
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Penny’s Protector

      A Sci-Fi Alien Romance

    

    




      
        Ruby Dixon

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: www.rubydixon.com]
          [image: www.rubydixon.com]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Ruby Dixon

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Photo: Sara Eirew Photographer

      Cover Design: Kati Wilde, Photoshop Badass

      Editing: Aquila Edits, Word Wrangler Extraordinaire

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        PENNY’S PROTECTOR

      

      
        A quick warning!

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        The People of Icehome

      

      
        Need More Ruby Dixon?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PENNY’S PROTECTOR

          

        

      

    

    
      S’bren doesn’t realize what a mess he’s stepping in when he steals me away. He just wants to resonate. Sweet, right? But his methods are all wrong and resonance doesn’t look as if it's happening anytime soon for either of us.

      

      So I’m going to use this time away from the camp as an opportunity. We’re going to go exploring and not return to the beach camp until I'm good and ready. It's one part punishment for him - being my guide - and one part adventure for me. We'll have fun, swing from some vines in the fruit cave, and then return to Icehome when we're good and ready.

      

      What's not part of the plan? Falling in love. Matters of the heart are tricky when the khui gets the final say...and mine is totally silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A quick warning!

          

        

      

    

    
      A note about this plot line. I wanted to play with the concept of an alien hero doing something unfathomably awful (in human eyes) with far more innocent intentions. So the hero drugs the heroine’s tea and steals her away.

      I KNOW. I KNOW. It’s awful and wrong and my meta-brain thought EXACTLY! WE’LL DO THAT AND SHOW AT SOME LEVEL JUST HOW HE ABSOLUTELY DOES NOT GET IT! You foolish, foolish hero!

      It’s one of those moments where the writer cannot see the forest for the trees. When I conceived this storyline a few books ago, it didn’t occur to me that I was triggering some people and sending them to a horrific place.

      I’m sorry.

      If it helps, please know that I’ve tried to handle it sensitively and honestly from the characters points-of-view but if you absolutely cannot read this without going to a bad place, I UNDERSTAND.  Please just skip this one. :)

      The next book will not feature any such storylines and I’m going to be more careful/thoughtful in the future.

      xo

      Ruby
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      PENNY

      I bite my lip, watching as the big, awkward alien approaches me on the beach. I can tell—I can just TELL—that this is going to get weird. It's pretty much gotten weird every time S'bren's approached me, and ever since the team games? S'bren's been approaching a lot.

      Poor thing has a crush, I think.

      It's to be expected. Not because I think I'm such hot shit, but because the aliens from the island thought they'd never get the chance to have mates or families. There were no females alive when Lauren and Mari discovered the tribes, and so they came to the mainland just before the island sank (or exploded, or whatever it is islands do when a volcano erupts and takes everything down with it). Ever since the island clans arrived, they've been googly-eyed over the single girls. It's been fun to flirt and get so much male attention, but I never take it too far. I always remind myself that these guys need to be treated gently. That I can't let anyone assume too much. That I just need to be friendly to everyone and let the chips fall where they may.

      After all, it seems like I'm not the one that gets to decide, anyhow. It's the cootie. I'm my own woman until that happens, and once it does…well, I'll think about that later. Suffice to say, it's not a big deal if you take a “pleasure” mate beforehand, but I think pretty much all of us have vetoed that idea. It's not that we don't want to hook up. I'm sure there's a few of us that have itches that need some serious scratching. It's that after what happened with Bridget? All of us are a little terrified of letting one of the guys think it's more than just sex.

      Bridget hooked up with A'tam and A'tam practically thought it was wedding vows. Then, Bridget ran scared and it's been chaos ever since. These guys don't know the meaning of “friends with benefits,” or “casual sex,” or “one-night stand.” They know “mine” and “mate” and “forever.”

      So yeah, even Tia, bless her flirty little heart, knows not to go too far.

