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      What’s a bigger disaster than being stranded on an ice planet with a bunch of aliens, never to return home? Resonating to the biggest jerk of all those aliens, of course. I hate M’tok, and it seems to be mutual. He thinks I’m ugly and unpleasant, and doesn’t understand why I don’t just fling myself at him. In his eyes, resonance has decided, and that’s that.

      Problem is, resonance keeps pushing us together. And when that doesn’t make me jump into his furs…he steals me away from the camp. I can’t avoid him if there’s nowhere to go.

      I want to hate him even more for that. But I keep finding out that M’tok isn’t who I thought he was. And the man I hate? Doesn’t hate me at all…
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      In this book, I touch very lightly on depression. Out of respect for mental health issues, I wanted to say this in advance of you starting the book. If you feel this will be triggering for you, this is a heads-up that perhaps you might want to skip this book. <3
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      CALLIE

      "I can't believe there was a tidal wave overnight and we missed it." Sam picks at a huge clump of seaweed on the beach, looking at it with fascination. “I mean, it wasn’t much of a tidal wave or it would have killed us all…but still. We miss all the cool stuff."

      "You think that's cool?" I wrinkle my nose at her. "Are you on some sort of ice planet drug? Because if so, I need a hit of that shit."

      Steph chuckles, sidestepping both of us to move down the beach. "Ice planet drugs—can you imagine? The biggest high would be if it kept your toes warm.”

      "I'd get the biggest high from running water," I tell them. "Or if it tasted like chile relleno." Just thinking about my mother's cooking makes me ache. It's been a month and I still haven't gotten over the fact that I'm never going to get home. My family thinks I'm dead and gone, and they're probably imagining me in the clutches of some serial killer. No one would ever imagine that I was taken from Earth and dumped on an ice planet to live with aliens.

      It's been a weird month.

      Everything's starting over. My family? My grandparents and great-grandparents? My cousins? My sisters and brothers? The family's tailor and dressmaking business that I wanted to expand on someday?

      All gone. Poof.

      I get to start over with a new life. And while Sam is little miss sunshine and greets every day with a smile, I'm…less so. I'm Cuban. My family is my life. My best friends are my cousins. There's not a day I didn't go home and was surrounded with loving relatives, good food, and the comforting chatter of voices. The warmth of Miami sunshine.

      Here, it's totally different. It's cold as fuck, the sunshine is practically non-existent despite the fact that there are two suns, and there's no home cooking filled with spices and goodness. There's lots of meat and a bunch of weird plants and they keep making it into the blandest of white people foods—stew.

      I'm starting to hate stew. I need to take over and make a thick, hearty pozole to show them how a proper Cuban would feed a big group, but I can't find it in me to put in the effort. I've had a lot of trouble doing most everything, actually.

      I'm struggling. I know I am. It's hard to get out of bed and face another day when I know it's just going to be more shit piled atop the shit cake.

      I pick up a thing that looks like a stick. "This almost looks like wood." I squeeze it. "Feels like wood, too."

      "There's no wood around here, Liz said," Sam corrects me. "The trees aren't like Earth trees. That's why we keep burning animal shit, because the dvisti dig up all the plants and it makes proper fuel."

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes at her explanation. "I know that, dummy. But look at this and tell me it's not wood?"

      She straightens and tosses her hair back, looking at the stick I'm holding. Then, she gives me a sheepish smile. "Okay, you're right. It looks like wood."

      "Thank you," I say, twirling it like Harry Potter's wand. “Lumos!”

      Sam frowns at me. “What?”

      I blow out a sigh. “Chica, do not tell me you don’t know Harry Potter?”

      “Never read it.” She moves past me, peering at the beach.

      “Steph?” I turn and look at the other girl. “You read Harry Potter?”

      Steph shrugs, picking up a large shell and shaking the sand out of it. “Yeah, I read it. Seven books, right?”

      Seven books? She needs confirmation that there’s seven? She doesn’t have the story memorized? She hasn’t read Deathly Hallows half a dozen times? She hasn’t watched the movies over and over again? I shake my head at her. “I can’t believe I’m stuck here with people that aren’t Harry Potter fans. This is hell, right?”

      “Hell would be warmer,” Sam says cheerfully.

      She’s definitely a Hufflepuff, I decide. I tuck the stick into my belt and put my hands on my hips, surveying the beach. I know I’m a Gryffindor. I try to suss out a lot of my new tribesmates by assigning them houses, but I’ve come to the conclusion that there are a lot of damn ’Puffs on this beach. Devi’s a Ravenclaw for sure. Harlow, too. Liz is a Gryffindor with Slytherin tendencies but her mate’s all Slytherin. And the rest? Lots and lots of ’Puffs.

      Maybe that’s why they’re all so happy to sink into daily life and I’m the one struggling with it. I feel sometimes like I’m the only one that hasn’t adjusted to being here. That isn’t waking up to greet each day with excitement. I haven’t taken up hunting like Nadine and Penny. I haven’t decided to learn tanning like Raven or taken to helping with the cooking like Steph and Flor. I sure haven’t jumped into the fishing like Sam has. Hannah has taken over the supplies and manages them. Everyone seems to be slowly finding their niche.

      I guess my niche is “the angry one.”

      “Do you think we can use these for something?” Steph asks, holding the shell out to me.

      “Something like what?”

      “I don’t know. Something?” She shrugs and puts it in her bag when I make no move to take it from her. “Man, there’s all kinds of weird stuff washed up this morning. Devi’s going to shit her pants.”

      I snort at that, because it is pretty funny. It took all of a few days before Devi started racing down to the beach every morning and picking through what washed up on shore. Flor says she cuts it up and dissects it, but Flor also likes to joke around. If it makes Devi happy to poke at dead things, at least she’s happy.

      That makes one of us.

      “Boy, the tide sure is high,” Sam exclaims, putting a hand to her eyes as if to shield them from the nonexistent sunlight. “Look at how far up the sands it goes. One of the big blue guys said that when it first washed in last night, it came up to the edge of his tent.” And she points up the slope, where the tents are clustered.

      I turn back and look. “Bullshit. He’s lying to you, chica.”

      “Why would he lie? I think he’s right. Look at how far up the water still is. And all this new stuff washing up? Something happened.” She purses her lips. “I hope Lauren and Marisol are okay, wherever they are.”

      I shake my head at her. Lauren and Marisol disappeared at the same time the aliens sank the remains of the spaceship that brought us here. I don’t think that’s a coincidence, even though Mardok still likes to swear that he gets signals on his devices about the two of them being alive. “You know as well as I do that they’re dead.”

      Sam turns to look at me. Her mouth trembles slightly, and then she walks away. “I’m going to see what’s farther down. Grab it before Devi does.”

      Well, shit. I upset her. I press a hand to my forehead, frustrated. I never seem to say the right thing to these people. To anyone. Mi madre would kiss my head a dozen times, shove a cookie (or three) into my mouth and tell me everything would be all right.

      I miss her. I miss all of them so much it hurts.

      “Can we talk?” Steph says, touching my arm as Sam moves purposefully down the beach away from us.

      I cross my arms over my chest, trying to tamp down the frustration I’m feeling. “Sure.” I brace myself for the inevitable scolding. I know my glass is half-empty. I know I’m being a pain in the ass and ruining everyone else’s day. I just can’t help myself. I’m miserable and I want everyone else to be miserable too, I guess.

      “Are you okay?” Steph gives me a worried look.

      “I’m just in a bad mood—”

      “No, I mean…are you okay?” She emphasizes the last word gently. “Because you seem really unhappy.” Her unnaturally blue eyes bore into me. I still can’t get used to the cootie-blue eyes of everyone on the beach. It’s like something out of a body-snatchers horror movie—except it’s reality. She looks at me with those uncanny glowing eyes and smiles. “I know we’re all struggling to figure out how to handle the fact that we’re going to be here for the rest of our lives, and I just wanted to tell you that it’s okay to grieve.”

      I dig my fingers into my arms, because I feel like that’s the only thing keeping me glued together—that if I let go, I’ll splinter into a million pieces. “What, are you some kind of therapist?”

      “That was the plan, actually.” Steph gives me a rueful smile. “Took a few classes and was looking at getting a degree. You can see how that turned out.” She gestures around us, and then stoops to pick up a rounded brown object that looks a bit like a coconut. “My point is, if you need someone to talk to, I’m available. Or if you don’t want to talk, I just wanted to let you know that I understand that you’re in pain, but lashing out at others won’t make you feel any better. It’ll just cause rifts. And we’ve got enough on our plates right now.”

      I lick my lips, trying to swallow down the knot rising in my throat. Her words make me feel naked. Miserable, and naked. Like I’m being the biggest bitch on the beach and she needs to straighten me out with love and affection. And…she’s not wrong. “You think I’m being unfair?”

      “I think you’re depressed. I think it’s easy for you to struggle to stay on an even keel every day, and it’s normal given everything we’ve gone through. We’ve lost a lot. Some of us more than others.” Her smile is gentle. “So maybe you start being kinder to yourself and you’ll be kinder to others, too.”

      My eyes are tearing up. She knows exactly what to say to make me crumble. Depressed. I absolutely am. I can’t stop thinking of my papa, and how much he’s going to miss me, of the plans we had for me to take over the business part of Mama’s custom dressmaking shop to expand our business, and how excited both of us had been at the prospect. I think of my mother, who’d tsk at all our plans and go back to work on the latest dress. I think of my abuelita, who would make me blouses with pretty embroidered flowers on them, because her abuela did the same for her, never mind that I’m twenty-four years old and have been buying my own clothes for years. Of abuelita’s stories about her mother and her obsession with Santeria, and how her father had yelled every time he came home and found great-grandma was sacrificing a chicken again. It’s my wonderful, colorful family and god, I miss them so much I want to scream, but I just feel hollow inside.

      “So how do I get past this?” I whisper. I don’t want everyone to hate me. I don’t want to make everyone miserable. Not really. I’m tired of being sad. I’m tired of my unhappiness ruining everything, but I can’t move on.

      Steph gently puts the naked coconut thing in my hands. “Well, on the days that I’m struggling—and there have been plenty of them, so you’re not alone—I try to sit back and list five things that I’m thankful for in that moment. It reminds me that even though this isn’t ideal, it also isn’t the worst thing that could happen.” She smiles. “And it reminds me that there are things to enjoy even in dark times, and maybe eventually the dark times won’t seem so dark.”

      Practical. “I think I can do five things.”

      Her smile broadens. “Well, your stick is number one.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “My stick?”

      “Of course. Your wand obviously chose you. Isn’t that how it works in the Harry Potter books?”

      I laugh, looking down at the wet stick poking out of my leather belt. My wand. Maybe Steph read more Harry Potter than I thought. “I guess you’re right.”

      “So that’s number one. What’s number two? What are you grateful for in this moment?”

      I look around the beach, at the slushy, ice-cold waves, and burrow a little deeper into my fur-lined tunic. “I’m grateful for this ugly-ass tunic because it’s warm.”

      She grimaces. “It’s not that ugly. It’s just leather and it’s harder to make pretty, colorful clothing, I imagine.”

      I squint, unwilling to concede this. “It’s pretty damn ugly. But it’ll do.”

      Steph huffs with laughter. “Well, no one’s stopping you from making it prettier.”

      No, I guess they aren’t. I turn the coconut thing in my hands. “I guess I’m grateful for the shit washing up on the beach today because at least it’s something to do. Something to talk about.”

      “There’s always something to do,” Steph says, poking through another pile of detritus near her feet. “Something to talk about, maybe not so much.”

      She’s right. There’s a lot of sameness to the days. We eat, we sleep, we work on leather. Some of us hunt. There’s always supplies needed and it’s always cold, so it gets monotonous for me fast, but I know that’s also my depression. Now that I have a word for the helpless, hollow feeling in my belly—depression—I feel better. Identifying it helps. I’m not an awful person, I’m just sad and struggling.

      “One more,” Steph reminds me. “Then that’s five.”

      “Right.” I look around, gazing back at the camp where several other figures are distantly huddled by the fire. As I watch, I see someone stumble over the sand—that’d be Veronica—and just as quickly, a big, golden-skinned man grabs her arm before she can hit the ground. That’d be Ashtar, her new “mate.” “I think I’m grateful I haven’t resonated.”

      That makes Steph pause. “Really?” She glances back at camp. “Because you don’t like Thrand or Vordis? I think they’re good looking.”

      I shrug, thinking of the red-skinned twins. “They’re handsome, sure, but mating? I’m still trying to figure out my own shit. The last thing I need is someone else’s.”

      “Mmm, you have a point. Still…” Steph looks back at the camp and there’s a wistful expression on her face. “If what they’re saying is right, though, there’s a lot of single women and only two guys. If you ever want to fall in love, your choices are kinda narrow.” She gives me a half-grin. “Unless you don’t mind waiting ten or fifteen years for one of the sa-khui kids to grow up.”

      I haven’t given it much thought, but clearly Steph has. Am I prepared to be alone in this new world while others mate and have babies and make families? I miss my family something fierce, but Thrand and Vordis leave me cold. They’re nice enough, but I don’t feel a spark when I talk to them. I don’t feel anything at all. Doesn’t change the fact that there’s only four men to our sixteen women. Male slaves aren’t as popular as female slaves, I guess, because not a single human man is amongst our survivor group. And out of the four men that are stranded with us? Two of them have already mated, which means we’re just down to two single men.

      Vordis and Thrand.

      Like she said, it’s either one of them, or waiting for the next generation to grow up.

      “If that’s the only choice I have, then I guess it is what it is. I hope they’re into cougars.” I make a mock-scratch at the air. “By that time, maybe I’ll be ready for a relationship. Right now? I just need to fix me.” Waiting fifteen years more for love and to start a family sounds depressing but I also know I need to take it day by day right now, and I see how much Ashtar is all over Veronica. She loves it, but I’m not sure I would. I’ve got enough shit in my head. “So yeah. Glad I didn’t resonate.”

      She nods, her expression thoughtful. “It makes sense. The romantic in me just can’t believe I’m going to end up alone.” Steph sighs and picks up another coconut from the beach. “Should we see what’s inside these?”

      “Might as well. If it’s a giant almond, it’ll give me another thing to be thankful for.” And I smile at her.

      Already I feel a bit better. Five things to remind me that life’s not terrible.

      Surely I can do five things a day.
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      CALLIE

      Singing.

      That’s something I’m grateful for. I fight back a wince as one of the sa-khui aliens lifts his head and makes an unholy sound that should be singing and makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up instead. I’m sure it’s beautiful if you’re used to it, but it’s definitely taking me some getting used to. Even so, I’m grateful to hear it. If someone’s singing, it means that they’re trying to celebrate, finding a reason to bring joy to the rest of us.

      I’m down with that.

      So I smile at the big blue guy and nod politely as he continues his song. If there are words, I don’t know them and the translator doesn’t pick them up. It reminds me of home, though, of Spanish songs and old uncles sitting around and singing to children during a backyard barbecue, and it makes me ache in good ways. Ever since I talked with Steph, I realized she was right—that I’m depressed. Since there’s no therapists here or prescription drugs, I have to fix my brain myself. I’ve been working all day on thinking of things that I’m grateful for, no matter how big or how small.

      It’s not that easy to fix depression, but I’m trying.

      It’s turned into a silent game for me, and one I’m enjoying far more than I thought I would. So I listen to the alien sing and I’m grateful for his song that brings smiles to the faces of others and makes Flor giggle behind her hand. When he’s done, everyone claps politely and stomps their feet, and his compatriots slap his back as if he’s done well, so I’m sure he did.

      “Great job,” someone calls out, and I put my fingers to my lips and whistle appreciatively.

      Heads turn at the sound of my whistle, and one of the sa-khui leans in to study my mouth, agog. “How did you make that noise?”

      “Me? Oh…” I shrug and put my fingers to my mouth again, whistling. The sound is shrill and loud. “It’s just something I do? Mi papi showed me how to do it.”

      The hunter—Rokan—leans in and watches me with fascination, trying to mimic it, but his fangs get in the way. Another pushes him aside—Hassen—and studies my face, determined to learn. He tries to do his best, only to come to the same problem. He’s all fingers and fangs, and just ends up making a raspberry noise between his lips which makes me crack up. Then Flor’s giggling louder, and Sam, and then the entire camp is nothing but laughter as everyone tries—and most fail—to whistle like I did.

      It feels good to laugh. The whistling attempts make me laugh so hard that my sides ache, and then someone challenges us humans to sing a sa-khui song. For the next while, Flor and I both try to learn the haunting, crooning songs but it’s obvious we can’t hit the notes they do, which amuses the hunters to no end.

      Doesn’t matter—we’re all having a great time. For the first time since I landed, I’m starting to feel human again. I’m starting to feel like Calida Hoyos once more. Transplanted, sure, but the same person I ever was.

      Hassen drops into the seat next to me once more, and I clutch the cup of tea in my hands, mindful of the hot liquid inside. “Show me the whistle once more,” he says. “I know I can learn it. I want to show my mate when I get home.”

      “Let’s wait until the singing’s over,” I say, nodding at Cashol, who’s very into the strange song he’s bellowing out. I don’t want to be rude. As soon as Cashol stops, though, Zolaya starts.

      Liz—the mate of Raahosh, one of the big blue aliens—puts her hands over her ears. “I swear, you guys really are the worst. You couldn’t hold a tune in a bucket, Zolaya.”

      I gasp at her rudeness, but when Zolaya just grins in a sly way, I realize he’s singing badly on purpose—punking us. I erupt into laughter, and so do the others. Are all their songs bad because they’re teasing us? Can they secretly sing better than the strange songs we’ve been politely enduring all night? Liz would know.

      Vektal jumps to his feet while the laughter ripples through the camp, his face grim. Two others do as well. Someone gasps.

      “What is it?” Sam whispers, moving to my side fearfully.

      I shrug, unsure.

      The chief turns to Aehako and gives him a grim look. ”Watch the females,” he says in a low voice, then gestures for Zolaya and two others to follow him.

      Everyone goes silent. A few of the hunters scramble to join their chief as he disappears into the dark, heading toward the beach, and others grab their spears and guard us. It’s tense and awkward, and I stare into the darkness with the others, wondering what it is that Vektal’s found on the beach.

      “You think something washed up on shore?” Sam whispers to me, worry in her voice.

      “I don’t know. I’m sure they’ll tell us soon.”

      Sam nods and shrinks closer to me. Aehako stands in front of both of us, his big body blotting out our view, but Sam seems to be edging away from him, too. Her happy, laughing mood is gone and I feel like an ass for being short with her earlier today. It’s clear from her posture that I’m not the only one getting over some shit, so I put a comforting arm around her shoulders and hold her close, as if I can protect her with determination alone.

      There’s a low murmur that ripples through the group, and then I hear voices.

      “Hi, honey, we’re home!” Lauren’s voice is thready and soft, just barely heard over the crashing ocean.

      “It’s Lauren,” Nadine calls out. “Holy shit. She’s alive!”

      “And there are many others with her,” Aehako says in a low voice.

      “Others?” I question. “Like who?”

      My heart races. I don’t want it to be my family, but at the same time, I’d give anything to see my mother or one of my cousins emerge from the darkness. My pulse pounds in my ears, so loud that it seems to be shaking my innards. I push away from Sam and Aehako, even as Angie makes a delighted sound and waddles forward, arms out to hug a wild-looking Lauren.

      Then others rush forward to hug Lauren, and I approach, too. I’m happy to see Lauren again—thrilled, actually—but more than that, I’m craving the sight of additional human faces. I don’t want to see family. The odds are against it. But I still push forward, desperately looking for familiar faces. I see a sea of unfamiliar alien faces…and Marisol. While I’m happy to see Mari and Lauren, I’m still disappointed.

      When they said there were many others with Lauren, they meant alien others. Not human others.

      Of course it wouldn’t be my family. Of course not. I’m relieved and hugely disappointed at the same time. I glance over at Lauren, trying to contain my disappointment and hide it behind a smile. Five things to be grateful for, I tell myself. One—Lauren. Two—Marisol. Three…new faces. At Lauren’s side, a large pale blue alien holds her hand tightly and watches us with a wary expression. I’ve never seen him before, and I gasp when he puts a hand on Lauren’s shoulder and three others remain at his side.

      Dude’s got four arms.

      Hijo de puta.

      “This is K’thar,” Lauren says, indicating the strange alien man at her side. “He’s my mate.”

      That brings another flurry of conversation, and then everyone’s talking at once. The blood rushes in my ears as more of the strangers move onto the shore. There’s rafts of wood being dragged onto the beach and aliens with big horns, aliens with beards, and even a four-armed baby. It’s surprisingly difficult to concentrate. I feel…stressed. My pulse is still racing, throbbing in my ears like a drumbeat.

      As I stare at the newcomers on the beach, my pulse pounds louder.

      No…wait.

      It's not my pulse. It's something else.

      My hand goes to my throat, and then…lower, to my breastbone. Underneath it, right where my heart is, something's shivering inside me, like it's purring. It's not a nice, sweet, kittycat purr, either. It's an angry, insistent purr that demands attention.

      Oh no. This…can't be.

      One of the newcomers shoves ahead of the others. He's wearing a few skins, but they fall to the ground as he pushes forward, revealing pale blue skin and a sweeping set of horns. His face is hard, his eyes flinty, and he'd be handsome if he didn't look so mean. He scans the crowd on the beach and I know with a sick feeling in my gut that he's looking for me. I just know it.

      I stand there, horrified, with my hand on my chest as I realize I'm looking at my mate.

      Resonance has chosen for me. This is just like what happened with Veronica and Ashtar—the moment they had their khuis, they resonated to one another. Now that I'm face to face with a stranger, our khuis have decided that we're supposed to be together.

      I stare at the man. Alien. Whatever. I try to imagine his hard, lean face smiling. I try to imagine him laughing. Instead, all I see are the heavy black brows, the hard jaw, and the scowl on his lips.

      And…I can't do it.

      Our eyes meet for a second—just one—and I see recognition in his. He knows it’s me.

      I take a few steps backward, grateful when two of the sa-khui hunters push past me and begin talking to the newcomers. My translator chatters in my ear but I don't listen to any of it. I don't want to know a thing. I just want to get out of here.

      I want to hide.

      So I turn, ducking down so I can't be seen amongst the crowd of people, and retreat into the shadows. My khui—cootie, as Liz calls it—is so loud that I feel it's pointing a big, noisy beacon to where I am, but I don't give a shit. I'm still going to hide. Maybe it'll stop once he sees a few other women. Maybe he's just got an overeager cootie. Sure, that can happen, I tell myself. I race through the camp, past the fire and the seats there, past the entrance to the women's cave where we've been sleeping for the last month, past the cluster of tents of the sa-khui, and pause.

      I need a hiding place and this is a beach. There aren't many places to hide.

      My gaze locks onto one of the new outhouses that were built. It's not more than a bone-and-leather structure that shivers in the slightest breeze with a stool over a hole to do the dirty work, but it beats squatting on the ground. It's also got a roof, and that'll do. I want to duck into someone's tent for a moment, but that feels wrong, so I push aside the outhouse flap, flip the leather tag to the side that has BUSY stitched onto it, and hold my breath, waiting.

      It stinks in here. Smells like shit and piss, and I can't stop gasping for breath. I press my hands over my mouth, willing my body to relax, but I can't. I just keep hearing the insistent purr of my khui as it sings in resonance to the hard-faced alien stranger. Who is he? Why is he here? Why did Lauren bring new people to this beach? Judging from the surprised look on Vektal's face, they're not from his tribe. Is…is he going to make me leave?

      Am I going to have to start over again?

      Fuck no.

      The thought explodes out of me with near violence. Fuck that guy.

      I'm not going fucking anywhere. I clench my fists, suddenly furious. I didn't choose this. I didn't choose any of this. I didn't choose to be torn away from Earth and wake up in a strange, cold place. I didn't choose to live on a frozen beach for the rest of my days, exiled from everything I've ever known and loved. I sure didn't choose to “mate” with a stranger. That means we're as good as married in his eyes—all because some noodle-shaped bug in my chest decided I need to make a baby with that cabron?

      Fuck that. Fuck all of this.

      I'm tired of being powerless and afraid.

      Fuck being grateful like Steph suggested. I'm angry. Seriously angry. The universe has put me through so much in the last month and now it's going to stick me with this shit? It's completely unfair. I—

      I go still as footsteps crunch in the pebbled sand nearby and I can hear the harsh breathing of a person a short distance away. I press my hands to my mouth again, willing myself to be silent. To stop gasping for air. For my cootie to shut the fuck up already.

      My skin prickles as the world goes silent and I can hear the faint purr of his khui.

      It's him.

      The stranger.

      My mate. I swallow hard, bracing myself. At any moment, he's going to bust through this outhouse and…what? Grab me? Declare me his alien bride? I will pelt that motherfucker with so much shit, so help me god…and then I smother a hysterical laugh at the mental image.

      More footsteps crunch.

      "Brother? Where do you go?" It's an unfamiliar voice, deep and curious. My translator gets to work, analyzing the words in a thick accent.

      "You saw her, did you not?" says a hard, flat voice. It sends a chill up my spine. I know who that is. Of course my mate is the unpleasant-sounding one. Of course. "The one I resonated to?"

      "You resonated?" The other man is shocked, his tone filling with awe. "What a lucky gift, brother. Which one?"

      A man grunts. "A dark-haired female."

      "Like L'ren?"

      "No. She is squat."

      The…fuck did he just say?

      Did that motherfucker call me squat? My teeth clench and I fight back a feeling of rage. Calm it down, Calida, I remind myself. You can lose your shit later. Right now you just need to stay out of his way until he resonates to someone else.

      "I saw no squat female—"

      "She was. Short. Round. A face like leather."

      I bite back a gasp. I mean, I know this winter weather is hard on my skin but leather? What the fuck?

      Footsteps crunch again and I brace myself, knowing that I've been found out. He must have heard my gasp. Sure enough, the leather drape that acts as a door to the outhouse is yanked back and the alien man pushes his face inside.

      I immediately grab it back and jerk it from his grip. “Oye comemierda, do you mind?” And I pull it shut again.

      There’s a long moment of silence. I remain still inside the outhouse, wondering if that will work. Wondering if he will leave now that he thinks I’m taking a shit.

      “Female.”

      His flat voice cuts through the night and I fight back a wince of irritation. “What?”

      “Are you unwell?”

      For a second, I want to tell him that the sight of him gave me the shits. That maybe I resonated to the poop stool instead of his sorry ass. I settle for a “I’m busy” and leave it at that.

      He pauses. Then, “Finish taking care of your needs and we will talk.”

      Oh, will we? I scowl at the imperious tone of his voice. I already hate this guy. Squat, leather-faced woman indeed. If he thinks I’m going to fling myself into his arms and declare myself in love, he’s got another thing coming to him.
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      M'TOK

      Resonance. Of all the hunters who stand on this strange, frozen shore, I resonate at the sight of the cluster of hyoo-mans who come out to greet K'thar's mate L'ren and T'chai's M'rsl.

      I am the luckiest.

      It has been fifteen turns of the seasons since I have seen an unmated female. The last one I saw was I'chai of Clan Strong Arm, but she quickly resonated to another in her tribe. Clan Tall Horn had no surviving females after the death of the Great Smoking Mountain. We would die without a mate, my brother S'bren and I. A fragment of our tribe was left after the disaster, but no females and no hope.

      Then, R'jaal returned from a hunt one day with M'rsl in his arms. He told a story of how he'd pulled her from a giant black egg that washed up on the shore, and how K'thar had stolen the other female away because he'd resonated to her. This one had not yet resonated, and so we all hovered over her, waiting and watching and hoping. I remember seeing M'rsl's skinny face and strangely colored skin and thinking she was the ugliest creature I'd ever seen. She had no horns, tall or otherwise. No tail. Her body was small and fragile…and I still would have gladly taken her as my mate.

      Any of us would have.

      But when she opened her eyes, she looked right at T'chai and they resonated to one another, and that answered that.

      It was only after K'thar brought his female to visit M'rsl that it occurred to us that there might be more females. And when the remains of the Great Smoking Mountain rumbled as if it were going to spit fire on what was left of our once-magnificent island? K'thar's idea to leave seemed like a sound plan, even though he was of the hated Strong Arm clan. But R'jaal is my chief, and he envied T'chai his ugly M'rsl. And T'chai was dying, our small clan shrinking smaller still. So we journeyed on rafts for many days as the island smoked and spat fire behind us and eventually died once more.

      Now we have landed on the strange, cold shores of L'ren and M'rsl's people and a sea of strange faces look up at us even as M'rsl sobs and clings to T'chai's weak form. Someone makes noises about a healer, and S'bren says something about helping bring T'chai somewhere, but I am lost.

      All I hear is the thunder in my ears of resonance, my khui drumming a strong beat and calling to its mate. I study the faces of the cluster of females on the beach. They are all short, without the graceful height of a Tall Horn female, and in a variety of shapes and sizes and skin tones. As I scan their strange features, my gaze lands on a female. Our eyes lock.

      I know it's her.

      My first impression is that she is short and rounded, her body covered in furs to keep her warm. Her face is an odd shade, like the warm, rich light brown of tanned leather. I take a step forward as she ducks behind the crowd.

      S'bren grabs my arm. Says something.

      I shake him off and look for my female again. The khui is singing so loudly that my entire body seems to shake with it, and I feel alive for the first time in fifteen turns. I ignore my brother, striding forward into the cluster of females on the beach, looking for the leather-colored face of my female. She is gone, though, and I continue to push through the strangers' camp, looking for a hint of her. I see a flash of fur disappear into the shadows and a hint of movement up the beach and follow it.

      And a few moments later, I stand in the darkness and frown to myself as my female has disappeared. Is she…hiding from me? Are hyoo-mans afraid of us because we are larger than them? Or is she as small and frightened as M'rsl is? T'chai's female is not the bravest, and she irritates me with her cringing and tendency to hide. I do not like the thought of this new female being afraid all the time.

      I rub my chest, lost in the overwhelming song of resonance. My groin aches, and my cock is stiffening against my loincloth. I need to find my female and take her, because resonance is…overwhelming in its ferocity. I can think of nothing but that glimpse of sun-warmed skin and wide eyes.

      "Brother?" A hand grabs my arm and turns me. S'bren watches me with a worried expression. "What is it?"

      "Can you not hear it?" I tap my hand on my chest. The khui's song is so loud in my ears it is astonishing to me that the answer is not obvious.

      S'bren just rubs his ear. "I cannot hear anything over the chatter of the females nearby." His eyes widen and he leans in. "Did you see how many of them there are?"

      "I only need the one," I tell him absently. "Help me find her." And I continue farther into the camp, my boots crunching on the strange, pebbly sand here. It is not much like the fine, pale grit of the sands on the island's shore. It is different, harsher here—like everything. It is bitterly cold, too, and I think of how little I am wearing—a few scraps of kaari hide leather and that is all. But I do not care. I will warm my mate—my furs-covered mate—with my body and we will make a kit. I grin to myself at the thought. A family. A mate. A future.

      All things I thought had been lost forever.

      Truly I am the luckiest of males.

      I pause again, looking at my surroundings. The endless rock on this shore seems to turn into a narrow canyon, and I can see two leather-covered structures nearby. Judging from the faint scents of herbs and waste, it is a place they relieve themselves. I suppose there is no jungle to take care of such things here. I glance at it absently, then turn to the cave in the distance. In there? Is she hiding like M'rsl likes to do, then?

      "Brother? Where do you go?" S'bren asks, following me.

      Is it not obvious? "You saw her, did you not? The one I resonated to?" Of course I am looking for her.

      "You resonated?" S'bren gapes, as if he just now realizes what I referred to. "What a lucky gift, brother. Which one?"

      "A dark-haired female."

      "Like L'ren?"

      I think of my female. Of her darker skin and rounded face, of her thicker figure. She is not much like L'ren. "No. She is squat."

      S'bren frowns. "I saw no squat female—"

      "She was. Short. Round. A face like leather."

      Someone gasps nearby.

      I…know that gasp. That sound. It makes my khui sing louder, and I scan the unfamiliar encampment with narrowed eyes. Ignoring my brother's curious look, I stalk toward the two leather-covered tents for waste and rip back the flap.

      Startled khui blue eyes gaze back at me. My mate—for it is her—fills my vision and I am pleased. I want to drink in the sight of her forever, and I ignore the cold and the smells and just stare. She is still short, it is true. Even at her full height, she will not reach my shoulder. And she is thicker than M'rsl in all ways. Her teats are large and strain against her fur coverings, twin bulges that draw my fascinated attention. M'rsl has always seemed as if the most fragile of branches, one that would snap in a strong breeze. But my mate is sturdy and plump and…I like it. I like it very much, I decide as I eye her thicker hips and imagine putting my hands there. Her face is still strangely hyoo-man with no horns, but her cheeks are round and her mouth is fascinatingly full.

      I decide that I like the way she looks.

      My female opens her pretty, fascinating mouth…and snarls something at me. “Oye comemierda, do you mind?”

      Before I can ask what these words mean, she snatches the hide from my hands and returns it to its spot, effectively shutting me out of the small booth.

      I point at it and look over at S'bren. My brother has a hand pressed to his mouth, but I can see the grin he is trying to hide.

      She sounded…angry. Did I interrupt her using the waste tent? I listen patiently, but I hear no noises from inside. So I try again. "Female."

      “What?” She doesn't come out to talk to me.

      I…do not know what to do. I think for a moment, and then cross my arms over my chest. “Are you unwell?”

      "I'm busy."

      Perhaps…humans take a long time in the waste tent? I never paid much attention to M'rsl's needs, but they are different in many ways. I grunt a response, fighting back my impatience. I want nothing more than to find a nice, quiet spot, and fulfill resonance with her, but I can be patient for a few moments longer. “Finish taking care of your needs and we will talk.”

      There is no response to my generosity. I resist the urge to tap my foot impatiently. This must be normal for humans. It must be. S'bren clears his throat, waiting, and I indicate he should leave and join the others. My brother is loyal, but I do not need a brother at my side for resonance. I want no one and nothing but this strange, angry-sounding female.

      S'bren leaves, his footsteps crunching as he goes. All gets quiet around us, and I strain my ears to hear something—anything—from my mate inside. Instead, all I hear over the insistent song of my khui is the chatter of excited voices in the distance, some of them speaking strange languages. Many of the voices are female, but there are others here, too—deep blue hunters with horns almost as proud as my own. No males of the hyoo-mans though, and I feel a vindictive surge of satisfaction at that realization.

      This female is mine and mine alone.

      A footstep gently crunches on the sand behind the tent. My ears prick and I immediately camouflage. I take a quiet step to the side, moving around the waste tent to see what approaches, what dares to threaten my mate.

      Instead, I see my female trying to sneak out the back of the waste tent, the ties that hold the leather completely undone.

      She is…escaping?

      I move forward and grab her arm, and she jerks in surprise, her eyes widening in fear for a moment before she realizes it is me. My camouflage has startled her, I realize, and I let it bleed away, returning to my normal color. "Where do you go, female?"

      "Away from you, cabron."

      "My name is not cabron," I tell her. "I am M'tok. Your male."

      She snorts and the sound is angry. "Not mine."

      What does she mean, not hers? "We are resonating." I touch my chest with my free hand. Even as I hold her wrist, I can feel the gentle pulse of her khui singing through her body. "I can feel you resonating. Do you not understand what that means?"

      The hyoo-man female lifts her chin and stares defiantly up at me. "I'm not resonating."

      I am taken aback. How can she not realize it? “But you know what it means?”

      She tries to jerk her hand from my grip. “I’m not stupid.”

      “Then you know we are resonating. We are mates.”

      “Nope.” She delivers the one word with a curl of her lip.

      Astonished, I stare at her. “Yes, we are.” I gesture at the camp, loosening my grip on her twisting wrist. I do not wish to hurt her, and she is wriggling more than a shell-walker. “Show me where your tent is, unless you would rather do it here in the open.”

      The female pauses. Her brows go down. “Do what?”

      “Mate, of course.” I study her, her small form, and think of T’chai and M’rsl. They have mated many times the first few days and she is not yet pregnant. Perhaps it is thus with all humans. “I will probably have to take you several times to ensure my seed takes.”

      Just the thought fills me with so much hunger. I want to touch her all over, to see if she is as soft as she is on her delicate wrist. Every moment I look at her, I see another thing to admire—her small nose, the even shade of her skin, the thick fall of her mane. She is not ugly at all. She is perfect.

      My perfect female curls her lip at me in disgust. “You are delusional if you think this squat, leathery bitch is going to fuck you.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. Is she mocking me? "You cannot resist resonance. We are mated."

      "No, we aren't."

      I am…baffled. "But this is not an argument. I am stating a thing that is true. You resonate." I point to her chest, where even now, her glorious teats jiggle slightly with the force of the khui's song. "I resonate." I point to my chest. "We are resonating to each other. I am not making this up."

      "Doesn't mean we're mated." And she gives me a scathing look. "So let go of my wrist before I start screaming that you're trying to rape me."

      "Rape?" I let go of her. "What is this word, rape?"

      She rubs her wrist, glaring at me. "It means you're forcing me to have sex with you. And if you so much as try that, I will claw your eyes out, motherfucker."

      I…are we even speaking of the same things? She is so angry and I am just confused. "Do hyoo-mans force their females to have sex?"

      "Not the ones that want to live!"

      Good. I like that answer, because I do not like the thought of any male forcing a female to mate when she does not want to. What is the point if it is not pleasurable for both? "Then I do not understand your argument. It is resonance—"

      "That doesn't mean my legs fell open! And it doesn't mean that you can get between them."

      I shake my head again. Talking to this angry, defiant female is utterly confusing. I say one thing and she says another. "Female, you do not listen to me. I only speak of resonance. If you will come with me, I shall explain it to you before I touch you." And I hold my hand out to her. "And then you will enjoy my touch."

      "Oh wow, so you're going to mansplain to me about how sex works and then I'll just what, fall all over myself with countless orgasms?" Her hands go to her hips and she gives me the most exasperated look ever. "What part of ‘no’ do you not understand? I don't want you. I don't want to be anywhere near you. I sure don't want you after talking to you."

      My patience grows thin. "You do not have a choice—"

      "So it IS rape—"

      "It is resonance!" I bellow, extending my open hand again since she makes no move to take it.

      "Yeah, well, it might as well be rape because that's the only way you're getting between these squat, leathery thighs." She practically spits the words at me, and when I drop my hand, she tosses her hair and storms away, heading into the large nearby cave.

      I want to go after her. Every spark of my spirit tells me to chase after her, to keep saying words until she understands what I mean. But…she does not listen. And I think of how I held her wrist, and how she rubbed it furiously once I let her go. She did not like my touch.

      She says I will force her.

      My cock throbs in tune with my khui, and I turn away from the cave and stare at the icy waves of the distant waters until my body calms. It seems impossible to push away resonance, but I keep thinking of the word “rape” and that withers my arousal. I would never harm her.

      She is my mate. My reason to get up each morning and face the day. I have one, now. I have a future with potential and not just waiting for the inevitable end. My tribe will go on, and my female—my mate—will be at my side.

      I…do not even know her name. I offered her mine and she cast it aside as if it was nothing.

      Frustrated, I cross my arms over my chest. The cold hits me like a wave, and I realize that I cannot stay here in the darkness alone. My female will think I am waiting to “rape” her, and the thought makes the bile churn in my gut. I retreat, skirting wide around the encampment filled with happy people and those that talk over one another in messy conversations. It has not been so loud and boisterous in…fifteen turns. I think of my clan's village, of the many huts that once had so many people in them, all silent now. And I am strangely uneasy. I see my brother out by a distant tent with R'jaal and realize I am not the only one who feels unnerved at the noise. I head toward them.

      R'jaal lifts a hand in greeting and gestures at the tent nearby. "The hyoo-man healer works on T'chai. She says he is near death."

      I snort. "I am no healer and I could have told you such a thing." We have all agonized over T'chai and his wounds that have healed red and angry. We have all blamed ourselves for the skyclaw attack that injured him. "Can she fix his wounds?”

      "She says yes, but who knows? She is hyoo-man and they are…different." R'jaal shrugs. My brother S'bren looks sad. I know how he feels. We are a small enough clan with four. If we are then only three…the thought is unbearable.

      “He will recover, then,” I say confidently. If my will can make it so, then it will be so. “Where is his mate?”

      “She has not left his side.” R’jaal looks at me, and then looks down at my chest, where the khui song thrums loudly. Blatant envy crosses his face. “Do I congratulate you? Where is your mate?”

      “Hiding.” My voice is flat.

      “Hiding?” R’jaal scoffs, glancing at my brother. “Do you scare her, then?”

      “I honestly do not know.” I spread my hands, as bewildered at her actions as they are. As we wait outside the healer’s tent, I tell them of meeting my female, of her appearance, how it felt to resonate, and most strangely of all, her anger and denial of our bond. “It makes no sense,” I complain to them. “T’chai’s hyoo-man female took to the resonance sweetly.”

      R’jaal’s expression is grim. “You remember that with kinder eyes than he does. She was scared.”

      “Bah. She is scared of everything.” I lower my voice so she does not hear my voice. “But this female—my female—she was not scared. She just denied me. As if she can do that!”

      “You cannot make her want you,” my brother says.

      “Resonance is resonance. It is not about wanting. It is about mating. You do not get to choose!”

      R’jaal shakes his head and puts a hand on my shoulder. “This is but our first night amongst L’ren and her people. Get to know your mate. Be patient. She will come to you in time.”

      I nod slowly, thinking of my mate. Of the flash of fire in her eyes and her curves. I hope she does not take long to come around. “Patience,” I echo. Patience, and I will learn her name.

      Surely in a day or two she will come to her senses.
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      M’TOK

      A handful of days pass. Agonizing, long, tormenting days in which my body blazes with hunger for my female, but she avoids me. Days in which we wait by the healer’s tent, checking on T’chai and his trembling mate, and then setting up an encampment for our clan.

      In these awful days, I learn a few things.

      I learn my mate is named C’lie. The humans pronounce it strangely, but then again, they pronounce everything strangely. Even amongst them, she stands out in my eyes. She is short, true, but her mane is thick and beautiful. Her skin is the color of finely cured leather, and her attitude is that which both infuriates and attracts me the most.

      She is strong in heart, my mate. She is bold and fearless, laughing and quick, and she is not afraid to tell others when they are wrong. I like that.

      But I am not good at being patient. I learn this, too. As day after day passes and C’lie makes no move to speak to me, I grow frustrated. I approach her at the fire and she gets up and leaves. I try to bring her small gifts—a beautiful shell on the beach, or a large nut that washes up on shore—and she rejects them with a withering look in my direction.

      Each night I go to sleep in my tent, aching and alone. S’bren wanted to sleep in the same tent as me as we always have, but now I am mated. It does not matter that my mate refuses to acknowledge that I exist. I have a nest of furs for myself that is very different from the woven mat I slept upon back in our beach village on the island. Soft, though. Not as soft as C’lie, I imagine…and that is another problem.

      I think about touching C’lie all the time. It is good that I am alone in my furs, because since I cannot touch her, I rub my cock near constantly, trying to relieve some of the unending, aching need. It never works, but I try it anyhow. How can she bear the strain of ignoring resonance? It consumes my every thought, but to look at C’lie and you would not know she suffers the same way I do. She smiles and laughs with her friends. She sews by the fire and weaves. She scrapes skins and helps with cooking and makes sure that she is never, ever alone.

