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      No one ever comes back for me.

      I’ve always been on my own, and why should it be any different on an ice planet? So when I’m kidnapped by a feral outcast, I suspect I’d better learn to love raw fish and rough living.

      Then…U’dron comes to my rescue.

      He’s always understood me more than anyone else. He’s been my friend and my confidante. We’ve made music together. And now that he’s my hero? The crush I’ve had on him is turning into something more, something deeper. He won’t want me when he hears my terrible secrets, though.

      But it turns out that U’dron has a secret of his own…
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      RAVEN

      I wake up with a groan and a throbbing headache and a terrible taste in my mouth. With a cough, I sit up, wiping at my lips as I look around. Disoriented, I peer into the darkness, trying to recall what happened and where I am. I know I should be heading toward the far end of the camp, where the dragon has landed. Everyone's going to be gathered around Mari, T'chai, Veronica and Ashtar wanting all the gossip from the other tribe. There'll probably be a feast and a celebration of some kind.

      I do like the celebrations. I like singing and dancing, and it makes me feel like less of a fraud when I'm in my element. Plus, when I'm singing, U'dron watches me like…well, like I'm something special. I like that, too. I rub my face, my skin covered in grit, and grimace. What was I doing? I rack my brain, trying to think. Right. I was collecting driftwood on the beach and had gone to the far end of what's considered “safe” territory. I'd seen footprints in the sand and they'd alarmed me because they were so small. I know what an alien footprint looks like—it's huge. And human footprints are “normal” sized. But this set of footprints was alarmingly small, and I'd had visions of one of the children wandering away, alone. I could return to the group and let the others know, but the tide was coming in quickly, and so I rushed ahead.

      I followed the footprints farther and farther from camp, crossing over rocky shoals because I saw they continued onto the sand on the other side. I followed them…only to find myself in a tidal cave that got filled up with water. It was up to my knees before I could even think, and still I went deeper into the cave, because I didn't want to leave a kid behind.

      I might be a shitty person, but I'm absolutely not that shitty.

      The last thing I remember was something touching the back of my head, and then darkness. I must have run into a rock of some kind, or the water pushed me under.

      Okay, so…I'm dead?

      I'm dead. Fine. Whatever.

      I rub my forehead, wondering why my mouth tastes weird and minty if I drowned. I open my eyes, squinting at my surroundings. It's dark as fuck, but I can't see stars overhead. I shiver, plucking at the wet material of my tunic. If I'm dead, why's it so fucking cold then? My tits are freezing and I can barely feel my toes. Okay, I must not be dead, then.

      I'm still in the cave. Somehow. I blow on my chilled fingers, wondering if someone's going to come get me or if I'm on my own.

      My mouth twists with amusement at that. Bitch, you have always been on your own, I tell myself. Quit expecting anything different.

      Right. Okay, so I'm alone. I reach into the darkness and to my surprise, I touch something rough and prickly that feels like coral. It's the size of a Christmas tree, I realize, as I keep touching and find more and more of it. I…don't recall seeing that in the cave. If anything, the cave was completely empty when I entered it…at least from what I could tell. So did the coral wash up while I slept? Or am I in a completely different cave?

      And if so, how the hell did I get here?

      A rock skitters somewhere behind me. My skin prickles all over.

      "Hello?" I get to my feet, and everything hurts. Everything. I cough up more saltwater and wince at my leg—it feels like it was scraped raw. "Who's out there? U'dron?"

      I don't know why I call for U'dron.

      Well, okay, I do know why. I'm quite possibly infatuated with the guy. He's big and strong and caring, and he's got this beard that seems to do a number on me. He watches me intently all the time, as if he wants to memorize every word I say. And he plays a mean drum and manages to keep the beat I lay down, no matter how odd. He doesn't know who I really am, so it's a little disheartening to realize that the person he flirts with is a lie. That the Raven he's friendly with is nothing but a big ol' fib.

      So I tell myself I don't like him all that much. I tell myself that just like in the past, the only person I can count on is me. And that goes for right now, too.

      It's why I modulate my voice to the sweeter tone I've adopted since coming to the ice planet. "Guys? Who's out there? Anyone? It's me, Raven."

      There's no response. Okay, well, I have two options. I can stay in this cave and freeze my tits off, or I can try to find a way out.

      I shuffle forward, feeling around until I see light. Then, I head toward it and come out into open air. It's nighttime, and the stars are out overhead. It's not much warmer out here, and there's a stiff breeze. More than that, though, there's enough light for me to get a good look around at where I am.

      I'm on the beach.

      That part's not surprising. The part that is a little alarming is that this is a different part of the beach than I've ever seen before. Here, the cliffs are tall and menacing and offer no way up their steep sides. I look around, but the only way to get off this sliver of beach that I'm on is…through the water. And since it's slushy with ice and teeming with all kinds of terrifying things, that's a hard pass for me. Shivering, I cross my arms and take a few steps down the beach, looking around. My boots are soggy and wet, squishing with every step I take. The tide is in, and at the edge of the water, there's a ton of debris and junk piled up. It's as if shit's been washing up on the shore for weeks and weeks and no one's bothered to clean it off or gather it, which is…weird. I pick up a piece of wood that looks sturdy, and then another piece. All of this wood is good stuff if it's taken out of the water and dried out. The beach over by our camp has been picked clean, with all of the guys gone hut-building-crazy.

      That makes me think of U'dron again, because he's hinted he built his hut for me. I giggled and said nothing, escaping away without responding, but I've kept that tidbit close to my heart for weeks now. I can't take him up on the offer, but it's still kind of lovely to think about.

      Wherever I am, the tribe hasn't been here. None of the clans—Shadow Cat, Tall Horn, or Strong Arm—have been here. And that's a little terrifying. If they don't know where I am, how can they find me?

      "Hello?" I call again, a little more desperately. "Can anyone hear me?"

      How did I get to this place? This isn't motherfucking Narnia. I can't go through a door to another world. This is an ice planet. I'm starting to panic, and I force myself to calm down.

      You've got this, Raven. You know how to survive. Build a fire, like the others showed you. Warm up, and then you can figure out where the hell you are in the morning when it's warmer.

      Warmer. Hah.

      I change my mental note to “Less Shittily Cold” and go with it.

      I pick up a second piece of wood, pulling it out of the pile, and then toss it back down. Too wet. If I'm going to start a fire from scratch—somehow—it needs to be dry. God. In this moment, I wish I'd picked a better fake persona than a hippie love child. I haven't gone hunting like the others. I've barely made fire. I help with the cooking and skinning and gathering, but I'm feeling woefully inadequate right now. If I ever do this again, the next Raven is going to be a bad bitch. Being likable doesn't do shit when you're stranded on a beach alone.

      I pick up another piece of wood, then straighten and pause.

      A figure steps out from behind some of the wreckage, hopping down over the piles of driftwood and pacing toward me.

      It's a child, I realize, as the figure approaches, though it doesn't look like any of the kids back at camp. His eyes are khui blue and glow in the spooky way all of our eyes glow in the dark. It's hard to see due to the shadows, but I'm also pretty sure he doesn't have four arms. He doesn't look human, either, though. There’s a strange flatness to his features that marks him as alien, as do the tiny horns at his brow and the shock of wild pale hair that sticks right up from his head like a flame. Not quite human, but he doesn’t quite match the aliens I’ve seen, either.

      The mystery of the footprints has been solved, at least. Thank god.

      The strange child tilts his head and watches me, then crouches on his haunches like a wild animal. He’s totally naked, I realize, despite the cold weather, and can’t be more than three or four years old.

      Is he feral, then? How the hell did that happen?

      "Hi there, cutie. Who are you?" I smile, my voice sweet, and hold a hand out to him. "Are you cold?"

      His tail swishes back and forth, and as it stirs the sand like a brush, I realize that it’s much, much shorter than the alien tails I’ve seen. It’s stubby and bushy. He giggles at me and then scampers away on hands and knees, racing back to the piles of driftwood.

      I straighten, wondering if I should chase him. As I do, I look up.

      Another pair of eyes flare to life in the darkness. Bigger. Narrowed.

      Menacing.

      Uh oh. I stare at the second newcomer as he approaches and realize I am in some serious, serious shit. I'm not stranded on this beach alone. I'm here with an adult stranger, too. This has to be the dad of the kid…and he does not look thrilled to see me.

      In the slightest.

      I hesitate for a moment, terrified, and then decide to play it like I've played everything else. I adopt my “Raven” persona, smoothing out my features to a blissful smile that promises nothing but zen. "Hi there. I'm Raven."

      The newcomer drops to a low crouch, watching me. His eyes are still narrowed with wariness, but I feel like I'm making progress.

      "Can you take me home?" I ask. When that doesn't elicit a response, I try again. "Do you speak English? Sa-khui?" I try the few words I know in the alien tongue. Things like “hello” and “food” and “fire.”

      The stranger reacts to none of them. He simply watches me.

      "Okay then. I'm on the beach with a pair of strangers. I have no idea how I got here, and no one's talking. Cool." I sigh and pick up another piece of wood. "If you're not going to talk to me, let's at least build a fire, hm?"

      The child tilts his head at me and breaks into a wide smile. For some reason, they don't feel like the enemy, and I smile back. I have no idea who they are, but maybe we can be friends. Maybe we can figure out how to get home before we turn into icicles. The kid reaches out and picks up a piece of wood, handing it to me. I take it, glancing over at his dad, and he hasn't moved. All righty then. I start humming the first song that pops into my head—Ginuwine's "Pony". It's a staple at any strip club and one of my go-tos. With a song in my head and a plan, I get to work.

      Even if I can't build a fire, I can at least work on one. It beats laying around and freezing to death.
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        * * *

      

      I gather wood until dawn, tossing it all into a pile farther up the beach. My teeth chatter and my wet clothes stick to my skin, so I peel off several layers and spread them out in the sand. After all, the kid and his dad aren't freezing despite the fact that they're wearing next to nothing, so I do the same. I'm uncomfortably cold, but it's somehow not as bad. I keep moving, too, singing and adding a little dancing step here and there to warm my body with a bit of cardio. The kid watches me with interest, handing me pieces of wood as I work.

      The dad just watches me.

      By the time the sun comes up, I'm wiped out. I have a decent pile of mostly dry wood from farther up the beach, and I've found a pair of rocks that can produce a spark when struck together. "See, I've learned something," I whisper to the world around me. I gather up some dried, needle-like grass that's fallen at the edges of the cliffs and use it for tinder. With a few strikes of the rocks, I make a spark.

      The small boy makes a startled sound in his throat.

      I look over. "What is it?"

      But he only snaps his mouth shut and backs away a step. A moment later, the father comes over and ushers his child away with a scowl. Right. Okay.

      I turn back to my fire-making and spark the rocks again. I lean over the tiny pile of smoking tinder to blow on it. It doesn't take too long to make a flame—thank god—and I transfer it over to the wood in the fire pit I've prepared. It takes a few minutes, but the flames finally start to lick at the branches, and I sigh with relief, holding my hands out to the warmth.

      The boy returns, and his father. They sit near the fire, opposite me, and both look at me suspiciously.

      "Sure," I say. "Come hang out. Plenty of room for everyone." I lie down in the sand, cradling my head against my arm. Now that there's a hint of warmth, I'm exhausted. I'll sleep for a bit, I decide, and then head off looking for the way home.

      I can't be far.
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      U'DRON

      When a full night passes without any sign of R'ven, I suspect that someone in the beach tribe is hiding her from me. My anger steams and bubbles in my chest as I get my spear and sharpen the point. Someone in this cluster of clans knows that R'ven is special to me. They know that I feel things for her, things that must surely come with resonance, and they do not want that. They do not want Shadow Cat clan to resonate…and so they hide her from me.

      I confess this to A'tam, who rolls his eyes. "My clan brother, I am not the cleverest, and even I know this is a foolish thought. Why would they hide her from you?"

      "What else can it be?" I scrape the rock along the edge of my bone spear, making the sides of the point as deadly as possible. "All the males are here, yet she is gone. And M'tok and S'bren stole females. I heard R'hosh stole his female. Someone has stolen her from me." My jaw clenches.

      "You resonated to her?" A'tam asks, crossing his arms over his chest.

      "No. It does not matter. I will."

      He snorts.

      I notice he has no spear in hand. In fact, he holds a cup of the shrimp tea and looks as if he plans to hang around the campfire, no doubt to be around the fickle B'shit. "Be silent and ready your weapon. We will hunt for her this morning."

      A'tam laughs. "You will? Now I have seen everything. If she is lost, then she truly is doomed." He places a friendly hand on my shoulder, but I shrug it off, my anger simmering. Normally, I take my clan's ribbing with good-natured endurance, but today I do not find this amusing. A'tam finally notices my mood and flicks me with his tail. "Do not be so angry, my friend. We will find her. She probably stared at the stars for too long and wandered away. You know how that one is."

      I stiffen. "And how is that one, exactly?"

      "Strange." He chuckles into his cup. "Strange for even a hyoo-man female."

      He does not know her like I do. None of them do. I jerk to my feet, frustrated, and when I turn, I see O'jek and I'rec approaching, spears in hand. A surge of relief hits me. At least they take this seriously. "Are we ready to hunt for R'ven?" I ask, trying to keep the impatience from my voice. "The suns are up. We should go out soon. If she has been out all night, she will be cold and afraid."

      I'rec nods, his expression grim. "R'hosh and his hunters are taking to the hills. I told them we would move along the beach and the caves, since Shadow Cat has the best sense of smell."

      I nod, impatient to get going. "Shall we split up, then? Head in different directions to cover more ground?"

      "We will." I'rec narrows his eyes at A'tam. "Where is your spear, fool?"

      A'tam simply drains his cup of tea and grins. "It is nearby. Did U'dron tell you that he thinks the others are keeping the silly female from him?" He glances over at me, amused at his own words.

      "Is that so strange?" I'rec says in a harsh voice. "Are they not keeping T'ia away from us? Why would they not hide another? Perhaps if you spent less time chasing after a female that does not want you, you would pay more attention."

      A'tam growls, low and feral, and his laughing expression fades. Even though I am irritated with A'tam, I put a hand on his chest to stop him before he pounces on I'rec. The never-serious A'tam has a sore spot when it comes to B'shit, and I'rec has been irascible and sour ever since the flirty little human left to go live with the other tribe.

      Things have been tense at the Shadow Cat fires lately.

      "Just get your spear," I tell A'tam. "Let us go already. The day is wasting." I glance over at the fire and it is normally crowded with people at this time in the morning. This day it is the females and the young kits. Everyone who can hold a spear is out searching for R'ven.

      "I will get D'see, too," A'tam says. "She needs to learn how to track."

      I clench my jaw, because is this truly the time to teach a hyoo-man female? Now is the time to rescue R'ven, and the sooner we find her, the better. We have no time to waste showing D'see how to read footprints or to follow the wind. But the others do not complain. They enjoy D'see's company, and I suspect both O'jek and I'rec would be thrilled to resonate to her. With a sigh, I know I am outvoted.

      A'tam trots away, and I look over at I'rec. "Shall we head out, then? A'tam will be with D'see. I will head south and follow the coast—"

      I'rec shakes his head at me. "You will go with A'tam and D'see. O'jek and I will head north."

      I clench my teeth. "I can go on my own." A'tam and D'see will just slow me down, and the need to find R'ven is overwhelming. I imagine her scared and alone, shivering in the early morning cold. "The most important thing is that we find R'ven."

      "A'tam has the best nose of all of us," I'rec says flatly. "He can make up for your shortcomings."

      It is something I have heard from him many, many times. Each time, though, it feels like a fresh wound. In his eyes, I am not a true hunter. It does not matter that I am older than him by a full turn of the seasons, or that I bring in just as much meat as the others. I failed when I needed to succeed the most, and I'rec will never let me forget it.

      But I swallow my anger, because R'ven needs me right now. "Let us just get going, then."
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        * * *

      

      It is a long, fruitless day. A'tam does his best to pick up R'ven's scent, but it is nowhere to be found. D'see is quiet and keeps up well, so I have no complaints about her. We move over the beach, searching for any hint that R'ven has come in this direction, but there is nothing. My frustration mounts when we return at sunset only to find that I'rec and O'jek found no trace of her, either. The sa-khui hunters and the other searchers found no trace of her in the mountains. To make matters worse, a light snow has started to fall, which means any footsteps will be covered up.

      The gathering by the fire that night is somber.

      "We should keep looking," I tell the others. "I have good eyesight. I can hunt for her at night."

      R'hosh shakes his head. "It makes no sense sending out anyone at night. If she is out there, she will have sought shelter. We will go again in the morning." He rocks one of his daughters against his chest, standing close to the fire, his mate and other children at his side.

      Nearby, T'chai sits with his mate, M'rsl. She braids his hair, standing behind him, and all of Tall Horn is clustered together, just as I sit with ShadowCat…and D'see. He rubs his chin thoughtfully and then gestures to speak. "She cannot simply disappear. Someone would smell her trail."

      "Unless she is hiding it," T'shen of the sa-khui says. He looks tired, his mate leaning against his shoulder. They have been out searching all day.

      Many of the faces around the fire are worn and exhausted, I realize. People take the bowls of soup handed to them with weary movements, and no one seems to be talking much.

      "Hiding her trail? Raven?" Buh-brukh says, wrinkling her nose. "I doubt it. She never goes hunting with anyone. Where would she learn to hide her trail?"

      "Perhaps she wandered away from camp and had an accident," J'shel states.

      His mate clutches at his arm, a worried look on her face. "An accident?" H'nah echoes.

      "Swept out to sea," J'shel clarifies.

      My gut grows cold at the thought. It is the only way her scent would disappear, and it is a thought that has occurred to me many a time…but R'ven is smart. She avoids the icy waves. She would not go out far enough to get dragged away.

      "Or a tidewater kaari," N'dek says, no doubt remembering the one that attacked his hyoo-man mate.

      "Unless she was swallowed whole, there would be signs of a struggle of some kind," D'vi points out. "Smears of blood on the sand and bits of organ found on the beach. Or body parts would wash up onto shore unless she was dragged out far enough for her corpse to get caught up in the current—"

      "Devi," An'shee hisses, holding her kit tight to her chest.

      "What?" D'vi asks, blinking. Her mate puts a hand on her knee, and the female slumps. "Sorry. Was that too graphic? I'm just trying to look at things logically."

      W'lla with the springy mane and the beast-like mate speaks up. "Maybe she was just sad and wanted to leave."

      "Why?" someone asks.

      W'lla shrugs. "Maybe she's depressed. Maybe she doesn't want to be here anymore. We can't force her to stay. Maybe she left and hid her trail because she doesn't want to be found." She looks over at her mate and laces her fingers with his, and I remember that they both left for a time and returned.

      Her words make my heart hurt, because perhaps she is right. Perhaps R'ven decided she was tired of all of this and simply left when others were distracted.

      But…it does not fit the R'ven I know. It does not fit the female with the rueful smile and determined expression. A sad R'ven would not always have a song on her lips. A sad R'ven would not do her best to cheer me up whenever I am frustrated, or meet me for secret talks amongst the rocks and to watch the stars.

      I think they are wrong about her.

      "She wants to stay," I say, loudly.

      "How do you know?" R'hosh asks.

      "I just know."

      R'hosh turns to A'tar of the golden skin. "Did you see any sign of her when you flew overhead?"

      He hesitates, glancing over at me, and then shakes his head. "Nothing. Not even a trail of footprints in the snow."

      R'hosh grunts. "We will search again tomorrow. After that, we might have to accept the fact that if she left no trace, it is because she does not wish to be found."

      I think they are wrong.

      I think R'ven was happy…or at least, happy enough. I think of the constant sad expression on M'rsl's face, and R'ven was never like that. I think R'ven would want to be found if she is lost, or if someone has stolen her. I eye the faces of the males around the fire. Who has shown interest in her? I'rec and O'jek would not. They know I have my sights set upon her. A'tam is obsessed with B'shit. That leaves S'ssah and R'jaal. I narrow my eyes at the Tall Horn hunter. He has not spoken up much this night…perhaps because he already knows where she is?

      If that is the case, it is doubly important for me to find her before he can force resonance.

      If R'jaal has her, then she is somewhere nearby.

      And if she is, I will find her.

      I sit around the fire with the others, my skin itching to get away from the group, but I cannot look too obvious. I wait until others start to drift away to their huts. The mated couples go first, but eventually I'rec leaves, and R'jaal. I take my leave then, as well, slinking into the shadows and following behind R'jaal a good distance. His scent is thick on the breeze, but there is no whiff of R'ven in it. I follow him…and then stop when he heads into his hut. I circle it twice, even sliding my body under the platform to test for scents, but there is nothing. And when R'jaal begins to snore a short time later, I must concede that perhaps I was wrong.

      If R'jaal does not have her, then who?
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      RAVEN

      When I wake up a short time later, the fire is out and the father and son are staring at me warily. I sit up and rub my eyes, looking around. Nothing's different about the beach. The father and son haven't bothered to make shelter or do anything, and they're sitting a short distance away from me like they were when I went to sleep.

      This really is the weirdest situation.

      I rub my arms, grimacing at the cold. Without my sodden clothing, it's just frigid and not devastatingly cold. I mean, it sucks and it's uncomfortable, but my khui keeps me warm enough that I'm not going to die from exposure…I hope. It hasn't seemed to affect these two too much, I can't help but think as I glance over at them. They're wearing nothing but woven yellowed leaves, their feet wrapped crudely in skins. They don't seem as uncomfortable as I am, but who can tell? "You guys didn't tend the fire? You let it go out?"

      The child blinks at me. I look over at the father, and he's watching me with that same narrow-eyed expression, like he's trying to understand me.

      "Do you guys not speak at all?" I try again. I pat my chest in the universal way of sharing names. "I'm Raven." I gesture at them.

      The boy looks at his father.

      The father says nothing. His expression doesn't change.

      I try again. "Raven." I pat my chest, but no matter how many times I gesture at myself and indicate my name, it's like talking to a brick wall. They show no sign of understanding. "Ugh, fine," I finally say, and give up. I get to my feet, grab a new log and toss it on the fire. "I'm going to make this again so we can all enjoy a toasty-toasty fire at least, okay? Because my clothes need to dry out and they're not going to in this weather." I gesture at the snow that's drifting down from the clouds overhead.

      This time, it takes several minutes for me to get the fire going, and I let out a sigh of relief when the flames catch on my tinder. I raise the pile to the firewood and settle it in a spot where it'll catch, then lean in to blow on the flames.

      The man gets to his feet and kicks sand on the fire, putting it out the moment I lean back with satisfaction.

      I sputter in shock. "What the fuck, dude?"

      He gives me that same unyielding stare, and I feel something like hate in my guts. I try not to hate anyone, but this jerk is really pushing my boundaries. I pick up the rocks and what's left of my tinder and give the jerk a defiant look.

      The stranger drags his foot slowly across the sand, an ominous indication he's going to do the same thing all over again.

      I scowl and toss the rocks down. "You got a better idea on how to get warm? My clothes are like fucking ice. My nipples feel like they could scrape a hole in the side of the goddamn Titanic." When no one answers me, I suck in another deep breath of frustration. "Okay, well, if you're going to be like that, I'm not staying here."

      I get to my feet, brushing off my leggings (wet and icy) and pick up my tunic (also wet and icy). I tighten the (wet) ties of my boots (also wet). I scowl at the man and his kid as I slop my wet clothes back on and begin to stomp down the beach. I have no idea where I'm going, but anywhere beats here.

      It's no surprise that the man immediately steps in front of me, an ominous look on his face. He puts up a hand, his skin shimmering with a camouflage change that I've seen others do. And he frowns mightily, as if that will quail me into turning around and sitting next to my unlit fire again.

      "Nope," I say, stepping right past him. "Go fuck yourself. Peace out." I flip him a peace sign and ignore him when he tries to get in front of me again. If I follow the coast, I'm bound to run into someone or something in the next few days. If not, well, I'll turn and go the other direction. I eye the rocky cliffs that seem to go right up to the edge of the water, the waves crashing against them. That's troublesome, but if he got me here, there's got to be a path. If there's no path, then I'll go the other way. All I know is that I'm not staying—

      Footsteps crunch on the sand. Fast, running footsteps. That's the only warning I get before a big arm goes around my shoulders and something is pressed over my nose and mouth. It stinks. The leaves smell medicinal, and as I struggle against the dick holding me captive, I realize my limbs are getting heavy and everything's getting cloudy.

      My last thought before I pass out is that this explains why my mouth tasted so weird before—because this isn't the first time I've been drugged.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up eventually, and the world is swaying. My stomach churns, and I sit up, because if I don't, I'm going to puke up a belly full of acid. My mouth has the same awful taste as before, and I fight back the urge to growl in frustration. This jerk is drugging me. I don't know what he wants, but I'm guessing it's a bride, ice planet style. Yeah, well, he's in for a really rude awakening, because I have no desire to be his little wifey or the mom to his kid. I rub my mouth, trying to get rid of the medicinal taste in it, and when the world bobs and sways around me again, I pay attention to my surroundings.

      I'm…not on shore.

      With a gasp, I jerk backward, trying to scuttle away from the man seated in front of me on what looks to be the world's crudest raft. It's the alien stranger, and he grunts and grabs my arm in a tight grip before I can careen off the back of the raft. He also makes the first noise that might be some sort of communication—a sound of pure irritation. He shoots me a look, gestures at the water, and then shoves his paddle in again. He's acting as if all of this is my fault somehow.

      "How was I supposed to know I'd be on a fucking raft, dude? You drugged me." I curl my fists as I sit up, wanting to punch his scowling face. I don't care if he's got a kid or not, dude's a dick and a half. I sit up and glare at my surroundings. Sure enough, we're in the ocean—the creepy, creepy, cold ocean. The raft we're on looks like nothing more than a few trees that have been quite shittily hollowed out and lashed together with vines, and the guy seated across from me is using a paddle that looks like it's made of leaves lashed to the end of a branch.

      Well doesn't that just instill confidence in a girl.

      At his side, the little boy watches me with a curious expression. He holds one grubby little hand out and offers me a leaf.

      His father shoots him a look.

      I shake my head. "If it's all the same, I can guess what that leaf is for. No thanks."

      The boy gestures again, indicating I should take the leaf, and he mimes eating it.

      "Pak!" the man says in a low growl.

      The boy shrinks back, moving closer to his father's knee. He puts the leaf on the raft, between us, and watches me.

      "So you can talk," I muse aloud. "You just don't want to talk to me. I see how it is. Well, you don't have to worry—I absolutely am not interested in being your friend. And the moment we get on shore, I'm getting the fuck away from you." I smile fakely at the two of them and pick up the leaf that the boy offered. Pak is either his name…or it means “stop.” I try repeating it. "Pak?"

      The boy looks over at me and smiles.

      "That's your name, all right. Good to know." I file this in my brain for safekeeping and pick up the leaf he held out to me. The good news is that if it's drugs, I'll at least be able to pass out again. I sniff it, and it smells sweeter than the other stuff Pak's dad held against my face.

      Pak quietly points at his mouth and makes a chewing motion, then casts a quick, covert look at his father, who's still paddling.

      Hmm. I put the leaf to my lips, and when no one stops me, I take the tiniest nibble. It's different than the stuff before. The taste is almost sweet, and it helps get rid of the sour, medicinal tang in my mouth from the other stuff. "Thanks, Pak."

      The dad scowls.

      I grin. I plan on using the kid's name a million times a day, just to piss off daddy.
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        * * *

      

      It's quiet on the raft, and the lull of it makes me drift off to sleep. I know I probably shouldn't, because I'm not safe, but what else is there to do? I'm cold and wet and hungry, and I'm far from shore. Actually, when I look around, I can barely see the shore. It's like my new “friend” has deliberately taken me as far away from the beach as possible so I can't get away from him. Even if I tried, he'd just drug me again. So I sit at my end of the raft and do my best to remain calm while I assess the situation.

      We can't stay out on this raft forever. We have to eat, and drink water, and use the bathroom. Dad will have to sleep eventually, and he won't be able to do that on the raft without the danger of us washing out to sea. I just need to bide my time, figure out where the hell we end up, and then get away.

      If there's one thing my harsh life has taught me, it's how to survive. I'll get through this, and then this guy will be sorry he messed with me. With a yawn, I settle in and watch the waves slosh back and forth against the edges of the raft. The kid watches me, and I offer him a half-smile. If his dad wasn't such a dick, he'd be a cute kid, I decide. He doesn't look like the sa-khui, but when his camouflage flutters and shifts in color to match my skin, I think he's flirting with me in the only way a four-year-old knows how.

      Pak looks over at the side of the raft, and I do, too. There's a tentacle creeping over the edge of the craft, worming its way on board. Before I can cry out, Pak whips out his hand, grabs the thing out of the water, and twists. Hard. There's an ugly pop and the thing goes limp in his hands. It looks like one of the Flying Spaghetti Monster creatures, just bigger than the small ones we see on shore.

      With a delighted expression, Pak shows his catch to his father. The man nods, and there's a hint of pride on his face as he looks at Pak. The little boy turns to me, rips one big, juicy tentacle off, and then offers it up.

      "Um…what am I supposed to do with that?"

      Pak puts it to his mouth and then slurps it down like it's pasta, right down to the sloppy noises and smacking of lips.

      "Oh Jesus. Is that dinner?" I swallow hard. I know a lot of the islanders eat their food raw, but…it's usually fish, and I can trick myself into thinking it's sushi.

      This is not sushi. This is slime.

      Pak rips off another, the innards splattering across his small hand. He holds it out to me, and my stomach growls. I haven't eaten in at least twenty-four hours, and I'm going to need to eat something soon to keep my strength up. Unfortunately, I don't see a big pot of stew anywhere, or a buffet. "Goddamn it, I'm going to have to eat that, aren't I?" I suck in a deep breath, take the noodle from him, and try not to cringe at how wet and cold it is. "Sushi noodle," I chant to myself. "Sushi noodle. Sushi noodle."

      Holding my nose, I suck the thing down.

      Pak laughs delightedly at my expression.

      "Shut up. I don't like you right now," I mutter.

      The father just ignores us both and keeps on paddling.
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      U'DRON

      It is clear I am going to have to hunt for R'ven on my own.  When another day passes and there is still no sign of her, the others shrug and seem to think she has decided to leave us behind. That she is not in any danger, because there is simply no trail, and therefore she must have hidden it from us.

      They are wrong. I know they are.

      So I will go look for her on my own.

      I get a pack and fill it with supplies, food for several days and a skin full of water. I bring a net and fishhooks, my spear, a fire-making kit and a knife, along with a fur wrap that can be used as a blanket or worn if it is too cold. It is more than I would have brought with me back home on the island, but I do not know this land like I knew the caves and grottoes of my home. I knew the forest floor like the back of my hand. Here, everything is strange and I must be prepared. I wear my thickest boots and wait until it is dark and the stars are glittering overhead.

      I should tell I'rec that I am going, perhaps, or A'tam, who is my closest friend. So they will know to come looking for me if I do not return within a few days. I say nothing, though. If I tell I'rec, he will pull rank and insist that I stay. That I am not a true hunter and so I should not go searching for the female. I should leave it for those that are true hunters, those that passed the proving.

      Those that are worthy.

      I hate that word, worthy. I have heard it far too many times in the last ten turns of the season. I am just as much a hunter as anyone else. I have brought down just as much game as the others in my clan, perhaps even more because I constantly feel I must prove myself. I am as strong as I'rec, as broad as O'jek, and quieter than A'tam. I am the oldest of what is left of Shadow Cat.

      I am worthy. I am.

      And I am going to find R'ven and bring her home. With that thought ringing in my head, I sling my pack over my shoulder, grab my spear, and head down the beach.

      The sands here are slightly different than the sands at home, larger and crunch more underfoot, so I move slowly to keep silent. My nose pricks, catching the slightest scents, but the camp itself is nothing but the usual cluster of people-scents and smoke, food and F'rli's shaggy pet. I move past the huts on the shore, move past the drying racks, move past someone's discarded net. I move past the endless clusters of tide pools and then past the large tumble of stones that marks the “boundary” of camp, the ones that the hyoo-mans never go past.

      It is just a hunch, but I think R'ven went this way. It is not a friendly path, but perhaps she came this way anyhow. Perhaps she had a reason that we do not know. But it is the only path that makes sense if she did not go to the mountains. I study the cliffs that hug the shore. I know they are riddled with caves, most of them little more than inhospitable holes in the rock that fill with water when the tide comes in. I swallow hard, because I imagine R'ven's body floating here, her long, pale mane flowing in the water…

      No. She is not dead.

      I close my eyes and touch my chest, willing my khui to resonate. To show me the way to her. I have heard such tales, back when my parents were alive. Of a great hunter whose pleasure mate was stolen from him by Long Tail clan. He could not find her, no matter how hard he looked, so he closed his eyes and asked his khui to guide him. He resonated and followed the sound of the song until he found his mate. She resonated back to him, and Long Tail released her into his waiting arms.

      It is a good story, but…my khui remains silent and no amount of hoping on my part will get it to sing.

      With a sigh, I study the cliffs before me. They are a lot for a hyoo-man to climb, so I do not think she went that way. Perhaps she found a way in the caves through to the other side. Perhaps she swam. I eye the icy waters. The next section of beach might not be so far away, just on the other side of the cliffs. If that is the case, perhaps her scent can be found there.

      It is worth a try. If I do not find her scent here, I will backtrack and search elsewhere. I know she is somewhere…I just have to find her.

      I am not ready to give up on her. The others would not understand why I must search…why it is so important to me. Why she is so important to me. I have not resonated to her but…we understand one another. I feel R'ven is a kindred spirit.

      I think back to the first night we truly became friends and let those thoughts run through my head while I search the caves.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Some weeks ago

      

      

      R'ven is not by the fire, despite the gathering.

      This is unusual. Normally she is one of the first to appear the moment I get my drum, a smile on her face as she asks me to set a beat. I live for those moments when she leans in, tucking her long, pale mane behind her ears and talking to me as if I am the only one that exists on the beach. It is when I have her attention all to myself, and I find I will use any excuse to bring out my drum and make music, if it means R'ven will be making that music alongside me. My people do not put words to songs, just croon in time to the beat. R'ven is different, though. She always has words with her songs, and even if they are strange words, I like hearing her chant them. She has a soft, sweet voice that can grow loud when she needs it to carry.

      Most of all, though, I like that when she sings, she looks at me and smiles at me. It is like we share a moment with the music when we are together, and it makes me feel…things.

      Things I should not want because I am not a true hunter. I cannot take a pleasure mate until I have completed the proving…and now that I never will, I cannot have a mate unless resonance steps in. But I can smile at R'ven. I can look at her, and I can play my drum…and I can hope.

      Which is why I notice when she does not come to the fire. No one else seems to pay attention, and I play a half-hearted beat for a time before I give up. I grab a bowl of delicious stew from Shail and scarf it down before asking for another. Even though we landed here over two turns of the moon ago, I am still shocked that food is so plentiful, that we can eat as much as we like and it is not a problem.

      Shail hands me a second bowl and smiles, so I decide to ask her. I try to seem casual.  "Where is R'ven tonight? I need her singing to go with my drum."

      The look she gives me is shrewd. "I guess she didn't feel like hanging out. You want me to ask?"

      "No," I blurt out quickly. "I was merely curious—"

      "Hey, Tia," Shail calls out, and the young, pretty female with big dark curls leaves I'rec's side and moves toward Shail. T'ia casts me an assessing look, a smile curving her mouth. I remember I mouth-mated her when we played the spinning game, and it got my hopes up…until she mouth-mated several others, too. Even now, she teases both I'rec and O'jek, and S'ssah and R'jaal. No one is special to her, so I ignore her attempts to draw me in.

      I do wish Shail had pulled another aside, though.

      "U'dron was wondering where Raven is," Shail says casually. "Do you know?"

      "Is he, now?" T'ia twirls a lock of her mane around her finger and giggles.

      I clutch the bowl, feeling foolish. "I merely wanted to hear her singing…"

      "It's okay, honey." Shail touches my arm in a motherly way. "You're being a gentleman. It's very sweet to ask after her." She gives T'ia a pointed look. "Isn't it?"

      "Very sweet," T'ia echoes, smirking.

      I fight the urge to abandon the gathering altogether and suck down my stew, lifting the bowl to my face.

      "She's in a pissy mood," T'ia eventually says. "Said she didn't want to hang out. She needed to realign her chakras or something. You know how she gets."

      I set my empty bowl down as Shail crosses her arms. "Go find her and ask if she's okay. That doesn't sound like Raven to me. She's a gentle soul."

      T'ia makes a whining sound in her throat. "But I'm talking, Gail. I don't want to leave. Me and I'rec—"

      "I will go find her," I say quickly. "There is no need for T'ia to abandon the celebration."

      "Are you sure?" Shail asks. When I nod, she pats me on the arm again. "Tell her I'm keeping some food put aside for her. She'll have something to eat even if she's not in the mood to join us."

      "I will share this with her," I say gravely, and then head away from the group by the fire. O'jek gives me a curious look, but I pick up my drum and hand it to him. "You are now in charge of the music."

      He makes a sound in his throat that might be disgust.

      I step away, heading toward the large cave all of the unmated females sleep in. No one is inside, so I skirt the encampment, looking for a familiar slender form and a pale mane. There are trails heading up to the hills, but I do not think R'ven would go into the mountains at night, alone. She does not join the others with hunting lessons, stating that she prefers not to kill anything and “wound its spirit.” She spends her time at camp most days, sewing or working hides, or watching Z'hren for Shail. Her scent heads down to the beach, so I go there instead, walking along the shore.

      I almost miss the sight of her. R'ven lies atop one of the largest rocks at the edge of the water, no more than a pale smudge in the night. Her scent calls me, though, reassuring me that she is here, and I begin to climb up after her. The rock is taller than I thought, at least two hyoo-man heights tall, so I am impressed she was able to climb it so easily. But…perhaps she is now trapped up here? All the more reason to retrieve her.

      I climb up next to her, sticking my head over the top and looking over. "R'ven?"

      She glances over at me in surprise, rolling onto her side. "U'dron? What are you doing here?"

      "Are you trapped? Do you need help getting down?"

      Her pensive expression eases into a smile. "No. I'm fine. I just came up here to meditate."

      "Med-uh-tayt," I echo, climbing the rest of the way up. The rocks are not smooth and tear at my palms and knees, but if R'ven is up here, this is where I want to be. I sit down next to her, cross legged, as she sits up and gazes out at the water. "What is this word?"

      "Doesn't matter. I'm lying." She offers me a weak smile. "I guess I just wanted some alone time."

      I go still. "Should I leave?"

      "No, it's okay." She touches my knee. "You can stay. I like your company."

      Heat rises in my neck, and I feel pleased and oddly nervous. I do not know why I am nervous—it is just R'ven. But I keep thinking about the way she touched my knee. I casually reach out and rub it, caressing the same spot she did on my leggings. I try to think of something to say to her. "How—how are you?"

      The smile she flashes me is weary. "I'm tired tonight." She turns ever so slightly and faces the water, hugging her knees against her chest. She gazes out at the waves and says no more.

      She seems sad, and I worry that I am bothering her. "Do you…want company? Or should I leave?"

      "I'm not sure."

      I grunt. "Then I will stay and remain quiet." I turn towards the waters as she does, admiring the sight of them. The waves seem slower here, laden as they are with slushy ice. Everything is icy and cold here, and the one called D'vi has explained that the reason that the island was so warm was due to the Great Smoking Mountain creating something like a “heat pocket.” She used bigger words to describe it, of course, and said a great many things I did not understand. I understand well enough, though. This place is cold. My home was hot. That is all I need to grasp.

      This place has food, and females, so it is automatically better than home at the base of the Great Smoking Mountain, which killed all of Long Tail clan and most of my clan. And…this place has R'ven.

      I will endure any amount of cold just to see her smile at me.

      Drumming starts at the camp, the sound carried on the wind, and I inwardly wince at O'jek's clumsy beat. He is impatient with the drum, pounding out a story without thinking of how he is telling it.

      At my side, R'ven chuckles, breaking the silence. "That's pretty bad."

      "It is." I grimace. "O'jek is trying very hard but he does not have a steady beat in his spirit."

      "Not like you," she agrees, and I am warm all over. "Why aren't you with them?"

      "Why are you not with them?" I counter.

      She lets out a sigh and leans back, flattening herself on the rocks once more. "I don't really think I belong sometimes."

      It is like a spear in my gut. Have I not thought the same thing myself? "I know what that feels like." I ease backward onto the rocks like she does and stare up at the sky. "It is difficult when everyone around you seems to fit in so easily, and yet you are on the outside no matter how hard you try."

      R'ven is quiet for a moment and then confesses, "I overheard someone making fun of my songs earlier."

      I turn to look at her. "Someone does not like your songs?"

      She nodded. "They were joking that I change the tempo too much. They don't sound the same…and that I pick weird songs. I just pick songs I know and like. I can't help it if I know more Rihanna than Simon and Garfunkel."

      "I like your songs," I say stubbornly.

      Her smile in response is as warm and sweet as fruit from the island.

      "Tell me who it was," I say. "I will talk to them. I do not like that they hurt your feelings."

      She shakes her head. "It's not important. And it wasn't meant for me to hear, so I think it was just…spouting off, you know? Just letting off some steam. I don't think she would ever say it to my face."

      "But it still hurt you."