      But S'bren might end up being my own personal problem. I sit on the sand, my arms resting on my knees, and pretend to stare out into the icy waters. I'm supposed to be watching O'jek spear-fishing because I did say I wanted to learn. But the moment I saw S'bren's big body heading down the beach in my direction, I got distracted. Every time S'bren comes to talk to me, it gets…awkward. He's like that weird, nerdy guy in the back of the class that never talked to anyone. Well, no, that's not exactly right. He's not nerdy. He's just…odd. I keep my gaze focused on the waters, even as I watch him approach in my peripheral vision. Maybe he'll keep going. Maybe he'll keep going. Maybe he's not coming over to talk to me. It might just be coincidence.

      S'bren pauses a short distance away, maybe fifty feet. Just far enough for me to be acutely aware, but not so far that I can ignore him. He stays there…and waits.

      Eventually, I can't take the pretending any longer. I turn and look over at him, giving the alien a friendly smile. "Morning, S'bren."

      He freezes. His color shifts in a flurry, matching the sand, then the ocean, then drifting back to the normal ice blue of the island clans. His forehead seems dark, as if flushed, and he says nothing. Just mutely holds out a fish.

      See? Weird.

      "Um, no thank you?" I point at the spear at my side, next to my folded net. "I'm good."

      His big, broad face turns down in a frown. He gestures at the fish, holding it out to me again. "You are about to fish. Now you do not have to."

      I keep smiling, because it's sweet of him to try and feed me, but he's missing the point. "I'm here to learn, though. I want to be self-sufficient."

      "If you had a mate, he would feed you." He lowers the fish, studying it for a moment. "You would not need to learn."

      Annnnnd it just got awkward. Poor thing. I feel nothing but pity for S'bren, who's just darn weird. I'm used to the guys not knowing how to flirt. It's fun to tease but I never take it further than a tease. I don't want to lead anyone on, but apparently I've somehow snared S'bren with my wiles…I guess? I rack my brain, trying to think of what I did that would have made him latch onto me. Did I smile too long? Laugh too hard at someone's joke? What? "I want to learn," I say again, gently. "It's important to me."

      His forehead flushes even darker at the base of his horns. "I can feed you. I would take care of you, P'nee. Even without resonance."

      And he awkwardly thrusts the fish back out to me.

      Yeah, I'm not taking that thing from his hand. It might as well be an engagement ring as far as he's concerned. How to let him down gently? I get to my feet, dusting the sand off my leathers. "Gosh, S'bren, I really do appreciate the thought." I beam at him, because a smile never hurt anyone. "But if you feed me, I'll never learn how to take care of myself, and that'd just be unfair. Why don't you take that fish over to Liz or Harlow? Their hands are full with their new babies and I'm sure they'd love a bit of extra meat."

      He thinks for a moment, and I can practically see the wheels turning in his head. His jaw sets and then he frowns. "I caught it for you."

      "I'm sure someone else will enjoy it, too." I pick up my spear and net, as if I'm readying to get into the water. Of course, to do that, I'll have to strip my pants off, and there's no way in heck I'm doing that with S'bren right here acting weird. "Oooh, what about Devi and N'dek? Save them a trip into the water!" Suggesting this is my ace in the hole, because I know he's buddies with Devi (who can be equally awkward and weird at times).

      S’bren considers this, his shoulders slumping, and I feel like I’ve kicked a puppy. “I wanted to feed you.”

      “Aww, buddy.” I give him a sympathetic look. “I appreciate that. I really do. But I want to learn to feed myself.” S’bren is a big goober, and it’s made worse by his crush, but he really does have a good heart. “Next time, huh?”

      He’s silent, and I think for a moment that he’s offended. That I’ve truly hurt his feelings by refusing his fish, but then S’bren’s expression hardens, and someone comes to stand at my side.

      O’jek. The Shadow Cat hunter glares at S’bren as if he’s encroaching on O’jek’s territory…which is me. In fact, O’jek’s standing so close that I can practically feel the seawater dripping off of him. He gives a full body shiver, flicking water off his arms and legs like a dog and then thunks the butt of his spear into the sand. “Is this one bothering you?” O’jek asks me.