      I have tried talking to her. She either yells at me or ignores me entirely, so I throw myself into chores around the camp to distract myself. Perhaps she will see I am a good tribesmate and an excellent provider and she will reconsider. So I fill my tent with goods my mate will need, and forage for herbs. I craft skins. I dry fish. I make small pots from the claylike soil as I did when I was a kit and my mother made pots over the fire. I make all kinds of things for my mate, anticipating her eyes lighting up with pleasure when she sees what a fine, industrious male she has as a mate.

      And yet…C’lie never sees me working. She does not care.

      R’jaal says to be patient, but my patience is wearing thin.

      I need a plan.
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      The plan comes to me a few days later, when I hear two of the females giggling as they clean clothes out by the shore. They scrub berries and rub the clothing into one of the tidepools, then rinse in fresh water and stretch the leathers out to dry. As they do, they chatter about males and their bodies. I keep my back to them as I fish, but all the while I listen and pretend to be tending to my nets.

      “So who do you think has the best body, then?” the young female asks another. “I think I’d have to vote U’dron.”

      “Mmm, def Ashtar for me,” says the other. I do not know their names—I do not care to learn any names save that of C’lie. All the other females mean nothing to me.

      The female giggles. “Ashtar? But he’s mated!”

      “Girl, that doesn’t mean I can’t look!” the other female says, and they both laugh. “Besides, he’s constantly walking around naked and showing what he’s got. You know Veronica was smart to jump on that fast and lock it down.”

      “Amen,” says the other.

      I glance over and see them watching me, and their voices drop to whispers. Scowling, I pull in my net, gathering it carefully and then arranging it so the cords do not tangle. I like everything in its proper place. I like order. I like things that follow the rules.

      This is why C’lie is so maddening.

      She ignores all rules.

      As I gather my net, I think of what the females said. I did not catch all of what they said, but what I did learn was…interesting. How they admired A’tar’s naked form and how V’ronca—the healer—was impressed with his nudity because it showed her his physical appeal.

      I wonder if such a thing will work on C’lie.

      I take my neatly arranged net and hang it on the proper hooked pole back in camp. As time passes, I work with R’jaal and S’bren to make the Tall Horn encampment as orderly as possible, because we all wish to impress the females. I enter my tent and carefully remove my clothing, rolling it into a neat bundle and putting it away. Then, I step back out and head toward the far side of the encampment, where C’lie sits near the cave and scrapes a hide.

      At first, she ignores me as I walk past. So I do it a few more times to ensure that she sees me and my naked strength. When she says nothing, I pick up a rounded stone from the beach and pretend to consider it for one of my nets.

      After a long moment, I hear a heavy sigh. “Pendejo, what are you doing?”

      I frown and straighten, looking over at her. “My name is M’tok, not p’ndejo.” After all these days she has still not learned it? “And I am hunting for weights for my net.”

      “Naked?” She flings a cloak off her shoulders and hurls it in my direction. “Put that on. No one wants to see that shit.”

      Her words are angry, but she is talking to me. I consider throwing the fur back at her, telling her I am enjoying a naked walk…but her scent is on the fur and I cannot resist it. I wrap it around my hips just as my cock stiffens to aching erectness and my khui begins its angry song in my chest. The longer I go without claiming C’lie, the more insistent resonance is. I do not think I can take much more without breaking. I will go mad if she does not touch me and declare that she is mine.

      As I wrap it around my hips, I study her. I am not the only one struggling, it seems. I can see that her khui is fierce and angry, too, her skin shivering as if she has chills from the strength of the khui’s song. There are circles under her eyes, showing she is not sleeping well, and she runs an irritated hand over her smooth brow.

      “What do you want?” she asks, giving me an exasperated look. She gestures at the stretched skin. “I’m busy here.”

      “I want to resonate with you.”

      C’lie rolls her eyes and gets to her feet. “Not this shit again. You’re going to be waiting a long damn time, buddy.”

      “B’ddy is not my name either,” I snap, annoyed. “For the last time, it is M’tok! And why will you not take me as your mate? Your khui is as loud and insistent as my own, yet you ignore it—and me! Why?” When she continues to ignore me, I follow at her heels, clutching the skin to my waist. “Is it my form that is a problem? Do you have something against fine, tall horns?”

      “I don’t give a shit about your horns.”

      “Did you see my cock? It is a good size and your body is small so I know it will pleasure you. It is not as long as some but it is very thick and I am sure you will like it. Shall I show it to you again?”

      C’lie refuses to look up at me as she walks. “If you show me your cock, that is sexual assault.”

      Assault? She always misunderstands me. “I would not hit you with it, just show it to you.”

      She gives another mirthless laugh and shakes her head. “Just go away, okay?”

      Frustrated, I reach out and grab her arm and then pull her alongside me. I am tired of this. Tired of her avoiding my gaze, tired of her ignoring my fine form, tired of her acting as if resonance is a choice she will not make.

      Resonance is. There is no getting around it. There is no pretending it does not exist. She is only making herself miserable.

      “Let go of me,” she hisses as I tug her along at my side. I keep my grip loose, remembering how she rubbed her wrist the last time I touched her. Instead, I cage her with my tail locked around one leg and my arm linked with hers.

      “If you ignore my words, I shall ignore yours, too.”

      She spits out a few angry-sounding words in her strange hyoo-man language and jerks violently against me. “Where are you taking me?”

      “To my tent. You and I are going to sit there and we will stay there until you accept me as your mate,” I declare, tired of these games. Have I not gone out of my way to prove to her that I can be patient and understanding? Yet it is C’lie that is impossible. She is not reasonable. She does not pay attention to how resonance works. How resonance has always worked. And I am…done. I will take her into my tent and sit and we will talk this out. “I have been patient long enough.”

      “Wait,” C’lie says, dragging her feet.

      I stop, because her voice is different. Her tone is soft. Shy. I look down at her, and she bites her lip, then looks up at me with such a lovely expression that my cock twitches in response. My khui sings louder than ever in my chest. Yet I am wary. Is this one of her tricks to get away? “What is it?”

      “Maybe you’re right.” She sighs. “Maybe I haven’t given you a good look. Can you show me your cock again so I can make the right decision?” And she peeks up at me from under her lashes.

      She is so beautiful I want to drop to my knees and bury my face between her robust thighs. I want to taste all of her as I have been yearning to do so for days and days. If she wishes to see my cock again, this is a good sign. I am rock hard and ready for mating, so it will look impressive to her. My hands shake with the need to touch her, but I force myself to nod and slowly unwrap her cloak from my hips, revealing my aching shaft.

      “That….is definitely a dick,” she murmurs.

      “You can touch it.” My voice is thick, and pre-cum beads on the head of my cock at the thought. I strain toward her, desperate for her touch. And I’m fascinated as her small hand extends toward me…

      …and then she slaps my cock. “Fuck you and your dick.”

      White-hot pain flashes through me. I drop to the ground, clutching my injured cock as she storms away.

      So angry…but she touched me.

      It is a start.
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        ONE MONTH LATER

      

      

      CALLIE

      "We're really leaning into the whole “fiery Latina” thing, aren't we?" Marisol says as I walk into what I privately call “the Ravenclaw cave.” She arches a brow in my direction.

      I laugh. I can't help it. "Shut up."

      She just grins and then pats the stool next to her. "Come sit when you get a chance."

      "Be right there." I'm smiling as I head over to Mardok's work table. It's lit up by a few bright, obnoxious lights and components are scattered everywhere around him. He's flipping through a screen on a device that looks like a tiny tablet and frowning to himself as Farli leans over his shoulder and pretends to read it, too. I lean over the other side of the table and when he doesn't notice me, I cough politely.

      Mardok looks up, blinking. "Oh. Callie. Hello."

      "Kinda a shitty day outside," I say, gesturing at the cave entrance. "Thought I'd see if you need help with the usual instead of working on my furs today."

      He blinks again, rubbing his eyes. "That'd be keffing fantastic, thanks." He pulls out a small basket full of tiny parts and then hands me a teeny tiny brush with soft bristles. "Remember, don't throw anything away."

      He tells me that every time I show up to help out. Like I'm going to forget. But I nod at him and Farli grins at me. As I watch, she leans in and licks Mardok's ear, and it's fascinating to watch him flush that dark, dark blue at the base of his horns. Poor Mardok gets a little focused on his work and I'm guessing Farli's the only distraction he likes. He turns in his seat and grins at his mate as I take the basket and walk away, because I have no desire to watch them make out like newlyweds. I mean, they are newlyweds, I just have no desire to watch them be all happy together.

      I prefer sitting with Mari, because we both seem to be having issues.

      I take the basket and move over to her side, where she pushes the stool out. She's got several candles lit, since the electronic lighting from the ship has to be carefully rationed, and I notice she's got a bit of fur as she goes over a basket of components, too. For the last while, pieces of the old ship have been washing up on shore, and Mardok's determined to use what we can to augment our technology here, but he needs small hands to clean sand and salt and grit off of things, which is where we come in. Mari works with Mardok and Harlow a lot, I think. Me, I try to do a little bit of everything. I don't think I could sit in this cave day in and day out but Mari likes it.

      Or so she says.

      "How's my angry Cubana today?" Mari asks in Spanish as I sit down. "Still raging?"

      "Always," I joke, switching to Spanish, too. Mari's the only one that can give me shit about that sort of thing since she's Mexican. "And you'd be angry too if M'tok was in your face all the time."

      "Not again. What's he up to now?"

      "Oh, the usual." I make a face as I pull out the first component and begin to gently clean it. It's busy work, but talking with Mari makes the time pass faster. I deepen my voice and mimic the accent of the islanders. "I don't understand you, C'lie. We resonated. Why are you not glad that I'm so hot? Look at my muscles. Are they not perfect?" And I mock-flex.

      Mari giggles again. "You're so bad. Does he really say that shit?"

      "He might as well," I grumble. "Have you tried having a conversation with him? He's very single minded. If it doesn't relate to his dick, he's not interested."

      "I'm sure that's not the case," Mari says, a sweet look on her face. "You have to give him a chance. He's trying."

      "The only thing he's trying is my patience. If he tried to have a conversation with me about anything other than resonance, I might feel bad, but he literally thinks I should spring onto his jock the moment he appears, and he doesn't understand why I don't want to."

      Mari giggles again and pats my knee, sympathetic. "How are you holding up otherwise?"

      I stare down at the small, grit-covered component in front of me. I have to be careful to brush away the worst with gentle motions or else something might get scratched, which requires concentration. And today, mine seems to be…lacking. I didn't sleep much last night, and I'm achy. And everything sucks. I rub my eyes absently. "I'm just really tired. I haven't slept well in over a month."

      "That's resonance for you," she murmurs. "I wish I could tell you it'll get better, but I'm surprised you've held up this long."

      "What other choice do I have?"

      Our eyes meet and she just gives me an understanding look. Mari knows how shitty resonance can be, too. Everyone else around here acts like it's fucking Christmas, but Mari resonated to T'chai and he got injured before it could be completed. She told me that the journey back from the island was pure hell because not only was she worried T’chai would die, but resonance was raging through her system for days and days until the healer put an end to it.

      That’s an option I’ve been thinking about more lately. I gently brush a few grains of sand off the surface of an unknown component and think about my five things to be grateful for today. Ever since I had the talk with Steph, the whole “five things” has really saved me, mentally. I’ve fallen out of the depressive funk and while I’m probably a little angrier than I should be, I blame that on M’tok.

      If anyone had to deal with that jackass trying to get laid daily, they’d be angry, too.

      Just thinking about him fires up my temper, so I close my eyes and remind myself of five things that I’m grateful for today. I’m grateful that Devi and N’dek figured out shrimp tea to replace coffee. I’m grateful that I can hide in this cave and get a few hours of quiet while the Tall Horn clan wades out into the icy water and fishes for a while—because if they’re out there, they won’t be bugging me. I’m grateful to have a friend in Mari, who speaks Spanish and reminds me of my cousins. I’m grateful for a full belly and a task that lets me sit with a buddy and chat. That’s five. Later on if I get all pissy again, and I’m sure I will once M’tok comes around once more, I’ll come up with another five. But I take a deep sigh and look over at Mari again, smiling.

      Actually, there’s another thing I can be grateful for, I realize.

      An option.

      Because seeing Mari gives me ideas. “I was thinking,” I say quietly, and glance back at Farli and Mardok across the cave to make sure they’re not listening in. They’re not; it’s clear Farli’s distracting him. “I might get the healer to turn my cootie off like she did yours. Just bail out of the whole resonance thing entirely.”

      Mari stiffens.

      “It’s just a thought,” I say defensively. “But it’d free me from M’tok and his constant demands for sex.”

      Marisol remains silent, and then she slowly shakes her head. “Don’t, Calida,” she whispers, and for a moment, she looks so sad and defeated that I forget all about my own drama. “It’s a mistake.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Mari glances around the cave, back at Mardok and Farli, and then scoots her stool closer to mine. Our shoulders touch as she talks, and her voice is so low I have to strain to hear it.

      Mari gives me a sad look. "When the healer turned off my khui…she turned off everything." She shakes her head. "No matter how hard I try, I can't feel anything."

      "What do you mean? Like numbness?" I frown at her, trying to understand.

      "No, I mean…when T'chai tries to touch me, I just feel…" She spreads her hands. "Nothing. Before, it was the most exciting thing in the world. It left me breathless. Now I just feel tired all the time. It's like everything is dead inside me." She sighs. "Just don't do it, okay? I wish I never had. I know Veronica was trying to help, but it's just made things worse."

      She looks so defeated that I ache with sympathy. Mari's like a sister to me, for all that we're polar opposites in personality. She's calm and shy and gentle and I'm noisy and aggressive. She's never complained about anything before, so to hear this shocks me. I want to hug her, but she looks as if that's the last thing she wants. Her slumped shoulders tell me that this is something she's been dealing with for a while. "Does Veronica know? Can you talk to her about it?"

      Mari nods. "We've tried a few different things, but when she turned off resonance, it's like everything inside me shut down and we don't know how to turn it back on again. We keep trying, but so far nothing has worked." She glances back at Farli and Mardok, who are now kissing off in the corner, and her face is filled with blatant envy and longing. She turns back to me and leans in, touching my knee. "Don't say anything, okay? I don't want anyone to know about our…problems. You're the first one I've told."

      "I won't say anything." I had no idea Mari was carrying this around. Maybe that's why she seems so distant and detached at times. I thought she was just sad like I was, but it seems as if she's got a lot more on her plate. "And I don't know, if I have to choose between M'tok and nothing at all, I might go with nothing. I can't stand him."

      "Don't say that." Mari's gaze gets hard. "You don't get it. You don't know how awful it is to know what resonance can be like and to know there's something wrong with you that's stopping it from getting better. You two can at least come to an agreement, have the baby, and go your separate ways. I don't even have that option. I don't even like to be touched anymore—" Her words choke off and she shakes her head. "Just. Don't. Okay?"

      "Okay," I say, and then add in Spanish, "Sorry if I'm being an idiot."

      "You're not. It's just a weird situation. But friend to friend, don't ask for it. You'll be robbing yourself of a future."

      Robbing myself of a future. It's laughable, because isn't that what's already happened? My cootie has decided that M'tok is my future, and I might as well jump off a damn cliff. "I always thought I'd have a big family, you know? I guess the universe is laughing at me."

      "Me too. And it's worse because everyone else is all googly-eyed with love." She casts another quick look at the two making out at the back of the cave.

      "Chica, I know that's right. Here I am stuck with the biggest fool on the beach." I dust the component with my brush and try not to get too aggressive. It's hard not to do when I think of M'tok. I just want to smash things.

      "If I was back home, my mother would make plate after plate of tamales to stuff inside me and light a few candles for the saints." Mari grins weakly. "There's nothing a quick prayer and a belly full of food can't solve."

      I snort. "My bisabuela was from the island. She'd probably sacrifice a chicken to try and make him leave."

      We both chuckle at that image. Then Mari picks up a new component. "Let's talk about something else, all right? Home just makes me sad."

      "Okay." I think for a moment. "What should we talk about?"

      She brushes the fur carefully over a component. "T'chai was saying that Shadow Cat cheated in the games the other day. That their clan has better balance than others. You think that's true?"

      I squint, mentally visualizing the aliens with lightly furred forearms and legs. They didn't seem any better or worse than any of the other aliens in the beach games we had a few days ago. "I think someone's just pissy that he lost to a man with a peg leg," I point out, thinking of N'dek and how he'd totally killed it in the games, surprising everyone.

      Mari giggles. "You might be right."
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      After a few hours, my eyes start to hurt from squinting at parts, so I say goodbye to Mari and the others and head out. The drizzling sleet has stopped, which means I can set up my skins again and get back to scraping them. If I was back home, I'd stay in on a horrible day like this. Not that we ever got weather like this in Miami.

      And now I'm thinking of home again and growing sad.

      Five things, I remind myself. I'm grateful I had an afternoon to chat with Mari. I'm grateful the sleet stopped and I don't have to hide inside the caves all day. I'm grateful—

      As I cut through the camp towards the women's cave, a figure steps into my path.

      Fucking M'tok.

      Even as he stands in front of me, I hate that my cootie lights up with excitement. My chest throbs and purrs with the excited sound, and every nerve ending in my body seems to catch on fire with his nearness. Instantly, I ache all over—especially between my thighs—and my nipples press against the thick leather of my tunic. I hate this reaction almost as much as I hate him.

      M'tok's cold, hard face is as unyielding as ever. He gazes at me, waiting. "Well?"

      "Well what?" I stop short and let out a gusty, exasperated sigh. "What do you want?"

      He lifts his chin, looking more arrogant than I thought possible, his hands on his hips. "You know what I want, C'lie."

      "Ain't happening."

      "How long will you let these foolish games go on? You know resonance has chosen. Why do you fight against the inevitable?"

      "Because I'd rather wither away and die than end up with you?" I smile brightly at him. "So do me a favor and get out of my way."

      "Why are humans such fools?"

      "Oh, so now I'm a fool? Man, the compliments just never stop flowing with you."

      "You are a fool," he reinforces. "For thinking you can fight resonance." M'tok gestures at the beach. "I have made you a hut, just as J'shel made H'nah a hut and she came to him. The time for this silly independence is over. You belong in my furs and in my hut."

      "I belong to you? Is that it?" I keep my tone sweet.

      "Of course."

      Wow, he just keeps digging the hole deeper. "You want me barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen?"

      He shrugs. "If you wish to go barefoot in the hut, you can. I have made a good floor with fine wood." He watches me closely. "It is the best hut on the beach. You should be grateful."

      Grateful. The word sticks in my throat and I resist the urge to punch his smug face. "The only thing I'd be grateful for is if you left me alone."

      "I will not leave you alone." He takes another step closer to me. "You are destroying both of us with this insistence of yours. How long do you think you can go without answering to resonance?" He points a finger at me, since my khui sings louder as he approaches, the thrumming more insistent. "Even your khui knows that your fight is useless."

      Your fight is useless. The words strike me like blows, and for a moment I'm filled with despair. I've been holding onto the idea that maybe I would get Veronica to shut down my khui like she did for Mari, but Mari's confession has changed everything. I don't have a choice…in any of this. I'm trapped.

      And like a caged animal, I continually lash out.

      I fold my arms tightly across my chest. "I hate you," I tell him. "I hate everything that comes out of your mouth. You're never going to get anywhere with me, so just stop trying." M'tok reaches out, trying to grab my arm, and I jerk away. "If you try to force me to come to your tent again," I warn, because it's a move he's tried a few times now, "I'm going to tell R'jaal and Raahosh and your ass is gonna be toast."

      "They will understand," he says flatly. "They know we must answer resonance's call soon or it will destroy us both."

      "I doubt that. I feel pretty fucking fine."

      "You lie." He steps closer again, his hands at his side, and I hate how my body practically quivers with hungry need. "You do not have sleepless nights? You do not ache with a need that cannot be fulfilled? Your thoughts are not constantly consumed with hunger?"

      Oh god. He's not wrong—I'm going nuts from all those things. I also visit the healer on days that I’m feeling the worst. But I don't want him to know it. So I just smile sweetly. "Nope."

      "Lies." His eyes narrow. "You know I will be good in the furs—"

      "Here we go again," I snap. "Maybe you spend a little less time trying to convince me that you're not the worst person on this beach and a little more time trying to find a cure, huh?" I put my hands on my hips, furious. "In the meantime, I'm sick of hearing about your dick. I'm sick of hearing about how miserable you are. If you're so miserable, do something about it and shut up, okay?"

      I know I'm snapping at him in a stupid fashion. It's the resonance. It's drumming in my ears, so loud I can scarcely think. M'tok's nearness isn't helping—and neither is his shitty attitude. It just gets my back up.

      "Very well." He scowls at me one last time and then storms away.

      Even as he goes, I feel an aching sense of loss, and that sucks. I don't want to miss him. I don't want to need him.

      I don't want any of this.
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      M’TOK

      Do something about it.

      C’lie’s angry words repeat in my head, over and over again. Have I not tried to “do something about it” many times? I have shown her my body. I have been a good provider and hunter.

      And I have been patient. I have allowed her to have these temper tantrums at the thought of resonance because I know she does not like me…yet. She will in time. That is always how resonance works.

      But she will not even give it a chance.

      All of my clan-mates agree with me that she is being ridiculous. That I have been patient in all these long weeks waiting for her to acknowledge that we are mates. Instead, my human is stubborn beyond all reasoning. C’lie is angry at me as if I chose this.

      And I am tired of it all. This is a slow, torturous death, not being able to touch her, not being able to fulfill resonance.

      There are rules to how the world works. The suns rise and set every day. The waves of the great water crash upon the shore. And resonance always has the final say. That is how it is to be.

      I like rules. I like order. I like knowing what to expect from one day to the next. I like routine, and tidiness.

      C’lie is none of these things. She is chaos. She plays by no rules but her own and it makes me crazed.

      Do something about it.

      Her voice taunts in my ears. What am I supposed to do? She will not have a conversation with me. She will not talk to me when I approach. She rejects any food I hunt for her and she will not take the skins I provide. I have tried to take her to my tent before to have a private conversation, and she acted as if I would force her to mate. The thought is appalling, no matter how badly my body aches or how crazed resonance makes me.

      I would never, ever hurt her.

      Even now, just thinking about her makes my skin itch with unsatisfied need. I picture her rounded face, which once seemed so alien to me. I picture her plump, short frame and generous teats. I think of all of this and with a groan, I stumble my way to my new hut, the one I built on the beach in the hopes that she would like it and come dwell there with me.

      It remains empty of my mate, so I crash inside of it and clutch at my cock, jerking it until an unsatisfying release shudders through me. I watch my seed spit onto the coals of the fire and my lip curls at how pathetic I am. My seed should be filling my mate, not splattering uselessly on the coals.

      I must do something. With every day that passes, my need for her grows more intense. I am at the point now that I cannot speak to her clearly, with a calm head. Instead, I shout at her and demand when I know it only makes her angrier. But how can I be calm when I want to touch her? To bury my face in the soft fall of her mane and breathe in her scent as she moves under me?

      When I want to taste her more than I want air?

      Frustrated, I clean myself and fix my leathers, then head for the beach. My brother S’bren is tossing nets into the turbulent, cold waters, dressed only in a loincloth and a short cloak over his shoulders. The beach here is very different from the one back on the island, but Tall Horn have always been great fishermen. Strong Arm and Shadow Cat have taken to hunting in the cold mountains, and while I have gone out on many trips, I prefer the great waters. They remind me of home, for all that they are chilled with ice and the creatures here are not the same as the ones that swam in the warm reefs of the island.

      It is another unfulfilled ache inside me—home. And it is one that can never be replaced, because my home is gone, destroyed by the Great Smoking Mountain as it died a second time. This is the only place left for us, and while I was eager at first because there were females here…nothing has turned out like I imagined.

      S’bren tosses his net far into the waves and then begins to wade after it. Another sits on a large rock on the shore—V’za. He is one of the elders of the sa-khui tribe here, and a friendly sort if not the most clever. But he always has good stories, and I raise a hand in greeting at the sight of him. “Do you fish this day, V’za?”

      “Soon,” V’za says, nodding at me. “Z’hren will be up from a nap soon and then I will take him until the evening meal so my mate can have some quiet time.” He smiles proudly, straightening. “My son loves to fish with me. You would think he is part fish himself! Until he awakens, I am sharing stories with S’bren.”

      I move toward the rock, watching as my brother wades through the crashing, icy waves. “What sorts of stories?” I ask, not really interested. I am still thinking of C’lie and the disdain on her face even as her khui resonated and hungered for me. I know she is aching like I am. She has to be.

      Has to.

      “Oh, I tell him of how Raahosh stole his mate when she arrived.” V’za chuckles. “Leezh was quite angry until Raahosh won her over. I thought they would either come back a good mated couple or she would bring his head back on a spear.”

      S’bren pauses and looks at me.

      I stare up at V’za, who now has my attention. “What do you mean, he stole his mate?”

      V’za’s eyes light up at our interest in his story. “You did not know? Oh, it was quite a thing with the human females when they first came to our world. Many of them were not sure if they liked a male and Leezh was very sure she did not like Raahosh. He would not take no for an answer, though, and the moment she had her khui safely in her chest, he stole her away to a distant hunter cave and kept her there until she shared his furs. When they came back?” He twines his fingers. “You could not tear the two of them apart. After that, it seemed that every hunter in our tribe stole his human for a time to get her attention. Always worked, too.” He rubs his chin thoughtfully. “And then, of course, Hassen stole a female and ended up resonating to her sister many moons later, but that is another tale.”

      Stealing your female.

      Forcing her to be around you by taking her away from the tribe.

      Of course.

      It is a brilliant plan, I realize, for all its simplicity. I think of the hunter caves tucked into the mountains, caves I have visited a few times as Cashol, Hassen and the others familiarized us with this land and how to hunt it. The caves are designed to be shelters for hunters trapped out in the wild in bad weather—each cave is full of furs, herbs, and food and fuel supplies. I could coax C’lie to go hunting with me and take her there and then simply not take her back until she agrees to be mine. She is not as eager to hunt as some of the other females and would be dependent on me.

      I like this idea. I like it very much.

      The only problem is how to convince C’lie to go with me. So I lean on the rock that V’za sits on. “Tell me more of R’hosh and his courtship of his mate.”
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      I am still thinking of all I have learned even as the suns go down and the tribe gathers around the fire. I do not join them this night. Normally I would go to try and speak to C’lie, but I do not need to this night.

      Not when I have a new plan.

      So I gesture for S’bren to join me in my hut instead of sitting with the tribe. I expect him to protest—the female P’nee is by the fire and he has been fixated on her as of late—but to my surprise he comes immediately and slides the privacy flap shut behind him.

      “Did you hear what V’za said?” he asks, his thoughts as focused as my own. “R’hosh stole his mate.”

      “Funny how that story has never come up in all the stories they tell around the fire,” I say sourly. I get a leather pack from a peg and start to pack it with necessary supplies. “They have been keeping that from us.”

      “Do you think so?” My brother looks surprised, but S’bren has always been very trusting. I am the suspicious one. “Why?”

      “So we would not get ideas to steal the females, too,” I say. It makes perfect sense. There are many unmated males on the beach, all who hungrily watch the unmated females. We all hope for resonance.

      And some of us resonate and our female still ignores us.

      “Humans must be stubborn creatures by nature,” I say to my brother.

      S’bren grunts. “P’nee has been very stubborn as of late. She argues with me and will not listen to what I say. She was very gentle at first but now…I do not know what to make of it.”

      “Do you think she resonates to another?”

      S’bren’s broad face is furious for a moment. “To one of Shadow Cat? I will tear their throats out if they touch her.” He gives me a grim look. “I want her.”

      I pick up a bone knife and wrap it in leather, and then tuck it into my pack. “Then we do not wait for the females to be sensible,” I say to him. “It is clear that human females are many things, but practicality and good sense are not traits they possess. So we must be the sensible ones.”

      S’bren crouches next to where I sit on the floor of my hut. His eyes gleam bright with interest. “What do you have in mind, brother?”

      “We must keep this just between us,” I caution him. S’bren is trusting and would tell others of our plan all too quickly. “If you want P’nee, I think you should steal her…because I am going to steal C’lie.”

      My brother’s expression grows intense. “I am listening…”
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      S’bren and I work on our plan for the next few days. We each stuff a pack full of survival supplies—dried meats, knives, rope, nets, extra tunics—and stash them in the surrounding hills at night when the rest of the encampment is asleep. If anyone sees us leaving with a female and a giant pack they will surely get suspicious. With our supplies stashed in the hills, we will make better time getting away from camp as well and by the time the others realize P’nee and C’lie are gone, it will be too late for them to chase after us.

      Once our packs and supplies are readied, we plan which caves we will go to. We cannot go to the same ones—it will be smarter to split up and allow us both time to win our mates over.

      Both females will likely be angry, because they are not sensible about such things. But hopefully by then we will have them so far away from the others that they will have no choice but to stay at our sides.

      If C’lie is alone with me and unable to walk away, she will give in, I know it. She will see I am not such a bad male to be mated to after all, and then she will fall into my arms with sweet caresses and welcoming smiles.

      The thought makes me so hungry for her that I jerk my cock to it. Repeatedly.

      There is a flaw in our plan, of course. Neither C’lie nor P’nee will leave the camp with us willingly. Both S’bren and I have played out many scenarios in our minds, but the females are incredibly stubborn. We will need to use trickery of some kind.

      It is when a bundle of visshek root washes up on shore, the leaves curled and wilted from being in the salt waters for so long, that I get the perfect idea.

      We will drug them.

      The visshek root is used by my people when sleep will not come. A few curls of the root into a cup of tea and eyelids grow tired, limbs heavy.

      It is perfect, I tell S’bren, who is far more skeptical.

      “I do not think P’nee will like it if I put something in her tea without her knowing.”

      “Does it matter what she likes?” I slap the root against his shoulder. “Do you want to be nice to P’nee or do you want to be mated to her?”

      S’bren thinks for a moment and then sighs. “Mated.”

      “It will not hurt them,” I insist. “Only make them sleepy. Then they will not protest when we take them out of camp and into the hills. It is the perfect answer.”

      “How do we get it into their tea without the females noticing?” my brother asks.

      We will need a distraction, I decide. I am not yet sure what, but I am confident something will come along. So we are patient, and wait, and watch the camp.

      And the perfect moment comes along when a few days later, Old Grandfather is killed by A’tar—the flying golden shapeshifter. Then, N’deen and T’rand resonate to one another. They spend the day in their hut, celebrating one another, and the tribe decides to throw a feast in celebration. I do my best to ignore my own gnawing, aching need for C’lie, who refuses to even look in my direction.

      Tonight is the night, I decide, and bring a few curls of the root with me to the celebration by the fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      CALLIE

      Another resonance.

      Yippee.

      I look around the camp, but I can’t find it in me to be excited. Nadine and Thrand are happy—if the sounds coming out of their hut are any indication. It’s all anyone can talk about. Well, that and how Ashtar single-handedly took down the gigantic man-eating bird, but to me that’s less impressive given that he’s a massive fire-breathing dragon. It’s a given. I mean, I’m happy about it but…

      Oh, hell. I fully admit I’m just cranky as fuck because the whole resonance thing has me rattled. Everyone can’t stop talking about Nadine and Thrand. Thrand and Nadine. Resonance. Matings. Babies.

      It all reminds me that I’m currently in the midst of unrequited resonance myself. That everyone looks at me and wonders why I won’t just say “oh shucks” and throw my legs open for M’tok. They haven’t known him like I do, though. They don’t know what a huge asshole he is, or the terrible things he’s said about me. Or that he thinks I’m hideous and “squat” in his own words and to me, there’s just something so freaking awful about knowing. A guy finds you repulsive and wants to hook up with you anyhow. It smacks of those frat boy dares where they find the ugliest girl on campus and try to hook up with them—dog parties. That’s it. Just the thought wounds me to my core.

      I don’t want to be just an inconveniently ugly sack of flesh around a convenient womb. I want to be loved for who I am and what I am.

      And I hate M’tok and he hates me, so we’re at an impasse until I get my courage up to either get the deed done (which makes me want to puke) or to go to Veronica and have her shut everything down (which terrifies me).

      This party sure isn’t helping matters.

      I sit by the fire and smile half-heartedly, listening to conversations around me. I pretend like I’m having a good time, but it just gets harder and harder with every moment that passes. I can’t fake that I’m thrilled—I feel like everyone’s staring at me.

      There’s Callie, that bitch that won’t sleep with M’tok.

      There’s our resident hold out.

      She’s being so unreasonable.

      I’m sure it all seems hella unreasonable until it’s your vagina on the line. Then putting the brakes on isn’t so weird, I bet. So Flor and Bridget and the others can whisper about me if they want, but I’m not going to fuck some bossy alien just because he thinks I should.

      Just thinking about M’tok makes my temper rise. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Five things that I’m grateful for, I remind myself. Five things.

      I’m grateful Gail broke out the hraku seeds—which taste a bit like burnt caramel—and gave us each a handful. That’s one. I’m grateful for the big killer bird dying and no one getting hurt. That’s two. I’m grateful for—

      My cootie starts vibrating in my chest.

      Startled, I open my eyes and when I look across the fire, the first thing I see is M’tok’s hard face.

      He’s staring right at me.

      Fuck.

      Self-conscious, I grab the neck of my tunic and hunch my shoulders slightly, hoping no one else can hear the insistent hum in my chest. He knows it’s there, though. His has to be humming, too. I look over at him and he’s still gazing at me with that intense look, his long, slightly tilted eyes making his face seem even harder and more forbidding. He’s all harsh angles, that one, without a hint of softness to his face. If it was anyone other than him, I might find all that sharpness alluring, but it’s attached to a big jerk so I hate it.

      He watches me, and then lifts a cup of tea to his mouth, drinking.

      I brace myself, waiting for him to get up and turn this into the Callie and M’tok Fight Night, as so many nights by the fireside seem to end that way, but he just watches me and drinks his tea. Okay then. I relax a little and try to pay attention to the story that one of the Shadow Cat clan is telling. Something about the first time his people ran into Old Grandfather. Over by a distant fire, Sam stirs the evening stew, and at this fire, Raven and S’bren scoop tea from the hot pouch over the flames and hand out cups.

      S’bren pushes one into my hands. “For you.”

      “Oh.” I hesitate. I’m not really that thirsty, but it’ll give me something to do with my hands. I smile absently at him. “Thanks.”

      He grunts.

      I swirl the tea, still not used to all the herbs and leaves that float in every cup. I take a cautious sip and am pleasantly surprised. “It’s sweet. Nice.”

      At my side, Lauren frowns into her cup. “It is? Mine tastes like mulched grass.”

      “Mine’s sweet,” Penny says on the other side of her.

      “Huh.” Lauren shrugs. “Must be pregnancy hormones affecting everything.” She makes a face but drinks anyhow.

      I chug my tea down—which is definitely sweeter than normal—and look for a way to escape the close packed group. My khui’s getting louder with M’tok’s stares, and I just want to get out of here. Even so, I can’t leave without someone noticing or commenting, and I’ve had plenty of those over the last few weeks. I’ve learned that it’s best to slip away when there’s a distraction and then no one asks difficult questions. So I glance around the group, relieved when Raven picks up the crude tambourine she’s made and jumps to her feet.

      “Is it ok if I do a little music?” she asks shyly, clutching the tambourine to her chest.

      Flor puts her hands to her mouth. “Go for it,” she yells, and a few other people cheer.

      Raven smiles, then gives her tambourine a shake. It doesn’t sound quite like the ones at home, as it’s made with stretched leather on a carved bone frame, but the bits of seashell make a musical rattling sound like they’re supposed to, and she starts a slow, steady beat. It takes me a moment to recognize the strange, lilting song she starts—it’s a weird, coffeehouse version of 50 Cent’s “In Da Club.” I smother a laugh that quickly turns into a yawn.

      Across the fire, M’tok continues to watch me. Ugh. I let my gaze skid away from him as I fight back another yawn and see Marisol. She’s seated next to T’chai, but I notice that her arms are tight over her chest, and when his leg brushes against hers, she discreetly moves away. I remember what she told me—that she doesn’t even like being touched right now.

      Poor Mari. I press my hand over my vibrating chest, wishing I could give her my damn khui. Another yawn threatens, and I realize how tired I am. I glance around the group, but everyone’s watching Raven as she moves around the fire, swaying like a belly dancer as she sings goofy rap songs to her tambourine beat. Good. I get to my feet, mumble something about using the bathroom, and make my escape.

      Or try to. I’m stumbling as I head away, and my head throbs. My limbs feel heavy and weak, and I rub my chest again. Fucking cootie. If it feels this bad now, I don’t know what I’m going to do in the future. I’m so tired I could lie down in the sand and take a nap, but I know that most of my nights are sleepless now.

      I hate resonance. I hate it so much.

      By the time I manage to stagger my way into the women’s cave, I feel weird. Detached and floaty. I collapse onto my blankets, wondering if something’s wrong with me. Maybe it’s just sleep deprivation. I don’t bother crawling under the furs, just flop onto my back and close my eyes.

      A hand touches my hair, stroking it back from my face. It feels good, too. I snuggle up against the strong fingers, practically preening into the hand that caresses my brow and hair.

      “Are you tired, C’lie?” M’tok’s voice penetrates the thick blanket of fuzz in my brain.

      I open my eyes and his face doubles and then slowly comes into focus. Everything feels fuzzy and loose, and his eyes are so, so blue in his face. I try to speak, but my mouth feels heavy.

      Really heavy.

      Something’s wrong. I whimper, frightened.

      He strokes my hair again and it feels so good that I’m distracted away from my panic. “Do not panic, my mate. I will take care of you.”

      Something about that statement feels wrong, too. I manage to speak, mustering my strength even as blackness swarms around me. “You…drug…me?”

      “I did.”

      No denial. I’m not surprised. M’tok is an unrepentant asshole if there ever was one. I open my mouth to tell him that he sucks and he’s the worst, but it comes out as a snort-snore and I slip into a dreamless, heavy sleep.
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      M'TOK

      I brush my fingers over C'lie's face, watching as she sleeps. She is clever, my female. It did not take her long to figure out my plan. She will be mad when she wakes up, I know, but for now, I gaze down at her peaceful, sleeping face.

      How did I ever find such a creature strange and ugly? She is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. I stroke her mane again, wishing that I did not have to go to such lengths to make her mine. I want nothing more than to get under the furs with her and hold her close, to listen to the songs of our khuis as they twine together. To touch her and feel her touch me back. Instead, I must give her tea to make her sleep and carry her out of the camp when no one is looking.

      She is lucky I have decided to be patient.

      I wrap the fur around her as she sleeps, then haul her unconscious form into my arms. She is light compared to some of the dvisti I have carried back to camp, so she is easy enough to transport. The real trick will be to leave without anyone else noticing our absence. I camouflage, letting my skin turn the same dark shade as the shadows, and slip out of the cave with my bundle tucked against my chest. Across the beach, a human female sings and shakes a noisy instrument, and U'dron bangs on a drum and gazes at her as if he is hoping for a resonance of his own. The people around them are paying attention to the song, their voices lifted to sing along, and so my footsteps are unheard as I pick my way carefully around the cliff walls. I stick to the shadows. There is no moonlight this night, which makes things easier.

      In fact, it is almost too easy.

      By the time I leave the camp and make my way to the trail that curls up the steep cliff walls and lead into the snowy hills, I am a bit disgusted at how easy it was to steal my mate from the others. Part of me is glad, of course, that they are so trusting. But I do not like that it is so simple to steal C'lie. Anyone could have done so. Anyone could have snatched her out of my grip.

      When I return with my resonance mate, I will chide them for not protecting the females more closely. But…only after I return.

      I make it up the cliffs, and when I get to the top, I see S'bren, his horns and the furs wrapped around him the only thing visible. Everything else is camouflaged and lost into the night. I move toward his side and he turns tin my direction, his eyes bright.

      "Did you get her?" I ask. "Your female?"

      "I did." He shifts the bundle in his arms and gazes down at P'nee with such a covetous expression that it is a wonder I did not see his obsession earlier. This is how distracted I have been from my own resonance, I realize. I did not realize my brother longed for the human female so much. "She did not even make it to the cave before she started snoring. I pretended I was helping her back to her furs to sleep and brought her here instead."

      I grunt. "We should separate so to confuse them on our trail. Two sets of tracks will take them longer than just one…hopefully."

      As if the spirits of our ancestors have decided to favor us, a fat snowflake falls on my arm. Then another. I look up at the overcast skies and sure enough, snow is falling.

      "If they can follow our trail at all," S'bren says, pleased.

      He is right. With fresh snow to cover our tracks, that will make it that much harder for them to find us, and I do not plan on staying anywhere they can find my mate and take her from me. A hunter cave for one night only, and then we move on to somewhere new. Somewhere different. Somewhere they will not know where to look.

      S'bren hesitates, watching me. "Are we sure this is the right path to take, brother?"

      I know what he asks. The rest of the tribe will be furious at us that we have stolen the females. No one would argue that C'lie is mine—except perhaps C'lie. Resonance or not, they would not like that I have stolen her. They let humans do as they please, which is utter foolishness. But S'bren has not resonated to P'nee at all. If we are found before resonance has been completed, we might be exiled. "Do you want to turn around?" I ask him. "I will support you in whatever you do."

      "No," S'bren says immediately. "P'nee is mine. My khui will realize this soon."

      I nod at him, adjusting my mate in my arms. She still sleeps, drool cold and wet on the front of my tunic. "Then I will see you again when resonance has claimed you," I say, and hold my hand out.

      My brother grips my forearm, nods at me. "Until then, my brother."

      I squeeze his forearm tightly, a strange wave of homesickness falling over me as I do. Ever since the Great Smoking Mountain died the first time and our clan was left in shambles, S'bren and I have been inseparable. We have not been parted for more than an afternoon. He has been my constant companion and I, his. The only reason I have not gone mad through all of this is the presence of my brother. I am truly lucky to have him.

      And now I might not see him again for a full turn of the moon. Maybe longer. I squeeze his arm again and nod at him, fighting the knot in my throat. "Soon, my brother."

      "Soon," he says, and then he releases my arm and we part ways, disappearing into the cold, bitter night with our stolen females.
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        * * *

      

      It is a strange thing to run through the snowy night with my resonance mate clutched to my chest. My khui hums and sings a loud, irritated song that I am not tossing her onto the ground and mating with her, but I do not want to claim a body. I want C'lie to look at me when I am inside her. I want her to touch me. If all I want is release, I have my hand. I need more.

      I want a mate…even if I must steal her.

      So I pick up my pace, because my khui is so loud that I am certain anyone that comes near—if they come near—will hear my resonance song. I stop at the spot I buried my pack, sling it over my shoulder, and continue on. The storm picks up, sending a thick blanket of snow to the ground, and I am glad. It makes my travel more difficult, but it also means my footsteps will be obscured.

      That buys me time. I need time to win my mate and to bring her someplace safe, someplace quiet where we can get to know each other without outside distractions. I need to have a conversation with her that does not include the ability for her to walk away from me and ignore me as if I do not exist.

