to keep your pleasure-mate under control.”

And now it is my turn to laugh. “No one controls Mah-dee. She does
what she pleases.”

“‘Damn skippy,” Mah-dee says, and then puts her possessive hand
back on my knee. “As for this pleasure-mate nonsense, | suppose
that's something else we need to update you guys on...”



EPILOGUE

MADDIE

“I can’t believe you're leaving me here!” I'm torn between wanting to
punch Hassen in the face and cry into his leathers. “You cannot
be serious!”

“You were the one that boasted to the chief that we resonated,” he
tells me, smoothing my windblown hair off of my face. “Now you will
stay here with the other pregnant females.”

“Hoisted on my own braggy petard,” | sigh. “Damn it.” | bury my face
against his chest. “You're going to travel fast, right?”

“We will run the entire way,” he promises. “We can make it there in
half the time.”

“Good.” | rub my cheek against his skin, breathing in his scent and
listening to the ever-present purr of his cootie talking to mine. | will
not cry. | will not. It's only a week or two. I'll get in some lonely sister
bonding time, since Rokan is going with Vektal and Hassen. | should
have kept my damn mouth shut, but | was just so pleased with the
fact that Hassen was no longer exiled, and I’'m proud to be his mate.
| wanted to tell the world.

So I did. And now | get benched.



| suppose it’s for the best. | slept like a log last night in our tent, too
tired to even have sex with my big sexy alien mate. All the travel has
caught up to me, and | suppose | need to take care of myself if I've
got an official baby on board. But it doesn’t change the fact that I'm
going to miss him fiercely. | cling to him a little harder. “Make sure
you show them the toilets, all right? That’s a big selling point to
Georgie and the others.”

He chuckles and strokes my hair. “l will show them. | promise.”

“And you’ll stay safe?” | lean back and look up at him. He's so
handsome in the early morning sunlight, with his dark hair whipping
around his face. | love his big craggy horns and his stern
cheekbones and the way his fangs peek out, just a little, when he
smiles down at me, like right now. “Keep an eye out for metlaks and
all that?”

“| shall be the safest of hunters,” he tells me. “Because | have the
fiercest of mates to return to.”

That’s so cute. He thinks I'm fierce. More like pushy, but I'll take it. |
curl my hands in his vest and decide to give him a little something to
incentivize him. “And when you come home, I'll suck your dick so
hard you won’t be able to walk straight for weeks.”

Hassen'’s eyes go wide. He glances around the busy early morning
campsite, then picks me up and begins to walk away from the
others.

| squeal, clinging to his neck. “Where are we going?”

“Back to our tent. We have a few minutes before the others leave.”
His eyes gleam with possessive lust. “And | need to make sure that
my mate misses me as much as | will miss her while | am gone.”

“This sounds like a bangin’ idea,” | tell him, breathless. My cootie is
singing so loud it's sending vibrations all through my chest. “And
then you’ll go and race to the city and show everyone how awesome
it is and how you saved the day.”



“Yes,” he says, ducking into our small tent. He immediately drops to
his knees and lowers me onto my back, his hand going for my pants.
It's amazing how quickly he can get them around my knees.

“And then you’ll come back home to me and we’ll start our happily
ever after, right?”

“My happy does not wait for later,” he tells me. “My happy is now.
Here. With you. | need nothing else.”

And as he lowers his head between my thighs, | have to agree. |
don’t need anything but my mate.



AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book was an emotional wringer to write. Our poor tribe is going
through a lot right now, and as the creator, it was tough to build a
world and then destroy it all over again. But as we get more and
more books into the series, | realized that | was playing it too safe.
It's a dangerous world, full of volcanic activity and blizzards and all
kinds of stuff we’ve barely scratched the surface on. | wanted to take
away some of the safety-net of the tribe. I'm sure there’s a few
people out there screaming at me right now. <3

This should help with the screaming, though — I've already started
the next book! I'm fired up about it, and this time I’m not going to say
who it's about just yet. It promises to be a little different than a few of
the others, so I'm curious to see if | can pull it off. We'll see! I'm
calling the book BARBARIAN’S HEART and am hoping to have it out
next month. | was initially going to move the series ahead by a few
years (for Farli’'s book) after Maddie’s...but it turns out I've got a few
more in me before we jump forward. For those of you waiting for
Farli, please be patient a little longer!