      Silence. Then, a shrug. "I guess because sometimes I feel like music is all I have to offer. I'm not skilled at anything that translates here. I'm—" She pauses for a moment and then stops herself. "—different," she finally says.

      "I do not belong either," I confess. My failure to complete the proving is a secret that Shadow Cat has kept all this time, because I'rec does not wish for us to look weak in front of the other clans. I am keenly aware of it, though.

      "Well, I think you're pretty great," R'ven tells me in a soft voice. She nudges me. "I think Steph thinks you are, too. I've noticed her looking at you."

      S'teph? I wish for R'ven to notice me, not another female. S'teph is nice, I think, with bouncy curves and an understanding smile…but she is not R'ven. "I…have my eyes set upon another."

      "Oh," she says, very softly.

      I suspect we both know who it is, and my neck gets hot again. I stare up at the sky like she does, at the stars that are out tonight, and the pale moonlight cast down by both the Big and Little Moons. R'ven seems very interested in the sky, and I am very interested in changing the subject before she asks me more about what I meant. I clear my throat. "Why are you staring at the stars?"

      She chuckles. "Oh. I dunno. They're supposed to have pictures in them. Constellations. But I don't see anything. I think I'm too big of a dummy."

      Dumb? R'ven? With her clever songs and the way she always keeps a steady beat? Impossible. I gaze up at the stars, trying to see pictures in them, and all I see are…stars. Specks of light in the sky. "I do not see them either. Perhaps we are both big dumb."

      Her laughter spills out across the beach, and the heat in my neck spreads to other parts of my body. Hearing her laugh like this makes me feel…good. Very good. She lightly bats at my arm in a teasing manner. "You're just saying that to make me feel better."

      "I am not," I promise. "I see nothing but…a spray of lights in the sky, like the moons have sneezed and sprayed everywhere."

      R'ven giggles harder. "That is the least romantic way I have ever heard the stars described, ever." Her laughter dies, and she gives a little sigh. "Thanks for keeping me company, U'dron."

      "Always," I say, and I mean it.
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        * * *

      

      Tonight, I would ask R'ven to look at the stars with me, I think. It is clear and bright out, a good night…if she were not missing. Looking at the stars has always been something we did together after that first night. Whenever I was feeling lonely or out of sorts, I would tell the others I was going to look at stars, and R'ven would inevitably join me. It was the same for her—if she separated herself from the group, I would join her and we would watch the stars together and just talk about how we saw no pictures in them, no matter what the others said.

      It was something we shared, something that was ours.

      And that is why I will find her again. Because I know R'ven better than anyone else, and I know she would want to be found. She does not leave the others because she truly wishes to be left alone; she separates herself because she feels unwanted.

      If she finds out they have stopped looking for her, she will truly feel unwanted. I will not let her be hurt that way, so I will find her. I spend too much precious time sloshing through half-filled caves of water, but there is no sign of R'ven, no scent clinging to the walls. It would have been washed away. I head out to the shore and decide to swim south, following the cliffs. With my knife between my teeth and my body stripped of clothing, I head out, holding my pack atop my head so it does not get wet.

      It is a miserable swim, but a short one. The next stretch of beach is a short distance over, and I get out of the water quickly, shaking off the worst of the cold. No sea creatures attacked me, so I put my knife away and look around on this stretch of beach, stomping my feet to warm them as I go. There is no R'ven scent on this beach, which is disappointing, so I put my pack atop my head and swim out again, heading farther south. I follow the rocky walls and hunt through caves, looking for traces of my pretty hyoo-man, but there is nothing.

      Then, three swims down, I scent it. Just a whiff of her lovely scent. It is old, but it is R'ven. And when I search the beach, I see the remains of a fire that has been put out and half-covered by sand.

      She has been here. My heart swells with excitement and I know I am on the right path.

    

  







            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      RAVEN

      After two days of endless cold, I'm pretty sure my toes will never be warm again. I'm also pretty sure I'm never leaving the fireside ever again. I'll just drop my sleeping furs right in the middle of camp and sleep by the pit, happy as a pig in shit.

      Because Dad and Pak don't seem to believe in fire. Or tents. Or like…any sort of shelter. We spend our days on the raft, floating in the icy waters as Dad takes us somewhere. I have no idea where. At night, we head to shore to sleep on the open sands. It all sucks. It's horrible and cold and miserable and wet. I try making fire several times, only for Dad to either put it out or to slap the rocks out of my hand when I try to make a spark. I get the idea, eventually, but it pisses me off. It's clear they don't want to be found and a fire will give off smoke. But I do want to be found, so I pocket a pair of striking rocks and stuff tinder into my bra when they're not paying attention, and I look for opportunities to get away. When I shiver at night, my teeth chattering, Pak sneaks over to my side and burrows his small body against me, sharing warmth. I snuggle with him, stroking his hair, and I feel bad for the kid. His dad loves him, that much is obvious, but this is no way to live.

      On day three, there's raw tentacles for a meal again, courtesy of Pak's fishing skills. It's literally the worst thing I've ever tasted, but I can't complain, because there's simply nothing else to eat. Oh, sure, every once in a while we vary it up with some raw fish, but they seem to be against the idea of cooking anything. There's an abundant supply of snow, at least, and we're able to eat handfuls of it to quench our thirst when there's no spring of fresh water available.

      It's a miserable existence, and I'm not sure how Pak and his dad have survived like this for so long. I point this out, too. Not that they listen or can understand me. "I'm just saying," I continue for what must be the hundredth time that day. "Cooked food is delicious. And you know what else is delicious? Being warm. It's the tits. And I'll even handle all the fire. You won't have to lift a finger."

      But of course, blank stares meet my gaze.

      I sigh.

      I don't try to run away again. Dad will just drug me with more leaves, and I don't know where I am, anyhow. I'm also getting very run-down and tired from not being able to sleep. Dad and Pak seem to be just fine with wearing nothing but some tattered leaves, but I'm constantly chilled. My clothes still feel damp, my fingers and toes are numb, and even Pak's small body curling up against mine at night doesn't stop my teeth from chattering. If my clothes were warm, that'd be one thing. If they were dry, I could handle the cold. But cold and damp is an awful combination, and I suspect I'd be sick with hypothermia if I didn't have a cootie.

      On the morning of the fourth day, Dad pulls out his raft and indicates we should get onto it again, and I break. "I don't want to get on that thing," I tell him, shivering. "Can't we talk about it?"

      Dad just points at the raft, a scowl on his face.

      "I know you can talk," I say, using my sweetest flower-child voice. "I've heard you talking to Pak. It's just me you won't talk to. Will you do sign language, then?" I don't know ASL, but I rub my arms and indicate that I'm cold. I gesture that I want to build a fire, pretending to hold my hands out to the make-believe heat. I point to the shore. "Let's stay here. It's safe, right?"

      Dad just gives me another blank look.

      I put a hand to my face, frustrated and cold and just…done. Stupid, hot tears slide down my cheeks and I sniff miserably. "I can't keep doing this," I say. "I'm not some survivalist like Nadine. I'm not a nurse like Flor. I'm not even a hippie kid. You know what I am? I'm a stripper, dude. I'm a stripper, and I don't do camping, and I sure don't do this." I let the tears slide down my cheeks, because it feels good to cry. It feels good to not be positive and pretend like everything's going to be all right.

      If I want to be miserable, I'm going to be miserable, damn it.

      A small hand touches my cold fingers.

      I look down, and Pak's holding another one of the wriggling spaghetti-monster things in his free hand. He holds my fingers and offers me the creature, and it's sweet and awful at once. He's just a kid. He doesn't know why I'm sad, just that I am…so he's trying to feed me.

      "Thanks, Pak," I say softly. I guess if a kid can keep going on like this, I can, too.

      I suck up a deep breath, brace myself, and head toward Dad's raft. He touches my shoulder, and it's almost an apology. Maybe he doesn't like living like this, either. Maybe this is all they've got. If that's the case, I feel a little bad that I had a breakdown…but only a little.

      I sit on the far end of the small raft, my legs folded under me. Pak sits in front of me, smiling, as if he's having a great day. He snaps the neck—back?—of the spaghetti monster, killing the thing, and the tentacles go limp. With that, he pulls one off and offers it to me. I take it, grudgingly, trying not to notice the taste or the fact that I've got nothing to wash the taste away with.

      "What do you want with me?" I ask Dad for the dozenth time. I chew on the tentacle, waiting for an answer. There's not one, of course. Never is. Dad just looks at me, then picks up his crude oar and pushes us out into the waves. It's not until we're far out from the shore that he climbs on board, dripping icy water, and begins to paddle.

      "More water," I say as he sloshes seawater in our direction. I wave my hands in the air like the asshole I am. "Yaaaay."

      Pak giggles at the sound of my voice. "Yaaay!"

      "Pak," his father hisses at him.

      Pak immediately goes silent, and I feel bad for the kid. "Sorry," I say. "That one's on me. My fault."

      Both Dad and Pak just stare at me.

      I sigh, staring out at the water. Stupid, stupid beach. Stupid, stupid ice planet—

      They're still staring. I frown, wondering if I did something wrong or broke some unspoken rule. "What is it?"

      Dad touches Pak's small shoulder and then begins to paddle harder. He digs his paddle into the water with an intensity he hasn't shown before, and worry prickles over me. I glance over at the shore, which is still fairly close, but I don't see anything. "Guys?"

      "R'VEN," a booming voice calls out from behind us. It's so loud—even from the shore—that it makes me jump.

      I turn around on the raft, looking over my shoulder, and I see an alien man racing up the shore. He's too far away for me to tell who it is, but when he tears off his tunic and discards his pack, I recognize the broad shoulders and the contrast of black beard against his chin. "U'dron!" I squeal in delight. "You came after me?"

      U'dron jumps into the water and begins to swim out to us.

      "Be careful," I call out, cupping my hands to my face. I'm a little worried. There's lots of scary shit in this water that can overtake a swimmer easily. Not that this seems to bother U'dron—he's cutting through the waves with speed, a determined look on his face. I want to get out and swim to meet him, but I'm so cold the idea seems horrific.

      Just as I decide to brave it, Dad puts a hand on my shoulder, pinning me in place.

      I shrug his hand off, irritated. "You can't paddle fast enough, you jerk! Someone's here to save me!"

      Dad glares at me, his hand fisting in my damp tunic when I try to push him away. What a bastard.

      A moment later, U'dron's head breaks the surface of the water. There's a long, slimy tentacle of something wrapped around his arm, another around his neck, but he ignores them, grabbing onto the raft. The moment he does, the entire thing nearly tips over, and I let out another squeal, this time of horror. He can't fit on here, but he can't stay in the water, either.

      Dad plants a foot against U'dron's face and shoves, hard. "Go away! This female is mine. I found her!" The translation is rough, the language garbled, but the meaning is clear.

      "She is not yours," U'dron growls, holding onto the raft as Dad tries to shove him under. The entire thing nearly tips again, and I grab Pak before he can slide off the side.

      "Oh, so now we're talking?" I cry out. "For real?" I want to smack them all in the mouth for being such dicks about this. "I can't believe that you're talking to everyone but me. What gives?"

      Dad just growls and tries to kick U'dron off again. U'dron grabs his leg and with one smooth move, drags him into the water with him. Pak lets out a little scream of terror, and I grab the kid before he can follow them. The raft sloshes miserably, and the oar falls into the water. Shit. Do we jump in now or do we stay on here and try to make it to shore? "Wait here, Pak," I say, releasing the kid. "Sit down. I'll get us to land."

      I reach for the oar, but as I do, U'dron and Dad erupt from the water, snarling at each other like two angry cats. They hit and fight, and more of those filmy tentacles are wrapped around them, not that either seems to notice. A moment later, they go back under the water and the oar drifts just out of reach. Well, fuck. I lean over and try to grab it—

      —and then I'm in the ice-cold water.

      The shock of it hits me like a slap to the chest. Everything in me feels like it just got punched, and I claw at the water until I break the surface again. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. "U'dron?" I chatter.

      The raft drifts nearby, with Pak on it, alone, a worried expression on his face. A moment later, the kid jumps into the water next to me. Well, fucking great. If this isn't the most ridiculous situation, I don't know what is. I don't know whether to laugh or cry.

      Pak flails, his head coming above the surface, and does that awful gasp that only a child that doesn't know how to swim makes when they realize just what they've gotten themselves into. I grab him by the shoulder and haul him against me, and his small arms twine choking-tight around my neck. "Let's get to shore, little buddy."

      I want to check on U'dron and Dad, but they bob and thrash under the water, still fighting. I figure if they can fight, they're not drowning, which puts them a step above me and Pak. I doggy paddle as best I can toward the shore, but it's so cold and slushy it's like swimming in ice cream, and I can't feel my limbs before long, my teeth clacking loudly with the chill.

      My legs are so cold that it doesn't register that something's got me until I'm jerked under. I let out a cry that's swallowed up by more seawater and fight my way back to the surface. When I do, Pak is crying, and I see both U'dron and Dad have realized we're in trouble and are lurching toward us.

      Thank god.

      Before I can tell someone to get Pak off my shoulders before he drowns me, the thing on my leg grabs me and pulls me under again. I'm not under for longer than a breath before a strong hand grabs me and hauls me back to the surface. U'dron looks me in the eye and wraps his arms around me. "Hold on."

      "Pak," I splutter, realizing I've lost the kid somewhere.

      "His father has him." U'dron tugs on me, and so does the thing under the water. He frowns, realizing it’s trying to pull me out of his grasp, and reaches under the surface. A moment later, he pulls out the biggest spaghetti-monster creature I've ever seen, its tentacles flailing and twisting, the beak hidden amongst the tendrils dripping with blood.

      I don't want to think about whose blood it is. I just want to get out of the water. I cling to U'dron as he tries to fling the thing away, but it just latches onto his arm. With a grunt, he ignores it, holding me tight against him. Our eyes meet briefly, and there's a wealth of emotion in his before he focuses on the water and begins to haul me to the shore.

      I tuck myself against him, because he's warm and strong and saving the hell out of me.  My big damn alien hero.

      "I have you," he murmurs against my hair as he emerges from the water. "I have you, R'ven. You are safe."

      "I know," I manage, teeth chattering. "P-P-Pak?"

      U'dron moves up the beach, away from the water, and sets me down carefully on the sands. "Wait here."  Like I'm going to go anywhere? But he jogs over to his discarded bag and clothes, and to my horror, I notice he has several sea-creatures still clinging to his big body. There's something snakelike wrapped around one leg, and the spaghetti monster is creeping up his shoulder, tendrils sticking to his skin everywhere. There's something with suckers on his back, too, and I let out a little cry of distress at the sight.

      He turns, looking at me. "R'ven?"

      "You've got…things stuck to you, U'dron."

      He relaxes. "Yes. I know. They can wait." He grabs his pack and jogs back to my side, kneeling next to me. He pulls out a knife and cuts away my sodden clothing. "You are too cold," he murmurs. "Your lips are the color of my skin, and I am pretty sure that is not supposed to happen." His tone is gentle but teasing, and I want to giggle but my teeth are chattering too hard. God, he's just the best. Trying to make me smile at a time like this?

      Who'd have thought Prince Charming would show up on an ice planet with blue skin and furry forearms?

      U'dron cuts off my tunic, and I'm too cold to even care that he pauses for a moment at the sight of my tits. I greedily take the tunic he offers me, letting him help me pull it over my head. He wraps a thick fur around my shoulders, and I want to cry with how warm and good it all feels.

      "Your leg is not that bad," he reassures me.

      My…leg? I look down at my half-frozen legs and nearly faint at the sight of the blood running down my calf in rivulets. "What the fuck…?"

      U'dron grunts and then yanks the spaghetti monster off his shoulder, tossing it to the ground. "They have small claws near their beak they sink into the skin to hold on to their prey."

      "Ew," I breathe, watching in fascination as blood glides down his arm, too. Why is that oddly sexy? Is it because it's following along his hewn biceps? Or is the ice just getting to me?

      U'dron flings off the other creatures, tossing them onto the sand without a second thought, and then gets back to work on me. He cuts a long strip from my destroyed leathers and wraps it around my leg, tying it tightly. "Is that all right?"

      I nod. Truth is, I can barely feel it. "What about you?"

      He gives me another little half-smile of teasing again. "I have had worse when I pricked my finger."

      "Showoff," I manage to tease back.

      He gives me a flash of fanged teeth that have never looked so damn sexy and then helps me to my feet. "I will build you a fire, and then you will warm up. Are you hungry? Thirsty?"

      Fire sounds like heaven. "I would love a fire, but they won't let me."

      He frowns down at me, and I realize I sound like I'm whining. I've forgotten all about Pak and Dad, and I glance down the beach, looking for them. They're a short distance away, Pak watching us with big, wary eyes as Dad puts his hands on his son's shoulders and gives us an impassive look. He's sporting a massive bruise on his face and I suspect that's from U'dron.

      God, has any man ever been hotter? I would totally drop to my knees in front of U'dron right now and service him as a thank you if he wanted it.

      U'dron follows my gaze and then grunts. "They were not trying to anger you," he says in a low voice. "They are outcast clan. Only the elders are allowed to make fire."

      "W-what? That's a stupid rule." My teeth chatter. "And what are outcast clan?"

      "I will explain later. For now, we will get you warm. Can you walk?" U'dron puts a steadying arm at my waist, bending over me so tenderly that it makes my heart ache. "Shall I carry you?"

      "I'm okay," I whisper, hugging the furs tighter. I can't afford to let my heart go all pitter-pat over this guy. He doesn't know what I am. It's a sticky situation but…one crisis at a time. My heart can certainly wait until the rest of me warms up.

      I stumble over to the cluster of rocks that U'dron points out. There's enough of a wind block here to start a fire, and as I sit down upon one of the rocks, he pulls out his pack and gets to work, producing tinder and strikers.

      "You want me to get some driftwood?" I ask, huddling under the furs.

      "No. You stay and warm up. I will get this." He gives me a stern look that indicates I'm risking his wrath if I even try to get up. I hug my legs close, avoiding the bandage, and watch him as he moves around the beach. He bends over to get some wood, giving me a show of tight backside outlined by his wet leggings…but then I see Pak and Dad standing a short distance away, just watching.

      And I feel guilty. Because sure, Pak and Dad kidnapped me, but I don't think they meant me harm? I'm not sure what they wanted, but I don't feel like they're the enemy. And I'm about to have a nice warm fire…

      When I see Pak shiver, my mind is made up. They're soaked, and they've got no clothes, just leaves. U'dron returns with an armful of wood and I gesture at the two “outcasts” that they should approach.

      Pak looks up at his dad.

      Dad doesn't move.

      I sigh.

      U'dron builds a fire, and soon warmth crackles and blazes from it. I scoot closer, letting it warm the chill from my bones. Man, it's nice. My companion strips his wet leggings off, in nothing but a loincloth, and I try not to stare too much at that. He's really well built in all ways, U'dron, and he seems to get bigger and stronger by the day. Several of the islanders have filled out with the plentiful food available at camp, and it shows on U'dron's strong frame. He no longer looks like nothing but wiry muscle. He's solid and thick.

      God, I like thick.

      "Are you hungry? Thirsty?" He sits next to me, tucking the blanket closer around his body. "We will leave soon and I will take you home, but for now, you should warm up."

      I peer over at Dad and Pak, still watching us from a distance. "Why don't they come over by our fire and get warm?"

      U'dron looks at me, puzzled. "Because they are outcast clan."

      "So?"

      He frowns. "So…they are outcast clan."

      "I don't know what you mean by that. Did he…do something bad? Is he a criminal?" The word sticks in my throat, and I think about all of my secrets and how I'd get treated if they found out who I really was. "Are they being punished for something?"

      "No…they are outcast. They are born without clan markings and therefore they are not real people." He shrugs and pokes at the fire with the butt of his spear, shifting the logs. "Anyone that is outcast is carried out to their village and must live with them instead of the true clans."

      I stare at him, aghast. "You don't believe that, do you? That they're not people? Just because they weren't born with big horns?"

      U'dron shrugs. "It is what I was raised to believe. I have not given it much thought beyond that."

      I look over at Pak and Dad. In some ways, they look just like the other aliens from the island—they change colors with their camouflage. They have similar builds and the same different facial structure, the prominent cheekbones and nose without plating, features large but somehow still delicate. I think of Pak's stubby little tail, and Dad's small horns and puff of hair that sticks up like an anime character. They wear leaves. They know what fire is. They raft. They even speak—just not to me.

      Of course they're people.

      And they deserve to get warm by the fire, too. Dad kidnapped me—I think. Or maybe he just drugged me so I wouldn't fight him as he got me out of the water-filled cave? I don't know and of course I can't ask him. He wasn't unkind to me, though. He never groped me or made me feel unsafe. We just had…differing opinions. He wanted me to go with them; I did not.

      Doesn't mean that they're not people.

      "So…people are outcast at birth?" I ask U'dron, trying to keep my voice light. "Because they don't match your clan characteristics?"

      He nods, kneeling in the sand and making a cooking tripod out of some of the driftwood. "Each clan is proudly known by the spirit that chooses them at birth. When someone is born without that spirit, they are outcast."

      "Like if a kid is born without the big horns, or the fur like you have." I gesture at his forearm. It's the biggest indicator.

      "Shadow Cat is born with the spirit of the cat," he tells me, spreading his hand, and I see the claws tipping his fingers. Right. Those and the biggest fangs amongst the group.

      "So if I don't have fangs or horns, I'm not in one of your clans, right?"

      "You have not been chosen by the spirit of our ancestors, correct."

      "You do realize you just described me and every other human on the beach?" I cross my arms over my chest. "Going by your rules—which are gross and wrong, by the way—you can't talk to me, either."

      He frowns at me. "That is…different."

      "Why, because I'm human?" I shake my head. "You need to talk to Devi about dominant and recessive genes," I tell him, getting to my feet. "It's not Pak's fault he wasn't born with big horns or claws. So what, now he has to eat raw fish for the rest of his life and not talk to me because you feel like he's flawed?"

      "It is tradition," U'dron says stiffly. "I did not make the rules."

      "But this is our beach and our new land," I tell him. "We can make new rules. People shouldn't have the past held against them." God, maybe I'm so defensive because I'm thinking of myself here. "We can start fresh. The rules that applied in other places—especially wrongheaded, stupid ones—don't have to apply here. We're all people." And I gather the furs tighter around my body and leave the fire.

      U'dron jumps to his feet. "R'ven? Where are you going?"

      "To invite them to come sit with us. Because they're people and they should be able to get warm, too."

      "He stole you," U'dron growls.

      "No, he didn't. I think he was helping me. You can ask him about it when he comes and sits with us." I march over to where Dad and Pak are waiting, wary expressions on their faces. Pak's little body isn't shivering, but his skin is prickled with goosebumps, and I suspect he and his dad are terribly cold. It might not kill them, but it still sucks. I take one of the layers off my shoulders and gently drape it around Pak, tucking it around his little body. "Come and sit by the fire," I say in a soft voice, gesturing at the warmth.

      They don't move.

      I turn around to look at U'dron, and I'm not surprised to see that he's followed me. "Will you please invite them? They can't understand me."

      U'dron nods. If he disagrees with me, he doesn't show it. Instead, he gestures at Dad and Pak. "There is room at our fire for both of you. Join us."

      Dad hesitates. "We are outcast clan."

      "Tell him that shit doesn't matter anymore," I hiss at U'dron.

      He nods, once. "We left clans behind on the warm shores," U'dron says. "In this new land, we are all equals. Join us and you can tell us how you survived the death of the Great Smoking Mountain."
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      U'DRON

      R'ven carries the little one over to the fire, and when he sits near the warmth, the look on his face is one of dazed pleasure. It strikes me in the heart with guilt. How did I not realize that the kit needs warmth just as much as a fragile human? Shame washes over me, and I gesture for the outcast male to join us, to sit next to his son.

      "I have enough food for all of us," I say as they are seated.

      R'ven beams at me, as if I am the kindest male she has ever seen. She has such a giving, understanding heart, this female. This male stole her away and all she can think of is that he and his son need caring for. Her reaction just adds to my shame. In her eyes, we are all people. We are not separated by clan. The hyoo-mans do not care about the size of our horns, and they do not protest when they are mated to Strong Arm or Tall Horn. They are glad to have a mate, and glad to have a people. I think of the group back on the beach. There are three clans, all of us very different, and then there are the ones that came from the stars. There are the hyoo-mans and the sa-khui tribe. There is even a golden male who turns into a winged creature called a “dragon.”

      There are so many different peoples, and all are welcome. Why not outcasts? We are no longer on the island, as R'ven has pointed out. The rules of our ancestors do not apply.

      I think of my proving, and how in the eyes of my tribe, I am not a hunter. It has affected me and bothered me all these turns of the seasons, and for what? So I can hunt as a “true” male? It will not make me catch fish faster, or hunt dvisti any quicker than I already do. Game will not flock to my traps simply because they know I am a true hunter.

      It is just another rule, one that should have no meaning in this new world we find ourselves in.

      I pull out the pouch of rations and take out several strips of dried meat, offering them to R'ven first and then the kit. I can hear the father's stomach growl as the scent of the food nears him, but he settles the boy in his lap and makes sure that his child eats before taking a portion for himself. I save the food for them, keeping none for myself. "I do not have shrimp for the tea," I tell them. "But I do have leaves."

      "Any tea would be wonderful," R'ven says, voice sweet.

      I add my tea leaves to the pouch heating over the fire, stirring with a finger. Not quite hot yet. I glance over at the kit, who is devouring strips of dried fish with happy smacks of his lips. "He is a fine son," I say to the stranger. "What is he called?"

      The father touches the boy's mane, stroking it back from his face, a thoughtful expression on his features. "He is Pak. I am called Juth."

      I hide my wince.

      "Those are great names," R'ven gushes in her hyoo-man tongue. "Tell them they're welcome to stay by the fire with us as long as they don't put it out." She smiles at them both. "Pak and Juth."

      The male flashes an uneasy look at me. No doubt he has picked up something from R'ven's cheery tone and does not understand. Their names are not honored ones. If they were, they would be J'th or J'uth, P'akh or P'kh. Their names have no honorable cadence, and it is just another way that they are marked as different.

      R'ven does not see this, though, and so I try not to, also. I dip the carved cup I use for traveling into the tea, and then offer it to R'ven, who takes it and sips the hot liquid, then offers it to the kit. The boy drinks with both hands on the cup and wrinkles his small nose, as if he has never had a warm drink before and does not know what to make of it. He offers it to his father, who shakes his head.

      When R'ven takes the cup again and gives me an impatient look, I speak. "R'ven says you have good names. Where is your mate?"

      The male called Juth points at R'ven.

      R'ven coughs and sputters, even as I jump to my feet, hot jealousy surging through me. "You resonated?"

      "What?" R'ven chokes, shaking her head. "No!"

      "She is mine," Juth states with a stubborn look on his face. "The law of the beach states that I can claim whatever washes up."

      I stop myself from snarling. Barely. "She is not yours to claim."

      "That's right," R'ven says. "You tell him." She gives Juth an indignant look. "To think I stuck up for you."

      "I found the female in a cave," Juth continues.

      R'ven gasps. "You snuck up behind me and put leaves over my mouth and made me pass out! That's a little different!"

      "Mine," Juth says plainly.

      "Bitch, I will cut your heart out of your chest if you even try it," R'ven snarls, her voice losing the sweetness. Both Juth and I look at her in surprise. Her face flushes, and she gestures at me. "Tell him that he can't just claim a girl."

      "She is not yours to claim," I repeat. "No one can claim a hyoo-man female. They must be resonated to or choose to go to a male's furs."

      "And fuck you if you think I'm going anywhere with you," R'ven adds hotly. "Jesus. This is what I get for being nice." She dips the cup in the tea again and hands it to Pak, glaring at his father. "Tell this kid his dad sucks."

      I bite back a smile. R'ven's indignant response makes my jealousy ease, and I relax a little. I am surprised that the outcast made me so very angry with his words. I have not felt jealousy over a female before. It is a new sensation, and I am not certain I like it. There have been many pretty, interesting females on the beach since we arrived, but I told myself they were not for me. Even so, I grew attached to R'ven and began to imagine her as my own.

      Of course she has not resonated to Juth. He already has a child. He would have a mate, as well, though perhaps she did not survive the Great Smoking Mountain's second death.

      Juth gives me a sly look. "She should be outcast, should she not? The female has no horns, she has no strong arms, and she has no claws or tail. That makes her one of my people, not yours."

      "We're all the same people." R'ven presses her fingertips to her temples. "This man's logic is giving me a headache."

      "Why does she babble strange words?" Pak asks, chewing on another mouthful of food. "Is something wrong with her head?"

      "She is a hyoo-man," I explain to them. "They are a different people, and they speak a different tongue. And because she is hyoo-man, the law of the beach no longer holds here." I ignore Juth's scowl, confident in my words. "We are no longer on the islands. Just as you are no longer outcast, that law does not hold. You can join our new clan on the beach, but you cannot claim a female."

      "Tell him there are other women on the beach," R'ven says. "He can't have me."

      "You would give him another, then?" I turn to her, amused at how readily she offers up her friends.

      She scoffs. "No. But he can hang around them and see if he resonates. At the very least, get a pair of pants." She flicks her fingers at him.

      "He will not resonate. He has a son already."

      "You speak of us?" Juth asks, gaze flicking back and forth between R'ven and myself. "Pak is not my son by resonance. He is my son because we are the only ones left in outcast clan."

      "Aw," Raven says, her expression softening. "Well now I almost feel bad. Almost." She leans over toward Pak and Juth. "You can come home with us." She staggers her words, her volume increasing as if that will somehow make them understand her, and I bite back a smile of amusement. "You're safe now. SAFE."

      Juth just blinks at her in that blank way of his. He turns back to me. "Is she your female, then?"

      R'ven makes a frustrated sound in her throat, but I only smile. My female? I wish she was. "She does not belong to anyone."

      A wily look crosses the outcast's face. "That is where you are wrong. I found her on the beach. She is mine. It is the law."

      R'ven gives me a cross scowl. "Really starting to dislike this guy."

      "It is mere stubbornness," I tell her, unwilling to get riled up at Juth's words. He is not taking R'ven, no matter what he thinks. I will put a stop to that. "He wishes to barter, that is all."

      "That better be all." She hugs the furs closer to her chest and glares at Juth.

      Juth watches us both as we talk, his eyes narrowed. "Why is it that she babbles nonsense but you can understand her? And she can understand you?"

      "The hyoo-mans have different words than we do," I explain to him. "One of the males from the stars put a pebble in my head and gave it magic, and that is how I can understand her."

      "A pebble in your head?" Juth is openly skeptical. "In your ear?"

      A snort distracts me. I look over at R'ven, who has a hand pressed to her mouth, her shoulders shaking. At first, I worry she is weeping, but a snicker escapes her and I realize she is laughing at us. I mock-kick sand on her feet, because we are friends. "What is so funny?"

      "A pebble?" She giggles. "Did you really think Mardok put rocks in your head?" Her eyes shine with tears of laughter.

      I do not know if I am pleased that she is comfortable enough to laugh, or I am wounded that she is laughing at me. "What was it, then?"

      "A chip! A translation chip!"

      I frown. I do not understand her laughter. "What is a chip if not a pebble that comes off a rock?"

      "It's not a rock! Why would a rock make you understand languages?"

      "Because it is magic?"

      R'ven giggles again, shaking her head. "It's technology. The chip is a tiny computer that is programmed to take in what you're hearing and translate it for you."

      I do not understand most of the words she is saying. I still think it is magic, but I do not push it further. I do not want her laughing at me again just because I am not smart. I turn to Juth. "You say she is yours. What do you want in exchange for her?"

      "You wish to trade for her? To keep her for yourself?"

      R'ven's chuckles of laughter stop and she looks over at me, wide-eyed. "What—"

      "Yes," I say flatly. I will not keep her for myself, no matter how badly I might want R'ven as my mate. I am not a “true” hunter so I cannot take a mate. But Juth does not need to know such things. "Speak and tell me what you want in exchange for her."

      The look on his face becomes canny, like that of a scavenger used to living off the fringes. "A mate is a priceless thing. If I give her to you, then there is no mate for me."

      "Perhaps there are other things that are more important to you and your son," I say, gesturing at the small boy. "Food. Warm furs to wrap yourselves in. Shelter." This time, I give him my most calculating look. "Rocks to spark a fire."

      "Only the elders are allowed to spark fire," he says warily, but I see that I have his attention.

      "The elders of your clan are gone," I point out. "Does this not make you the elder?"

      Juth rubs his chin thoughtfully and I can tell he is listening. "If this is true…how do you know I will not just grab rocks and make fire for myself, then?"

      I gesture at the beach. "Go on. Take rocks and see if you can figure out how to make fire. I suspect your elders never showed you? Did they teach you what to use as fuel? How to keep it going throughout a long night?" I lean forward, my hands on my knees. "Perhaps you have noticed that this land is not much like our home. It is cold and wet, and fire is essential. How long do you think you and your boy will last without warmth?"

      "We have lasted this long." Juth gives me a proud, defiant look.

      "Yes, and you are miserable for it. Your boy enjoys the fire. Look at him." I flick my hand toward Pak, who has the cup of hot tea to his lips, his small body swaddled in fur. "He needs more than you can give him. I can help with that."

      The outcast looks furious at me. I know I have hurt his pride by suggesting that he cannot care for his son, but right now, he needs to realize that R'ven is coming with me one way or another. He can help himself, or he can let her go, but she is not staying with him.

      R'ven gets up and moves to my side, clutching the furs close to her body. She sits next to me and leans in as if we are sharing a secret. "Tell him he can come back to the camp with us."

      "What? Why?" I frown.

      "Because there's plenty of food and places to sleep," R'ven says, her expression earnest. "He's got a kid with him."

      "He stole you and even now bargains to keep you, and you would bring him back to the camp? Put him around the others?" I am utterly astonished at the thought. "What if he steals you again? What if he steals all of our food?"

      She glances over at the kit and his father, and then back at me. There's a remoteness to her expression that startles me. "So because he did something bad when he was desperate, he deserves to be thrown out of all society forever?"

      "If people do not follow the rules, how can we trust them?"

      "You can't." Her tone turns sweet, and she gives me a smile that somehow does not reach her expressive eyes. "Forget I said anything at all."

      R'ven moves away from me, and even though she is all smiles, I suspect that I have somehow wronged her. That I have made a mistake I cannot recover from…but what?
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      U'dron and the outcast Juth discuss bargaining over me. I tune out, watching Pak happily drink hot tea, eat his father's portions of the rations, and snuggle up in the blanket around his shoulders. He's a hardy little guy, but it's clear he'd do better with warm clothes and a full belly. That's not what bothers me, though. It's not even the bargaining at this point that bothers me.

      I'm hurt to my core by U'dron's words—that Juth can't be trusted because he made a mistake.

      It's clear to me from the conversation that Juth never meant to kidnap me. He saw me in the cave, stole me, and then didn't know what to do with me. Other than being irritating about the fire, he never hurt me, and the only time he put a hand on me was when I tried to leave. It makes sense given that he thought I belonged to him and that I'm a bargaining chip of some kind. Juth made a mistake. It wasn't about me, truly. Even now, Juth seems way more interested in food and supplies than having me as a mate. The guy's been alone with a kid for months now. He wants what we all want—safety and security—and that's why bringing him back to the tribe would be the perfect solution.

      But U'dron doesn't like that idea because of Juth's actions. And while I understand that, partly, it also hits me to my core. Are we going to be forever judged by the actions of our past, no matter how stupid? Because if so, I'm totally screwed.

      I might as well get used to being out here with Juth, because something tells me he's not gonna be the only outcast if the others find out who I really am. That I'm not Raven, hippie child of hippie parents with a sunshine-y past. That I'm Louise Skinner, a stripper and an ex-con. That I fucked up my life and kept on fucking it up until I got here…and then I fucked it all a third time because I came up with a persona.

      Did I have a choice, though? I'm surrounded by a tribe of people who, for all their size and strength, are relatively innocent. The women that were kidnapped are good, clean sorts. A nurse. A student. A coffee barista. A freaking novelist. No one's a sex worker like me. No one's been in and out of jail for years like me. I knew once everyone started introducing themselves that who I am would be a problem, and I needed to survive.

      So Raven was born.

      It's not a stretch. Raven's my stage name thanks to the long black wig I used to wear on stage. It paired well with my pale coloring, and guys always thought a goth chick was hot. The hippie angle comes from my mom. She truly was a hippie and free-love type. Didn't know who my father was. Never found out. My mom lived in a commune and ended up pregnant with me and left because they wouldn't give her drugs any longer. It's been about the drugs more than the lifestyle for my mother, always, and I was never able to depend on her. I don't miss her. I don't miss dancing. I sure don't miss prison, though I'm certain my parole officer thinks I skipped town at this point and put out an APB on me.

      Doesn't matter. They'll never find Louise Skinner ever again. She ended up on an ice planet surrounded by a bunch of sweetheart aliens and equally sweetheart humans and is the only stain on otherwise pristine snow.

      So she's dead until the secret eats at me for so long that I can't take it anymore. Some days it isn't so bad.

      Sometimes though, like tonight, it hurts me down to my core.

      U'dron and Juth keep arguing, and I lie down next to the fire, curl up in the blankets, and put my back to it—and them. Eventually, their voices fade out, and I fall into an exhausted sleep.

      I wake up a short time later to someone lifting the blankets off of my side, only to have a big, warm body lie down on the sand next to me. I jerk awake, only to see U'dron's face.

      "Go back to sleep," he murmurs. "We will wake early and begin the journey back to the beach camp."

      "Why are you stealing my blankets?"

      "Juth has the other and he is sharing with his son. We must share…unless you would rather share with them?"

      Reluctantly, I let him take an edge of the blanket. Even though I'm hurt at his words, I'd still rather share furs with U'dron than anyone else. I'm not allowed to have a crush on the big guy, even though my brain doesn't seem to be paying attention to that. He rescued me, and my heart has gone into full pitter-pat mode around him. I want him to pull me close and wrap an arm around me, holding me tight like he did when he pulled me from the water.

      Instead, he just lies on his back and gazes up at the sky, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      Well, if I wasn't wide awake before, I'm wide awake now. U'dron being that close has that effect on me. I'm very aware of the nearness of his form, his warmth, and the sheer size of him. I roll onto my side and try to get comfortable, but my brain is racing with a million thoughts and I can't quite seem to go back to sleep. Would he be lying so peacefully next to me if he knew I was just as bad—maybe worse—than Juth?

      U'dron grunts, low in his throat.

      I crack open an eye. "What?"

      He shrugs his shoulders and nods at the sky above. "I do not see pictures in the stars here, either."

      That melts some of my defensiveness. It almost feels like an apology, bringing up the stars. "The sky hasn't changed because we're a few miles away," I point out, unable to resist teasing him. "If you can't see them on the beach there, you won't be able to see them here."

      "I am starting to think it is all a lie to get us to stare up at the sky like fools," he grumbles.

      Ha. "It's a real thing, I promise you. Maybe we just don't have the right mindsets." Something skitters over my foot—probably a small crab—and I jerk away, kicking him in the shin in the process. "Sorry."

      He grunts again. "I hate that you must sleep on sand tonight. You deserve better."

      That makes me melt. No matter how I feel about his stance on past transgressions, that's still one of the sweetest things anyone's ever said to me. I reach over and touch his shoulder, just a little. "Thank you for coming after me."

      "The entire tribe on the beach has hunted for you for two days."

      "They did?" I don't know why that surprises me. I'm female—I'm sure it's because I'm an eligible mate for someone. Well, given that they don't know my past, that is. "That's very sweet. Are they out looking right now?"

      "No." U'dron sounds disgruntled. "There was no sign of your trail, and no one knew where you had gone, so R'hosh and the others assumed you left of your own accord. I knew—" He hesitates and then continues. "I knew better, so I continued to look for you."

      I don't know if that hurts my feelings, hearing that the others gave up on me. I mean, Callie and Penny both disappeared with the guys and no one looked very hard for them because they knew they were being wooed. Willa and Gren disappeared together, and apparently it's tradition to just pack up a bag and run off for a few days. I'm grateful that anyone looked for me at all, honestly. No one's ever cared in the past. I remember leaving home for a week to shack up with one of my boyfriends when I was thirteen, only to come home full of indignant outrage, expecting my mother to be furious at me, or worried, or something. Instead, she gave me five bucks and asked me to get her a pack of smokes.

      So yeah, someone caring for me is…different. Nice.

      "You kept looking for me even after the others gave up?" I let my hand creep over to his arm and touch his bicep. Oh god, it's so big. Hard. I scoot a little closer and rest my head on it, and his scent envelops me, as does the heat of his body.

      U'dron stiffens at my side, but he relaxes after a moment. "I would never give up looking for you, R'ven."

      My eyes prick with silly tears. Why is that the sweetest? Why does it make me ache so badly? "Because we're friends?"

      "Because I would be your pleasure mate if it was allowed." He reaches over and gently takes my hand in his, and it's warm, callused, and so big and strong. "You are the only one on this beach in my eyes."

      His confession startles me. I sit up, looking down at him in surprise. "U'dron…"

      "I know." The big man grimaces, a show of sharp fang. "You do not wish to hear such things from a male such as me. But it is important to me that you know how I feel anyhow. It does not feel right to carry such a thing and not share it."