      I am tired of that being her favorite response to when I ask her a question. Now, she will have to talk to me. There will simply be no one else to talk to.

      It is breath-stealingly cold and my feet are chilled, my boots wet with melted frost by the time I find the hunter cave I have chosen for our first day in the wild.

      It is cold inside the cave, the wind and snow picking up outside. I set C'lie down carefully on the bed of furs and then tuck them around her, unrolling extras to ensure that she stays warm. Humans are fragile, I know. The cold in this strange new land is unusual to me but not biting. To C'lie's more delicate people, it can be deadly. I make sure she is warm and comfortable, touch her cheek again, and then set about to making the cave comfortable. I quickly find the fire-making supplies and build one, then reinforce the screen that acts as a door flap, tucking additional skins around the base so it does not flood the already-cold cave with more frigid air. Once I am satisfied with that, I put on tea and cut a bit of root and roast them in the coals, then take a moment to truly look at my surroundings.
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        * * *

      

      The cave is a mess. Whoever was here last was disorganized, and I imagine laughing T'shen or H'ssen of the sa-khui tribe. They seem like the type that would think this sort of disaster is perfectly acceptable. To me, it is shoddy work, and I will not leave this place as the same mess that I found it. I cannot. It will itch under my skin as badly as resonance if I ignore the mess around me.

      So I get to work, straightening baskets, and when I realize they are haphazardly filled with different kinds of roots without any particular kind of system, I grit my teeth, empty the contents, and start over. An orderly home shows pride in one's work. It makes no sense to collect seven different types of roots and toss them all together. I neatly arrange the dried roots, and then establish a storage system for the rest of the containers, putting the least used items to the back and the items quicker to be consumed at the front, in easy-to-access containers. The tea boils over, and I remove the tripod from the fire and let it cool, turning to look at my mate. Her dark mane spills over the furs, and her face seems…flushed? I move to her side and brush my fingertips over her brow. She is sweating but otherwise seems fine.

      At my touch, a low moan rises from her throat. She shifts in the furs, then opens her eyes and looks right at me.

      Her pupils are enormous, making her eyes seem darker. A side-effect of the visshek, I think. I touch her cheek again, and when she does not slap my hand away, I decide she is indeed still drowsy from the tea.

      "M'tok?" C'lie mumbles. "I feel weird." Her hand presses to her brow and she moans low again.

      "I know." I touch her cheek again, unable to help myself. I want so badly to caress her, to learn her body, but I force myself to pull back. My khui throbs an angry song in protest, but I ignore it, just as I have for a full turn of the moon. "I have made tea. Drink some and you will feel better."

      "Okay."

      I help her sit up and carefully adjust the furs around her again to ensure that she is warm. As she rubs her brow, I pour a cup of hot tea for her, then move to her side, holding it so she can drink. She takes a few sips, not pushing me away, and then leans heavily on my shoulder.

      "Everything's spinning," C'lie whispers. "I feel awful."

      I brush her hair back from her face. "I did not know the visshek would be so strong in humans. Rest. Drink your tea. I will take care of you." I watch her closely as she takes a few more sips, then offer her a roasted chunk of the root they call nahtp'tato. I have watched her carefully ever since we resonated and know this is a particular favorite of hers. "Eat."

      C'lie leans against my shoulder, her eyes closed, but she eats. I stroke her brow as she does, hating that she feels poorly. I wanted her to come with me quietly, but I do not like how sickly she feels. I am helpless to make it better, and that gnaws at me worse than a disorganized cave. This is my mate, and I am entrusted to take care of her…and look at how I have done so. I hate this.

      "What can I get you?" I ask when she finishes her meal.

      "Hot," she murmurs, limply tugging at her tunic. "Help me undress. I want to lie down again."

      I do as she asks, averting my gaze as I undo the laces on her tunic and help her ease it over her head.

      "You won't look at me?"

      "Because you are not feeling well," I explain. "And I have been told humans do not like their teats stared at."

      "Right, right," she mumbles, half-asleep already. "No titty staring."

      "None," I agree. I help her strip her leathers off, then carefully tuck the furs around her once more. It strains all of my instincts not to look at her glorious golden flesh, especially when my khui is humming so loudly at her nearness, but I manage to help her without seeing anything. "Better?"

      C'lie turns her face into the furs, snuggling down, and then yawns. "Hair’s hot."

      "What?"

      She flops a hand, gesturing at her mane.

      Ah. It must be bothering her sensitive skin. "I will fix it for you," I tell her. "Sleep. I will take care of everything."

      "'kay."

      I kneel next to her head and carefully plait her thick mane into a long tail, mindful to get every tendril off of her skin and to be gentle so she does not awaken. Once done, I look at my sleeping mate and rub my chest, feeling a strange mixture of protectiveness and regret. I am overjoyed she is here…but I do not like how badly she feels.

      I hope S'bren is doing better with P'nee.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up in the middle of the night to a low moan.

      I sit up from my spot against the cave wall, glancing at the front entrance. The wind howls outside, the storm dumping even more snow on the ground. I add another hunk of the burning dung to the fire and wash my hands, then move to C’lie’s side. She looks as if she is sleeping, and I cannot resist tracing my finger down her soft, rounded cheek.

      My khui’s song immediately becomes urgent. Frantic. I groan, fighting back the need that threatens to overwhelm me, and close my eyes. I have ignored this aching, terrible hunger for many hands of days now. I can ignore it tonight. I can.

      C’lie moans again and grabs my hand, dragging it to her teats. “M’tok.”

      A broken gasp escapes my throat.

      “Everything aches,” she tells me. “Everything hurts.”

      I touch her brow, concerned, but she shakes her head and drags my hand lower once more, leading it between her thighs.

      “I ache here.” Her pupils are still huge as her eyes meet mine. “Make me feel better?”

      I fight the groan of need rising in me. This is everything I have ever wanted from her…and yet, all wrong. She is still under the visshek. This is not C’lie asking this, but a confused female who just woke from sleep to find her body aching. I cannot take advantage of such a thing.

      Carefully, achingly, I take her hands in mine and meet her gaze. “I cannot touch you like this.”

      “I need relief,” she tells me again, a hint of a pout in her voice. When I shake my head, C’lie tries to drag my hands down between her thighs again.

      “Not like this.” I pull my hands from her grip.

      “Bullshit,” she says, and then slithers forward in a seductive way, letting the blankets fall down her body. It exposes her glorious skin and her entire body and I immediately turn away. Turning away is the hardest thing I have ever had to do, but I know C’lie. I know if she was herself she would not be like this.

      So I cannot touch her.

      “You’ve wanted me for so long,” she whispers in my ear, then presses her teats against my arm even as I try to gently push her away. “So go ahead and take me. Make me stop hurting.”

      “Not like this,” I say pointedly again. “Not when you are not yourself. Go back to sleep. If you still want me when you wake up and the visshek is out of your system, then we will talk.”

      C’lie makes a frustrated sound in her throat, but when I do not open my eyes and keep my face averted, she retreats. I hear the sound of the furs rustling and then all is quiet. Cautious, I open one eye and look around.

      She is under the blankets, fast asleep once more…and I am aching. My khui sings loudly. Angrily.

      I run a hand down my face, sigh, and turn back toward the fire.
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      CALLIE

      Is it possible to have a hangover even you didn’t drink anything? I rub my aching brow as I lie in bed, reluctant to open my eyes and start the day. I know I didn’t drink any of the fermented sah-sah that Taushen and Vaza were passing around. My head aches like I took far too many tequila shots, though, and I press my palm to my brow, trying to recall what it was I drank.

      Oh that’s right. Tea.

      Tea that S’bren gave to me. The one that tasted sweet even though Lauren said hers didn’t. I think of Penny.

      Immediately my body tenses as I remember a flurry of things from last night. I remember how the tea made me feel dizzy and slow. How I stumbled back to the women’s cave and fell into my blankets. I remember with a strange amount of clarity how M’tok stroked my hair, the tender, caring look on his face.

      And then he confessed to drugging me.

      Flashes of waking dreams move through my mind. Of waking up curled against his chest as M’tok walked through a blizzard. Of listening to his heart and his cootie as he held me close. It had felt so good to be cuddled and touched by another person. I’d felt protected and safe even though he’d taken me outside somewhere. I have vague memories of him helping me undress, his eyes averted, and then him braiding my hair because it bothered my skin.

      I also remember waking up and demanding that he pleasure me.

      I have to give the man grudging respect that he absolutely refused even though I practically flung myself at him and tried to push his hands between my thighs repeatedly. He wouldn’t even look at me, as if that was somehow betraying me.

      Okay, for that, he can live.

      But for drugging me and carrying me off? I’m still gonna castrate him.

      I listen intently, but I don’t hear anyone. Carefully, I open my eyes and glance around. I’m in a strange cave, the ceiling dappled with stalactites, and the floor beneath me is slightly uneven. Across the cave, leaning against a large woven basket stuffed full of rolled hides, is M’tok, his head slumped over his chest. He fell asleep sitting straight up. He’s about ten, maybe fifteen feet away from me, the firepit a short distance away from both of us, and beyond it, a screened entrance to the cavern that lets in a tiny bit of snow and some watery grey sunlight. Whatever blizzard started last night, it’s still going.

      My head is clear, though, which means it’s time to get into action.

      Strangely enough, I’m not even mad that M’tok kidnapped me. I’m mad about the drugging—oh fuck, I am SUPER mad about that—but the kidnapping doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. I knew he was up to something. He’s had a shifty look in his Slytherin eyes for the last few days, and he didn’t seem quite so mad when I gave him my usual rejections. Of course he wasn’t mad—he was planning on snatching me anyhow. Figures.

      That’s all right. It’s time he learned I’m not the type of girl to take this sort of thing lying down.

      I move quietly, careful to keep my movements silent. I peel the blankets back and notice that I’m naked. I vaguely remember that, too. That M’tok undressed me for bed like a child, all the while not staring at my naked body. I hate that his actions while I was drugged give me a grudging respect for him. He could have taken such an awful advantage of the situation and instead treated me like a princess, caring for me and tucking the blankets around my body. I pull my braid forward and notice it’s a nice braid, too. Damn him.

      My tunic has been folded beside my bedding, and I pick it up and carefully tug it over my head, settling the thick material as quietly as possible. His pack is next to my clothing, and I open it to see what’s inside.

      The first thing I find is a leather-wrapped blade. A knife.

      It’s almost like fate wants M’tok’s balls to be lopped off.

      I take the knife and carefully creep over to M’tok’s side. He sleeps on, but his khui begins to sing, and I realize I’m going to have to act fast if I plan on winning this. Before I can think about the consequences of my actions, I give his sleeping form a shove, knocking him to the floor of the cave, and pounce on top of him with the knife. He jerks awake, just in time for me to put the knife under his chin.

      “Surprise, motherfucker,” I say, and grin down at him.

      He rubs his eyes, obviously not concerned that I’m threatening his life. “I see you are feeling better this morning, C’lie.”

      “Take me home.” I push the knife against his skin, making sure he feels the edge of the blade.

      “In a snowstorm?” He gestures at the entrance to the cave, all the while not taking his eyes off of me. “Safest to stay here.”

      “I don’t want to be here with you. I don’t want to be anywhere with you.”

      “I know this. You say such things to me all the time.” He gazes up at me through slitted eyes, and even though his expression is blank, I know he’s turned on. His cootie’s humming up a storm, the vibrations evident as they shiver through my thighs.

      It occurs to me that I’m straddling him, dressed only in an unfastened tunic. I’m vulnerable like this, barefoot and half-naked and not nearly as strong as the alien underneath me. I’m also getting turned on, which I hate. My own cootie fires up, its song as loud as any other, and I can’t avoid seeing the triumphant look on M’tok’s face.

      Frustrated, I push the knife just a bit more, digging the tip into his skin. That brings a smile to his lips, as if my violent actions are somehow cute to him. “Why did you steal me away?” I snarl.

      He shrugs, his big shoulders moving underneath me. “Because we are resonating. Many of the sa-khui have stolen their mates away. It is their tradition.”

      It is? I sit up, surprised to hear that, but sitting up also presses my wide-open pussy down against his chest and I have to fight back a gasp of pleasure at the sudden contact. My mind floods with mental images of sliding up and down his chest, rubbing and grinding down against him until I come…and I’m pretty sure he’d let me.

      Fucking hell, I hate that I want that so badly.

      “Why did you drug me?” I grit out, trying to focus. “Is that part of some shitty tradition too?”

      “No,” M’tok admits baldly. “I knew you would not come quietly, so I put visshek in your tea.”

      “Is this supposed to endear me to you? I hate you now more than ever.” Totally not going to grind down on his chest. Nope. Not going to do it. I have a feeling if I start, I’ll never stop.

      I hate being this needy. Needy, and utterly helpless to grind one out. Not that masturbating helps this hollow ache deep between my thighs. Nothing does. Nothing will.

      Well, one thing will but fuck all that. I am not going to thank M’tok for drugging me and stealing me with what he’s wanted all along. Screw that. I’m just going to have to be miserable.

      “Are you going to do something with that knife?” he challenges, watching me with narrowed eyes.

      I tilt my head as if considering this. I should. I should lop his damned balls off or worse. I might be angry, though, but I’m not violent. Just frustrated. I can’t kill him any more than I can hunt sweet baby animals and turn them into our dinner. I’m not that girl. There’s far too much Gryffindor in me. Disgusted at my own inability to follow through with my threat, I toss the knife aside and get to my feet. “You suck.”

      “I knew you would not be pleased when you awoke,” M’tok admits, sitting up on his elbows and gazing up at me. “You are not pleased by anything I do.”

      “Because everything you do is a dick move!” My head throbs and I press my hand to my brow again. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      “You are my mate,” he says simply. He gets to his feet and begins to add more fuel to the fire. “Sit. Relax. I will make some tea to help your head.”

      “Why would I drink anything you offered me?”

      “I do not need to drug you again, C’lie.”

      “No? I can leave anytime I want?”

      He looks up and gestures at the entrance of the cave, where snow leaks in from the edges. “Do you even know where to go?”

      I freeze, because he’s right. I have no clue where the beach village is. Wide-eyed with horror, I turn to stare at him. “How far did you take me away?”

      M’tok shrugs.

      That fucker. “How do you know someone’s not going to come after us?”

      “Oh, they will come after,” he agrees, and stirs the coals, unconcerned.

      “I really, really do hate you.”

      “I know,” M’tok says, unconcerned. “But you will not always hate me. Eventually, I will win you over.”

      “Well, you’re off to a banging start, cabron,” I say, and crawl back into the furs, angry.
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        * * *

      

      A day alone in a small cave with no one to talk to but M'tok is like slow torture. His khui hums. Mine sings. We glare at each other.

      It's utterly silent.

      This goes on for hours as the snow continues to blow and bluster outside. I get up a few times to check on the weather and it looks just as bad as ever, the skies a dingy gray. It shows no sign of stopping, which just makes me want to scream with frustration. I don't think I'll be able to last spending days on end with no one but M'tok around. I'll go crazy first.

      He doesn't talk to me. In a way, it's good, because I don't want to hear anything he says. But if he talked to me and said some of the asshole stuff he normally does, maybe it'd make me less conflicted. Because he doesn't say anything, but he makes fresh tea, heats food and offers it to me, and when he passes by my spot in the furs, he reaches out and tucks an additional fur around my shoulders, as if he wants to make sure that I'm cozy and warm.

      If it was anyone but M'tok, I'd feel like I'm being babied. Since it's M'tok, though…I don't know what to think.

      He sits across from me in the cave, watching the fire carefully, and as time passes, he works on nets and fish-hooks, lures and the like. He carves a nasty-looking hook out of a bit of bone, concentrating, a skin spread across his lap to catch the dust and fragments that fall to the ground.

      I get so bored of watching him that I grab a basket of what look like leather scraps and odds and ends and pour them onto the cave floor, sorting through them. Maybe I can make something out of them. My mama was a custom dress designer, so I know how to sew. I've just never felt a particular urge to do it. She'd be in her element here, I decide, picturing wild fur-trimmed costumes that Mama would make with her flair for the dramatic. I pick up a small scrap the size of my hand. Maybe I could make gloves with fingers instead of the big mitts we constantly use. It'd be nice to be able to grip something tightly.

      With that in mind, I get to work, using a bit of sinew and a bone awl to stitch together some of the pieces of leather. Some of them are too large, so I grab one of M'tok's knives and cut it down. I know he's watching me as I work—his body goes ever so slightly stiff when I reach for the knife, but he says nothing.

      I work on patching the gloves together, discarding bits of sinew as I work, and setting aside other pieces. It's silent in the cave as both of us work, and I get up at one point to use the bathroom in a private alcove at the back of the cave. When I return, I notice my area has been straightened up, the bits of thread burning in the fire and the scraps put back into the pouch I pulled them from. Weird. I deliberately sit across from the furs nearer to the fire as I work on the sewing, and watch M'tok out of the corner of my eye.

      Sure enough, he waits a few minutes, and then gets up, moving to the furs. He doesn't get into them, though—he straightens them and rolls up the extras, tidying the cave. My boots are discarded off to one side and he picks them up and lines them up against the wall.

      Well, well, well. Someone's a neat freak.

      I deliberately bite a thread and toss it down onto the ground, waiting to see how long it'll take for M'tok to get it. Humming to myself, I pretend to study my glove. The thread here is made of sinew and boring in color, but I've seen more colorful stitching on other tunics—both Liz and Harlow have bright red stitches along the edges of their tunics. I examine another short bit of thread and toss it down, deciding it's too short. I wonder if I can dye some thread and add some raised embroidery to a few things? I imagine flowers and colorful, dancing patterns like my mother used to embroider on some of the dresses she made and—

      M'tok gets up from his seat across from me, picks up the thread bits I've tossed aside and scoops them back into the scrap bag.

      It takes everything I have not to laugh out loud.

      Oh, this is going to be fun.
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      For the next few hours, I work on gloves. I measure the leather against my own hand and with a few careful stitches here and there and tucking of fabric, I'm able to get a reasonably tight fit along the fingers. I use one of M'tok's knives to cut the remnants out of the inside of the gloves, trimming away extra bits and tossing them down on the floor. Each time I do, M'tok's tail thumps against the stone with a noticeable flick, but he says nothing. I embroider a tiny flower pattern along the wrist of one glove, and watch M'tok as I work. He's meticulous. Every movement of his carving knife is methodical, and he makes sure that not a single bone shaving lands on the floor. I look around at the tidiness of the cave and suspect that it wasn’t nearly this pristine when we got here. Heck, even the pelts in the corner are stacked from darker colored at the bottom to lightest at the top.

      He’s given me so much ammo to harass him with.

      I make a mess for most of the afternoon, leaving my things out in the open to curl up and take a brief nap. When I wake up, to my amusement, he’s tidied everything I left out and a fresh soup of some kind is bubbling in the tripod atop the firepit. I have to admit, it smells pretty good.

      M’tok watches me carefully as I sit up, and then gets out a bowl. “I made the evening meal.”

      “You want a prize?”

      He looks confused at my bitchy comment.

      “Never mind,” I mutter, taking the bowl from him when he offers it. The soup is thicker than usual, and when I take a tentative bite, I’m surprised at how spicy it is. Most of the food made for the group is rather bland, but this one makes my nose run it’s so fiery. I take another bite, and notice he’s watching me. “What?”

      M’tok rubs the base of his horns. “Did I do well? I have heard you say to others you like spicier food. I tried to make you something you would like.”

      Again, I’m surprised at him, and at the oddly bashful way he holds himself. All of this to please me when all he’s done up until now is shove his demands in my face and yell at me for not accepting resonance? I don’t know what to think. It could be a trap.

      Or maybe now that others aren’t around to make the situation worse, he’s decent? “It’s pretty good,” I say grudgingly. “Next time probably rub the meat with spices before it’s cooked. Maybe marinate it for a few days before we use it in a soup.”

      He nods, eyes thoughtful. “I will remember.”

      I take another bite of the wonderfully hot soup and decide to use this moment to talk with him. “So how do we fix this, M’tok?”

      “Fix what?”

      I gesture between us. “Resonance. What’s the solution?”

      His expression immediately darkens. “The solution is for you to join me in my furs.”

      “Not happening.”

      “Your khui has chosen mine—”

      I knew he would bring that up, and I automatically counter with the first thing I think of. “I can unchoose it. Marisol and T’chai did.”

      M’tok’s lip curls at my argument. “Yes, and they seem so happy now, do they not?”

      I spread my arms, nearly spilling my bowl of soup, and his tail thumps in irritation. “We’re not happy either, motherfucker!”

      His jaw clenches. “I would be happy with you if you would let me.”

      So this is all my fault. I sigh, because it seems we’re back to square one once more. I’m the problem. I’m the holdout. All because I don’t want to have sex with a man I can’t stand and make a baby with him—a man who is just as stubborn and rude as I am. “Just take me home, all right? This little plan of yours isn’t going to work.” I gesture at the cave. “I’m not going to magically fling my legs open now that you’ve gotten me away from the others. It doesn’t matter how many soups you make, understand?” And I set the bowl down and walk away.

      Well, I try to walk away. It’s a small cave and narrow. There’s not many places to go. I head into the back storage area to try and cool off, and hang out there for a while. When I feel like I’m composed enough again, I head back to the main section of the cave and take a seat on the furs.

      “I’m done arguing,” I tell him. “The moment that snow stops, I want you to take me back home. Understand?”

      I expect him to argue. To snarl at me that I’m being unreasonable. To make some shitty comment. Instead, he just narrows his eyes and gives me a tight nod. “Very well.”

      Maybe M’tok can be reasonable after all.
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      I wake up in the middle of the night for no reason at all. Fighting back a yawn, I strain my ears, trying to determine what it is that woke me up. Howling of the snow outside, maybe? But all is quiet other than the constant thrumming of my cootie.

      Then, I hear it.

      A low, choked gasp. The slide of a hand on flesh. A muffled grunt.

      It's all coming from a few feet away, where M'tok's bed furs are laid out opposite mine.

      Holy shit. He's jerking it.

      He's jerking it and I'm just a few feet away. What the hell?

      I remain perfectly still in bed, both titillated and shocked. As he continues, I hear the sound of his hand shuttling over his cock—it has to be that—and I realize he's not trying to wake me up. He's trying to do this furtively and failing. Now that the snowstorm has quieted, all I can hear are the motions of his body, the slight rustle of his furs, and the sound of his hand moving up and down his thick cock.

      I swallow hard. My body's on fire at that visual image. Thanks to my cootie, everything that deals with M'tok sets my body ablaze. I completely understand his actions; after living with unfulfilled resonance for a month now, sometimes you just have to get relief, even if it's only for a few moments.

      I squeeze my thighs tightly together when his breath catches, and I realize I'm wet between my legs. No, I'm utterly soaked, and my pussy's throbbing with need.

      I don't want him. I don't. I hate the guy. He stole me. Drugged me. Been a dick to me since the day we met. Called me leatherface and squat. If he fell off of a cliff tomorrow I wouldn't be sad. But…I ache for him and I hate that so much. My hand slides down my stomach, under my furs, and into my leggings. I touch myself and bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from moaning. The need roaring through me is overwhelming, and my mind fills with thoughts of crossing the small distance between us and just attacking him.

      Just to get this endless hunger sated.

      But I'd hate myself for it. And I'd be stuck with him. So I rub my finger across my clit, letting pleasure ripple through my body. God, that feels so good. I picture him stroking his cock, M'tok biting his lip in his efforts to stay silent, even as his big fist moves up and down—

      "C'lie?" M'tok's breathing is ragged. Harsh. "Are you…awake?"

      I freeze. Inwardly I wince. I must have been breathing too hard. I couldn’t help it. Each slide of my fingertips over my clit made my entire body shudder. I’m utterly still now, though. I force myself to breathe evenly and keep my eyes closed, hoping he’ll get the hint.

      Just sleeping.

      Juuuuuust sleeping, nothing to see here. No hand between the legs, not at all.

      That same weird quiet falls in the cave again, and then M’tok gets back to work on his cock. Quietly.

      And when he’s done and heat is still humming through my body? I take care of myself.

      Quietly.
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      The next day we leave the cave to head home, even though the weather is still nasty. The clouds are thick and dark overhead, but there's no snow falling. Instead, it's thick on the ground, at least a foot deeper than it was before. I can't see the suns through the thick cloud cover, so I have no idea which way is which.

      Luckily, M'tok seems to know. He grabs the pack I try to put on my shoulder and slings it over his arm. "Concentrate on walking," he says gruffly. "Let me know if you cannot keep up."

      "Oh, I'll keep up." I want to sass at him, but I decide against it. He's probably referring to the fact that my legs are short but…my legs ARE short and the snow is deep.

      So we walk.

      It's a little curious to me that we're cutting over the mountains and heading deeper into the stony reaches, but it has to be a shortcut. Maybe this is the way he took here. All I know is that the higher we go, the less thick the snowdrifts are, but the more difficult it is to find my footing. After a few hours of walking—okay, more like stumbling—M'tok slows down and offers me a hand. I don't want to take it, but I'm not stupid. I want to get home more than anything else, so I put my gloved hand in his and use his strength to haul myself through thick drifts and over steep cliffs.

      It's far more exhausting than I ever thought it would be. Some of the cliffs are so sheer as we head into the mountains that it's a wonder anyone wants to go hunting. "You go on these trails often?" I ask him, my breath huffing.

      "Often enough," comes the vague reply.

      When we cross over the next steep cliff and find an even steeper path leading upward, I pause, catching my breath. M'tok waits, watching me, and I'm chagrined to see I'm the only one out of breath. I gesture at the steep peak. "Why does it look like we're going uphill?"

      He shrugs. "Perhaps you are bad at directions?"

      "And you're positive this is the right way?"

      He nods again, then crouches to check my boots. "These are wet," he says reproachfully. "You should have said something."

      "They're leather and I'm wading through snow. Of course they're wet."

      M'tok gives me a cranky look and stops, dropping one pack on the ground. He pulls out a fresh pair of boots—more like socks with leather lacings to keep them tight on your legs—and gestures for me to give him my foot. "Come."

      "You have extra boots?" I park a foot on his knee and watch as he expertly unlaces my soggy boot. My feet are cold, but I ignored it because there's nothing to be done. Focusing on the chill won't make them warmer, so I'm trying not to think of it at all. But when he strips off my boot and exposes my foot to the air, I shiver at how icy the breeze feels.

      "I have extra everything," M'tok says. He places his big hands around my foot, warming it with his strong fingers. "Just in case."

      "Well aren't you a boy scout."

      He gives me a quizzical look.

      "Not a scout that hunts boys," I say before he can ask. "It's just a thing back home. Guys that are always super prepared and stuff."

      "It is good to be prepared." And his hateful, wonderful hands rub lightly on my icy foot again. "Is this better?"

      It's heaven, but I don't want to say that. I keep my voice neutral, because this is a dick that has called me names since he met me and stole me. Oh, and drugged me. "Yup. Thanks."

      He ties the new boot onto my leg and then repeats the process for the other foot, warming it before putting the new shoe on. When he puts my other foot on the ground, I'm actually a little sad. It was nice to get a warm foot massage.

      "How are you holding up?" he asks. "I know this is a hard trail."

      I squint up at him. "You seem to be handling it fine."

      "I am a hard male." He gives me a thin smile.

      "Touché." I give him a finger gun and then shrug. "I'm holding up. Is it like this all the way back to camp?"

      "It might be. Do you want me to carry you?"

      "No." I pull away. I can just imagine how that will look. M'tok, heading back into camp with his female carried like a princess. Yeah, no thanks. I'd never hear the end of it from anyone.

      As we walk, my mind keeps turning over my interactions with M'tok.

      He's a dick…but he's also taken really good care of me. He's fussed over me, brought extra shoes so my feet wouldn't be cold, carries my pack, and does everything he can to ensure I'm comfortable.

      He drugged me, too. I can't forget that. But if it wasn't for that and the kidnapping, I'd say he's being nice. It's a hell of a lot to overlook, though, and given our checkered history, I can't just ignore it, any more than I can overlook him calling me “squat” or saying I had a leathery face.

      Just because he's nice to me right now doesn't mean he's forgiven.

      Even so…I think about last night and how he touched himself because he knew I didn't want him to touch me. And I think about the night before, when I'd been aching and needy and out of my mind on the drugs. He'd avoided looking at my body, tucked the blankets around me, and treated me like I was gold when he could have totally taken advantage of the situation.

      He's sending some seriously mixed messages.

      These thoughts occupy me as we walk, and the trails seem to get steeper and craggier, ice coating the rocks. "It really feels like we're going uphill," I point out to him.

      "We will be there soon," is all he says. "This is the right way."

      "You're sure?"

      "Just over the next cliff," he promises.

      Funny how the next cliff looks a bit more like oh, say, Everest than the craggy-but-shorter cliffs down by the beach. This has to be a shortcut of some kind, though. It makes sense that he'd take one while trying to steal me away. He'd want to get as much distance between us and the others as possible. Something about this journey is bugging me, though. I glance up at the sky again, and notice it's getting even darker. "Is it about to snow again?" I'm a little worried—the last thing I want is to be trapped on the side of an icy mountain as the blizzard kicks back up again.

      "No." He squeezes my gloved hand. "I will keep you safe."

      I have to believe that, because I know he wants to resonate with me. I guess it does him no good if I'm a frozen corpse. With that grim thought in my head, I continue climbing as he does.

      It's when it seems to get even darker still that I realize something.

      It's not going to storm.

      The suns are going down. It's getting colder, and we seem to be higher than ever before. In fact, if I had to guess, we've gone nothing but uphill this day. I pause for a moment and pull my hand from his, concerned.

      M'tok immediately moves to my side and takes one of the layered furs off of his shoulders and tucks it under my chin, making sure I stay warm.

      I appreciate his thoughtfulness, but I look down at the steep trail below us. We're definitely climbing the side of the mountain instead of heading down it. "Are you…sure this is a shortcut?" He hesitates, and I groan. "We're lost, aren't we?"

      "I will take care of you," M'tok promises, his expression utterly stone-faced.

      Fuck. I knew it.
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      It’s nearly pitch-black out when we find a promising outcropping on the side of the mountain that’s sheltered from the worst of the wind. I’m trembling with cold and M’tok takes all of his furs and wraps them around me, then makes me sit on his pack while he sets up a tent. It doesn’t look like enough to keep out the bitter chill, but I’m aching and tired and just ready for this awful day to end.

      The moment the tent is up, M’tok tugs me inside it and unrolls the sleeping furs. He insists that I get under all of them—both the ones he has for himself and the ones for me—and I shiver and tremble, watching as he makes a fire.

      I want to yell at him for being so clueless that he went the wrong direction. I want to smack him across the mouth for kidnapping me in this dumbass way in the first place. But he’s trying really hard and I’m so damn tired of all this nonsense that I can’t even work up a good temper. Instead, I start thinking about Steph’s advice and five things I’m grateful for.

      I wiggle my toes. I’m grateful for my dry boots. I’m grateful I get to sit under all these furs while M’tok struggles with the fire. I’m grateful he’s taking care of me, because I’m pretty sure if it was left to me, I’d just collapse in the furs and go right to sleep and say fuck it to everything else. I’m grateful that he hasn’t been pushing for sex. I’m grateful he’s been…almost nice.

      Almost. He still drugged me.

      But I keep thinking about the way he smoothed my hair back from my brow as he leaned over me that first night. How good it had felt to be touched. How badly I want more of it, like some sort of psychopath. Even though I hate the guy, I keep thinking about all the quick touches he’s given me and I hate that I want more. Not even sexual touches. Just…fingers brushing mine, or his hand on my foot. Stroking my hair. Small, human touches that make me feel loved and cared for even after all I’ve been through.

      I know he doesn’t love me. I think that’s what makes this whole cootie farce the most bitter situation of all—that I can have touching without affection—that it’s demanded of me—when all along I just want to feel loved and cherished.

      Now I sound like a sap.

      The fire crackles, small and weak, and M’tok immediately sets a tripod up over it. “I will make you tea,” he promises, ever busy. “That will warm your insides.”

      “Thanks,” I say through chattering teeth.

      He studies me, a hint of a frown on his hard face. “I do not like how cold you are, C’lie. Give me your hands and feet and I will warm them with my body.” He moves to sit next to me.

      My cootie immediately fires up at the thought of him touching me, and I shake my head. “No, M’tok, I’m good.”

      The look he gives me has a flash of impatience. His hands dig under the mountain of furs covering me until he finds one of my boots and slides his warm hand into it, brushing against my calf. “Do not be stubborn.”

      “What, like you?”

      He scowls even as his hands knead my legs, warming them with a touch. “I am not stubborn.”

      You’re right, you’re just an asshole, I want to say, but I bite the words back. He’s trying. He’s trying really hard to make me comfortable…even though he kidnapped me. “I don’t understand you,” I say instead.

      “What is there to understand?” He presses his fingers against my legs and then shakes his head. “Put your hands inside my tunic to warm them. I will tuck your feet between my thighs. You will need to sit in my lap.”

      I protest, but it’s like arguing with an octopus. No matter how much I push at his hands, I’m tired and he’s much stronger than me. Before I know it, he has me parked in his lap and he strips my gloves off my hands, then shoves them under his tunic.

      Annnnd now I’m touching warm, rock-hard pectorals. They’re ever so slightly sweaty, and his skin feels soft for all that he’s covered in muscles. It’s like touching suede, and I deliberately don’t meet his eyes because I don’t want to see his expression.

      He doesn’t tuck my feet under his thighs, though. He puts his big hand on both of them and clasps them, warming them against his palm.

      “What about you?” I mumble as the wind whistles against the mountain and shakes the flaps of the tent.

      “I am warm,” he says, then laughs. “Well, no. My home on the island was warm. This is not warm at all. But it does not bother me nearly as much as it bothers you, so I am fine.” He leans in and nudges another chunk of fuel into the fire with his boot.

      So we’re both from warm places and having to cope with the new icy landscape. I feel that more than I should, and I almost smile. Almost. Instead, I chew my lip and listen to the hum of our needy khuis and the feel of his hard cock pressing against my hip. He’s ignoring them, even though he could overpower me—or drug me again—and I’d be helpless in his arms. But he never does. “I don’t understand you, M’tok. Why are you being nice to me? We hate each other.”

      “I do not hate you.” He sounds so genuinely surprised at my words that I look up and meet his gaze. He’s frowning down at me as if I’ve said something insane. “Why would you think I hate you?”

      “We don’t like each other,” I point out. “You’re always yelling at me and demanding things.”

      “That is because you are fighting resonance.” There’s a hint of the old stubbornness returning to his tone. “There is no point.”

      “So you think I shouldn’t get any say over my own body? Cool, cool. I see how it is.”

      “That is not it.” His frown grows deeper. “I just wish to be your mate.”

      “Can I point out again that we don’t like each other? We barely even know each other.” I sure didn’t know he was a neat freak or a secret cuddler…or that he’s so Slytherin that he’d drug a girl to drag her into the mountains.

      “We will learn to like each other after resonance,” he points out stubbornly.

      I shake my head. "I don't know where you got that idea, but it's wrong. You ever talk to Raahosh?"

      "Why?"

      "His parents hated each other from the moment they resonated until they died. They never liked one another."

      His frown deepens. "That is not true."

      "Why would Raahosh lie?"

      M'tok says nothing, but I can see on his face that he's disturbed at this. Did it truly never occur to him that resonance doesn't mean happy ever after? That it can just mean a bond forced between two people who can't stand each other? I never took the guy to be such a romantic but maybe he is. Who knows.

      My teeth chatter again, hard, and his expression changes to one of concern. "You should take off your tunic, let me warm you with my skin."

      I push against his chest, even though my hands are still tucked into the tunic. "You'd like that, wouldn't you? Ain't happening."

      "You would rather be cold?"

      "Than naked with you? Yup, I would." I don't pull my hands out of his clothing, though. I'm not that much of a masochist.

      His warm hand squeezes on my feet. "You do not like being touched, then? Do you not like pleasure?"

      I roll my eyes. So we're going to this, now? I don't want to be boned by him so clearly I don't want to be boned by anyone? Typical man. "I like being touched plenty, thank you. Just not from you."

      M'tok shakes his head. "I do not understand why you hate me so much. What have I done to earn your wrath?"

      "Oh please." When he continues to stare at me, I scowl in his direction. "You seriously think you haven't done anything?"

      He shrugs, and I feel his muscles ripple under my cold hands even as his khui sings to mine. "I know we have argued, but I feel you hated me ever since I laid eyes on you, and there is no reason behind that. Nothing I do makes you happy. I would know what I have done to make you so angry."

      "Like you don't know? Cabron, you called me names the moment you saw me!"

      He gives me a long, hard stare. "I did no such thing."

      "Bullshit. You absolutely did. You said I was fucking 'squat,' for starters." Not short, not fat, but squat. It's the most insulting combination of short AND fat and it echoes in my head every time I see his smug face.

      Squat. Fuck this guy. I rip my hands out of his shirt and tuck them under my own. I suddenly don't want to be touching him at all anymore.

      When I try to get up from his lap, though, he grabs my arm and hauls me back down against him. "But you are squat."

      “Squat implies that I’m short and fat—”

      “You are very short compared to me,” he says, grinning, and when I try to push him away, he keeps holding onto me. His tail loops around my waist as if lightly holding me as well. “All of your people are.”

      “Don’t try to make it sound reasonable—”

      “I do not know what you mean by ‘fat’ though. Fat is the tastiest part of the meat. It makes it sound like something I wish to eat.” His eyes narrow and the look he gives me is positively lascivious. “So tell me why it is wrong.”

      “It’s not nice to call someone fat,” I say, ignoring the hot flush of my cheeks. “It implies there’s something wrong with the way I look.”

      That makes him frown, and for a moment he looks genuinely confused. “What would be wrong with the way you look?”

      Do I have to spell it out for this guy? “Because I’m bigger than other women?”

      He snorts, his mouth twisting into a wry smile. “You are not.”

      I’m not sure if he’s being dense or flattering. “You didn’t notice that my, uh, curves are bigger than a lot of girls?” I don’t want to say ‘butt’ or ‘breasts’ in front of him because that feels as if it invites him to look me up and down. Funny how I’m being shy and picking my words around a man who literally tries to show me his dick every time he talks to me.

      His lips curve. “Oh, I have noticed. If your human males think this is a problem then they are fools.”

      He’s too good at deflecting my arguments. I refuse to let myself be flattered by him. “You also called me leatherfaced.”

      This time, he reaches up and touches my cheek before I can stop him. “Are you not? Your skin is the perfect shade of a finely cured hide.”

      A hide.

      A fucking hide.

      I’m utterly flummoxed.

      He doesn’t think I’m weathered or ugly. He thinks I’m the same shade as an animal hide. And the way he’s looking at me? It’s definitely a compliment. I can feel his arousal pressing against my leg, and the way he’s gently brushing his knuckles over my cheek? It’s not the insult I thought it was.

      I feel stupid. Really stupid. Of course he doesn’t think of things the same way we do. I don’t know if I believe him entirely, but his rational answers make sense. At home I’d be compared to “caramel” or some food item. Here, where caramel doesn’t exist, I’m the perfect shade of…animal hide.

      Of leather.

      He takes my silence in and then traces a finger along my jaw. I glare at him, but I don’t push him away. I tell myself it’s because I’d have to slide my hands back out of my tunic, not because I like his touch. I hate all of him. I do.

      “I did not mean to insult you,” M’tok murmurs, his voice low and seductive. “I like your leather face and your small, round body.”

      Hearing those words sends a shudder of pleasure deep to my core. “You’re lying.”

      “You are different looking than I pictured,” he admits. “I did not know what to expect when I first resonated. But I am not displeased by anything.”

      Uh huh. “Even my anger?”

      He gives me a sly look. “Now I know why you are angry. I understand more now.”

      I shake my head again. It’s easy to get distracted by his closeness, by the seductive note in his voice and the gentle way he’s touching me. “It’s not just that. You’re stubborn—”

      “As are you,” he says easily.

      “—And you fucking drugged me!”

      M’tok shrugs. “I am not proud of it and I did not know it would affect you so much. I would not do it again if I had the choice. But if it will make you feel better, you can drug me.”

      That makes me pause. “I can?”

      He nods. “Let us get to safety first, and then you can put visshek in my tea to get even.”

      I hate that he’s so reasonable about this. I want to be angry, but it’s like he won’t let me. Even so, I scowl at him. I’m not that easy to win over.

      I’m not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      M’TOK

      I watch C’lie as she sleeps, her shoulders shivering despite the pile of blankets atop her. Even though there is a fire and she is covered from head to toe, she still quakes from the cold. It bothers me. I am her mate; I am the one responsible for taking care of her, and it is my fault she is spending a night out in the open like this, chilled.

      I know she will hate it, but I pull her against me and drag the blankets over the two of us. My cock immediately stiffens when it comes into contact with her rounded backside, but C’lie does not wake from sleep. She mumbles something and presses back against me, burrowing closer to my warmth. I wrap my arms around her and hold her close, pleased when her shivering stops. The ache in my cock does not, but at least that one is easier to ignore.

      Tonight was…interesting.

      I learned much of C’lie and her thoughts as she spoke to me. Now I know why she is so angry. Now I know why her lip curls with disgust and her words are full of fury when she talks to me. She thinks I find her disgusting to look at and call her cruel things behind her back. She thinks I wish to mate with her despite all these things and it makes her angry.

      Somewhere under C’lie’s anger, there is a lot of hurt.

      This hurt seeps out in her tone when she frowns at me, and it is in her eyes when she thinks I do not pay attention. Now that I can be around her all the time, it is easy to see. My mother used to say that those that feel too much hurt the worst, and I think this is my C’lie. Her soft heart has been bruised and beaten, and so she attacks like a wounded kaari, determined to lash out.

      She mumbles in her sleep and I stroke her mane, my khui humming its usual bold song. My cock aches with incessant need, but somehow, holding her this night makes everything all right. In my eyes, resonance is going from “never” to “possibility” and relief will be soon. As I stroke her hair, I think on her words, on her expressions, on the way her body moves. I think of her shivering and how she worked so hard to keep up with me. She did not complain about the long journey uphill, even though it was more treacherous than I had expected.

      Her heart may be soft, but the rest of C’lie is strong.

      Even so, I will find her a warmer place to sleep. A better shelter. One with enough room for two sets of furs for at least a few nights.

      C’lie is going to be furious when she realizes I did not get lost but deliberately meant to take her deeper into the mountains. It has been my plan all along. So I must have a warm, secure place for her to sleep so she does not shiver even as she stews with anger.

      It is the least I can do for my soft mate.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake early and make hot tea and warm food over the fire before she opens her eyes. C’lie yawns and stretches her arms overhead while I roll up the furs and prepare for this day’s hike farther into the mountains.

      “Did you sleep next to me?” she asks as she makes herself a cup of tea.

      I grunt.

      I know it is not an answer. It is more of an acknowledgment that I heard her words, but C’lie does not pursue it further. She is silent, lost in thought as she eats the food I prepared for her and then puts on her layers of leathers. I break down the tent when we are ready to go and all else is packed, and C’lie bundles up the leather while I lash the supports together into an easy to carry bundle.