      Bothering me? It’s a free beach. I get that a lot of the men are territorial—and the ones that haven’t resonated are some of the worst. It’s like they think if they’re pushy enough, a cootie will kick into gear and give them the female they want. It’s happened several times over the last few months, and every time, I shut it down.

      Just like I’m about to do right now. I give O’jek a sweet smile. “Of course not. S’bren and I were just chatting. He’s trying to be helpful but he didn’t realize I’m trying to learn. No harm done.”

      S’bren just silently glares at O’jek and doesn’t move.

      O’jek bristles. “She is with me, Tall Horn—”

      “Hang on, here. I thought this was just a fishing lesson?” I cut in, frowning at both of them. “If you’re both going to act like I’m someone’s territory, then I’ll find someone else to teach me spear fishing.”

      “I will teach you,” S’bren quickly volunteers.

      O’jek snarls, taking a step forward.

      “Guys, please.” I step in between them. “Let’s calm down, okay? This is just a fishing lesson. It doesn’t mean I’m dating anyone. It just means I want to learn how to fish.” Jeez. I’m trying to stay positive, but if I’d have known that this much testosterone was going to be flung around on the beach, I’d have gone hunting with Nadine when she asked me.

      They both silently glare at each other and then O’jek turns to me. “I am sorry. Come. I will show you where to stand in the waters. Are you ready?”

      I glance over at S’bren, but the hard, angry tension in his shoulders is easing. He looks over at me, then silently nods. He’s standing down, all because I asked him to.

      I give him a look of appreciation and turn to O’jek. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Then take off your boots and leggings, and join me in the waves,” the Shadow Cat hunter says, slapping the hip of his wet loincloth—all he’s wearing—and then turning back toward the icy, rolling shoreline.

      Right. Time to strip down. I glance over at S’bren to see if he’s leaving, but he leans on his spear and watches, waiting, the fish seemingly forgotten. Okay, then. I can put up a fuss about stripping down to my own loincloth, or I can just act like it’s normal and get on with things. I hesitate for only a moment, and then pull off my fur boots and then my leggings, tossing them into a pile next to my net. My tunic barely covers my big butt, but all the cellulite in my thighs is on display. No matter how much walking I do, my thighs are tight…and still covered in cellulite. Oh well. If the guys here don’t care—and it’s clear they don’t—then I don’t, either. I give a little shiver and then, clutching my spear, head toward the icy waves.

      O’jek’s already wading out ahead of me, past the biggest, slapping waves and into deeper waters. He goes out to his waist, and then turns to wait, watching me.

      I try to go as far out as him, but stop when the water brushes against the hem of my leather tunic. I might take my pants off for this, but there’s no way I’m stripping naked just to catch a few fish. I suspect O’jek would think I’m practically proposing marriage to him if I did. The thought makes me giggle, and I gesture at where I stand, a good twenty feet back from him. “How about this deep instead?”

      He nods, wading over to my side.

      The water is ice cold, which is expected. My khui feels warm in my chest, as if I’ve got a strange little space heater that’s hard at work. So the water is absurdly, horribly cold, but I can somehow stand it? My toes prickle with the chill, but they never go numb, and so I do my best to ignore the icy feeling. If island-born O’jek can stand it, surely I can, too.

      Something slithers past my foot, and I freeze in place, immediately visualizing all the weird, Cthulhu-looking shit that washes up on shore on a regular basis. “A fish just touched my leg. At least, I hope it was a fish. Should I be worried?”

      “No,” O’jek says, moving to my side. “The largest, most deadly creatures are much farther out. We are not very deep.”

      “Okay, you’re the expert.” There’s something about his statement that seems a little flip to me, but I could just be paranoid. I’m used to hunting in the snowy canyons, where you view everything as a threat—snow drifts, tracks, lack of tracks, a change in the wind, everything. Maybe fishing’s just more low-key.