Also, I've had a few people worry over the state of things when |
teased that this book has a big shift (pun intended). While | will
endanger our tribe’s lives and make them go through some
harrowing shit, | can guarantee a few things: no cheating, no downer



endings, and always a happy ever after. | wouldn’t give you a book
that would make ME unhappy as a reader.

| hope you enjoyed the story and are looking forward to more to
come. Barbarian on!

<3
Ruby



THE PEOPLE OF ICE PLANET BARBARIANS

As of the end of BARBARIAN’S TAMING
(suggested pronunciations in parenthesis)

OKAY, SO THERE IS NO MORE TRIBAL CAVE. Sorry, tribe! But
for clarity and readability, we’ll keep grouping our people like so
until they find a new home.

CAVE 1

VEKTAL (VEHK-TALL) - THE CHIEF OF THE SA-KHUI. MATED TO
GEORGIE.

GEORGIE — HUMAN WOMAN (AND UNOFFICIAL LEADER OF THE HUMAN
FEMALES). HAS TAKEN ON A DUAL-LEADERSHIP ROLE WITH HER MATE.

TALIE (TAH-LEE) — THEIR BABY DAUGHTER.

CAVE 2

MAYLAK (MAY-LACK) — TRIBE HEALER. MATED TO KASHREM. MOTHER
OF ESHA AND MAKASH.



KASHREM (CASH-REHM) - HER MATE, ALSO A LEATHER-WORKER.
ESHA (ESH-UH) — THEIR YOUNG DAUGHTER.

MAKASH (MUH-CASH) — THEIR NEWBORN SON.

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

CAVE 4
WARREK (WAR-EHK) — TRIBAL HUNTER AND TEACHER.

EKLAN (EHK-LAN) — HIS FATHER. ELDER. DEAD. SORRY, OLD GUY.

CAVE 5
EREVEN (AIR-UH-VEN) HUNTER, MATED TO CLAIRE

CLAIRE — MATED TO EREVEN, CURRENTLY PREGNANT

CAVE 6

Liz — RAAHOSH’S MATE AND HUNTRESS. CURRENTLY PREGNANT FOR A
SECOND TIME.

RAAHOSH (RAH-HOSH) — HER MATE. A HUNTER AND BROTHER TO
RUKH.

RAASHEL (RAH-SHEL) — THEIR DAUGHTER.



CAVE 7
STACY — MATED TO PASHOV. MOTHER TO PACY, A BABY BOY.

PASHOV (PAH-SHOWV) — SON OF KEMLI AND BORRAN, BROTHER TO
FARLI AND SALUKH. MATE OF STACY, FATHER TO PACY.

PACY — THEIR INFANT SON.

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.
SPENDS 75% OF HER TIME THERE WITH HER FAMILY.

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. MOTHER TO NEWBORN HOLVEK.

CAsHOL — (CASH-AWL) — MATE TO MEGAN. HUNTER. FATHER TO
NEWBORN HOLVEK.



HOLVEK — (HAUL-VEHK) — THEIR INFANT SON.

CAVE 11

MARLENE (MAR-LENN) — HUMAN MATE TO ZENNEK. HAS UNNAMED
CHILD. FRENCH.

ZENNEK — (ZEHN-ECK) — MATE TO MARLENE. HAS UNNAMED CHILD.

CAVE 12
ARIANA — HUMAN FEMALE. MATE TO ZOLAYA. MOTHER TO ANALAY.

ZOLAYA (ZOH-LAY-UH) — HUNTER AND MATE TO ARIANA. FATHER TO
ANALAY.