      The wind picks up again and I take my cloak off my shoulders, tucking it around her.

      “What about you?” she protests. There is a sour note in her voice as if she wants to fight.

      “I must carry the pack,” I demonstrate, and shrug it onto my shoulders. “There is no place for the cloak, too.” In truth, there is room for the cloak, but I would rather it be around her shoulders.

      “Uh huh,” she says, as if she doesn’t quite believe me, but she takes it and only bats my hands away half-heartedly as I tuck it tightly around her.

      “Are you ready to go?” I ask. “Boots dry?”

      C’lie gives me a thoughtful look. “Maybe we should go down the mountain instead of farther up this path?”

      I pretend to consider this, then gesture ahead of us. “No. I am certain the path is this way.”

      She puts her hands on her hips, her expression changing to one of exasperation. “Are you going to be stubborn again?”

      “Yes.” I smile. “Are you?”

      To my surprise, she laughs. Loudly. It makes her pretty face light up and a sparkle gleam in her eyes.

      It takes everything I have not to drop to my knees at the sight of her beauty. How did she ever think I would find her unappealing? Even now, my cock is raging with need and my khui’s song threatens to make me go mad. I hunger for my mate.

      I must be staring too long. Her laughter dies and the look she gives me is wary instead. It destroys the lust I feel instantly. The last thing I want is for C’lie to be afraid of me. I prefer her anger to her fear. I prefer anything to her fear.

      “Come,” I tell her, my tone abrupt. “We are going farther.”

      “Up the mountain?” She sighs heavily, tucking my cloak tighter around her shoulders.

      “Up the mountain,” I agree. “It is as the hyoo-mans say, a short-cup.”

      “Shortcut.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m pretty sure shortcuts don’t go uphill but whatever. You’re the one in charge.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite C’lie’s early hesitation, she does not complain even when the snow begins to fall again and the skies grow dark with foul weather. The air grows cold to breathe in, and I briefly wonder if we should turn around and head back to one of the hunter caves scattered all over the valleys below. It would seem safer…and yet they would find us and take C’lie from me in a heartbeat.

      And she smiled at me this morning. Laughed at my words.

      I do not want to go back. If she is in danger, I will return in a heartbeat. I watch her closely and though her cheeks and nose are red, she stays close to me and does not seem bothered more than usual. So I keep going, farther up the mountain, farther than the sa-khui hunters ever go, because the air is colder here and the game less plentiful. But since they will not come here, that is where we will hide.

      I help C’lie maneuver along the steep, icy paths. The plants here are surprisingly plentiful, small, low-lying scrubby bushes instead of the tall, leafy trees of my home island. The leaves here are nothing but sharp needles and it makes holding onto plants to anchor oneself difficult. I keep a hand free to help C’lie, but I am so focused on a safe path for her that I do not pay attention to anything but the next few steps.

      C’lie grabs my sleeve and points at something in the distance. “Do you see that?”

      I shield my eyes from the biting wind and peer off at where she points. There is a large, dark triangular hole alongside one of the cliffs walls, and it almost seems as if a path curves around the inhospitable mountainside directly toward it.

      A cave.

      This high up, a cave is both welcome and worrying. I think of the massive skyclaw that recently stole away a full-grown hunter—Old Grandfather. I do not want to pull C’lie into a skyclaw nest, but a large cave would be a welcome place to hide out until the weather breaks…or longer. I nod at her. “I see it. Wait here.”

      “Here? Why?” She sputters a protest as I shrug off my pack and pull my spear free from its bindings.

      “It is safer.”

      “I’m on the side of a damn mountain,” C’lie says. “You think if something eats you I’ll be any safer right here? One wrong step and I could fall off.” She gestures dramatically at the steep slopes we have been climbing and…she is not wrong. A pebble skids past her boot and tumbles down far below, as if emphasizing this point.

      I consider for a moment, and then shake my head. “Stay here. If I have to fight something to take the cave for us, I will do better not worrying about you or wearing the pack.”

      “Okay, now you’re talking sense at least,” she grumbles, then holds her hand out. “Can I have a knife at least? For protection?”

      I pull one from a sheath in my boot and offer it to her. “Be safe. I will be very angry if I find you a nice cave and you run away and into danger.”

      “First of all, I found the cave,” C’lie says as she plucks the knife from my grip, her gloved fingers brushing against my bare ones. “And second of all, the only thing in danger of this knife is your throat.”

      I laugh, thinking of how she straddled me and held it against my chin. Big words, but C’lie is soft at heart. She could no more cut my throat than she could scale this mountain with her short hyoo-man legs. “I would welcome you sitting on my chest again, C’lie. But let me find you a warm spot to sleep first.”

      Her cheeks seem to get redder. She kicks my bag over and thumps down on it, mock-glaring up at me. I know she is not truly angry. She might pretend it, but the gleam is still in her eyes. I want that gleam there forever.

      I point at the pack in an imperious manner. “Stay there. I know you are not good at listening, but do as I say.”

      She snorts and rolls her eyes at me, but she does not get up.

      Good.

      I make my way toward the cave as quietly as possible, avoiding the shrubs with their needle-leaves. Off in the distance, I see shaggy, four-legged creatures moving along the crags of the steepest parts of the mountain, but they bound away when the pebbles slip and make my presence known. If all we have to worry about is smaller, furrier dvisti cousins, then there is nothing to fear.

      But a cave that large would attract any predator in this area. I must make certain it is safe before I bring my mate anywhere near it. If it is not, I will take her back down the mountain and find somewhere new for us to hide. I did not miss the note of yearning in her voice when she mentioned the cave—she wants out of this cold wind and to be done with this endless hiking. I do not blame her. I knew even before I snatched her from the camp that C’lie is one that prefers to sit near a warm fire instead of adventure in the snow. Some of the females have taken to hunting with fierce interest, and some have avoided it. C’lie is one of the avoiders.

      She avoided hunting almost as much as she avoided me, and the thought makes me smirk into the bitter wind.

      To my relief, the cave is empty of all creatures. There is old scat on the stone floor, and pile after pile of trash that indicates that an entire nest of creatures housed here recently, but they are gone, leaving behind only rotted carcasses of their meals and tufts of dirty white fur and a stink that seems to permeate down to my bones. I hold my nose and explore the large cave, camouflaging to match the shadows, but there is nothing to be found but stink.

      The cave will need cleaning, but it is ours.
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      CALLIE

      I look around the spacious cave that M'tok just led me into. Already it's better than being outside, since it's cold but the wind isn't ripping at us from every angle. Even so…it's dirty and there's an old, musty stink to it that's dreadful. Piles of debris are everywhere and it makes me want a bottle of hand sanitizer desperately. Even so, I nudge M'tok, unable to resist needling him. "Look at this place. You must be horrified."

      He shoots me a look that indicates I'm not so far off the mark. "It is dirty but it will be warm when we get a fire started."

      "Yeah, I can't wait to see what this place smells like when we heat it up," I joke, but I take a few steps deeper into the cave, admiring the walls. There's a few jewel-like stalactites that drip from distant corners of the cave, and they shimmer with a wet, opalescent look to them. It's not ice, which is unusual, and I point this out to M'tok. "Shouldn't that be frozen?"

      The big alien studies it, and then nods. "Perhaps there is a hot spring somewhere deep in the mountain. It does feel warmer in here, which could be why this cave has seen so many creatures." He kicks aside a dusty pile of…something. "For now, let us settle near the entrance. I will clean out an area for you."

      "I can help," I protest.

      M'tok ignores me and puts the pack down near the front, then sweeps one big booted foot across the floor repeatedly, clearing an area for a fire. He sets up a rock circle and works on the fire itself, laying out hunks of fuel in a pyramid shape and adding a bit of debris to act as tinder.

      I snatch the fire-starting sticks from him. "You clean. I know how to make a damn fire."

      "It is my job to take care of you," he retorts, holding his hand out for the sticks. "Let me tend to you."

      I mutter a few choice words in Spanish and deliberately show him my back. "You clean," I say after I'm done cussing at him and his entire family tree. "Let me make a fire. I'm not that helpless, cabron."

      "My name is M'tok." He sounds pissy, but he stalks away to the back of the cave and I can hear a bit of noise as he does…something.

      Good. I ignore him and get back to work on the fire. Or try to. The others make the whole stick-rubbing thing look really easy. I've done it once or twice, but as I peel off my gloves and do my best to get a coal started with endless working of the stick and bow that spins the other stick in place, it reminds me that I'm out of practice. No spark erupts no matter how long or hard I rub, and it aggravates me the longer I mess with it. It feels like hours pass and I still can't get anywhere. Frustrated, I toss the sticks down and get to my feet, only to see a dusty-looking M'tok watching me with amusement.

      "Shut up. I don't want to hear it." I raise a hand in the air. "Whatever smug thing you're going to say, keep it to yourself."

      "I wish only to offer a suggestion."

      "Oh boy. Let's hear it." I flick my fingers at him in a “come on” gesture, indicating he should spit it out.

      "It will go faster if you hold the bow closer. Make more loops on the stick and give it less slack." He gestures at the spot I've abandoned. "Sit. I will show you."

      I watch him warily, but since this doesn't seem supremely rude, I sit again and say nothing when he leans over me. His hands brush over mine as I reach for the sticks and he carefully loops the bow string around my other stick one more time.

      "Try now," he says. "The shorter length will make it go faster. It will spark sooner if you keep at it."

      "And if it doesn't?" I glance up at him with one eyebrow raised, trying not to notice just how near he is to me. It means nothing. Totally nothing.

      He flashes his teeth in a smile. "Then we will change places and you can try to clean this mess."

      I laugh, because he sounds so thoroughly disgusted. "You know, if you can find a broom of some kind, I imagine that will work faster than using your boot."

      "Show me."

      Since he's being reasonable, I do. We pull up one of the stumpy bushes from the lip of the cave, keep the root for drying out, and then tie it to the end of his spear. I demonstrate how to sweep with it and it moves the dirt and dried pine-needle-like leaves much faster than his efforts.

      As he cleans, I eventually get the fire started. I hate to admit it, but he was right. Damn him. I add more bits to the fire to get it blazing, and when it’s strong enough, set up the tripod for boiling water. We have a few sips left in our skins, and normally we’d refill with snow and let it melt while held against your body. Looking at how dirty this cave is, though, I’m not a fan of that idea. So I add a bit more fuel to the fire to keep it burning, then get to my feet and head deeper to look for M’tok.

      I find him in an antechamber of the cavern that feels warmer and slightly more humid than the big room above. It also smells a hell of a lot stronger, and he coughs under his breath as I approach. “You do not have to be back here,” he tells me.

      “Neither do you. Jesus, what died back here?” I pinch my nose shut.

      “One of those things,” he tells me, gesturing at something atop the heap of trash that M’tok’s made in the center of the room.

      I creep forward to look, and then bile rises in my throat. There’s an old, dead carcass of one of the goat-like creatures that were bounding around the hills outside. Pieces of the legs and stomach look like they’re missing, and the entire corpse stinks to high heaven. I press my hand to my mouth and back away. “Where’s some sage to burn when you need it?”

      “Eh?”

      I shake my head, grimacing. “My abuelita—my mother’s mother—would burn sage to get rid of bad things that linger. That definitely qualifies.” I wave a hand at the pile of trash.

      M’tok moves to my side and puts his hands on my shoulders, then gently steers me away. “I will take care of all of it. I promise.”

      That’s nice of him, but I’ll feel weirdly guilty if I just sit around the fire with nothing to do. “I came back here to look for water. Any ideas?”

      “Yes, actually.” His expression brightens and he puts a hand to the small of my back and gestures at the far end of the room.

      I don’t even think about it, just follow him. It’s not until I get to the antechamber that I realize he’s leading me forward like I’m his girlfriend or something. It bothers me that I didn’t even notice it, either. I just let him put his hand there and…it felt natural.

      This next room seems to be small, almost like a closet with no door. But it feels warmer than the last chamber, as if this is where the steamy heat is generating. As he points at the rock wall, I see it. It’s a trickle of water that traces down the rock in a half-dozen snaky little rivulets. When I reach out to touch one, M’tok makes a sound of warning a moment too late, and I burn my finger.

      “Ay, dios mios,” I mutter, putting my burning fingers into my mouth. “It’s hot.”

      He takes my hand and examines my fingers closely. I want to jerk away from him, but the gentle brush of his hand against mine is making all kinds of things ratchet up in my body. I bite back a whimper as he blows gently on my fingertips to cool them. “I tried to warn you.”

      “Yeah, I’m the type of girl that touches first, asks questions later.” And then I’m glad it’s dark in here, because why am I talking about touching things to him? It’s a terrible choice of words. It makes my mind spin to dirty, dirty places.

      It sure doesn’t help that he’s blowing on my fingertips, his lips slightly pursed. I keep imagining other things those lips can blow on.

      I force myself to pull out of his grasp and try—TRY—to focus on the trickle of water. “I guess that answers why it’s warmer down here. Do you think it’s safe to drink?”

      “Judging by how much this cave was used by others?” He gestures at the mess of debris, “I would say yes, but I will drink it first. I do not want you getting sick.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to protest, but one of us has to drink it, right? So I watch as he fills his waterskin carefully from one of the trickles, and then sniffs the mouth of the skin before taking a sip.

      “Hot but seems normal. No strange tastes.” He shrugs. “We should give it time, just in case.”

      “So if you keel over in the night, I know I shouldn’t drink it?” I joke.

      M’tok doesn’t laugh at my joke. He looks concerned. “If I get sick, go back to the cave at the base of the mountain. Do you remember where it is?”

      It was only a joke, but I don’t like how grave his expression is. I also don’t like the thought of venturing back down the mountain alone, because I’m not entirely sure I’d be able to find the cave again. One snowy bit of rock looks the same as another as far as I’m concerned. “Just do me a favor and don’t fucking die, okay?”

      A slow smile curves his mouth. “I shall do my best not to.”

      I fight back a surge of irritation—and the temptation to laugh. I can’t believe I just told M’tok not to die on me, when I’ve been wishing he would disappear off the face of this planet for weeks now. “How’d you figure this was here?” I ask, eyeing the streams of water.

      “I accidentally touched the rock and it was hot and wet.” He shrugs. “It is a good place to stay for now if we can drink the water. We have a safe place to sleep, fresh water, and we can hunt for meat.”

      That sounds like we’re setting up a more permanent camp. “What about getting back to the tribe?”

      He meets my accusing gaze. “The weather will turn overnight. Mark my words. We do not want to be caught in it.”

      He might not be wrong. It’s been looking a little bleak all day. Outside of the cave entrance, the wind howls as if angry we’ve found shelter. I think about this for a moment, then nod. “Another day or two won’t hurt, as long as we’re safe.” I put a hand out and nod at the dead goat-dvisti thing. “Gimme that broom. I’ll sweep if you dump our friend over the side of the cliff.”
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      We work together to clean up the first three rooms of the cave and toss any dead things down the side of the mountain. Once that’s done, I check the plants on the outside ledge while M’tok chucks the heaps of debris down the path and away from the cave. There’s one I haven’t seen before, the needles a pale greenish blue with pink tips. When I touch it, a strong, citrusy scent that reminds me of clean, pure things, covers my hand. I gather a handful of the needles, wrap them in a bit of leather, and smoke the tips, then ‘sage’ the cave like my abuelita would.

      It’s not quite the same, but it makes me feel better.

      It’s while I’m saging that I lift the little bundle higher, and I notice patterns on the cave walls. At first I think it’s a trick of the eyes, but I when I see another reddish streak on the stone that looks a little too solid to be natural, I go to the main area of the cave and get M’tok.

      “Come take a look at this,” I tell him. “And bring a torch.”

      He does so without question—which is nice—and joins me a few moments later with a small, smoky torch that drips sparks on the floor. “What is it?” His hand goes to his knife, and his pose is all wariness. “What do you see?”

      “Nothing scary.” I indicate he should follow me and lead the way back into the dark tunnel of the cave. When I get back to the area with the red streaks on the walls, I gesture at it. “Can you hold the torch? I thought I saw a drawing here.”

      “A drawing?” M’tok sounds openly skeptical but he lifts the torch, and when he does, we both make a sound of surprise.

      The torchlight illuminates the wall in flickering light, and that light reveals an absolute wealth of drawings. They’re above my head, but they’re about the right height for someone of M’tok’s size, and they crawl along the rock in faint reddish, brown and black lines. There’s pictures—or pictographs—of what must be the mountain goats, of snow cats and dvisti, and even one that looks like a skyclaw. There are artful, decorative swirls mixed in with the pictures, and along the ceiling, higher than either of us can reach, I see colorful handprints, as if the ancestors of this place pushed their palms into a full plate of paint and then pressed them onto the rock to record their existence. There’s handprint after handprint, some small, some large, and all of them have three fingers and a thumb. “Did…did you see this before? When you came in here?”

      “I did not,” he admits, studying the ancient art. “But I have seen pictures like this in the past.”

      “You have?”

      He nods, his eyes shining intensely in the torchlight. He stares at the paintings and won’t look at me. “In my homeland…on the island. We lived in the ancestors’ huts.” He reaches up and touches the lines of one drawing, and then the next, moving farther down the cave. “Ours had carvings, but they looked very similar to this. Shadow Cat clan lived in a cave in the belly of the Great Smoking Mountain, as did Long Tail on the far side of the island. And both of their caves had drawings.” His gaze moves down the cave wall, as if searching for something specific, and then he points. “There.”

      I step forward, straining to see. Sure enough, at the edge of the wall, there are crude depictions of people in the midst of the swirls. Each of the people has huge horns and a tail, and carries a spear. Each one also has four arms. “Oh. These are your ancestors?”

      M’tok is silent for so long that I wonder if I offended him. When I glance back, though, there’s only a sad, yearning expression on his face. “There was one carving,” he murmurs, his gaze distant. “In the hut I grew up in. My mother used to point at it and tell me that he had the biggest horns amongst all his people and that made him a great hunter. She said it reminded her of me.”

      There’s a funny knot in my throat. I shouldn’t care that M’tok is clearly missing his family. He’s a dick that’s kidnapped me…but I know what it’s like to ache for those you left behind. It’s obvious his mother met an untimely death, because there were no women other than Mari and Lauren with the island tribes. Poor M’tok. I clear my throat. “Well, you might have the biggest horns in your tribe, but you also have the biggest ego.”

      He snorts, amused. “My mother would say one goes with the other.”

      “Wise woman.” He stares so long and so hard at the paintings that I can practically feel his longing in the cave and it makes me feel guilty for even showing them to him. “Come on. Let’s go boil up some of our cave water. It’s been long enough. You’re not puking your guts out so I’ll roll the dice and drink some myself. We’ll have some hot tea and dinner. Sound good?”

      M’tok shrugs, turning back to me. “If you wish it.”

      “I do,” I say in a gentle voice. I prefer a scheming M’tok and not a melancholy one. It’s hard to hate a man that misses his dead family. At least mine is alive. “Can you…tell me about your ancestors? I haven’t heard the story.”

      The sad, tense vibe in M’tok seems to ease a little as we head back toward our fire in the front of the cave. “Have you not?”

      “If they’ve told it around the fire back at camp, it was on one of those nights I was in a ‘mood’ and didn’t feel like talking,” I joke. “You know how it goes.”

      To my surprise, he chuckles. “I do. There have been many nights in the last month that I have found myself in the same mood.”

      Well, at least he’s admitting it. “Why don’t you get the water and I’ll prep the meat?”

      We work in companionable silence for a while. There's plenty of hot water, so the tea practically steeps within moments, and it's nice to not have to wait for water to heat up. One of the biggest luxuries that I've missed out on is simply running water, or the ability to have hot water at a touch. It feels almost decadent to have hot water in this cave, and I immediately start thinking about all the ways I can use it—hair washing, clothes washing, a nice hot foot soak…a bath.

      God, a bath. I'd love a soak, but I'll settle for just hot steamy water to clean myself with.

      While I daydream about water, I soak some of the dried meat for a few moments to soften it, then rub it with spices and a bit of saved fat. I spit it onto a stick and let it crisp up over the flames, and it does a lot for our travel rations. M'tok seems impressed at the taste, and nods at me as he takes a bite. He still pushes the lion's share towards me, and I bristle a little, but I know now that it's because he's all chest-beating alpha male trying to provide for his woman—not that I'm his woman—and not a crack at my weight.

      And then I blush when I remember what he said about eating things.

      "Are you sure you wish to hear this story?"

      "What?" I blurt out, far too loudly.

      M'tok's mouth pulls down at the corners. "The story. You wished to hear of my ancestors?"

      "Oh. Yes, please." My face burns. I widen my eyes and fake interest as I crisp a few more pieces of meat over the fire. "I'd love to hear it, actually."

      "This is the version my people have told for many generations. I do not know if it will be the same as the one the sa-khui tribe will tell." He shrugs. "But it is our version."

      “I’d love to hear it.”

      He begins to speak, reciting in a way that suggests to me it’s been told the same way for generation after generation. It’s a long story, too—which makes sense considering there’s no television or books or anything to distract people. All they’ve got are stories and songs.

      He tells me of “the People” who always lived in this world, born with a khui in their breast, with four strong arms and skin that changed colors, long tails that slithered on the ground, and a fine coating of fur on their limbs, in the way that Shadow Cat has. He tells me of a plentiful people that live in a warm, green land, but that one day the ice comes and never leaves, and the game disappears. Many people die. One tribe retreated from the cold shores, seeking their way across the great salty water, and found the island where things remained warm and wet and hospitable. They lived there for a long time, and then one day, blue-skinned women with borrowed khuis and big horns on their brows showed up. The People resonated to these women, and a new tribe of people were born, some with four arms, some with the large horns, and some with the long tail and the furry limbs. Eventually over time there were enough people to make four tribes, and one of those was Tall Horn—the proudest and strongest of all, according to this particular Tall Horn.

      It’s a good story. A fascinating one. By the time he finishes telling it, I’m exhausted just from hearing the epic tale.

      I don’t know any of the scientific specifics—Devi would probably have a damn field day picking it apart and trying to understand everything. For me, it’s just a story about family, and that’s the part I keep coming back to. I study M’tok’s hard face and realize some of the lines that seem to make him look so unyielding were probably put there because of grief. I’ve lost my family in the way that I’ll never get to see them again, but for all I know, they’re happy and healthy. They’ll grieve me and then life will get back to normal.

      M’tok and his people have lost everything. Everything he ever knew was destroyed, the hundreds of people who lived on the island killed in a day. His entire clan was whittled down from dozens to a handful. And now that island is gone, too, and he’s stranded here in a strange icy land like me.

      I suddenly feel like a real pendeja. After spending a few days with M’tok and seeing him in action, I understand him a little better. I know how his mind works. He likes order. He likes tradition. It’s clear in the way he tells the story that this is exactly the way it was told to him. He sticks with fishing instead of hunting the valleys like the other aliens do, because fishing is what Tall Horn did. His hut is clustered with the Tall Horn clan, and I bet if I went inside it, it’d be as neat and tidy as the cave we left a few days ago, and I bet this particular cave will be clean enough to eat off of the floors in another day or two.

      M’tok likes for things to be orderly and understandable. He doesn’t like surprises. Me rejecting resonance probably threw his entire world into chaos. He can’t look at it from my perspective, because in his eyes, resonance is just a thing you give into. It chooses, not you. He can’t grasp that I’m resisting because I feel completely out of control of the situation and it terrifies me.

      So we’ve both hissed and snarled at each other, thinking the other person’s being the asshole.

      I sigh.

      “What?” His wariness goes up, his shoulders stiffening.

      Oh. I shake my head. “Sorry. I was just thinking about family. Your parents, they resonated?”

      “I am here, am I not?”

      I ignore his tone and hold the stick of spicy, crispy meat out to him. “Don’t be sassy, ése. Remember that it doesn’t work the same way in my world that it does in yours.”

      He plucks a bite off and then indicates I should eat the rest. “My parents, yes, they resonated. They resonated many times.”

      “So they had a lot of children?”

      A hint of a smile ghosts his lips. “S’bren and I had two older brothers and a much younger sister. She was not much older than Z’hren when the Great Smoking Mountain destroyed much of the island. She wanted to come with us on the day of the proving games…” He shakes his head and pokes at the fire with the butt of his spear, dislodging the coals. “It does not matter. They are all gone now.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say gently. “I had a big family, too. I miss them all the time.”

      M’tok stares at the flames, nodding. “S’bren and I were both very upset when it happened. Everyone was, of course, but S’bren and I leaned on each other. He was very sad for a long time after it happened. I was not sad. I was angry.”

      Been there, done that. It’s like he’s saying the exact same thing I’m always thinking. Haven’t I been furious at the world ever since I woke up and found myself here? I can relate so much that it’s almost scary. “You’re not angry anymore?” When he shakes his head, I ask, “How did you get past it?”

      His mouth curves into a smile and his eyes focus on me. It changes the hard look on his face to a gentler one, and it takes my breath away. M’tok smiling…is far too handsome for his own good. I clear my throat to mask the fact that my cootie’s starting to sing.

      “How did I get past the anger I felt over the death of nearly my entire tribe? Of all of the neighboring tribes as well? There will always be some frustration underneath. It is not something I will ever think about save with bitter regret. But I do not wake up every morning and shake my fist at the suns anymore. I do not hate the moon for appearing in the night sky. This is just how life goes.” He rubs his chin thoughtfully, the drag of his fingertips against the light down of hair there making an oddly appealing bristle sound that sends goosebumps over my arms. “It took me time to get to that, though. For many days I would snarl at the world around me, as if that would change their fates. As if the fact that I was very, very displeased would somehow make a difference.” He grins to himself. “But then, one day, I saw a bright yellow flower—a “little sun” we called it. They do not grow often, only where it is very warm and wet, and so finding them is not so common. My mother loved the flowers. She always told me to be on the lookout for them when I went hunting, because it meant that the ancestors were smiling down upon me. And one day, I was hunting, and angry at S’bren and R’jaal and T’chai and even at myself. I stomped down the trail, turned my head, and there it was.” He points, as if demonstrating. “I must have walked past that particular spot every day and yet I had never seen the flower, and this day, it was so large and bright I could not miss it. It made me stop in my tracks to see it.” His smile grows thoughtful. “It made me think how happy my mother would have been to see such a sight so close to the clan camp, and that I was lucky to see such a thing.” One corner of his mouth draws up. “And just like that, my anger went away. I realized that my rage was a waste. It would change nothing, and it made me unhappy all the time. My mother, my father, my brothers and my sister, they would not want me to be angry. They would want me to enjoy each day of life I was given instead of dwelling on the past. They would want me to appreciate the flower, and to appreciate the heavy rains that made it possible. They would want me to be thankful for the full belly I had and that I was not alone.”

      I hate how similar—and practical—his advice is to the advice Steph gave me not too long ago. I’m impressed that M’tok came to it on his own, and a little ashamed that I needed to be reminded that not everything is awful every day.

      “I think of that flower whenever my thoughts become too much,” he admits when I am silent. “It makes me think of my mother’s smile, and that helps.”

      For some reason, that stupid knot returns to my throat. “My thoughts are ‘too much’ a lot of the time.”

      “I understand this.” His voice is calm. Soothing. “It becomes easier with every day that passes, though. It stays inside you, but you learn to live with it.”

      “You’re probably right.” It all sounds logical, and sensible, and even so, I appreciate hearing it. I know it’s true. M’tok has gone through hell in the past, losing his family like that. And yet the guy I know today is pigheaded and an asshole, and doesn’t listen to reason, but he’s only angry when stuff’s out of order in the cave. At times like this he’s…kinda pleasant. Which makes me grumpy. Not because I dislike his pleasantness, but because we’ve spent so much time being pissy at each other. “You know, if you would have talked to me like this when we first met, I wouldn’t have hated you so much.”

      M’tok tilts his head, eyeing me curiously. “Talked to you like what?”

      “Like a human with feelings and not just a vibrating vagina.”

      His eyes narrow. “A what?”

      I wave a hand in the air. “Never mind. Human saying.” Sort of.

      “If you are saying I am stubborn, you are right.” His eyes gleam. “If you are saying I am sly and clever, you are also right.”

      “Slytherin,” I mutter. “And no, I’m just saying…actually, you know what? I don’t want to argue. I’m having a good evening.” I wave a hand in the air. “Forget I brought it up.”

      M’tok gives me another one of those sneaky smiles. “I think you are saying if I had been kind and gentle to you that you would have accepted resonance with an eager embrace? Because I do not believe that.”

      He’s got a point. “Maybe if you’d stopped shoving your cock in my face three times a day,” I snap back.

      He appears to consider this, rubbing the scruff on his chin. “I will only show it to you twice a day from now on.”

      A horrified laugh escapes me, and when it becomes clear that he’s teasing, we both start laughing.

      And it’s not such a bad day after all. I don’t even need to go down my list of five things to be in a better mood tonight. I’m already there.
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      CALLIE

      I wake up the next morning and feel pretty good. I mean, other than the cootie that makes me want to cross the cave and jump M’tok’s bones. Other than the fact that I’m so needy with horniness that I could probably climax in about two seconds. Other than I slept on a cave floor on an ice planet.

      Other than all that, it was a pretty good night. We talked—just talked—like normal human beings that don’t hate each other’s guts. We ate good food, sat around the fire, and talked until my eyes wouldn’t stay open. Then M’tok insisted on giving me most of the blankets and slept across the fire from me, and he didn’t bug me about resonance once.

      It’s still there between us, an ever-present problem, but I’m determined to not let it make decisions for me. If and when I jump into someone’s bed, I want it to be because Calida Hoyos wants to be there, not because some glowing worm decided I’d make cute babies.

      Though I do love cute babies. I’m just not sure if I’m ready to have any of my own yet.

      Especially with M’tok.

      That feels unfair, though. Despite the fact he drugged and kidnapped me—which I’m never going to let him live down—he’s been really nice and pleasant to be around otherwise. I know it’s overlooking a lot, but maybe my brain is tired of all this anger and hurt and I’m just dumping a lot of my mental baggage on the wayside. Maybe I’m giving him a pass for not being as much of a douchebag. Who knows.

      I lie under the pile of furs and appreciate my morning, though. It’s definitely something to be thankful for. I’m thankful we found this bomb-ass cave. I’m thankful it has hot running water that I’m totally going to use for bathing. I’m thankful for warm furs and food and I’m really thankful it’s quiet.

      I didn’t realize how nice the quiet was until just now. The spaciousness, too. Despite the fact that I have four aunts and two uncles and far too many cousins, I’ve always been an only child. I never had to share a room with anyone. But here on this planet, it just makes sense for all of the unmated women to bunk together in the biggest, most sheltered cave. My bedding has been stacked alongside everyone else’s and I’m used to a morning cacophony of snores and low murmurs, of people getting dressed or doing something. There’s always someone around.

      Here, it’s just quiet upon quiet. Even M’tok sleeps quietly.

      It’s so nice. I stretch my arms over my head, enjoying the roominess of our cave, too. I can take up as much room as I want with no issues. I can even sleep late if I want to close my eyes and go back to sleep.

      For some reason, I don’t, though. I sit up and when I see M’tok’s back to me, his front facing the entrance of the cave, it’s almost like he’s spent all night protecting me, his spear in reach. So I decide to make him breakfast.

      Ay, estupida, you’re making your captor breakfast? I chide myself, but it feels different than that. It’s like we’ve come to a wary truce of some kind, and I’m reluctant to have it end. Not fighting feels easier right now. So much easier.

      Besides, he’s been doing a ton of work to keep me safe. The least I can do is make breakfast. So I quietly stoke the fire, then get hot water from the trickle in the cave and make some tea.

      M’tok wakes up a short time later, rubbing his eyes. His long hair—normally parted down the middle and glass-smooth—is rumpled on one side from sleep. It amuses me to see the meticulous M’tok ever so slightly mussed, though. He runs a hand over his face, and for a moment he looks so weary and exhausted that my chest pings with worry.

      Our eyes meet, and then his khui starts its song, loud and angry. Mine joins in a split second later, my chest vibrating and all of my body filling and surging with the familiar, annoying-as-fuck need. Ugh. I clutch the neck of my tunic as if I can will my cootie to shut down, and gesture at the tea and a few of the travel cakes I’ve heated on stones near the fire. “Good morning. I made breakfast.”

      “My thanks,” he says, moving to sit near the fire. I notice he’s slept in a loincloth and not much else, and it’s currently straining. That tiny bit of leather is at full capacity. Not that I should be looking. He sits down gracefully, obstructing my view of things I wasn’t looking at anyhow and takes a sip of tea, then watches me.

      I’m determined to keep things decent between us. If not easy (thanks, resonance), we can at least be civil. “Weather looks kind of nasty.”

      He nods, glancing at the entrance to the cave. “It began to snow after you went to sleep. It does not surprise me that it has yet to stop.”

      It is pretty gray outside. Even from my cozy spot by the fire, I can see snowflakes flying thick in the air and what little sunlight there is is weak and obscured by the thick cloud cover. “Looks like we’re staying in, unless you want to head back toward the village despite the weather anyhow.”

      The look he gives me is sour. “You know my answer.”

      I shrug. “Had to ask.” I’m not super opposed to spending a day in this quiet cave though. Now that it’s all cleaned out? It’s pretty nice. Almost like a vacation. That’s another thing to be thankful for, just like Steph said. Or as M’tok would say, I need to take each day and enjoy it as it comes.

      I haven’t been enjoying a lot of my days, and choosing to be happy instead of being bitter feels…difficult, but better.

      “Okay, well, if we’re staying in today, what are we doing?”

      M’tok gives me a heated look.

      Oh shit, I did not mean that. My cheeks turn scaldingly hot and I shake my head quickly. “Not like that. I meant — what are we doing to stay busy? Sewing? Cleaning? What?”

      He lifts his shoulders in a shrug. “I will organize my gear and look at what we can use near the cave for supplies. Perhaps clean some more.”

      I nod, picking at the hem of my tunic. Just touching the jagged hem makes me think of my mother. She’s such a stickler for good hems and the proper darts to tuck in a waist that she’d be horrified at the bland outfits we wear. Calida, even if we don’t have much to work with, we can do something to make an outfit special, she always tells me when someone brings in an ugly bridesmaid’s dress to the shop and asks for help. She’s right. Leather might not be my fabric of choice, but I can do things to make my tunic less ugly. I can add a decorative hem, or I can embroider. A lot of things can be brightened up with some colorful embroidery along a collar.

      “Hey,” I say to M’tok. “Do you know how to dye that stuff we use for thread? The sinew?”

      “Why?” He watches me.

      I tap a finger on my chin. “Are you going to laugh at me when I tell you?”

      “I never laugh at you.” M’tok looks incredibly serious, his gaze intent on mine.

      For some reason, that makes me want to blush again. I break eye contact and fuss with the hem of my tunic. It’s been hastily made—us bigger girls didn’t get a lot to pick from with the borrowed tunics, so mine was just a quick, simple tunic thrown together by someone with a few hours to kill. It’s kinda ugly but I haven’t cared until now. “My mother used to make specialized clothing. I remember she would embroider flowers on my dresses when I was a child because I liked the colors. I figure I could make my clothing prettier if I could dye some thread. Sinew. Whatever.”

      He thinks for a moment, and then nods. “I know of ways to dye with roots and leaves of strong colors, but I am not certain the same plants grow here. We will need to test things to see if the colors run.”

      I shrug. “We have time.”

      M’tok smiles. “So we do.”
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      We play with colors and sinew all day long. M’tok ventures out into the snowstorm to pull a few of the plants clinging to the icy cliffs and returns with his bounty. We try green first, since everything that grows has a green shade to it, and red is easy enough to find—there’s a lichen that grows deep inside the cave, near the hot water, and we scrape it into a pouch. Then, of course, there’s figuring out how to set up bowls to soak the sinew so it can absorb the dye. We end up going with a dry rub instead, because it’s all experimental and we don’t have extra bowls beyond our food ones. So we let the components of our dye boil out in M’tok’s spare cooking pouch until it makes a fine sludge at the bottom and then we mix that sludge with a bit of the water-resistant resin we carry with us to fix boots and waterskins and the like.

      Just the set-up takes all day, but by the time we finally rub the red and green into the lengths of sinew, it’s dark outside once more, and the snowstorm hasn’t stopped. Not that I mind. In fact, I’m almost…glad.

      Which is weird.

      I shouldn’t be happy to be trapped alone with M’tok, but being here with him and without any pressure is just…nice. Sure, there’s my cootie to deal with, but it’s like a throbbing tooth. After a while, you learn to live with the discomfort. Strangely enough, being near M’tok helps. It’s like my cootie thinks we’re about to get it on so it calms down a little.

      It makes it a little easier to ignore, so I’m able to enjoy the day. For all that we’ve fought like cats and dogs for the last few weeks, I find M’tok surprisingly easy to talk to. We talk about sewing first, of course, and I tell him about my mother’s dressmaker business and how she’d always embroider little designs on the insides of my sleeves so I’d know she was thinking about me. I tell him about my big, noisy family and how there were always at least four people at our house at all times—cousins or aunts, grandmothers, uncles, or even friends—and how my father would fire up the barbecue and spend all evening on the porch, sipping a beer and making food for everyone that would show up.

      When I feel like I’m talking about my family for too long and boring him, I ask about his family. He tells me all about his siblings, how S’bren has always tagged along on everything M’tok did and how it used to drive him crazy. He’s grateful for it now, he tells me, because S’bren tagging along meant he was with M’tok on that awful day when the volcano took out most of their island and left the rest of it a charred disaster.

      The conversation gets a little dark and I steer it toward lighter things…like Hogwarts. I tell M’tok all about the Harry Potter stories and the houses, and he agrees that he’d be a Slytherin. Man seems proud about it, which makes me laugh.

      “You think about me far more often than you let on, C’lie,” he teases, poking at a bit of red-covered sinew.

      “Callie,” I correct him, not sure how to take his flirty teasing. “You can at least learn how to say my name right if you want me so badly.”

      The big alien sits back on his heels and studies me. “You think I say it wrong?”

      “You do. All your people do. Half the time I don’t even know it’s my name when you say it.”

      He considers this for a moment, his hot gaze fixing on me. “Then show me how to say it properly.”

      “You don’t clip the beginning. You exaggerate it. It’s CAL-EEE, not ‘Clee.’”

      “But it is your name,” M’tok says, frowning. “Is it not an insult to say it as you would any other word?”

      I laugh, my brows furrowed. “No, why would it be?”

      “Among my people it is a lack of respect. It is not acknowledging the other is a person.”

      “Well, where I’m from, you call someone what they prefer to be called. And I prefer Callie or Calida, if you want to say the full thing.”

      “C’leeda?” he asks. “That is your name?”

      “No, hombre, my name is Calida. It’s Calida Maria Ruiz y Hoyos, but you can just say Calida if you can’t say Callie.”

      M’tok’s mouth shapes as if he’s about to say my name, and I reach out and grab his jaw, puckering his lips before he can speak. “C’lee—”

      “Ca-lee-dah,” I pronounce for him, giggling. He looks ridiculous with his fish-face thanks to my grip, but it cracks me up to see the normally stern M’tok look so silly. “Say it right or don’t say it at all.”

      “Cah,” he begins, then pauses. “Lee. Dah.”

      He still slurs it just a little at the beginning, as if instinct wants to steer him in the wrong direction. But he pronounces it so well in that smooth voice of his that I’m impressed. “You got it.”

      “Calida,” he says again, his gaze holding mine.

      I shiver as he says my name, the sound of it like a caress on his lips. I’m utterly aware that my hand is on his jaw, and I’m leaning closely over him, violating his personal space. Our faces are inches apart, our eyes locked. My cootie’s singing loudly in my ears, and I realize I’m breathing hard.

      M’tok reaches up and puts his arm to my waist, tugging me down against him until I’m practically straddling his thigh. I should get up, but I’m frozen, locked in place against him, waiting to see if he’s going to kiss me.

      For some reason, I really, really want him to kiss me.

      “Calida,” he murmurs again. “I will remember.”

      His gaze moves over my face and I hold my breath, waiting. But he only touches my cheek and then releases me. “I will start the evening meal.”

      “Oh. Ok. Sure.” I stumble to my feet, trying to figure out just how I feel. Cabron didn’t kiss me. What the fuck?
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      CALLIE

      There’s a tense undercurrent between us for the rest of the evening. No, not exactly tense…fraught. Like we’re both waiting for the other to do something. Neither one of us makes a move, though. I’m not going to be the one that hits on my kidnapper, after all. I can’t tell if the attraction I feel for him is because of my khui or if it’s because of who he is. Everything’s so messed up.

      It’s like he’s a completely different person now that we’re away from the others, though. He’s still terse and stubborn as shit, but he talks to me like I’m a person and he doesn’t constantly demand that I fling myself on his dick. We have conversations. We talk about family and survival and how weird this entire situation is. With every moment that passes, I feel as if I can understand him a little more.

      Or maybe I’m the one that’s different now that we’re away from the others. Who knows. All I know is that it’s making me just a little crazy to try and figure it out.

      I can’t hate a guy for weeks on end and then get all giddy over him the moment we get some alone time. That’s not supposed to be how it works. Even so, I think about it all night. And when I go to sleep in my bed of furs by the fire, I’m still thinking about it.

      I close my eyes, but I can’t sleep. My mind is utterly focused on M’tok on the opposite side of the fire. All I keep thinking about is the way he looked at me when I put my hand on his jaw. Of the way he grabbed me and pulled me forward until I was pushed up against him, my breasts on his chest, my legs straddling his…and the bastard still didn’t kiss me.

      It’s like he was practically daring me to do it.

      I shouldn’t want him to kiss me. I should be plotting the best way to poison his breakfast since he didn’t think anything of drugging me. Instead, my hand moves to my chest. I can feel the ever-present vibration of my cootie, singing encouragement. If it could speak, I’m sure it’d be telling me to go to him. To just cross over past the fire and slide under M’tok’s furs and make a baby with him.

      But I don’t do what I’m told. I want to be the one in charge of decisions. I want to have some control in a life that feels increasingly out of control.

      And since I’m not going to be the one that kisses him or makes the first move? I slide my hand lower, down my belly and into my leggings. I’m hot and achy between my thighs, my folds completely wet. I find my clit and begin to stroke it, teasing it in little circles to try and ease some of the need boiling inside me.

      Across the cave, I hear the rustle of furs as M’tok shifts in his bedding. A moment later, he groans low in his throat, the sound so quiet it’s practically inaudible.

      I freeze.

      Is he touching himself, too?

      “Calida,” he whispers, and I hear the slide of his hand over his cock. I picture him pumping it with forceful, brutish motions, desperate to find release. Is he being deliberately loud, trying to entice me into his furs? Or is he trying to be stealthy and failing miserably?

      I have no idea, but two can play this game.

      I rub my fingers over my clit and let a little whimper escape my throat.

      M’tok goes still. The only sound in the cave is his breathing, raspy and hard.