      I'm stunned. I know we've been flirting around having deeper feelings for each other, but for him to confess like that? To just admit it out in the open all the while giving me that utterly earnest look? I like it. I like it far too much.

      "Oh, U'dron," I whisper, moving even closer to him. I lean over his chest, my sandy, messy hair falling over my shoulder. His eyes are glowing beacons in the darkness, highlighting his proud features and the way he looks at me so possessively yet tenderly. Like I'm the most special thing in the world worth saving.

      I should tell him I can't be with him. That I'm a big liar with an ugly past. That I'm not the Raven he thinks he knows.

      Instead, I lean over and kiss him.
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      I press my lips to his, sucking lightly at his lower lip as I do. His beard is soft and not scratchy as I thought it would be, more downy like the forearm fur he has. His lips are warm and his breath surprisingly sweet. He also doesn't move as I gently kiss his mouth again, coaxing his lips apart. He doesn't pull away, either, and I start to wonder if U'dron has ever been intimate with anyone at all. No one ever talks about life back on the island, and I suspect they're still in a grieving process over having lost it…but now I'm curious. Was his tribe full of women? Has he ever been touched? Or has he always been lonely?

      Funny how I'm no stranger to sex or touching, but I've always felt so very, very alone.

      I don't feel alone in this moment, though. U'dron came for me. He won't let Juth leave with me. Even if Juth stole me a hundred times, U'dron would be there a hundred and one to rescue me.

      "Thank you," I whisper to him, even as I pepper his mouth with small kisses. "Thank you for caring."

      He reaches up and touches my cheek in the most tender of gestures, and that look in his eyes is so bright. Before he can say anything else, I lean in and kiss him again, tentatively swiping my tongue into his parted lips. His breath hitches, and then he pulls me against him, and his tongue meets mine. One big hand clamps at my waist, holding me, as I lean over him and just kiss and kiss and kiss. They're achingly sweet kisses, with teasing flicks of tongue and do nothing more than flirt at a deeper intimacy. I want to grab him and drug myself with the taste of him, but I'm well aware we're on the beach with Juth, so I kiss him a few more times, and then lift my head.

      "R'ven," U'dron murmurs, voice hoarse. "We should not…"

      Right. Because Juth will get the wrong idea. Because we aren't resonating to one another. Because he doesn't know my secrets. There's a million reasons not to, but I find myself leaning forward and sneaking one more quick kiss, just because. "Maybe when we get back," I whisper.

      The look in his eyes is so full of heat and yearning that it makes me eager all over again. I reach between his legs and caress his cock through his loincloth. Maybe I can give him this while we wait.

      But he shakes his head at me. "We should not." And he lifts my hand from his groin and presses a kiss to my palm.

      It's the first time a guy's ever turned down a free hand job, and never so sweetly. I smile down at him and then snuggle against his chest once more, listening to his heartbeat and the waves of the ocean. When we get back, maybe I can steal a few more kisses, a few more moments with him before I have to adopt my “Raven” persona again.

      The thought fills me with dismay, and I suddenly don't want to return to the beach at all.
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      It's in the morning that I come up with a plan to stall.

      I'm still mentally fixated on U'dron's kisses and the feel of his big body against mine. I woke up this morning draped over him, vaguely aware of crawling onto his larger body when another crab scuttled over my foot. Sleeping on the beach is horrible, but waking up to find myself straddling U'dron and the enticing log in his loincloth? Not a hardship.

      I might have been naughty and ground down against it as I got off of him, just to hear him groan. I fold my legs and sit by the fire, curled up with the blankets as U'dron adjusts himself and tends to it once more, putting on morning tea.

      "We will leave soon," U'dron says, all authority. He glances over at me. "Juth has agreed that he will take supplies from the camp in exchange for your return."

      I nod, yawning, only half paying attention. "I'm glad you're joining the tribe. I think you'll like it."

      Juth just gives me a silent look. "I did not say we would join."

      I blink, glancing over at U'dron. Is that not what this is about? He shrugs back at me. "Okay, well, maybe you'll change your mind when you see how nice it is there."

      "I will not change my mind," Juth says. He gestures at the beach. "Out here, my son and I are free. There is no one to give us rules or tell us what to do. We belong to ourselves."

      His words make me pause because he's right. Out here, we ARE free. Out here, no pretending is necessary. I'm suddenly in less of a rush to head back, and I think about kissing U'dron last night. So I pull out my acting skills, get to my feet, and immediately collapse again with a gasp.

      U'dron is immediately at my side, worry on his face. "R'ven? What is wrong?"

      "My stupid ankle." I rub it, wincing. It feels fine, but he doesn't need to know that. If I can't walk, we can't leave, after all. "Maybe something bit it last night?"

      "Let me see." The big hunter takes my ankle gently in his grip, running his fingers over my skin. I suck in a breath at the small touch, because it feels so damn good. "There are no wounds."

      "Maybe I twisted it, then."

      Juth gives me a narrow-eyed look. I ignore him.

      U'dron continues to check out my ankle, comparing it to the other one, and then shakes his head. "I will have to carry you back."

      Wait, what? I reach for his hand and give him a pleading look. "Can't we just stay out here one more night? What's the harm? We can catch some fish and grill them up and just hang out by the fire."

      He studies me thoughtfully, then looks over at Juth, who wears the same impassive expression he always does. "Very well, if you do not mind sleeping on the beach."

      "It's fine. One more night isn't going to hurt anything." I give him a sunny smile.
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      I feel a little guilty as U'dron and Juth set to work. They don't like the look of the clouds too much, so they gather a lot of the driftwood and make a simple lean-to, and then U'dron carries me over to it. While they go fishing for food, I watch Pak, and we entertain ourselves by playing patty-cake. He's never played a hand-slapping game before, and the look of delight on his face as we finish the rhyme each time just makes me ache. Poor kid needs a family and friends to be around. I think of quiet little Rukhar, Harlow and Rukh's son, and Liz and Raahosh's girls. They all play together, with Raashel bossing the other two around, and I bet Pak could use some buddies.

      Juth's reluctance to join the tribe, though? I understand it. No one wants to sign up for being seen as “less than” by a group of people. All his life, he's been treated as an outcast, and I don't blame him for thinking that won't change when he joins the others on the beach. After all, I have the same fears. I hide who I am so I can fit in…and it's worked up until now.

      Because now I want to kiss U'dron and “share furs” with him, as they like to call it here. I want to share his hut with him and do all kinds of lascivious things. I want to scratch all the sexual itches I've been having, and I want to do it with him. He's so damn attractive to me, and not just because of his appearance—although that is fine as hell—but because I feel like he sees me for who I really am underneath. I'm not a hippie child, I'm not a stripper or an ex-con, I'm just a girl that's a little lonely and has never had anyone to rely on in her life.

      I want to tell him the truth about who I am, but I don't know how he'll take it. If he doesn't like it, he'll tell everyone else in the tribe about it and then they'll all know my secrets. I chew on my lip as I go through another round of patty-cake with Pak again, only half-paying attention. Eventually my truth is going to have to come out, but I was hoping to wait until I resonated to someone, because then they couldn't boot me without booting whoever I was attached to.

      Wanting to tell the truth because I'm crushing on someone wasn't part of the plan. I don't feel right hooking up with U'dron with a big lie hanging between us, though. A few kisses are one thing—we've all played a few rounds of spin the bottle back on the beach. But actually sleeping with someone? Someone that's probably as big a virgin as U'dron? That could make him feel betrayed…or worse, defiled.

      Ugh.

      I worry about these things all day, even as I watch U'dron from afar. He skips the net as he fishes, wearing it tied at his waist, and opts for spear-fishing instead. He meets with Juth a few times on the shore, speaking quietly, and then they both work together—one herds whatever it is they're hunting over to the area that the other is in, and the second hunter pounces and stabs. It's an effective hunting technique, and when we make an early evening meal, there's thick slabs of pale fish meat, more than enough for all of us to eat our fill. I sprinkle a few herbs on them as they sizzle on a rock, and I notice both Juth and Pak can't take their eyes off the cooking food.

      "Will you sing for us tonight?" U'dron asks me after we eat our fill.

      I'm surprised at the request. "Tonight?"

      He nods. "It would bring me great joy."

      I look over at Juth and Pak, but what they think doesn't matter, really. It's U'dron's intense gaze that decides me. I flip through a mental jukebox, trying to decide on what would sound good without any sort of accompaniment. I can't think of a single thing that would sound good with my thin voice, so I do “What a Wonderful World” instead. I want to sing something filthy and sexual—like most of my repertoire—but not with Juth and Pak sitting right across from us.

      U'dron breaks into a wide smile when I finish the song. "I like that one."

      "I do too." There's something innocent and pure about it. Maybe it was a better choice than singing “I'm a Slave 4 U” and giving U'dron hot, meaningful eyes all night, which was my original thought.

      Man, you can take the girl out of the strip club, but you can't take the strip club out of the girl.

      Pak shows his dad the “new game” I taught him, and U'dron insists on me showing him, too. It feels a little strange to be playing patty-cake with a grown man, but it's quickly obvious to me that U'dron's just using it as an excuse to monopolize me. He sits across from me and folds his legs under him, sitting close enough that our knees touch, and the first smack of his hand against mine makes me think all kinds of filthy things. So do the secretive little smiles he shoots my way.

      God, I have it baaaad.

      I don't know what to do in this situation. Any time I had a thing for someone in the past, I just acted on it. They knew what they were getting into when they dated me, and if a guy didn't like that I took my clothes off for money, that was his problem. I never hid who I was. But the guys I dated in the past were usually not great types. They were party boys, or guys looking to have a good time, not a long time.

      I never met anyone like U'dron before. He's kind and caring, putting my needs above his own. Heck, he puts the needs of others above his own, too. I don't think he's had a full meal since he arrived, and Pak and Juth have devoured all the rations he brought with him. The food we catch is plentiful, but I notice that his portions seem to end up with me or with Pak. He worked tirelessly all day to make sure we were comfortable, keeping the fire stoked and building a shelter. I've done what I could to help out, but I'm hobbled by my own stupid lie that I hurt my ankle.

      More than that, he looks at me like what I say is important. When I talked to him about why it was important to accept Juth and Pak as people and to think of them as more than outcasts…he listened to me. He weighed my words and considered them.

      Me.

      It's a heady feeling. Of course, he doesn't realize that I'm just an uneducated girl with questionable choices in life, but I can still enjoy the sensation of being thought of as smart and wise and clever.

      The hand-games end, and then we just talk around the fire. Or rather, U'dron talks, because both Pak and Juth don't seem inclined to share anything. U'dron asks Juth how they arrived here, and how they escaped their island, but Juth is stonily silent. So U'dron fills the void, his voice calm and rich and reassuring, and talks of Shadow Cat's journey to the “cold shores” and of meeting us. He talks of the beach games that were called off, and how he dreams of acquiring one of the “magic” knives that need no sharpening.

      Juth just grunts at that, as if he doesn't entirely believe such a thing exists.

      "We should sleep soon," U'dron comments, glancing over at Pak and Juth. The little boy is drowsing against his father's arm, his mouth slack. Juth looks tired too, his face drawn.

      I glance over at U'dron and I can't help but compare his size and strength to Juth. I remember when all of the newcomers first appeared on our beach, they all seemed dazed with everything new in front of them. I remember their wide-eyed looks, their eagerness to play the kissing games, and I remember how wiry their bodies had looked. Maybe it's because of the nature of my business, but I pay attention to people's physical forms. They were fit, sure, ropy with muscle and flat stomachs and tight asses you could bounce a quarter off of. But more than that, I recall seeing far too many ribs, and that when U'dron would bend over to pick something up, I could see the bony knobs of his spine. Their muscles hid just how thin they were, but they were still underweight, and to hear U'dron's stories, it was because what was left of the island wasn't enough to support the three small clans that were left. They'd been starving to death. I look at Juth and I see that same weary hunger in his gaze, that this is the only life he knows, that having a full belly every day and every night is new to him, that he expects mornings where there's nothing to eat, and he expects to go to sleep with an empty stomach.

      U'dron's not starving now, I observe. After months of regular meals of more than just lean fish, he's fattened up. What I thought were “nice” muscles before are now mouthwatering. I can no longer see the knobs of his spine when he moves, and his thighs are massive. He's got a build like old-timey wrestlers where he's just a thick slab of muscle and an equally thick neck. Even though he's Shadow Cat clan, he looks like he should be with the bulky Strong Arm clan, size-wise. He's got huge hands, too. Enormous.

      I am a big fan of his size, personally. Big, big fan. It's not just that he's delicious to look at—because he is—but it's that he's flourishing. He was meant to be here on this icy beach, living his best life.

      Me, I'm not so sure this world needs a stripper ex-con.

      "R'ven?"

      I glance over at U'dron and realize while I've been sizing him up, he's been talking to me. Oh. Embarrassing. "Hmm?"

      "Would you like to sleep?" He rubs his ear, an odd expression on his face, and I realize that he's feeling shy.

      That melts me. "Sure, bed sounds good."

      He nods and banks the fire, putting a large log onto it as I watch. His arms flex with the heft of the log, a sight that makes me breathless. I can't seem to stop staring at him. His horns are small compared to Tall Horn, and shaped a lot more like those of the sa-khui tribe. They curl along his hairline, to where his thick hair is chopped just below the jaw. A lot of the alien men wear their hair longer, but I like his shorter hair. It frames his wide face nicely, and he keeps his hair held back off his brow with a thong ponytail at the crown of his head. He's about the same age as I'rec and the others, maybe a little older. A'tam is gorgeous in a movie star sort of way, but U'dron is all raw power. His features are a little coarser, but I like that they seem so boldly masculine. His nose is big, true, but it's straight as an arrow and frames his heavy brows nicely. His jaw is square and his neck thick, and he's got a great smile, fangs and all.

      Okay, I'm definitely staring too hard. I gather the fur around me and crawl the short distance over to our side of the lean-to. U'dron has thoughtfully placed his pack in the middle of the shelter, providing a divider between us and Juth and his son. I'm sure it was an innocent choice, but I'm also pretty grateful for it, because I absolutely intend on kissing the man again tonight.

      I surreptitiously straighten my clothes as he adjusts the wood on fire, smoothing a hand over my long, tangled hair. I'm the palest one in the tribe, thanks to my mom's Nordic roots, and I worry a little that it's not all that attractive to alien eyes. My face is average, but I know I have a good body. Hopefully that'll make up for everything else. I bite my lips to make them flush with color and adjust the oversized tunic I've been wearing, letting it casually slide off one shoulder.

      U'dron glances over at me as he abandons the fire, and I smile.

      He rubs his ear again, that awkward expression coming over his face. I glance over at the others, but Juth carries Pak to the other side of the shelter and lies down with him, his back turned to me. It's as private as it's going to be, so I toss another welcoming smile in U'dron's direction. If he doesn't come lie down with me tonight, I can get the hint.

      But he moves to my side, lies down next to me, and gazes up at the stars again.
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      I adjust the fur blanket over both of us, glancing over at him. I pretend to shiver and move closer to him, subtle creature that I am. "You see any pictures up there tonight?"

      "Nothing." He gives me a little smile when our eyes meet. "Perhaps I do not have the mind for it."

      "Yeah, well that makes two of us." I settle in next to him, nestling my head in the crook of his shoulder and gazing up at the stars. "But you still look every night?"

      His laughter rumbles low in his chest, making my body vibrate. "I do."

      "Because you're an optimist?"

      "Because it will give me another chance to talk to you if I find one."

      My toes curl at that. How sweet is this big lunk? I snuggle against his chest, half-wondering if he's going to push me away. When he doesn't, I put my hand on his stomach. "You know you don't need to come up with excuses to spend time with me. I like hanging out with you."

      "Because I am a good drummer?"

      Is he fishing for compliments? I can't stop smiling at the thought. "Because you're nice, and you're funny, and you listen to me. It doesn't have to be all about music, just like it doesn't have to be about the stars." I lightly run a fingertip over his broad chest, wondering if he's going to realize that I'm flirting hardcore with him or if he's clueless. "We can just hang out together and talk. Shoot the shit. Get to know each other…better."

      "Mmm."

      What kind of answer is “mmm”? It tells me nothing. Here I am, showing all my cards, practically begging this guy to kiss the hell out of me, and he acts like he'd rather get back to star watching. Maybe I misinterpreted last night. I thought he liked the kiss…but then again, he also pushed my hand away. Talk about mixed signals.

      I've never really been in this kind of situation before. It usually takes a lot for me to like a guy, because of all the creeps that watch me dance. I've seen the ugly side of humanity far more than the nice one, so when I catch feelings for someone, I let them know right away. I'm usually taken up on it, and while the relationships don't normally last very long, I've never been turned down from the get-go. I can usually read if a guy is into me.

      U'dron's sending me all kinds of mixed signals, though. He acts like he cares, but he also makes no move to pick up what I'm laying down. Maybe he's just being tender because that's who he is as a person? And because of who I am as a person, I'm reading it all wrong?

      I suddenly feel incredibly uncertain. Not just of whether or not he likes me, but my own desirability. Maybe I am too pale and skinny for someone like him. Maybe he's more into someone like Steph, who's solid and full of curves, and who was working on her degree in psychology. She's smart and cute and has enormous boobs. And she's nice.

      And she probably doesn't have a criminal record.

      Deflated, I sit up and turn away from him. "Goodnight."

      "R'ven?" U'dron's voice is low enough that only I can hear it. "Is something wrong?"

      I have the urge to pull the age-old “it's fine” comment out so he can stew on it, but I'm just tired and my pride is a little wounded. He doesn't realize he's done anything wrong, and it doesn't seem fair to lash out at him for that just because it makes me unhappy. "It's all right. I just…read the situation wrong."

      His big hand touches my shoulder, ever so lightly. "What do you mean?"

      Obviously, I'm going to have to spell it out. Face burning with humiliation, I take a deep breath before speaking, staring at his pack. "I thought you were into me. That you liked me in the way that guys like girls. You know, wanting to share furs. Pleasure mating."

      U'dron is utterly silent, and I wince, imagining just how badly that went over.

      "Like I said," I begin again. "It was a misunderstanding, and I'm sorry—"

      "R'ven." He strokes my shoulder—bared from the wide neckline of his tunic—with his thumb. "I…you are not wrong. I am attracted to you." He huffs a small laugh. "Very much so. Too much so."

      I turn, looking over at him with a skeptical glance. "Not sure if there's such a thing as 'attracted to someone too much.'"

      U'dron makes an awkward sound in his throat. "It is…difficult."

      I sit up, letting the tunic fall down my front and reveal cleavage and just a hint of nipple. I don't fix it. A flare of heat prickles through me when his gaze goes to my breasts. My nipples stiffen, and I reach up to casually thumb one through the tunic. "What's so difficult about it?" I whisper. "Did you like it when I touched you?" I slide my other hand onto his bare chest again, trailing my fingertips over his gloriously soft skin. "Because I really liked touching you."

      His gaze flicks over to the pack, where on the other side, Juth and his son are sleeping. "You know I did," he murmurs.

      "Then you're not attracted to me too much," I tease, leaning forward. The tunic gapes as I move, revealing all the way down my front, and his gaze goes there, his eyes flaring with heat. "You're attracted just the right amount." I slide my hand down under the blankets, and sure enough, he's hard as a rock, and quite the big boy. Now that's exciting. I've never been with a guy that was super well equipped, and I have to admit, I am more than ready to give him a test drive. I lean over him, lining up our faces, and press a light kiss to his mouth. "Was it the kissing you had a problem with?"

      "No," he says, voice hoarse. His gaze moves over me with such hunger that it sends another thrill through my body. "I liked your mouth mating mine."

      I liked it, too. I kiss him again, making sure to flick my tongue against his. "Is it because I'm forward? Am I pushing you too hard?" I stroke my hand over his cock again. "I'm just…a girl that likes sex. Does that bother you?"

      "I think it would bother me if you did not," he admits. His pupils are blown, and in my grip, his cock twitches. He's wearing a loincloth, but I'm pretty sure I can feel those enticing ridges I've seen on a lot of the men. The islanders—and the sa-khui, actually—are not shy about nudity, and so I've seen a lot of well-built male bodies in the last few months. It's definitely not a hardship. I've always known U'dron is well-equipped, but U'dron hard is very different from U'dron swimming in icy water, and the change is a big one. A very big, very thick change.

      "Do you want to touch me?" I ask softly, nipping at his lower lip.

      He lets out a low groan, and I almost expect him to hesitate. But he immediately tugs the collar down further, exposing one of my breasts fully, and caresses the tip. It grows tighter under his fingers, and just that small touch sends heat flooding through me. I want more of that. I want his big hands all over my body, exploring and learning. I want to have wonderful, sweaty sex with him. It doesn't have to be here on the beach. For tonight, we can just kiss and cuddle (and okay, do a little boob stroking). With a look of wonder on his face, he rubs my nipple, and I let out a small whimper even as I kiss him again, my lips frantic on his.

      "Maybe when we get back to the beach," I murmur, putting my hand over his as he caresses my breast, "maybe you and I try out this pleasure mating thing?"

      His expression grows sad. "R'ven…I want to, but I cannot."

      He…can't?

      At first I think I haven't heard him correctly. But when a look of chagrin steals over his features and he pulls away from my breast, I realize that we're not going to go further than this. He really can't, for some reason. My brows furrow and it's on the tip of my tongue to ask him why…when the obvious answer hits me.

      He's attracted to me, but he can't be with me…because he must have resonated to someone else in the time while I was gone.

      Oh. Oh god. "Is it…because…you know…?" I swallow hard.

      Shame crosses his face. "I did not want to tell you like this."

      Shit. It's true. Some bitch back on the beach has stolen my man. "It's all right," I say woodenly, hiking the neckline of the tunic back up to its proper spot. I no longer feel sexy and confident. I feel…kinda like dirt. "Good night."

      I lie back down, my back to him, and stare at the pack on my other side. I want him to tell me that I've misunderstood. That everything's all right and he really does want me.

      "I am sorry, R'ven. If it was allowed, I would choose you," he murmurs.

      "Thanks." It doesn't help. All I can think is that I'm such a fool. Here I thought he was being virginal and shy but still attracted because he liked me. Oh, he likes me all right. It's just that biology has stepped in and decided to pair him up with someone else. His cootie is quiet right now because his mate's back on the other beach.

      He must have come after me due to a sense of obligation.

      Well doesn't that just suck. And here I was hitting on him, thrilled that the guy who hits all of my physical “wants” and who's kind and caring and plays a mean drum came after me because he likes me. Oh, he likes me…but it doesn't matter.

      The number one rule in this new world is that resonance always decides.
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      U'DRON

      Guilt churns in my gut as R'ven rolls over and goes to sleep. Why did I say anything? Why? My hand was on her gorgeous teat, and the look on her face was one of sheer pleasure. Her mouth was on mine, her fingers brushing over my cock, and I have never wanted anything as badly as I wanted this beautiful hyoo-man in that moment. But when she brought up pleasure mating, I had to be honest with her.

      I cannot take a mate, because I am not a true hunter.

      She must have realized this, because recognition dawned on her face and she shrank back from me. My body is filled with shame at the betrayed look on her face. Of course she wants a real hunter to take care of her and tend to her needs. In the eyes of my clan, I am still nothing but a boy. I will never be anything but a boy until I finish a successful hunt at the proving…and now that will never happen.

      I can never have R'ven.

      So many words rise in my throat. I watch her as she sleeps, her slender shoulders hunched as she curls around herself. She is but a breath away. She should know that she is the most perfect of females. The most lovely. The most kind. That her spirit sings to mine as fiercely as anything I have ever felt before. That she deserves better than me.

      The words will not rise from my throat, though, because despite knowing this…I still want her. The thought of another male touching her makes me mad with frustration and hunger. I think of silent O'jek, with his capable ways and his inclination to go hunting…he would not be right for her. R'ven needs people around her. She likes groups, and O'jek prefers to be alone. I'rec is too fascinated with T'ia and her games, and he has no patience for music. A'tam wants B'shit and R'ven deserves to be first in her male's eyes. And R'jaal…

      I clench my fists, because R'jaal would be a good mate to her, but I do not want that. I do not want that at all.

      I think of her pretty teat, how she flashed it to me with an inviting look on her face. To think that such a beautiful, desirable female approached me for mating makes my knees weak. If I was a true hunter, I would have her on her back in the sand this very moment, thrusting into her sweet heat. I know R'ven's body would be soft and perfect to the touch, as supple and responsive as the teat I touched so briefly.

      I close my eyes, my cock leaking pre-cum into my loincloth so steadily that I know I am close to losing control.

      The world is cruel to present me with such an enticing female, knowing I cannot touch her. Or…I can, but when she finds out the truth of who I am, she will be terribly disappointed. She will be humiliated that she has mated with someone who is not a true hunter. Shame will follow her.

      I cannot allow that, so I must control myself.

      I glare up at the stars, hating all of them in this moment.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up before dawn, my senses on alert.

      Something is…off.

      Frowning to myself, I immediately glance over at R'ven.  She is asleep, her mouth open slightly, her mane spilling out onto the sands. Her legs are curled up under the fur and she shivers in the misty, chilled morning. Yearning fills me at the sight of her. I want nothing more than to pull her body against mine and tuck her along my chest, share my warmth with her…but I would not be welcome. I glance up at the sky, and it is ominous, the twin suns hidden behind dark clouds. Perhaps today is not a good day for travel. I think about the icy waters I swam through to find this beach and wonder if we would be better off staying one more day and crafting a raft big enough for all four of us to rest upon comfortably. I rub a hand down my face and pad over to the fire that has somehow gone out again.

      Irked, I crouch near it, only to realize that sand has been poured atop the coals. I scowl and look over at Juth's sleep spot, since this is no doubt his handiwork…but his place is empty.

      He is gone. His boy, too.

      With a grunt, I move over to their sleeping spot and put my hand on the sand. The impressions of their sleeping bodies are there, but the sand is cold; they have been gone for some time. Did they get frightened and wander away? I look up and down the beach, wondering if they woke before I did somehow, but their footsteps move to the distant water's edge and disappear. I lean in and inhale; their scents are stale and old.

      They planned this, then. They had no intention of returning to the camp with us.

      I want to be angry, but in truth, I understand Juth's reluctance. It is change, and change is not necessarily welcomed. He has gone through enough in the past few turns of the moon—we all have—that change is not welcomed. I suspect he has planned this all along. Our agreement was that he would return R'ven in exchange for food supplies for himself and his son. I did not think such an agreement was necessary if he was to be joining the mix of tribes, but I see now why he insisted.

      Clever, that one. I can still hold up my end of the bargain, at least. I will set supplies out for him a short distance from camp and see if he arrives to take them. Something tells me that he will. Something tells me that he has been watching our camp for some time, and looked for an opportunity to bargain with us, and R'ven was the opportunity he sought.

      I am oddly relieved he has never shown interest in claiming her as his mate, like the Tall Horn clan members M'tok and S'bren when they stole females. They stole them to ensure resonance; Juth stole R'ven to barter for supplies. I glance over at my female—not mine, I remind myself—and that is when I notice it.

      The fur I loaned Juth and Pak to sleep in is gone.

      So is my pack.

      I make a sound of frustration, because inside that pack were my striking stones for making fire, my knife, my net, rope, and the last of my food stuffs. Everything is gone except the fur R'ven is wearing right now, and my tunic.

      "U'dron?" R'ven sits up, yawning. "What's wrong?"

      Sand is on her cheek, and I absently reach over to brush it off, skimming my fingers along her soft skin. I realize what I am doing and freeze, and R'ven shrinks away. Fool, I tell myself. She does not want you. She has learned your secret and does not welcome the touch of a male who is not a true hunter. She is not yours to touch.

      My voice is flat with anger—at myself—as I answer her. "Juth and Pak have left in the middle of the night and taken all our supplies."

      "They what?" Her eyes widen and she looks over in surprise at the now empty shelter. "Oh no. They were supposed to come back with us. How are they going to take care of themselves out here if they're all alone?" She sounds so miserable at the thought, her soft heart worried for them. "We need to find them."

      "I do not think they want to be found."

      As if agreeing with us, the skies open up and begin to pelt ice down upon us. R'ven scoots farther under the shelter, and I quickly join her, stepping out of the bad weather.

      R'ven curls her legs up, tucking the fur around her body, her brows furrowed. "You're sure they're gone? What if…what if they got lost?"

      "He did not get lost. He did not wish to return with us."

      Her expression turns sad. "It would be so much better for them if they did. Poor Pak." After a moment, she adds, "Poor Juth."

      I am amazed at how she can still feel sympathy for them. I move farther under the flimsy shelter, even as the ice pellets ping against it, coating the ground with tiny frozen white balls. They hammer against the wood and slip through the cracks, smacking against us like pebbles. "You still take their side?"

      "Well, yeah." She gives me a wounded expression. "They've had a shitty hand dealt to them and they're surviving the only way they know how. I just want them to have a good life. I want to help them."

      "Even though they stole you?"

      "People sometimes do bad things for good reasons," she says, and stares off at the ocean, deliberately avoiding looking at me. "Doesn't make them bad people."

      I grunt. I try to imagine what Juth's life would have been like if he was part of a clan. He would not have such a wary expression on his face. He would not snatch at food offered to him or put out fires. He would not watch my possessions with such an avid stare. I noticed how he gazed at my knife, how he'd touched the fur I loaned him for a bit longer than necessary. I suspect these things are a luxury to him, and…if that is the case, he is welcome to them.

      It is inconvenient, but it also means another day or two out here with R'ven, and I cannot complain about that.

      R'ven rests her arms on her knees and gazes glumly out at the pebbled rain. "What now?"

      I shrug. "We wait for this to stop, and then we prepare to return."

      "You don't want to go look for Juth and Pak?" She turns to gaze up at me.

      "Do you?" I am surprised. "I do not think they wish to be found."

      "That doesn't mean we should give up on them."

      The vehemence in her tone is startling. I think back on what I have said, wondering if I have possibly offended her, but I can think of nothing. "Why are you so defensive, R'ven?"

      "I'm not," she protests, and then shakes her head, turning back to glare at the water once more. "Forget it. We'll just go back."

      I feel as if I have done something wrong…and I am not sure what. This is all going so badly. I just wanted to save R'ven, to have her look at me with pleasure…and now she will not look at me at all.  I wipe my sweaty palms on my legs. "How…is your ankle?"

      "Fine."

      "May I see it?"

      She shoots me a look, and I notice her cheeks are curiously pink. "Do you need to?"

      "It would make me feel better knowing you are not in pain and just covering it." I move to stand in front of her, forcing her to look at me. "You are angry at me, but all I want is for you to be safe and comfortable."

      Her expression softens, and she glances up at me. Our eyes meet and hold for a long moment, and then she sighs. "I'm not mad at you, U'dron. I'm just…disappointed. In us."

      I drop to my knees before her, uncovering her small foot from the thick fur so I can examine it. It is something to do with my hands, at least, when all I truly want to do is grab the borrowed tunic she is wearing, rip it off of her body, and lick her all over until she makes the soft squeals I have heard coming from the huts of the mated pairs. I take her ankle in my grip, running my fingers over her skin. It looks healthy and there is no swelling. I skim a touch against her skin, but I can see no marks or any indication that she has been bitten. Her skin is soft, her ankle delicate, and so small in my hand. I cannot resist running my fingers up her calf before I set her foot down. "It looks well enough."

      "Yeah." Her voice is soft. I glance over at her and she gazes at my mouth, her expression distracted. A lovely scent picks up on the breeze—her arousal. Just from me touching her foot?

      I bite back a groan of frustration and jerk to my feet again, my cock becoming hard and insistent with need. "I will check the shore for signs of Juth and his son. Stay here." I storm away before she can see the evidence of my arousal, my tail flicking with frustration.

      It is unfair that the perfect female should want me and I must turn her away. The ice pellets smack against my skin like a thousand tiny nibbles of angry fish, and I welcome the distraction. The storm does not let up, and soon the entire beach is crusted in a new white layer that is slippery underneath my boots. I skid along the surface with awkward footing, but if Juth left footprints, they are covered now. I try to follow his scent for a time instead, but it leads to the water's edge and then disappears. He is smart, this one. I imagine him with his son on his shoulders, holding my pack and walking at the edge of the rolling waves to hide any trace of him. He could be in a cave nearby…or he could be far, far away. I turn and glance back at R'ven, but the small form of her is still in the shelter.

      As I look over at her, I can see her distant figure turn toward me, as if she is seeking me out. I am too far to see her expression, but another wave of hot yearning courses through me. We have been friends all this time, her and I. Good friends. Secret friends. I feel it is all slipping away, and I am helpless to stop it.

      Something must change. But what? I cannot change my shame. I cannot hold a proving competition, because there is no island. There is no clan to rejoice in my triumph. There is no sky-claw to bring down with honor.

      I am trapped in the past, even in this new place.  It is unfair, and for a moment, frustration boils over inside me. The ice pings at my horns and smacks against my face in a steady rain, as if mocking me. Here is another thing that is wrong with this new world. The rain is frozen, the world is cold, and I do not fit in, even here. I pick up a large piece of wood, intending to bring it back for the fire. Instead, it falls apart when I touch it, half of it collapsing back onto the sand and leaving me with nothing but a waterlogged handful of mildew. With a growl of frustration, I kick it aside, watching as it skids over the ice like a raft.

      That makes me pause. I put my hands on my hips and grunt at the sight of it. Well, if I am to be here with R'ven while we wait for the storm to finish, I suppose I can make a raft. I have been worried about how to keep her safe through the waters I swam in—she is smaller and does not camouflage, so she can be seen as easy prey for the water creatures. Add in the storm and her bad ankle, and it makes sense to wait another day and build a raft.

      After all, a raft could keep her safe.

      With a pleased grunt, I get to work.
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      U’DRON

      Working with my hands is a good distraction. My anger and frustration ebb as I take it out on the wood, lifting great piles to look for less rotted pieces underneath. It has all sat on the beach for some time at this point, and several pieces are too destroyed by the constant saltwater to be used. It makes me grieve to see so much wreckage on the shore, surrounded by dead leaves and rotted vines. I even find the occasional carcass of a kaari in the mix, bloated and half-eaten by shell-wearing scavengers. This is all from my home, and to see it all heaped onto the shore to rot makes my spirit sad. I remember trees of heart-wood, and the leafy green bushes with bright yellow flowers and thick, prickly trunks. Now only the trunk remains, and everything is covered in a grimy layer of ash.

      It takes some time before I pull out enough wood to make a decent raft, and even more time before I find a length of bristle-wood, which can be peeled into hardy strips and woven into rope. As I pull my supplies out of the debris, I find a branch of ground nuts, still attached to the branch itself in a thick cluster. My heart pounds at the sight of it, and I pick it up, shaking the nuts. There is no sound of sloshing inside, which means the contents might still be good. I sniff one, and the scent of it brings back memories of home, of my mother cracking one open with her knife and offering me half, a cheerful smile on her face, my little brother strapped to her back.

      Loss hits me, and I stare down at the branch, numb with missing my family and my home. It has all been taken from me. Most days I can live with it, but sometimes a certain scent will hit and then the sadness seems never-ending. I want to toss the ground nuts aside so I do not have to smell them any longer, so the memories will leave.

      But R'ven needs something to eat, and if they are still good, it will save me from fishing for our dinner. My head full of thoughts of the past, I grab the cluster of nuts and head toward the shelter.

      To my surprise, there is a fire crackling in front of the shelter. R'ven teases a large log over the flames, glancing up at me as I arrive. "You built this?" I ask, astonished.

      Her mouth flattens into a line. "Why is that so hard to believe? I can do things other than sing and dance."

      Why does that make her angry? "I know you can," I tell her, bewildered at her frustration. "I am just pleased. It is not easy to make a fire without striker stones. I thought to spend a good deal of time trying to make a fire without them now that Juth is gone with our supplies. I am pleased it is done and you are warm and taken care of."

      "Oh." She looks uncomfortable. "The stones were easy to find. They're all over this beach and glitter in the right light, so I grabbed a few." R'ven curls up under the shelter again. She has a long branch and uses it to poke the fire. "Sorry if I snapped at you. I just…" She lets out a breath. "I'm in a rotten mood."

      I know why she is. The answer is as obvious as my straining loincloth whenever I am near her. We are pricking at each other, unsure if we wish to start a fight, like a pair of moody night flyers. Or at least, I think she wishes to start a fight…I just want her to put her mouth on me, to put my hand back on her soft teat so I can feel the peak stiffen against my fingers. I want to lay her down on the sands and put my tongue to her skin, tasting her everywhere.

      I dump the armful of wood near the fire in frustration and snap a piece in half. It feels good to break things, at least. "I am going to build a raft. You can rest your ankle for another day. Once the weather is clear and the raft is built, we will float our way back to the others."

      "That's a good idea," R'ven says, offering me a small smile. "It'll give Juth time to return in case he changes his mind."

      He will not change his mind, I think. I suspect he is nearby, watching us, waiting for us to leave more supplies so he can steal them again. It is what I would do if I were in his position. A good hunter watches his prey and learns its movements so he knows when to strike.

      Not that I am a true hunter. The thought makes me clench my jaw in frustration, and I pick up another piece of wood and break it over my knee, adjusting the size so it will work for our raft.  Or…just because it feels good to take my frustration out on it.

      R'ven clears her throat. "Are you cold? Do you want your tunic back?"

      I glance down at my body. I am wearing my boots and loincloth, my warm tunic currently on her body. I do not know where my leggings have gone to—and I suspect that they are somewhere on Juth's body right about now, that thief. I am not cold, though, despite the icy weather. If anything, I have worked up a sweat. "You keep it."

      The thought of R'ven wearing nothing but the fur makes me sweat even more. It reminds me of last night, when she pushed her soft teat against my hand and it felt so perfect, so—

      I turn and march away to grab another pile of wood so she does not see the problem in my loincloth. There is no point to dragging all the wood over to her side to work, except that I just want to be near her. I can put a raft together as easily on the beach as I can next to the fire…but I end up making more work for myself anyhow, just to be near her.
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      RAVEN

      "There is food."

      U'dron's cranky voice draws me out from my reverie. We're both in rotten moods, me staring into the fire and wishing that fate had been kinder to me, and U'dron…well, U'dron is probably pissy that he can't get back to his resonance mate. He's been sporting wood all day long as he marches back and forth, gathering wood from the shore and piling it close to our camp. I guess I'm supposed to be polite and not notice, but…yeah, that's not who I am as a person.

      Heck, I'm doing my best not to stare right now even though his massive thighs are glistening with sweat and flexing every time he rips apart a piece of wood. It just draws my attention to his loincloth, which seems small and completely inadequate right about now. "Food?" I ask dimly. "Juth left something behind?"

      U'dron snorts. "No, that scavenger has cleaned this beach of all of my things. I found ground nuts when searching for wood for our raft." He comes and sits next to me, folding his big legs under as he takes his place by the fire. "They might be a little bitter, but the meat in them will be good and if we roast them, it will hide the flavor." He hesitates and then holds the branch out to me. "They are from my home."

      His voice is soft as he says it, and I realize that this is a big deal for him, sharing this with me. It's one of the last meals he'll ever have from the island itself. I can't imagine I'd be so generous if someone put a pizza under my nose. I touch his arm. "Thank you. These are the ones Lauren had when she was on the island?" When he nods, I touch one, studying it. They're smaller than coconuts, hard and brown and the size of a tennis ball, maybe bigger, the shell a plain, unassuming brown. There's six in the cluster, and the branch looks withered and pathetic after being left on the beach for so long. I offer the branch back to him. "Will you show me how to open one?"

      U'dron nods and picks one up. Before I can ask if we need a knife of some kind, he grabs one and SLAMS it against his brow.

      I jump, making a startled squawk. "What the fuck!?"

      He blinks at me, lowering his hand, and I realize that he didn't smack it against his head—he struck it against the base of one of his horns. U'dron holds the nut out to me, and it looks as if it's been split neatly in half, the inside a pale yellow with a dark brown “egg” in the middle, kind of like an avocado.

      I giggle, slapping his arm. "You scared the shit out of me."

      U'dron's smile is slow to spread across his face. "That was how I was taught, when I was Pak's age, to open a ground nut." He leans close to me as if sharing a secret. "Though I have smacked myself in the head several times with one before."

      I laugh, taking the half he offers me and touching it with a fingertip. "I wasn't expecting that, but you do have a rather hard head."

      He snorts, the sound amused, and then shows me how to carefully tuck the shell into the coals. We watch the nuts as they cook, oil beading up off of the center, which Lauren told me was like peanut butter. Just thinking about peanut butter makes my mouth water, and I realize it must be afternoon and we haven't eaten anything. There's a waterskin thoughtfully left behind by Juth and we've taken turns drinking out of it all day. U'dron hands it to me silently and I sip it, the water sloshing in my empty stomach.

      Now would be a good time to ask him who he resonated to, I think. Just get it out there, get it in the open, and move on with my life. I hand the waterskin back and look over at him. "So…"

      I watch as he tilts the skin back and drains it, a droplet sliding down his skin and disappearing into his chin scruff. He pokes his tongue out, licking the hardened rim of the skin's lip, and I find that I'm utterly fascinated by the sight of that tongue tip and the ridges that seem to cascade all the way down his tongue.

      U'dron glances over at me. "So…?" He prompts.

      "A…raft?" I manage, voice hoarse. "Can we build one tonight?"