      O’jek shows me how to hold my spear, and instructs me to peer into the water, looking for shapes and motion. It’s not the easiest task, considering that the waves are constantly making the water slap against my legs, and the bottle-green murky color of the ocean isn’t helping, either.

      “It is about patience,” he tells me, and then casually slams his spear into the water at his side. He yanks it back up and brandishes, showing a boot-sized fish speared on the sharp tip.

      I gape in shock. It happened so fast I barely saw it. “Oh my gosh, how did you do that so quickly?”

      He gives me a look of pride. “Practice. Much practice. Come, we will get more.” He turns and tosses the fish like a football toward the shore, and it lands near my abandoned net. The poor thing flops on the beach once, then goes still, and I have to remind my squeamish heart that this is food, nothing more. I’m getting better at it, but I still struggle. Probably always will. “Come,” O’jek says again. “You try.”

      I wait, utterly still, my spear poised, until my arm aches from holding it rigidly in place. O’jek points at the water to my side, but I can’t see anything. After another minute of this, he reaches over and jabs, and spears the fish.

      “I didn’t see it,” I exclaim. “Son of a gun.”

      “Perhaps your people’s eyesight is not as keen.” He tosses the fish again. “There are many ways your people are very different from mine.”

      Mmm, he’s not wrong. Even so, it irks me that I can’t fish as well as him simply because of human eyeballs. I watch as the fish sails through the air and notice that S’bren is still standing in the same spot on the shore, still watching us. I wonder how long he’s going to be there.

      We’re in the water for a bit longer before I have to take a break, and then I shiver on the shore until O’jek hands me a fur to wrap around my legs. “You will get this, P’nee,” he promises me. “Be patient.”

      “Ho, what are we catching?” calls another.

      A brief look of frustration flares across O’jek’s face as his clansmate I’rec approaches. I’rec is all smiles, giving me an appreciative look. He’s bolder than O’jek, and he loves to flirt with Tia. He’s nice—they all are—but he definitely does not know the meaning of “playing hard to get.” Dude comes on strong every time.

      Today is no different. S’bren shoots him an irritated look from afar. O’jek snorts with impatience. “I am busy.”

      “He’s teaching me how to spear-fish,” I tell I’rec. “We were just about to get back into the water.”

      I’rec crosses his arms and shakes his head, disagreeing. “Spear-fishing for a beginner? Better to start off with nets.”

      “She wished to learn spears,” O’jek says, his tone like that of someone dealing with an irritating sibling. “I am showing her spears.”

      “You should show her nets,” I’rec states again. “Just because you cannot throw them as far as I can does not mean it is not worth showing.”

      O’jek glares at I’rec. “Lies. I can throw farther than you.”

      I’rec just snorts as if he doesn’t believe this.

      Great, another pissing war. Just what I need. And they wonder why Nadine and I want to go hunting alone. Not that the men will let us, but stuff like this happens all too often. I tell myself I understand it, I really do…even so, it gets old. I need to separate them before it gets any worse. “Let’s just get back in the water, okay?”

      I drop the fur and step back into the icy waves, wading out a few feet. I don’t get very far before I notice both I’rec and O’jek have nets and are glaring mightily at each other. So much for separating them.

      “Watch me throw,” O’jek says in a hard voice. He doesn’t look at me, though, just glares challengingly at I’rec before casting off his net with a hard fling. He tugs on the braided cord wrapped around his wrist, pulling it back slowly as he does.

      “You call that a throw?” I’rec’s lip curls and he gives me a cocky smile. “Watch and learn, little human.” And he throws, too. To me, they look like they’re both sailing out to the exact same distance, and both are going much farther than anything I can possibly throw.

      I fight back a sigh of irritation and raise my hand to my eyes, shielding them from the weak sunlight. So much for my lessons.

      Both men pull in their nets, and then cast them again, each trying to throw a bit farther than the other. They’re out farther now, a good twenty feet or so ahead of me and off to the right, and if this continues, they’ll drift away entirely. It’s ridiculous. I could probably leave and they wouldn’t even notice. I—

      Something brushes against my foot again.