ANALAY — (AH-NUH-LAY) — THEIR INFANT SON.

CAVE 13

TIFFANY — HUMAN FEMALE. MATED TO SALUKH AND NEWLY
PREGNANT.

SALUKH - SALUKH (SAH-LUKE) — HUNTER. SON OF KEMLI AND
BORRAN, BROTHER TO FARLI AND PASHOV.

CAVE 14

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 — HUMAN WOMAN, MATE TO AEHAKO, MOTHER OF KAE. WAS THE
FIRST TO BE ABDUCTED BY ALIENS AND WORE AN EAR-TRANSLATOR
FOR A LONG TIME.



KAE (KI —-RHYMES WITH ‘FLY’) — THEIR NEWBORN DAUGHTER.

CAVE 15

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. SHE HAS A PET DVISTI NAMED CHAHM-PEE
(CHOMPY).

CAVE 16
DRAYAN (DRY-ANN) — ELDER.

DRENOL (DREE-NOWL) — ELDER.

CAVE 17
VADREN (VAW-DREN) — ELDER.

VAzA (VAW-ZHUH) — WIDOWER AND ELDER. LOVES TO CREEP ON THE
LADIES.

CAVE 18

ASHA (AH-SHUH) — SEPARATED FROM HEMALO. NO LIVING CHILD.

CAVE 19
BEk — (BEHK) — HUNTER.



HARREC (HAIR-EK) — HUNTER.
TAUSHEN (TOW —RHYMES WITH COW- SHEN) — HUNTER.

HEMALO (HEE-MAH-LO) — SEPARATED FROM ASHA.

CAVE 20
JOSIE — HUMAN WOMAN. MATED TO HAEDEN AND NEWLY PREGNANT.

HAEDEN (HI-DEN) — HUNTER. PREVIOUSLY RESONATED TO ZALAH BUT
SHE DIED (ALONG WITH HIS KHUI) IN THE KHUI-SICKNESS BEFORE
RESONANCE COULD BE COMPLETED. NOW MATED TO JOSIE.

CAVE 21

ROKAN (ROW-CAN) — OLDEST SON TO SEVVAH AND OSHEN. BROTHER
TO AEHAKO AND SESSAH. ADULT MALE HUNTER. NOW MATED TO LILA.
HAS ‘SIXTH’ SENSE.

LiLA — MADDIE’S SISTER. HEARING IMPAIRED. RESONATED TO ROKAN.

URRENTLY CAVELESS BUT MATED

HASSEN (HASS-EN) — HUNTER. PREVIOUSLY EXILED. NEWLY MATED TO
MADDIE.

MADDIE — LILA'S SISTER. FOUND IN SECOND CRASH. NEWLY MATED TO
HASSEN.



ICE PLANET BARBARIANS READING LIST

Are you all caught up on Ice Planet Barbarians? Need a refresher?
Click through to borrow or buy and get caught up (or add to your
keeper shelf)!

Ice Planet Barbarians — Georgie’s Story
Barbarian Alien — Liz's Story
Barbarian Lover — Kira’s Story
Barbarian Mine — Harlow’s Story
Ice Planet Holiday — Claire’s Story (novella)
Barbarian’s Prize — Tiffany’s Story
Barbarian’s Mate — Josie’s Story
Having the Barbarian’s Baby — Megan’s Story (short story)
Ice Ice Babies — Nora’s Story (short story)
Barbarian’s Touch — Lila’s Story
Calm - Maylak’s Story
Barbarian’s Taming — You just read it!
Barbarian’s Heart — Coming Next!



http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B00UB6OO2I&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B017KRJ1UK&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B014LZK0LS&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B017KRJ1UK&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B018O3CTNA&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01BIIFLEW&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01DGXSHRK&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01EO8OL8K&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01FLHOQ9C&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01GY2GZCY&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1
http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01ILG1VOI&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1

RUBY REC - CRAVING IT ALL BY KATI WILDE

Like the Bedlam Butchers? Crave a bad boy who’s dangerous on the
outside and an utter marshmallow inside? Read on!