      "It will not be a fantastic one, but yes, we can make a reasonable craft." He glances over at me through his lashes. "Unless you would like to spend more time here waiting for Juth to return."

      If I said yes, would he stay with me, I wonder? I've already stalled us once with my ankle story. What's a few more days? Part of me kind of wants to put off the inevitable, because I know it's going to kill me to see him resonating to someone else. He's always been my…buddy. Well, not really a buddy. More than a friend, less than a lover. My best friend, if I have to put a label on it. The person I trust more than anyone else on this planet.

      And I'm losing him. It's probably Steph. Or Sam. Maybe Daisy. Flor? Bridget?

      Does it even matter? I'm going to be miserable any way it happens.

      "R'ven?"

      I fight a little shiver as he says my name. "Hmmm?"

      "Did you wish to stay another day or two? To wait for Juth and Pak?"

      "Oh. Uh, no, I guess it wouldn't be fair."

      "Fair?" he echoes.

      "You know why." I mean, I don't want to have to be the one to point out to him that he should really care if his new mate misses him. "If you think Pak and Juth really won't come back, then we should go ahead and return to the others."

      He thinks for a moment, toying with the empty waterskin. "From what I know of the outcast tribe, I do not think they will return, no. They will watch us, I am certain, but they will not return to our camp." He nudges my shoulder, and I'm reminded just how warm his big body is. It hits me through the layers of tunic and fur and sends goosebumps through my body. He's like a great big space heater, this guy. "Those are ready. If you can pull them out, I will get more snow to melt for our waterskin."

      I use a pair of twigs like tongs, retrieving the ground nuts from the fire as U'dron moves to the far end of the camp. His feet slide on the ice, which gives me a little chuckle. For all that he's big and brawny, he has no idea how to walk on ice. It's kind of charming to see him skitter across, knowing that it's utterly unfamiliar to him. He goes to where the ice is thickest and begins to fill the skin, so I turn my attention to the waiting ground nuts. They smell amazing, like roasted nuts from a carnival, and my stomach growls furiously. I surreptitiously run a finger over the surface of one creamy bulb and taste it, unable to resist.

      The taste is bliss—hot peanut butter and hazelnut mixed into one, and I can't help the moan that escapes my throat. A short distance away, I see U'dron fumble with the skin, nearly losing his balance on the icy ground. He straightens and glances over at me, to where I'm sucking the oils off my fingertip, and I swear…

      If I wasn't positive the guy had already resonated to someone else, I'd say he was trying to scorch my panties off.

      Damn him for being taken. Not that he'd want to be with me if he knew who I was…but still. Damn.

      I continue sucking on my finger as he returns. Maybe it's the devil in me making me do it, but I noticed how he looked at me. Maybe I want him to regret what he can't have. Maybe I'm a bad person, because I know he's taken and I still want him anyhow, and what does that say about me? Nothing good.

      I won't touch him, but maybe I want him to suffer a little. So I lick my fingertip and offer him a too-cheerful smile. "I couldn't resist a taste."

      "It is fine," he tells me, voice slightly hoarse. I notice he drops down next to me and immediately tucks the blankets over his lap, hiding his erection. "Eat your fill."

      I offer him one and take the other as he sets the skin near the fire for the snow to melt. I devour mine quickly, eating it with messy haste. The oils get everywhere, and once it's gone (far too quickly) I lick my fingers and sigh. U'dron promptly knocks another against his horn, splitting it, and sets it on the fire.

      "Should we save them?" I ask, worried we're going to burn through all our food.

      He shakes his head, glancing over at me. "I would rather share them with you than anyone else."

      His words fill me with the same hot yearning as before, and for a moment, I'm sitting under the stars with my best friend, laughing at how bad we are at seeing the star pictures. It's so unfair that he won't be mine, not even for a minute. To my horror, my eyes fill with tears, and I rest my head against his arm, like I used to do before. "Just tell me who it is? I swear I won't press. I just…need to know."

      "Know what?"

      I let out a bubbling laugh, despite my tears. "Oh, come on."

      "I am serious, R'ven. I do not know what you speak of."

      I sit up, meeting his gaze. "Who did you resonate to? Was it Steph? I bet it was Steph." She's kind and clever and has a beautiful smile. "I just need to know who I'm going to be fucking miserably jealous of because she scored big when she snagged you."

      U'dron blinks at me. He swallows hard, his thick neck working. "R'ven, I have not resonated to anyone."

      I stare at him in surprise, open-mouthed. "But you said we can't be together. What other reason is there?"

      He flushes and rubs his ear, looking away. "It is…a private matter."

      I slap his arm, suddenly irritated. "Will you just fucking tell me? I've all but screamed to the world how much I like you. I've been stewing on jealousy for the last twenty-four hours because I thought you'd resonated to someone else. The least you can do is tell me what the hell is going on, don't you think?" I spread my hands. "I'm hanging all my dirty laundry out to dry, aren't I?"

      U'dron looks miserable. He rubs a hand over his jaw, then lets out a heavy sigh. "I…have a secret."

      My gut churns. Shit.

      For a hot moment, I forgot that I have a secret, too. A bad one. One that will make him hate me if I share it. "Maybe…maybe you tell me yours and I tell you mine? We can keep it to ourselves."

      Now he's the one that looks surprised. "You have a secret?"

      Oh boy, do I. I chew on a fingernail, debating. "I…might have fudged a few things about my past."

      He swallows hard again, his Adam’s apple working. "This is my problem, too."

      "Will you share it with me then?" I hold my pinky out. "We can promise never to tell another soul." If he doesn't hate me after tonight, I'm quite willing to keep his secret for all time, whatever it is.

      U'dron taps my pinky, clearly not sure what to do with it. "I worry you will no longer respect me or look at me with desire when you find out my secret." He rubs his ear, his tail agitated and flicking against the sand.

      "Yeah, well, that makes two of us." It's not as if I have the world's most innocent secrets, after all. If I tell him and he shares with the others, I'm going to be in deep shit. "If you don't want to share, I understand."

      "I want to tell you." His mouth quirks into a wry smile. "And at the same time, I do not."

      Boy, I can relate. "Do you…want me to go first?"

      "Do you want to go first?"

      "No." I huff a laugh. "I don't want to go at all. Maybe we should paper-rock-scissors to say who has to spill first."

      "I do not know this pay-per-hock-is-ors," he admits. "What is it?"

      I chuckle. "It's a hand game, kind of like the one I showed you earlier, and it's used to solve stupid arguments." I smack my palm with my fist and then lay my hand flat, showing him “paper.” When he immediately places his hand over my “paper,” I laugh. "It's just a silly thing and a stalling tactic. If you really want me to go first, I will."

      For some reason, knowing U'dron has a secret that's making him twitch and sweat makes me feel a little better. It's silly, but I kind of feel like I have my best friend back. Like we're on the same page again. I feel close to him, and some of the anxiety eases from my chest. He came after me, after all…and he hasn't resonated to someone else.

      So I take his hand in mine. "I guess I'll go first, but you have to promise not to tell another living soul what I'm about to tell you."

      The look he gives me is utterly grave, his fingers warm and callused against my own. "I will keep your secrets, R'ven. This I promise."

      I lick my lips, suddenly nervous. The hot peanut butter stuff in my stomach churns, and bile creeps up the back of my throat. I know I'm making myself freak out, but I can't help it. If I'm cast out of the tribe because my secret gets out, what kind of life is there for me? Wearing leaves and scavenging like poor Juth and Pak? I take a deep breath and immediately want to back out. I can't do this. I can't. "I…I…I…"

      "I will go first," U'dron tells me gently. "Then you can decide if you wish to share yours or not."

      Tears prick at my stupid eyes because he's being so nice and understanding. "I kinda hate that we have to have this talk at all. It sucks."

      "Believe me, I would love nothing more than to continue as we have been." U'dron sighs. "But you need to understand why I act as I do. It is because…" He takes a deep breath and hangs his head. "I am not a true hunter."
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      RAVEN

      I've been tensing as he speaks, waiting to hear the bomb drop, and when he says it…I'm not entirely sure I follow. I study his big body, his broad shoulders, his thick neck. He's as big and strong and capable as anyone from the island clans. This is why he can't make out with me? "I'm sorry, did you say you're not a true hunter?"

      U'dron nods, his nostrils flaring with emotion. He's clearly miserable, so this must mean a great deal to him and I'm not understanding it. I rub his hand encouragingly. "Can you explain to me what you mean by this? How is it that you aren't a true hunter?" When he looks stricken, I give his fingers a squeeze. "You don't have to explain if you don't want to. I'm just trying to understand the situation."

      He gazes down at our clasped hands and plays with my fingers. I can't help but notice that his fingertips are slightly callused, his palms rough, and it's a strange contrast to the soft, suede-like sensation of the rest of his skin. It shows he's a hard worker, and I find that utterly sexy. When he rubs his fingertips over my knuckles, it takes everything I have not to grab him and kiss him. "You…do not know the story of how the Shadow Cat clan came to be only four?" His words are hesitant.

      "I know your island's volcano erupted and killed a lot of people, but that's all I know." I touch his thumb, petting him like he is me, since he seems to need comforting. "We don't have to talk about it if you don't want to."

      "It is part of the story," U'dron says, his words slow and thoughtful. "The reason we survived the destruction of our cave was because I'rec, O'jek, A'tam and myself were on the proving grounds. That is the only reason we did not perish with the others."

      "Proving grounds?" I ask.

      He nods. "Once every full turn of the seasons, each clan sends out their young who are ready to become of age. They meet in the center of the island, where the land is most abundant with predators, and greet the Keeper of the Spears. The Keeper makes certain that we have no weapons or additional items to bring with us on our proving, and then we are sent off to become true hunters. We must create our own weapons and traps and bring down a sky-claw on our own, and then bring back some sort of proof that we have killed it. The Keeper asked for the tail tip this time, so we set off to hunt. I was most eager to go this time, because I had missed the last two provings. One time, it was because I hurt my ankle, and the second time I had to stay because my mother was giving birth on the day we were to leave, and she was having a difficult time. I had to stay." His voice breaks off and he stares down at our hands.

      "Of course you had to stay," I tell him soothingly. It's clear that he loved his mother, and it's also very obvious to me that this decision has torn him up for a while. "You wouldn't leave your mother's side for anything if she was in danger. No one would."

      "But it meant I had to put off the proving for yet another turn of the seasons." He shrugs his big shoulders and begins to trace a blue vein on the back of my hand, sending goosebumps up and down my body. "I was older than the others that were sent on the proving that time, and they teased me about it. All boys do such things." One side of his mouth quirks in an almost-smile.

      I want to punch everyone else on his behalf, just for being dickbag teen boys.

      "And then it did not matter, because the proving began. I was just as strong and capable as the others, of course. But because I was the oldest, we decided I should go last. We would help each other hunt, and then return to the Keeper of the Spear, triumphant." He shrugs, tracing my veins over and over again. "I was in the process of bringing down my prey when the Great Smoking Mountain had its first death. The entire island shook and trees tumbled to the ground. There was smoke everywhere, and all of the sky-claw flew away." He shakes his head. "I never had my kill, and never got to become a true hunter. We returned to the proving grounds to look for the Keeper of the Spears, but he was dead. We returned to our home cave and found…" He shakes his head. "Nothing."

      "Oh, U'dron," I say softly. "What a horrible thing to happen." I put my free hand on his knee, trying to comfort him. "It's an awful thing, and I'm so sorry you had to go through that."

      "I have never completed the proving," he states again with a shake of his head. "In the eyes of my people, I am not an adult. I cannot take a mate, because I am not an adult." He gives me a miserable look. "Now do you understand why I cannot have you? No matter how badly I wish for you to be mine?"

      I leave my hand on his knee, because I want to keep touching him. "Those are old rules," I say. "That world is gone, isn't it? You hunt right now. You're just as big and strong—if not stronger—than anyone else on the beach. I don't know why you think you can't have a mate."

      "My clan knows the truth of what I am," U'dron points out. "They would not approve…and they are all that I have left."

      My heart breaks for him. His coming-of-age ceremony was interrupted by an awful tragedy and now he feels like he has to pay the price for the rest of his days? That sucks. I can tell it weighs on him, just from the slump of his shoulders and the dejected flick of his tail. He acts like he's not worthy for some reason. Like I would flinch away from him because he's not a “true” adult.

      Please. "I don't care about any of that, U'dron. In my eyes, you're just as much a man as anyone else on that beach. More so, actually." I lean over and touch his cheek, skimming over the scruff there. "You're the only one who found me, after all. You fought Juth for me. You carried me out of the water with a bunch of sea creatures attacking you. And you're here right now, admitting something you don't want to, because you're brave."

      He takes my hand and presses it to his chest, right over his heart. "I wish I would resonate to you right now, R'ven. If I resonated, no one could stop us from being together."

      "Heck, I wish that, too." No one would be able to boot me, no matter how bad of a person I am, if I was resonating to U'dron. They'd be stuck with me. "But as far as secrets go, that one's not so terrible, truly. I mean, I can see how frustrating you find it, but it doesn't change the way I look at you." I stroke my thumb over his lips. "I find you just as sexy and powerful as I did an hour ago. You're still the guy that came and rescued me, and more than that, you're my friend and my music partner and my star-watching partner. None of that has changed in the slightest."

      "But now you understand why I cannot touch you?" The look on his face is pure agony.

      I want to tell him that no, I don't understand. In my mind, it's a ridiculous custom that's being held against him. That he's proven himself a dozen times over with his actions and deeds ever since they arrived. He fishes for long, tireless hours. He goes on hunt after hunt. If a volunteer is needed, U'dron is there to offer a hand. I just thought he was super into helping out, but now I suspect a lot of it is over-compensation, making up for whatever he thinks he lacks. I know how that is. Haven't I been in super-friendly mode ever since I arrived, trying to pretend to be someone that I'm not? "I understand that I'rec and your people might not approve, but…maybe they don't have to know?"

      U'dron gives me a sweet smile. "But I would want them to know. I would want them to see how proud I am of such a wonderful female in my furs."

      My heart sinks, because I'm not wonderful, and now that he's shared his secret, it's time to share mine.
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      U'DRON

      R'ven looks distressed. "I appreciate you sharing your secret with me. And even if I don't understand it entirely, I respect it." She takes a deep breath and offers me a false smile. "Mine is worse."

      Is there worse? I have told her of the shame I have lived with every day since the destruction of my clan, how I can never claim a mate unless resonance steps in, how I am doomed to be forever caught between true adulthood and youth. How I cannot claim the female in front of me, who is as lovely as she is fragile, who pressed her teat into my hand and mouth-mated with me and enticed me in ways I could scarcely imagine.

      Perhaps this is the biggest cruelty of all—that R'ven is so lovely and willing and I must turn her away. She deserves better than the shame of a male like me.

      "I'm…" She hesitates and then blows out another breath, crossing her arms over her chest as if to protect herself. "I'm just going to say it and get it over with. I'm not a nice person, U'dron."

      This…seems an odd thing to state. "I think you are nice."

      The laugh she chokes on sounds almost as if she is going to cry. "When I got here, I lied about who I am. I thought everyone would like me more if I was this flower child, nice hippie person without a care in the world. I've been pretending to be that person for months now. It's not who I am, though."

      I try not to frown, because she listened so attentively to my own story. "Then who are you?"

      She licks her lips, considers for a moment, and then sighs. "I'm a stripper. I take my clothes off for money."

      I…

      This is bad? I often wear very little clothing. "What…is mah-nee?"

      "Shit. Right." She thinks for a moment and then adds, "Okay, I get in front of men—strangers—and they offer me tokens that I can use to buy things like food and a home." She tilts her head. "If I take my clothes off, that is."

      "Why do they care if your clothes are off or on?" I am genuinely perplexed. "They are focused on your comfort?"

      R'ven blinks at me. "Oh my god. No, U'dron…" she bites her lip. "They want me to take my clothes off so they can touch themselves to the sight of my naked body. I dance for them too, and if they give me extra money, I do a special dance just for them to entice them."

      I am stunned. I try to imagine groups of men reaching for R'ven's teats, her soft skin, pawing at her as if she belongs to them. "But why would you do this?"

      She rakes a hand through her mane, antsy at my question. "Because it pays well. My mom kicked me out when I was fourteen. I worked a lot of fast food jobs when I was a teenager, but it wasn't paying the bills. It was either do something bigger—like deal drugs—or strip. And stripping's not so bad. I like the music, and I like dancing. I just…didn't like the customers." She shrugs. "You think I'm a whore now, don't you?"

      I am not sure what that word is, nor do I know how to understand what she is telling me. "Males paid you money to entice them…" I restate slowly. "Is this right?"

      "A lot of money," she agrees.

      "And you did it because…you want to entice them?"

      "The guys at the strip clubs?" She makes a face. "Not at all. It was just a job, and one that paid a lot of money. I never dated clients. Most of them were scum."

      I am still having a difficult time understanding. "Where was your tribe in all this? Why did they not feed you or give you a place to stay?"

      "I told you, my mother kicked me out when I was a kid. She was the only tribe I had. No one else would feed me or take care of me. So I did what I had to in order to survive."

      I nod slowly. "And males were willing to offer much to look at you, because you are so beautiful."

      Her expression softens. "I don't think they much cared what I looked like, to be honest. It's that a woman's in their face, flashing her tits. It's a very different world where I come from. People hide their bodies a lot more, so when you see a little flesh, it comes across as very naughty. But I didn't tell anyone what I did as a job before because it's not something a lot of people understand. They hear that I take my clothes off for money and suddenly I'm a slut. It doesn't matter why I did it, or that I didn't fuck my clients, just that I did it. I used my body to entice men for money." She shrugs. "That's why I never said anything. It's not an honorable job. Flor was a nurse, and some of the girls were students. Hell, Sam made coffee for a living and that was considered a hell of a lot more respectful than what I did. So I lied…" She shifts in her seat, her arms tightly crossed under her teats as she glances over at me. "What do you…think?"

      I shrug. "As you said, your world is different. I do not understand why males would get so excited to see you without clothing—"

      "Because they didn't see a lot of boobies in their day-to-day," R'ven says with a chuckle. "Or it was the novelty of new boobies."

      "But if you are asking if I dislike you because you enticed other hunters…" I gesture at her. "You are your own person. Why should it matter what I think?"

      "Some guys think a girl is dirty if she strips." Her smile is brave, but I can see the worry in her eyes. "That she is not worthy of respect because of what she does with her body."

      I grunt, considering this. "If you were my resonance mate and I saw you by the fire with your teats in I'rec's face, it would perhaps not make me happy…unless it made you happy. Then, that is different. It all depends on what makes a female happy in her relationship with her mate. My father sometimes shared furs with an old lover. There was never jealousy in my mother's eyes because she was his mate, but sometimes he missed his childhood friend, who had no mate of her own. Most do not leave a mate's furs when they resonate, but it is not such a terrible thing when all are not bothered by it."

      She reaches out and takes my hand. "I had a boyfriend who got mad at me because I stripped, even though I stripped before we met. He wanted me to quit and be only with him. I told him that was his problem. What do you think of that?"

      "I think you are free to do what you want, but he should not have mated you if he did not like what you chose to do with your body." And now I am jealous of some unknown male in her past because he had her in his furs and threw her away. What a fool.

      She lifts my hand to her lips and presses a kiss to my fingertips. "Are you just saying this stuff to make me feel better? Because you're taking this rather well."

      "I should be taking this badly?" I am fascinated by her lips against my hand. It is very…distracting.

      "You don't think it makes me less of a person?"

      "Because you like to get naked and dance? I like to get naked and dance. Do you think less of me?"

      She giggles, nipping at one of my claws and sending heat coursing through my body. "Are you trying to entice anyone?"

      "No. Are you?"

      R'ven's smile is a little easier, and she nips on my next finger, then moves down the line. "All I wanted was their wallets. But…I'd dance for you if you wanted it. I like the idea of enticing you."

      My cock surges to life, growing achingly hard in an instant. "I would like that, too."

      "And if it makes you feel any better, I've never danced for anyone here. If I was in a relationship, that's different. If you and I were together, I'd only dance for you."

      "I…all right?" I am too fascinated by her mouth to pay much attention. Her lips—and the mentions of naked, enticing dancing—have made my cock turn to stone in my loincloth. I should pull my hand away, but I cannot seem to stop staring as she licks my next finger, her pink tongue smooth and wet as it flicks against my skin.

      "I, um, also went to prison for a while."

      "All right."

      Her smile widens and she chuckles. "You don't even know what I'm talking about right now, do you?"

      My face heats. "I do not. I cannot think of anything when you touch my hand like that."

      "It was a bad place. I was sent there because I was a naughty girl." She guides my hand toward the front of her tunic. "But I guess we can talk about that later…if you'd rather do something else?"

      And she puts my hand on her teat again, just as she did last night.

      She still wants me, despite knowing the truth of who I am.
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      RAVEN

      Okay, so that went a little better than expected.

      I'm not entirely sure that U'dron understands exactly what I've told him, but he doesn't hate me. I can try and hammer home the finer points of just how bad I am later, but for now, I just feel a huge relief. He doesn't think stripping is dirty and wrong, or that I'm a big slut for doing so. I've dated so many guys that loved the thought of being with a stripper…until I had to go to work. Then, they had a problem with it. Somehow, though, I don't know if U'dron would? Granted, I don't want to shake my ass for seashells on the beach, but even if I did, something tells me that as long as I'm into it, U'dron would be, too.

      That just makes my heart squeeze with all kinds of fuzzy warm feelings.

      He doesn't pull away when I put his hand back on my breast again. Maybe I'm being ultra-forward, but I know that the best way to show a guy that you like him is to really, really show him. And I want U'dron to realize that I have all kinds of feelings for him, and that I want our friendship to go beyond just being star-watching buddies.

      U'dron's gaze flicks between my breast that he's palming and my face, like he can't decide where to look first. I lean forward, closing the distance between us, and wrap my arms around his neck. "Can I kiss you? Or do we need to talk more?"

      "I feel like we have talked quite a bit," U'dron says, voice hoarse. He studies my face as I move deliberately closer. "Are you sure…it will not bother you…who I am?"

      I laugh, because it's so ridiculous to me that I'd hold something so small against him. "My rap sheet is much worse than yours, I assure you." Of course, that makes me feel uncertain all over again and I hesitate. "You…I should probably explain what prison is to you. I was an outcast, too, because my people didn't want me anymore." It's a simpler way of saying it, but I need him to understand before we have a make-out party. The last thing I want him to have is early morning regrets. "In a way, I was like Juth. And you said that outcasts weren't people—"

      "And you reminded me that they were, and we should be fair to them, because the world we were in before is no longer the world we are in now. Is that correct?" He smiles at me, his expression both wry and knowing.

      Well, he's got me there. "I just need you to be certain. It's important to me that you don't decide that I'm disgusting or something after we have sex." Because that would really, really kill me, and it's a small beach. There would be nowhere to hide, and I'd have to look at him every day. It'd be a little like Bridget and A'tam's uncomfortable situation, except A'tam doesn't think Bridget is disgusting…she just wants nothing to do with him.

      U'dron's big hands settle at the small of my back. "We do not have to do anything if it makes you uncomfortable," he murmurs, and I feel so damn dainty in his arms. My knees are on the sands, but my front is pressed up against his, and I feel like a doll, fragile and breakable and so delicate. It's a new feeling for me, and I never thought of myself as one of those girls that likes to feel tiny against her man…but I do now.

      Already, U'dron's ruining me for other guys, and we haven't even really had a good make-out session yet.

      "You should know something about me," I whisper to him. "I don't have a lot of boundaries. Not a lot makes me uncomfortable. My mother was a hippie-commune-type—that much is true—and I grew up seeing a lot of naked people and free love…and drug use. Not much shocks me. If you told me you needed a crab up your ass to come, I'd probably be down with it."

      He looks confused. "Why would I need a crab in my ass?"

      Damn, but these alien guys are cute when they're virginal. "In case you wanted your prostate pinched?"

      "My what?"

      "Never mind. I'll show you some other time. For now, can we just kiss?" I lean in and rub my nose against his in a not-so-subtle hint.

      U'dron leans forward and presses his lips to mine in response. I smile at this, closing my eyes and kissing him again. And again. It's a series of small, friendly kisses, lips meeting and exploring ever-so-lightly. I like the feel of his mouth against mine, how it's firm and warm and dry, and the softness of his beard scruff around it. His facial hair isn't coarse or rough, but silky smooth, which is fascinating to me. I nip at his lower lip, loving his groan of response.

      His lips move under mine. "Can I touch you?"

      I smile with pleasure, because when was the last time someone actually asked that? "I would love it if you touched me," I murmur, nipping at his upper lip. "Touch me wherever you like."

      U'dron's mouth moves against mine once more, but this time, he gently nips at my lip, imitating my kisses, and it sends a delicious prickle all through my body. His hands stroke up and down my back, sliding the borrowed tunic over my skin, and I want him to reach under it and really touch me. I let him set the pace, though; I don't want to seem too greedy. So when his hands glide down to my ass, I push back against him, deepening the kiss and adding a hint of tongue.

      He groans, his breath stuttering. "Did…did you just lick me?"

      "Yes. Did you like it?" I pull back to study him.

      He gives me a dazed expression, his focus on my mouth." That is…not like the kisses in the games."

      Games? Then I remember Tia's kissing games, like spin the bottle. I participated once, but then pulled back because I didn't want to give anyone the wrong impression. The kisses in those particular games are sweet, innocent little smacks…nothing like what I want to do to U'dron. I like a deep, toe-curling, tonsil-reaching kiss that reminds me of sex. I like my mouth being conquered and invaded. I like being kissed so hard and so thoroughly that I forget where I am. "Would you rather we stuck to those kisses?"

      "I like trying new things," he says quickly, pulling me close again. "I just did not know we could do that."

      I smile when he kisses me, flicking his tongue against my parted lips. "We can do…anything…we…want," I tell him between teasing flicks of tongue. When his tongue teases at my lips, I catch it and suck on the tip of it, and his hands tighten on my ass. He groans deep, and then his lips are firmly on mine, his tongue surging into my mouth, and we're kissing as deep and hard as I've ever wanted. What he lacks in finesse he makes up for in sheer enthusiasm, and the feel of his ridge-covered tongue gliding against mine is a new sensation I'm not sure I'll ever get tired of. It feels incredible, as do the enormous hands squeezing my backside over and over again. I shift in the sands, wanting to straddle him instead of just kneeling between his spread thighs.

      "R'ven," he rasps, lifting his head for air. He kneads my ass again, and my tunic is hitching up slowly.

      I lick at his mouth, encouraging him to kiss me again, even as I slide my hands down to the front of his chest. I want to grab him everywhere—god, everywhere—because he's just so big and yummy. Slow, I remind myself. Go slow. You have all night.

      When I think I can't stand it for much longer, U'dron's big, warm hands steal under the tunic and cup my ass, and I whimper encouragement. His mouth slants over mine, owning me with sweeps of his tongue against my own, and I'm breathless with need as his fingers skate toward the cleft of my bottom. Yes, I think silently. Oh yes. He touches me exactly the way I've always wanted.

      His hands slide to my hips…and then he pinches my ass. Hard.

      "Ow!" I jerk away from him, surprised. That came out of nowhere. I mean, I'm down with a little pain, but warn a girl first. "U'dron—"

      The pinch happens again, sharper, and it's followed by another. The sand shifts under my legs, and I realize that U'dron's looking just as confused as I am. I rub a hand over my ass—only to encounter something that shouldn't be there.

      A pincer.
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      With a squeal, I jump to my feet. The thing falls off my ass and falls to the sand in front of me. It looks like something out of a horror movie, a big, ugly lobster the size of a small cat covered in thick fur like a caterpillar. The pincers flex and as it scuttles away, I see far too many legs and a spiny tail. It heads toward the distant water, and as it does, more of the sand ripples. Another one emerges nearby and starts to head to the beach, too.

      I look over at U'dron in shock. "What the fuck is going on?"

      He glances down, and when I do, too, I see that all of the sand seems to be moving. He jumps to his feet and there's one pinching his tail, another on his foot.

      They're everywhere.

      U'dron thinks fast, though; he grabs the blanket and slings me over his shoulder before I can say anything, carrying me caveman-style as he sprints away from the fire. I don't protest, because this seems like a good idea to me. I don't want to be anywhere near those awful creatures. "We will go to the rocks," U'dron says, jostling me as he runs. "It will be safer there."

      "No complaints here," I call back, inwardly shuddering. My ass still hurts where it pinched me, and I'm just glad we weren't asleep. Would we have woken up to being bitten all over by those things? Or…worse?

      A moment later, U'dron begins to climb, and the world heaves around me. He sets me down carefully, and I notice we're on one of the boulders at the base of the cliffs that shield the beach cove. He lets out a sigh of relief as he looks me over, and then carefully tucks the fur blanket around me again. "We might be sleeping up here tonight."

      "I'm fine with that." I sit down atop the rock and wiggle, trying to get comfortable. My feet are cold, and my ass is cold thanks to the chill of the stone, but nothing bites me. That's something, at least. I look back over to the fire…and want to puke.

      The beach seems to be alive with the lobster-caterpillar things. Over and over, they crawl from out of the sand, emerging onto the moonlit beach and heading for the water. It's like a swarm of ants, only bigger and far more terrifying. As I watch, one overtakes another and begins to eat it, and others swarm onto their fallen brother to eat their share.

      "Okay, well, that's horrifying," I breathe. I look over at U'dron. "What's going on?"

      "They are hatching." He puts a hand atop my head for a moment, then drops to the rock next to me and sits down. "We had something similar back home. In the flower season, we would head to the beach at night on a full moon because it would come alive with small, hard-shelled creatures that would surge toward the waters, leaving behind their nests. They were good eating." He looks thoughtful. "Do you want me to grab a few for you? Are you hungry?"

      I look at him in alarm. "God, no! I don't want to eat those things. One pinched the hell out of my butt." I'm actually glad it was just my butt and not a place nearby that's far, far more sensitive. The thought makes me shudder.

      He leans over and tries to look at my butt. "Does it hurt? Should I check it for you?"

      I shoot him a skeptical glance, only to see a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "You know, back home, if you have an injury, they say you can kiss it to make it better."

      "I would be more than happy to do such a thing," he teases, his fangs flashing in the moonlight as he smiles.

      I snort. "Sorry, but the mass of killer crabs has kinda ruined my mood." It feels like the universe is conspiring against us. Every time we go to kiss, something shitty happens. If I was the Raven I've pretended to be, I'd say we'd racked up some bad karma somewhere. Grumpy, I offer U'dron a corner of the blanket. "Are you cold? Want to share?"

      "I have a better idea." U'dron puts an arm around my waist and hauls me into his lap. His legs are crossed, and he settles me into the cradle of them, letting me curl up against his chest. With that, he drapes the blanket atop both of us, over his shoulders and tucking it around me.

      It's a cocoon of warmth, and I snuggle against his chest. "You're right. This is better. Thank you."

      "I should be thanking those shell-creatures," he murmurs. "This way I get to hold you all night long."

      My heart squeezes. Funny how I look at it as disappointing because we don't get to continue making out, whereas U'dron's just thrilled that we get to cuddle. Maybe I need a change of perspective. "That's an excellent point."

      I lean against his chest and relax.
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      "You're a stripper?" Tia screeches in my ear.

      I'm sitting near the main fire on the beach, and everyone's gathered for dinner. I can't taste the food. It's too hot, so I'm holding my bowl and waiting for it to cool off. I look over at Tia in surprise, and she's sitting with the others—Bridget, Sam, Steph, Flor, Willa…everyone's here. "What?"

      "Angie told me you're a stripper," Tia exclaims.

      I look over at Angie, who's whispering with Lauren and Veronica. Everyone seems to be staring at me, their expressions a mixture of horror and disgust. "I mean…it was just a job," I stammer. "I did it for money, because that's how I paid my bills."

      "That's so disgusting!" Tia recoils.

      "It's just stripping," I say lamely, but I can feel their revulsion boring into me. I stare down at my bowl. "I'm sorry for lying."

      "Sorry isn't good enough," a new voice says, and it's R'jaal. He's got a firm look of displeasure on his face, and right behind him is U'dron. They have handcuffs, and as I watch, U'dron takes the bowl of food out of my hands and puts handcuffs on my wrists.

      "You have been exiled," U'dron says. "You don't belong with the rest of us."

      "U'dron, wait," I begin, whimpering. "I thought you liked me."

      "That's before I knew how bad you were. You never said." He walks away, his clothing morphing into a prison uniform. As he leads me down the beach, I realize that my surroundings are no longer the ice planet. I'm in a women's prison, escorted by a guard. My beige uniform has my ID number branded across my chest, with the word "STRIPPER" underneath it in stencil. Even here, the strangers—the other prisoners—look at me with disgust.

      "It was just a job," I protest again as U'dron leads me to my cell. It's exactly how I left it, four bunk beds in a gray, gray room with a sad little toilet hugging the wall. There's a few ripped out magazine pictures pasted by the bunks, and the top one has a Bible on it. It's so familiar I can practically smell the cafeteria nearby, and the faint scent of bleach in my clothes from the constant floor-scrubbing I have to do as my job.

      "I don't want to be back here," I moan, holding my cuffed hands out. "I did my time. Please."

      U'dron—still in prison guard uniform—gives me an ugly look. "This is the only place you belong. Now…strip."

      I look down at my prison uniform. "But I'm wearing what I'm supposed to."

      "You don't get clothes. Remember? You like taking them off too much. Now…strip." And he reaches out and tears my top off. I can hear the women nearby laughing. Gail's laughter blends in with that of the other prisoners. I hear Harlow, and Liz, and Nadine and Penny. Everyone's laughing as U'dron rips all of my clothing away from my body, leaving me bare.

      "You should have said something. You lied to us all." U'dron's voice fades into the darkness, heavy with disdain and disappointment. "A liar is worse than anything…"
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      I wake up with a gasp, my limbs flailing. My hand connects with something hard and crunches. There's a grunt.

      I stare at my surroundings, my heart pounding. I'm still warm and clasped in U'dron's arms, his legs under mine. The fur blanket covers both of us, and outside it, I can see the dim sunrise beginning to lighten the night sky with the first streaks of light. The ocean curls and surges against the beach. There's no movement on the beach, only a few tufted corpses of the furry crab-monster things that never quite made it to the water.

      Even so, I'm utterly relieved that this is the sight in front of me.

      I'm not in prison. I'm still here on the ice planet. No one knows my secret. Well, secrets, as in plural.

      I look up at U'dron, and he rubs a spot on his jaw, grimacing. My hand throbs, and I suspect I just decked him in the face. "Sorry. Bad dream."

      "Are you all right?"

      What do I say to that? I had a nightmare because everyone called me on my lies and threw me back in prison? You looked at me with wretched disgust and made me feel like a worm? I know it's a dream, and even so…it bothers me. Is a liar truly worse than anything? Or is that just my brain trying to get me to confess to the others now that I've confessed to U'dron and he took it well?

      I've enjoyed being away from camp the last few days, sadly enough, because I didn't have to pretend to be someone I'm not. Even though Juth tried to take me away and that wasn't fun, I've enjoyed being away with U'dron. Suddenly I'm so very tired of lying, of being quirky, always-happy Raven instead of the real me.

      "What would you do if I told you that I was going to confess to everyone when we get back to camp?" I ask U'dron, keeping my voice mild despite the fact that my heart is hammering wildly in my chest. If he hates the idea, I won't do it.

      He gazes down at me with an expression of surprise. "I thought you did not wish to share it?"

      "I just realized I'm so tired of pretending," I sigh. "But if you think it's a bad idea—"

      U'dron rubs my back, shaking his head at me. "No. I think it is a very good idea. I understand how tiring it can be to keep a secret."

      He would. I burrow back down against him, pressing my cheek to his chest. "I'm scared, though. What if everyone hates me?"

      "Then they do not know you like I do. You have a good heart." His hand strokes my tangled hair. "A spirit filled with music. And you are giving and kind. If they do not like you for these things but decide to be angry that you took your clothes off so you could eat, then they do not deserve you."

      He makes it sound so simple.
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      My eyes prick with tears, which is silly. I don't cry. I didn't cry the day my mom threw me out, or the day I pled guilty in court. I didn't cry when I ended up here on this planet. I'm not a weeper. But…it's so nice to be understood. I swallow the knot in my throat and slide my arms around U'dron's waist. "You're the best. You know that?"

      "I'rec might disagree." He chuckles.

      "I don't care what he thinks. Neither should you." Really, the way I'rec and the others have treated him kind of enrages me. On one hand, I understand how they are still going by the same rules we always have. When you lose almost everything in your life, you find comfort in the familiar. But the cluster of people on Icehome beach are all in this together. We can make our own world and discard the old ways that don't suit us anymore…ways that finger one person as “less” or another as born wrong.

      Juth and Pak are people, just as much as U'dron is a full hunter.

      But I guess being a former stripper and ex-con, I've got a big investment in old labels not mattering. Maybe the others don't agree.

      "I'll keep your secret, U'dron," I tell him. "You don't have to worry about that."

      "Perhaps I should share mine, too. If you are being brave and sharing yours."

      "I didn't bring it up because I felt like we both needed to confess. I don't want you to feel like you have to. I just…feel like I do." Especially after that disturbing dream. I don't like the idea of telling everyone my secrets, but it'll have to come out eventually. I might as well get it over with. "Don't let me influence you."

      "I will think on it." U'dron's expression is thoughtful. "I do not know if I'rec and the others will like if I confess. They have all kept the secret with me. They did not want the others to know I did not pass the proving. They did not wish for Shadow Cat to be seen as 'less' in the eyes of the others."

      I get the feeling that keeping U'dron's secret was more out of their own pride than any feeling they have for U'dron, but maybe I'm being unfair. "If it's such a big deal, why don't they give you your own private proving?"

      U'dron stares at me. "A private…proving?"

      "Yeah." I wave a hand in the air. "Tell I'rec to be the Keeper of the Spear or something. He should like that. He likes being in charge of everything. Have a private ceremony and then you go off and do your thing. Come back when you finish your hunt. No one has to know except you guys…and me. Then you'll feel better about yourself."

      His lips part and he gazes blankly at me. "I…did not consider that."

      "It's called bouncing ideas off of one another," I tell him. He gives me such a proud look that it makes me uncomfortable. "I'm just throwing ideas out there. Trying to help."

      "You are very wise and clever, and I will discuss this with the others when we return." He hesitates and then tightens his arms around me, squeezing me tight. "Thank you, R'ven. I am glad we talked about ideas. And confessing. Maybe…maybe my problem can be fixed without acknowledging that I am less in front of the others."

      It must be a big deal, clan-wise. I guess I can see it. For a long time, the clans themselves had similar numbers. Lauren's mentioned that Strong Arm had five adult members but one died a few years ago and Z'hren's mother died recently. Tall Horn has four strong, and Shadow Cat does, too. The three clans have always been super competitive, and that hasn't changed much despite the fact that we're all living on the same beach together. Any time there's any sort of competition, the Shadow Cat stick together.

      It can't help U'dron's feelings of failure.

      I squeeze him back, enjoying the hug. "You talk to them when we get back. I won't say a thing about it. I swear. I'm good at keeping secrets."

      "And…kissing."

      I look up at him in surprise, even as his big hand rubs up and down my back. He's got a sleepy-eyed look on his face that speaks of arousal, and I can feel his hard morning wood pushing against my hip. Oh. That turned sexy quickly. Heat floods through me and I lick my lips. "You like the way I kiss?"

      "More than anything." His gaze focuses on my mouth. "I like the way you tongue, too."

      I chuckle. "It's all kissing. Just…different ways of doing it." I slide my hand down his chest, skimming my fingers over a nipple as I do so. "It's very early…how soon do we need to get started on our day? Or can we fool around for a bit?"

      "What…are we fooling?"

      That melts me like butter. "Fooling around is…touching. Kissing. Making each other feel good." I lean in and lick a stripe up the cords of his neck. "Unless you need all your strength for the raft?"

      He groans, the sound full of hunger and aching need. "I have plenty of strength. Plenty."

      "That's what I like to hear," I purr, scraping my teeth over his skin. I nuzzle at his throat, licking a spot and then sucking on it, feeling the need to mark him as mine before we return to camp. My hand slides down his chest until I hit his loincloth, and the hard, prodding length of his cock hits my fingertips. He's so damn big all over. God, I love that. It makes me clench deep inside, my body aching all over with sheer want.

      I let him go with a little pop of the skin, and I'm pleased to see the mark I've left on his neck. It shows up brilliantly against his pale blue, and I kiss a spot next to it and attack him again. All the while, I stroke his cock with my hand. There's no finesse to any of this, no going slow, no choosing to take things easy. I just need to grab at this moment of happiness with him, to share a little hanky-panky under the blankets and remember what's good and right about the world.

      U'dron is what's good and right. And I want to pleasure him and take some pleasure for myself.

      "Touch me," I whisper to him. "Touch me like I touch you."

      "Where?" he asks, voice raspy and aching.

      "Anywhere you want. Anywhere that you like." I move my hand to the laces on his loincloth and tug them, untying it. He sucks in a breath when he realizes what I'm doing. "Can I touch you anywhere I like?"

      "Always."

      I love how raw he sounds, and I brush the loincloth aside and take his cock into my hand. He's scorching hot here, and the tip of him is wet already. I drag a fingertip through it, circling the head of his cock. "I love this," I whisper against his neck as I lean in to give him another love bite. "You're so big and thick. I've been dreaming about touching you."