      Wrinkling my nose, I peer down at the water. I have my spear in hand, but I can’t see anything to spear. It didn’t feel like a fish, either. It felt more…slithery. Seaweed, then? I remain completely still, watching the waves, when it brushes against my leg again. This time, I feel the graze of something that almost feels like…thorns? Are there thorny plants in these waters? I push the head of my spear into the water, testing things.

      Suddenly, I’m yanked under.

      My legs go out from under me, and water shoots up my nose. I open my mouth to gasp, and it immediately fills with water. Pain lances up my leg as those thorns dig into my ankle, and then it feels as if something’s taking a bite out of my leg. I thrash in the water, choking and terrified, trying to find the surface. I need air. I need my spear, but it’s gone. I can’t find the surface, either. It wasn’t deep where I was standing, but as water rushes around me, it feels like I’m being pulled out deeper. Sharp pain in my leg flares again, more tentacles drag around my calves and blackness starts to creep into my frantic vision.

      I’m going to die.

      The realization is horrifying. I’m going to drown before some sea monster eats me, all while standing twenty feet away from I’rec and O’jek while they throw their nets. No one’s noticed that I’m gone.

      Just as I’m about to black out, something hard and unyielding grabs me by the waist. Another tentacle—

      I’m immediately hauled upward. Suddenly there’s air again, and light. I sputter, coughing furiously, and realize the iron clamp around my waist isn’t a tentacle, but an arm. I’m hauled against a big, warm chest, and as I choke, trying to drag air into my lungs, I hear a furious growl.

      The swimming blackness recedes from my gaze and I see nothing but ice blue in front of me. Ice-blue shoulders, hard and rippling with muscle. Ice-blue arms, taut and veined, as the other one strangles the spiny-looking sea monster that has one long, vicious tentacle wrapped around my leg and won’t let go. Dazed, I look up and see a massive pair of horns.

      Not O’jek. Not I’rec.

      S’bren.

      My goofy stalker.

      He’s saved me.

      With a pained whimper, I cling to his neck even as I cough, and he strides toward the shore, all strength as he plows through the rough waves. I’m battered and flung with every icy slap of the water, but S’bren never lets go of me. He keeps growling and marching toward the shore, and the thing in his arms writhes and flails, and I eventually feel it release my leg with a rush of blood.

      A moan escapes my lips as the pain intensifies.

      Then we’re on the shore, and S’bren casts the now-limp creature aside with an angry huff. It takes me a moment to realize that the thing is one of the smaller jellyfish-like creatures we jokingly call “spaghetti monsters,” but this one’s bigger and uglier than any I’ve ever seen. Its plate-sized mouth has pincers like an oversized ant, and I can’t stop staring in horror at the realization that it was going to eat me.

      Well, after I drowned.

      I cough more water, my nose burning, as S’bren gently places me on the sand.

      “P’nee,” he asks, his voice low and urgent. “Speak to me. Are you all right?”

      I cough again, pushing wet, salty hair out of my face. My tunic sticks to my skin, ice cold and wet, but none of that matters right now. My leg feels like it’s pulsing heat, and when I look down, I see nothing but red and a bit of shocking white at my ankle.

      Oh shit. I’m cut all the way to the bone.

      S’bren touches my chin, forcing me to look at him. “Speak.”

      “You—you saved me,” I manage.

      He gives a crisp nod, all authority, and starts to pull off his loincloth. I want to protest that I’m not in the mood, that I’m super grateful he saved me but maybe now’s not the time for hanky-panky. But he only rips off the length of leather, flips it over to the outside, and then wraps it around my wound.

      “This will stop the bleeding for a moment,” he says, ripping the cord of his loincloth free and using it to bind my leg in a tourniquet. “Then I am taking you to the healer. She will make your hurt go away, P’nee. This I promise.”

      There’s such authority in his voice, such soothing control. He’s letting me know he’s got me, and all of my panic ebbs away. I manage a choked “okay,” then lose my voice to coughing again, but I’m not freaking out.