CRAVING IT ALL

AS THE HELLFIRE RIDERS’ ENFORCER, BULL MAKES SURE THE CLUB’S
ENEMIES GET WHAT'S COMING TO THEM. BUT THIS GIANT TATTOOED
BIKER NEVER SAW WHAT'S COMING FOR HIM...

EVERY MORNING FOR MONTHS NOW, I'VE BEEN WATCHING HER. SARA
ABU-HAMDI'S GOT A SWEET SMILE AND A CURVY ASS—AND REAL
SOON, I'M GOING TO MAKE HER MINE. BUT I'VE GOT TO MOVE SLOWLY,
BECAUSE THERE'S GROWN MEN WHO TAKE OFF RUNNING WHEN THEY
SEE ME COMING, AND THE SHADOWS IN HER DARK EYES TELL ME
SHE’S BEEN RUNNING FOR A WHILE.

BUT WHEN ONE OF THE HELLFIRE RIDERS’ DEALS SUDDENLY GOES
SOUR, AND SARA SEES SOMETHING SHE SHOULDN'T, MY PLAN TO GO
SLOW GETS FLIPPED UPSIDE DOWN REAL FAST. BECAUSE SHE’S READY
TO RUN AGAIN—BUT I'LL DO WHATEVER IT TAKES TO GET HER SEXY
LITTLE BODY UNDER ME UNTIL SHE CRAVES MY TOUCH SO HARD,
SHE’LL NEVER LEAVE.


http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01L9K42N0&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1

WHATEVER IT TAKES. EVEN IF THAT MEANS KEEPING HER IN
LOCKDOWN AND FORCING HER TO SHARE MY BED...



SPEAKING OF MOTORCYCLE CLUBS...

Have you read the newest Bedlam Butchers?

Double Dare You

BECKA ISN’T THE DARING SORT. SHE’S A CHEMISTRY NERD ON
VACATION FROM COLLEGE. SHE CERTAINLY WASN'T SUPPOSED TO BE
STOLEN BY A RIVAL MC AND SOLD AS A PLAYTHING. NOW, SHE NEEDS
A HERO...OR TWO.

LOCKE AND EPIC MIGHT BE RIDE PARTNERS, BUT THEY' RE NOT YET
FRIENDS. EPIC IS FRESHLY PATCHED AND LOCKE’S CARRYING A LOT OF
BAGGAGE FROM THE BETRAYAL OF HIS LAST PARTNER. BUT WHEN
THEY'RE GIVEN A NEW TASK — FIND BECKA AND BRING HER HOME —
THE MEN HAVE TO WORK AS A TEAM TO PROTECT HER.

AND, AS THE THREESOME SPEND TIME ALONE, THEY REALIZE THAT
NOT ONLY ARE THEY BETTER TOGETHER, BUT THAT A FEW TEASING
DARES JUST MIGHT BRING THEM CLOSER...IN A LOT OF SEXY WAYS.


http://get.180g.co/blink/?id=B01JYOLVLE&store=Amazon&fc=us&ds=1

WANT MORE?

For more information about upcoming books in the Ice Planet
Barbarians, Bear Bites, or any other books by Ruby Dixon, like me
on Facebook or subscribe to my new release newsletter.

Thanks for reading!

<3 Ruby


https://www.facebook.com/RubyDixonBooks/
http://katiwilde.com/ice-planet-barbarians/

BORING COPYRIGHT STUFF

Copyright © 2016 by Ruby Dixon

This book is a work of fiction. | know, | know. Imagine that a book
about big blue aliens is fiction, but it is. The names, characters,
places, and incidents are products of the writer's imagination or have
been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or
organizations is entirely coincidental and would be pretty darn nifty.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced,
scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written
permission from the author except in the case of brief quotation
embodied in critical articles and reviews.
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