      He sucks in a hot breath. "You have?" His hand steals to my thigh and then creeps upward, moving under the tunic. "I thought I was the only one. I have thought about touching you ever since we first watched the stars together."

      Ever since then? I'm touched and more than a little flattered. It's been weeks—months, probably—and he's never let on that he's been interested until now. He's far too good at keeping his own secrets, I decide, and I stroke my hand down his cock, learning him with a touch. He really is thick, almost as big around as my wrist, and the thought makes my mouth water. More than that, he's got all these fascinating ridges. And a spur. It's downright ridiculous in the best possible way. I've never been a religious woman, but it's like God is making up for dumping me on an ice planet by giving me a big sexy alien with a massive toy in his loincloth.

      I'm pretty okay with that.

      U'dron groans as I work him with my hand. His eyes are squeezed tightly shut, as if he needs to focus against the intense sensations. There's no poker face here, and I love that I can see just how much my touch affects him. "Should I…scout the beach one more time?" He jerks against my hand, thrusting his cock against my grip.

      That seems like…an odd thing to say. "Uh, why?"

      "In case Juth is…nearby…watching." He rocks against my hand.

      His words make me pause. Part of me doesn't care that Juth is watching—after all, I've stripped for money, right? Hundreds have probably seen my tits. But having sex in front of someone else isn't the same thing, and it takes away the intimacy of the moment.

      It's probably better if we wait to rejoin the tribe anyhow. If U'dron doesn't have second thoughts about me after I confess all my secrets, then I'll screw him three ways to Sunday and leave him begging for mercy. If he does have second thoughts then…no harm, I guess.

      I mean, other than my heart, of course. But it's been broken a few times before. I'll survive. In the end, I have to be with someone that wants me as who I am, completely and utterly. So I lean forward and give him a chaste kiss. "We'll wait until we rejoin the others."

      U'dron nods, and the disappointment on his face is pretty gratifying, considering he just cockblocked himself. I expect him to pull away, but instead, he tugs me close and cuddles me, wrapping his big arms around me and holding me. It's…lovely. I sigh happily and snuggle down against him.

      If we can't have sex, snuggling is almost as good.
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      The raft is a terrible, horrible idea.

      I mean, it'd probably be good in the right hands. But in U'dron's hands and mine? It's a total disaster. The big guy is great at building a raft, but not so great when it comes to steering one. He digs the paddle in like he's attacking the water, and we end up going in circles for a while. To make matters worse, he's so big that the raft constantly feels like it's tipping in his direction and it doesn't take much to overbalance us.

      After a few rough starts, we manage to get going, but I have to cling to my end of the small raft or I slide all the way back into U'dron's lap. Which is fine…except then it tips the whole thing and we have to start all over again.

      "I am not very skilled with this," he admits after we dump into the icy water for the third time that day. He hauls me to shore, rubbing his hands on my wet arms to warm them. "I swam here instead of building a raft."

      "Why don't we do that?" I ask, shivering.

      "I worry it will be hard on you. That the creatures that live in the great water will look at you as a tasty treat."

      He makes an excellent point. I don't want to be eaten, either. "Raft it is, then. But I want a paddle, too."

      The fifth round seems to be the charm, and by the time we get going, the twin suns are up and their tepid light doesn't make the temperature seem so bad. U'dron figures out the paddle, and then we surge along in the water, just far enough out from the shore that we don't get pulled into the waves. I paddle along with him, though a lot of mine is just steering, and when he takes a break, I push a little harder to keep us moving. I'm so focused on keeping us going and not falling off the tilted, flimsy raft that I don't even notice that the day is getting late. Sure enough, though, when I look up, the skies are getting dark.

      My arms are tired as hell, and all of me aches. I dig my paddle into the water and glance back at U'dron over my shoulder. He looks the same as ever, as sturdy and strong, and like he could keep going on for hours. Years, even. "Should we get to the shore and make a fire?" I ask, trying to keep the fatigue out of my voice. I don't want him to think I'm a wimp. "Or a shelter?"

      "We will keep going," he says, and I want to cry like the pathetic dork I am. He reaches over and touches my shoulder, as if sensing just how done I am. "I recognize this stretch of beach. We are not far. Rest. I will take us the rest of the way."

      I settle my paddle over my crossed legs. "I'll rest, but just for a little while. If you can keep going, I can, too."

      He chuckles at that. "Humans are not built the same as the sakh. If you can keep up, I will be very impressed."

      Mmm, that sounds like a challenge and one I'd normally try to take him up on, except for the fact that I've been paddling all day and I'm wiped. I bank it mentally for later and scan the shore instead. U'dron says it looks familiar to him, but to me, it's just more jumbled rocks and forbidding, uninviting shoreline with a backdrop of equally uninviting mountains. It's not a comfortable, cozy beach here in Icehome. Everything looks as if it was newly churned from the sea, and the waves are violent against the sharp, jagged rocks. Hawaii, it's not.

      I guess it could be worse, but…not by much.

      I turn my head to say so to U'dron, when I catch a glimpse of something out on the water, farther out than we are. Frowning, I swivel my entire body as much as I dare and look behind me. There's a flash of blue against the deep green sea, but it disappears in an instant. "I think I saw something."

      U'dron grunts acknowledgement. "Juth, most likely."

      "You think he's following us?" I contort myself a little more, trying to see, and end up falling onto my back, my head landing in U'dron's crossed legs. The raft rocks and tips, and for an alarming moment, I think I've gone and capsized us again. U'dron puts a hand on my shoulder, going still, and then I let out a breath of relief when we stay afloat. "Sorry."

      He gives me a crooked smile. "Perhaps you stay like that for now."

      "Pssh. You're just saying that because you want my head in your lap." I carefully poke his leg, gazing up at him.

      "I say that because I have no desire to fish us both out of the sea after dark." He gestures at the cliffs. "And we are passing a particularly unpleasant spot of beach with nowhere to land."

      "Point taken." I look over at the beach (carefully, carefully) and notice there's really no sand right here, just cliffs that push right up to the edge of the water and meet it. I think about U'dron, and how he must have swum alongside this as he looked for me, and my heart swells with appreciation. "Thank you for coming for me."

      "I will always come for you," he says gravely, casting a smile down at me. With my head in his lap, my view is mostly of his chin and nose, but I still like looking at him. "And you are right," he adds after a moment. "Juth is following us. He has been for some time."

      "But why?"

      He shrugs, his muscles flexing as he digs his paddle into the water again. "Our camp is rich with resources—food, fur…women. He will see what he can steal for himself and his son to make their lives easier."

      "I wish they'd let us help them."

      "I wish that, too." U'dron glances back, then keeps paddling. "But it will take more than a fur to overcome a lifetime of distrust. He will scout out our camp and watch us for a while. And he will come looking for the things I have promised in exchange for you."

      I huff. "You're still going to give him all that stuff?"

      "I said I would." He glances down at me. "Juth will expect me to, and so I shall. I will set up a place near camp and leave them for him. He will know they are from me, and he will see that I am a hunter of my word. Perhaps eventually he will come and barter for more and more."

      "And eventually might just stay?"

      "Eventually," U'dron says, smiling. "There are many reasons to stay, after all."

      "Oh?"

      He nods wisely, his paddle moving in time with his arms. "Their names are S'teph and B'shit, and F'lor, and—"

      I chuckle, smacking his knee. "And Raven?"

      "No," he tells me, his expression serious. "She is taken."

      My heart squeezes with a secret thrill at that.
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      I must have dozed off at some point, my head still cradled in his lap, because U'dron touches my shoulder to rouse me, and when I sit up, it's completely dark. He immediately jumps into the water, shocking me awake, and then I see it—a distant campfire.

      We're home. Thank god. I'm smiling even as utter weariness surges through my body. Seeing the encampment has made me realize just how exhausted I am, and I'm looking forward to going back to my comfortable nest of furs and blankets, and sleeping until the metaphorical ice cows come home.

      "Hold on," U'dron tells me, and he tugs the raft toward the shore, wading through the roiling waters. When we scrape onto the sand, he holds out a hand, and I take it. My legs ache from being tucked into the same position all day and I wobble toward him. His expression changes to one of concern. "Are you all right?"

      "I'm just tired," I say, forcing a smile to my face.

      "You are cold, too." He frowns at me, then puts a hand under my chin. "Your lips are almost the same color as my skin."

      "They're not supposed to be that shade," I joke. "It's fine. Just lead me to the fire."

      U'dron's frown deepens. He glances at the distant fire that seems much farther up the beach than I originally thought. No one has come to greet us yet—they're too far away to notice that we've arrived. He shakes his head and then bends over. It takes me a moment to realize what he's doing. His arm goes behind my knees and then he hefts me into his arms, honeymoon-style. Oh. "I can walk," I protest. "Really."

      "Let me take care of you, R'ven. Has no one ever taken care of you before that you must fight everything?" He looks down at me with amusement.

      No, no one has, actually. I've been the only person I could ever depend on all my life. It's a sobering feeling to realize that he's looking out for me, too. "Okay," I say softly. "Thank you." I tuck my head against his chest…and immediately fall asleep again.

      The next thing I know, I hear the chatter of excited voices drifting through my dreams.

      "She is fine," U'dron says in a polite but determined voice. "She just needs to sleep. She will talk to all in the morning."

      Oh. I struggle to wake up, but my eyelids feel so damn heavy and U'dron's big body is so warm to snuggle against. I yawn, trying to crack an eye open. Veronica's concerned face appears through my lashes, as does Sam's. Behind them, I can see many others, and it sounds vaguely as if the entire tribe is out here.

      A hand touches my ankle. "She's just tired," Veronica tells the others. "It's all good."

      "Let her sleep," Raahosh says, his voice sharp. "She can answer all your questions in the morning."

      "I'll go unroll her blankets for her in the cave," Sam volunteers.

      "Do not bother. She is sleeping in my hut tonight."

      "Is that okay with her?" Liz's voice is sharp, cutting through my sleepiness. I manage to give a tired thumbs-up, and I hear Liz laugh. "Okay, fine then. See you two in the morning. Get some sleep."

      U'dron murmurs something, the low rumble of his chest soothing against my cheek. I let out a little sigh and drift back into dreams, warm and cared for and adored.
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      U'DRON

      R'ven's form is light in my arms as I carry her to my hut. It is good to be back, to see the relieved faces of the gathered peoples. There is the scent of food in the air, which makes my stomach growl, but I ignore it. R'ven is cold and tired, and I want to get her comfortable. She is my priority.

      The healer walks with me for a little ways, her hand on R'ven's ankle before she nods approvingly and then touches my arm. She nods again. "You're both good." Then she waddles off to join her mate, and it seems like her belly is bigger every time I see her. Her mate quickly takes her under his arm and escorts her away, and I am struck by envy. I want what they have.

      But…now I have R'ven. And that is even better.

      The inside of my hut is cold, my breath puffing as I gently set the sleeping female down in my furs. They are cold, too, and she whimpers in distress the moment my body leaves hers. I strip her damp tunic off of her, but she still shivers. It is no hardship to climb into the furs next to her and warm her—and them—with my larger form. When she settles into a deeper sleep, I leave her and build up the fire. Once it is crackling and warm, I dig through my things, pulling out a few warm tunics for R'ven to wear in the morning. My stomach growls and I remember I have not eaten anything since yesterday. R'ven will be hungry, too. Perhaps I should go see if there is some food still left by the fire.

      I glance over at the sleeping female. Her pale mane is a tangle around her face, her cheek cupped in her hand as she sleeps, open-mouthed and as relaxed as a kit. She feels safe with me, I realize, and hot pleasure washes over me at the thought. She knows I will take care of her, no matter what happens. I reach over and brush my fingers against her smooth brow, unable to resist touching her.

      R'ven makes a soft noise in her sleep and instinctively turns toward my touch, and that possessive feeling steals over me once more. This female is mine. Juth will not take her from me. I'rec will not keep her from me. She is mine. I alone know the truths she has chosen to share with me, and she knows my secrets and still looks at me with a welcoming smile and touched me with greedy hands.

      Suddenly, I am eager for her to awaken so we can touch again. I think about her hand on my cock and how good it felt. She is not shy about pleasure, my R'ven, and I am hungry to experience more of it with her. I want to taste her all over, I want to hear her sighs when I caress her…and I want to sleep with her in my arms every night. Once, I was utterly focused on resonance. I wanted nothing more than a resonance mate because it would make me a “true” hunter in the eyes of my entire clan and everyone else. Now, though, I find I am reluctant for such a thing to happen…unless it is with R'ven.

      I do not want anyone else. Ever.

      I watch her for a moment more and then rise. The moment I leave my hut, though, I am surprised to see A'tam waiting there, two bowls of food in his hands. He grins at me, standing up from the edge of my hut's platform. "I thought you might be hungry."

      I put a finger to my lips, indicating quiet. "R'ven sleeps."

      He grunts, handing me the bowls. "She will sleep through anything if she slept through that chatter earlier. Eat. I brought a little of everything."

      One bowl is a hot stew with savory chunks of root and thick pieces of meat. The other bowl is a dry seed mix with raw roots and a few of the bitter nuts that grow here, along with a piece of dried fruit and a strip of jerky. It will hold better, so I save this for R'ven and tuck into the stew. "Where are the others?" I ask between bites.

      He knows I mean I'rec and O'jek, and his grin is rueful. "Oh, they are coming. They will have much to say to you." His gaze becomes guarded. "Did you resonate to her?"

      "No."

      A'tam nods. "Too bad."

      I clench my jaw, saying nothing. Too bad, because that means I cannot take her as a mate? Even A'tam, my closest friend, will not see me as a true hunter because I did not pass the proving? I think of all the things R'ven has said to me. How Juth is a person just like any other, and I am just as capable a hunter as anyone else. Rules that we make for ourselves do not matter. We are in a new place. We can make new rules…and no one is keeping me from my female. "She is mine. I do not care what the others think." When A'tam says nothing to that, I fish a chunk of meat out of my bowl and cast him a look. "What news of B'shit?"

      He sighs heavily, running a hand down his face. "What news? No news. She still hates me. I thought we were getting somewhere…but then D'see arrived and she has turned cold to me."

      "She does not like that you spend so much time with D'see. Any fool can see that." Any fool except A'tam, apparently.

      A'tam waves a hand, dismissing my concerns. "D'see is just a friend. And she says if we spend a lot of time together, it will make B'shit jealous…which it is."

      "Yes, but instead of driving her into your arms, it is driving her away. Perhaps it is time to re-think this strategy." I tip the bowl to my lips, downing the last bits of food. "Thank you for bringing this. I did not realize how hungry I was until just now." My stomach still growls, but I carefully ignore the other bowl of food. That is for R'ven. I will not take food from her mouth to fill my own belly.

      "Of course." He slaps me on the shoulder. "You are a good friend. Plus…I wanted to hear all about you and this female. I had hoped for your sake that it was resonance."

      "It does not matter," I point out. His face falls a little, and he looks uncomfortable. In his eyes, I am a rule breaker.

      "What does not matter?" a new voice calls out, and I turn to see I'rec and O'jek approaching. Both are carrying bowls of food, and I want to laugh out of relief. Some things change, but every member of a clan knows that a full belly is important. I take the bowl that O'jek offers silently to me and begin to eat. "We were speaking of resonance," I tell them between bites.

      I'rec nods slowly. "So it was resonance between you and the female. That is how you found her."

      "No." I continue eating. "I followed her scent trail."

      His eyes widen and I can tell he is impressed. Does he think I am a fool, then? That I cannot follow a scent? "You must have been very determined," I'rec says in a tone that indicates he does not quite believe what he is hearing. "How did you know where she ran away to?"

      "She did not run away. She was taken. I knew this the moment I went after her."

      “Taken? By who?” I’rec frowns.

      “Someone of the outcast clan. I will explain more later.”

      “They are alive?”

      “Some of them.” I will say no more.

      O’jek crosses his arms over his chest. “And how did you know?"

      “Know what?”

      “That she did not run?” He is openly skeptical.

      "Because I know her." I shrug. "I knew she would not leave without saying something."

      I'rec narrows his eyes at me. "You know her so well then? And yet it was not resonance?" He exchanges a look with O'jek.

      My heart swells with bitterness. I know what he is implying. He is easing into the topic of R'ven and my relationship with her. He wants to be a friend, but his mantle as leader tells him that he must confront me on the fact that I break our rules. Why can he not let it go for just one night? But I suppose it is not to be. I know I'rec—I could disappear for a full turn of the moon and he would not worry over me, assuming I was competent enough to take care of myself. He blusters a lot, but he also means well enough. Being a leader is difficult, especially of such a small, fragmented clan.

      But I have had enough, and I will not let him come between myself and R'ven. "Say it plainly, brother, or do not say it at all." I keep eating, my tone mild, so he does not see my anger.

      Judging from his expression, this is not the answer he expects from me. Surprise is etched on his stern face, and his tail flicks back and forth with irritation. "You know what I refer to."

      "I do." I find it amusing he will not say it, as if it will shame his tongue to admit it. "And I have decided I do not care." When all three of them stare at me in shock, I continue. "I did not pass the proving, this is true. But I have hunted and fished and tracked for years now. I found R'ven based on a scent trail. I provide food for the camp and contribute every day. Our old rules stated that I am not worthy until I pass the proving, but I think they are wrong. There is no proving to pass anymore, so how can I be held to it?"

      I'rec begins to pace, his entire body one taut line of irritation. "So you will just discard the rules of our ancestors because they do not suit you? Do you wish to count yourself as Strong Arm, then? Or Tall Horn? Because the old rules no longer suit?"

      I roll my eyes at his dramatic statements. "Of course not. But I am also tired of not being enough. Not being worthy. I am not going to spend my days with no mate, hiding my secret shame because there are no proving grounds for me to conquer. R'ven has my heart, and I have hers. It does not matter if we resonate or not. I am going to be with her…and if it bothers you, then you should take up the spear and assign me a proving quest. You know I will pass it."

      I'rec stops in his frenzied pacing and studies me. He rubs his chin fur, thinking. "Perhaps you are right. A new proving quest that only the four of us know about. You can do it, and return, and the other clans need not be any wiser."

      O'jek nods. "It is a good plan."

      Once, I would have agreed with them, but now I just find the clan rivalry tiresome. I think of Juth, and his small son Pak, and how hard they have been working to survive. How they must have struggled every day in this strange, cold new world with no fire and no clan to lean on…and this after the first death of the Great Smoking Mountain. No one ever thought to see if outcast clan survived. We assumed they were all dead, but they must have gone on for a while, because Pak is young enough to be born several turns of the seasons after the first death of the mountain. And yet, through all of this, Juth has survived.

      The clan rivalries feel very small and petty in comparison.

      "A new proving," I'rec murmurs. He pounds a fist against his flattened palm. "Yes, I like this. We will meet in the morning and begin the ceremony—"

      I hold up a hand. "Not tomorrow. It will have to be the day after." When I'rec gives me an incredulous look, I continue. "There are promises I have made that must be kept first, and I will take care of R'ven when she wakes up. She…" I stop myself before I say more. They are R'ven's secrets to keep or to share. "She has things she wishes to speak to the whole tribe about, and I will be there to support her. There is a lot to speak of." It is not just her past, but Juth and Pak, too.

      "Then the day after," I'rec declares. "But we must do it soon." He points a finger at me. "And we will not make it easy on you. No proving is ever easy."

      I nod. "I will await my challenge eagerly." And it is true. I am very, very ready to take it on. I want to get it done with, because I am tired of wearing my failure like a cloak. I am tired of it being present in the back of my mind all the time. I want it to be over and done with, because I want to be with R'ven. I do not want anyone to ever hint that I do not deserve to be with her, or her with me.

      And if they do not like that we are together…I am not sure I care. The thought is freeing.

    

  







            21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      RAVEN

      I wake up slowly, surrounded by warmth and plush fur blankets. Against my back, there's a big, equally warm body, and I feel delicious. My skin is gritty with sand and salt, my hair an atrocious tangle, but that's secondary to rolling over and seeing a sleeping U'dron next to me, his big features relaxed in sleep. I study him for a few moments, the big, straight nose, the strong jaw, the thick brows. He looks tired, with deep circles under his eyes, and I hope no one kept him up late last night. A protective feeling washes over me as I watch him sleep. I passed out without giving a thought to what U'dron needed. Surely the others were going to be full of questions, and I was too sacked out to even think about it.

      Well, I can't make it up to him for last night, but I can at least put on a breakfast of some kind for when he wakes up. I ease my legs slowly out from under the furs, trying not to disturb him. The air in the hut is chilly, but it's not nearly as bad as being out in the elements. It's my first time in U'dron's hut, too, and I look around in surprise. It's rather lovely, his hut. Sure, it's crude, but it's crude in the way that everything is here. There's a symmetrical design to the floor, as if he picked pieces that fitted together perfectly. The wood circles around the central fire pit, and even the rocks surrounding it look as if they match. It's spacious, and everything is hung up neatly. Along the walls are hooks, and cloaks and clothing, nets and fishing gear are neatly organized. The walls themselves are made of stone and mortar, and he's taken his time with those, too, with a slight zig-zag pattern creeping up the walls. U'dron's an artist, I realize, and I'm filled with appreciation for this guy. Just when I think I know everything I can about him, he shows me something new. It's lovely.

      He's lovely.

      I turn and look over at the sleeping man in bed with me. He blinks, propping up on one elbow as he rubs his eyes. "Is all well, R'ven?"

      "Yeah, I just woke up." I yawn, pushing back the blankets. "I guess I'd better get up now—"

      His arms snake around my waist and he tugs me back into bed. With a giggle, I gleefully fall back into the furs with him. "Not yet," U'dron says, burying his face against the crook of my neck. "Let me enjoy having you in my furs. It has been a dream of mine for a long time."

      The sweet words make my breath catch. "Has it?"

      "Oh yes. They were not all dreams about sleeping, but you have been in all of them."

      I laugh at that. "They were dreams about…hunting, then?" I tease.

      "Some of them. But you did not wear anything while you hunted. Does that count?" His mouth brushes against my neck and he nuzzles at it, then presses a kiss to my skin. It sends shivers coursing through my body, and I moan. He latches onto my throat, sucking, and I know he's marking me in the same way I marked him, and it sends heat all through me.

      I am so, so down for an early morning make-out session.

      "Are you too tired?" he murmurs, his hand roaming over my bare leg. "Should I let you go back to sleep?"

      "Fuck no," I breathe. I've been waiting for this for what feels like forever. A chance to spend some uninterrupted, quality time in bed with U'dron. No one's going to bother us now, no Juth to storm the fire and put it out, no crabs to surge up from the ground, no—

      U'dron raises his head and freezes.

      "Oh no," I moan. "What now?"

      "I must put the food and supplies out for Juth as I promised."

      A little whine creeps in my throat. "Does it have to be right now?"

      He pauses, a frown on his face. "It should be this morning. I promised it would be morning."

      "There's plenty of time in the morning. Can it wait until dawn?"

      He hesitates, and I slide my hand back to his cock. It's hard and aching with morning wood, and I stroke him with an encouraging look. U'dron groans and pulls me under him again. "It can wait, absolutely."

      "Good call." I arch my neck, trying to give him as much access as possible to lavish it with kisses. "I'm not in a hurry to get up just yet."

      U'dron nips at the spot where my shoulder meets my clavicle, and it sends a bolt of need straight to my pussy. "Nor I." He nips again, working his way over my throat, his teeth grazing lightly in a way that's so fucking hot that it makes me squirm. "I could stay here for days."

      Oh fuck, me too. "U'dron," I moan. "Touch me."

      "I am touching you."

      "Touch me lower," I say encouragingly, and rub his cock again. "Touch me like I touch you."

      I worry he's going to be shy, that he's going to hesitate and ask if it's all right. He's a virgin, after all. But U'dron's also very enthusiastic, and I want to laugh with pure joy when he immediately shoves the tunic up to my waist and plants his hand between my thighs. There's zero hesitation there, just pure, unadulterated need, and I absolutely love it. I spread my thighs for him and gasp when his roughened, thick fingers press against the seam of my folds. I'm so wet, and I whimper when he rubs his fingers through my slickness.

      "I want to taste you," he murmurs, pressing hot kisses to my throat, over and over. "Let me taste you, R'ven."

      As if I'm going to say no? "Touch me however you want, U'dron. I want it, too."

      He groans with sheer pleasure, and then his mouth leaves my throat and he grabs the tunic, ripping it off of my body and tossing it aside. I realize belatedly that I don't recognize the tunic, and it must be something he put me in after I passed out last night. Don't care, isn't important. What's important is that now I'm completely and utterly naked, and he presses hot kisses right down my front, ignoring my breasts and heading right for the mount of my pussy.

      All right, different, but I'll take it. Normally my breasts get all the attention and my pussy gets ignored. This is a fun change of pace.

      U'dron peppers more kisses over my thighs, rubbing his mouth against my skin as if he wants to experience me in every single way possible. I remember belatedly that my skin is salty with seawater and I put a hand on his hair to pause him. "Wait, do you want me to bathe—"

      He shakes his head, diving between my thighs in silent answer.

      I bite back a little squeal of delight, because he wastes no time in going straight for the good stuff. He drags his tongue over my folds, lapping up my taste, exploring me with his tongue. And oh fuck, that tongue. It's all ridges and thick power, and he works it against my core, flicking eagerly and delving in to taste me. "U'dron," I pant, reaching down to part my folds with my fingers. "My clit."

      "Show me," he growls, and his voice is so sexy it sends a shudder through my body. Oh fuck, if he just talks to me like that, I'm going to come so damn hard.

      I touch the little bud, circling the hood around it with a light fingertip. "This," I tell him, dipping a finger into my wetness and then dragging it back up to my clit and circling again. It's just how I masturbate, and having him watch with such an avid expression is making me all kinds of crazy. I've never had to show a guy how to pleasure me before…but then again, no one has ever bothered to ask what feels good, either. I love that he wants to learn.

      Everyone that's ever made a joke about male virgins has never had someone like U'dron hungry to pleasure them.

      I barely tease my clit before his mouth is there, his tongue pressing against my clit and then circling it like I showed him. My eyes nearly roll back in my head at the sensation, and I arch my hips against his mouth. "Oh, that's so good," I breathe, dragging my hands through his hair as he works my clit. "You can suck on it, too—"

      I don't even have the words out before he does, and my legs jerk in response, a whimper escaping me.

      "Your taste is perfect," he tells me, lifting his mouth for the briefest of moments to give me a long, leisurely lick. "I want to do this all the time."

      "I am happy to have you do so," I tell him, twining my fingers in his mane. "All yours."

      He rumbles with pleasure, his mouth latching onto my clit again. It's on the tip of my tongue to tell him that I also like fingers deep inside me, working me at the same time as my clit, but he sucks so eagerly, and then flicks his tongue in such a rapid, intense beat against my pussy that my orgasm is suddenly right there, waiting to crest, and everything in me is tensing up in anticipation. "Oh," I manage, gasping. "I'm going to come!"

      I don't know if I'm telling him or if I'm saying it out of sheer surprise, but holy crap, when it hits me in the next moment, it's like being hit by a freight train. My entire body lights up with pleasure, my muscles contracting with the force of my release as his tongue continues to rapidly flick-flick-flick against my clit. I keep coming, squirming against his mouth as he holds me against him, and the release shudders and sizzles through me until I'm left limp and gasping on the furs.

      I collapse, shocked at how quickly—and how intensely—I just came. "Oh my god."

      His tongue lazily strokes a path up the center of my folds, prickling my skin all over. "Should I do it again?"

      I moan, caressing his face. "If you do, you might kill me." I squirm as his mouth, hot and urgent, presses more kisses against my sensitive flesh. "That was amazing."

      "Did I do everything how you wanted?" He continues to nuzzle at my skin, his tongue darting out as if he can't resist licking me. Each swipe of that tongue—god, those ridges—makes me crazy.

      I whimper as I nod. "You did amazing, U'dron. So amazing. I've never come so hard."

      He nips at the inside of my thigh with those sharp teeth, and the look on his face is downright possessive. "I will make you come harder next time."

      I can't wait. "Can I touch you now? In the same way?"

      U'dron's eyes flare with heat. "You would…do that for me? With your mouth?"

      I nod, eager. "Absolutely."

      When he shudders, I know he's as excited as I am. I've been so eager to get my hands on him, and the fierce orgasm he just gave me hasn't changed that. If anything, it's made me even hungrier to touch him, to taste him, to watch him come. Something tells me that he's going to be sheer perfection. Maybe I'm blinded by lust, but I'm pretty sure the blow job I'm about to give is going to be the best one ever.

      And I am so, so very ready for it.

      I sit up, pushing my tangled hair back and out of the way. I feel utterly sexy and empowered, my body still vibrating with pleasure from the release he just gave me. I want to give him the same release, to make him feel as sexy and powerful as I feel right now. He watches me with a hungry stare, his tail flicking against the furs. "Lie back for me," I tell him, prodding his shoulder with one finger. "Unless you'd rather stand."

      "Which way is best?" he asks, his expression gravely serious.

      My heart aches with how gorgeously perfect this man is. I love how he wants to get it right, because I suspect that even now, he's thinking about me and my preferences. "It's however you want to do it, however you're comfortable. We can do it lying down this time, and next time you can stand up for me." I sit with my legs folded underneath me and rest a hand on his thigh. "It's however you are the most comfortable, because I want this to be nothing but pleasure for you."

      "Having my mouth on you was nothing but pleasure," U'dron points out, but he lies back on the furs anyhow. "I could do that again."

      "Hush and let me put my mouth on you." I keep a teasing note in my voice, running my hands over his big thighs. His cock is so hard it's pushing straight into the air, so thick and eager that he's practically calling my name. I don't want to go too fast, though. Part of the fun of a blow job is the anticipation and the buildup and getting as worked up as the guy I'm working on. So I slide my hands up and down his big thighs, caressing him and marveling at how strong he is. "God, your thighs are like tree trunks."

      U'dron shifts restlessly on the furs. "Not truly. Trees are much thicker around—"

      "Shhh, let me have my moment." I move over him and put my finger to his lips. He licks it, the look in his eyes encouraging, and I have to bite back a moan of my own. Something tells me that we're not going to get much done this morning. We'll just take turns pleasuring one another until someone passes out from exhaustion. It's not the worst way to spend a day, that's for sure. I trace my finger over his lips, then trail it down his chest and head toward his cock. "When I say your legs are like tree trunks, it's because they're so big and thick that it excites me."

      He groans, his hands fisting in the furs, as if he's afraid to touch me and wreck the moment. "Then they can be trees. They can be whatever pleases you."

      I give him a sultry smile and run my hands up and down his skin. It ripples in color as my hands move over him, as if he's trying to match up to me, and I love the sight of it. "You're so fascinating to look at. I wouldn't mind just staring at you for a while."

      "If…if that is what you wish." U'dron sounds as if he's resigned and trying to hide it.

      His reluctance makes me bite back a giggle, and I lean down to lick a stripe up one thigh. "I said I wouldn't mind. I didn't say I'd do it. You need a release, and I'd be a cruel woman to keep that from you."

      The breath hisses from his lungs as I lick him, tasting salt on his skin from the ocean. It's an unexpected taste, but I like it. His skin is warm and vibrant under my tongue, and I'm surprised at the texture. It's a bit like licking velvet, and I know it's because of the suede-like feel of his skin. I decide I don't mind it, though. I don't mind anything about him, not the thicker fur on his calves and lower arms, not the claws that tip his fingers or his slightly elongated fangs. I like all of it, because it makes him who he is. U'dron's perfect in my eyes.

      And his cock is perfect, too, if I'm honest with myself. So big and thick and ready, it's flushed a darker shade of blue thanks to the blood flow that's surged to that part of his body. I nibble my way across his thighs toward it, my mouth watering at the thought of tasting him. I want to trace every ridge with my tongue, to explore his spur, to toy with his sac…I want to do all kinds of things to him. But I can't resist one more tease. "Does all of you change colors?" I ask, licking a path across his hips.

      In response, his color ripples to match my paler one, and all of him changes shades. It's bizarre to see on his big form, and I giggle when the skin I've been kissing is suddenly pasty like my own. "I like you best when you're blue," I tell him. "You don't have to match me."

      "I like you," he rasps. "I like all of you."

      Sweet man. I glide my body over his, letting my nipples brush against his skin as I move to take the hand on the far side of me. I place it on my head, letting him touch my hair. "You don't have to hold onto the furs," I say softly. "You can touch me."

      His big hand reaches out for me. He touches my hair, then slides his hand down to my jaw, caressing it. His gaze is locked on my mouth, and I can tell he's utterly entranced at the thought of what I'm about to do.

      I slide my hands over his chest, rubbing, and then head toward his hips, because there's no sense in torturing the man. "I've done this before, but never with an alien, so if I do something you don't like, you'll have to tell me, all right?"

      "I will like all of it, I assure you." The look on his face is practically frantic with need, and he's twitching on the furs. I'm half-surprised he hasn't pawed my head and shoved it toward his crotch. The fact that he hasn't just says what a wonderful guy he is. Even though he's out of his mind with need, he won't grab at me. After working in clubs when guys felt like they could grab me however they wanted, I appreciate that.

      He's just…perfection.

      With my gaze locked on U'dron, I bend over his body, leaning toward his cock, and lick the head of it. It's more to see how he reacts than anything else. I know I'll enjoy touching him, it's just figuring out how he likes being touched. If he doesn't like it when I lick him, well, he's not going to like a lot of what I do, so it just means changing tactics and figuring out what he enjoys.

      I shouldn't have worried. U'dron lets out a choked sound of sheer bliss. "Your…tongue…"

      "You like that?"

      "Too much." His voice is heavy with meaning, and his hand clenches ever so lightly in my hair again, as if he's still afraid to touch me.

      "No such thing," I tease, leaning down to lick him again. As I do, I notice the head of his cock is wet with pre-cum that's beaded up since my last lick. I lap at each bead of liquid, taking the time to tease him with little flicks of my tongue. I love his reactions, the way his hand twitches in my hair every time I taste him. All I've done is lick the head of his cock, and he's so eager and ready that his entire body seems to react when I touch him.

      I don't want him to worry if he comes too fast. Virgins aren't known for their stamina, and I don't mind. I just want him to feel good about what we do. I know his clan has tried to fill his head with nonsense about how he's not a “real” hunter, but he's the most appealing, most masculine man on the beach in my eyes, and I want him to feel that, too.

      So I try to slow things down a little. I caress him lightly with my hand, learning his length. The ridges on his cock feel just as firm and enticing as I thought they would, and his spur fascinates me. I touch him all over with my hands, keeping my mouth off of him for now, and glance up at U'dron. "What feels good?"

      "All of it." His answer is firm and immediate.

      I want to giggle at how quickly he responds. "Is there any part that's more sensitive than the rest?"

      "Everything…under my loincloth…"

      I bite my lip to hold back my laughter, because I did ask, and his answer is so intensely earnest. I try a different tactic, instead. "Tell me where you'd like my mouth."

      He groans, his eyes closed, and for a moment I think he's not going to answer me. But then his hand in my hair guides me, ever so lightly, toward his cock. I give him a teasing lick, and love the ragged sound I get in response.

      "I love how big you are," I purr, sliding my fingers around the base of his shaft. "I want to take all of you in my mouth and suck, but I'm not sure you'll fit."

      U'dron's pained groan is music to my ears. "You…will you…try?"

      "Oh yeah," I breathe, and lick the head of his cock again. "Don't you worry about that." I lick him again, dragging my tongue along the underside of his shaft. I love the way his body moves in response, how his tail lashes back and forth as if it's the only part of him that can't stay still, no matter what. I press a kiss on the head of his cock, and then take it into my mouth.

      It's definitely a tight fit, but Mama didn't raise no quitter.

      I work my mouth over him, running my tongue over his skin to get him good and wet as I take him deeper and deeper. With my jaw relaxed, I'm able to take what feels like an enormous amount of alien cock into my mouth, but there's still so much left to go that I know I'll never be able to work him like I normally would. I close my lips over him and increase suction, even as I pump his shaft with one hand and tease his sac with the other. I don't have enough hands to include his spur, but U'dron doesn't seem to mind. His gasp of ecstasy tells me that this is plenty for him, and when his hand knots in my hair and begins to push on my head when I move, I know he's lost in the moment.

      I love when he thrusts into my mouth, his hips jerking as he loses himself to my ministrations. It makes me redouble my efforts, and I suck on him with enthusiasm, only losing my rhythm when he pushes deep and hits the back of my throat. I let him go, coughing a little, and his expression is immediately contrite. "R'ven—"

      "You're okay," I tell him, wiping at my lips and smiling. "You're just a big guy." I give him another explicit lick. "Big and delicious."

      U'dron's breath hitches, and I take him into my mouth again, working the head of his cock with my tongue. Both of his hands move to my hair, and it doesn't take long before he's fucking my mouth, shuttling his length in and out. I love it. I love how big he is, how into this he is, the sounds he makes in his throat, as if he's never experienced anything so good in his life and it's killing him. It's turning me on all over again and I'm tempted to slide a hand between my thighs and touch myself, but I don't want to get distracted from his pleasure. I already had mine.

      His movements become more desperate, lurching into my mouth with an almost forceful enthusiasm, and I pull off of him with another lick, working his slick length with my hand. A fresh spurt of pre-cum immediately glosses his cockhead, and from the wild-eyed look on his face, I know he's close. "U'dron, baby…do you want to come in my mouth or on my skin?"

      He groans, eyes closing, as if the decision is too much.

      An idea hits me and I rub the wet head of his cock against my lips, teasing him. "If you come on my skin, I'll wear your scent all day. Everyone will know we're together."

      U'dron sucks in a breath, and his gaze meets mine, his eyes hungry. Oh yeah, he likes that idea.

      I give his cock another lick, and then rub him along my chin. "They'll smell you on me and realize what we've been doing. It won't matter that we haven't resonated, because I'm going to wear your scent like a cloak. It'll be all over my face, and my tits, and—"

      He comes with a groan, his release spurting forth as if he can control himself no longer. I let out a happy little sigh, loving how hard he's coming, and hold his cock so he sprays on my chin, my throat, and my breasts. I milk his length as he comes, telling him how sexy he is, and how turned on he makes me, and when he's finally done, I sit back on my haunches and give him a pleased look of satisfaction. That might be the most enjoyable blow job ever.

      "You…" he sighs, as if utterly depleted. "You are incredible, R'ven."

      "Why thank you." I chuckle, running my fingers over his seed and rubbing it into my breasts. He watches with an avid expression, utterly fascinated at the sight of me. "Maybe we can wash up together later tonight? I'm still kinda sticky from saltwater, but I don't mind being dirty for a little bit longer." And I paint a suggestive circle on my skin.

      He sits up, reaching for a discarded tunic, and wipes his release off my face. "You would…truly wear my seed?"

      I nod. "I like the thought of smelling like you all day. Plus, it'll probably drive your friends wild with jealousy, and that makes me happy."

      U'dron chuckles, toweling my skin off—except my breasts, I can't help but notice—and then leans in to give me a kiss. "I have never met a female like you before."

      "Good." I mean, it might be bad, but I choose to take it as good.

      "Very good." He nips at my lower lip, all affection, and then sighs. "I must take supplies out to the far end of the beach for Juth. I promised I would, even though I want to spend the day in the furs here with you."

      Annnnd that reminds me that I have things I need to do, too. Ugh. I fight back a sigh of my own. "I suppose everyone's going to want to know where we've been. I guess I should tell them my secrets, too."

      "You do not have to if you do not wish to," U'dron reassures me. "I will keep your secrets forever."

      I shake my head. "I'm tired of secrets. If they don't like who I am, they'll just have to deal with it. I can't hide who I am forever. Better for me to bring it up than for them to find out by accident if I slip up."

      "If they do not like you, they are the fools," he says stubbornly.

      I knew I liked this guy. I beam a smile at him and take his hand in mine, then press a kiss to his palm. "I'll wait for you to come back. Will you be there with me while I confess to the others?"

      U'dron brushes a lock of hair from my face. "I will not leave your side."
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      While U'dron's gone to deliver supplies to the far end of the beach, I scarf down the breakfast he saved for me. I didn't realize how hungry I was until he pointed out the bowl, and then I find myself choking on the food I eat it so quickly. I might also lick the crumbs out of the bowl, too. There's no one around to see, after all. As I wait for him to return, I melt more water over the fire and clean up a little. I wash my face and arms, but I leave U'dron's dried cum on my breasts. It's a little filthy of me (okay, it's a LOT filthy) but I know Shadow Cat clan have the most sensitive of noses out of all the clans.

      I'm still angry over how they've treated him and made him think that he's somehow not worthy. I want them to smell him all over me, and I want them to be jealous. After all, all three of them have struck out when it comes to us women, and I hope it eats at them.

      My dirty hair is a snarled mess, but I don't have the energy or patience to deal with it. I twist it into a knot and shove a stick through the bun to keep it off my face, and then get dressed. My clothes aren't in U'dron's hut, so I pull out one of his tunics and belt it like a dress. It hangs to my knees, and I toss on a cloak over it. After days of sitting in wet clothing—or no clothing—this feels like a luxurious paradise of warmth. I don't have shoes, though, and when I pick up one of U'dron's to borrow, I snort to myself and put it back. Those aren't boots, those are boats. The man's feet are freaking enormous, and for some reason, it gives me a weird sense of pleasure to see just how big his feet are.