      S’bren’s got me, and for some reason, that’s comforting.

      He bends over me again, and before I can even think, he hauls me into his arms as if I weigh nothing. As if I’m a bride he’s about to carry over the threshold. Oh. I’m a heavy girl, and this is the first time a guy’s ever really, truly carried me. I feel weightless and protected and I immediately lean against his chest for warmth and comfort, snuggling close. “Hurts.”

      “I know. I will make it better.”

      Somehow, I think he will. I close my eyes, burrowing against him as if that’ll somehow stop the throbbing, agonizing pain in my leg. Voices shout, and I hear the crunch of footsteps on the sand.

      “What happened?” I’rec asks.

      “Is P’nee well?” O’jek adds, and when I open my eyes, I see him striding toward S’bren with an almost defiant look on his face, as if goofy S’bren has encroached on his territory for the last time.

      S’bren’s body stiffens and he snarls in their direction, holding me closer. “You let her get hurt!”

      There’s such venom in his tone that both Shadow Cat men stop, taken aback.

      S’bren turns away from them, giving them his back, and begins to hike back to the distant camp with me lightly in his arms. “You are both fools for not keeping an eye on the most precious thing on this beach,” he tells them. “I will take care of her. S’bren will not let her come to harm.”

      And he storms away.

      I’m wide-eyed with the viciousness in his tone. S’bren’s always been a bit of a goob, awkward and uncomfortable whenever any of the girls talk to him, except maybe Devi. He never knows what to say, is tongue-tied or weird and follows me around, just watching.

      And yet…he saved me.

      If he hadn’t been watching me so intently, I’d have died.

      He yelled at I’rec and O’jek, too. Told them I was precious.

      I’ve never been precious to anyone.

      It’s super flattering, as is the way he carries me as if I’m nothing. He makes little sounds in his throat as if to comfort me, the same ones he makes when one of the infants at camp is crying. I’m not a baby, but…I still like it. I like being taken care of. I’ve tried so hard to be game about all of this, to roll with the punches that life keeps throwing my way. To be utterly self-sufficient so I can handle stuff as it comes.

      But right now? God, it is so nice to be a damsel in distress.

      S’bren’s got me, so…I let him take care of things. I put my head on his shoulder and hold on as he storms toward camp, heading for the healer’s tent.
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      S'BREN

      I have never felt a fury like I feel right now.

      I stalk away from the shore, with my female whimpering in my arms. Her leg is bleeding, her ankle mangled from the creature that grabbed ahold of her and nearly pulled her under the water and into its lair, never to be seen again. My P'nee almost died, and those two Shadow Cat fools argued about nets a short distance away. They were not watching her as closely as I do.

      No one watches her as closely as I do.

      She whimpers in my arms again, crying out when my jostling steps make her bounce in my grip. I murmur an apology and slow my steps, even as we head toward the camp. I can see those gathered by the fire sending curious looks our way, but I do not stop. I head for the healer's tent, determined to get her help. I will take care of P'nee, I have decided. I will watch out for her.

      Even if she resonates to another before my eyes, I must still ensure that she is safe.

      "We are here," I reassure her as I stride up to the healer's large tent. It is double-chambered, with the front tent a place for storage of herbs and roots, and the back is private living quarters. I push my shoulder under the flap and head inside without calling a greeting, earning a gasp of surprise from H'nah, who kisses her mate while surrounded by roots. "Get up," I tell H'nah, who I do not like much at all. She is one of those that resisted resonance, like my brother's mate C'lie, and it is one of the few things that makes me angry.

      That, and now I'rec and O'jek are added to that list.

      "Do not talk to my mate in that tone," J'shel of Strong Arm says, rising to his feet. He is normally as easy-going as I am, but on this day, he bristles.

      I ignore him and his flexing of his four arms, looking around the interior of the hut for a place to set P'nee down comfortably. There is a nest of furs in the corner, and I move toward it and gently lay her down. "This female is in pain," I say to H'nah and J'shel. "Someone find the healer."