      Knowing he’s listening makes my own arousal ratchet up. I’m on fire with hunger, and I spread my legs under the furs, arching my hips against my hand as I rub my clit. I can hear the slick, wet sounds my flesh makes as I touch myself. It’s so loud in the cave that not even the sound of my cootie can drown it out, and I don’t even care. Let him hear it. Let him wonder about how wet I am. Let him think about touching me, or dragging me into his furs in the middle of the night and—

      And then I’m coming. With a gaspy little sigh, release shudders through me and I come so hard that my leggings flood with even more moisture. I clamp them tight around my hand, trapping it against my skin and suck in deep breaths in the aftermath of my climax. I feel good now, but not complete. Not sated. The cootie will make sure I never get enough of a release until I take M’tok as my mate.

      “Calida,” he murmurs again, and then his breath hisses. I imagine him stroking his shaft as he comes, milking it of every bit of his release, and then lying in his furs feeling as frustrated and helpless as I am.

      Masturbating used to be fun.

      Now, the only fun part of it is teasing M’tok. I bite back a frustrated sigh.
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      M’TOK

      I wake up early the next morning and notice with smug pleasure that the skies are a dark, unpleasant gray and snow falls so thick that it obscures the mountains around us. There will be no travel this morning, or perhaps even the next.

      Which means C’lie—Calida—is all mine for yet another day.

      Immediately, I look over to her furs, expecting to see her rounded form curled in them. They are empty, though, and panic fires through my chest. I scan the snows, but they are unbroken with footsteps and Calida is not so stubborn that she would risk her life on the steep, narrow trails just to spite me.

      She must be deeper inside the cave.

      I move to the fire and stoke it, waking the coals from their sleep and adding more fuel. I need to be cautious with our supplies if we will be here for a long time, but I will not have Calida shivering in the cold. I can go out and get more fuel later if I must. There are bushes that cling to the rocks up high, and the stumpy-legged creatures that look like smaller, furrier cousins to the dvisti will surely be plant eaters, which means we can burn their dung as well.

      Once the fire is stoked, I move to Calida’s furs and begin to tidy them. Immediately, the scent of her overtakes me. Her arousal yet perfumes the furs, and I groan, holding them against my face and drinking in her scent. My khui throbs hard, urgent with need, and my cock is full and erect within the space of a breath. Never have I smelled anything as good as her. The sounds she made last night as she pleasured herself will haunt me forever. I need her. Badly.

      And she teased me. She knew I was listening and let me hear her touching herself. Taunting me with it.

      Even though I ache, I grin into the furs. What a female. She is utterly unafraid and bold. I am the luckiest of males, even if she makes me chase her for so long that it makes me crazed with hunger. I have given her plenty of time, and with every day that passes, I can see her smile brightens more and more. The question is…can I last?

      Because Calida is stubborn. Very stubborn. And I am fraying at the edges a bit more with every day that passes. I came so close to taking her yesterday. She went willingly into my arms and I pulled her against my chest and held her there. I wanted nothing more than to toss her down onto the cave floor and pleasure her until she begged me to take her…but then I worried she would hate me.

      I am so tired of her hate. Her smiles are much better, and I will not risk them.

      So I released her. And she seemed…disappointed? Which was odd. It felt like the right thing to do, and yet part of me wonders if I misread her. Was she expecting something I did not give her?

      Should I have pleasured her? She touched herself last night…

      With this on my mind, I drink in her scent in one last deep breath, then get to my feet to find her. With my khui humming in my chest, it is easy to pick her scent in the air, and the smell of her cunt—and her arousal—lingers, making my skin tingle as I go deeper into the cave. I am not far inside when I hear what sounds like the splash of water, and I head toward the hot trickle that comes from deep within. No doubt she is there, gathering water for tea.

      I am not prepared for the feast that meets my eyes when I see her.

      Calida has her back to me, but even from a distance I can see she is naked. Her exposed body is lush, her buttocks rounded and large, her hips thick. As she turns, I can see her large teats as she drags a wet bit of fur over them, washing her body. Her eyes are closed, her mane piled atop her head, and her leather-colored skin gleams with moisture. She is washing herself, and the sight makes me utterly hungry for more. I growl at the sight of her, unable to stop myself.

      Her eyes open and instead of gasping in surprise or getting angry, Calida looks me in the eye. Her chin lifts and then she drags the wet bit of leather over her teats again, wetting them. It is almost as if she is defiant, daring me to touch her. "What do you want?"

      I am suddenly tired of these games. I heard her touch herself last night. She knows I did. And now she washes herself in front of me. She does not demand that I leave or stop looking at her. In fact, she continues with a defiant tilt to her chin, and deliberately lowers the cloth until it brushes over the curls shielding her cunt. "You know what I want from you," I rasp, aching for her. "My question is—what do you want from me?"

      Calida arches an eyebrow at me. She wets the cloth with a bit of the hot water and then deliberately drags it over her rounded belly and between her thighs again. "What makes you think I want anything from you?"

      "Then why do you look at me like that when you touch yourself?"

      She pauses. "Like what?"

      I take a bold step forward. "Like you want it to be my hand between your thighs and not yours."

      She gasps, her eyes half-lidded with arousal. I can smell the perfume of her need hanging in the air, thicker here. She still hungers for me. Her khui sings to mine, and the tips of her teats are hard and tight, as if begging to be touched. Her lips part but she says nothing, just watches me. She does not retreat. She does not order me to leave or to stop looking at her. Instead, she simply runs the wet cloth over her folds again, touching herself.

      I remember that when my Calida is given too much room, she runs away. I remember holding her in my arms yesterday, and she looked at me hungrily—the same way she does now—but did nothing. It is time to stop giving her so much room, then. I take another bold step forward, but she does not retreat. "Tell me that you want me to touch you, Calida."

      Her eyes flutter and I can hear her suck in a breath. Her fingers clench on the cloth, and she watches me as I take another step forward.

      "You ache, do you not?" My voice is low and enticing, like I am gentling a skittish bird. "You ached last night when you touched yourself in your furs, and it did nothing to ease that ache, did it?"

      Her tongue darts out and she licks her lips. "M'tok…"

      My name in her mouth is the sweetest thing I have ever heard. I take the cloth from her hands and wet it, then begin to wash her with careful motions. I start on her shoulders, waiting for her to tell me to go away, to stop bothering her. To leave her alone. The C'lie of a week ago would have done all these things and thrown something at my head for daring to come so close. But this Calida in front of me knows I will not do anything she does not like. She knows I hunger for her beyond all reasoning, and that I will not touch her unless she wishes it. "Tell me to stop touching you," I command her. "And I will." And I glide the cloth down her arm, fascinated by the droplets that trickle down her beautiful golden skin. "But if you do not tell me, there is no reason to stop."

      She does not move away. Instead, she only shudders, a little moan escaping her when I drag the wet cloth over her glorious teats.

      I want to touch her so badly. I put a hand to the back of her neck and pull her closer to me, bending down so I can rub my nose to hers. I want to lick her all over, taste her sweetness, but I must move slowly. "Tell me what you need, Calida."

      She steps closer to me, arching her back, and the tips of her nipples brush against my chest.

      I groan, unable to help myself. I drag the wet cloth over them, teasing the tips and enjoying the sound of her gasps. I love the feel of her slippery, wet skin as it brushes against mine, love the weight of her large teats. The females of my people only had protruding teats when they were nursing, but I love the sight of Calida's prominent ones. They are soft and inviting and I cannot resist touching them.

      "M'tok," she murmurs again, and her voice makes my khui sing louder. My body aches with how fiercely I need her. Everything is need, and I know it cannot be filled until Calida welcomes me. Until then, I will take what she gives and be satisfied. But it does not mean I cannot hunger, and it is hunger that makes me toss aside the cloth and put my hand boldly on her belly. She is soft and round here, and I trail my fingers in a deliberately slow fashion toward her cunt, waiting for her to push my hand away.

      She never does. She only holds tighter to me, her fingers gripping my arm for balance.

      So I slide my hand lower, touching the dark curls between her thighs. I want to touch her face again, but I cannot explore her folds and do the same. So I press my mouth to her mane, burying my mouth in the scented waves, and touch her where she is hottest and wettest.

      Calida moans and her nails dig into the flesh of my arm.

      “Tell me what you like,” I murmur again. “I want to give it to you.” She says nothing to guide me, though, so I explore her with light fingers, learning the slick softness of her cunt. My fingers dip into what must be the entrance to her core, and I groan into her mane, because I want nothing more than to sink my cock deep inside. But this is about Calida, about getting her to trust me enough so she comes running to my arms instead of fleeing me on sight. And right now she is pliant and sweet in my grip, so I ignore the hot, aching throb of my cock and focus on her.

      My fingers skate over a rounded nub at the apex of her folds, and Calida gasps, jerking against me. I bite back a growl of pure pleasure, because that is the sound she made last night as she touched herself.

      “Aha,” I whisper into her mane. “Do you like it when I touch you there?”

      She sags against my chest when I run my fingers over it again. “Oh god, M’tok, don’t…”

      I tense, freezing. She wants me to stop?

      “Don’t stop,” she moans.

      Fierce satisfaction rushes through me, and I rub her harder. She squirms against my touch, and I learn quickly that it is not how roughly I touch her that she likes but a ticklish, light caress instead. She responds the sweetest when I glide my drenched fingertips against the sides of the nub, teasing it, and she claws at my arm, her face pressed against my shoulder as her hips jerk against my hand and she rocks against my touch. When she comes, the sound wrenched from her is the most beautiful thing I have ever heard, and she soaks my hand with her wet release.

      My khui continues to sing its aching song, but I have never felt such intense pleasure. I made my mate come. I touched her until she lost control. There is no feeling better than this.

      Calida gasps for breath, panting and tucked against my chest, and I lift my hand to my lips, unable to resist tasting her. She is musky and sweet, as good on the lips as she is to scent, and I know I am going to spend many, many hours this day jerking my cock to the memory of this moment.

      She makes a soft sound and then presses her mouth against my chest, her lips brushing against my skin. “What do you want me to do to you?” Her voice is low and soft.

      She thinks I did this because I want something from her? I fight back the feelings of dismay that tend to surface. Of course she does. She thinks I am sly…and she is not wrong. But this was simply because I wanted to please her.

      Even though she offers, I will not take her up on it. I want her to touch me because she wants to touch me, not because she feels she must. After all, is that not what she has fought resonance so hard for? Because she wants to be the one to choose? So I try a different tactic. I smooth her mane back from her sweaty face and press my lips to her head. “Say something for me.”

      “What?”

      I love the softness of her voice and hate that I am about to destroy it. “Say that I am your mate.”

      Calida makes a noise of disgust and smacks my chest with her hand. “Pig.”

      I have no idea what that is, but I can guess. “Is that a no?”

      She shoves out of my grip, all fierce, independent female once more. “Get out of here, cabron. I need to finish washing and you’re distracting me.”

      I grin, pick up the wash-towel she flung down, and hold it out to her. She snatches it from my hand, makes a hmph-ing noise, and then turns her back to me.

      Even though I want to join her, to let her “wash” me, I force myself to turn and walk away. I am figuring my Calida out. If I give her space, she runs away.

      So from now on, I give her no space at all.
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      She bathes for a while longer, and I relieve the ache of my cock at the entrance to the cave, letting the cold bite of the wind take some of the edge off of my need. I watch, dissatisfied, as my seed spends in the snow, and then I kick fresh powder over it to hide it away. It does not help much. Nothing helps much, not for long.

      Sometimes, I hate resonance. I hate this constant, skin-crawling need that makes me crazed. I shove my cock back into my loincloth and return to the cave, frustrated.

      But when I go inside, I see Calida bending by the fire. She is dressed, her cheeks flushed with color, tendrils of dark mane framing her round face. And she is so beautiful that the ache inside me turns to something good, something worth waiting for.

      She is worth all the agony.

      I want to grin at her like a fool, but I pretend to be unaffected, gesturing at the steadily pouring snow outside. “The skies are terrible this morning.”

      “You don’t have to sound so utterly gleeful about it,” Calida says, but there is a tease in her voice. “That’s fine. I’m too tired to go hiking all over kingdom come today anyhow. If someone wants to find us that bad, they can come sit by the fire.” She tucks a blanket around her shoulders and then sits cross-legged in front of the flames. “So much damn snow.”

      “They do call it the brutal season,” I say, grinning as I move toward the fire. “I see why now. There is snow upon snow upon snow.”

      “Upon more snow,” she agrees. “You couldn’t have waited until the weather got nicer before you drugged and kidnapped me?”

      “You could have come sweetly to my furs instead of fighting me for insults I never gave.”

      She makes a face in my direction. For a moment, I expect her to get angry at me once more but she only pulls the furs closer around her body. “Did they not have a season like this where you came from?”

      “At home we had a rainy season. Everything was warm all the time, and when it was the rainy season, it would get so damp that anything you wore on your body stuck to you very unpleasantly. Most of the time we wore nothing at all.” I pluck at the loincloth I wear now, and think of the many cloaks and thick, heavy tunics to wear to protect against the snows. “I cannot say this is a great exchange for the fine, warm weather on the island.”

      Calida sighs. “That sucks. You must miss it a lot on days like this.”

      I think of how warm and slippery she was in my arms just a short time ago. “Today I do not miss it at all.”

      She laughs, shaking her head at me, and I am encouraged. She is not pulling away from me after what happened just a short time ago. She is smiling and laughing, and things are easy between us. She will be mine soon, I know it. The thought makes my heart race with eager anticipation. “Should we work on dyeing more threads for you this morning, since we are trapped inside?”

      Calida shrugs. “I thought I might sew. I have enough to get started and I want to see how it turns out before we ruin a bunch of thread for nothing.”

      “Ah.” I am disappointed; I enjoyed spending the day with our heads bent together, working on a common task.

      “What about you?”

      The human female snorts.

      “What?”

      “You’re obsessed, you know that, right?”

      I frown at this. Is she deliberately trying to start a fight? “A clean hut is a good thing. I do not see why you make it sound bad.”

      “This is a cave, not a hut.”

      “It could be.” We could live here, the two of us. We can hunt the four-legged mountain crawlers and drink the hot water. There is plenty of room for us to make a fine home here…if it were not so cold. And if S’bren were to find his way here with his mate, we could start our own clan. Tall Horn could live on once more…

      “I’m not going to live in this cave,” Calida says. “Hot water or not. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but it’s a lot colder up here than it is on the beach.”

      I say nothing. I do not like that she is so quick to vow that she will not live here with me. Can she not bend just a little? After what we have shared?

      It is silent in the cave, the only sound between us the irritated hum of our unsatisfied khuis.

      Calida pulls the bag of scraps into her lap and arranges them, toying with each one. “Maybe we don’t have enough green thread after all. Do you think you could make me more?”

      How can I refuse when she asks me so sweetly? “You know I will do anything for you, my Calida.”

      I do not speak of string, and she knows it.
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      The weather grows colder throughout the day, the skies bleak with no sunlight showing through. Calida works on sewing tiny stitches along the sleeve cuff of her tunic, and I am impressed with her results. She has made tiny little vines with leaves that curl around the sleeve as if growing there, and dotted with small red flowers. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen created by hands, and I am amazed. I touch it, fascinated. “How did you know to do this?”

      “My mami always made my clothes for me when I was a little girl.” She smiles, watching as I caress the perfect stitches she has made. “She was never very happy with her patterns, though. They never looked festive enough for her. She wanted them to be special, you know? Show they were made with love and care. So she’d embroider lots of things on the hems that would make it one of a kind. Hearts, flowers, teddy bears—anything a little girl would love. When I got older, I didn’t want her to do that anymore. You know, because I was a shitty teenager. I’d get my clothes out of the laundry and sometimes I’d find a few stitches on the inside of a sleeve—a tiny flower, or a smiley face—just something to let me know she was thinking about me. It was the best thing ever.” Her voice grows tight and she swipes at her eyes. “So I guess I’m doing this to keep busy, but also because it would make her happy.”

      “It is beautiful,” I say, and hand it back to her. “She would be proud.”

      “I can do yours too, if you want.”

      I am not sure I have heard her correctly. “You would…make this on my sleeves for me?” When she nods, I cannot help but ask, “Because when I see it I will know you are thinking of me?”

      She bats at my arm and mutters something in her strange language, but her cheeks are flushed with color and she will not look me in the eye. “You want it or not?”

      “It would make me very happy,” I say.

      Calida looks up and our eyes meet. Her expression is soft, her full lips smiling at me and I remember how they felt when they brushed against my chest. She is so close, her scent in my nose, and I want to feel her squirming on my fingers again.

      “I want to touch you,” I murmur.

      She looks away, flustered, and fusses with the tunic in her lap. “Not right now.”

      “Not right now” is not “no” and I am encouraged.
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      Calida works on my tunic all night, even as the wind roars outside and snow trickles in through the mouth of the cave. We move farther back in the cave, into an antechamber full of spikes along the edges of the walls that Calida calls “stal-hag-mites.” We let the fire burn itself out before re-making the fire pit farther back and starting a fresh flame. I do not like how cold it is getting, and even inside the cave, our breaths puff up like smoke in front of our faces. She stitches on my tunic while I wrap in furs and keep the fire going. We drink hot tea but Calida still shivers and I regret we ever left the village.

      Briefly. Very briefly.

      I do not like that she is so cold, though. That evening, when we get ready for sleep, I get my furs and add them to the pile of hers.

      “Where are you going to sleep?” she asks, perplexed.

      “Right here with you.”

      I expect her brows to go down, for her face to scrunch up in that angry expression I know so well, but she just nods and gives me a suspicious look. “No funny business, all right?”

      “Funny—?”

      “Don’t pretend to be cold when you secretly want to feel me up,” she snaps.

      I laugh. “I pretend nothing when I want to feel you up. I thought I made it obvious all the time that I would like nothing more.” When she just glares at me, I shake my head. “This is about sharing warmth because it is too cold. I will keep my hands to myself.”

      And I do. I sleep next to her, and it is Calida that puts her hands all over me, sliding them under my tunic to press against my warm skin, her cold feet tucked between my legs. She sleeps peacefully, half-sprawled atop me, and I cannot remember a moment that I felt so lucky…or so tortured.

      I lie awake, my body aching for her…and it is still the best evening ever. I doze off and on throughout the night, and wake up to a strange rustling coming from the front of the cave. I stiffen, trying to determine the sound, and carefully pull my limbs free from Calida’s.

      My human murmurs a protest low in her throat and clings to me. “Yrsowahrm,” she slurs, half-asleep. “Come backta bed.”

      I try to detangle myself from her grasp. “Something is in the cave,” I whisper.

      Calida jerks awake, sitting up and clutching the furs to her chest. “What?”

      I put a finger to my lips, indicating silence, and creep out of the furs. I cannot see what is making the noise because we have moved our sleeping area and fire pit deeper into the cave, and I think of the half-eaten creature and the mess in the caves when we arrived. Something lived here that ate meat, and I do not want Calida in danger. I reach for my spear.

      She gets to her feet, too, and when I silently indicate she should stay behind, she slaps at my hands and gives me an angry look. “I can help,” she whispers. “Give me a knife.”

      The rustling gets louder, and there is no time to argue. I push my spear into her hands and grab a knife as I head for the main part of the cave. Behind me, Calida is on my heels, her hand at the waist of my loincloth so she can keep track of me in the darkness.

      Thin pre-dawn daylight filters in from the snowy entrance of the cave. Snow drifts in, covering the floors in a fine white powder, and inside the cave, two shadowy things move. I hear the sound of teeth crunching and Calida’s cold hand grips my elbow.

      “What is it?” she whispers, shivering.

      One of the creatures lifts its head and bleats. As it does, a bit of string falls from its mouth. Another swoops in and grabs the bits, crunching them. They are eating Calida’s dyed strings, which have frozen at the front of the cave. I sigh with relief at the realization that it is just the four-legged plant-eaters. “The wooly creatures that scale the cliffs also seem to like your threads.”

      “The mountain goats? Seriously?” She sags. “Fuck, that scared the shit out of me.” She presses her forehead to my arm. “God, I thought we were about to die because of a yeti or something.”

      “I will keep you safe,” I promise her. The “goats” ignore us, rummaging through the sinew we laid out for dyeing and eating everything they can find. “I suppose it is a good thing we moved our packs and furs back here or they might have nibbled on us while we slept.”

      She chuckles and nudges me. “You’re a bigger mouthful than I am. I’ll let them eat you first.”

      “Ah, but I have tasted you and you are very juicy, my Calida.”

      She sucks in a breath and her glowing eyes meet mine. My meaning is clear, and I wait to see if she will retreat. She stays at my side, though, her gaze locked on mine, and her khui’s song increases in strength.

      That causes the goats to notice us. Ears prick. One of the creatures bleats, then goes back to chewing.

      I tear my gaze away from my enticing mate and eye the intruders. They look fat. Lazy. Probably good eating and I must ensure that my mate is fed. “Should we kill one of them? Get fresh meat?”

      My mate blanches. “But they’re so cute. Look at them. They’re like baby goats but they’re puffy-coated. How can you want to eat them?”

      “Because they are food? And we might regret it later?” I gesture at the spear in her hands. “They are right here. It would be an easy thing to kill them here and not have to haul them a long distance back. Do you not want their fur? It would make a warm cloak.”

      “They have faces,” she hisses at me. “I can’t kill it if it has a face!”

      Is this why she does not go hunting with the others? Because she is too soft-hearted to kill anything? “What do you propose we eat, then, if we run out of our supplies before the mountain paths are safe to walk?”

      Calida thinks for a moment. “Fish?”

      I frown. “Fish have faces.”

      “But not cute little goat faces with fluffy tails.”

      It is an absurd reason, but the look on her face is genuine. She does not want to kill them because…they are cute. “I see.”

      “I know I’m not being reasonable but…” She shrugs. “They look like pets and I can’t do it, all right? I’m still adjusting to sleeping in a cave and wearing fucking leather, don’t make me go a hundred percent cave girl and kill something with big googly eyes and fluffy fur.”

      She looks distraught at the thought.

      “If it bothers you, we can eat fish,” I say. “But the closest lake was farther down the path. We might have to go out when it’s cold and snowy one day just to go fishing.”

      Calida chews on her lip, her fingers toying with the waist of my loincloth. “Are…we in danger of starving anytime soon?” she asks. “I don’t want to be stupid about this, of course. But if we don’t have to eat them, I would prefer not to.”

      I think of the pouches of dried meat and trail rations I stuffed into my pack and the additional food I took from the hunter cave we stayed at before. “No. I think we have plenty of food. We will let them leave.”

      “Thank you, M’tok,” my mate says softly. “You’re a good guy for humoring me.”

      Humoring her. As if I could deny her anything.
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      For the next three days, it continues to pour snow from the skies. This makes me far happier than it should. Every day of snow, though, is another day I get to spend with Calida without her insisting on going back to the village. It is another day of huddling under the blankets together by the fire, talking of nothing and everything, and getting to know one another. She works on her stitching as we sit near the coals, wrapped in furs. Because I do not know how long it will snow, I am being conservative with the fuel, which means our fire is not much more than coals, and we share body heat instead of relying on the flames.

      I prefer this, anyhow. Calida’s skin pressed to mine so we can share warmth? I will go without fire forever if I must.

      I wear nothing but a loincloth so my legs and my chest can warm her. She wears a bit more—a loincloth of her own and a band around her large teats. When she sits to sew, I pull her between my thighs and let her rest her back against my chest, and as she works, she tells me stories of her family, of her planet, of warm beaches instead of frozen ones and sand so hot it burns bare feet. It reminds me of home. Our sands were never so hot, but our waters were warm and I feel bonded to her in that we are both baffled by the endless cold we find ourselves in.

      With her at my side, though, it does not feel so cold. It feels…cozy.

      As she sews, I lean in and brush my lips against her neck. She shivers, squirming, and pokes my leg. “You’re distracting me.”

      “I will not apologize.” That would imply I do not want to touch her, when I want to do much, much more.

      Since the day I found her bathing, I have not pleasured her again. I have wanted to—with every moment that passes, I want to more and more—but I also know she expects me to do such a thing. And because I am constantly thinking about her and how to entice her into my arms, I have decided that the best method to do so is to make it seem as if it is her idea.

      So I am around her constantly. I wear very little clothing and share warmth with her. I curl up under the furs with her and let her put her cold feet on my legs. I touch her every chance I get. I caress her neck and hold her close.

      And that is all I do.

      It confuses her, I know. Sometimes I see her watching me, a look of anticipation in her eyes. But I do not want her to resent my presence like she did before. I do not give her room to retreat…but I also do not give her anything to retreat from. Perhaps soon enough, she will approach me with caresses and soft touches as well, and then we can become mates.

      I suspect that day will be soon. Already she wakes up in the mornings with a smile on her lips at the sight of me. Already she seeks me out for warmth and comfort, and I hear her laughter far more often than her anger.

      Even now, as she sews, she holds up her work to show me, seeking my approval. “What do you think?”

      I pretend to examine the vines and flowers closely. I know her work is good, but leaning forward lets me peer down the front of her teat-band to the fine cleavage she shows, and lets me breathe in her intoxicating scent. “It is a beautiful sight.”

      “You’re not even looking at it. You’re staring at my boobs again.”

      “I am.”

      She laughs and pretends to be outraged. “Fine then, This isn’t for you. I’ll embroider someone else’s sleeve that’ll appreciate it more.”

      I grab her around the waist before she can get up. “You do this for me?”

      “Well, whose tunic did you think I had? Silly.” She shakes it out and shows me. Sure enough, there is no mistaking the enormous size of my tunic. I had no idea. When crumpled, one leather tunic looks the same as another…which is why she is so focused on decorating hers.

      I am touched. “Calida…I am honored you do this for me.”

      “Pff. Don’t get too excited, cabron.” She shakes out the tunic in a busy fashion but I can tell she is pleased by my response. “I can work on mine any time. I switched to yours because I just wanted to practice on something else. You know, in case it turned out ugly.”

      “You did it for me,” I point out, touched. “Many afternoons of work for me. This means you must like me a little.”

      Calida snorts, but she is smiling. When my arms tighten around her, she does not get up and run away, and I rub my face against the thick fall of her mane, just enjoying her nearness. My khui is angry, its song fierce. My cock aches. But the rest of M’tok is content.

      She leans back against me, easing into my arms, but she does not pick up her needle again. Instead, she gazes at the front of the cave thoughtfully. “I can see the suns today.”

      “Yes, it does look clearer than before.” The small shell of her ear is so close to my lips that I fight the urge to bite it. “But the paths will still be completely covered in snow. We must wait for it to melt. That means we cannot go anywhere today.”

      I wait for it to turn into a fight, but she only shrugs. “That’s good. I don’t want to go anywhere today. I need to finish your tunic.”

      “You are doing more?” I am surprised.

      “You only want one decorated sleeve?” Calida turns and looks at me over her shoulder, her eyebrow up in skeptical fashion. “I was going to do the other sleeve too, and maybe a design around the collar.”

      “I will be overjoyed with anything you make for me.” Unable to resist, I lean in and brush the tip of my nose against her cheek. “And I am humbled that you care so much.”

      “Don’t get too carried away,” she tells me, but she is smiling as she gets to work again.
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      CALLIE

      I’ve got to get out of this cave.

      Not because I’m stir crazy or because I hate sleeping on the ground. Not because it’s cold and remote. Not because I’m claustrophobic.

      I have to get out of this cave because if M’tok keeps being cute and flirty, I’m going to jump his bones.

      I wake up to another clear morning, the weak sunlight visible through the distant mouth of the cave. M’tok is already by the fire, and when I sit up, the smile he gives me makes my heart race. “I made tea,” he says. “Just the way you like it.”

      If his new sneaky plan is seduction, it is working far too well, damn it all. I seem to be a sucker for a big guy that likes to cuddle and dote on me, because the M’tok I’m living in this cave with is impossible to resist. He snuggles all the time. He’s heaven to curl up under the blankets with. He loves hearing my stories and laughs at my jokes. He tells me that my needlework is amazing and basically makes me feel good all the time. And it seems so sincere that it’s thrown me for a loop.

      It was a lot easier to hate him.

      Also throwing me for a loop? The fact that he touches me constantly but not in a sexual way. There’s a lot of flirting involved, sure, but I’m still thinking about that incredible moment we had when I was bathing, when he touched me and rubbed my clit until I came. I’ve never climaxed so damn hard in my life, and I’m aching for it to happen again.

      It hasn’t. Not even close. No matter how much I press up against him under the furs, he just holds me and strokes my hair or my arm, and that’s it. I know he hasn’t been masturbating, either, because we sleep under the blankets together. It’s frustrating.

      Then it occurs to me that he might be waiting for ME to ask. And if that’s the case, the stubborn part of me wants to make him wait forever.

      The needy, achy part of me doesn’t agree, though.

      So basically, I’m a mess, and being in this cave with him has been wonderful and utterly confusing all at once. I don’t know what to think anymore. I don’t know what I want anymore. Once again, all the certainties of my life have been turned upside down.

      Because a few days ago, I demanded that M’tok take me back to the village.

      A few days ago, M’tok was an asshole that I wanted nothing to do with.

      A few days ago, I wanted the healer to turn my cootie off entirely just to spite him.

      And now, I wake up looking for his smile. I sleep pressed against his chest. I keep bathing in the hot water and splashing, hoping he’ll swing by and we can fool around again.

      But M’tok doesn’t get the hint. Damn the man. Alien. Whatever.

      I take the cup of tea from him and sip it, but pass on the jerky he tries to hand me for breakfast. After days upon days of eating our supplies, I’m tired of jerky for breakfast. We’re all out of roots and there’s no seed-and-root porridge like they usually have back at camp. Heck, I never thought I’d be looking forward to the bland stew they always serve but right now it sounds better than jerky.

      M’tok frowns when I don’t take the food. “Do you feel well?”

      “Just sick of dried meat,” I tell him, taking another sip of the tea. “I feel fine.” I glance out to the entrance of the cave, where the skies are less gray than usual, which means it’s “sunny.” “Tired of sitting in the dark, too. Maybe I’m just cranky.”

      He moves to my side and puts his hands on my shoulders as I drink. Even though I’m wearing one of the bed furs wrapped around me like a shawl, he kneads my shoulders as if he’s giving me a massage, and it takes everything I have not to moan aloud. God, that feels good. “The snows have melted a little,” he admits, his strong fingers working my neck. “We could go down to the lake and fish. That will not be too far, and it will allow us to see how clear the paths are.”

      I close my eyes, leaning into his touch. I’m less interested in fishing and far more interested in returning to the furs and letting him massage me all over, but I can’t say it aloud. I won’t. There’s something inside me that can’t spit the words out. I can’t ASK him to pleasure me. I just can’t. “Fishing, hmm?” My voice sounds drowsy with pleasure, even to my own ears.

      “Fishing,” he agrees, and his voice is husky. I can hear the song of his cootie, just like mine won’t shut up. “Would you like to go?”

      It sounds like a distraction, and at this point, I could use one. “Let’s do it.”
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      Going anywhere on the ice planet is a job all on its own. We bank the fire, pack a bag full of useful tools and extra food, just in case. We put on layer after layer of furs and lace up boots, stuffing them with extra fur to insulate cold toes. When we look more like teddy bears than actual people, M’tok moves to my side and insists on putting a length of braided rope around my waist and tying it to his.

      “Just in case one of us loses our footing,” he tells me.

      Uh huh. “I’m pretty sure I know which one of us that might be.”

      He grins, but he doesn’t say I’m wrong. He just offers me his hand, and when I take it, he shoulders his pack—spear strapped to it and all—and we head down the narrow, rocky path toward a tiny lake we passed on the way here.

      I immediately regret my decision—walking on the ice-covered rocky slopes feels dangerous, and my footing skids all the time. I end up clinging to M’tok’s belt and taking small steps behind him as he tests out the footing. We move slowly, but by the time the suns are higher in the skies, I see the distant glimmer of greenish-blue water surrounded by a sea of white snow.

      The snow gets thicker as we head down into the craggy valley perched on the side of the mountain, and the lake seems smaller than I remember. Not that I get much of a chance to study it; this part of the mountain seems to be a catch-all for snow, and with every step I take, M’tok has to haul me forward.

      “Your legs are too short for this path,” he tells me.

      “If you say the word ‘squat’ I’m going to shred your tunic when we get back to the cave,” I warn him. I can’t help but grin as I do. Even now, he’s wearing the tunic I’ve been embroidering, and I’m pretty proud of my own handiwork. He looked handsome before, but now that I’ve smoothed out the ragged edges on his sleeves and collar and am decorating them? It just makes him look even more appealing.

      M’tok.

      Appealing.

      Clearly I’ve lost my mind.

      “Do you want me to carry you?” he asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      “No. We’re almost there.” I take another step forward and end up in snow to my boobs, but glare at him as I struggle my way out, daring him to say something.

      His lips twitch, but the smart man says nothing at all.

      The snow seems less thick as we approach the lake, and at one point, it only seems to be about ankle high. The lake burbles and is long and skinny. It smells a bit like sulfur, which means it’s not one big block of ice due to the hot stream somewhere. It might be the same hot stream that gives us water up above in our cave. “I could have sworn it was bigger,” I tell him again. “When we passed it a few days ago?”

      “It was,” M’tok says, then points at where we’re standing. “This is all ice covering part of the water.”

      I go completely still. “What? We’re standing on ice?” That’s…terrifying.

      “I will not put you in danger, my ma—ah, Calida.” He gives me a half-grin.

      Yeah, we both know what he was about to say, but I ignore it. I step gingerly forward, looking around at the blanket of snow. There’s no way to tell where the ice starts. It just looks like a big blanket of snow with a bit of blue lake at the far end. I take another step, and the ice underneath us creaks and groans. “Um…I want to get off the ice. Please.”

      He doesn’t give me shit for it, thank goodness. M’tok sees my nervousness and nods, taking my hand and leading me a short distance away. “Do you see this ripple?” he asks, pointing at the faintest of lines in the endless snowy expanse only slightly mussed by our footprints. “This is where the water ends. Stay here and you will be safe.”

      “Thank you,” I say. He reaches for the rope at my waist and I put a hand on his arm to stop him. “What are you doing?”

      M’tok looks up. “Do you not want me to untie you?”

      “No! I want to stay tied to you. What if I misstep and fall in? I want you to be able to grab me.”

      He straightens, leaving the rope around my waist. A wider smile curves his mouth, and he reaches up to touch my cheek. “You think I would let you fall?”

      “No, but I might let me.”

      M’tok laughs as if I’ve said the funniest thing ever. He shakes his head, tests the rope to ensure it’s secured around my waist, and then sets the pack down next to me. He gets out his spear and a length of extra rope, and what looks like a net.

      I frown, crossing my arms over my chest as I watch him. It’s cold out here and I’m already regretting that we left our nice, snug cave. After all, just because I’m marooned on an ice planet doesn’t mean I have to turn into an outdoorsy girl. I can be me—warm fire, cave loving me. But I also don’t want to whine about going back, not when we just got here. I don’t want M’tok to think I’m a baby.

      I also don’t know when I started caring what M’tok thinks about me, but apparently I do.

      Disturbed by that thought, I shiver on the shore and watch him as he heads out as far onto the ice as the lead will let him go. When it pulls taut, I give it a little tug to let him know that’s the end of the line. He looks back at me and grins, his normally hard face turning boyish with anticipation. He enjoys fishing, I realize. He wants to show off his skill. It makes some of my sourness at being here fade, and I smile hesitantly back at him. “So how often have you fished out of the lakes here?”

      “Never.”

      “Wait, never?” Now I’m frowning.

      “Hassen showed us many lakes and streams when we went out with him to learn this land. He said they use a pole and dangle a bit of bait to trick the fish, but I think a net is just as clever. I am sure it will be fine.”

      “I’m not a fishing expert, but I’ve never heard of anyone using a net in a lake,” I point out. “Especially one that’s iced over.”

      “Then they will marvel at my cleverness when I am done,” he calls back.

      Uh huh. Sounds a bit more like he’s just showing off to impress me, but that’s kind of cute, too. “So what’s the plan, then? You’re going to go to the edge and what, drop your net off the side? How are you going to get it back?”

      “Not the edge,” M’tok says. “The ice is too thin there. I will chop a hole where it is thicker, and make it big enough that I can drag the net through.”

      I squint at him, because that sounds…weird. And dangerous. “Chop a hole in the ice? The ice you’re standing on?”

      “That is how they do it when they fish frozen-over waters,” he agrees.

      Right.

      “It is all very safe.”

      “Oh yeah, I was just thinking to myself how safe it sounds,” I say sarcastically, and untie the rope at my waist with a defiant look. “You’re going at this alone.”

      He just gives me another one of those smug looks that makes me wonder if I want to laugh or punch him in the face.

      "And you're going to drag your net through this hole?" I ask again, my hands on my hips. "Wouldn't it be smarter to bait a hook and wait for something to bite?"

      "Bah." M'tok thumps the butt of his spear against the ice at his feet, testing it. "Wait and see. A Tall Horn knows how to fish far better than a sa-khui hunter. Trust me." He moves a few feet farther onto the ice and thumps a bit more.

      "If you say so."

      "I do." He casts me another arch smile and then thumps his spear again, nodding. "This is the spot."

      "Great." I give him a skeptical look, waiting for him to show me his brilliance. I watch on the shore as he turns his spear around and with the head of it, starts to chop at the ice between his feet. "And you're sure this is solid enough?" I can't help but ask again, because it seems awfully…dangerous to attack the ice you stand on.

      "Trust me," he begins, but he's drowned out by a massive groan of the ice.

      We both freeze.

      I stare at him, eyes wide. "What the fuck was that?"

      M'tok's laughing expression is grave now. He takes one slow step toward me, and the ice groans again. "I think I should wait—"

      With a massive crunch and another of those horrible groans, the ice beneath his feet breaks and M'tok's entire body is dumped into the icy waters.

      I scream, shocked. I don't know why I'm shocked. He's a big, heavy guy and he was deliberately breaking the ice like an idiot. Even so, when I don't see anything but his horns above the surface of the water, I rush forward onto the ice, ignoring my own safety. I drop to my belly at the broken edge and everything feels loose, like it's all about to come apart. I'm so terrified I can't think straight. I reach forward and grab his horns, trying to drag him forward. All I can think about are the layers and layers of clothing he's wearing—like me—and how heavy they'd be wet. How heavy he is overall. He can't swim in this.

      He's going to die and I'll be all alone again.

      The thought is terrifying and I yank on his arching horns harder. "No, you motherfucker. Get out of there!"

      It all seems to happen in the space of a breath. A moment later, a very wet M'tok surfaces, nearly knocking me backward. The ice floats and bobs around him, breaking even more as he tries to find his grip and nearly dumping me into the water. "Get away," he snarls at me. "Get back onto land."

      "Fuck you," I tell him, letting go of his horns long enough to offer my hand. "Grab onto me and I'll help you out."

      He pushes me away, heaving his weight onto the ice only to have it break under him again. We both curse, me in Spanish and him saying something about kaari scat.

      He motions that I need to move back and when he tries the second time, he manages to haul himself onto the ice. "Get to shore," he grits out, voice rough. "Do not argue. Just do it."

      The ice groans again and I move back to my spot by the pack as quickly as possible.

      M'tok belly crawls forward a bit, and then manages to get to his feet and staggers forward when he reaches the edge. Then, he stands in front of me, his whole body quaking. For a moment, I think he's shaking with laughter and I want to punch him in his stupid mouth for scaring the shit out of me. Then, his teeth chatter and I realize it's not amusement that's making him shake but cold.

      Oh god. This cabron cannot die on me.

      "Take your clothes off," I snap at him. "They're soaked." I pull my layers off, stripping down to my tunic and leggings.

      He does without protest, and I can see his clothing icing up even as he drops it to the snow. The moment his chest is bare, I hand him the fur poncho I strap over my tunic, and after he puts that on, I drape my cloak over his shoulders. He keeps his loincloth on but takes off his leggings and I wince at the sight of his soaked boots. "We've got to get you inside where it's warm.

      "Warm…seems…wise," he manages between chattering teeth. The fingers that hold onto the neck of my cloak seem darker blue than the rest of him and I worry about frostbite. A cootie can only do so much, right? And his has been distracted with resonance for the last two months, weakening us both. Now he might die, all because I didn't want to jump on his dick.

      I’m stricken with a sudden rush of guilt and regret.

      He starts to gather his wet clothes in his arms and I slap them out of his grip. "You take the pack. I'll get the clothes. Can you walk fast if you do?”

      "I will…manage," he says, jaw clacking.

      Terrified, I nod. "Then let's sprint, all right?" I didn't sprint on the way here, but I'm sure going to find the energy for it on the way back. Somehow.
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      CALLIE

      It's the longest walk-slash-run of my life. Even though it's cold as tits, we can see the path we plowed through the snow on the way to the lake, and so going back isn't nearly as dangerous and takes far less time. I clutch the icy pile of his clothing to my chest, and I don't even feel the chill myself. I'm too terrified of him getting sick and dying. I keep picturing what's going to happen if we don't get him to warmth in time and I grab his cold hand over and over again, forcing him to walk faster every time he slows down. I didn't think I could move so fast for so long, but here I am, huffing and puffing up the steep, icy ridges like one of those dvisti-goats as we head back to the cave. I've never been so happy to see anything as when we see the yawning mouth of it.

      We make our way inside and just being out of the wind feels warmer. M'tok starts to bend by the fire, and I slap at his chest and drop his wet clothing. "Come on. I'll take care of that. You strip down."

      He frowns at me, as if trying to comprehend what I'm saying, and that worries me a little. I toss more fuel onto the fire without babying it and grab his ice-cold hand and lead him to my furs, where the pile of blankets is the biggest. I drop to my knees and pry the iced-over leather straps of his boots free, freeing his big feet as he lifts them for me, his ice-tipped tail flicking back and forth.

      Once he's naked, I don't even care that his khui is humming or his cock is stiff. None of that matters. It's a fact of life when you fight resonance like we have, and I ignore it as I run my hands all over his body, looking for injuries. He's far too cold for my liking, and his jaw keeps clacking, his body shivering. "You're a fucking idiot, "I tell him, furious beyond words. Still terrified, too. "Wait here and I'll get you some tea to warm up."

      "You are mad," M'tok points out unhelpfully.

      No shit I'm mad. I'm so mad I can't think straight and I'm not even sure why I'm mad at him, just that I am. I pull the blankets around his body tightly, ignoring the hiss of breath when my hands brush past his cock, and then I grab one of the cups, the pouch of tea leaves, and stomp my way to the back reaches of the cave where the hot water trickles in. As I hold the cup and slowly fill it, I take deep, solidifying breaths. Or I try to, anyhow. And as I do, I hate that stupid tears keep falling down my face.

      I've never been so terrified in my life.

      I thought he was going to die in front of me and that I'd be helpless to save him. That he'd leave me here all alone again in this frozen hellscape and…and why does that upset me so much? I'm supposed to hate him. Part of me still does hate him, but a larger, dumber part of me is growing fond of him. If he left me…I'd be sad.

      I'd be more than sad.

      I'm not in love with the guy—it's too soon for anything of that nature—but I'm growing to care for him. More than that, I feel like he understands me now, and I understand him. We're bonding, even if the whole “resonance” thing is still up in the air, and I don't want anything to happen to that bond. I swipe at my nose and sniff, then add herbs to the cup as the water trickles in. I can't stop thinking about how he almost left me.

      Alone.

      Again.