      It's dumb. I know I totally have a crush on the guy if I'm giddy over the size of his feet, but I don't care. I'm not going to let anyone ruin my good mood. I just had an incredible orgasm, I'm home safe and warm, and the man I've been lusting over for months has been lusting over me, too.

      If the rest of the tribe doesn't get too upset over the fact that I'm a stripper ex-con, life's going to be pretty darn great.

      U'dron returns sooner than I anticipated, and I jump to my feet when he enters the hut. I beam a smile at him, surging forward to give him a kiss. "I missed you," I tell him, my arms going around his waist.

      The big guy blushes, his cheeks staining a darker blue, but he kisses me back. "I missed you, as well."

      "Ho, R'ven," calls a voice from behind him, and I'm a little disgruntled to see A'tam heading into the hut as well. He grins at me, all white fangs and thick beard. Out of all the islanders, he's got the most classically beautiful features, his nose and mouth perfect, his eyes bright and flashing with amusement. I prefer U'dron, though, with his big nose and strong, square jaw, and big, big hands and feet. I prefer everything about U'dron, really.

      I make a face at A'tam. "Come on in. We weren't going to do anything," I lie, my visions of climbing back into bed with U'dron truly dashed. I turn back to my big mate—because he's mine now, no matter what they say—and rub a hand on his back. "Did you deliver the food? Did you see Juth and Pak?"

      U'dron shakes his head. "They will not come out when we will notice them. They will wait for us to let our guard down, or they will come under the cover of night and steal away the supplies. But they will take them."

      "Mmm." I glance over at A'tam, who has a distracted look on his face. When his nostrils flare, I realize he must smell something in the hut. His gaze flicks over to me and I shoot him a smug smile, nestling my cheek against U'dron's chest. Suck on that, I think to myself.

      "Are you hungry?" U'dron rubs my back, as if he, too, needs to touch me as much as I need to touch him. "There is hot food on the fire and the others were asking about you. I can bring something back if you are not ready to talk."

      Right. "I guess I'm as ready as I'll ever be."

      A'tam watches us with nosy fascination as U'dron fusses over my clothing, adding another fur over the layers I'm already wearing. He doesn't like that I don't have shoes and offers to go get mine from the other cave, but I shake my head. "You'll let me put my feet against your leg to keep them warm, won't you?" My tone is light, and I lace my fingers with his. It's just another way I can show the others that I'm with him, and I hope it makes I'rec and O'jek insane with jealousy. Maybe I'm not a nice person, but I love the thought of them stewing on our relationship for a while.

      U'dron leans forward, and his nostrils flare. His eyes grow dark with lust, and I can tell he's picked up his scent on my skin. I smile ever-so sweetly up at him and toy with the collar of the borrowed tunic I'm wearing, lowering it just a bit so he can catch a bigger whiff of my skin.

      "Let's go and tell the others about our adventures, then. I want to get this done so we can be alone together again." I give A'tam a pointed look and turn back to U'dron. "I'm ready if you are."

      "You lead, and I will follow," he tells me in a fervent voice, and I suspect he's talking about more than just heading to breakfast with the rest of the tribe. My heart squeezes, and I smile up at him, radiant. That radiance quickly fades into a nervous knot in my throat as I realize what I'm about to do. I hope he feels the same after I tell my story in front of the others and they react to it.

      If he changes how he feels about me because of the others…I think it might break me.
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      God, there's a lot of people out by the fire.

      My throat is dry and I cling to U'dron's hand as we head out to greet the others. A'tam keeps a few paces behind us, talking to U'dron about meeting up later tonight or something, but I'm not paying attention. I'm staring at the sea of faces gathered by the communal fire, and all of them are gazing in our direction.

      Willa and Gren. Lauren and K'thar. Hannah and J'shel. N'dek and Devi. Angie and Vordis. Thrand and Nadine. Liz and Raahosh and their children. Brooke and Taushen. Bek and Elly. Mari and T'chai. Harlow and Rukh and their babies. Gail and Vaza and their son. Penny stirs the food, chatting with Callie who stands next to her. S'bren and M'tok are nearby, whispering with R'jaal. Jeez, has everyone shown up this morning for breakfast? Devi and N'dek normally comb the beaches first thing in the morning, but they're by the fire with eager faces. And there's Flor and Bridget, Sam and Steph all seated together and watching by the fire.

      It doesn't feel like coming out to greet my friends. It feels a bit like going to stand in front of a firing squad. I grip U'dron's hand a little tighter, my palms sweaty.

      He leans down to me to whisper in my ear. "We can leave."

      "No, it's okay." I swallow hard, because I really do want to chicken out. "This needs to get done."

      Flor jumps to her feet before anyone can say anything. "Well, shit, girl, can I hug you?" She spreads her arms in front of me, a look of happiness mixed with concern on her face. "We were worried sick over you."

      I'm a little shocked. "You were?" I let go of U'dron's hand and Flor squishes me in a tight hug. Then Bridget is there, and Sam, and Brooke, and then everyone is piling onto me, hugging me and laughing with relief. Some of my worry and distress disappears as I hug person after person while U'dron hovers protectively at my back.

      These people like me, I remind myself. It'll all be okay.

      "Of course we were worried. You're such a sweetheart," Brooke says, smiling as she hugs me.

      I bite back a groan. Right. They were worried that sweet, slightly dippy Raven was alone and on her own. No one would miss ex-con Raven nearly as much. They miss the person I pretend to be. "Um…"

      U'dron pries Brooke off of me gently, stepping between me and the crowd of people who want hugs. "Let her sit and she will tell her story. She can hug and kiss afterward."

      Flor giggles at that. "Do you think we all sit around kissing each other?"

      "The French do," Brooke says helpfully. "Have you guys met Marlene? She'll kiss you on each cheek."

      "I would like to meet this female," someone mutters.

      "Yes," Penny exclaims. "Come sit. Callie and I made breakfast. Grab a bowl and make yourself comfortable." She gestures at the nearby seats with her ladle. "We're having shrimp tea and Icehome oatmeal."

      "What's Icehome oatmeal?"

      "It's spicy," Callie says helpfully.

      "You like everything spicy," Sam grumbles. "Is there a less spicy version for the kids and those of us who don't need our sinuses cleared?"

      Callie gestures at a tripod over the second of the cook fires. "The baby version is over here, yes." She grins at me, lifting her chin in a subtle challenge. "Which one do you want?"

      I shrug. "I don't mind spicy." Other than the snack that U'dron left for me, I've eaten nothing but raw tentacles for the last few days. A few hot meals would be terrific. Callie makes me a bowl of food and hands me a carved spoon. It's a mush of some kind, probably made with seeds and chopped up roots. There's a lot of spices in it and a few leaves, and I stir it curiously. "It doesn't look very breakfast-like."

      "Just eat it." She mutters something in Spanish that my translator doesn't catch and goes back to stirring. Penny's lips twitch and she looks over at me with amusement.

      "Thank you, Callie. I'm sure it's spectacular." I can't help but keep my tone a little sweeter than it normally is, falling back into my old “routine” as Raven all over again. I take a bite of the gruel and cough. A surge of spices floods my mouth, followed by a burst of sweetness, and my nose immediately runs in response. "This is amazing," I tell her between bites of food. "If my lips don't burn off, I want seconds."

      Callie just chuckles, nudging Penny. "I told you so."

      "I didn't say anything!" Penny says, exasperated. "I said it was delicious! Sam is the one that said she didn't like spices."

      I down another burning hot mouthful as U'dron moves into the seat next to mine. He hands me a cup of shrimp tea, and I gulp it down happily as Sam and Callie bicker over breakfast and Harlow's new baby begins to cry and Rukh gets up to soothe it. There are people everywhere, crowding around the fire, and I see Hannah seated with Brooke, taking braiding lessons as they both work on their mates' hair. I see Lauren feeding tidbits to K'thar's ugly pet bat-thing, and Farli brushing Chompy's fuzzy coat as she talks to her mate. Raahosh and Liz feed their children, and Bek and Elly seem as if they're in their own little world while Flor signals me, silently asking if I'm fucking U'dron and wiggling her eyebrows at me.

      I bite back a smile, pretending to ignore her signals, and she tosses a tiny shell in my direction. It pings off of my calf and I fight back a girlish giggle as U'dron's tail curls around my ankle. Warming it, no doubt.

      God, I missed all this. Being here on the beach with the smoke from the fire in my face and shrimp tea in my cup, listening to everyone chatter and talk over each other? I absolutely adore this. I love being around people. Love an audience. Love the wild conversations that spring up, and how everyone always has something to contribute. I know it can get overwhelming to some people like Mari or Hannah, but I love a crowd. I can't imagine living like Pak and Juth, with no one to depend on, no one else around you to lean on. It seems like hell to me.

      R'jaal comes and sits across from U'dron and myself. He gestures at my nearly empty food bowl. "When you are finished, speak. We wish to hear the story."

      My smile fades a little, but I nod.

      U'dron growls at him, putting a possessive hand on my knee. "She will speak when she is ready. Do not rush her."

      R'jaal frowns, leaning back. He exchanges a look with Raahosh, and then speaks again. "Is there a resonance we should know about?"

      "No," I butt in before things get uncomfortable. "I'm hooking up with U'dron." Everyone laughs as if I've said something funny, and I realize I'm speaking in my lighter, sweeter tone of voice. Shit. "I'm moving in with him," I say, as if that will clarify things.

      "So you can make beautiful music together?" Bridget teases.

      "So we can fuck," I counter.

      Bridget's eyes go wide. There's more laughter. Harlow covers her son's ears, but her lips are twitching. I notice I'rec and O'jek are hovering near A'tam, and they're all whispering together. Well, I hope they heard that, because I absolutely don't plan on changing my mind. I put my hand on U'dron's knee possessively.

      "And I'm ready to talk about my adventure," I tell them all.
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      I put my bowl aside and sip the shrimp tea, loving the spicy taste and the warmth of it. I love U'dron's tail wrapped around my ankle, and I lean against him as I begin to talk. Everyone quiets down, ready for a tale, and I have to admit I love an audience. I've always loved performing, and telling a story gives me the same thrill that dancing—or singing—does. It's easy to slide into being old Raven, and I know I'm not being “myself” exactly when I speak. There's time enough for that later.

      For now, I tell them all about how I saw footprints on the beach and went after them. How I passed out in a tide cave—I neatly gloss over the fact that Juth probably drugged me to steal me away as a bargaining tool—and woke up to meet Juth and Pak. I describe them and immediately, the island clans are uneasy.

      "Outcast clan," J'shel says with a sour expression. "Why do they survive and Long Tail did not?"

      "They're people," I reply easily. I launch back into my story, talking about cute little Pak and how determined he was to feed me. How Juth stuck to the rules of outcast clan even though the rest of the clan was long gone. I talk of making fire and having it put out again and shivering on the beach.

      I talk about U'dron's heroic rescue, and I probably play it up a little and make it sound far more dramatic than it was. I want them all to be as proud of U'dron as I am. No one has ever, ever come for me before, and it's not something I'm going to forget, ever. As long as I live, I'm going to have the sight of U'dron surging into the water after me and fighting Juth to claim me. Even now, it makes me squirm with giddy glee…and just a hint of arousal. I never knew being rescued was such a damn turn on.

      "Juth is a wily one," U'dron says, taking up the reins of my story when I pause. "He claimed the law of the beach and said that R'ven was his since he had found her." He pauses for dramatic effect and lets a low murmur ripple through the group before raising a hand to continue the story. Normally I'd be annoyed at having my story taken over, but U'dron continuing the tale feels as natural as can be. I don't mind sharing my audience with him, and I love hearing him tell it from his perspective. "Once I knew he looked at her as something to be bargained over and that he had not hurt her, we haggled. His thought was for supplies for himself and his son."

      "Tell us about the boy," Harlow says, hugging her son Rukhar against her. "Was he very little?"

      "Older than Z'hren, but younger than your R'khar," U'dron continues. "A smart, clever boy, too. As ferocious as his father, and a good hunter. R'ven says he caught many of the things you call 'spag-hee mon-starr' and fed her."

      "Spaghetti monster," I murmur, patting his knee.

      "He is born of outcast clan, then? There have been no young passed to them for the last ten turns of the seasons," I'rec points out, his arms crossed over his chest.

      U'dron nods. "I think so. He and Juth knew each other well, but Juth was not his father in anything other than name. I think perhaps they are the last two survivors and Juth is caring for him." Despite the interruptions, U'dron picks up the story again, embellishing the rounds of haggling he went through with Juth in order to settle on supplies in exchange for me. He builds the story seamlessly, and I'm fascinated by the smooth tone of his voice, the way he makes it all sound so very exciting and dangerous. He talks of us sleeping and waking up the next morning to find Juth and Pak gone, all of our supplies stolen. He glosses over our interrupted make-out sessions and talks of the hairy lobster migration instead, which makes more than one person squeal in disgust. I admit I shudder thinking about them again.

      And he finally concludes with bringing our raft to the shore, led by the distant light of the fire.

      Everyone sighs with pleasure when he concludes the story, and Sam claps appreciatively. Steph looks thoughtful, raising her hand and speaking up. "Do you think their culture forbids them from joining us? Or do you think there's a different reason that they left?"

      U'dron shrugs. "He is outcast. He will not see himself as welcome."

      "Then we need to make them welcome," Raahosh says, and his mate nods. "All survivors are welcome. I do not care what clan they are from. We are all Icehome now."

      There are several murmurs of appreciation at that, but I can't help but notice that Shadow Cat remains silent. Of all the clans, they haven't exactly been bending over backward to integrate, and I know some of that is resentment over the fact that everyone seems to have resonated but them.

      Well, they're just gonna have to cope.

      "We're so glad you're safe and sound, Raven, and no one tried any funny business with you." Liz shoots a dirty look over at M'tok and S'bren. M'tok coughs and averts his gaze, while S'bren looks abashed. "All's well that ends well," Liz continues. "I'm just happy you're back and we don't have to go kick some asses."

      I smile at her. "Thank you. I'm happy to be back. It's all thanks to U'dron." I keep my hand on his knee and I squeeze it. Telling the story has made me all ramped up with appreciation for my rescuer again, and I'm looking forward to having privacy so I can tackle him into the furs again. I notice I'rec is watching my hand on U'dron's leg and so I deliberately rub U'dron a little higher, just to make I'rec stew.

      U'dron covers my hand with his, a soft noise in his throat. "Not here."

      Right, right.

      "This must have been so frightening for you, Raven." Gail hugs her son close and glances at Vaza. "I'm not sure how I feel about someone lurking near the camp that won't introduce themselves."

      "I'd actually like to help," Steph says, speaking up again. "I want to help put the supplies out for Juth and his son. Maybe we can work on building a rapport with them." Her eyes shine with excitement. "We need to create an environment of trust. Can I come with you in the morning when you put out supplies, U'dron?"

      For a moment, my jealousy flares. Steph's so smart compared to me. But I remind myself that U'dron came after me, that he likes me, and my silly jealousy fades. Steph seems far more interested in Juth and his kid than anything.

      "It might not be safe." I'rec speaks up, his body language tight with irritation. "The gentlest females should stay close to camp. Look what happened to R'ven."

      For some reason, his statement goes all over me, probably because I'm still feeling defensive of U'dron. "Back the fuck up, buddy. She can go if she wants to."

      I must have said that really loudly, because the entire camp goes silent.

      Steph blinks at me in surprise. Flor's mouth opens and closes.

      "Um, you okay, Raven? You don't sound like yourself," Nadine offers.

      I bury my face in my hands. Shit. Shit shit shit. Now's the perfect time to spill everything, and yet I'm utterly terrified at the thought. I keep hesitating, because it's so damn hard to get the words out. I can't bring myself to do it. What if…what if they all hate me?

      U'dron's tail rubs against my calf, as if he's quietly comforting me. His hand moves to my knee and he rubs his thumb against my skin. He's there for me. He's letting me know that no matter what happens, he's got my back.

      I can do this.

      With a deep breath, I sit straighter, shoulders back, and lower my hands. "I need to talk to everyone."
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      I decide to go with the lesser of two evils. If they take the whole “stripping” thing well, then I can add the real whammy—that I'm a criminal—afterwards. "I haven't been totally honest about my past. I wasn't sure what you guys would think of me if you knew the truth, so I've been pretending to be…a little more granola than I actually am." I take a deep breath. "The truth is, I'm a stripper."

      It gets really quiet around the camp. Like, if the ice planet had crickets, they'd be chirping right about now.

      R'jaal is the first one to speak up. "You…strip the bark from trees?"

      I laugh, but it's a little hysterical. "No, nothing to do with trees. I take my clothes off for money." Right. U'dron gave me the blank stare, too, so I should keep explaining. "If a guy doesn't have a mate, he can go and watch me take my clothes off to…pleasure himself. It's different back home, where everyone is dressed all the time. This is me getting naked…to please men. They give me money to dance, and I use that money to buy things like food and clothing." My stomach is tied up in knots, all the spicy food I just ate sitting like a brick in my gut. "I didn't say anything because everyone here seems like they had a good life back at home. You're college students or people with nice, normal jobs…and then there's me. I didn't think I would fit in, so I kinda leaned into the whole 'Raven' situation. Raven's my stage name. I'd put on a black wig and some heavy eye makeup and my stage persona was goth. I'd dance to Marilyn Manson or Nine Inch Nails. My real name is Louise. And I'm not really a hippie. At least, my mom was and I knew a lot about the lifestyle, so I just kinda…borrowed it. And—"

      "R'ven," U'dron says gently.

      Right. I'm babbling. I suck in a breath and close my eyes. It's just that…the silence is so damning. I wait, the seconds ticking past slowly.

      Someone clears their throat. "I don't see a problem?" It's Sam, her voice calm and rational. "I worked at a wing place that had us wear tight shirts and short shorts. The money was really damn good."

      I could kiss her. I'm not a crybaby, but I want to weep out of sheer joy just for her support. I open my eyes and she flashes me a supportive smile and a thumbs-up.

      "I don't see what the big deal is," Flor says. "She can work at a titty bar. She's a damn adult. There's nothing wrong with that."

      "That's right," another person says. Daisy. She beams a smile in my direction, ever-sunny.

      "I'm sorry if you felt like you wouldn't be accepted," Willa adds in her sweet southern voice. "I don't feel like it's a big deal at all."

      There's a low murmur of assent and several people nodding.

      "It's fine, girlfriend," Callie adds. "I mean, it's not like you're a criminal."

      The smile on my face disappears. It feels like a punch in the gut.

      The camp goes quiet again.

      "Shit," Callie says.

      The looks are now wide eyed and a little concerned. Angie holds her baby a little tighter, and I don't blame her. I could be a murderer or a child thief. Time to get it all out in the open before things get worse. "I can explain." I press my hands to my forehead, trying to calm myself. Nah. Better to just blurt it all out and get it over with. "See, I said my mom was a hippie, but what I should have said was that she was kicked out of the commune she lived in because she was strung out on drugs all the damn time. If my mom had a dollar to her name, she'd use it for drugs. Everything she earned went up her damn nose, and when it wasn't enough, she started stealing. That's how we got kicked out of the commune. She was a real mess and the only way I had enough to eat was to go to school or to steal it. I spent most of my time as a kid in juvie back and forth because I'd get picked up for shoplifting. Didn't graduate high school—I dropped out. By the time I turned eighteen, I had a record and a reputation, and that worked against me. I lost my temper and found out my boyfriend was cheating on me, so I might have stolen his car and drove it into a tree." I bite my nail, wrinkling my nose. "I was a stupid seventeen-year-old and I got two years in jail. No one wants to hire a nineteen-year-old with a rap sheet, so I worked as a stripper." I shrug. "But that's who I am. I'm sorry I lied. I just didn't think you guys would like the truth, so I made up a story."

      Again, the uncomfortable silence falls.

      Lauren is the first one to speak up. "Why did you think no one would like you?"

      I arch an eyebrow in her direction. "How many strippers are you friends with back home?"

      Lauren's mouth works and then she falls silent.

      "She's got a point," Hannah says, a faint grimace on her face.

      I shrug. "I'm not saying it to be a jerk. It's just…strippers hang out with other strippers. We work nights, pay in cash, shop the same places…you just hang with your people."

      Flor perks up, snapping her fingers. "I always wondered why a hippie would have a tramp stamp of a dollar bill on her back. Now I know."

      I laugh, because it's the most ridiculous thing. "I'd forgotten all about that." I touch the small of my back, over the tattoo I haven't seen in forever, much less thought about. "It seemed like a good idea at the time."

      "It also explains why all her songs are stripper songs," Veronica chimes in. "I mean, she sings them differently but…still stripper songs."

      She's not wrong. Those are the songs I know the best. "I just like singing. And dancing, really, but I promise not to do that here. It's not like I've got a burning urge to rip all my clothes off and gyrate on a pole. I just liked the money." I shrug. "And I haven't stolen anything since I went to jail, so you guys don't have to worry about that, either. But if you want me to leave the camp, I understand."

      "No one wants you to leave," Harlow says. "Whatever happened back on Earth was a lifetime ago. Not just for you, but for all of us." She hugs Rukhar, who's still in her lap, as if she's thinking about how very different her life is now compared to what she had on Earth. "All we can do now is judge you by your actions, and you've always contributed and been pleasant around here. I don't see a problem."

      "I'm glad you said something, though," Liz adds. "I prefer honesty."

      "I'm glad you said something, too," Flor chimes in.

      "You are?" I'm surprised by that.

      "Sure," Flor continues, an impish smile on her face. "If there's ever an emergency, I know who to go to for the lyrics to the 'Thong Song.'"

      I groan. So does Bridget, who nudges Flor. Sam shoots a glare in her direction.

      "What?! Inappropriate humor is how I cope with awkward situations," Flor says. She gives me a meek look. "Sorry."

      "It's fine. I've heard worse, trust me."

      An uncomfortable silence falls again, and I feel so damn awkward. I'm relieved it's all out in the open, but I'm dreading that this is going to be my new reality: lots of awkward silences wherever I go. No one's going to know what to say to me or how to act around me, and something tells me it has more to do with my stripping than my car-thieving. It's the story of my life. Everyone can relate to being so angry at a cheating boyfriend…not many can relate to taking clothes off for money. It doesn't matter that I enjoyed it, or I was good at it, or I just love dancing and performing.

      It's that it's stripping, full stop. And really, haven't I been through this dozens of times before? All the guys I dated where they were “fine” with my job until it was time to meet friends or see family on a holiday? Girlfriends that loved going out to clubs until they found out I stripped and then looked at me like I was a whore? That's why strippers hang out together. It's just nice to be among friends who won't judge you for what you do.

      Someone clears his throat. I look up and see R'jaal has utter confusion written all over his face. "I still do not understand. What is the issue? I take my clothes off all the time. Many of us do. Should we stop?"

      Several of the women chuckle, but when no one answers him, I speak up. "It's the type of dancing. I don't dance the same when I dance for money. It's also different in how you take your clothes off."

      "Can you show us?" he asks. Nearby, O'jek and Sessah nod, wearing equally puzzled expressions.

      A chorus of groans and disgusted noises rise from the women. Sam tosses a handful of sand in their direction. "You can't just ask a woman to take her clothes off for you, idiots!"

      "But why is it a big deal?" Sessah exclaims, gesturing at me. "Ray-ven dances all the time!"

      Something tells me the burning curiosity isn't going to go away until I show them. It's like with U'dron, he didn't grasp it until I explained it several times, and even now, I'm not sure he gets it. He knows that I dance, and he knows it's a problem, but he just trusts me on the rest. I dust off my hands and get to my feet. "I guess I could show you guys a little."

      "Annnnd it's time for me to take the kids down to the beach," Harlow says with an apologetic grin. "Much as I'd love to see you strut your stuff, this might be too much for young eyes. Come on, Rukhar, honey. Why don't we go enjoy the waves and see if any pretty shells washed up?" She gets to her feet, taking her son's hand, and Liz sends her girls off with them.

      I expect more people to peel away, but surprisingly, most everyone sticks around. I don't see looks of judgment on faces, either. Sure, there's a few of the single girls giving exasperated looks to the alien men, but they seem more irked on my behalf. I do a few stretches while I wait, trying to think of a decent song to sing while I dance. Not Nine Inch Nails. I'll go with Destiny's Child, I think. Something playful but standoffish. There's no pole here, either, but I see Vaza standing to the side with his spear, and I get an idea. I head over to him and gesture at the weapon. "Can I borrow this?"

      He hands it over, a mystified look on his face.

      I take it and bring it to U'dron. "Will you stand up and hold this steady for me? No matter how much I pull on it, I need you to keep it anchored."

      My big guy nods at me. He leans in. "If you do not want to do this, you do not have to. I can tell them all to leave."

      "I know. I want to, if nothing else, to show them. It won't happen again, though. All my dancing will be in private for you after this." I give him a smile, pleased that he's not trying to stop me or getting jealous. He just wants me to be comfortable, and that's the best kind of support.

      With a song humming in my head, I glance around at the group. I'm wearing an oversized, belted tunic, and it's cold and frosty, and most of the couples here are married—sorry, mated. There's no music except what I create, and it's a weird situation, but…this isn't any weirder than a private birthday party for some ancient creep with money, and lord knows I've done those. So I shrug to myself, pull my hair free of the bun, and let it cascade down my back.

      I close my eyes, put a hand on the “pole,” and start to sing.

      And dance.

      “Bootylicious” isn't the sexiest song, but it's a fun one. I like to take songs and slow them down, change the tempo and make them something new, and I do that this time, too. With my hand on the pole, I use it to pop and lock, bounding down and then bounding back up again, rolling my hips and flinging my hair. I get into the music, putting on a show and letting the skirt of my tunic twirl out and reveal probably more than I should. My focus is on U'dron, though. He's big and close, and so I shimmy up to him, turning around, and pushing my gyrating hips up against his. I turn, cupping my breasts through my tunic and keep singing, even as I work through an improvised routine. I drag my hands up and down his legs, showing him just how much I want him, touching him all over. Okay, so I don't normally do that when I dance, but I also don't normally keep my clothes on, and I figure a little improv never hurt anything.

      Plus, I love the scorching looks U'dron is sending in my direction as I perform.

      By the time I get to the end of the song, I'm slightly winded, more than slightly turned on, and U'dron looks like he's ready to fling me over his shoulder and haul me back to his hut.

      "Holy shit," Brooke says. "That was amazing."

      Someone claps. "Bravo," Daisy cries, her eyes lit up with enthusiasm. "You were beautiful!"

      I grin and do a mock curtsy. "Normally I'd wear nothing but a thong, but you get the idea." I glance over at R'jaal and the others…and find that they're gone. "Um, where did they go?"

      Flor snorts. "They peeled off after they realized what you were doing. Probably gonna go beat one out."

      Bridget gives her a little slap. "Oh my god. Stop it!"

      "What? It's the truth."

      "Does anyone else have questions for R'ven?" U'dron asks suddenly. When no one answers, he leans down and whispers in my ear. "Can we go back to my hut now?"

      His face is impassive, and my heart drops.

      Oh no. He didn't like that. He finally truly understands what I mean by dancing, and now he's got a problem with it.
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      U'DRON

      R'ven is subdued as we head back to my hut. She walks at my side in silence, her shoulders stiff and her steps full of purpose.

      I should ask her what is wrong, but I am having a difficult time thinking of anything except how badly I need her. When R'ven offered to dance, I do not know what I expected. But then she held onto the spear and ground her body against it and rocked her hips against my cock, and the look in her eyes was so seductive, her movements so sensual that I cannot think straight.

      I am not the only one that was affected. I saw a look cross R'jaal's face and he left the campfire alone, discreetly adjusting his loincloth. Several of the others did, as well. R'ven's dancing was very different, indeed. Normally when she sings and dances, it is to entertain.

      The dance she gave just now was to seduce, and she danced on me. Never have I felt so lucky, so privileged to have such a female at my side…and she wears my scent like it is an honor. Every time she dipped low and brushed her teats against my chest, I smelled my seed on her skin. I know others can smell it, too.

      It takes everything I have not to grab her and drag her to the ground and just rut between her pale thighs.

      Walking is difficult, though. I dig my claws into my palms, the pain letting me concentrate. One foot in front of the other. One step in front of the next. My hut seems to be farther away with every step, as if it is somehow retreating. It knows how badly I want to be alone with her.

      Finally, it is there in front of me and I put a hand on R'ven's back to lead her inside. Even that small touch makes my cock twitch, nearly doubling me over, and I do not mind when she pushes my hand away. I just need to make it inside.

      Just a few more steps.

      I duck in after R'ven, relieved that I am finally alone with her. A deep sigh of relief escapes me. Now I will not shame myself by spilling in my loincloth in front of the others.

      To my surprise, R'ven whirls on me, her mane flying around her head. Her fists are clenched and she gives me a furious look. "Changed your mind, did you? Decided I'm not good enough for you now that you've seen my dancing?"

      I…what? "No—"

      The look on her face is wounded. "Then why did you haul me back here? You just had to get me away from the others—"

      Does she not realize what she is doing to me? I take a few steps toward her, and she meets me with a defiant look, her chin in the air. She is so beautiful, so proud, that I can stand it no longer. I grab the front of her tunic in my hands and tear it apart. I do not care that I am ruining my own clothing—I just need to see her beautiful body bared.

      Her teats spill out of the shredded leather, and I groan at the sight.

      "U'dron!" She gasps. "What the fuck?"

      "Need you," I rasp. I pull the shreds away from her body and see the patch of curls between her thighs. My mouth waters at the sight and I drop to my knees in front of her, kissing her thighs and then cupping her bottom in my hands. "Need to taste you."

      I can feel her tremble all over. Her hands flutter over my hair, and then she grabs a fistful of it and yanks my head back, forcing me to look into her eyes when all I want to do is lick at her sweet cunt. "You…are you mad at me?"

      Now I am confused. "Why would I be mad?"

      "Because I danced in front of the others?"

      I shake my head, desperate to taste her sweetness. "You were beautiful. I do not care if you dance every day, because I could smell your arousal as you danced. You're still wet now, aren't you?" I push my face forward, despite the hand tangled in my mane, and press my nose against her cunt. "Let me taste you."

      Her breath catches in her throat, and her hands turn caressing, stroking. Her fingers move over my horns, and she presses her hips against my greedy mouth. "You aren't mad?"

      "Why would I be mad?"

      "Because I danced and I'm with you?"

      I dip my tongue between her folds, and the hot taste of her floods my mouth. I groan, pressing my face deeper against her cunt. Need more of this. Need more of her. "You are here with me. You wear my seed on your teats. You danced on me to show the others. Why would I be mad?"

      "I'm just…that's a new one for me." Her laughter huffs out, then turns into a hiss when I lick her cunt again. "Oh god, that feels really good."

      "It will feel better if you lie down," I promise her. "Let me bury my face between your thighs and lick you until you quake."

      R'ven moans, rocking her hips against my nose. "Or I can sit on your face."

      Now I am the one groaning, because the thought of that nearly makes me come. "I want to do that. Yes."

      "Then let's go to the furs," R'ven says softly. "But kiss me first."

      I jump to my feet and cup her face in my hands, kissing her with such enthusiasm that our teeth clash. She chuckles, but when we pull apart, her gaze searches mine, and I know she still has a hard time believing that I truly want to be with her. Any male that let this female go because she dances is a fool. "You were beautiful," I tell her again. "I have never lusted after anything so hard."

      She smiles. "That's the idea. To make you so wild with lust that you fling your entire wallet in my direction."

      "I do not know what a wall-et is, but you can have everything of mine." I press a fervent kiss to her hand. "Just be with me."

      "I don't want anything from you but you," she says softly. After a moment, she reconsiders, and adds, "Well, I do want your body."

      "It is yours." I take her hand and lead her over to my furs, trying not to show just how eager I am when I lie on my back. "Come and seat your pretty cunt on my face."

      R'ven lets out a sultry whimper, and the sound of her need makes my heart pound.

      I beckon her over, and when she crawls over my body, I nearly come from the sight of her. She is beautiful, this female, and I love how confident she is in her body. She knows she is beautiful, knows that her dancing makes me wild with need. She is perfect, and I want to pleasure her all day long, just so she knows how much her defense of me means to me. How she made me feel like the most important male on the beach when she danced as she wore my scent. How she praised me when I rescued her, as if no other male could have ever found her.

      She has made me feel like the greatest hunter alive, and now I want to give back to her.

      Well…it is more than that. I hunger to taste her again. I want to claim her as mine. I want her in all ways, not just because she has made me feel proud and strong. I want her because she is R'ven, and ever since she smiled at me, no other female has existed. Later, the others in Shadow Cat will insist upon my proving, and I will be eager to go.

      Until then, R'ven is all mine.
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      U’DRON

      I watch hungrily as she moves on all fours over me, tearing my loincloth off with one hand. She gives a playful little wiggle, her mane falling around her head, almost as pale as the snow. Her knees frame my ears, and her scent fills the air. "Tell me when you're ready—"

      With a groan of need, I tug her hips down to my face before she can finish her statement. I have been ready for ages. The scent of her is far too enticing, the sight of her cunt so tantalizingly close. The folds of her cunt brush against my lips and I drag her to my mouth, pushing my tongue against her sweetness.

      She lets out a sultry little gasp that goes directly to my cock, and then her taste floods my mouth. She is already so wet for me, my R'ven, and it just makes me hungry for more. I lick at her folds, ravenous, and find the hot well of her core. She is so slick there that I thrust my tongue in, desperate for more of her taste.

      R'ven whimpers, grinding down on my face. "Oh god, yeah. God, why is everything with you so damn big? Even your tongue is huge." She rocks her hips, working her cunt against my tongue. "Such a big…amazing…tongue…"

      I growl low in my throat. I want to tell her how beautiful I find her, how perfect, but my mouth is full of her cunt and there is no way I am interrupting this moment. I hold onto her hips as she rocks her pretty cunt against my face, and love the gasp she makes when my nose brushes against the little bud at the apex of her cunt. The clit, she called it. The sensitive part. Deliberately, I move my nose against it again even as I lap at her core, pushing my tongue into her each time. All the while, R'ven rubs against my face, making little noises of pleasure as she works her hips.

      The first ripple of her cunt catches me by surprise. Her breath stutters and she sucks in, and I realize it's pleasure that's making her clench like that. Hungrily, I clutch at her thighs, pulling her down harder against my mouth, thrusting my tongue deeper even as she rubs herself against me. I do not know how long it goes on for, simply that I could stay here forever, my face buried between her thighs as she works her slick cunt against my face.

      Her body quivers, breathing rapid, and she gasps out my name.

      Nothing has ever sounded sweeter.

      I rub my face against her harder, increasing the friction even as I plunge my tongue deep, and I'm rewarded with a fresh burst of wetness as she makes a gaspy noise over me and her entire body shudders with her climax. She rocks against me again, her movements jerky and wild as she comes, and then she tries to pull away.

      I groan in protest, lapping her taste up as quickly as I can. "More."

      She keeps wiggling, trying to get away, and a laugh escapes her. "You're going to kill me with that tongue of yours." Reluctantly, I let her go and she slides away, her face flushed and rosy with release. She looks sleepy-eyed and spent, and moves to my side, kissing my still-wet mouth. "You're amazing," she whispers to me. "I loved that."

      "I want to do it again," I tell her, still full of urgent need. "Rest, and then you come sit on my face again."

      Her breath catches, and she gives me a sweet smile, her hand trailing down my chest. "Or we could just have sex…? I admit I like the thought of being filled up with this." Her hand grazes over my cock. "Not that I didn't love face sitting. But sometimes a girl just needs to be crammed full of the biggest, baddest hunter she's ever met."

      I growl, rocking against her hand. "Is that me?"

      R'ven chuckles. "Baby, you know it is."

      I like that she calls me these affectionate names. I have heard others refer to their mates as infants, and it took some time before I realized this was a good thing. I decide I like it, and I want more of it. I want more of all of R'ven. I put a hand behind her neck and kiss her again, dragging my tongue against hers in a deep conquest that makes no secret of what I want from her. She moans, clinging to me, and her tongue teases against mine when I pull back.

      "I want all of you," I tell her, kissing across her jaw and down her neck. Her skin is flushed here, too, and I nip at it with my fangs, fascinated at the soft, pale skin and the veins underneath. I love her delicate collarbones and kiss there, too, then lick my way down.

      Her teats are large and prominent, her nipples a darker pink that draws my gaze. I have not paid much attention to her teats, but when she arches slightly as I near them, her hands moving over my shoulders, I wonder if she likes for them to be caressed. I run a thumb over one nipple and it tightens, even as her breath hitches.

      Yes, I decide. It is another sensitive place. R'ven has so many of them. It makes me feel as if I am feasting at a banquet, one just for me. I take her nipple into my mouth, loving the sound she makes. I tease it with my tongue, sucking on the tip and then nipping at it before licking away the scrape. She loves this, letting me know with little noises of pleasure, her hands in my mane as she holds me to her teats. I love the way her skin flushes from my ministrations, and when one nipple is taut and pointing, I move over to the other to give it the same attention. The smell of my seed is here, and it fills me with pleasure to smell myself all over her skin even as I claim her for myself again.

      By the time I lift my head, she is squirming underneath me, panting with arousal. Her cunt's perfume fills the hut, and I know she is wet for me again. I can smell it, and it is calling my name. "I want to put my mouth on you again," I tell her.

      But she shakes her head. "I want you inside me," she tells me as she rocks her hips against the thigh I have between her legs. "Need you to fill me so deep, U'dron."

      I groan, running a hand over her hip and caressing one of the soft round globes of her bottom. "Yes?"

      "Oh yes." She wiggles her hips under my grasp. "Not to be too cliché, but I'm aching and I need you to fill me up."

      I do not understand much of that, but “fill me up” I understand all too well. I fight a sudden surge of nervousness as she moves under me, onto her back, her legs going around my waist. I have never done this before. R'ven has. What if I do not please her? What if I do it wrong and she hates it, like A'tam and his female? Then I will lose her—

      "Hey," R'ven says, reaching up to brush her fingers over my cheek fur. Her gaze is worried. "Do you not want this?"

      "I…do not want to do it wrong," I admit. "I do not want you to hate me like B'shit hates A'tam."

      She smiles up at me. "The fact that you asked already puts you leagues ahead of A'tam. I'll let you know if you do something that doesn't feel good, I promise. And if you do, we'll try something else until we both enjoy it. We just need to talk to each other." Her fingers move over my lips. "You've made me feel good so far, right? This will be no different."

      Her confidence in me makes my heart surge. I kiss her again, rocking my cock against her cunt. The motion feels astonishingly good, and she moans, her eyes closing, so I do it again. And again. I work my cock through her slick channel, rubbing up and down her folds.

      "Oh god, I love your cock," she breathes. Her eyes are closed and she holds onto my hips, her face taut with pleasure. "I love how big it is. Love those ridges. Love the way you move it."

      I growl low, her words making me feel as if I can do anything. I rub my length through her folds again, until my cock is slick from her body. "I am going to put it inside you now."

      She giggles, blinking up at me. "Should I say thank you?"

      "If you like." I gaze down at her cunt, spread and pretty and gleaming with wetness. Her skin is flushed here, too, and with her legs locked around my hips, she is wide open for me to take her. I cannot resist running my fingers over her pink folds, and she moans, her body jerking when I rub a finger over her clit. Her teats bounce enticingly, and I do it again, because I want to see them move.

      "Fuck." She squirms against my hand. "You're such a tease. Cruel man."

      "It does not sound like you think I am cruel," I murmur, loving how worked up she is. "It sounds like you want my cock."

      "I do," she whimpers. "So, so badly." She arches her hips against my fingers. "Please, U'dron."

      I put my hand on my cock and guide it through her folds one last time, then fit the head at the entrance of her body. She seems small, the head of my cock enormous against her skin. I hesitate for a moment, because I do not wish to hurt her, but she arches her hips and pushes up against me, and the head dips in anyhow.

      We both groan at that.

      "Oooh, god," R'ven moans. "You feel amazing. Keep going."

      Every muscle in my body feels tense as I slowly feed my cock into her body. She is tight, her cunt hot and slick, but I feel as if I must go carefully so I do not hurt her. R'ven's cries are noisy encouragement, and she sounds so aroused that I fear I will lose control. I watch as I feed my thick length into her body, fascinated at the sight of her clasping my cock.

      "That's good," she tells me, voice throaty with encouragement. "You're filling me up so good."

      My control shatters at that. I thrust forward, unable to help myself, and then freeze, worried that I have somehow hurt her.

      But R'ven only moans again, her nails digging into my skin like the tiniest of claws. "Oh…keep going."

      I groan, undone by her eagerness. I thrust again, plowing deeper into her heat, and then over and over, working myself into her channel until I am seated fully. Once I am, I hold her hip and rock mine against her, watching her face. Her lashes flutter, her lips parted, and her hand moves lower. For a moment, I think she is going to touch our joined bodies, but her hand goes to her clit instead, where my spur presses against it.

      "Ooooh, god," she whimpers. "Whatever creator made you, thank you for this."

      "Should I…keep going?" I ask, curious. My entire body is straining with the need to bury myself into her again, to thrust and thrust and claim her like a rutting beast. But I am not entirely certain if her words are good or bad, or just babbling.

      "Keep going." Her nod is frantic. "If you stop now, I'm going to die."