      "She can probably hear you shouting. Damn." H'nah's tone is grumpy, but she sits next to the furs and starts to unwrap P'nee's leg. "What happened, Pen?"

      "Thorns," P'nee gasps. "Fish had thorn tentacles or something."

      The interior privacy flap opens and V'ronca pokes her head in, looking over at P'nee. "I heard the commotion. What happened?"

      The small chamber is suddenly full of people and I see J'shel quietly step outside. Perhaps I should do the same. I rise to my feet—

      P'nee grabs my hand, her eyes going wide. "Wait. Stay with me? Please?"

      My chest swells with a mixture of pleasure and agony to hear that. I hate that she is hurting, but I want nothing more than to stay with her. I sink back down, shifting my weight to allow room for the healer at her side, and clasp her small, cold hand in mine. "I will keep you safe, P'nee."

      She gives me a wan smile and closes her eyes when V'ronca puts a hand on her brow. "Just stay, S'bren."

      Nothing could pull me from her side.

      A little sigh escapes P'nee as the healer begins, and I can feel the pain-tension leaving her body. She relaxes, and as H'nah mops at the blood on P'nee's leg, I think about O'jek and I'rec.

      They did not watch her like they should have. I am so full of anger at them that it takes everything I have not to curl my fists and go after them. O'jek bragged about spending the day with P'nee, how he liked her smiles and the jiggle of her teats. How she would make a fine female in any hunter's furs. He made it sound as if she was practically going to join him in his, that it was just a matter of time. That he had staked her out as his mate. And I'rec—he thinks he is so clever. That he is going to get a female soon because he is Shadow Cat's clan leader.

      I know I am not as clever as either of them. Or any of the others in my clan. My brother M'tok is the crafty one. He is the clever; I am the muscle. Normally such things do not bother me…but lately, it has. Lately, I have felt stupid and useless, because I do not know how to talk to females.

      Back in Tall Horn camp, when I was a young kit, it did not matter. Females were kept carefully away from young males and protected because our people were already an unbalanced tribe. We had two males to every female, so no female was left unguarded and they never went hunting into the forest. But because of these rules, all of the Tall Horn females died with the Great Smoking Mountain. After that, the only female on the entire island was I'chai of Strong Arm, but she resonated to another and that was that. Here on the beach with the human females, though, we are allowed to talk and spend time together as much as we want. We can hunt together. We can fish together. We can have long conversations. Hunters can bring gifts to the human females to entice them into their furs for pleasure mating. The humans are not quick to take a pleasure mate at all, but that has not stopped the unmated males from trying. Shadow Cat clan are the worst of the unmated hunters. They flirt and tease all the females, they bring them gifts and offer to go hunting with them. They speak easily with the humans and make them laugh.

      And I am envious because I am terrible at all these things.

      I am a good hunter. I am strong. But I am not good around females…at all.

      I first realized this would be a problem when we arrived on the beach and one of the females—the youngest one, T'ia—approached me and asked my name.

      I stumbled to find words, and when I did finally think of something, I said “Name” back to her. She laughed and thought I was being funny, but it did not take long for the females around camp to start giggling whenever I came near. They are not cruel to me but it is clear my awkwardness makes them smile, and that makes it worse. So I watch them from afar, and think about what it would be like to resonate to one of the laughing, smiling humans with the manes of every color and skin that changes no colors. I think about the females with their strange, prominent teats, their hands with too many fingers, and no tail. No horns, either.

      Yet somehow they are appealing and feminine and I cannot take my eyes off of them. My brother M'tok immediately resonated when we arrived, but she refused him. Ever since then, M'tok has been distracted and surly, frustrated by C'lie who refuses to follow the rules of resonance. So for the first time in my life, I spend most of my days alone. I hunt. I fish. And I think about the females.

      I thought at first that D'vi was the female for me. She does not fit in with the others, and prefers to spend her time looking at dead creatures on the beach or staring at bones. This is a female I can understand. But D'vi made it clear we were just friends, and that was fine. Perhaps if I learned to speak to her regularly I would be able to talk around the others.