      It's devastating to think about. He was going to die over stupid fish. I can't believe that. Then we'd never resonate and have babies and maybe, maybe fall in love. I'd never have the family I always thought would be in my future, and I'd always be alone and lonely and scared. I'm angry that I'm thinking of myself, too, but if I think about M'tok, I'll just get mad. And terrified. And even madder.

      Why is it he makes me so damned crazy?

      By the time the cup is filled up, I've mostly stopped crying.

      I return to his side and see that he's poking at the fire with his spear, adjusting the mess I made of it, and his blankets are falling off his shoulders. Clearly the man doesn't know how to take care of himself. "Drink this," I bark at him. "And I don't want to hear any bullshit coming out of your mouth."

      M'tok turns and gives me a baffled look, and I know I'm being bitchy. It's either that or start crying again. But he takes the tea from my hands and lifts it to his too-blue lips and takes a sip. He grimaces at the heat and sets it back down again, pulling at the blankets, and I notice his teeth are still chattering. His pale blue skin is raised all over with goosebumps and I worry he's not getting warm enough fast enough.

      Well, I know how to share body warmth as much as the next person. I strip off what's left of my clothing and ignore the heated look he gives me. "Move over. I have to warm you up."

      "Perhaps I should fall into the ice more often," he murmurs, setting the cup of tea by the fire and opening the blankets to welcome me in.

      I don't punch him for that comment, as much as I want to. Instead, I put a hand on his chest and push him down into the blankets. "Lie back."

      His eyes gleam with heat, and his cootie—and mine—starts going wild. A rush of need flares through me but I ignore it. I'm too angry and freaked out and a million other things to be thinking sexy thoughts right now. I lie down next to him, avoiding eye contact, and push my skin to his. My nipples brush against his chest and I lock an arm around his waist, then hook one of my legs around his. For the first time in my life, I'm happy I have thick thighs, because it means there's a lot of me to warm him.

      M'tok groans as I wrap myself around him.

      "Better?" I whisper, worry creeping past the fear again. "I don't like how cold you are."

      "This is better than anything." His hands slide around me, and I shiver at how cool his fingers are. He's always been so warm before and I don't like this. It scares the crap out of me.

      "Can you feel all your toes?" I ask as we huddle under the blankets. "Your fingers? Your tail?"

      In response, he slides his hands lower, to my ample butt, and presses each one of his fingertips against my backside. "I can feel them." His breath is rasping, his mouth close to my brow. His tail slides around one of my ankles and latches there. "And my toes are fine."

      "Put them against my leg if they're cold," I whisper. "I can handle it."

      “You should have folded your clothes properly,” he murmurs, his nose rubbing against my hair in a way that makes my nipples harden. “The cave will be a mess if we do not put things away.”

      “You have such a hard-on for organization.” I’m grumbling at him, but it comes out pretty breathless and I can feel how erect he is. His cock is pressing against the soft parts of my belly, reminding me that not all of him is affected by the cold.

      “I am not hard for organizing,” he says, his breath warm on my face. “I am hard for my female.” His hands clench my ass, kneading it gently. “I wonder if she knows how beautiful I find her, and how much I enjoy touching her softness.”

      Breathless, I look up at him, daring to make eye contact for the first time since getting naked and plastering myself to him. “She has an idea.”

      M’tok gazes down at me for a long, intense moment, and his hands continue to knead my ass, massaging my butt idly as he watches me. Then, he leans down and brushes his mouth against my forehead. He lifts one hand to my chin and tilts my face up, then brushes his mouth against the tip of my nose. Then lightly over my mouth.

      The big alien just kissed me. It was the briefest of kisses, but there’s no mistaking it.

      “Is that how humans show affection?” he murmurs. “Because I wish to show it.”

      “It’s a real good start,” I say, breathless.

      “I did not mean to worry you.” His fingers lightly skate over the lower half of my face, caressing it. “I never want to make you cry.”

      Did he hear that? How embarrassing. “I just don’t want you to die, okay? Not when I’m starting to tolerate you.”

      He chuckles, his mouth tugging into one of those sly grins. “Only tolerance?”

      I pinch my finger and forefinger, indicating just a teeny tiny bit.

      “Were you just tolerating me when I touched this little bump between your thighs and made you come?” His intense gaze holds mine as he deliberately slides his knuckles down between my heavy breasts, down my belly, and then rests his hand over my pussy.

      “I can tolerate a lot,” I tell him. “Can you?”

      And I mimic his touch, pulling back ever so slightly so I can slide my hand down his chest, all the way down to the erect length of his cock. He’s so hard he’s leaving trails of precum on my skin, and his entire body twitches in response when I clasp him in my hand.

      “Calida,” he says in that accented, breathy way that’s so damned sexy. “Touch me.”

      I do. He doesn’t have to ask twice. As he tucks his chin over the top of my head and holds me close, I stroke the length of his cock over and over again. I do light, feathery, exploratory strokes at first, but as he breathes harder, I tighten my grip and work just the head of his cock, squeezing and pulling and rubbing until he covers my hand with his, making a fist, and fucks it hard. His seed spills over my stomach and hip, hot and sticky, and I can’t stop the little gasp of arousal that escapes me when he comes.

      So messy. So sexy. I love seeing Mr. Control lose all of that control.

      He groans again, then presses his mouth to the top of my head once more, and I wish I was tall enough that we could kiss in this moment. I wriggle up the blankets until we’re face to face and brush my lips over his. “Did you like that?”

      His mouth parts under mine as I give him another kiss. And another. I keep peppering his face with small, hot kisses, just because I’m all turned on and can’t help myself.

      “There is nothing better than your touch and you know it,” he whispers, and nips at my lower lip even as he pushes his hand between my thighs and slides his fingers through my soaking folds. “Now let me do the same for you.”

      M’tok finds my clit and I suck in a breath, then kiss him fiercely, teasing my tongue against the seam of his mouth. It’s like he realizes that tongues can be used, too, because the next thing I know, I’m on my back with his hand working between my legs, teasing my most sensitive of spots as his mouth slants over mine and claims me with one deep tongue stroke after another. I’m moaning and moving underneath him, so hot and slippery and needy that I’m positively aching inside. It doesn’t take long for me to come explosively, clinging to him even as his mouth devours mine. He keeps touching me, wringing every bit of pleasure out of my orgasm until I’m twitching with aftershocks. It isn’t until he collapses on the blankets next to me and slides his hand through the wet seed on my belly that I realize what we’ve done.

      Like it or not, we’ve taken the next step forward.

      And as he slides his seed-coated fingers between my thighs and begins to touch me again, I’m not sure if he’s doing that because he needs to claim me or because he knows it feels good…

      And I’m not even sure I care. All I know is I don’t want it to end. I turn toward him and his mouth claims mine again, and then we’re kissing and grinding and touching each other once more.
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      M’TOK

      Calida suspects nothing.

      Was it worth it to trick her into thinking I had fallen into the water by mistake? That I did not know how to fish a frozen lake? The moment I saw it, I knew how to get her into my arms again, so I deliberately broke the ice, fell in, and let her fuss over me. The cold was awful, but when she pressed her warm skin to mine and let me touch her?

      Worth everything.

      Those moments between us break another barrier down. I know I am winning my Calida over slowly. I know she is becoming used to the idea of mating with me.

      And I know she is eager for my touch. Six days have passed since we had our fishing “disaster.” Each of those six days, we have spent the nights in the furs together, touching and caressing. I make her come so hard that she gasps my name, and the sound of it on her lips can cause me to lose control in a flash.

      Still worth it.

      Our food supplies are almost gone, though. The snows have not been as dreadful, so we venture back out to the lake and fish the parts that are not frozen over, where the water is warmer. She uses my spear as a fishing rod while I drag my net through the waters, and between the two of us, we catch enough that we have plenty of food to eat and fish drying over the fire for travel rations.

      We could stay here for a very long time, I think, and the thought is a pleasant one. After losing most of my family and my tribe to the Great Smoking Mountain, I have hated being alone. I preferred the constant companionship of S'bren or R'jaal or T'chai. Just someone nearby to know we were not totally alone in the world. Having Calida at my side somehow helps with that, though. I am happy up here in our snowy cave. I could stay here for many turns of the moon, slowly wooing my female…

      If my khui can hold out that long.

      This morning, when I get up to make the morning meal, my skin smells of her pleasure, and my khui begins a song so insistent and angry that it makes me dizzy. I stagger toward the fire, determined to ignore it. Soon enough, I try to tell my khui. Soon. It has been a long, torturous time, but…I would not trade Calida's smiles for anything. I can endure this for a bit longer, as long as I get her in my arms.

      Last night, she let me taste her.

      I rub my mouth, still thinking about how it had felt to push my face between her thighs and lick her sweet cunt. To lap up her juices and feel her softness against my lips and tongue, and to feel her excitement as I made her come. It was one of the best moments of my life.

      I want more of those.

      I rub my chest as I sit near the fire, willing the weakness in my limbs to go away for a time.

      Behind me, Calida yawns, and I turn toward her with a grin, watching as she stretches her arms above the blankets. I love watching her awaken, because she revels in the furs for a time before she decides to greet the world. This morning is no different. She smacks her lips and then slides farther under the blankets, as if willing the sunlight to go away. Amused, I get to my feet and move to her side, peering down at her. I can see nothing but her tangled dark mane, so I grab one corner of the furs and peel them back slowly, exposing her bountiful, naked body to the air.

      She opens her eyes, scowls at me, and yanks the blankets back. "You're cruel."

      "Perhaps I simply wanted to look upon you?"

      Calida turns on her side, tucking her face onto her hand and smiling even as she yawns. "Look all you want, just don't wake me up."

      I let her relax for a moment, then expose her backside to the cold air again.

      "Cabron, I will end you," she says in a voice that is equal parts fierce and sleepy.

      "You would have to get up from the furs to do that," I tease. "And my name is M'tok. Surely you know this by now? You shouted it when I licked you between your thighs—"

      She sits up and glares at me. "I'm awake. Happy?"

      I am. I gesture at the fire. "Morning food is almost ready."

      Calida wrinkles her nose, clutching the furs to her fascinatingly large teats. "Fish again? Maybe I'll skip it."

      "You will not," I insist. I know if I am feeling weak, then she will be as well. She needs to eat to keep up her strength, but for some reason she does not like the idea of fish in the morning. I roast it in all the ways she enjoys, but the normal foods we eat for mornings are all gone. "Come. You can wash it down with tea."

      "Bossy, bossy," she mumbles, but pulls her tunic out of the folded pile I set it in last night. It has become a bit of a game between us—Calida leaves a mess wherever she goes and I come behind her and straighten things. I suspect she does it on purpose, but I do not let her know I am aware of it. I like that she thinks to poke at me with such small things. She slides her tunic over her head, pulls her mane free, and then gets to her feet—

      —And immediately crashes to the floor again.

      Panic leaps into my chest. "Calida!" I am at her side instantly, cradling her against my chest. Her face is not its normal healthy leather color, but pale, and her lips are the palest of all. I do not like this. Her eyes are confused as she slowly opens them and gazes up at me. "What is it? What is wrong?"

      "Hmm?" She puts a hand to her brow and then shakes her head. "Wow. I must have fainted or something."

      "You did?"

      She nods. "It just got really dark the moment I stood up. Next thing I know, I'm here." She rests her head against my chest and pats it. "I'm ok, really. I just need to pause for a moment."

      The moment she touches me, my khui’s song increases in volume. I can feel it vibrating inside my chest, just as I can feel hers, too. The song becomes more urgent by the day, and I worry that this is what is making her feel sick.

      Calida notices it too, her expression growing thoughtful. She pulls her hand away, and then puts it on my chest again. My khui responds with an even angrier song, as if it thinks we are toying with it.

      “You and I both know what is causing this.” I keep my expression grave. “We cannot continue for much longer, Calida. I do not like risking your health.”

      I expect her to angrily protest, to shove away from me. Instead, she just sighs and continues to lean against my chest, tapping her fingers lightly on my skin. “I’m kind of amazed we got this far,” she admits after a long moment.

      That brings a smile to my lips. “You are the most stubborn of women.”

      Her fingers trace down my chest, and I am glad I did not wear a tunic this morning. I wear only my loincloth, and I am reminded of how close she is right now, and how bare her skin is. Only the blankets separate us, and they can easily be moved aside. My cock aches, and my body hums with awareness of how close she is.

      “I feel pretty awful,” she admits after a moment. “I’ve been fighting it for a while but I’m just exhausted.”

      I nod. What else is there to say? I know what she means. For days now, we have both struggled with energy outside of the furs. The listless feeling comes and goes in waves, and my own dizziness has been creeping in. We have been fighting our khuis for far too long and our bodies are paying the price.

      “Can I admit something?” She keeps tracing her fingers over my chest, as if communicating directly with my khui. “I was visiting the healer regularly back in camp to take the worst of the edge off of things. That’s how I was able to hold on for so long. I didn’t say anything because I wanted you to suffer. Does that make me an asshole?”

      I chuckle, stroking her hair back from her face. “You think I did not do the same?”

      She sits up, glaring at me. “Are you serious?”

      Her anger is amusing. She is mad at me for doing as she did? “Of course. I said nothing to you because I wanted you to give in.”

      Calida scowls in my direction. “You are the sneakiest motherfucker.”

      I touch her chin before she can move away from me. Her gaze meets mine and there is defiance there, but fear, too. I speak softly, determined to win her over. “Listen to me, Calida. We have fought long and hard, but there is no point in putting things off. You like my touch. You do not hate me now that we know each other. We need to accept that resonance has chosen us and embrace it.”

      I chose her long ago, but I do not want her to feel targeted, so I make sure to say “us” over and over. If I had my way, Calida would have been in my furs that very first night, and none of this chase would have happened.

      Then again, I am also glad for this time with her. It has been hard on the body but I like that we have gotten to know one another.

      She studies me for a long moment, then leans against my chest once more. “I’m scared, M’tok.”

      Of all the things I expect my fierce mate to say, that is not one of them. I am stunned at her revelation. “Scared? Why? You think you will not like my touch? I know you will.”

      “Slow it down there, Mr. Arrogant.” She taps my chest as if to chide me, then sighs. “No. I’m scared because…it’s final. Once I say ‘Yeah, okay, I’m going to have a mate and babies on this planet’ that means I’m here forever.” She is silent for a long moment, and then looks up at me, her eyes wet with emotion. “I’ve been avoiding that.”

      “Because you do not want to be here?”

      Calida thinks for a long moment. “Because I’m giving up so much. I loved my family back home. I loved my life. It’s hard to think about the fact that I’ll never see any of them again, that I’ll never feel summer, or have running water, or any of those things. It’s not that this place is awful. Sometimes it’s nice.” Her fingers skate over my abdomen, sending sensations through my aching body. “But it means I have to say goodbye to everything else and that’s so hard.”

      “I understand.” I stroke her mane.

      I do understand. How long did I rage against the catastrophe that destroyed my tribe? How many seasons was I surly and angry to all? How long before I could see a sunrise and not resent it for starting yet another day? I would be angry all over again at losing my home…except Calida is here. She has changed everything.

      She sucks in a deep breath. “And resonance means a baby, M’tok.”

      “Is that such a bad thing?” I stroke her cheek gently, tracing its softness. “I can be a good mate to you, Calida.”

      The look she gives me is skeptical. “I still get to drug you at some point.”

      “I have not forgotten.” I touch her lips, thinking of how good it feels to kiss her mouth in the human fashion, to have her tongue touch mine. It is better than the finest of fermented drinks, and makes me lose my head much faster. “You are not alone in this. I will be at your side every step of the way. I am a good hunter. I am an excellent fisherman. I built an excellent hut for our family. And I am good with kits. I will make you happy.”

      “So modest,” she murmurs, but a hint of a smile curves her mouth. “Fine. Let’s do it, then.”

      “Do it?” I am not certain I am hearing her correctly.

      “Resonance.” She sits up and points an accusing finger at me. “But you have to make me come at least once. And I’m going to have to demand more oral.”

      “Oral?”

      Her face flushes. “Like last night.”

      “You mean when I licked you—”

      “Yes, just like that,” she snaps. “Jesus. What, do you want me to write it across my forehead? I like your mouth. There. Are you happy?”

      “I am,” I tell her, feeling smug. “You will not regret this.”

      “Tonight,” she emphasizes. “I need today to settle my brain and wrap around this. And like, to get ready.”

      That makes me curious. “Get ready?”

      “You know, bathing and stuff?” She shakes her head at me, her brows furrowed. “Fix my hair. Things like that.”

      She acts as if she is not naked and pressed against my chest right now, or that I have not touched her every night for the last two hands of days. But if this is what she needs to prepare herself, I nod. “Very well. Tonight. But I want you to stay in the cave this day. I do not trust your strength.”

      Calida nods, then tilts her head, studying me. “You haven’t asked me if I love you.”

      “Love does not matter. We are resonance mates.” My words make the sad expression return to her eyes, so I touch her chin and shake my head. “Do not look like that, Calida. You humans use the word ‘love’ for a thing the Tall Horn clan knows instinctively. If we do not have love yet, we will. Give it time.”

      She hesitates, then nods again. “Just make me happy, all right?”

      “I will.”

      I vow she will be the happiest of females, because I will give everything I have and everything I am to ensure it is so.
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      CALLIE

      I'm stupidly nervous all day.

      M'tok is a little unsettled, too, or I could just be projecting on him. Either way, we're both a little quiet as the day passes. There's a new stormy round of snow rolling in, so M'tok double-checks our supplies and organizes our food stores like the anal-retentive organizer he is. I don't mind it, though. After well over a week of living with the guy, I'm starting to find it endearing. I'm glad he's neat, because I sure am not. He doesn't seem bothered by my messiness either, just quietly straightens up after me. He even makes the furs after I get up.

      Which makes me think about what we'll be doing in those furs later tonight.

      Which makes me get flustered all over again.

      It's not like I'm a virgin. Heck, it's not like we're even new to fooling around with each other. M'tok and I have been doing all kinds of dirty things the moment we crawl into the furs, and last night when he went down on me? Demanded to let him taste me? I thought I was going to come utterly unglued. Man's got a good tongue. Of all the boyfriends and lovers I've had in the past, he's already skyrocketed to the top and we haven't even done the deed.

      It's just that…in these people's eyes, the moment you say yes to resonance, it's like you're married. And I guess that freaks me out a little. Back home, there'd be tons of ceremony about a marriage. There'd be churches and priests and a veil and a beautiful dress. There'd be relatives from all around coming in to see little Calida getting married. It'd be a family event. Doing this—resonance—without anyone in the village around is great for privacy but at the same time, it feels odd to me.

      Hell, all of this feels odd.

      I work on my sewing near the fire while M'tok cuts up the dried, smoked fish and neatly packs it away. Normally we're both rather chatty as we work—he'll do something in the cave and I'll work on sewing, and we somehow manage to talk all day long. I never get tired of his stories or run out of things to say to him, but today my tongue is tied. Because tonight, we're gonna resonate. All the foot dragging and all this other shit? It'll be done. After all this, I'll be jumping into bed with M'tok after all, and we're going to make a baby.

      I cross myself just thinking about that. A baby. Madre de dios. A mother. Me. And he'll be a father.

      And we'll be in the village forever, living on this wintry shore with no hope of ever returning to Earth. Not that there was ever a hope of that—all of the others have been pretty clear about that. But I always hoped…

      Time to put that away and face reality. This is my world. That's my man. I look up at M'tok and see he's neatly slicing the fish into four equal sections, his long hair sliding over his shoulder as he works. His tail flicks every now and then in that way I've come to recognize, and he's so focused on his task that I'm able to watch him for a good, long minute before he looks up and realizes I'm staring. Then he sits up on his haunches and grins at me. "Eager?"

      That makes me blush. That, and the enormous erection that's pressing against his loincloth. "Arrogant?"

      "I meant for fish. Are you eager for fish?"

      I know him well enough now that I recognize that sly tone of voice and I snort. "You and I both know you didn't mean fish."

      He just chuckles, and I find myself smiling as I push my needle through the leather.

      All that stuff I said about needing to get ready was just me buying time for myself. I bathe every day already. I'm not going to do anything special with my hair. I'm just going to be Callie. But I needed time to mentally accept that yes, I'm doing this. It's my decision.

      Well, mostly. Some of it can be blamed on the cootie. It's wearing us both down. I'm so tired all the time and my sleep is awful unless I'm in M'tok's arms. Even then, I feel achy and feverish, and I know he struggles, too. Sometimes I see him stumble in the cave, and he looks just as surprised as I am when it happens. We're both falling apart.

      Best to just take this bull by the horns and fuck my man.

      I suck in a breath and stab my needle through the material again. It's been a while since I've had sex. My last serious relationship was…last year? Maybe longer if the rumors about how long we were sleeping are true. Maybe it's been five years. Maybe ten. I'm not nervous about the sex…well, a little nervous. I've seen—and had my hands on—M'tok's cock. It's bigger than any human dick I've ever touched, and there's the whole spur thing that will either be amazing or terrible. I'm sure things will fit, and even so…I squeeze my thighs tightly together. Even so, it's going to be a learning experience for both of us.

      And I'm pretty sure M'tok's a virgin. He hasn't said so, but from what I've deciphered from the stories he told me about his life on the island, he was just reaching adulthood. The proving games were supposed to mark them as men, which meant they'd be free to pursue females in the tribe. Since everyone died, I'm pretty sure he's never touched a boob before mine, much less had sex. For some reason I like the thought that I'm going to be the experienced one. It feels like I'm going to be the one in control.

      Which is nice. There's so many things out of my control lately that I'll take whatever wins I can get.
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      M’TOK

      I am acutely aware of my mate's presence in the cave.

      I can say that now. After tonight, she will be my mate. Calida will no longer push me away. The thought makes my heart quicken, and my khui's song increases with urgency. I pretend to be busy all day, working on menial tasks when all I want to do is stare at her. Touch her. Run my fingers through her mane. Listen to her musical laugh. Enjoy the feel of her soft skin that might be the color of leather but feels incredible.

      My body jumps with alertness when she gets up from the furs and heads toward the back of the cave. There is the sound of water splashing, and I know she is bathing.

      Which means she readies herself for tonight. For our resonance.

      I get to my feet, pacing, and stare at the entrance to the cave. It is dreary outside, the skies hidden by more gray clouds heavy with snow. Has the entire day passed or is it simply getting dark early because more storms are coming in? Either way, it does not matter. Tonight, I am Calida's mate.

      I add more fuel to the fire, wanting her to stay warm. I also want to go and watch her bathe, because that has become one of my favorite pastimes. I love watching as she runs the wet cloth over her large teats, rolling the dark nipples with the bit of leather, letting droplets splash from the tips to the floor. She is all softness, my Calida. I think of her belly, rounded as her hips, and the dimples on her bottom that invite my mouth to explore them. I have never seen dimples there on a Tall Horn female and…I decide I like dimples.

      No. I do not just like them. I love dimples.

      My mouth goes dry as I imagine myself turning my mate over and tasting each of those dimples on her bottom. Tonight, we will use more than just hands. Like last night, she will let me use my mouth on her to give her pleasure, and I run my hand over my lips, wishing I could still taste her. I hunger to do that again. I loved the sounds she made and how she gripped my horns so tightly as she quaked around me.

      And tonight, she will take me into her body. I ache so badly that I am certain it will not last long, because—

      And then I pause, horrified.

      Calida wants me to pleasure her. I promised I would. But my body aches for her, resonance so strong, that I worry I will not be able to fulfill my duty to her. What if I come too quickly? What if I need her too badly?

      I look at the entrance of the cave. Should I…go and touch myself? Spend my seed so I can take my time with her? It is not a bad idea.

      I head to the front of the cave, pulling my loincloth down so I can touch myself. I have done this several times over the last handfuls of days, just to take the edge off. It is always unsatisfying, but without many options to slake my ever-increasing hunger, I do it anyhow. I cannot maul Calida, after all. She has to want me.

      And today she does want me.

      The thought makes me stroke my aching cock with quick, hard motions. I want her so badly and tonight, she will be in my arms. Tonight—

      "What are you doing?"

      I freeze in place. Do I turn around and show her? Pretend as if I am doing nothing? Will she be offended to find out I am touching myself even though I will be touching her shortly? Uncertain of her mood, I stuff my throbbing cock back into my loincloth and try to act casually. "I was looking for the things you call 'goats.'"

      Her brows are furrowed together as she towels her long, wet mane with a bit of dry scrap leather. She wears the tunic she sleeps in, but nothing else, her short, rounded legs bare as she approaches the front chamber of the cave. "No, you're not," she tells me. "Unless you get turned on by goats."

      I look down. My cock presses against the front of my loincloth, outlined like I have a spear hidden under the leather. It is very obvious.

      "Were you jerking it?"

      I scoff.

      "You were!" She smiles, triumphant at having figured me out.

      Clearly my lies are getting me nowhere. I cross my arms over my chest and give her a defensive look. "I wanted to make sure that I would pleasure you properly. If I come too fast, I might not make it good for you. I want this to be the best. So I am preparing myself, just like you prepare yourself."

      Calida gives me a slightly skeptical look, but then she turns around, tossing her damp mane over her shoulder. "Come back by the fire. I have something for that."

      Is this when she drugs me? I remember how excited the visshek made her, and how eager for my touch. Is she going to drug herself to endure resonance? That sends a sour feeling to the pit of my belly. I want her to enjoy being with me. I do not want her to ENDURE me. The thought is painful. Even so, I cannot return to what I was doing, so I follow her inside.

      She sits by the fire, her legs delicately crossed to one side, ankles locked together. She leans on one hand and gestures that I should sit on the furs next to her. The sight of her is inviting, and despite my wariness, I move eagerly to her side. I want to touch her so badly that I know I will move fast. "Calida, I do this for you. I know that sounds strange—"

      "It's okay, M'tok. I know what you were up to." She watches me as I sit down next to her, and then sits up the moment I cross my legs and begins to unstrap my boots. "You're a virgin, aren't you?"

      The human word for “inexperienced” in the furs. "I have put my mouth on you," I say. "But no one else."

      "And your cock?"

      "No one has touched it but me…and you." My body twitches just thinking about her touch. "Do you disapprove?"

      "Not at all." She pulls one of my boots off. "Give me your other foot."

      I do, watching her as she expertly unties the laces, and soon enough, I am in nothing but my loincloth. When she gestures for me to take it off, I tug at the ties and it falls to the ground before her. "What now?"

      "Now I help you out." Calida gives me a sly look and reaches for my cock.

      I groan, realizing finally what she means. "You will do this for me?"

      "It's for me, too, I promise," she murmurs, and grips my shaft in her hand, then lightly strokes it. My cock is so close to her face that I am fascinated by its nearness. I can watch her expression as she touches me, and…

      And the breath dies in my throat when she leans forward and licks the head of my cock.

      I have never experienced such…need. Such hunger. The precum she licked away returns in a moment, and my cock is so hard and throbbing that I am close to releasing already. "Calida…you…"

      "I'm touching my mate," she says simply, leaning forward to let her breath play over my skin. "Tasting him. Just like how you tasted me."

      "But I am your hunter," I protest. "It is an honor for me to taste my mate. I…do humans do this?" No one has ever suggested such a thing to me. I had seen others in my clan mate when I was a youth, but I do not remember…this.

      "Oh, they absolutely do this. Unless you want me to stop?" As if she knows my answer already, she leans forward and licks my cock again.

      I groan. "No. Do not stop. Keep doing that."

      My mate gives a sultry little laugh and then licks my cock up and down, exploring my length with the tip of her tongue. Fascinated, I watch as she moves over me, tasting and touching with her mouth. When she returns to the head of my shaft and takes it into her mouth, I lose my breath. She is all around my cock, sucking and hot and wet and it feels as if I imagine her cunt would. Her tongue tickles the underside of my shaft and my entire body jerks in response. I am already close to coming, my control shattered by her skill and the insistent need of my khui. "Wait," I pant. "Wait, Calida…my seed…"

      She lifts her head and gives my cock a long, wet lick that makes me shudder with need. "You can come in my mouth. Or somewhere else. Wherever you like."

      Calida keeps distracting me, touching my cock and tasting it, making little noises of approval that cause my sac to tighten, my seed so ready to spill that only my clenched fists keep me from losing control.

      “I am going to come,” I warn her. “Fast.”

      She looks up at me with hot eyes and takes me deeper into her mouth, her tongue dragging along the underside of my cock. One hand goes to my backside and she pushes me deeper into her mouth, until I feel the hot clench of the back of her throat. I groan, my hands going to her mane, and pump into her wet, willing mouth. Once. Twice. Then my release boils out of me, spurting down her throat as she holds me to her. She pulls back as I come, releasing my cock and swallowing my spend.

      She wipes the corners of her mouth and gives me a pleased look. “Feel better?”

      I want to collapse on the furs at her feet. “You have no idea.”

      “I bet I do.” Her voice is sultry with heat.

      I am humbled that she would see to my needs before I have the chance to see to hers. I drop down to my knees and touch her cheek. “Thank you for that gift.” I study her face, looking for shyness or unease, but there is nothing but need in her eyes, and her khui’s song hums louder than ever. “Are you still afraid?”

      “I don’t know if ‘afraid’ is the right word,” she admits, and moves toward me when I sit down. She crawls into my lap, sliding her arms around my waist and tucking her head against my chest. “Am I nervous? Yes. Uncertain about the future? Yes. Do I still hate your guts? Not really.”

      “Not really?” I echo, amused. “So confident in me.” I feel good right now, with my soft, rounded mate in my arms and her head against my chest. I stroke my hand down her back, lifting up the hem of her tunic and playing with the swells of her bottom and those fascinating dimples. Even as my breathing slows, my khui’s song increases once more and my cock stirs to life. It does not matter how good the release, the relief will not be complete until I claim her.

      But…we have all night.

      And the rest of our lives.

      So I continue petting her soft, fine skin as she snuggles against me.

      “You know what does irritate me?” Calida finally says. “That you’re getting everything you wanted. That this shitty plan of yours worked.”

      I grunt acknowledgment of her words. I can see why it makes her upset, but I will not apologize for my actions, because she is right. I would do everything again in the same way because it brought my mate to my arms. Of course I am pleased. But I do not want her to be angry, so I must turn the words around. I decide to tease her instead. “It is because I am devious.”

      “Slytherin,” she mutters.

      “Your mate,” I correct. “We will make the angriest, craftiest kit on the beach.”

      That makes her chuckle. Calida sighs, and then looks up at me, studying my face. Impulsively, I lean in and kiss her lips. She still tastes faintly of my release, but not in a bad way. Her eyes close and she leans into my kiss, and I fist my hand into her soft, thick mane and hold her as I devour her mouth. She is soft and smooth, my mate, her tongue slippery and sleek against mine. It makes me think about last night, when I dragged my tongue over her clit and made her come. I want to do that again. I want to do everything to my pretty, fierce Calida.

      And I am the luckiest of hunters because she is my resonance mate.

      I kiss her over and over again, until she is whimpering softly in my arms, and the scent of her arousal perfumes the air. I slide her tunic higher, dragging my fingers over her bottom. She knows I am fascinated with the sight of it, and I am. I could stare at it for hours, all rounded sweetness and inviting dimples. I want to push my face between her thighs and kiss her where she is sensitive, but when she tilts her face up for another kiss, I take her mouth instead and let my hand glide between the curves of her buttocks, seeking her wet heat.

      Calida moans when my fingers brush over the entrance to her core.

      “Lie back for me,” I command her. “Let me have my fill of you.”

      She nods, and when I ease her onto the furs, she tugs at her tunic, wriggling until she pulls it over her head. Then she is naked and glorious to see, her teats inviting my touch as much as the dark patch of curls between her thighs. I lower my head to kiss her again, then press my mouth lower, moving to those enticing swells on her chest. I have learned over the last handful of days in the furs with her that she likes for the darker buds—the nipples—to be licked and stroked. Not in the same way as her clit, but with nibbles and teasing, ticklish caresses. I cup one teat and tease it in my hand, pointing the nipple toward my mouth and sucking on it.

      “I guess we’re doing this now,” she tells me, breathless.

      I nip at the tip, scraping my teeth ever so lightly in the way that makes her shiver, and lift my head to look at her. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “Honestly? No.” Her hands go to my face and she cups it, then slides her hands to my horns and gently steers me back down. “It feels good. Keep going.”

      “Shall I tell you how beautiful you are?” I murmur between licks.

      “As long as you don’t call me squat.”

      I fight back a grin. “You are the most beautiful of females,” I tell her. “And the most forgiving.”

      That elicits a snort-giggle from her, and her teats jiggle with her laughter.

      I am entranced at the sight, cupping one and nuzzling its companion. “I know you do not believe me, Calida, but I love your body. When I first saw you, I thought it was odd that you were so very short. The only humans I had seen were M’rsl and L’ren and they are both taller than you and very flat here compared to you.” I cup her glorious teats. “But the more I looked at you, the more I realized how appealing this is. I like that you fill my hands. I like the weight of your hips and the dimples on your bottom.”

      “My butt has dimples?” She makes a horrified sound.

      “The best dimples,” I reassure her. “I want to lick all of them and feast between your thighs.”

      A shuddery moan escapes her, and she relaxes on the furs beneath me. I realize she is more nervous than she lets on. Just because she pleasured me with her mouth does not mean she is yet ready to give up her idea of independence. She wants to be wooed into my furs, even if the khui is demanding it.

      And I can woo her. With kisses and soft words and a great deal of licking, I will woo my mate happily.

      “The best mate,” I say again, because she needs to hear it again. “The softest. The most attractive. When I approached you and you got angry at me, I thought to myself that you were frustrating, but you were also incredibly fierce. And I was proud of how strong and angry you were.”

      A little gasp escapes her as I tease her nipple. “Liar. You were not…”

      “I was,” I reassure her. “Up until that point, the only females I knew of were M’rsl and L’ren. I have not spoken with L’ren but M’rsl is a shy, frightened thing. To know you were so ferocious made me proud and relieved. I do not think I could live with a female like M’rsl. She is good for T’chai, but not right for me.” I roll the tip of her teat between my fingers as I speak, enjoying as she arches and wiggles underneath me. “I prefer a strong, proud female…even if she makes me question my mind with her defiance.”

      She giggles again, the sound achingly sweet. “Thank you, M’tok.”

      “For what?”

      “For being my friend first.” She threads her fingers through my mane, squirming as I kiss lower. “For not pushing me so hard that I hated you.”

      “You have misunderstood me the entire time, my pretty mate,” I tell her as I slide lower, licking her navel. It dips in the softness of her round belly, inviting my tongue. I tease it as I would her cunt, and she pants with need. “I do not want just a warm place to shove my cock. I want my mate. My companion. My other half. I want the mother to my kits. I want the one who makes all of this worth doing.” I press a kiss to the gentle swell of her belly, where she is soft. “And now I have her.”

      Calida gives a soft, blissful sigh. “I’m still going to drug you at some point.”

      “I welcome it,” I promise her. “I will take anything you do to me and be glad just because I have you at my side.” I kiss lower, trailing my mouth over the curls shielding her cunt, and then part her thighs. She is soft here, too, the thighs of a female who sits by the fire instead of crawling up and down the cliffs, and I like this softness. I like that my bristling Calida has a soft heart and does not like to see animals die. I remember how she squirmed with discomfort when we went fishing and she caught a fish on a hook. She has a gentle soul to go with her hunter’s heart. I want her to stay like this, forever. Soft, and vulnerable, and mine to protect.

      I press another kiss to the inside of one thigh and push them apart. “You asked me to pleasure you like this again tonight,” I remind her. “I will do this every night you are my mate. I look forward to it, Calida. There is nothing better than the taste of a resonance mate on a hunter’s tongue.” I kiss toward the center of her, where the folds of her cunt glisten with need. “It is a saying that V’ktl’s people have, and it is a true one. Now that I have tasted you, I must have you often.”

      She moans, arching as her hands go to my horns again. “M’tok.”

      “I am here,” I rasp, my khui’s song rumbling fiercely through my body as I breathe in her scent. “Let me pleasure you. Tell me you want me to taste you. Tell me you want my mouth on your cunt.”

      Calida gives another little wriggling motion, as if she cannot decide whether or not she wishes to run away from my hungry mouth or give in. With another moan she clutches my horns tightly and pushes my face down. “Please.”

      I growl with fierce pleasure at the husky sound of her voice. Pushing her thighs farther apart, I grip them and lower my face, nuzzling her soft folds until my mouth is buried in her sweetness. The taste of her floods my tongue and I clench my body in response, willing my cock to behave. It has been fulfilled at least once, I remind it. Now it is my mate’s turn.

      Resonance is greedy and wants more from both of us, though.

      “Oh jeez,” she moans as I drag my tongue over her folds. “Can’t get over the ridges.”

      “Mm?” I lift my head to look up at her. “Ridges?”

      “Tongue,” she pants. “Your tongue.”

      Ah. I knew hers was smooth compared to mine, but I did not realize it would feel different on her body. I deliberately drag those ridges over her clit and she chokes out a small cry, her hands tight on my horns. I love the fierce sounds she makes, so I do more, teasing and flicking, licking and rubbing until she’s arching her hips, pushing them against my mouth as I work her clit.

      “M’tok. M’tok. So close.” She whimpers in frustration, as if I would ever let her down. I want to tell her that I have her, that I am going to make her come hard, but I have learned her body over the last two handfuls of days. I have learned that if I change the tempo or pressure as I touch her, it chases her release away. So I do not stop, not even to tell her words of encouragement. I just keep going and going, and when her thighs quake and shiver, I know she is on the edge. I press on, and when Calida lets out a keening cry, her cunt floods with her release.

      My need surges, and I groan, lapping at her folds and tasting her until she pushes my head away. My mate. Her body is soft and pliant in my arms, ready and willing and wet for me. I taste her again, unable to help myself, and when she pushes at my horns once more, I nip at the inside of her thigh.

      “A moment, M’tok,” she pants. “Let me catch my breath.”

      I force myself to lift my head from her sweetness, though it is the most difficult thing I have ever done. I want to bury my face there until the sun rises, tasting her over and over and reveling in the cries of her release, of the press of her thighs against my horns as she comes.

      A lifetime will not be enough with this female.

      I sit up reluctantly, gazing down at her. Calida is spread in the furs before me, panting, her face flushed. Her lips are swollen as if she has been biting them, and her mane is a tousled cloud around her face. She is flushed on her teats as well, and when I run my hand along the swell of her hip, I love that she quivers at my touch.

      “I am not done with you,” I vow to her. I lean over my mate, resting my weight on one hand by her shoulder even as I lean down to kiss her pretty, swollen mouth. “I will never be done with you, my Calida. That is only the first time I will make you come. After this night, I want you on my mouth every morning and my cock deep inside your cunt every evening. I will make sure these lovely teats are teased until the tips stand up, and make sure your cunt is well-licked. I will be a good mate to you, Calida.” I drag my tongue against hers in a teasing flick. “Wait and see.”

      She gives a little moan, leaning into my kiss, and her hand reaches for my cock. She sucks in a little breath when her fingers skate over me. “You’re so hard again already.”

      “It is resonance. I am constantly in need of you, my mate.” I rub my nose against hers and thrust into her grip. “So much need, Calida.”

      She shivers at my words and then lifts one leg, digging her heel into my behind. My tail automatically curls around her calf, holding her there. “Then take me, M’tok. Let’s not wait any longer.”

      “You must turn over. That is how it is done.”

      She tilts her head. “It is?”

      Now I am the one suspiciously eyeing her. “Do you not know how kits are made?”

      Calida chuckles. “Um, I do, thanks. But you do know we can do it like this? Face to face?” She reaches up and caresses my jaw. “Looking at each other?”

      I try to think back to the matings I have seen, but they were many, many turns of the seasons ago. Even so, I do not recall anyone ever mating face to face. “That is how humans do it?”

      “Humans do it lots of different ways,” she reassures me. “We can do it however you want, but for the first time, I want to look at you. Please. It’s important to me.”

      I lean down and kiss her, wanting to take away the uncertain look in her eyes. “I will do it however you like. I only want to make you happy.”

      My beautiful mate smiles up at me and lifts her other leg around my hips. She gives me a subtle push forward, dragging me down against her, and then my cock is resting atop her cunt, and our skin is pressed together. I groan with pleasure, stroking my length up and down her wet folds, enjoying the feel of her body against mine. Her breathing quickens, and she watches me closely, her eyes intense with emotion. I lean in to kiss her again, and our khuis are singing to one another, the joined vibration of them seeming to shake the world around us.

      It feels good to be with her like this. Right.

      Her cunt is slick and inviting against my cock, and I rub against her, dragging the head of my shaft through her folds. She gasps when it moves over her clit, and with another stroke, she is rocking her hips, her movements matching mine.

      “More ridges,” she pants as we move together. “Jesus Christ, I’m dying here.”

      “You are?” Her words tell me one thing but her movements another.

      “Good dying,” she promises, breathless. “Keep going. Don’t stop what you’re doing.”

      I lean in and kiss her again before she can say more confusing human things. As I do, I stroke my cock through her wetness again and then press against the entrance to her core. She is hot and slick here, and the need to push into her overwhelms me. I rock against her body, lightly thrusting at her entrance.

      Calida gasps and her fingernails dig into my skin. Her entire body trembles underneath me. “Do it,” she whispers against my lips.

      How can I refuse? I groan, pushing into her heat. She is tight—impossibly tight, hot and wet and warm. Her body sucks me deeper, and even though I tell myself to go slow, to take my time, I cannot stop myself. I push and push and push, and before I am even halfway inside her, she moans and rocks her hips.

      “You feel amazing, M’tok. So—”

      With a hiss of breath, I sink deep, thrusting all the way in.

      Her voice rises to a squeak. “—full.” Her hands clench on my shoulders again, her eyes wide as she takes all of me into her. “Okay. I need a moment.” Calida’s breath pants rapidly, her body tensing.

      It feels as if she is gripping a fist tight around my cock. And she wants me to stop? I remain as still as I can, but it is torture. She feels so good—so tight—and I want nothing more than to plunge into her over and over again. But I worry my short, soft mate is too small and I am too big. “I hurt you?”

      “No,” she says, still breathless. “No. I just need a moment to adjust. You’re really big and it’s been a while.” She squirms underneath me, shifting her weight, and I groan again, closing my eyes. The khui’s song hums through our bodies, and I can feel hers practically throbbing against my cock deep inside her.

      Torture. All of it is torture. The best kind of torture, but still torture.

      Calida shifts her weight again, and then shudders hard. “You twitched.”

      “I what?” I manage the words between gritted teeth.

      “You twitched.” She presses her teats to my chest, the nipples grazing my skin, and I nearly lose control at that. “Do it again.”

      “Do what again? I am trying not to move. I do not want to hurt you.”

      “No, move—”

      “But you said you needed a moment—”

      She says something frustrated in angry in her strange tongue, then grabs a handful of my mane, pulling it. “Move, damn you.”

      I hiss, the pain of her grip oddly adding to the intense moment, and snag her wrist in my hand. I pin it high over her head on the furs and thrust into her, unable to help myself. My body has a mind of its own and the moment I thrust deep, I freeze, waiting to see if I have hurt her.

      Calida moans, her head tilting back. “Oh. My. Fuck.”

      “What?”