      "I do not wish for that to happen," I say gravely. I think she is exaggerating…I think. But if I must pound my cock into her tight cunt to save her life, I shall gladly do so. "Tell me if you are dying."

      Her giggle turns into a choked cry when I thrust again, and her legs jerk and squeeze around my hips. "Oh fuck," she breathes again. When I pause, she pounds a hand on my shoulder. "Keep going, U'dron. Oh god, keep going."

      I lean down and try to kiss her, but our height differences are so much that all I can do is kiss the top of her head. I do that, and as I lean over her, it pushes my cock deeper into her body. She lets out a squeak, her hands digging into my hips as I do. She liked that. She liked it when I went deep. Encouraged, I work my hips, thrusting into her again. The angle is slightly different, though, and I spend the next few thrusts trying to figure out how to recapture that fascinating squeak she made. She feels incredible to me, her cunt clasping me so tightly it makes it hard to focus…but I want to make her come again, too.

      "Are you okay?" she asks, breathless, when I shift our bodies again.

      "I am trying to make you squeak," I point out to her, rocking my hips again as I thrust. Her thighs seem to be in the way, wrapped as they are around my hips, and I cannot get as deep as I want to. I pull one of her thighs away and push it forward, her knee almost to her teat, and with my thrust that time, her eyes go wide and she makes the noise again.

      Perfect.

      "Does this feel good?" I rasp, even as I drive into her. "Should I stop?"

      "N-no. No stopping!" She squeaks again when I slam into her, so deep that my sac smacks against her skin. "Don't stop!"

      I love that I can thrust into her as hard as I want—not to hurt her, just to let go. She will not break under me but accepts me with enthusiasm and those squeaks that make the breath catch in my throat. Never has anything felt so good as being inside my female, claiming her, listening to her make noises of pleasure that my body elicits from her.

      Her breath catches and the thigh I am holding pressed forward trembles in my grasp. Her cunt tightens and seizes around my cock, and her hand flies between us, to where my spur taps against her clit. "I'm gonna come," she moans, her hand skating to the nub. "U'dron, I'm gonna come…"

      "Then come," I command her. "Show me." And I drive into her again, my movements rough and uncoordinated. Her cunt is distracting me with its pleasurable clenching, tightening around me like—

      Like her mouth did.

      The visual is too much. With a growl, I pound into her, my seed spilling forth, and my release surges out of me as wild as the ocean. I cannot stop moving, as if I must push every bit of my seed as deep into her body as I can. She quivers under me, a little whine escaping her throat as I collapse over her.

      "So close," she gasps. "Please, U'dron."

      Even though I am dazed with my own release, I must take care of my female. "Where," I manage. "Tell me where to touch you."

      "Clit—"

      I push my hand between our joined bodies and find the little nub of it. I rub it, circling my hips as I try to catch my breath. Never have I come so hard. Never has anything felt as good as claiming R'ven did just now. And when she lets out a little cry and her cunt spasms around me again as she climaxes, I feel a surge of pride. I keep rubbing her clit, murmuring her name, and her trembling seems to go on forever, which pleases me.

      "Stooooop," she moans eventually, pushing my hand away. "Oh god, you're going to kill me."

      I nuzzle at her, exhausted but sated. "First I will kill you for not mating with you, then I will kill you for the opposite. Which is it?"

      "You…made me…come so hard," she gasps, her arms winding around my neck. "Need a break."

      "A small one," I allow, smiling. I press another kiss to the top of her head. "Because I am going to want to do that again."

      She chuckles, rubbing a foot against one of my thighs. "Me, too."
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      RAVEN

      I've always been a girl that likes sex. I've never been shy with a man about saying what pleases me, and if he wasn't interested in learning, the relationship never lasted very long. And because all of my associations with sex have always been good ones, it doesn't take much encouragement to get me to jump in the sack with a guy if I like him.

      Of course, now I'm going to have to classify everything as “Sex Before U'dron” and “Sex With U'dron” because that gorgeous alien man has ruined me for all time.

      We make love all afternoon, and each time it's better than the last. His equipment is perfectly sized, and he seems to rub all the right spots inside me, a look of concentration on his face, because he's trying to get me to respond. It's clear he wants me to enjoy as much as he is, and after another round of shattering orgasms, I'm boneless and sated on the furs, my head pillowed on his chest.

      "I might never leave this hut again," I sigh happily, tracing a finger over his abdomen muscles.

      "I will not let you starve. I will hunt enough food for the both of us, and you need never leave my furs again." He rubs his hand over my shoulder, lazy and sated. "But you will miss dancing by the fire and singing songs."

      "Mmm. And probably shrimp tea." It's something I've grown to really like a lot, despite its disgusting origin. I sit up on one elbow, peering around the hut. It's a little dark inside, but it might be because we've let the fire go out due to our marathon sex. I touch my hair, already gritty and rough from days of seawater, and it feels like an absolute nest from being dicked across the furs (happily dicked, so very happily dicked). I probably look like a sea hag. "What time is it?"

      U'dron yawns, his hand sliding to my lower back. "Late, I imagine. The suns will have gone down. Are you hungry? Should I go and get you food from the fire and bring it back for you?"

      I rub my eyes and look over at him. He has hickies up and down his chest and neck from my eager mouth, and his back is probably all scratched up thanks to my nails. His hair is an untidy mess, too, and he very much looks as if we've been fucking for hours…because we have. "Maybe? Where's your loincloth?"

      He looks around, frowning. "Somewhere. I am certain I have others, and if I do not…" He shrugs.

      I give him a wry smile. "You might wanna keep that beast under wraps. I don't want the other girls jealous of how good I've got it."

      U'dron grins at me, his eyes sparkling with amusement. "It is too bad for them that I already have the best female on the beach."

      "Best female on the beach, huh? Flatterer." I can't help but tease him. He's always the sweetest and makes me feel so good. "I'm not sure if the others would agree."

      "They would," he tells me solemnly. "Especially after they saw you dance."

      He's so very sincere that it takes my breath away. He truly does think that my dancing was amazing, Nothing more, nothing less. He's proud of my skills and not jealous in the slightest. God, I'm lucky to meet a man like this…even if I did have to get dumped onto an ice planet. I don't even mind that part so much anymore. With a smile, I lean over him and give him a kiss on the lips. He still tastes like my body and I chuckle, wiping at his mouth. "Your beard probably needs a bath."

      "Never." U'dron grins at me. "I will—"

      Someone scratches at the door to the hut. "Ho," calls a voice. "We are coming inside."

      Not “can we come inside” or “are you two busy,” but a demand. I pretty much know who it is at that point. Has to be I'rec. No one else thinks he's the Prince of the Beach quite like that arrogant prick. With an irritated sigh, I clutch the blankets to my tits and wait for the door to open.

      U'dron sits up as well, moving to block me from the view of the door. It's a chivalrous move, and one that I appreciate, so I loop an arm around his neck and prop my chin on my shoulder, leaning against him from behind as the others of Shadow Cat file into U'dron's hut. A'tam is first through the door, followed by O'jek, and then I'rec arrives. A'tam's nostrils flare as he enters the hut, and he glances back at the other two.

      "Oh, come on," I call out, tired of their affected shock. "What did you think we were doing in here? Quilting?" I shake my head. "If you guys are here to disapprove, you can just turn right around and leave—"

      U'dron covers my hand with his, making a noise in his throat. "They are here for the proving."

      That makes me pause. "What?"

      I'rec clears his throat. For the first time, I notice that he's got something drawn in pale white paint on his brow. An arrow, I think at first, but then I realize it's a spear. Right. Keeper of the Spear. His hair is pulled back into a long braid instead of loose, and he has a solemn expression on his face as he gazes at us.

      "Do you still wish to have your proving, U'dron?" I'rec asks in a no-nonsense voice. O'jek and A'tam's faces are utterly impassive.

      U'dron's fingers brush over my hand in silent affection, even as he answers. "I do."

      I'rec nods. "Be ready at dawn. Paint the symbols on your brow and leave everything behind in your hut. No clothes. No weapons. You will enter the proving as you came into this world, but you will emerge from it a hunter…or death will claim you."

      I hold back my frown of distress. Having a naked proving on a tropical island is one thing. Naked in the snow here is…not a good idea. But this isn't my culture, and it's something that means a lot to U'dron, so I say nothing even though the words burn on my tongue.

      "I will be ready," U'dron says, calm determination in his voice.

      "You will be given the details of your proving at dawn," I'rec says. "Remember that you can have no help upon this journey. You must depend on yourself and yourself alone."

      "I can do it."

      I squeeze him tighter. I know he can. I watch as the others study him, naked and probably hickie-covered, his hair rumpled and our bed smelling of lots and lots of sex. But they say nothing. I'rec nods once and then leaves. O'jek follows in silence. A'tam goes to follow them as well but turns at the last moment and grins at us. "Good luck, brother," he whispers. "Enjoy tonight!"

      We watch in silence as they leave.

      "So…" I say when I'm alone with U'dron again. "You wanna tell me what that was about?"

      He takes my hand and pulls it toward his mouth, rubbing his lips against my palm in the most ticklish of ways. It reminds me that even though we've made love a ridiculous amount today, I've still got at least another round in me. Or maybe it's just U'dron himself who makes me hungry to touch and be touched. I also know a distraction when I see one, and it's only the fact that I trust him that he gets away with it. "I am going to do my proving, in the morning."

      I gasp, moving from behind him to his side, so I can look him in the eye. "You are?"

      U'dron nods. "I told I'rec and the others that I did not care what they thought of me being with you, and if they did not like it, they could give me a proving so I can show them that I am just as much a 'true' hunter as anyone else. So I'rec will perform the ceremony in the morning and only Shadow Cat will know of my journey."

      I bite back my squeal of pride, because I know it takes a lot for him to push past social “rules” that have been reinforced in his head since birth. "That's wonderful. Why didn't you say something earlier?"

      He grins, running a finger down the slope of my breast just so he can watch my body react. "I have been distracted in the best of ways."

      Fair enough. "In the morning, then? So soon?" The greedy part of me is a little miffed that I don't get to luxuriate in bed with him for a few more days, but I know he wants this. I'm just gonna have to deal with it. I look around at his hut, suddenly worried that we've eaten all of his food supplies. "Do we need to pack you a bag? Should I go raid the supply tent?"

      "I need nothing. I will go on my proving with my head and body bare. I will make what I need. It is how it is done."

      I purse my lips. I'm trying not to be a killjoy, because I know how much this means to him. Even so…it's dangerous to go out alone without a single weapon. I'm sure they're going to send him out to kill the biggest, baddest thing they can find, and it bugs me that he won't even have a pair of shoes. "They do realize that it's cold here? And snowy?"

      His thumb moves across my nipple again, and it stiffens in response, sending a jolt of lust through my body. I bat his hand away because I want to talk about this. I can't help but worry, and I don't want to be distracted by pleasure, no matter how good that pleasure is. "It will be fine," U'dron reassures me. "Look at Juth and Pak. If they can survive with nothing, I can, too. It will be part of the challenge, and when I return with my kill, no one will be able to say I am not as much a hunter as they are."

      Biting back my worries, I smile broadly at him, because this is a big deal. I want to be excited for him—as excited as he is—and if I can't, I can at least fake it and worry after he's gone. "So first thing in the morning, then? Do you know how long you'll be?"

      "However long it takes." He shrugs, sliding an arm around my waist and pulling me into his arms. He hauls me up against him, his mouth going to my breast. "Will it make you sad? To be in my bed without me?"

      "Terribly," I admit, curling my fingers in his hair and sighing with pleasure when his teeth graze over my nipple. "I'll just have to touch myself and make myself come every night since you won't be there to do it for me."

      He growls, rolling us down into the furs and pinning me under him. "It means I will come home that much faster," he tells me, kissing down my belly.

      I sure hope that's the case. For now, I enjoy the time we have together.

    

  







            28

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    




      U'DRON

      We wake up well before dawn, and R'ven helps me cut my mane off. It is something only the most dedicated of hunters do, to prove that they will not even use their mane as assistance. Mine is too short to make rope of any kind, but I want I'rec and the others to see how seriously I take this. So we shear the sides as best we can, and R'ven cuts off my top-lock, leaving just a little of my mane on the top.

      "Very sexy," she pronounces, and gives me another kiss.

      I can see there is worry in her eyes, but her smile is bright. She insists on going with me, and when I ask if she wants to bathe, she shakes her head. "I'll bathe after you're gone. I hope I absolutely reek of sex and it drives I'rec nuts." Her eyes gleam with amusement. "Is that bad of me?"

      "Not at all." I like the thought far too much. I want them to all know she is mine. "I must bring supplies out to Juth, as I promised. Will you do it while I am gone?"

      "Of course. Will you show me where to put them?" She pulls a tunic over her head—one of my tunics, I notice with pride—and belts it at her waist. She looks around and frowns. "Still no shoes. Someone keeps distracting me and I forget to get my clothes from the other cave." She gives me a sly grin. "Guess I'll go barefoot again." She thinks for a moment and then adds a heavy cloak over her shoulders. "Ready when you are."

      I leave my feet bare, too. I put on a loincloth since I am gathering food supplies from the main camp, and the females tend to make strange noises of distress if the males walk around naked.

      We head to the main camp, holding hands, and I meet with Shail, who greets me with a nod and pulls out the small bundle of food she has prepared for Juth. "Harlow included one of Rukhar's old tunics, just so you know." Her eyes get soft. "That man needs to bring that baby in so we can feed both of them."

      "It will take time for him to trust," I tell her. "I am sure he will eventually see we mean no harm."

      She nods, eyeing my shorn head with interest, but says nothing else about it. We turn to leave the fire and another female stops us on the way. It is the one called S'teph, with dark hair, full teats, and equally full hips. The female gives us an enthusiastic look. "I would like to help."

      Help? "We are putting a small package of supplies on a rock. I am not sure we need help."

      S'teph clasps her hands together. "I was working on a psychology degree back home. I want to try to get to know Juth and Pak. I want to build trust with them. If it's okay with you, I'd like to go with you today and put my scent on things, and eventually I'd like to do the hand-off on my own. I think I can break through to them. They just need patience and understanding."

      I eye the female, wondering if she is going to get snatched by Juth as another bargaining tool. He will not hurt her, but…I will not be here to retrieve her, either. I can always warn the others, I suppose, so they can be on the lookout for another female going missing. I glance down at R'ven to see what she thinks. She shrugs, squeezing my hand. "Very well," I say after a moment. "But do not stray far from the spot I show you. You do not want to get taken away."

      Her eager expression falters. "I thought he rescued Raven?" She glances at my female.

      "He did," R'ven quickly adds. "But he's unpredictable. We're just saying to be careful. Come on. My feet are fucking freezing."

      "Why aren't you guys wearing shoes?" S'teph asks as we head down to the beach, the three of us, and R'ven gives her a quick answer about broken laces. She lies well, my mate. For some reason, this pleases me. I like her too-clever mind.

      We drop the food off at the specified rock at the far end of the shore. It is a rock that is shaped a bit like a fish, with a wide, rounded end and a more narrow, triangular “tail.” On the other side of this rock, the beach gives way to nothing but a tumble of boulders and sharp cliffs, the waters crashing against stone.

      "This is the spot," I tell them.

      "Are you sure he's been here?" S'teph asks, a look of worry on her face. "What if the supplies you left for him just got grabbed by scavengers?"

      Can she not smell Juth's scent all over this spot? But as R'ven gives me a curious glance, I remember that humans cannot scent things as well as even the most thick-headed of Strong Arm clan. So I point at the footsteps all over the sand. "Do you see those?"

      "Those aren't ours? Oh." She peers down. "I see smaller prints. He must have brought the boy with him. Wonderful. I can't wait to meet them." She looks thrilled at the prospect.

      Clearly she has not met them yet or she would not be so enthusiastic. I hand her the package of foodstuffs—dried meat, some roots, and some of the “kah” mix that hunters carry with them when on the trail—and gesture at the rock. "Will you accompany my R'ven in the mornings to deliver this? He knows her scent already."

      S'teph puts the package down on the rock, adjusting it twice as if she must find the perfect spot for it, then smooths a bit of fringe sticking out of the sack that must be from a tunic. "You don't want to come with us?"

      "He's busy for the next while," R'ven says quickly. "Hunting. It's a Shadow Cat thing." And she squeezes my hand, as if silently telling me we do not have to say more.

      "Of course," S'teph says, and reaches over to adjust the package one more time.

      When we finally head back to the familiar part of the beach, dawn is starting to break through the clouds. It will be a snowless day, at least, for which I give thanks. S'teph veers toward the fire with a little wave at us, and then I am alone with R'ven. The breeze changes and I pick up the scent of my clan brothers, who are probably already waiting outside of my hut for us.

      I turn to R'ven and clasp her hands in mine. "You do not mind that I do this? I know I am leaving you alone for many days."

      She shakes her head, her expression fierce. "I want you to do this. You go kill the biggest, baddest creature you can find and show them what a badass hunter you are." Her fingers grip mine tightly. "I know you can do this. I know you're going to absolutely destroy whatever challenge they throw at you. But it also doesn't mean that I won't worry about you. I love you, you know." Her voice catches a little. "I love you, so you'd better come back to me because I'm gonna be hella pissed if I'm stuck here without you."

      I pull her close to me, bending down so I can kiss her. "That will not happen. Knowing you are waiting for me will keep me warm throughout the worst of snows."

      "That's good," she murmurs against my lips. "Because your bare ass is probably gonna be real cold for the next while."
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      RAVEN

      It's hard to watch him go.

      U'dron looks so very eager to get this rolling that I feel guilty for even having the slightest bit of doubt. I clutch the blankets close to my body, ignoring the looks that O'jek and A'tam give me. I wanted to reek of sex, and I'm sure I do, so let them stare. I keep my focus on U'dron, who's bright-eyed with eagerness as he strips off his loincloth and stands perfectly still as I'rec scrapes the spearhead over his brow, drawing blood.

      "Bring back the tail tip of a sky-claw," I'rec announces. "And you will have proved yourself a true hunter."

      A sky-claw. That motherfucker. I'd been hoping he'd channel something a little more appropriate for the snowy mountains, like one of those oversized fluffy cats or a super-big dvisti or something. Nope. Sky-claw. But U'dron just grins and gets to his feet. He swipes his thumb through the blood on his forehead and draws a stripe down his nose, then under both cheeks. With that, he nods at his clan, casts me a quick look, and then begins to jog for the hills that frame our beach encampment.

      I watch his bare butt go with a sigh. Get done quickly and stay safe, I mentally tell him. I'll be waiting.
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      One day passes. Then two. Then four. Steph accompanies me to put the food down for Juth and Pak every morning, but we never see either one of them. There's always fresh footprints in the sand and the food is gone, so I know they're grabbing it. Steph's a little disappointed that we never see them.

      "They camouflage," I remind her. "He's not going to show himself to you unless he wants to say hello." And knowing Juth, he doesn't want to say anything at all.

      But Steph has a determined look on her face. I recognize that look. It's the one U'dron wore before he disappeared off into the hills—one of sheer determination. Juth's not gonna know what hit him when Steph finally gets her way, I suspect.

      I get asked by the rest of the camp where U'dron's disappeared off to. Each time, my answer is the same. It's a hunt. That's all I offer, and it seems to satisfy. Of course it's a hunt. Everyone hunts…well, except for me, because “old” Raven said it violated her hippie principles. I'm still not eager at the thought of killing things for food, especially when everyone else is much better at it. I sit near the fire instead, scraping a skin stretched over a frame. I actually enjoy working with the leather. It's messy work, sure, but there's something so satisfying about scraping all of the gristly stuff off of the smooth side and rubbing it with fat and brain-paste to make it soft and supple. I've gotten really good at keeping all of the fur intact and making the inside nice and soft, so when someone brings a particularly nice pelt back to camp, they bring it to me. Today, Nadine's brought a hopper pelt that's white and fades to darker gray rings on the feet and tail, and so I'm working on it to make sure I keep all that pretty pattern intact.

      As I work, I end up splashing a bit of brain-and-fat goo on the front of my own tunic and grimace. The weather's cold enough that it starts to freeze up on the front of my clothing, so I wipe my hands and set my work aside. "Gonna go change," I tell Angie and Hannah, who are on food duty this morning. "Watch my project for me?"

      "Of course," Angie says sweetly, adjusting her baby, wrapped tight against her chest. "You want some fresh shrimp tea, too?"

      "Always." I flash her a grin and then jog toward the cliffside huts. Things are still a little weird around the others. Everyone's nice, but there's definite lulls in conversation when I know they're thinking about my past and my lies, and don't know what to say. It's like going to a party and realizing that everyone knows each other but you. No matter how friendly they are, you still feel a little adrift. But the smiles seem to be genuine, and no one's said anything nasty, so I hope it's just a matter of time before things get back to normal. I wipe my hands on an old bit of scrap as I head into U'dron's hut. In the days since he's gone, I've moved all my things in here with him and merged our blankets. My tunics now hang on a hook alongside his, and I've rearranged a few things slightly to accommodate both of us. My tambourine rests atop his drum, a reminder that I miss him an aching, aching amount.

      But it's only been four days. I know this sort of thing takes time. I can be patient, even if it's a little hard to sleep at night. Funny how I never needed to sleep next to anyone before, and now I lie awake in the furs, unable to relax because U'dron's out there somewhere in the cold.

      I slip my tunic off and reach for one of my spares…then grab his and sniff it. Smells like him, just a little. With a smile, I put it on and belt it tight. It fits me like a dress over my leggings, but I don't care. It's not about fashion. It's about feeling close to my guy. I turn to leave the hut, my mind on U'dron, and nearly stumble off of the platform when A'tam appears nearby out of nowhere.

      "Jesus fucking Christ, you scared the shit out of me," I hiss, clutching at my chest like an old, frail woman. "What is your problem?"

      He gives me a playful grin, his color rippling back to its normal shade instead of the camouflaged color he was just a moment ago. "I did not want anyone to see me while we talked. Did I frighten you?"

      "No, I just love spewing words at the top of my lungs for no reason at all," I say sarcastically. Then I realize what he just said about not wanting to be seen. Oh god. Is this about U'dron? I return to the hut's entrance and hold the flap aside. "Get in here."

      He races inside without pausing, and I shut the flap behind us.

      Once inside with him, I cross my arms over my chest. "What is it? What's gone wrong?"

      "Gone wrong?" A'tam gives me a puzzled look. "Is something wrong?"

      Beauty, but not brains with this one. I fight the urge to smack him across the head. "With U'dron?"

      "Eh?" A'tam blinks, and then shrugs his big body. "No word from U'dron. It is early yet. He will spend many days tracking sky-claw first. You must be patient." He crouches near the fire pit, picking up my favorite coal-poking stick and nudging at the embers.

      I want to snatch it out of his hand. "Then why are you here, ding-a-ling?" I'm a little worried because I think about my stripper revelation and how A'tam was one of the guys that wanted to see me dance. It was harmless curiosity then, but…I don't know why he's here now, and I'm unnerved. "Spit it out or get out."

      He sighs heavily, rubbing his beard. Of all the Shadow Cat, he's got the thickest beard, and it frames his mouth perfectly. For a moment, he looks very sultry and very, very pathetic. "I need advice."

      "On?"

      A'tam gives me a wounded look. "B'shit will not even look at me anymore. Everything I do is wrong. How is it that U'dron is not a hunter and yet is able to win you to his side? What am I doing that human females do not like?"

      I can't resist any longer. I move to A'tam's side and smack him upside the head. Not hard, just enough to make him scowl. "That's for saying U'dron's not a real hunter, you turd. Of course he is. Just because he didn't get to wave his dick in your little ceremony doesn't mean he's any different from the rest of you. He's just as brave and strong as anyone else. He always brings meat home. He—"

      "See?" A'tam jumps to his feet. "I say the smallest thing and you leap to defend him because you care for him so greatly. I want that from B'shit. How do I get such loyalty without resonance?"

      He gives me the most guileless, contrite expression and I realize that the guy has no clue how to romance a woman. "You could stop hanging out with Daisy all day long, for starters."

      "D'see?" A'tam looks baffled. "But she is a friend."

      "She's very pretty. VERY pretty." I hate that I have to point this out, but even I'm a little intimidated by just how attractive Daisy is. Her hair is this wavy mass of red-gold that looks as if it's made from copper, it's so shiny. Her skin is flawless, her brows perfect, her mouth naturally full. Even her teeth are perfect and even, and her voice is downright musical. I know she was picked as a companion because she's so pretty, but it doesn't help when all of us here are feeling a little wind-worn after months of living on the beach in the cold and Daisy looks…well, as fresh as her name.

      "B'shit is far more attractive," A'tam says loyally.

      "Have you tried telling her this?" I cock my head at him. "Have you tried telling her how much you like her?"

      "I told her that our mating was very fine." He gets to his feet, straightening proudly. "And I would be happy to do it with her again. What more do I need to say?"

      Hoo boy. If the stories Bridget has said about A'tam are true, the man has no game and less finesse. I know Bridget is sometimes a little moody, but for all his pretty features, A'tam is as clueless as they come. "Sit back down. I have a feeling this could take a while." I sit across from him, pinching the bridge of my nose. "You want to hear the unvarnished truth?"

      "Un-var-neesh?"

      "The truth. Do you want to hear the truth no matter how unpleasant it is?"

      He gestures at me. "That is why I am here."

      I point a finger at his face, indicating it with a circling gesture. "That only gets you so far. You're cute, but you absolutely suck in the sack. Think of it like fishing. You've got some swell bait, but you've got no hook to keep your catch on the line."

      A'tam looks aghast. "No hook?"

      "None," I say flatly. "Why would Bridget want to be with you? Look at it from her perspective. She went to bed with you, it wasn't fun, and now the only things you ever say to her are that you can't wait to go to bed with her again. Why would she ever think you're interested in anything but more terrible sex? Why would she sign up for any of that?"

      "Our mating was not terrible!"

      My brows go up. "That's not what I heard."

      He leans forward, shocked. "She…told you this?"

      She told the entire camp, but I wisely don't point that out. "When a woman is upset about how a sexual experience went down, it gets around. U'dron didn't win me because he knew how to use his dick. He won me because he listened to me. He courted me. He spent time with me. And when I fell in love with him because of that, then I went to the furs with him…and we figured out together what we liked. You have to be a partner, A'tam. You can't just get your nut off and expect her to be fine with being treated like nothing more than a damn cock-pocket."

      A'tam rubs his beard, his movements almost frantic as he strokes it over and over again. "I treated her like a cock-pocket?"

      "Do you ever talk to her about something other than sex?" I ask. "What's her favorite food? What's she good at hunting? What does she do when she likes to contribute around the camp? What color is her hair?"

      "Her nipples are very pale," he says after a moment.

      "That's about sex, A'tam. Try again."

      His nostrils flare and I can tell he is irritated. "Her mane is brown," he finally says. "Dark. With little highlights of a reddish color in the sunlight."

      "That's a good start. Also a good start? Quit hanging out with Daisy so much. I mean it."

      The look he gives me is downright petulant. "D'see said if we spent time together it would make B'shit jealous and she would come running to my arms."

      "Daisy was a teenager married to an old man who used her as a beard for his real lover. I'm thinking maybe you don't take her advice on relationships," I point out.

      He nods slowly. "I am glad I came to you, then. Will you help me?"

      Greaaaat.
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      RAVEN

      The next day, I wake up to a scratching at the hut entrance. For a moment, my sleepy brain thinks it's U'dron, and I sit up with excitement. "Babe?"

      "It's me," Bridget calls out, her voice muffled through the stone walls. "Did I wake you?"

      I'm disappointed. Of course it's not U'dron. He wouldn't knock to get into his own hut. I fight back my disappointment and rub a hand over my face, yawning. "You did, but it's okay. Come on in."

      Bridget ducks into the hut, a steaming bowl and a cup in her hands. "I brought you breakfast. Are you hungry?"

      "Thanks. I'm always ready to eat." I beam her a grateful smile as she hands the food over to me. "How early is it? I need to head off and drop Juth's supplies with Steph."

      She thumps herself down in front of my fire, stirring the coals back to life. "She's already heading out there. I passed her on the way in. She told me to tell you that she's got it."

      "Oh. Okay." I take a sip of the tea and watch Bridget over the rim. While I'm not entirely surprised at Steph's actions—she's got a strong idea of how this whole thing with Juth should go down and wants to handle all of it—I am a little surprised to see Bridget on my doorstep this early. Bridget and I get along just fine, but I wouldn't say we're close.

      The other woman looks around U'dron's hut with interest. "I think this is nicer than A'tam's hut. He's not the most patient of men." Her face flushes. "Not that I've spent a lot of time in his hut."

      "Not my business if you have or haven't," I say, leaning over to pick up a spoon from the utensil basket I have near my cooking items. I take a bite of the food and then offer it to Bridget. "You want some?"

      She raises a hand in the air, declining. "Already ate. Been up for hours."

      "Everything…okay?"

      "Is it ever?" She gives me a faint smile, then hugs her knees to her chest, staring at the fire.

      Did she…come over here just to feed me? I continue eating, not entirely sure what to say to her. My thoughts wander back to U'dron—they always do—and I hope wherever he is this morning, he's eating well and he's warm. I hope he's not injured or in pain, and the thought of that makes my stomach churn. The gruel loses its taste and I set the bowl aside, unable to stomach more. "Thanks for bringing this stuff by for me. I appreciate it."

      "Of course, Raven—" Bridget cuts herself off and looks over at me. "Should I call you 'Louise' instead of Raven?"

      I grimace. "Please don't. No one calls me Louise. Raven is just fine." I answer to it easily and I prefer to leave “Louise” behind on Earth. "So what brings you over here?"

      Bridget is silent for a long moment, and I wonder if she expects me to pry the information out of her. Eventually she looks over at me, and her expression is miserable. "It's A'tam."

      Ah fuck. Did that big idiot mess up already? To think I wasted my time talking to him about how he needed to take a different approach with Bridget—to actually really get to know her—and he already screwed the pooch. Why did I bother? "What did he do now?"

      She blinks in surprise at my response. "He…nothing…he didn't do anything. I'm just sad because I feel like I'm losing him."

      I want to point out that A'tam was here just yesterday asking about Bridget, but I also promised him I wouldn't say anything. Instead, we talked about ways he could get to know her. To romance her properly if he really wanted her. I'm guessing the plan hasn't been put into action yet. "Can I just say if you lose a man that easily, he wasn't ever really yours?"

      "Daisy's just so pretty, you know? And perfect." Her mouth trembles and her eyes grow suspiciously shiny. "He's going to fall in love with her, I know it."

      "Have you tried talking to him about this?" I already know the answer, but the common sense in me has to ask it anyhow. And when Bridget shakes her head I'm not surprised. "Talking to one another is one of the big things in a relationship, I hear," I say dryly.

      She lifts her hands, staring at them. "We've just…we've always been at angles, you know? Ever since he arrived." She forms a right angle with her hands and clashes them together. "We're like oil and water and yet I can't get him out of my head."

      "You weren't always like oil and water," I point out. "You slept with him so he must have done something right."

      Bridget lets out a bitter laugh. "I thought it'd just be casual sex. Hook up and have fun while the world is burning down around my ears, you know? Except…I'm still here, nothing's burned down, and it doesn't seem like the sex was all that casual."

      "But it sucked, right? The sex?"

      She nods.

      "Did you tell him it sucked? Did you point out it was awful and you weren't having fun?"

      She shakes her head and stares at the fire. "I didn't want to hurt his feelings. Stupid, right? But it also didn't make me want to have sex with him again. His equipment's too big. It's no fun."

      "Mmmm." What do I say to that? In my experience, there's no such thing as too big. You can always have SOME fun. But Bridget seems like she has some issues, and I wonder if there's more going on than she lets on. "But you still want him."

      With an anxious twisting of her hands, Bridget sighs. "It's just…when there's no sex involved and we talk, he's…nice. Sweet. He makes me laugh. And I can't stop thinking about him, so I wonder if I'm the problem."

      What the hell am I supposed to say to that? She's the problem as much as A'tam is. He's overenthusiastic and Bridget doesn't communicate. They're a bad combination and yet they can't seem to get enough of each other. "So…you brought me breakfast because you wanted to talk about A'tam?"

      She gives me a sheepish look. "Actually I wanted your help."

      My eyebrows go up. "My help?" This is starting to sound suspiciously like A'tam when he showed up yesterday demanding my help, too.

      "Yeah." She fiddles with a lock of her hair, uncomfortable. "You're just so confident in yourself. In your body. And I'm…not. And I want to learn. So I wanted to see if you would teach me how to dance like you do."

      I blink, not entirely sure I heard her correctly. "You want me to teach you how to strip?"

      "Yes?" Bridget twists her hands again. "And no? I mean, not publicly of course. I just want to learn how to move in a seductive way. I want to show A'tam I can be sexy. I want to blow his mind."

      "He's a man. You want to blow his mind? Tell him you're up for sex." She doesn't laugh at my joke, though, and I bite back my sigh. Right. "So you want to learn how to dance. Can I ask what brought this on?"

      "Daisy," Bridget says bluntly.

      "Daisy?"

      She nods, her expression more determined. "I overheard her talking to Flor. She said she was going to talk to you about possibly learning how to dance to impress a guy and…well…I thought I'd beat her to the chase. You'll teach me and not her?"

      This is so weird. "Daisy hasn't asked, but…if she does, I mean, I guess I can tell her I'm busy?"

      It's the right thing to say. Bridget gives me a relieved look "Oh my god, thank you, Raven. You're amazing. When do you want to start? Tomorrow?"

      "Tomorrow's fine." I'm still baffled by the entire conversation, just a little. "I'll come up with some basic moves and an easy routine and we'll start tackling it. I've got a skin I've got to finish up this afternoon and I want to keep an eye out for U'dron."

      "That works," she says excitedly. "I'll bring breakfast again tomorrow morning. Thank you so much, Raven." She reaches over and squeezes my hand. "I really appreciate it. I'll be ready!"

      I smile at her as she goes. She's all excitement and relief now, and oddly enough, I'm flattered. She thinks I'm a good enough dancer that she wants me to show her how to dance. She thinks I'm confident and sexy. She doesn't think I'm a gross criminal. It's…nice.

      And sure, Bridget's a weird mixture of competitive and oddly reserved, but it makes me wonder if she had a harsh upbringing. How many guys did I meet at the club that always complained that their wives were “cold” or weren't “sexy”? I know some of it was just guys talking, but I also know a lot of girls struggle with asking for what they want. It's not a problem I've ever had, but something tells me Bridget has never had to be blunt about her needs.

      Well, she's gonna learn.

      I run a comb through my hair and pull it into a loose braid, still thinking about the conversation with Bridget. Funny how A'tam came by yesterday and Bridget came by today, and both of them mentioned Daisy. It's almost like it's a set-up, and I wonder if I'm the one being set up. But why would Daisy have it out for me?

      Since I'm no shrinking violet like Bridget when it comes to my feelings, I get dressed and decide to seek Daisy out to get some answers.

      When I head out of the hut, though, the camp is in chaos. I thought people would be getting ready to go out on hunts for the day, but instead, there's a huge group by the fire and everyone seems to be arguing or talking over one another. I glance up at the skies and the weather is dreadful, snow falling on the beach and the clouds thick and ominous. My poor U'dron. There's a stiff, cold breeze coming in off the water and I hug my cloak tighter to my body and try not to worry. He can take care of himself. He can.

      I head over to the fire and listen in to the conversations, sidling my way forward. Willa ladles out a cup of shrimp tea and offers it to me as I approach, and I take it with a quick nod of thanks. I fish the “shrimp” out of my cup and toss it into the fire, then squeeze onto a rock next to Elly. Daisy's on the far side of the fire, deep in conversation with Brooke.

      "Survivor is two teams," Devi says, waving a piece of charcoal as she writes on a rock. "There's a team challenge, and then the losing team has to vote someone off of their tribe."

      "But I like my tribe. I do not wish to see anyone leave," J'shel says. "It seems harsh that they would be outcast forever."

      "Your team's tribe, not your real tribe," Hannah adds. "Like if you're on the blue tribe or the red tribe, then you get voted off."

      "And you become part of the other tribe?" R'jaal asks.

      Both Devi and Hannah groan. "No. You're just out of the competition."

      "But why would your tribe do such a thing?" J'shel looks upset. "It seems cruel."

      "It's a game," Hannah says again, tugging on his long braid in a lighthearted attempt to tease her distressed mate. "People get voted off the tribes until you're down to one person, and that person wins the knife."

      "But what if you do not want to be voted off? I do not wish to leave Tall Horn and join a red tribe. I want to stay in mine."

      "I do not wish to leave Strong Arm," N'dek adds.

      "You know what? We're going to call them teams from now on," Devi says loudly. "Everyone, they are TEAMS, not tribes."

      "Another competition for a knife?" I ask Willa when she passes by.

      She rolls her eyes, nodding. "Since the last one went so well, right? And the weather's nasty today so everyone's sticking around camp. They decided it might be fun to plan another round of games." She shakes her head. "They don't understand some of the shyer members aren't going to want to play a cutthroat survivor-type game." Willa hustles away, handing a cup of tea to her ugly mate, and she caresses his cheek as she passes by. I'm sure she's thinking about Gren, who keeps mostly to himself when he's not with Willa or hanging around with the kids. Poor Gren. He seems nice enough, for all that he's different. Maybe he and Juth would get along well.

      I sip my tea, listening to the bickering, when Devi starts to write names on a skin. "Okay, we're going to find out who wants to play and who doesn't. I'm in, Hannah's in. N'dek is in. Sam, are you in?"

      "Sure?" Sam calls back.

      Devi looks up from her writing, and her gaze lands on me. "Raven, are you in?"

      "Can I be on the same tribe as U'dron?" I ask.

      "I'm not sure if he can play," Hannah points out. "He's not here and if we start the games tomorrow—"

      "Then I don't want to play."

      Hannah crosses her eyes at me. "Okay, fine. He can play. We'll just work around him being absent. So you two are in?"

      "Can we be on the same tribe?" I ask again.

      "Team," Devi points out. "And if you want to, I'm sure it can be arranged."

      "Girl, didn't you ever watch Survivor?" Flor asks, leaning forward to look over at me. "The couples always get split up first."

      I shrug. I don't really care about the knife. I just want to be with U'dron. "We'll see how it all shakes out."

      "If that's your strategy," Flor warns, grinning. "Good to know. When's your guy gonna be back?"

      "Soon." I lift the tea cup to my lips so I don't have to say more than that. Truth be told, I don't know when he'll be back, and it's worrying me. I search out O'jek, A'tam, and I'rec with my gaze, but they all seem unconcerned that U'dron has been gone for days now. I want to ask how long these things normally take, but I don't want to make it seem like I'm not utterly confident in his abilities.

      I am. I just…worry. Any girl would.

      So I decide to focus on what I can control, and when Brooke gets up from her seat next to Daisy, I set my cup back down by the fire and quickly sidle over to sit with the newcomer. "Hi," I say brightly. "You got a moment?"

      Daisy gives me a broad grin, her pretty face lighting up. "Raven! Of course I do."

      I thumb a gesture away from the group. "Can we go somewhere quieter?"

      If she's surprised by this request, she doesn't show it. Daisy picks up the hem of her fur cloak as if she's wearing a fancy ball gown and saunters away from the gathering. I follow behind her, noticing her movements. She's effortlessly graceful, and her hair is perfect and shiny despite a few weeks on the beach at this point. No wonder Bridget is intimidated by her. Daisy looks as if she could handle any situation with a pleasant smile and a cheerful word.

      "I'm so delighted we're getting a chance to talk," Daisy tells me as we head toward the beach. The waves are more than a little chaotic today, but I don't plan on going in the water. "I feel as if we have barely gotten a chance to speak."

      She's not wrong—it feels as if everything's been chaos since she arrived. "That's funny, because your name comes up a lot when everyone else talks to me."

      "Oh?" Daisy casts a shrewd look in my direction. "You don't say?"

      "Wanna take a guess as to who's brought you up?" I keep my tone friendly but firm.

      "Well, hopefully it's A'tam. That poor boy is utterly lost." She shakes her head, red-gold ringlets bouncing on her shoulders. "I've been trying so hard to guide him and Bridget together, but they're determined to be stubborn. I've had to resort to a bit of trickery." She shoots me a mischievous look. "The trick is to not let them know I'm interfering."

      Despite my misgivings, I find myself smiling. "I wondered why both of them showed up asking me for advice on how to woo the other person."

      Her eyes go wide. "Have you ever met two such bull-headed people? Kef me, they're dreadful." She shivers, hugging the fur close to her, khui blue eyes shining with enthusiasm. "But despite everything, A'tam can think of nothing but Bridget, and Bridget clearly wants him, so I'm trying to help their love blossom."

      "I'm not entirely sure it's love," I point out. "You kind of have to have a real conversation with someone you love, and those two are clearly not talking."

      "It's love," she states again with a dreamy sigh. "I wish someone thought of me half as much as A'tam does Bridget. But I suppose until then, all I can do is try to push those two together." Her expression is downright wistful. "I do so love seeing people in love." She turns to look at me. "Speaking of, where is your big, strapping young man?"

      It's my turn for the wistful sigh. "Hunting. He'll be back soon."

      I hope. If it takes much longer, I might start climbing the walls—or worse, go after him.
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RAVEN

      Bridget rolls her hips, the motion neither smooth nor graceful as she sinks low. She turns slowly…and nearly falls over.