      She shivers, her teats shuddering. “Spur. God. Your spur. It’s incredible. I wasn’t sure at first but now…” A low moan escapes her. “Amazing.”

      Does this mean I can mate her freely now? I move slowly, cautiously, watching her face. A look of bliss crosses her face and her eyes close, even as her mouth curls into a hint of a smile. Her hand twitches, still trapped in my grip, and then she puts her other hand next to it. “Pin me down,” she breathes. “I like it.”

      She likes being held down under me? A low growl rises in my throat, and I pin both of her wrists in my hand, then pump into her, hard. She gasps, but her legs quiver around my hips, tighter than ever, and I thrust into her again. And again. Holding her wrists above her head adds another exciting element to our mating—is it because my Calida likes to fight and also likes to be conquered? I have no answers, but it does not matter. All that matters is that she is mine.

      I thrust into her with deep stroke after deep stroke, her cunt taking everything I have with hot, wet ease. She feels better than I could have ever imagined, her soft body giving and responsive. My seed tightens in my sac, ready to fulfill resonance, but I pound away at my mate, determined to make this mating good for her. To make her come again. I increase my movements, stroking into her faster and harder, because every thrust makes her teats bounce in the most enticing way, and I barely notice that I put both hands on her wrists, pinning her down, until she moans hard and her cunt clenches around my cock.

      The air hisses out from between my teeth, and then I claim my mate with everything I am. I pound into her, thrusting wildly, unable to stop what has been set in motion. My blood roars in my ears, nearly drowning out the sound of my khui—and Calida’s cries of pleasure.

      My mate quakes under me again, and then gives a little cry. Her cunt spasms around me, gripping me tighter than ever, and I realize this is what it feels like when she comes around me.

      And then I lose all control. I come, my body arching tight like a bowstring as I thrust into her again, filling her cunt with my seed. It rushes out of me like a flood, coming endlessly, and I cannot stop stroking into her as I come. It is only when the last drops of seed leave my body that I collapse atop my mate, utterly spent in all ways.

      I have no words.

      No thoughts.

      No strength.

      No breath.

      No seed.

      Just a soft, claimed mate under me, her thighs wet and trembling with my release. I kiss her mouth when the world rights itself and I realize where I am. “Did I hurt you?”

      “Huh?” Calida blinks up at me, her expression as dazed as my own.

      “With our mating? I did not harm you with my eagerness, did I?” I press another kiss to her mouth, then tease down her throat. I cannot seem to stop touching her, and my cock twitches in eager agreement deep inside her. I know from speaking with others that some resonances do not “take” right away and require many matings. When I was younger, I thought this was a terrible thing, that the male had perhaps not done something right.

      Now I think that a resonance that does not take right away is a good thing, a thing to be celebrated. I will take any excuse to mate my female, any at all. Filling her with my seed often? That is a gift, not a problem.

      “No, nothing hurts,” she whispers, and then shifts a little under my weight. “You’re heavy, though.”

      I grin and slide my arms around her waist, then roll onto my back, carrying her with me. She makes a sound of protest when she realizes she is the one atop me now, and my cock leaves the warm grip of her body with the movement. “Is that better?”

      She pushes her mane out of her eyes, her cheeks flushed as she looks down at me. Her teats bob enticingly as she sits up, drawing my interest. “You should have warned me about the spur.”

      I frown at that. “Warned you? It does nothing.”

      Calida snorts. “Does nothing. Hombre, that thing does everything.” She shivers again, and I can tell from her expression it is a good shiver. “The other girls mentioned it but I thought…well, no, I don’t think I could have imagined that.”

      A slow smile curves my mouth. “So I could have enticed you into my furs sooner by using my spur? This is good to know.”

      “Assault with a deadly weapon,” she says, then giggles at her joke. I do not understand it, but it sounds flattering if she is comparing my spur to a weapon.

      “And you like to be held down under me,” I point out.

      “Didn’t realize I was kinky until you did it.” She squirms atop my chest. “Then I realized how much I liked it.”

      “So you did like it? I did well?”

      Calida sits up, the slick heat of her cunt pressing against my cock in enticing ways. “Very well. I have no regrets.”

      “Except that it is with me,” I point out.

      She bites her lip and then gives me a shy look. “I’m not even sure I regret that.”

      And my chest swells as if I have been given the greatest of gifts. This is everything I wanted when I stole her away. I wanted my mate, my companion, my female. I have her now, and she is everything I dreamed of…and more.

      “I’m still going to drug you at some point,” she teases me. “Since you lied to me. I’m not a fan of that.”

      I smile, but inside I am thinking of the other ways I lied to her. I pretended that I was incompetent on the ice. I pretended I would take her back to the village. I pretended I was lost. “No more lies,” I agree.

      As she leans in to kiss me, I vow that this is the truth. No more lies between us. Not that I want to lie to her. I prefer the truth. But she can never know that I manipulated things to ensure she fell into my arms…because my mate can carry a grudge, and I never want to lose her again.
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      CALLIE

      Fine. I admit it.

      I’m…happy.

      I roll over in the furs, reaching for M’tok’s tail as I do. A quick stroke of it never fails to wake him up, and usually when he wakes up, he wants cuddle time. Cuddle time quickly turns into ‘pleasure Callie’ time, which then swiftly becomes ‘fuck like bunnies’ time.

      Man, I love mornings.

      I snuggle a bit closer to M’tok’s big body as he pulls me closer, still dozing. His sleep patterns are all off now that we’re together. It used to be that he’d wake up early and prepare breakfast for me, but now…now he lingers in bed and sleeps even later than I do. I guess I’m wearing him out.

      A satisfied smile curves my mouth at that thought, and I stroke his tail, trying to subtly rouse him.

      It’s been a week since we resonated. I don’t know at what point our cooties stopped their angry purring and changed to something softer and more subtle. All I know is I’m still addicted to his touch, and I suspect it has less to do with resonance and more to do with M’tok as the days pass. We’re good in the furs together—great, actually—but more than that, our personalities are meshing. M’tok might be a little calculating, but it works well with my bolder style. He has a sly sense of humor that hits me in all the right spots, and I always find him fascinating to talk to. He doesn’t mind that I’m squeamish about animals and the practical realities of life here. He’s fussy and particular about cleaning, sure, but he totally dotes on me and it’s clear that I’m his number one priority in all things.

      Hard to get mad about that.

      It’s been a week since we gave in to resonance, and I haven’t had a single complaint. Every time we come together in bed—and we come together a lot—it feels like it’s better than the last. M’tok was good before, but he’s learning my body and what turns me on, and now it doesn’t take long before he’s making me crazy. His stamina has increased, too. My virgin mate has come a long way from the guy that had to jerk himself off before we touched so he could last.

      Just thinking about sex makes me all achy deep inside, and I move a bit closer to him, rubbing my nipples against his bare chest and giving his tail another hand-job-like stroke.

      “Female,” he murmurs, his hand sliding to my ass and squeezing it. “You are very impatient. Your hunter needs his sleep.”

      I snort. “Excuse me. I didn’t realize I mated to a guy that would rather nap than fool around with his lady.”

      His big hand rubs circles onto my butt, and then he parts my cheeks, sliding his fingers between my thighs until he finds my core and pushes into me. “I did not say that.”

      I clutch his tail tightly, lifting one foot and resting it on his thigh so he can use his fingers on me. “So you don’t want me to wake you up by touching you?”

      “I did not say that, either.” He pushes one big finger deep inside me, stroking it and then curling slightly so he can brush against the sensitive spot inside me we found the other night. Now that he knows what a G-spot is? He’s obsessed and I swear he just likes to make me fall to pieces.

      I’m good with that, myself. I’ve never come so hard or so fast or so often than this last week. M’tok is by far the best lover I’ve ever had, and the spur and tongue ridges are just bonuses on top of bonuses. He works my pussy with his fingers, his thumb stroking over my clit as he does, and I’m clinging to him, mewing like a pathetic creature as he makes me come so hard that I see stars.

      We kiss, and then his fingers slide from my heat and he pushes me onto my back, and then he fucks me until I come ridiculously hard all over again.

      When I’m boneless and sated from two mind-blowing orgasms, he kisses me, tucks the blankets around me, and then pads to the hot water trickle at the back of the cave to clean up. He returns with hot water in the carved tea cup, and stokes the fire while I lazily watch him get to work. It’s a pleasure to watch his big body go through the motions, and after a few weeks of living with M’tok, I know his routine. I know his actions.

      And I know when something’s wrong when he stiffens, just for a moment, and then goes back to work, sprinkling a few of the dried tea leaves into the cup.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “We are almost out of tea.” He glances over his shoulder at me. “Do not worry. I can go hunt more leaves for you.”

      “In that?” I gesture at the front cave, where even now, I can hear the wind howling. The weather’s dreadful more days than not, and it definitely makes me realize the term “brutal season” isn’t a misnomer. It’s brutal, all right. “I don’t want you to go out at all. We can skip tea.”

      “We are low on other things as well,” he says, voice even. He moves back toward the bed, carefully handing me the cup and watching with interest as the blankets slide down when I sit up. He loves my cleavage, and so I have a lot of “accidents” to flash him.

      I’m shameless like that.

      “Low on what? We have water, right? So…food?” I sip the tea, noticing it’s weak again today. It was weak yesterday, too, but I didn’t realize it was because he was rationing it for me. Turns out I’ve been in a honeymoon fog and haven’t paid a lick of attention to our supplies.

      “We have dried fish—”

      I grimace.

      “—and not much of that.” M’tok reaches forward, tugging at a lock of my hair and wrapping it around his finger. He loves to touch me constantly. Obsessed with it, really. “And we are low on fuel.”

      “Oh.” I think about that. Of all the things we’re low on, fuel is the most important. Being hungry sucks, but we can get more fish from the lake nearby. All the mountain goats are gone, though. They haven’t come back in days and days, and that means there’s no dung, either. We might be able to go without a bit of food for a few days, but no fuel will make us completely miserable and there’s no sign that this weather is letting up. “I guess the world is telling us to head back to the village, huh? That we can’t stay up here forever?”

      He studies me, his hard face surprisingly attractive. When did I start to like angry brows and a hard mouth? Because now they’re totally a turn on. “I did make you a fine hut back on the beach.”

      “I’m sure it’s the most well-organized hut ever,” I murmur, taking another sip of my tea. “So I’ll stay there and you’ll move in with S’bren?”

      M’tok scowls, as if the very thought is utterly insulting to him. “You do not want me as your mate, after all this?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” I keep my voice light and airy. Does he not realize I’m teasing? “I don’t hate you as much now, but…I’m a little worried.”

      “Why?” His eyes flash with irritation.

      “I just think you’ll see all that leather back at camp and get turned on. Forget all about me and then I’ll find you sticking your dick into one of the tents—”

      He growls low in his throat and snatches the tea cup from my hands, then tackles me to the furs.

      I squeal in mock-protest as he grabs my wrists and holds them over my head. “You think I would mate with a tent when I have this?” M’tok slides a hand between my thighs, cupping my pussy.

      I gasp, squirming against him, but I can’t stop smiling. “I don’t know. You island guys were lonely for a real long time. I’m just saying—”

      M’tok growls again and then he’s kissing me. I moan, aroused. I love it when he pins my hands down. Not that I have to have it to get fired up, but it just adds a little bit of spice to our play and I love spice.

      I love being with him, too. I love that when I play, he plays back. Even now, he pretends to be angry with me, glaring down at my disobedient expression. “You are a cruel mate to a hunter such as me.”

      “The cruelest.” I bite lightly at his lower lip between kisses.

      “I should be cruel back to you,” he says, and his hand between my legs moves over my folds. “Perhaps I should tease you here and not give you any relief until you beg me.”

      Oh shit. Now I’m getting even more aroused. I squirm hard under him. “You’d better not.”

      “My pretty mate, I can do whatever I like to you. Your human arms are too puny to even break my grip.” And he gives me that arrogant look that used to piss me off and turns me on so much now.

      I push against the hand he has over my wrists and he’s right. There’s no breaking free. Instead of making me upset, though, I just moan and slide my thighs apart, welcoming his other hand as he fingers me.

      “Such a distraction,” he murmurs, kissing and nipping at my chin. “Before we play in the furs a bit more, I must know. Should we stay for longer and eat fish? Or should we find our way back to the village?”

      I pause, looking him in the eye. I’m honestly not sure. Part of me is reluctant to leave this happy little nest we’ve got set up, but I also don’t want to starve to death and we don’t know how long the season’s going to last. M’tok’s not used to the snows, just like me. “What do you want to do?”

      He shrugs. “Stay or go, as long as I am with you, I do not care.”

      That makes me melt. I beam up at him, then impulsively kiss his hard mouth. “Then maybe we stay here. I can eat some fish for a few days in a row. If you think it’s unsafe, we’ll go back.” I wiggle my hips under his hand enticingly. “I’m in no hurry.”

      M’tok’s eyes are fierce as he gazes down at me. “Neither am I.”
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      M’TOK

      It is night when I wake up for no reason. I run a hand over my face, touching my mate’s body as she lies asleep next to me. Her bottom is pressed against my groin and while that feels good, it is not why I woke up. I lie in the darkness, quiet, waiting for the reason to show itself.

      From the front of the cave, there is a snuffling noise, and the sound of rustling. I catch a whiff of animal stink, of wet fur and dirt.

      Ah.

      The hairy “goat” creatures, as Calida calls them. If that is the case, then our food supply problems are solved. Her soft heart will not like that I will kill one for food, but she knows we need the meat. As quietly as I can, I ease out of the furs and get my spear from its spot on the cave wall.

      “What is it?” Calida sits up in the furs, watching me.

      I bend down next to her and put a finger to her lips. “I hear the goats in the next cave,” I whisper. “I am going to hunt one for our food.”

      She wrinkles her nose and whispers back. “Is that what smells like wet dog?”

      I nod absently, then creep toward the distant entrance. I cannot yet see what is out at the front due to the bend in the cave itself, but that means the skittish goats also cannot see me. There is a rustle of furs behind me and then Calida’s small hand touches my back.

      “I’m coming with you,” she whispers.

      I am not surprised. Calida is fierce when she needs to be, and unafraid. Even so, it makes me smile. “I can handle a goat or two,” I reassure her.

      “I know. But I’m coming anyhow.” And she gives my bare back a little pat.

      We creep forward, our steps quiet. I slow my movements so I do not outpace my mate’s short legs. She moves as silently as I do, and the creatures continue to make their noises, oblivious to our approach.

      Then, we turn the bend in the cave and can see our visitors.

      They are not goats.

      I do not know what they are.

      I straighten immediately, even as Calida murmurs a soft “What the fuck?” behind me. My grip on my spear is tight.

      Even so, they see us.

      My first instinct is that they are people. They have long limbs, arms and legs and tails just like us. That is where the similarity ends, though. Their “fingers” are tipped with long, lethal claws, their eyes are large and odd, and they are covered with fur like the goats. They squat, picking through our bags and one savagely tears apart the dried fish I had saved with his beaky mouth.

      There are three of them, and they look up the moment we pause at the sight of them.

      One hoots angrily, swiping at us from afar. Another clutches at my pack, holding it to its chest as it retreats a few steps, and the other grabs the string of dried fish and bolts from the cave.

      The one that remains hisses at me again, snapping its beak.

      “Stay back,” I tell Calida, putting a hand up to stop her. “I will handle it.”

      “What the fuck is it?”

      “I do not know.” It is not like anything I have seen at the beach. I try to recall other creatures that the hunters warned me about but my mind was too distracted with resonance. I did not pay attention. Now I wish I had.

      The largest one lifts its head and hoots again, waving one hand as the other two scurry out of the cave. In the distance, I hear more hoots, and my scalp prickles. How many of these are in a pack?

      I hear Calida take a few steps backward and some of the tension eases. Good. The farther away she is, the safer she is. If only one of these creatures attacks, I can handle it. I worry about the calls of more outside. If we are rushed by five or more, I am not sure I can protect my mate.

      And protecting her is the most important thing.

      I move forward, tail flicking in an irritated, warning pattern. I bare my teeth at the creature when it does not back down. It has eaten my supplies, stolen food from my mate, and now threatens her? “If you do not leave, I am going to wear you as a pelt,” I warn it in a deadly voice.

      It hoots at me again, but takes a step backward, as if trying to decide if it wants to fight me or run.

      “Vamonos!”

      My mate runs up to my side and before I can stop her, she flings something forward. It is the water pouch we use for cooking over the fire. It slaps against the creature with a wet splat and old tea from last night sprays all over it and the cave floor.

      The thing shrieks and scuttles backward.

      I chase after it, yelling and shaking my spear. It howls as it races out of the cave, and by the time I make it to the entrance lip, I see nothing but fleeing creatures taking to the slopes, scrambling away as fast as they can. I count them instead, making note of two hands of creatures —six—before they move out of sight. I eye the moonlight-covered snow suspiciously, wondering how many more are hidden just out of sight, watching me.

      Waiting for me to sleep again so they can come back and steal more from us.

      “M’tok?” my mate calls, her voice worried. “Are they gone?”

      I turn around and head inside, nodding. “For now.”

      “We should build up the fire in the front of the cave,” Calida suggests. “Keep them away.”

      Smart. I want to grab her and clutch her to my chest…and then shake her for risking herself. The water trick was clever, though. “Whatever those things are, they are skittish. You were smart to scare it like that.”

      She looks surprised and pleased at my praise. “I just wanted to distract it long enough so you could gut it.”

      I make a face. “We are not eating those.”

      “God, no.” Calida holds her nose. “But I’m guessing we know what lived here before we got here.”

      Grunting in agreement, I pick through the mess in the cave, finding the last of our fuel chips and tossing them into the old fire pit near the entrance. I bend down and start to make a fire. “Watch the entrance in case they return. Take my spear.”

      She sits by the fire pit and gives me a gentle push. “You go guard the entrance. I can make a fire.”

      I nod. It makes sense. Before I get up, though, I pull her tightly against me and bury my face in her mane. I hold her naked form against my body and breathe in her scent, relieved that she is unharmed.

      I have to think of both my mate and the kit she carries, and the thought fills me with utter fear. “I will protect you,” I vow to her.

      “I know.” Her voice is gentle. “I trust you. It’s ok. You didn’t know those things were here or you wouldn’t have brought me.”

      She understands me, even when I do not say the words. I kiss her brow again, and then get to my feat, scooping up my spear and watching the entrance. There will be no sleep for me tonight…or any other night we are out here. I have brought her to this dangerous place. There is a reason a perfectly good cave like this one is deserted.

      “Jesus Christ, they shit everywhere,” Calida moans. “How long were they in here?”

      “Long enough.” I grit my teeth, trying not to think about how close they were to where my mate slept, vulnerable, in my arms.

      “I swear they crapped on everything. Ugh. And the smell.” She makes a gagging sound. “We should burn everything they touched.”

      I grunt with amusement, keeping my gaze on the cliffs. I want to help her with the fire, but it is better if I protect her for now. Instead, I am silent. I think about all the things I have done wrong. I hung food to dry in the cave without guarding it. I kept no fire burning at the entrance to the cave. I never checked for tracks or spoor in the area. I thought because this cold land had no kaari that it was much safer than the island. I can camouflage and blend in with the snow, but my mate cannot. She is utterly vulnerable.

      This all changes now. A fire will be kept going at the front of the cave at all times. Calida and I will carry knives. We will keep extra pouches of water full to scare off the creatures if they return again…

      And we will leave this place. I eye the clear, moonlit night.

      If the weather holds, we leave in the morning.

      I will not risk my mate for anything. It does not matter if it is peaceful here in our mountain cave. There is no peace for me if she is in danger.
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      CALLIE

      M’tok is quiet after the yetis leave. At least, I don’t know if they’re yetis, but my brain needs to call them something, and “abominable snowman” is too much of a mouthful. Once I get a fire blazing, I toss in all the leather scraps they crapped and pissed on—and the damn things crapped and pissed everywhere. I’m sad to see that my spare tunic with my first few tentative bits of embroidery is ruined, and add it to the flames. I can always make another tunic.

      It’s M’tok I’m worried about. I remember him telling me that he blamed himself for not being there when his family was killed. I can follow the breadcrumbs and know how his mind is at work now - he’s blaming himself for getting lost and bringing me into the mountains. It’s nobody’s fault.

      Well, it’s a little his fault, but he had good intentions. And I haven’t been unhappy. I’ve been the opposite of unhappy, really. Ever since I got here—even before I resonated—I felt depressed and unsettled. Resonance to a man I hated just made it worse. But I haven’t been sad or struggling in the last while. I’m sure some of it is sex endorphins, but I haven’t needed Steph’s “five things” list to cheer myself up. Just talking to M’tok helps. The sewing and embroidery helps, too. I didn’t realize how much I liked making pretty things or how much it bothered me to wear ugly, shapeless leather clothing. Now I keep thinking about ways I can improve my tunics, colors to try for thread dyes, patterns to put at the edge of a cloak or a boot. I feel…inspired.

      I’m happy.

      And now that I’m happy, I don’t want M’tok to be sad or worried. I glance over at him as he waits near the entrance, scanning the cold mountains and watching for interlopers. He’s still totally naked, his long hair fluttering in the early morning breeze. Dawn hasn’t arrived yet, which means it’s bitterly cold. I mumble something about putting my own tunic on and go back to our bed, getting his tunic and a blanket, and I carry them out and gently drape the blanket over his shoulders.

      “You’re not going to sleep ever again, are you?” I tease. I’m only half-joking, though.

      The look he gives me is full of self-reproach.

      “Come on, sunshine.” I tuck the blanket around him. “No one got hurt. They left. It’s going to be okay.”

      “They could come back,” he warns me. “In greater numbers.”

      Clearly he’s a glass half-empty sort of guy.

      “If the weather holds, we are leaving in the morning.”

      I cross my arms over my tunic, determined not to shiver in the bitter cold or else he’s going to give that blanket to me. “We can leave. I’m fine with that.”

      He shakes his head slowly. “I should have never taken you from the village. It was never my goal to threaten your life or to put you in danger. You have to know I would never want that.” M’tok gives me a tormented look. “I only wanted you to give me a chance.”

      “I’m not blaming you.” I run a finger lightly along the arch of one of his long, proud horns that jut from his brow. “I’ve been happy here. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’m still going to drug you when I get a chance, but I don’t have regrets.” And I smile at him. “You shouldn’t either.”

      “The only regret I have is if I have put you in danger.”

      “Then we leave in the morning and find that shortcut you mentioned. You think the paths will be clear?”

      The look he gives me is grim. “Even if they are not, we are leaving. I will carry you if I need to.”

      I laugh at that…but then I realize he’s serious.

      Damn.
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      Since I can’t sleep either, I pack up our things. M’tok keeps a watchful gaze on the rocky mountainside, but no yetis return to bother us. All is quiet. I don’t like how frustrated M’tok is with himself right now, so I deliberately pack the bag in ultra-messy fashion so he can nerd out on it later. It’ll give him something to do.

      It’s not like there’s a ton to pack anyhow. The stuff we had prepared for food storage has been destroyed, so there’s no food supplies. Water’s easy enough to come by, but our spare tunics were trashed and burned. We can’t really take my dye dabblings and since the things carried away M’tok’s regular pack, all we have left is the spare we picked up at the hunter cave. There’s clothes for both of us, his spear, our knives, a few cooking utensils, one waterskin, some fishing gear, and bundled furs. All the embroidery I’ve done to keep my hands busy on M’tok’s spare tunic is gone. There’s a few tiny vines on the sleeves of his current tunic, but I hate that I’ve lost all that work.

      Then again, after the stink of the yetis, I don’t think I’d want him to wear it again anyhow. Not after they crapped on it. I can make him new, better ones. Some that’ll fit his personality and in different colors, too. Once we get back to the tribe, I’ll be able to experiment more. I’m weirdly excited about going back. Not because it means I get to face everyone and their smug faces who claimed to be right about resonance all along but because I’m ready to start the next chapter. I’m ready to begin that new life—as M’tok’s mate, as a mom-to-be, as a clothing designer. I might even make a good pozole for dinner one night. Not-potato is kind of close to hominy. We’ll see.

      Life just feels like there’s options now. Every day seems a little brighter than the last.

      I pick up the red paint I had mixed on a flat rock and study it, thinking. “You know, we can always head back down the way we came instead of looking for your shortcut.”

      “Hm?” M’tok turns to look at me. Poor guy looks tired, dark circles under his eyes. My chest squeezes with affection. Huh. Affection for M’tok of all people. Go figure.

      Callie of a month ago would have lost her mind at that thought. But I like him. I like being around him. I like being with him. If he was gone tomorrow…I’d be sad. Really sad.

      Devastated.

      Shaking my head to clear it of troubling thoughts, I gesture at the paint. “Want to use this up before we go?”

      His eyes light up and he gives me a knowing look. “You want to decorate the cave wall before we go?”

      “Maybe a handprint or two.” I shrug. “Does that feel wrong to you?”

      “No. I like it.”

      “Then come on.” I gesture at the back cave, where the brightest paintings are. “The suns are practically up anyhow. We’ll make our mark on the cave to commemorate our visit and then be on our way.”

      When he joins me, I lead the way to the back of the cave, past the hot water (that I’m really going to miss) and past more of the stalactites all the way to the back wall, where the faint outlines of four-armed people can still be seen. The hands at the very top of the wall are too high up for us to touch, but it wouldn’t feel right to put ours next to theirs anyhow.

      I look over at my big, strong alien. His expression is thoughtful, his stance still wary as if he half-expects us to be attacked in the cave right now. My heart gives another one of those funny little squeezes and I smile up at him. “It’s going to be all right,” I promise him.

      And I really do feel that it is.

      M’tok touches my chin. “I am glad you see me now,” he says. “Not just resonance, but the hunter behind it.”

      I’m glad of it, too. I wink at him so I don’t blurt out something embarrassing and press my hand into the red dye. “It’s strange to think mine is going to be the first five-fingered handprint on this wall.”

      “I will put mine right next to it so they know you are my strange female and no one else’s,” he offers in that teasing way.

      I chuckle and study the wall, then decide to put a big handprint right at my height. I press my hand against the cool stone, and when I lift it up, my hand is perfectly outlined in red, all four fingers and thumb noticeable. I contemplate for a minute if I should sign it or not…but decide not to. There’s something appealing about being just another person to pass through this cave. I don’t need to declare who I am.

      M’tok takes my hand and flattens his own to my dye-covered one.

      “Sharing dye?” I ask, my stomach fluttering at his touch.

      He smiles at me in that sharp-eyed way of his that makes me hot. “Or I just wanted an excuse to touch my mate.”

      I know how he feels. I press my hand to his a moment longer, and then step back so he can put his hand on the wall. He picks the spot right atop mine, and his print looks different—his fingers long and graceful, his palm lean where mine is round and wide. Side by side like that, we do look awfully alien.

      “It is perfect,” he declares. “Just like my female.”

      I like his way of looking at things. I get a scrap of fur I saved for this moment and wipe my hand clean, and then his, and as I do, I think of my list. Of five things I have to be grateful for this day.

      Every single one of them is the big, Tall Horn man in front of me.
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      M’TOK

      We take my mate's “suggestion” that we head back down the steep slopes of the mountain, back to the hunter cave we stayed at the first time. She thinks it is smarter to go the “long way” than to search for my shortcut. I do not point out that there never was a shortcut, and that my goal was to bring her farther up the mountain all along. I do not want her to think I deliberately endangered her.

      The cave is full of supplies and untouched by visitors since we last saw it, so I make my mate a fine meal and replenish my pack, then drag her into the furs and use my tongue on her until she comes twice, and then a third time when I claim her. Calida sleeps that night in my arms, her body tucked close to mine. Trusting. Affectionate. Perfect.

      I am exhausted, but I cannot help but worry about what will happen when we return to the tribe. My lies will come out eventually and I do not know how Calida will take them. She will be furious, I suspect. She does not like my lies, and I have already been far too sneaky and furtive already in my attempts to bring her to my side.

      I said that I would never regret my actions, but in this moment, I do.

      I cannot lose her now. Not when I am happier than I have ever been.

      If our mountain cave had proved to be safe? I would still be there with her. I might stay there with her forever. We could start our own clan, learn to climb the crags and steep slopes of the mountain like the goats. Eat fish, live in the cave of my ancestors, and be happy. We would not need anyone else. In fact, we could invite my brother and his stolen mate to come and stay with us. Perhaps even R'jaal and T'chai. Start Tall Horn clan anew in this cold place. R'jaal will never take my mate from me. I trust him.

      It is the rest of the tribe I am not so certain of.

      Once Shadow Cat finds out that I stole my female, they are sure to protest. None of them have resonated. They will view my retreat with my female as a betrayal of our clan truce. It will not matter that Calida resonated to me, because they will know my actions influenced S'bren, and he stole an unmated female. They are not wrong; S'bren is a good hunter, but he is a gentle giant. He is not a leader. I am the one with ideas.

      So that will be my fault as well.

      It occurs to me that my mate does not realize that her friend P'nee was snatched, too, and that is another lie I must add to my pile.

      I get no sleep that night. There are too many things too think about. Too many ways my mate can feel betrayed. Too many ways our fragile bond can shatter now that resonance is fulfilled.

      Too many ways I can lose my mate now that I finally have her.
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      The others are on us before we can even get to the cliffs that cradle the beach village. T'shen approaches us as we cross one of the valleys close to the beach, heading toward home. He gives us a long, hard look and studies my mate.

      "Hey, Taushen," Calida says in a bright voice, and reaches for my hand. "We're back. Everyone miss us?"

      He gives me a thoughtful look. "You know R'jaal and Raahosh will want to speak with you."

      "I know this. I am not afraid." I challenge him with a glance.

      "Why?" Calida gives T'shen a blank smile and squeezes my hand. What she is trying to tell me, I do not know.

      T'shen just shakes his head. "I have learned from my mate that I keep my mouth shut on such things. It is for our leaders to discuss, not this hunter." He takes the pack from my shoulders and adds it to his own gear before stepping in time with us. "You both look tired."

      "It has been a few long nights," I begin, thinking of the hairy beasts that attacked our cave.

      Calida just giggles and nudges me. "Braggart."

      T’shen snorts.

      My horns grow hot at the base and I look at my mate. She clings to my arm, smiling up at me, but there is an odd cast to her features. She is being very…giggly around T’shen. What is going on? I study her but say nothing, especially when she holds my gaze for a long moment, as if trying to communicate something. We will talk in private later, then.

      Another hunter joins us as we descend the cliff paths that lead to the village. Gren. Then Th'rand. V'dis. We are surrounded before we even make it to camp, and I know why. They are ensuring I do not run off with my mate again. It is for her protection.

      I knew something like this would happen when we returned. I am oddly glad of it. Of course they should want to protect Calida. She is precious to me, and precious to all of us. She is a lifebearer and a valuable part of the tribe. All of the females are precious. It does not matter that our numbers are now equal—all of us hunters can remember long turns of the seasons in which we expected to never see another female again.

      The group steers us toward the central fire, where R'jaal and R'hosh wait. Many of the others have cleared away, and L'z sits next to her mate with her newborn kit in her arms, another one of her young playing at her feet. She studies us as we approach. They all do. Both R'jaal and R'hosh have fierce frowns on their faces, and R'hosh's arms are crossed over his chest.

      "They have returned," T'shen says, unnecessarily.

      R'hosh nods, his ugly, scarred face fierce with a chief's cold anger. "Wait here, all of you." They are not words for me, but for the hunters that surround us.

      No one moves. They are here to ensure we try nothing…that I try nothing.

      L'z gets to her feet and immediately hands the newborn kit in her arms to her mate. "Can you take Ahsoka for a minute, hon?"

      R'hosh takes the kit automatically, putting it on his shoulder and arranging a towel underneath. With his big hand, he rubs the small back to burp the kit.

      I expect L'z to sit down again but she scoops up the toddler and holds her out to R'jaal. "Can you take Aayla?"

      A'yla opens her arms, giggling, and R'jaal's hard mouth turns into a small, puzzled smile as he takes the kit. "Why are you handing her to me?"

      L'z adjusts the front of her tunic, tying it shut once more now that she is done feeding. "Oh. Raahosh tends to be calmer when he has the baby. Won't blow his lid because he doesn't want to scare her. I figured you could use the same." She gives them both a bright smile. "Bye! I'm off to go see what random bullshit washes up on the beach with Devi. You two have fun." She winks at myself and Calida and turns and leaves.

      R'jaal frowns, opening his mouth to protest.

      Aayla immediately pets his cheeks, giggling, and his frown disappears. "You have fur!"

      "Just a little," he murmurs, looking to R'hosh. "Your mate is clever."

      "She is impossible," R'hosh agrees, but he looks pleased, jiggling and patting the kit on his shoulder. His focus turns to us once more. "So what do you have to say?"

      Before I can speak, Calida squeezes my hand tightly and then steps forward. "I'm confused. Are we in trouble or something?"

      The two leaders stare at her.

      I stare, too.

      My mate just bats her eyelashes at them, her expression all innocence.

      "Are you well, C'lie?" R'jaal asks, his gaze skating over to me. "You are not hurt? Injured? Upset?"

      Her expression turns puzzled. "Why would I be hurt or upset?"

      R'hosh speaks up, his voice low and soothing to not disturb the young one in his arms. "M'tok stole you away—"

      "What?" Calida scoffs. "No he didn't. I went with him willingly."

      There is a low ripple of disbelief in the surrounding males. "You?" R'jaal gives her a disbelieving look, even as Aayla strokes his chin. "You hate M'tok."

      "Maybe I'm just pretending to hate him to throw everyone off?" She says it so reasonably, like it must be so. "It wouldn't be the first or last time it happened."

      "But…" R'jaal makes an exasperated sound and frowns at Aayla as she continues to pet his chin. "This is distracting."

      "Which is why Liz did it," R'hosh agrees. He narrows his eyes at Calida. "If you went with M'tok willingly, Cal-ee, why did you not say anything to anyone?"

      My mate frowns. "Didn't realize I had to check in with someone. Damn. I thought we were all adults here." She gestures at the village. "Does everyone need a hall pass when they go hunting?"

      "You know this is different," R'hosh says, glancing over at me.

      I school my dumbfounded expression into something more neutral. I am just as astonished at my mate's words as the others are. She is telling them she came willingly with me? Even though I drugged her tea and carried her out in the night?

      "It is not a kidnapping, then?" R'jaal looks at R'hosh.

      "Pfft. Of course not." Calida returns to my side and hugs my arm to her chest. "We just wanted to get some alone time together to figure things out."

      "And his brother S'bren?" R'hosh asks.

      "What about him?" Calida puts that blank smile on her face again.

      "He stole Pen-ee on the same night you left WILLINGLY with M'tok." R'hosh is clearly skeptical.

      "Maybe she wanted alone time with S'bren? You should ask them." Calida shrugs. "I haven't seen either." She fights a big yawn. "Are we done here? Or are you guys going to lecture us some more? Because I'm really tired. Fragile pregnant female and all that." She pats her belly and gives me a soft look.

      “You are tired?” I touch her cheek.

      “It was a lot of walking, don’t you think? Plus I’m tired for all kinds of reasons.” And she does that strange eyelash flutter again and leans against my arm. “Can we go home now? Or are we still in trouble for some imaginary kidnapping?” She gives a pointed look R’hosh. “I heard that was traditional with you guys anyhow. Not that it happened.”

      R’hosh scowls at her, just as the kit on his shoulder lets out a full-sized belch. A look of pride crosses his face and he moves his daughter to his other shoulder, bouncing her. “Go. Get rest. I am sure we will have more questions for you later.”

      “I’m sure you will.” Calida looks up at me. “Can we go to our hut now?”

      I ignore R’jaal’s look of surprise at hearing her words. Our hut. The Calida he knows would not want to be anywhere near me, much less share a hut with me. But the Calida at my side is sweet and affectionate and clingy, gazing up at me adoringly. Lying to the others about how she went with me willingly.

      It is…strange.

      She tugs on my hand, leading me out of the group and out of the central area of the tribe’s home, down the sandy beach toward the cluster of huts. I let her lead the way, conscious of how everyone stares at us. I can hear whispers, the light giggle of a human female in the distance, and I feel many eyes upon my back. Calida, if she notices any of this, ignores it all.

      She goes to the correct hut, though, and that sparks my amusement. “You know which one is mine, then?”

      “Of course. I had to know which one to torch if you pissed me off enough.” She tosses a teasing, normal smile in my direction.

      I laugh at that. “I should have guessed.”

      Calida is quiet until she steps atop the platform, shakes the sand off her boots, and then ducks under the leather covering over the door. I follow her in, curious what she will think of the hut I have prepared for her. I try to see it through her eyes, the hanging bundles of dried herbs, organized by type and shape, the neatly stacked baskets of dried food, the bundles of furs arranged by color and bound tightly in the most efficient way. My nets and fishing gear are arranged on hooks along the wall, and the firepit is lined with symmetrical stones that I chose over several days of hunting. Overall, I think the hut is large and spacious and will be a warm, enticing spot to spend the seasons with my mate, but I hope she likes it.

      My mate puts her hands on her hips as she studies the hut. “This is just as I pictured.”

      “It is?” I hope that is pleasure in her voice.

      “I mean, yeah. Even the blankets are color coded.” She shakes her head, grinning at me over her shoulder. “You need one thing to make this our home, though.”

      “What is that?”

      “A couple of red handprints on the wall. And when our kids come along, they can put theirs there, too.”

      My chest tightens with a swell of affection and I grab her hand once more, dragging her toward me. “Calida.” Her name is husky in my throat. “You lied to them. To all of them. You said you went with me willingly.”

      “Very Slytherin of me, wasn’t it?” She gives me a proud look. “I took a page out of your book.”

      “But why?”

      Calida looks up at me. “Because what happens between us is between us. What are they going to do, kick you out? They didn’t do that for Raahosh and I know he stole Liz. I knew they wouldn’t do anything but bluster.” She shrugs. “So I met their bluff. I’m sure they’ll huff and puff over it for a few days, trying to figure out that we’re lying, but they can just deal with it.”

      I touch her cheek, awed by my clever, clever mate. “I am not worthy of such a female.”

      “Don’t think you’re getting out of being drugged, by the way,” she whispers. “I’m gonna keep that one up my sleeve for when I get mad at you.”

      I chuckle. “Fair enough.”

      Calida tilts her head, indicating the furs. “So, want to christen the hut? Because I wasn’t joking that I was tired.” And then she slides a hand to my cock, indicating she is not thinking entirely of sleep.

      Suddenly, neither am I.
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      CALLIE

      Everyone tiptoes around us in the tribe. Well, maybe not my cranky-seeming M'tok. No one seems to tiptoe around him. It's me they treat like a stick of dynamite that's about to go off. The moment I emerge from M'tok's hut in the morning, people are watching me. They eye me with curious expressions and talk in soft voices, like I'm recovering from some sort of trauma. I don't know if it's funny or sad. When I go to get my things out of the women's cave, everyone acts strange. They won't make eye contact. It's not that there's anything wrong, it's that they don't know how to act around me. I notice my bedroll has been tidied and all my stuff placed in a basket. Either they were expecting me to come back dead…or expecting me to move to M'tok's hut anyhow. Kind of amusing. I'm sure I'd be pissed if we still hadn't fulfilled resonance, but now that we have I can't find it in me to be angry anymore.

      It's time to get on with my life.

      I do notice that Penny's bedroll has been neatly stacked next to mine. So it is true that she's missing and S'bren snatched her away? It jarred me to hear the others talking about that when they approached M'tok and me on our return, but it took a little time before I could process what they meant. Penny was kidnapped, probably drugged like I was, by nice and sweet S'bren, the big lug who lets his brother run the show.

      I'd bet ten bucks M'tok was the mastermind of all of it. I’m irritated at that, but I think about big S’bren and the adoring looks he’s been casting in Penny’ s direction for weeks now. I’m sure she’s going to be safe, but annoyed. I’m trying to work up a good annoyance, too, but I just keep thinking about…how happy I am. How great things are working out. Maybe I’ll save that irritation for later, then, when I’m less satisfied with life.

      After I've settled my things in the hut, I feel weirdly lonely without M'tok at my side. This morning, R'jaal and two of the sa-khui arrived on our doorstep, insisting that M'tok was going hunting with them. M'tok just kissed me and promised to bring back some fresh meat and left with them. Either he's getting a private scolding or it's bro talk, but I suspect it's the former. He looked as if he expected it, though, and squeezed my butt affectionately before he left so I wouldn't worry. I'm not worried. He can handle himself.

      I just don't know how to interact with the others now that I'm no longer Callie-the-Angry. I can hide out in the hut all day, but that's not very exciting. Instead, I think of the decorated tunic I'd made for M'tok that we had to leave behind. Maybe someone here's better with dyes than I am. We have different plants, so that means different things to try.

      And I'm excited to try. I hop out of the hut and head toward the main fire, thinking. Hannah will have all the herbs and know what we have stored. I'll need some bowls or plates, which means I'll have to hit up the storage tent to see what I can pillage from the cleaned bones that everyone carves for utensils. And Brooke still has pink ends in her hair, which tells me she's used to dealing with dye back home. Maybe she's experimented here, too.

      I spot Brooke by the main fire, braiding Harlow's bright red hair. She looks sleepy, her pink-and-brown hair pulled into twin tails on both sides of her head. Harlow cradles her infant while listening to Gail, who stirs the large pouch over the fire and looks to be teaching Devi how to cook something. Devi listens with wide eyes, nodding, a spoon in her hand.

      "Did I miss all the shrimp tea?" I ask, sitting down with the others.

      Harlow smiles gently at me, rocking the little one in her arms. "No shrimp tea yet. Devi's learning how to make morning porridge."

      "Morning porridge. I'm up for that." My stomach grumbles at the thought. "Put me down for learning tomorrow, Gail, if you have time." I think for a moment and then add a "Please."

      Gail looks surprised, then pleased. "All right. I'll tell Vaza he gets Z'hren two mornings in a row. You want to learn how to cook?"

      "Breakfast at least," I say, hugging my knees. "We got down to nothing but dried fish in the cave and that's an experience I wouldn't like to repeat again. The more I know, the better."

      The women groan in sympathy. Brooke shakes her head, her fingers buried in Harlow's hair as she weaves an intricate braid. "Let me guess. M'tok was all chest-beating man and swearing that fish was perfectly fine for all meals, right? I keep telling Taushen that humans don't like fish for breakfast and he looks at me like I'm crazy. I told him, you try being pregnant and chowing down on something with a face and fins, thank you."

      "It's not the face as much as the smell for me," Harlow says, wrinkling her nose. "Pregnant or not." She studies me for a moment as Devi and Gail turn back to stirring. "So…did they drag your new mate away this morning?"

      "Hunting trip," I agree. "You knew?"

      "Rukh took Rukhar with him," Harlow says. "So I knew it wasn't a hard hunting trip, just a quick one and probably more talk than hunting."

      "Lots of bluster around the camp last night," Brooke admits, tying off one of Harlow's braids. "Things about how they need to make sure that he knows to treat you right, and how things are run in camp, and he can't just do what he thinks is right and has to take account of your feelings, blah blah blah. It's a cross between a pep talk and a lecture, but it's all harmless, I promise. You're happy, and he's happy, and it was a mutual escape and not against your will, right?"

      "Right," I reassure them, lying. "All's well that ends well." I nod at the braid she's finished. "Can you do my hair, too?"

      "Of course!" Brooke sounds thrilled. "Just as soon as I'm finished with Miss Natural Redhead right here, I'd love to shove my hands into your hair."

      I smile, liking Brooke's no-nonsense enthusiasm. She seems happy with the tribe and content in her place. I know she's not a huge hunter like Nadine or Penny. There's quite a few of the women that do their own thing. I like that and it's time I stopped wishing for the inevitable. My heart squeezes a little as I think of the family I left behind, but they'd want me to be happy. So I'm going to be happy. "Did you dye it pink yourself?"

      "I did, but back on Earth. I haven't been able to figure out the right combination for hot pink here. Yet." She lifts one hand and crosses her fingers.

      Her answer excites me and I sit upright. "Have you been messing with dyes, then? I wanted to dye some thread to do embroidery on my tunics, but the only colors I could manage to get to stick on the sinew were a red and a green. Now that we're back, I want to try other colors."

      Brooke gives me a thrilled look. "I've been mixing a lot of leaves and some of the leftovers from the fruit cave, trying to make different shades of hair dye. I bet we can do something similar with thread. I have a whole experimenting section in the back of our hut. You want to take a look?"

      "I'd love to."

      "First, you two need to eat," Gail declares, shaking her spoon at us. "You're both pregnant. Babies need food."

      And I flush, because she's right. I AM pregnant. And I'm starving. Strangely enough, I love the lecture. It's like being scolded by my mom. Impulsively, I get to my feet and move to Gail's side, then hug her.

      She hugs me back, laughing. "What was that for?"

      "For being a mom." And because I miss mine.

      She pats my back. "This mom's going to give you double this morning. You need to eat up."
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        * * *

      

      After I eat, Brooke and I talk dyes and she shows me what she's working on back in her hut. She has a whole color spectrum of attempts she's working on, from a dark, dusky purple that came from a sea creature to a bowl that smells like bleach and has ingredients I “should not ask about” but will be good for white thread. We start a few lengths of sinew on colors, letting them sit and soak, and then there's nothing to do but wait. Brooke decides to take a mid-morning nap, and points to her slightly distended belly, where her pregnancy is just now starting to show. "This one really likes midmorning and late-afternoon naps. Sometimes both. Come back in a few hours and we'll hang your threads to dry and see what we've got."

      "Thanks again," I tell her, impulsively giving her a hug, too. "I'll be back for sure."

      She pats my back, chuckling. "You're sure happy today. It's good to see."

      It feels good to be happy. I didn't realize how much of a dark cloud I was living under before until now. No wonder everyone gives me wary looks when I approach. I probably haven't been very fun to live with. I make a mental note to do better. I don't think it'll be hard. Not with M'tok to talk to. I like talking to him a lot more than I like fighting with him…and weirdly enough, I already miss him. I'm looking forward to his return to camp tonight. I'm looking forward to just seeing his smile.

      Well, and kisses, and cuddles, and him fussing over me. The way he touches my hair and squeezes my too-big butt like it's the best thing he's ever seen. Just being around him makes me…happy. I like being happy.

      I head out of Brooke's hut and don't quite know what to do with myself. Everywhere I look, people are busy. The moms with small children—Harlow, Liz, Angie, Gail—are sitting by the fire and talking. A few of the single girls are down on the beach, watching some of the Shadow Cat clan fish. Farther down on the shore, Devi and her mate N'dek are picking at something, and I can see his tail curled around her leg from here, as if he wants to hold onto her. It's sweet. Off to one side, Lauren and Hannah are talking with their mates, gesturing at an empty space near the huts, and I wonder if they've had enough of the tents that they currently live in and have opted for something more permanent. Lauren laughs at something and then touches her mate's arm, and his bird-bat thing flutters from the top of his head to the top of hers. J'shel tosses his long braid and gestures at something in the distance, his head bent together with Hannah.

      Okay, it's freaking lonely being at camp and your mate is out hunting without you. Maybe I need to get over my squeamishness and learn how to hunt so we can spend more time together. Or maybe he can fish more after this. Something. Because I'm envious of everyone spending time with their man, while mine was dragged away at dawn to go hunting and get scolded.

      Weird how I'm already this attached after only a few weeks. I wonder if that's normal or if it's something more than that. I try to imagine what it'd be like if M'tok never came back from hunting. He just…left. Decided he didn't want to be here.

      The thought makes me paralyzed and sends a cold ripple through my body. My gut churns.

      Yeah, okay, that's enough of that. I shiver, shaking off the sensation, and decide to go look for Marisol.

      I find my friend in the “scrap” cave. Ravenclaw cave, I like to call it, since all the brainiacs hang out here. Mari jumps to her feet the moment I enter, sheer delight on her face. “You’re back! I was wondering when I’d get to see you again.” She immediately switches to Spanish, beaming at me. “Come and give me a hug, sister.”

      I cross the cave and envelope her in a big, squeezing hug. So many hugs this morning, and it’s not even lunch. She laughs as I do, though, and I figure all this hugging isn’t so bad. Over her shoulder, I see T’chai approaching with a basket of parts, heading toward Mari’s normal table she works at. He watches us out of the corner of his eye, but I know he’s curious.

      “How are things on the home front?” I ask her in Spanish. “I miss anything good?”

      “All’s quiet. You’re the one with all the news!” She pats my arm. “Come and sit down and tell me all about it.” She turns and looks at T’chai. “Can you get my friend a seat?”

      “Of course.” His expression is stiff, but he turns and pulls one of the stools next to Mari’s. “Shall I get you tea from the fire?”

      “That would be great, thank you.” She smiles at him, then holds my hand, watching him as he leaves. The moment he’s gone, she turns to me, her voice lowered. “You know he can understand Spanish, right? His translator chip.”

      “Do we not want him to hear us?” I’m surprised. Marisol doesn’t have a sneaky bone in her body. She’s the gentlest, most timid person I’ve ever met—my Latina polar opposite. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine,” she promises with a pat on my hand. “I want to know what it was like.”

      “What?”

      “Resonance.”

      Her question startles me. “I’m confused—I thought you resonated.”

      “I did.” Mari bites her lip. “I want to know what it feels like when it ends. When everything’s completed.” She touches her chest, her expression so sad that it makes me ache. “We didn’t get to finish, you know? Now we’re just in limbo. We’re not parents, we’re not resonance mates…we’re just more than friends but not quite anything else. I guess I want to know what it feels like when everything quiets down. Do you feel differently about him? Do you feel pregnant? What?”

      “Oh.” Her words make me a little uncomfortable. I’ve seen the looks T’chai gives her and I know that he feels like “more than just friends” but I also know that the islanders think differently than the way humans do. I also remember how Mari confided in me that the healer had turned off everything inside her and that she doesn’t feel “right” anymore. My poor friend. What do I say? “I don’t feel different, just like…relieved? Like I’m coming down off of the best orgasm ever.”

      She laughs.

      “You just feel good. Happy. Relieved. I don’t feel pregnant, but maybe that kicks in later.” I touch my stomach, thinking about the small bulge of Brooke’s belly after months-ago resonance. “Might be a lot later.”

      “But you’re happy?” Her expression is wistful. “You seem happy.”

      “I am. I feel…lighter than I have in a long time. I’m not angry at the world anymore. Or at him. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he can be impossible, but we’re figuring each other out.”

      “Are you in love?” She leans in and whispers. “Everyone else seems to be in love the moment resonance hits.”

      I rub my chest, thinking. “It’s hard to know where the cootie ends and Callie begins, you know? Am I happy because of resonance or am I happy because of him? I don’t know.”

      “You’re in love,” she says emphatically. “I can tell.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “You are. It might be immediate, but that doesn’t mean it’s wrong. Trust yourself. Trust your gut. I wish I’d trusted mine.”

      A throat clears behind us. Mari’s sad expression changes to a bland one and she smiles at me, then gives that same benign smile to T’chai. “Thank you for the tea.”

      He hands her the cup, then hands me one. Turning back to his mate, he studies her. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, I’m fine.” Her mask slips a little and she looks anything but fine. It breaks my heart to see her pretending so hard, but she puts on a silly grin and gestures at me. “So give me all the gossip. You left with him willingly?”

      I blink, trying to decide what to tell Mari. T’chai doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. He hovers behind her, watching her closely. Occasionally he’ll glance at me, which tells me that he’s listening to our words, but his focus is always completely and entirely upon Marisol.

      “Ah…it wasn’t willing at first,” I confess. “He drugged me and carried me off and I was pretty mad when I woke up. But I don’t want him to get in trouble, so that stays between the three of us.”

      T’chai snorts. “It explains S’bren’s disappearance with a female as well. He vanished the same night you did, with P’nee. We suspected as much. When M’tok gets an idea, he will not let it go.”

      “I’ve noticed,” I say dryly.

      “S’bren is not the leader. M’tok got all the cleverness in that family.” He taps his brow. “But S’bren is strong and loyal. He will make a good mate to P’nee.”

      If Penny wants him, but Penny is a little man-crazy, but in a different way than Tia is. Tia wants to win all the hearts. Penny wants a wedding. I think she’s in love with the idea of being married. In fact, I have no doubt in my mind that if S’bren gets that girl a leather wedding dress and a fur veil, she’ll be on him like white on rice. “Mmm. We didn’t see them.”

      “Do you know where they went?”

      I shrug. “If they were supposed to meet up, it never happened. We stayed in a hunter cave one night and then M’tok said he would bring me back to the village, but we got lost trying to find a shortcut.”

      “What?” T’chai interrupts again. “Lost?”

      “Yeah. There was a pass up through the mountains we were supposed to take but M’tok got lost.”

      His eyes narrow at me. “You went…into the mountains to return to the village?”

      Well, when he puts it that way, it does sound dumb. “Like I said, we got lost.”

      “Ah.” T’chai doesn’t look like he believes me, but Mari touches his arm and he goes silent.

      “So you went into the mountains,” Mari says. “Where did you stay?”

      I tell them all about our adventure, of finding the big cave with the handprints and figures on the walls, of the mountain goats, and our first fishing adventure when M’tok fell into the ice.

      That makes T’chai break in again. When I mention M’tok made a mistake and broke the ice underneath his feet, the big Tall Horn hunter snorts with derision.

      “What?” I ask, breaking my story. “What now?”

      He shrugs. “Nothing.” But he smiles as if he has a secret.

      “Not nothing. Spit it out.”

      T’chai studies me for a long moment. After a time, he says, “M’tok is meticulous.”

      “The phrase I would have used was ‘anal retentive’ but yes, I noticed.”

      “You think such a careful hunter would make so many mistakes? After planning for so long to steal you away?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “So you’re saying he tricked me.”

      T’chai shrugs. “You are his mate. You know him best.”

      Do I? Because now that I think about it, every time M’tok made a “mistake” it was in his favor. He got us lost…which led us into our mountain cave and didn’t get us back to the village. He fell into the water and I heated him with my body—and that broke the ice between us in a million ways. After that, we kissed and made out until resonance seemed like a natural extension of things.

      T’chai is right. The man that plotted to drug me and steal me away wouldn’t be careless about small things like that.

      Sneaky-ass Slytherin M’tok played me.

      But I smile brightly as if I was in on it. “I have to go for now.”

      “You do?” Mari looks disappointed. “So soon?”

      “I forgot something in Brooke’s hut,” I say, getting to my feet. “Some thread. I need to work on some sewing.” I pat her hand and smile to take the sting out of my words. “I’ll catch up with you later tonight or tomorrow, all right?”

      Because today, I have to get a little revenge on the alien that manipulated me and played me for a fool. Three times he abused my trust—he drugged me, lied to me about taking me back to the village (Lost! Yeah right!), and pretended to be an idiot on the ice so I’d have to naked-snuggle with him to warm him up.

      Two can play the sneaky game, though.
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      M’TOK

      By the time I return to camp that night, the last thing I want to hear is another sa-khui hunter lecture me on how I should treat my mate. I have been threatened if she is unhappy, told how to please her, and given suggestions on things humans like. It is as if my Calida has an entire tribe of older brothers in the sa-khui hunters, and they are all determined to ensure that she is content with me.

      I do not mind it, because I am glad so many are looking out for my mate. But I am tired of hearing their voices when all I want to do is get back to Calida’s side. I have missed her this day. I am glad that she is back and safe at camp, returned to her friends, but at the same time, I want to be at her side. I know they will talk, and I worry she will find out that her sly M’tok is more sly than she imagined.

      And my sweet mate can hold a grudge when she is angry.

      As if my thoughts have summoned her, my mate appears. She stands by the fire, talking with the pink-maned mate of T’shen, a smile on her face. It is dark outside, which means the tribe will be gathering for the evening meal, and good scents drift through the camp. I have brought home a fat dvisti for my mate, but I can hang it in one of the storage tents to butcher later and spend tonight at her side.

      I approach the fire, and the moment Calida sees me, her eyes gleam. She gives me a thoughtful look, then heads toward me.

      I pull her into my arms the moment she comes close, grinning. “I missed you, my mate.”

      “Did you?” She smiles up at me and pats my cheek. “I thought about you all day.”

      “You did?” I am pleased.

      “Oh yeah. I thought about you a lot.” There is a strange note to her tone, but her smile is brilliant. “I decorated one of your tunics and laid it out for you. Go and put it on for me? I’ll wait here.”

      I am pleased that she thought of me today. That she missed me as much as I missed her. There is an odd look in her eyes that makes me wonder what she is up to, though. I know my Calida. I know how she thinks, and her mind is definitely focused on something she is not sharing. “I will be right back,” I promise her. “Unless you want to come with me?” I give her an enticing look.

      Calida considers it for a moment, then gestures at the fire. “I’ll wait here.” There’s a sly promise in her gaze that suggests she is not putting me off for long, though. So I head back to my hut as quickly as possible. The tunic she mentioned is there, with an unusual pattern on the front of small, repeating lines. I cannot make out what it is supposed to be, but it does not matter. That my mate thought of me and made this for me is enough. I slide it over my head and horns, tug my mane out of the collar, and then go to show it to my mate.

      As I approach the fire once more, one of the females passes by. T’ia. She stands with her arm linked to S’ssah’s and when she sees me, she freezes. Then she giggles, her hand over her mouth, and whispers something to the male with her, who frowns. No doubt they are still upset over the fact that I stole my mate out of the camp. Let them be upset. I got what I wanted. I smile widely at them to show I am unconcerned with their opinions, and head forward.

      When I get to the fire, more people whisper and stare. A few snicker. My mate looks deep in conversation with M’rsl, and when I go to stand next to her, Calida turns to me and smiles widely. Too widely.

      “I made you some tea.” She holds the cup out to me.

      I take it from her and immediately the sweet scent of visshek touches my nose. Someone else passes by—L’z—stares at my chest, and snorts. At my mate’s side, M’rsl deliberately avoids looking at me, her mouth twitching.

      Aha.

      That is what is different, then. The look in my mate’s eyes is slightly challenging, though her smile is sweet.

      She knows about my lies. Someone has told her, or she realized the truth. And now she has decided to play games to get her revenge on me. I study the cup in my hands, the visshek obvious to anyone with a nose. Then I look up at my mate, hold her gaze, and down the entire cup.

      Her smile widens.

      It is that smile that makes me know everything is fine. Calida is playing some sort of game, and is perhaps irritated that she found out I lied to her, but she does not hate me. If she was furious, her anger would be flashing in her eyes and I would have no smiles. So I hand the cup back to her and lean in. “It will not take long for the visshek to work on me. Should we retreat to our hut so you can chide me in private or do you want me to collapse in front of everyone?”

      She links her arms around one of mine, holding onto me. “I’m not going to chide you. I’m just making good on a promise.” And she flutters her lashes at me.

      “Is that so?” I smile at her, already feeling the herb coursing through my veins. A little at first, but it will grow stronger with every breath that passes.

      M’rsl’s face is bright red and she will not look me in the eye. “I ah, I’m going to leave now.” She presses her hand to her mouth and hurries away, glancing at my chest again.

      I look around the camp, and everyone’s watching me with amusement. I pull my mate closer to me and lean in to her ear, whispering, “Something tells me there is a problem with my tunic. What is this pattern?”

      “I might have written a little something on it.” She gives me another too-sweet smile, her fingers playing on my chest, right over the design.

      “What is that?”

      “It might say ‘I am a jerkface.’”

      I bark with laughter. Ah, she is definitely mad. For some reason, I am proud of her response. My Calida is not strong and burly, so she makes war with her needle and a cup of tea. “Do we go to our hut to talk about this or are you leaving me for the night, then?”

      I put my hand out to her in silent invitation, waiting.

      Without hesitation, she slips her hand into mine, and I feel a surge of pleasure as we leave the group and head back to our hut. In all of this, despite things, she chooses to be with me.

      No matter what, I have not lost her.

      The relief I feel is overwhelming, and I cannot stop grinning.

      “You shouldn’t look so happy that I drugged you,” my mate mutters as we head back to our hut. “It takes some of the fun out of it.”

      “I could smell it in the tea,” I say. “And you promised you would do it to me, so this is your chance. After this, all debts will be paid.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. It seems like someone had a few more debts than he told me about.”

      “Oh?” My mind is slower to grasp what she says, the visshek working quickly. She must have put a lot into my drink.

      “Yeah,” Calida says as our hut comes into view. “Turns out that the guy I supposedly ran off with? Seems that he’s supposed to be good with directions. Never gets lost, T’chai says.”

      “Huh.” I help her up the step to the hut, then join her, shaking off my boots before heading inside after her.

      “Seems like that guy also would never make a stupid move like breaking the ice under his feet. Isn’t that interesting?”

      “Very.” I want to pull her into my arms, but my limbs are heavy and my eyes are closing. I stumble toward our furs and flop onto my back, tired.

      I feel my mate sit at my side, her hands going to my belt in the next moment. “You lied to me, didn’t you? Admit it.”

      “I do admit it,” I say, my words slow. “Are you mad?”

      “I should be extremely pissed, but the part I’m most angry about is that you didn’t tell me.” She slides one leg over my hips and then rubs her cunt against my groin. “I told you I was all in when we decided to do this resonance thing, but you still kept secrets from me. That’s a no-no in my book. You should have told me so we could talk about it. Like it’s any surprise to me that you’re a sneaky bastard?” She snorts, and my vision of her doubles when I try to focus on her. “You’re a Slytherin. It’s in your blood.”

      “I…am sorry.” I mean it, too. I did not want her to feel as if she was not included. “I did not tell you…because I did not want to lose you…again.”

      “Well, now you’re gonna pay for it, cabron.” Through the haze in my mind, I see my mate smile down at me. “I’m gonna get you all worked up on visshek and not give you any relief until I decide to.” She taps my chin with her fingertip. “You’re lucky that I find it hot when you’re a sneaky son of a bitch.”

      I laugh. Or try to. It comes out as a huff. “visshek…does not work…same…on me as you.”

      “No?” She rubs her cunt against my cock again, and mutters something in her language when she realizes I am not getting hard. “What—”

      “Gonna sleep…” I murmur. And I do, even though it is the last thing I want.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally awaken, my head is groggy and pounding. I sit up, rubbing the base of my horns, and try to focus.

      Still in my hut. The fire is low, nothing but coals, which means it has been dying down for a while. Curled in the blankets at my side is my mate, fast asleep. The encampment is quiet, and when I get to my feet and creep toward the door-flap, a quick glance out shows that the night is pitch-black and cloudy, the stars hidden.

      Early yet, then.

      I go outside to relieve myself, to breathe in fresh air to clear my head, and return inside a short time later. I gulp down fresh, cold water as I watch my mate sleep, trying to sort through the wisps of our conversation last night.

      She was not mad that I deceived her, only that I did not confess my deception. She was mad she learned it from others. I am relieved to know this, and yet at the same time, I am impressed that she is so forgiving of me when she was so very impossible before.

      Calida rolls over in the furs, moving toward the spot where I sleep as if searching for me. The blankets fall off her shoulders, revealing her bare back and a hint of the swells of her bottom. This time, my cock surges to life at the sight of her body, and I remember—vaguely—her futile grinding against me last night.

      Did she want to torment me, thinking that the visshek would make me aroused and needy? If so, my mate has a devious streak almost as large as my own. Grinning, I toss back the rest of my water and return to the blankets, pulling her body against mine. I drag her bottom against my cock, her back to my chest. She makes a soft sound in her sleep, and I push my hand between her thighs, seeking out the heat of her cunt. I find her clit easily and begin to rub it, even as I grind my cock against her backside.

      This time, the sound she makes is aching and needy, and she shudders against me, moaning when I nuzzle the side of her throat.

      “You’re…awake…” she gasps, rocking her hips against my hand.

      “I am.” I nip at her jaw, dragging my fingers through her wet folds and then circling her clit again. “Should I stop so you can torture me?”

      “Fuck no.” She arches back against me, rocking her bottom against my cock as I work her cunt. “God, I need you.”

      I need her, too. I lick the side of her neck, then kiss her ear before pushing her thighs apart. I press my cock against the entrance to her core from behind, and she squirms, making little sounds of pleasure as I work my length into her heat. The tip of my spur presses between the cheeks of her bottom, but with this angle I cannot go deep enough to penetrate her twice.

      Next time. For now, I revel in the feel of my mate in my arms, her drenched cunt soaking my hand even as I pump into her heat. She cries out, her cunt squeezing tight around me as she comes quickly, juices flooding her channel. I groan and keep working her clit even as I thrust shallowly into her heat, wanting her to come again, needing to hear her pleasure and feel that tight clasp of her squeezing me as she comes. Then I will know I can come, too. Her pleasure has become mine, and I do not want to release unless she is right there with me.

      Our bodies rock together, our movements in time as I play with the nub of her clit and drive deeper into her with every rocking motion of our bodies. I know when her arousal becomes too much again. She clutches at my arm, her nails digging into me, and her cunt squeezes tighter and tighter around my shaft. Then, she cries out, and buries her face in my arm, her teeth biting down as her cunt shivers around my length.

      My own release explodes through me, and I drive into her, filling her with my final forceful thrusts before collapsing in the furs next to her.

      All is quiet as we suck in deep breaths, the only other sound that of our khuis. Now, the song is gentle and almost playful whereas before it was angry and full of hunger. Sometimes it is so quiet I do not even notice it anymore, and that fills me with a strange ache. I pull Calida tight against my chest and tuck her against my body, kissing the back of her head as I do. “I am sorry I ruined your revenge.”

      She presses a kiss to my arm, where she bit me when she came. “It’s not your fault. I didn’t even think it would affect you differently. I was just all worked up and didn’t think things through.”

      “It was a good plan,” I admit. “I like that you used your needle against me. What did it say again?”

      “I am a jerkface.” Her voice is full of amusement. “No more lies between us, or the next tunic is going to tell everyone how small and warty your dick is.”

      I rock my hips against her. “It is neither of those things and you like it.”

      She chuckles, snuggling against my arm. “I do.”

      “Because you like me. Admit it.”

      “I might love you.” Calida holds her breath as she says the words. “Do you love me?”

      I thought that was obvious, but I remember that humans are different, and they must need the words. “I have loved you from the moment you flung yourself from the outhouse at me, angry and snarling.” I press another kiss to her hair. “I told myself, there is a fine female, fierce and worthy of being my mate.”

      “Too bad she was so squat,” she mocks. “And leather-faced.”

      “I like her squat body and her leather face.” I run my hand over her ample hip. “I like all of her…but I love her spirit the most.”

      She turns in my arms and smiles at me, and my khui sings louder.

      It is as if it knows my joy and wants to share.
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      CALLIE

      It takes all of two weeks before morning sickness hits me like a Mack truck. Harlow warned me that it came on earlier and stayed later for some people, but I was not prepared. I wake up one morning, heaving, and barely manage to make it to one of the carved bowls before I’m losing everything in my stomach.

      M’tok is immediately at my side, holding my hair back. “Did something you ate upset your stomach?”

      “Baby,” I manage between dry heaves.

      “You ate a baby?”

      I smack his thigh, trying not to laugh, because if I do, I’m pretty sure vomit will come out my nose. I dry heave a few more times and then collapse onto the wood floor of the hut. I’m so, so glad he scrounged for driftwood because having a wood floor beats the sand a million times over. It makes our home feel like a real home, and it’s cool under my cheek after I’ve puked my guts out. Heaven. When I can catch my breath and everything stays down, I close my eyes and explain myself. “Morning sickness. The others said to expect it soon. Guess it’s here.”

      “Ah…our baby.” There’s such pride in his voice. He strokes my hair back from my sweaty face. “Are you all right?”

      I nod, enjoying the touch of his hand. He knows that I love to be petted, and his hand on my hair is one of my favorite things. “I’ll live. It’s already getting better.”

      “I will get you shrimp tea,” he offers. “Wait here.”

      Like I’m going anywhere? “Thank you, cariño.”

      He strokes my hair again, and then puts on a pair of leggings and boots, tosses his cloak over his shoulders, and heads out of our hut. Even that small breeze that’s let in is terrifyingly cold. It’s gotten worse and worse over the last few days as a cold front to end all cold fronts has moved in. According to the others, this is normal brutal season weather, but even our normally sheltered beach has been feeling the chill. I can’t imagine what it’d be like if we were still in the cave in the mountains. I suppose it’s a good thing the metlaks—what the sa-khui apparently call the yeti things—made us leave.

      Even so, I know M’tok worries about his brother S’bren. He’s still out there with Penny. It’s been a few weeks since we returned and they’ve been gone for even longer. Not that it means anything—there are stories of hunters being trapped in caves for months on end, which is why all the hunter caves are so well supplied—but I know M’tok worries.

      After a while, when my stomach remains calm, I sit up slowly and test things out. A little weak, a little shaky, but otherwise okay. I break the ice that’s crusted over our water bowl and wash my face, then dress in my favorite tunic.

      Just bringing it out makes me happy. It’s taken a bit of time, but I’ve got bright red quarter-sized flowers all along the sleeve cuffs and the skirted hem of my tunic, with two bright red flowers at the neck as well. Just those small additions have added so much color and they remind me of my mama’s embroidery, and it makes me feel like she knows I’m thinking of her when I put it on. I’m proud of how it turned out, and proud that so many other people in Icehome village are impressed with my needlework. I have a laundry list of people who want tunics next, and Mari’s my next one. I’m thinking something sweet and delicate to match her personality.

      Then, my stomach lurches and I lie back down again, hugging the bowl once more. Nothing comes up, but it’s still a long moment. God, they warned me that a half-alien baby might be rougher on the human body than a regular pregnancy, but this is harder than I thought. Still, I wouldn’t change a thing. I touch my unchanged stomach while I wait for my gut to settle. No sign of a baby yet, but I’m already getting excited about the thought. A little one with M’tok’s clever brain would be a lot of fun. Probably hell as a teenager, but that’s years away. And my mate is so excited at the thought of having a family that he’s already started making things for our baby. Just last night he started weaving a hammock, telling me that Tall Horn often used hammocks for kits.

      I’m not putting my damn baby in a hammock, but I didn’t tell him that. I’m sure we can repurpose it for something. Besides. I didn’t feel like arguing, not when he was looking at me with that reverent, excited look on his face.

      Falling in love with M’tok has been the easiest thing in the world. Once I let go of my anger and sadness, being with him just felt right. It doesn’t matter that it was fast, or that it wasn’t my idea. I wouldn’t change a thing. I love my big alien, and I’ve never felt more cherished in my life.

      I don’t even mind his sneakiness or sly ways. They just amuse me. He always loops me in on things now, like we’re a team, and I appreciate that the most.

      Thinking of my mate, I sit up again, and when everything feels all right, I pull out a tunic for him to wear. I want to surprise him with a new one. I liked my moment of the ‘I’m a jerkface’ tunic, but after the moment passed, I felt guilty. Clothes are a hard commodity and require a lot of hours to make. I didn’t like that I ruined his, so I picked all the stitches out and embroidered a fancy vine pattern with bright green threads and wove a yellow flower in there, so he can think of his mom when he wears it.

      Corny, I know. I’m just a big hormonal fool when it comes to that man.

      As if my thoughts have summoned my mate, he returns, a cup in his hands. He has a worried look as he crouches next to me and offers the steaming tea. “I picked all the shells out because I know you do not like the look of them. How do you feel?”

      He really is the sweetest man. I might be the most squeamish girl on the beach—I love the flavor of the shrimp tea and the kick it gives, but seeing how it’s made is…not my favorite. He knows I don’t like my food (or drink) to have faces. I give him a grateful smile and take the cup, sipping it. Even that small amount of tea settles my stomach, and when he sits down beside me and pulls me against him, I lean on his shoulder. “Thank you. This is wonderful.”

      He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I told R’jaal I am not hunting with him this day. You are feeling unwell, so I will fish.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to change your plans for me,” I protest. I know he likes spending time with R’jaal, and he’s made it a goal to do more hunting in the snows so he can be “better prepared for the future” but I’m also secretly glad he’s staying at camp.

      “There is plenty of fishing to do,” he says, the look on his face stubborn.

      “All right. Let’s fish, then.”

      “I will fish. You will sit on the furs a safe distance from the shore and sew.”

      So bossy. I don’t mind, though. “All right. See if you can catch those ugly things with the blue bladders, though. The blue ink is good for dye.”

      He grunts, rubbing my arm. “Those are bottom crawlers. I will get a weighted net and we will hunt for those.”

      “I suppose if you’re going to be in the water, you can’t wear the new tunic I made you.” I gesture at the folded leather in my lap. “Guess we’ll have to save it for some other time.”

      “New tunic?” He makes a sound that might be a chuckle. “And what does this one say I am jerking?”

      I laugh. “Nothing like that. Though if I did make you a tunic that says something, it would say ‘Property of Calida, Touch At Your Own Risk.’”

      M’tok throws his head back and laughs. “A fierce warning from my fierce mate. I like it.”

      I smile, utterly pleased. I like that idea. Maybe I’ll do some scrollwork around the hem of his tunic and put that in lettering across the butt. The thought amuses me, and I know M’tok would wear it. He loves the thought of being branded as mine in front of the tribe.

      “Drink your tea,” he tells me sternly. “And shall I get you food?”

      “Maybe we wait on that part,” I say. “Let’s only put one thing in my gut at a time for now.” He rubs my back while I drink, and when I’m finished, he helps me get to my feet and then goes to clean out the bowl I was sick in while I put on my boots.

      I hear someone call in the distance, and the sound of footsteps crunching in the sand. All is quiet for a long time, and I figure M’tok got pulled away by someone. My stomach lurches again, and I lie back down with my cheek pressed to the wood until it passes.

      After a time, M’tok sticks his head into our hut, his face wreathed with joy.

      “Calida! My brother has returned with P’nee!” Happiness makes his eyes glow brightly, and I almost burst into tears with relief for him.

      I pull on my cloak and head to the entrance of the hut, surprised at his news. No wonder he got pulled away. “That’s wonderful. Did they resonate? Are they well?”

      “I did not ask—”

      “You didn’t ask?” I echo, surprised. Resonance is the first thing on everyone’s mind it seems. The Shadow Cat clan, especially, were convinced that S’bren would not return with Penny until they resonated, and they speculated that was what was taking so long. “How could you not ask?”

      He laughs, holding his hand out to me. “Because they brought visitors from the other tribe and something you will want to see.”

      Huh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello there!

      

      Let’s talk about depression.

      If you don’t want to read about depression, skip on down to the snake symbol. :) I understand this can be triggering for some.

      I touch on this VERY lightly in this book. Oh-so-lightly but it is a very real, real thing that people go through. It’s very difficult to write a depressed protagonist because the very definition of a protagonist is someone that makes things happen. In reality, a depressed heroine might not leave her bed for months on end. She might not shower for weeks at a time or struggle to talk to anyone. That would make a book difficult to write, for sure.

      But ever since I wrote Ariana’s book, I wanted to at least give a nod to the fact that SOMEONE would be experiencing depression on the ice planet. In this case, I opted for depression brought on by a situation - grieving the loss of loved ones. Callie’s hopelessness and frustration, her disinterest in things around her, those are all hallmarks of depression. It can show itself in a million ways, and just like anxiety, there are a million ways to treat it here on Earth.

      Callie’s lucky in that she has a cootie to help stabilize her moods, and a healer. She has friends to lean on and a resonance to distract her, but that doesn’t mean that she is magically cured. It can take months and months (or years) to come out the other side, and that is okay. Everyone processes however they need to, and there is no shame in that game.

      Not every instance of depression is brought on by a situation. And that is okay, too. Depression comes in many varieties, and I’m not here to tell everyone they can magically say a list of five positive things and feel better. I’m saying that this is fiction, and it’s not my intent to hand wave it away and act like curing depression is as easy as snapping your fingers. Callie’s case is extremely mild and ‘helped’ along by her cootie and the healer. Every case is different. I’ve known people that struggled for years until they got on the right medication. I know some that came out of things on their own by starting a regimen of diet and exercise and journaling. I know some that still struggle daily and will always struggle.

      All of that is totally valid.

      Basically I’m writing all this to say that to people out there that might be wrestling with this very situation - you are real, your feelings matter, and it’s perfectly okay to not be okay, even if others around you are okay. You’re allowed to feel how you feel and to take as long as you fucking need.

      (And in the wise words of the podcast My Favorite Murder, “If you can’t make your own serotonin, store-bought is fine.” There is zero shame in the medication game, and you do what you need to do to get through things.)

      Just know that I love you and you deserve a Happy Ever After, too.
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        * * *

      

      Okay! All that being said let’s talk about the dynamic of Callie and M’tok. They are very much my Lizzie and Mr. Darcy, where they start off on the wrong foot and things just get worse from there. I wanted to play with that dynamic. It’s a classic one, right?  Plus, I absolutely love when a meet-cute goes wrong. I’ve been asked a million times why Callie and M’tok hate each other so much, so I sat down for the longest time and thought about it. I tried to see how M’tok would view Callie in his eyes. To him, a people who pride themselves on their height (horns and otherwise), she isn’t what he expects. And Callie - who is struggling with her own shit - misinterprets everything he says. All she knows is that this dude is calling her things that are offensive, and then thinks he can make it better by showing her his dick.

      M’tok was fun to write because I didn’t want to push him into the ‘angry, boorish hunter’ corner without giving him a reason WHY. Why is M’tok such a jerk when his brother S’bren is such a sweetheart? And of course it comes down to control. M’tok likes to be in control of a situation. He likes order. He likes for things to follow the rules. Callie flummoxes him because she sees the rules and deliberately ignores them. He doesn’t know what to do about that…and so of course he takes control of the situation in the only way he knows how - by stealing his woman.

      (Plus, as the author, I love a good woman-stealing story.)

      Callie’s love of Harry Potter was partially inspired by a conversation I had with Hannah, who runs the IPB Wiki and is a super-fan. She mentioned which house she thought each person would be sorted into, and I had to take it one step further. It was fun to play with, and I figured if I can have a Star Wars nerd heroine, I can also have a Potterhead, right?

      Also…I have a cliffhanger. Sorta.

      I’M SORRY NOT SORRY?

      I mean, the couple is happy and you don’t have to read those last few lines. It absolutely will not change your enjoyment of the book. Callie and M’tok have their happy ever after, and they have a future of cute embroidered tunics and lots of babies to look forward to. But now you want to know what’s going on with Penny and S’bren, right….?

      And you’ll find out next month. :)

      Thank you so much for being fans. I really do have the most wonderful readers in the world, and thank you to everyone that sends me messages on Facebook or writes reviews on Amazon. You are all wonderful, and your enthusiasm allows me to keep playing in this world that I love. I’m not sure what I’m going to do when I run out of heroines. Therapy? LOL. More likely spinoffs. ;) Or both. Definitely both.

      Much love,

      Ruby <3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The People of Icehome

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The ‘Castaways’ (Icehome Tribe)

      

      

      Lauren/Lo – Adult female at the beach camp. Once had glasses. Likes to be a problem solver. Resonates to K’thar, newly pregnant. Friend to Marisol.

      Marisol – Terrified adult female at beach camp who is fond of hiding. Gets stranded with Lo on the island. Resonates to T’chai. Due to his sickness, their resonance is ‘turned off’ by the healer.

      Hannah –  Resonates to J’shel when the island tribes arrive. Newly pregnant. Resident busybody. Now assistant to Veronica.

      Angie – Adult female at the beach camp. Pregnant with mystery baby when awoken. Gives birth to Glory (a clone female). Resonates to Vordis.  Now pregnant again.

      Glory - A qura’aki clone baby, implanted in Angie. Newborn and cute as hell.

      Willa  – Adult female with a southern twang. Lo’s friend. Gren’s most ardent defender. Resonates to Gren. Pregnant.

      Gren (rhymes with HEN) – Beastly, feral ex-gladiator male. Attacks on sight. Resonates to Willa. Soft and fuzzy, according to Aayla.

      Veronica – Newest healer on the planet. Resonated to Ashtar upon arrival. Bit of a klutz. Needs to work on her bedside manner. Has enlisted Hannah to be her assistant.

      Ashtar (Ash-TARR) – Flirty golden ex-gladiator and former slave. Drakoni male who can shapeshift to a “battle form” as a dragon and has the ability to communicate telepathically. Resonates immediately to Veronica. Stud.

      Vordis (Vohr-DISS rhymes with Floor-Miss) – One of the red “twins,” ex-gladiators of a race called a’ani. Longtime friends/brothers with Thrand, another clone. The really devoted one. Hot sauce. Resonates to Angie.

      Thrand (rhymes with ‘Bland’ - no one tell him this) – One of the red “twins,” ex-gladiators of a race called a’ani. Longtime friends/brothers with Vordis. The hotheaded, competitive one. Ketchup. Resonates to Nadine.

      Tia – Teenager at the beach camp. Flirting with Sessah…and probably everyone else. Treats all the unmated men like they’re her personal harem.

      Nadine – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Huntress and go-getter. Resonates to Thrand.

      Callie – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Harry Potter fan. Resonated to M’tok. Also hates M’tok for a long, long time. She gets over it.

      Bridget – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Friend to Veronica. Hooked up with A’tam. Broke up with A’tam. It’s complicated.

      Steph – One of the adult females at the beach camp.

      Raven – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Blonde, despite her name. Hippie parents. Likes to sing.

      Penny – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Learning to hunt. Human sunshine. Stolen by S’bren.

      Devi – Chatty adult female at beach camp. Scientist nerd. Hair flipper. Loves dinosaurs. Resonates to N’dek and is newly pregnant.

      Flordeliza – Adult female at beach camp. Once a nurse. Kind of a clown.

      Samantha – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Really fucking loves being on the ice planet, which no one else can figure out.

      

      
        
        From the Old Tribe (Croatoan)

      

      

      Raahosh  (Ruh-HOSH) – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. Messed up horns. Mated to Liz and has 3 daughters, Raashel, Aayla, and now Ahsoka. Generally unpleasant to be around (except to his mate).

      Liz – Snarky human mate to Raahosh. Mother to Raashel, Aayla, and newborn Ahsoka. Star Wars nerd. Salty.

      Raashel (Ruh-SHELL) - Liz and Raahosh’s oldest daughter. A bit of a tattletale.

      Aayla  (Ay-LAH) - Liz and Raahosh’s middle child. Fascinated by Gren.

      Ahsoka (Uh-soh-kuh) - Liz and Raahosh’s newborn daughter.

      

      Sessah (SESS-uh) – Unmated, lanky, teen sa-khui from Croatoan. Currently dazzled by all the single ladies in Icehome.

      

      Rukh (ROOKH) – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe and ex-outcast. His mate is Harlow. Brother to Raahosh, father to Rukhar and now Daya.

      Harlow – Mate to Rukh, mother to Rukhar and newborn Daya. She assists Mardok with technology stolen/looted from the broken ships.

      Rukhar (ROOKH-arr) – Harlow and Rukh’s young son.

      Daya (DIE—uh) Harlow and Rukh’s newborn daughter.

      

      Farli (FAR-lee) – One of the few sa-khui females. Mated to Mardok and has a pet dvisti named Chompy. Pregnant.

      Mardok (Mar-DOCK) – Ex-soldier who has chosen to remain on the ice planet. Technology guru. Mated to Farli.

      

      Taushen (Tow (rhymes with cow)-SHEN) – Hunter and mate to Brooke. Recently arrived at Icehome camp.

      Brooke – recently mated to Taushen. Hairdresser back on Earth, recently arrived at Icehome camp. Will braid anyone that sits still for more than five minutes. Pregnant.

      

      
        
        The Island Clans

      

      

      

      Clan of the Strong Arm

      K’thar (Kuh-THARR) – Hunter, de-facto leader of Strong Arm, resonates to Lauren/Lo. Owner of Kki/Fat One.

      J’shel (Juh-SHELL) – Young hunter of Strong Arm, resonates to Hannah. Very cheerful. Long braid. Dirty talker.

      N’dek (Nuh-DECK) – Hunter of Strong Arm, recently lost a leg in a kaari attack. No longer depressed and sitting around the fire a lot. Resonated to Devi and has prosthetic leg.

      I’chai (Eye-shy) – deceased female, mother of Z’hren

      Z’hren (ZRENN) – Orphaned child of Strong Arm, now child of Gail and Vaza

      Fat One/Kki (KUH-kee) – nightflyer pet of the clan

      Gail – adopted parent of Z’hren, older human female, once of Croatoan. Loves to mother everyone in the tribe that will let her.

      Vaza – adopted parent of Z’hren, older sa-khui male, once of Croatoan. Loves to give advice, most of it bad.

      

      Clan of the Tall Horn

      R’jaal (Arr-JAHL) – Clan leader of Tall Horn. Kinda lonely.

      T’chai (Tuh-SHY) – Hunter of Tall Horn, resonates to Marisol. He is attacked by skyclaw on the island and nearly killed. His wounds get infected and he nearly dies, so the healer stops his resonance.

      M’tok (Muh-TOCK) – Hunter of Tall Horn, resonates to Callie. Likes things neat and orderly. Bit of a sneak.

      S’bren (Suh-BRENN) – Hunter, brother to M’tok. He’s the brawn (the Pinky?) to M’tok’s brains. Goober around women. Steals Penny for himself.

      

      Clan of the Shadowed Cat

      I’rec (I WRECK) – Clan leader. Kind of a shit-stirrer.

      O’jek (Oh-JECK) – Hunter. Quiet.

      A’tam (Uh-TAMM) – Hunter, said to be the handsomest on the island. Currently messed up over Bridget.

      U’dron (Ooh-DRONN) – Hunter. Fisher. All around sporty type. Plays a mean drum.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Need more to read? A few backlist suggestions!

          

        

      

    

    
      All of my books are Kindle Unlimited, so why not take a stroll through my backlist and see what hits your fancy? Here are just a few suggestions depending on what you’re in the mood for. Read away!

      

      
        
        Want to start Icehome from the beginning?

        Lauren’s Barbarian

        Veronica’s Dragon

        Willa’s Beast

      

        

      
        …or start from the VERY VERY beginning?

        Ice Planet Barbarians

      

      

      
        
        Want your big blue spurs aliens in space?

        The Corsair’s Captive

        Prison Planet Barbarian

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe you’re in the mood for a shifter?

        Fire In His Blood

        SHIFT: Five Complete Novellas
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