      I fight back a wince. "You're getting better, I think?"

      Bridget just flops onto the floor of the hut and sighs, staring up at the ceiling. "We can both be honest. I am not a dancer. I have the dancing ability of a middle-aged dad."

      My lips twitch with amusement. While she's not entirely wrong, she also tries hard. "Don't give up. Some of it is just remembering to be loose with your body. Think fluid. You're still incredibly tense when you dance."

      "Because I'm concentrating!"

      "Maybe concentrate less and focus on how you feel more?" I sit down and cross my legs in front of me, taking a break since it looks like Bridget's not getting up from the floor anytime soon. "And practice. Practice is the number one thing to remember. And stretching. And being loose."

      "That's three things."

      I nudge her with my foot. "I said I was a dancer, not a mathematician."

      She laughs, and I smile, too. The last week has flown by, at least, with Bridget's company. She makes up excuses every day as to why she needs to hang out around camp instead of gathering herbs or checking traps, and takes turns cooking or sewing or drying meat for storage. When the chores are done for the day, she meets with me in U'dron's hut and we practice dancing. A lot of it is just basic movements and learning to work your body in a sexy manner, but Bridget is absolutely terrible at it. She doesn't give up, though, and has a good sense of humor, and it's become a lot of fun for me to work on the dancing with her.

      "Maybe I should have you teach me to twerk," Bridget says thoughtfully.

      "I don't have the ass for twerking, and neither do you." I lean over and tap her shoulder. "Sit up. Let's practice some of your floor work, okay? Remember to arch your feet because it makes them look elegant."

      The other woman heaves out a huge sigh. "Did I mention my feet are a size ten?"

      "Did I mention I don't care? It doesn't mean you can't be sexy." I nudge her again. After getting to know her a little better, I'm starting to see what the problem is between Bridget and A'tam. Bridget can be loud and playful at times, but I suspect it's to cover intense insecurity. She's completely awkward with her body in a way that makes me wonder if she's ever relaxed enough to have decent sex. If she confessed to me that she'd grown up with puritanical parents and hadn't touched her own pussy until the age of twenty, I wouldn't bat an eye. "Come on. It's just getting used to moving and feeling yourself. You find one dance move you're really good at and focus on that. You're getting better with the floor work every day, so let's practice some of that."

      "Because it doesn't require balance," she grumbles, but she rolls onto her belly obediently and tries a sinuous move, arching her feet into the air.

      It's almost good. Almost. "Keep working it," I tell her encouragingly. "Tighten your legs when you roll your hips, and—"

      Someone scratches at the hut's entrance flap.

      Bridget lets out a horrified yelp and scrambles to her feet. "Who is that?"

      "I don't know," I hiss, putting a finger to my lips. Bridget absolutely wants our lessons to be private and secret, and…I don't blame her after seeing her moves. But she's getting better, and once she builds some confidence, she's going to kill it. I get up and hurry over to the doorway, peeking out.

      It's O'jek. Ever silent, ever solemn. He gives me a nod.

      My heart catches in my throat. I don't need for him to say more than that. I know exactly what that means.

      U'dron's home.

      I turn to Bridget, wild eyed. "I've got to go."

      "Is something wrong?" She grabs one of her boots and puts it on, hopping. "Do you need help with something?"

      "No! I'm just…I've got to go." I repeat, throwing on my boots and not bothering to lace them. I fling a fur cloak around my shoulders and dart back out of the hut, looking for O'jek. He didn't wait around to see if I'd follow him. Instead, I see him standing with A'tam and I'rec a short distance away, their gazes locked on something in the distance.

      I know who that is.

      Excitement bubbling in my chest, I race through the camp, toward the distant hills, where O'jek and the others seem to be focused. Sure enough, there's a figure staggering out of the snow, his footsteps slow but determined. He's covered in shaggy white fur, and for a moment, I think it's one of those awful metlak things that the others have mentioned, the creatures that live in the mountains.

      But then he straightens, pausing, and it's my U'dron. I recognize his frame anywhere.

      With a squeal, I run toward him, my footsteps spraying sand and pebbles on the beach. He's still a fair distance away, the cliffs that lead to the steep mountains more distant than I thought. I don't care. I keep running, determined to be the first to his side, and when he sees me, his pace picks up a little. He jogs, turning toward me, and it's obvious that every step he takes is utterly weary. "U'dron!" I call out. "U'dron!"

      When I get to him, he looks…awful. He's covered head to toe in badly made furs, his skin smothered in mud and grime and god knows what else. His face is a little more hollow and pronounced than I'd like, but he smiles at me and I know it's my guy. He drops the thing he's dragging behind him and puts his hands out for me.

      I fling myself into his arms, squealing again, and knock us both to the ground.

      U'dron grunts as we land on the sand, and I pepper his mouth with kiss after kiss. His hands roam all over my body, frantic in their need, just as much as I am. "R'ven. My R'ven."

      "You…smell…so…bad…"I tell him with delight between each kiss. "God, I'm so glad you're home. You—" When he winces, I sit up, worried. "Are you hurt?"

      He grunts again. "Just sore."

      I pull at the furs stuck to his body. They're sticky on the underside, and I realize he didn't scrape them to prepare them. I picture him cutting a skin off a creature, shivering, and then just dropping it onto himself for warmth. It's disgusting…but he did what he had to do to survive. My hands skim over his chest, equally sticky. "Please tell me all this blood isn't yours."

      "Most is not."

      "Most?!" I study him with increasing worry. "I'm taking you to the healer, right now!"

      U'dron shakes his head, rubbing my arm. "I am fine. Just tired. I wish to see I'rec and the others first."

      He's come this far, and I can tell from the look on his face that he won't be deterred. All right, then. With a sigh of frustration, I roll off of him and help him get to his feet. If this is so important he must see the others in his clan first, I won't stand in the way.

      I'll just drag his ass to the healer immediately after.
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      U'DRON

      R'ven fusses over me as I limp toward camp, my prizes in tow behind me. I am exhausted, but I keep going, because I am so close to the end. My proving is almost over. This is the moment I have waited for for over ten turns of the seasons, to show the others that I am just as capable. To pass that last rite of childhood, no matter how delayed, so no one can ever question my skill or ability.

      I thought it would be that moment of pride that kept me going throughout bitterly cold nights and long days of tracking, of the misery of snowstorm after snowstorm and days so cold my hands shook as I struggled to make fire. This is what I have wanted, and so I was determined to see it through.

      Strangely enough, it was not the thought of triumph that carried me through. It was R'ven. It was knowing she was waiting for me to come home, knowing that her warm body was waiting in my furs, her smile just for me. Knowing that I had my female to return home to made me stand up when I wished to lie down, and it made me keep fighting even when I wished to give up, when days upon days passed and I could find no sign of the sky-claw I was supposed to bring in.

      But I did not give up, and now it is done.

      I'rec, O'jek and A'tam jog toward me as others follow behind. Everyone is curious at the sight of me. No doubt the others did not expect to see me stumble into camp looking as I do. R'ven notices the attention I am getting and tucks her hand in the crook of my arm, leaning in to whisper to me. "We said you were hunting. No one said why. If anyone asks, you were just doing a Shadow Cat thing and leave it at that."

      I flash her a look of gratitude. Strong Arm and Tall Horn do not know the reasoning behind my journey, then. Good. She smiles up at me and I feel such…happiness at the sight of her. I want to grab her and kiss her all over but…it must wait a little longer.

      I'rec moves toward me, a wary look on his face. "Well?"

      I tug on the items I have dragged behind me through the mountains, hauling them forward to fling at his feet. It is not one sky-claw tail tip, but two. "Mated pair," I say quietly, and let my prowess speak for itself. I want to point out how long it took for me to find them, of the endless cold nights and hungry days, of how I prowled the shores for food and materials and made myself a spear of sharpened wood before heading into the mountains. I want to tell them of all the creatures I slaughtered just for their warm skins and then ate raw because I could not let the meat go to waste. I want to brag of the cliffs I climbed, looking for hints of sky-claw nests. I want to tell them all about the mated pair I found and how I pretended to be wounded, flailing in the snow to pull their attention toward me. I want to point out how I nearly died, trying to take on two sky-claw at once but I managed, because I am crafty and determined.

      And because I have R'ven waiting for me.

      I say nothing, though. Those will be stories for another day. For today, I just wait.

      I'rec gazes down at the two tails I have placed at his feet, both of them tipped with the unmistakable deadly claw at the end. He says nothing for a long moment, and then looks up at me. Our eyes meet. He nods.

      Then he turns and leaves. O'jek nods at me, as well. A'tam does, too, a grin splitting his face before he turns away.

      I feel a great weight slide away from my shoulders. It is over. I am complete in the eyes of my people.

      R'ven's hand tightens on my arm. "That's it?" she hisses. "That's all you get? A fucking nod?" She looks outraged on my behalf, as if she expected I'rec and the others to shower me with praise. That is not our way, though. My lack of proving was a shameful thing, and now the shame is gone. There is nothing to celebrate or praise in their eyes…and I would not want it any other way.

      "It is enough," I tell my pretty mate. I turn and cup her face, exhausted. My hands are grimy against her pale skin, my claws crusted with the filth of days of hard living. I should not touch her, not while I am this unclean, but I cannot help it. I have needed her so badly through this journey, even if it was only the thought of coming home to her. To see her smile with pride up at me. "Am I enough for you, now?"

      Her hands cover mine. "You have always been enough," she tells me fiercely, a smile curving her pink mouth. "Always."

      I feel even lighter. I grin at her, and to my surprise, my vision is clouding with black at the edges. How curious. I am floating and yet it is growing dark…

      R'ven's worried expression is the last thing I see before the ground rushes up to meet me.
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      There is a steady humming in my ears that will not go away. My nose twitches, and I try to swat at it, but my hand feels heavy. All of my body feels heavy, as if something is weighing me down, pressing on me. Snow, perhaps? Did I sleep for too long? Is the ringing in my ears my starving body reacting to the fact that I have not eaten in at least two days? My mind feels sleepy, as if I am not quite ready to acknowledge any of these things, and I continue to drift along.

      Or at least, I want to. But the humming keeps getting louder. No, not quite humming. More like a drumming.

      Has…someone stolen my drum? I frown.

      "I think he's waking up," a voice whispers.

      A gentle hand caresses my brow. "U'dron? Babe? You in there?"

      R'ven's voice pulls me out of the drifting darkness. I struggle to open my eyes, and a soft, wet cloth moves over my forehead. "R…Raaaven?"

      "Oh sure, now you say my name correctly." Her voice is light and teasing and she takes my hand in hers. A moment later, I feel her press a kiss to my fingertips. I am exhausted, every bit of my body aching with fatigue…but my cock still responds.

      It is difficult to open my eyes, but I somehow manage. My vision is blurry at first, then her lovely face sharpens into focus. She smiles lovingly down at me, my hand cradled to her teats. "How are you feeling?"

      I smack my lips, disoriented. "Tired." The drumming keeps pounding away, and I want to protest that they are clearly celebrating my return without me. "What…"

      "Happened?" R'ven continues, smiling. "You passed out. It's just exhaustion, thank goodness, but Veronica worked on you for a bit anyhow. You've been sleeping for several hours now." She holds my hand to her cheek, rubbing it against her skin, and I notice that it is no longer dirty. She reaches over me, leaning forward, and my cock stirs when her teats rub against my hand. I am achingly hard for her. I have missed her so much in the time I have been away. "She wants you to stay in her tent overnight so she can check on you, but says you really just need sleep. You thirsty? Hungry?" R'ven adjusts the wet cloth on my brow, then touches my cheek. "Can I get you anything?"

      "You can kiss me." It feels like effort just to say those small words, but I am glad I do.

      Her face lights up and she leans over and presses her lips to mine. "Better?"

      "Lower."

      R'ven's eyes widen and she laughs. "Yeah, you're getting better." She slides my hand—still cradled against her chest—to one of her teats and gives me a sultry look. "Are parts of you aching as much as parts of me are?"

      She has no idea. I close my eyes, loving the feel of her teat and tight nipple against my hand. It makes my cock ache even more, and I can feel a bead of pre-cum slide down my shaft. Odd that I am so exhausted and yet so utterly aroused. I have no strength in my limbs, but if R'ven climbed onto my lap and straddled me, I would not say no. I would be thrilled despite my fatigue.

      The drumming gets louder, and I bare my teeth in frustration. "Why…are they celebrating?"

      "W-what?" R'ven giggles, pressing my hand to her teats and shivering. "What are you talking about, babe?"

      "The drums…" I try to shake my head, but my eyes are closing again. Feels like too much effort. "Who gave them my drum?"

      She giggles again, and even though my eyes are closed, I feel her bend over me. "No one's drumming, silly."

      "I hear it."

      Her lips brush against my cheek, and her teats—still shivering—rub against my hand. As she moves over me, her scent—thick with arousal—washes over me and my cock aches, my sac prickling and tightening as if I am about to spill already. Never have I been so aroused. "You…you don't hear it?" She nips at my ear even as she lies down next to me.

      "The…drums?"

      "It's resonance, silly." Her breath whispers over my skin, warm and fragrant and wonderful. "We're resonating, but I think most of you is too tired to figure that out. Go back to sleep. It can wait."

      Resonance? I want to say more, but sleep is already pulling me under. "R'ven…"

      "I'll be right here," she promises, and curls up at my side.
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      U’DRON

      I do not know how long I sleep, only that when I wake up, it is dark outside, the stars twinkling through the smoke-hole at the top of the shelter. R'ven is curled up next to me, my hand still clasped in hers, and her thighs clasped around both. She is deep in sleep, her chest thrumming with resonance.

      As mine is.

      Incredulous, I gaze at my mate. How did I resonate while I was unconscious? How did I not immediately wake up and realize this? My cock seems very aware of the situation, stiff and aching, and when I pull the blankets up to glance down at it, I see I am yet naked. My shaft is wet with pre-cum, the furs sticking to my cock as I pull them away. It has been hard and leaking for some time, it seems. I glance around—we are in V'ronca's tent, in the section she reserves for those that have injured themselves. Over the enticing, insistent scent of my mate, I can dimly smell the scent of the other female and her mate in the next chamber over. They are asleep…

      And R'ven is right here. Her khui sings to mine, and hungry yearning fills me as I gaze at my beautiful mate. R'ven's hands still clench mine between her thighs, and I experimentally push her legs apart. She rolls with a sleepy sigh, and then the thick musk of her arousal hits me like a cresting wave. My mouth waters.

      I need my mate.

      With silent movements, I slide down in the furs. My body still feels heavy with exhaustion, but I am not so tired that I cannot claim my female. I tug at her leggings, disliking them intensely. I prefer when she wears my tunic as a dress, because then I can simply flip the hem up and my mouth can be on her cunt in an instant. I loosen the drawstring of her leggings and tug the leather down her hips.

      R'ven stirs from her sleep. "Mmm…what…"

      "Shhh," I tell her. "I am going to make you come, but you must be silent."

      I love the sound of her sucking in a breath, and then the way her fingers tighten in my mane as I push my face between her thighs and lick at her folds. She is not telling me to stop. She is not shy, either. Instead, she pulls me in, rubbing her cunt against my face as I hungrily drag my tongue over her. Her khui makes her body shiver with need, the song of it throbbing and endless, as endless as my own. It adds another layer of sensation to our mating. I plunge my tongue into her body, pumping into her with it, even as I rub my thumb over her clit. I want her to come hard and fast.

      I need it. I need it like nothing I have ever needed before, and the sheer ferocity of my hunger staggers me.

      R'ven grinds her cunt against my face, her breath heaving and overloud in the darkness. Her hands are so tight in my mane that it feels as if she is going to pull out fistfuls of it, but I do not ask her to stop. I revel in the pain, knowing that I am driving her wild.

      My mate. My resonance mate. She is mine in all ways, my R'ven, and nothing will ever come between us.

      When she comes, she lets out a little gasp, and her cunt tightens and clenches around my tongue. I drink the sweetness of her release, but my own is pushing at me, desperate for its turn. I am a wild creature with need, and I cannot mate her here, footsteps away from the furs of another.

      We need to go back to my hut. Our hut.

      R'ven lets out a little sigh as I press kisses to her hands, pulling them free of my mane.  She smiles at me in the darkness and opens her mouth to speak, but I press a finger to her lips. I get to my feet—not without some effort—and haul my mate into my arms. Her eyes go wide as I pull her to my chest, and she makes a silent sound of protest, shaking her head.

      "I am taking you back to our hut," I whisper. "And then I am going to mate you over and over again."

      "Oh. Are you…sure? I can walk."

      I ignore her protests and carry her out of the hut and down the beach. It is late at night, the camp mostly deserted, but I do see a figure by the fire. It is too far to make it out, and I am sure I look odd, a naked male with a stiff cock carrying his female across the sands.

      I do not care, though. All I care about is R'ven and making her come again.

      It seems to take forever to get to my hut, and I am relieved when it comes into sight. R'ven wriggles out of my grasp and puts her feet on the sand, shaking her head at me. "Let me go inside myself." She steps onto the wooden platform that all of the huts are built upon and pushes the flap aside. I follow her in, noting the chill in the air. The fire is out, which means she has not been in here for some time. "How long have I been sleeping?"

      "Since you showed up after breakfast," R'ven admits. Then she punches my arm. "You scared the shit out of me, by the way."

      "I will make it up to you," I reassure her, pulling her close. "I did not realize I was that tired."

      Her hands trace over my stomach, and I realize there is a freshly healed scar there. I have vague memories of a snow-cat and a fierce battle, but most of my time in my proving is a blur. "Veronica said that you were just exhausted, but when you saw me, we started to resonate. She said that the blood probably rushed here." She grips my cock in her small hand, her eyes glowing in the darkness. "And that caused you to pass out."

      "I did not realize." I pump into her hand, needing the friction and heat of her touch. "Take your clothes off. I want to lick all of you."

      She pulls off her tunic and flings it aside, and then watches me as she steps out of her leggings. "Lie down," she insists. "You still need to rest."

      "Rest is the last thing on my mind, I assure you—"

      R'ven immediately goes to the furs and drops onto her back. "Then come lie down on me." Her hand slides between her thighs and she parts her folds, teasing her wet cunt before my eyes.

      I groan, helpless to do anything but obey. I drop to my knees in front of her, entranced at the sight of my mate touching herself. The throb of resonance pounds through my blood, and my chest feels as if it will explode with how intense my khui is singing for her. "I am glad it is you," I tell her as I move over her. "So glad it is you."

      "Me too." She gives me a feral smile. "I'd scratch the eyes out of any woman that thought she could come between us."

      I love that my R'ven is as fiercely possessive of me as I am of her. I move atop her, resonance pounding through me, and she welcomes me with eager touches and a hungry look in her eyes. Resonance has always been too much for me to dream of, something I hoped for but that never seemed as if it would be mine. In this moment, though, I have everything I have ever wanted. I am utterly content.

      Or I will be once resonance is sated. For now, it screams through my veins, demanding that I plunge into my mate's body and fill her with my seed. I hike her thigh to my hip, settling my cock at her entrance. She makes a little noise of encouragement, rocking against me, and her cunt is still drenched with her release, her folds hot and slippery and welcoming. With a single thrust, I am inside her.

      She shivers, her entire body quaking in response. "U'dron. U'dron. You feel so..." She moans instead of finishing the sentence, and I feel another ripple move through her body. "How are you gonna make me come again so quickly?"

      "It is resonance," I tell her, my voice thick with need. I pull back, teasing her entrance with the head of my cock before slamming deep again, and we both gasp in response. "You feel…incredible, my mate."

      R'ven moans encouragement, and when I thrust into her again, she lifts her hips, meeting me with force. This will be no gentle mating, no languid release. She wants this as badly as I do, the resonance humming through our bodies making us both mad with need. I brace myself over her and begin a rhythm, claiming her body with deep, powerful strokes. Each one feels better than the last, and my entire body is blazing with hunger. My shaft seems to throb with every thrust, my pulse pounding in my ears. My sac is so tight with seed it feels as if my entire body is drawing up…and still I drive into my mate.

      "Fuck yes," R'ven whimpers as I rock over her. "So good. So damn good, U'dron. Give me everything."

      I growl, caging her with my body as I hammer into her. I cannot slow down—I have no control left. I am nothing but instinct, burying my face in her soft mane as I pound into her. She whines encouragement, her blunt nails digging into my skin and adding a hint of pain to the experience.

      "Harder," she begs. "Need harder. Need you to fill me up."

      My control shatters. I plow into her, unstoppable, my sac slamming a rhythm against her skin. She lets out a little cry, her fingers spasming, and her cunt quakes hard, squeezing me like a vise. She is coming again, my R'ven, and her release spurs mine. I bury myself inside her and let go, the release flooding out of me so hard I see stars floating in front of my eyes. I gasp out her name, rocking into her with each spurt of my seed. It seems endless, my release, as if resonance is pulling everything forth and pumping it into my mate.

      By the time I stop moving, I am breathless and exhausted…and sated. For now.

      "Mmmm," R'ven sighs under me. "God, you're good at that."

      I shift my weight, trying not to press too heavily upon her, and her body quivers around my cock. "Did I…did I hurt you?" My control was gone, and she is so small and fragile. "Should I move?"

      "No to both." Her hands skate up and down my back and she hums with pleasure. "You just stay right there because I'm definitely going to want to do that again very soon."

      I chuckle. "Did I not satisfy you? I will have to work harder next time."

      "Oh, you satisfied me." R'ven wiggles underneath me, and then lets out another sigh. "You satisfied me so hard that I thought I was going to lose my mind." Her lips curve into a smile and she puts a hand on my chest. "But we're both still resonating. Either your swimmers haven't gone all the way upstream just yet or we need another round."

      "My…what?"

      "Your swimmers. Your seed." She wiggles again. "Never mind. I'll explain some other time when my brain isn't mush."  Her fingers trail up and down my spine. "I'm so glad you're back, U'dron. I missed you so much."

      I press a kiss to the top of her head. I should get off of her, roll to the side, pull out…but I am strangely reluctant to move. It feels so good to just lie here with her, inside her, utterly replete. "I missed you, as well. My only thought was to get back to you, and quickly." I touch her skin, caressing her neck, her shoulder, marveling at how soft she is. I touch one of her teats, and when her nipple puckers in response, I feel an answering call in my groin.

      Perhaps I am not as 'replete' as I thought.

      Her tracing fingers move down my spine and then she teases the base of my tail, making me gasp in response. "Next time you go on a long hunt like that…" R'ven whispers, "Take me with you?"

      "You wish to hunt?"

      "I wish to be with you," she corrects, smiling. "Nothing else matters."
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RAVEN

      "So…have you danced for your mate?" Daisy looks at me with interest as I shovel breakfast into my mouth. It's not Callie's spicy oatmeal today. Elly and Gail made a thick porridge seasoned with a bit of hraku to give it an edge of sweetness. It's comforting in its own way, and I scrape my bowl before getting a second helping.

      "Couple of times," I tell her when I get my bowl back from Elly. "He likes it, but then, he likes everything I do." I don't point out that dancing for U'dron usually ends up very differently than it did when I was back in the club. Back then, if I stuck my ass in someone's face, I'd get mad if they did anything other than shove a few bills into my G-string. Now, when I put my ass in U'dron's face, he grabs my hips and goes down on me.

      I like that reaction so much that my dancing never seems to last for long.

      Daisy's not deterred by my brief conversation or the fact that I'm eating at record speed. I'm going out hunting with U'dron today. It's my first hunt, and he wants to show me how to set traps and what to look for when I go out. I'm a little nervous, because I've never killed anything with my own two hands, but I also know that survival is important, and being squeamish only hinders me. Nadine and Penny both hunt regularly. Lauren and a few of the others go out from time to time, and for most of the women, hunting is a choice. It's assumed that if you don't help out with the hunting, you help with gathering food or working skins or making meals. I'm going to see if I like hunting…but mostly I just want to spend my time with U'dron.

      I'm that clingy woman who can't leave her man's side for a minute, it seems. I just…really like being with him. He makes me smile. He makes me laugh. We have great conversations. He likes my weird versions of dirty songs. Why wouldn't I want to spend all day with the man?

      Daisy sidles a little closer, watching me eat. "You're very hungry today."

      "Going out," I tell her between mouthfuls and wave my spoon at my mate, who's down near our hut talking to A'tam and O'jek. "Hunting."

      "You're hunting?" Daisy looks fascinated. "I thought you didn't do that."

      I shrug. "I'll give it a try. Besides, I'm going to have the hottest teacher on the beach."

      Daisy's eyes widen. "You are? Who?"

      I blink at her. "My mate?"

      She blushes, and even that is charmingly beautiful. "Oh, goodness. Of course."  She bites her lip and leans in, as if sharing a secret. "Do you…feel any different?"

      I take another bite of food, and as I do, I notice Lauren's shooting me a sympathetic look over her cup of tea. I guess Daisy questioned her earlier, and now I get to take my turn. "I've only been pregnant for like, two weeks."

      "I meant with resonance," Daisy continues. "I want to know what it's like. Do you tingle when you get near your mate? Does the singing of the khui feel odd? Can you tell a difference from before and after you resonated?" She scoots a little closer to me. "I want to know everything."

      I'm grateful for the food I'm shoving into my mouth, because it saves me from an awkward conversation. I don't think Daisy wants to know everything. Does she really want me to tell her that we made love non-stop for three days, only pausing to hydrate and sleep? That when we finally stopped resonating, I felt as if I'd walk bow-legged for the rest of my days? That I'm a little scared of being a mom but I still wouldn't change a thing? That I'm happier than I've ever been and secure knowing that U'dron is mine and mine alone?

      I don't say any of these things, of course. Around a mouthful of food, I say, "Guess so."

      "Guess so what?"

      I swallow down my cup of shrimp tea, looking for my mate. Still talking to O'jek, which is a feat in itself, since I don't think that guy has said more than three words in the last month. Looks like I'm stuck being grilled by Daisy for a while longer. "Things are different a little, sure. You feel…stronger toward your mate. I mean, I was already in love with U'dron. Now I'm just…more in love. And a little more needy, too. I don't like him to leave. That's why I'm going hunting with him."

      Daisy melts at this. "That's so sweet. Oh, I hope I resonate soon." She clasps her hands dramatically. "I would love that so."

      I'm not sure why she's so excited. After I snapped up U'dron (well, so to speak), the pickings on the beach are getting slim. But romantic Daisy just gives me a blissful look and I smile back, not wanting to rain on her parade. If she's excited at the prospect of instant-love, let her have it.

      "Needy, huh?" Lauren asks, grinning. "You?"

      I glance around to make sure she's not addressing anyone else. "Why not me?"

      She shrugs, moving over to sit next to me. Even though she's several months pregnant now, Lauren looks the same as she ever did, maybe her boobs are a little larger. The lack of change is both pleasing and worrying. Pleasing, because it means my life isn't going to change right away…and a little worrying because it means I'm probably going to be pregnant for a long, long time. Which is…a little terrifying.

      Daisy abruptly jumps to her feet, gathering her furs around her. "Do forgive me, but I must go." She trots off, and I try to follow where she's heading, but Lauren nudges me. I see Daisy meet up with a guy—A'tam, maybe?—in the distance and turn my focus to Lauren. "I'm sorry, I'm distracted."

      "It's too early for pregnancy brain," Lauren teases. "And I was just joking about how different you seem now. I can't believe you had us all fooled for so long." At my uncertain look, she laughs. "It's a compliment."

      "How exactly am I different?" I ask her, curious.

      "You cuss, for starters." She gestures at my food. "You're about to go hunting, too. And your voice has a different…tone to it."

      "You mean I'm a bitch." I arch a brow at her.

      Lauren shakes her head again. "Not at all. You seem more…sincere. More real. I always thought you were nice but kind of flighty before. A little fragile. Like this planet was going to chew you up and spit you out and it was just a matter of time."

      "And now?"

      Her smile grows wider. "Now, you've got your shit together. I don't think this planet is gonna wreck you. I think you fit in just fine." She gets to her feet, dusting off her leathers, and I catch the slightest hint of a baby bump when she straightens her tunic. "Your mate's heading over. Good luck hunting."

      I get to my feet, too, my gaze automatically going to U'dron. He's striding across the beach toward me, dressed in leggings and a fur-lined tunic that opens up in the front and ties at the waist. It reminds me of a karate gi—the jacket and pants—and shows his insanely gorgeous chest off. I think he looks stunningly handsome. His hair is still a shorn scruff, but I like that, too.

      Our eyes meet and he grins at me, his feet moving a little faster as he heads toward me.

      Yeah, I think I'm gonna be just fine, too.
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      STEPH

      The camp is never quiet at dawn. You'd think everyone would be in bed, squeezing out a few more minutes of sleep, or sitting around the fire with their mates before starting the day, but nope. These people are morning people, and even though it's well before dawn when I head out of the women's cave, there are people at the main cook-fire and others heading off to hunt. I see someone casting a net into the waters, and Gail's making a big pouch of shrimp tea.

      I smile at her as I pass through, but I don't stop. Not just yet. First things first, I have to deliver my package.

      Well…it's not really my package. I've sort of strong-armed the delivery from U'dron and Raven. Maybe it's the budding psychologist in me, but I want to figure out what makes Juth and his son tick. I want to show them that our camp can be a good thing, and that they're welcome. And I think I can do it with more gentleness and more finesse than anyone else.

      So I'm the one that sets supplies out for the outcasts now. It's more than just the small portions of food. Most days, I try to include a little something else that might be useful to them, since Raven pointed out that they have nothing. Sometimes it's an extra fur skin that someone messed up on and I can wrangle away, or a carved spoon that doesn't turn out the way the carver intended. I snatch all these things up and dole them out with my care packages. It's difficult to get things sometimes, because even a badly cured hide has its use, and an ugly spoon can still hold soup. No one likes to waste anything. But I also remind people that we can make more spoons, and why can't I have this ugly one, and isn't it all an investment in another tribe member anyhow? It's not really tossing things away. It's simply finding them a new owner that will use them more than the old one would.

      I'm pretty good at repositioning things like that, if I do say so myself.

      Today's present, well, it's something I made. It's taken me a few days, but I managed to stitch a ball together out of hide. It's made from layers and layers of wadded hide stitched together, and the exterior is made from scraps of colorful skins that Brooke tested some dyes on. There's a green stripe and a pink one, and a brilliant swath of red. It's not the prettiest ball in the world, or the roundest (it actually looks a lot like a really ugly football), but I think of little Pak, whom I've never seen, and I suspect he'll love it.

      I head out to the designated rocks with my package, glancing behind me to see if anyone is following. No one is. I've made it quite clear that I don't want anyone to come with me. No other scents except for mine. They need to build trust, and I intend to build that trust. I want Juth and Pak to know that when they smell me, they're safe.

      As usual, the rock itself is deserted, no signs of yesterday's donation of dried meat and two starchy roots. We never give them a huge supply of food, because I want them to keep coming back. I'm afraid if we gave them a huge slab of meat they'd just head off and we'd never hear from them again. So I deliberately keep the meals small. It sounds cruel (and feels it, to be honest) but I have to remind myself that it's all part of the process. I make sure there's enough for them to eat, but not so much that they don't have to come back the next day. I dust off the spot where I normally place the offerings and set the food down. There's no one nearby, but my skin prickles and I wonder if I'm being watched.

      I get that feeling, sometimes, when I'm out here. Like someone's staring at me. I hope it's Juth and Pak. I hope they see me leaving stuff for them.

      "Today's food," I call out loudly, taking great care to set down each item. A big fish, the head still attached, the innards hollowed out and the entire thing smoked and rubbed with herbs. "I promise this looks gross but tastes amazing." I set down a handful of strips of dried dvisti meat. "The usual jerky, of course." And then I add something that's been hard for me to give up—a cookie. Sweets are difficult to come by, and hraku seeds are highly prized. Brooke and Gail made a batch of cookies with the last of the hraku seeds brought from Croatoan, and I saved my cookie so I could bring it out here today. It's made from mashed seeds and some not-potato so it's not a hundred percent like a cookie, but it crisped up nicely and it's been making my mouth water all night just thinking about it.

      I hope they appreciate it, because it's hard for this fat girl to give up her cake, so to speak. I gesture at it, setting it down on the rock. "Cookie," I say loudly, and then I pause, wondering if they'll even know what it is? It smells sweet, and I hope they don't think it's rotten. I reach over and break it in half, and then pick up one side to give it the tiniest of nibbles. "You eat it."

      Oh god, that's a damn good cookie. I stifle a pang of distress—the last thing I need is another cookie going straight to these hips—and set it back down again. I set the ball next to the food and give it a little pat. "A toy. A ball. For you, Pak."

      I look around, just in case someone's come out to greet me, but the beach is just as empty as ever.

      I sigh in frustration. "I'm not sure why I'm talking. You guys can't understand me anyhow." I wave at nothing, a reluctant smile on my face. "All right, see you guys tomorrow then." I turn and walk away, leaving the offering behind.

      I take a few steps and then pause, glancing up at the skies. It's a little cloudy, and I wonder if I should bring something to cover the food. If they're not around, it might get ruined. I glance back behind me—

      The colorful, ugly ball is gone.

      Somehow, that makes my day brighter. I smile to myself as I head back to camp.
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      Hello there!

      Where to begin? Imagine me cracking my knuckles. Sit down. Let’s talk. Lol. You’re wondering why I wrote a character that’s a sex worker. This is the part where I tell you what I was thinking!

      This book started out with the concept of secrets. I’m always daydreaming about my characters in all kinds of strange scenarios, and one day I started playing with the idea that one of the characters on the beach is a big fat liar. That they’re absolutely not who they say they are. Who better to be a liar than a weird hippie blonde who goes by the name Raven? When you think of ‘Raven’ you think dark hair and goth (at least, I do). You don’t think of someone with a bright personality and sweet disposition.

      So to me, once the idea of someone having a secret came about, I absolutely knew it was Raven. Then, I brainstormed what kind of secret would someone keep when the past on Earth doesn’t matter?  If everyone’s starting over, and you’re still keeping secrets, it has to be something with gravitas. I toyed with the idea of making Raven married, or giving someone a family back home but…I really hate that sort of scenario. I don’t want someone leaving happiness behind and trading for a new happiness. I want stories about people that FIND their happiness. So that was out.

      So what other sorts of things would people hide? Criminal things, of course! Or things they think the rest of the new society won’t understand. You’re probably thinking, okay, stripping isn’t a big deal. Going to prison for stealing an ex-boyfriend’s car isn’t so bad, either. There’s a LOT worse out there.

      This is true. But if you look at it from Raven’s perspective, she is a square peg that has been dropped into a situation full of round holes. She’s the only dog person on cat person island. She’s the only democrat in a land full of republicans…you get the idea. In a new society, one of the biggest things is fitting in. Raven knows this. And when everyone else confesses their benign jobs and backgrounds (College! Nursing! Cashier!) she decides to create a new, benign persona that no one will dislike. As she mentions in the book, her only other friends were strippers, and her job tended to ruin most other relationships. From her perspective, everyone will hate her when they find out she’s a sex worker.

      At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter all that much, and a lot of the worry is all in Raven’s head. I loved writing her, because she has a lot of fascinating personality aspects. Raven’s very sex-positive and absolutely unapologetic about stripping and showing her body. At the same time, she’s ashamed of her lack of schooling and hides who she is because she thinks others won’t like it. She’s a loner with trust issues thanks to her upbringing, but when U’dron comes back for her (the first time anyone’s ever come back for her) she realizes that it’s time to open up and share who she really is so she can be herself. She’s tired of pretending to be someone else.

      As for her criminal record and going to prison, I tried to put myself in Raven’s shoes. Too young, too left on her own to make bad decisions, no father and an absent druggie mother, and I probably would have made the exact same choices she did. Who didn’t make dumbass decisions at eighteen that they didn’t regret or cringe over years later?

      Anyhow, I found all of these aspects of Raven fascinating, and I hope you understand a little more as to why I chose to give her the background I did. I hope you learned to love her for the scrappy survivor she is, and how adaptable she’s always been. She acknowledges a crappy situation and tries to make the best of it, to figure out how to survive and thrive, as she’s done all her life.

      There’s a general belief in romance writing that most readers hate sex worker heroines, or criminal heroines. This is probably true, but I wrote Raven anyhow, because I like to write different kinds of characters. :)

      A quick housekeeping note - Raven refers to herself as a stripper instead of a sex worker, and this was a deliberate choice on my part. Not because I’m trying to denigrate her job choices — your body is your body and you can do whatever the fuck you want with it — but because I’m trying to be somewhat authentic to changing terminology. Raven was ‘taken’ from Earth at least five years ago, which is why all of her club songs are not from this decade. I felt it might come across as inauthentic and author-interfering for me to use the term sex-worker in the book via Raven’s narrative when I feel this is something that has cropped up in more recent years as we become more and more aware of the words we choose. If this is problematic for you, I absolutely understand and I apologize! Writing characters different from myself is always about learning, too.

      As for U’dron! My big, squishy, adoring puppy-lunk of a hero. He’s just the best. I knew from the moment he started playing his drum when Raven sang that they were meant to be together, but I also wanted to give them other things to bond over. I loved the idea of them sneaking out to watch the stars together (and bonding over the fact that they couldn’t see constellations). I loved that both of them had these big, weighty secrets that were eating them alive, and I loved that they shared them with each other.

      Both of these characters had ‘flaws’ that have made them outcasts amongst their tribes (at least in their eyes) so it gave them a deeper understanding of each other. Raven doesn’t like that U’dron risks himself in his proving, but she’s 100% supportive of his need to do it….just like U’dron never tells Raven what to do with her body or that she shouldn’t dance. For me, love is about partnership and belonging, and they’re perfect for each other.

      I also liked the dichotomy of secrets and belonging…and introducing new characters! Juth and Pak’s appearance is forcing our divided tribe of little groupings to rethink what it means to be people. Why are outcasts not considered ‘real’ members of a clan when humans are fine? Doesn’t every life matter when most of the world you knew disappeared with the volcano? It’s forcing new questions and new thinking and that’s the kind of shit I love as an author. I hope you enjoyed Juth and little Pak, and rest assured we’ll see more of the two of them!

      (Plus, who doesn’t love a single dad? Hello!)

      If you’re wondering who is next…it’s not Steph! I wanted her epilogue to show some of her thinking with regards to Juth and Pak, but I do believe Bridget will be next, as I’m getting a lot of calls for her book.

      As always, thank you so much for the never-ending support for these characters, and my books, and for just being awesome fans. I adore all of you and thank you so much for giving me reasons to play in this world over and over again. <3

      

      Ruby

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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. Transferred to Croatoan for the time being.

      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 hated 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. Former psychology student.

      Raven – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Blonde, despite her name. Hippie parents. Likes to sing and dance. Turns out her real name is Louise, she’s not a hippie after all, and was a stripper. Still awesome. Finder of Juth and Pak. Resonates to U’dron.

      Penny – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Learning to hunt. Human sunshine. Loves adventure and a good time. Stolen by S’bren. Resonates to 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.

      Daisy - Newcomer! Dropped on the ice planet by Mardok’s old friend Niri. Former slave for over ten years. Very beautiful. Utterly thrilled and ready to mate and have babies, which means everyone unmated hates her.

      

      
        
        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. Upset over Tia’s constant flirting with all unhitched penises.

      

      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.

      

      Bek (BECK) - Hunter and mate to Elly. Recently arrived at the Icehome camp with S’bren and Penny. Utterly devoted to his woman. Kind of a crank-monster otherwise.

      Elly - Human female who was kept in alien captivity for over ten years. Very fragile and shy, and tends to regress when uneasy. Adores Gail. Worships Bek. Loves the stars.

      

      
        
        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.Attacked by skyclaw on the island and nearly dies of wounds, so the healer stops his resonance. Eventually re-resonates to Mari.

      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 and resonates to her.

      

      Clan of the Shadow Cat

      I’rec (I WRECK) – Clan leader. Kind of a shit-stirrer.  One of Tia’s flirt targets.

      O’jek (Oh-JECK) – Hunter. Quiet.  One of Tia’s flirt targets.

      A’tam (Uh-TAMM) – Hunter, said to be the handsomest on the island. Not much of a fish hook. Currently messed up over Bridget.

      U’dron (Ooh-DRONN) – Hunter. Fisher. All around sporty type. Plays a mean drum. Late bloomer, proving-wise. Resonates to Raven.

      

      Outcast Clan

      Juth (joooth) - Outcast male who snags Raven in exchange for goods. Adoptive father of Pak. Currently skulking around Icehome beach but will not join the tribe.

      Pak (pack) - Littlest outcast! Adoptive son of Juth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More to Read?

          

        

      

    

    
      All of my books are in Kindle Unlimited, so borrow to your heart’s content! Here are my suggestions if you’re looking for more to binge on.

      
        
        Want to start Icehome from the beginning?

        Lauren’s Barbarian

      

        

      
        …or start from the VERY VERY beginning?

        Ice Planet Barbarians

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe you’re in the mood for an epic slow burn with some sweetness and a cat-alien gladiator hero?

        When She Purrs

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe you’ve only got a little bit of time to read and want something sweet and safe that stands alone?

        The Alien’s Mail Order Bride

      

      

      
        
        Enjoy!

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
T
|V

ov

\|

FME

CEH

]

AN






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