      Around one in particular.

      P'nee.

      My chest aches as I hold her hand gently in mine, gazing down at her. I have always been fascinated by this one. She is all curves and jiggly teats when Tall Horn females are lean and long. She is smiles and happiness, and her hair is a yellow that is as bright and cheerful as the rest of her. In the beach games, she smiled at me. Smiled so brightly when I helped her to her feet after a particularly messy race that my heart stuttered in my chest. I thought in that moment that my khui would begin to sing for her, but it remains quiet.

      Since that day, though, I have been lost. All other females have faded away and there is only P'nee.

      I am not the only one that notices her, though. She catches the attention of all the unmated males, O'jek especially. O'jek makes her laugh. He takes her fishing. He brings her small, shiny shells he finds on the beach that he thinks she might appreciate, and she accepts them all with that same wide, happy smile that she gave me once.

      I know I am not special to her. Since the games, I have not spoken to her much, but I watch her all the time. When I try to give her gifts, she refuses them, which hurts my chest. It makes me think she has decided that perhaps O'jek will be her pleasure mate after all. That she has decided to take him to her furs until resonance pulls her to another. IF resonance pulls her to another.

      But today, O'jek did not watch her closely. Today, I saved her life.

      She held tightly to me as if I kept her safe, and it filled me with a sick joy. I know I will never have P'nee for myself. I know I am just big, stupid S'bren…but I will watch over her, with or without resonance. If keeping her safe only nets me a smile or two…it will still be worth it.

      Because P'nee's smiles are everything.
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      PENNY

      S'bren stays at my side. It's not something I thought I needed, that constant presence, but it's comforting, even when Veronica isn't able to completely finish my healing. Hannah binds up my ankle and they give me the good drugs, and S'bren carries me out to the fire and props me up, then covers me in furs. He fusses over me, keeping me warm and comfortable and handing me hot tea and soup while everyone in camp quizzes me about my ankle. My answers are slow and dopey thanks to whatever Hannah gave me, and it's all a blur until S'bren picks me up and takes me to my furs in the cave and tucks me in.

      Then he leaves, and for some reason, that makes me sad. Shouldn't he want to stay and hold me? I really want to be held while my ankle throbs and my brain spaces out on medicinal roots. But he departs and then I'm alone, and I fall into a dreamless sleep.

      The next morning, though, I'm wide awake and alert, and my ankle hurts like a bitch. S'bren appears from the shadows, creeping into the cave, and mutely offers me a cup of hot tea. And because it's sweet of him and because he's my savior, I let him fuss over me. He helps me pull on a few layers, carries me back out to the main fire, and then sticks around camp, hovering like a Mama Bear with a wounded cub. He gets me bowls of food and parks nearby, working on nets and watching me constantly.

      I try not to study him too closely, because then he'll know I'm watching him, but after living around S'bren for the last couple of months, it's like I'm suddenly seeing him for the first time. And I try to understand who and what he is. Of all the Tall Horn tribe, he's the broadest. R'jaal is the tallest, but S'bren is like a boulder of strength, a wall of muscle with big, fierce horns. His brother M'tok has an almost sharp look to his face, but S'bren is all broadness, his features big. He’s got the enormous sweep of horns that’s the hallmark of all the Tall Horn clan, but there’s also something youthful and almost sweet about his broad, almost brutish features. Like sure, he’s a mountain of a person, but he’s a friendly mountain.

      He comes to my side a short time later and holds a cup out to me. “I made you tea.”

      “Oh, thanks.” He’s been shoving tea at me all morning, but how can I refuse?

      He thinks for a moment, then leans in. “This one is a surprise flavor.”

      My senses go on alert. Uneasy, I stare at the cup. “Surprise like…surprise, this is earthworm flavor? Are you pranking me?”

      S’bren stiffens and he looks completely wounded. “I would not give you something bad. You told F’lor you like surprises. I am surprising you.”

      He walks away, leaving me holding the “surprise” tea. I look around but no one else is drinking anything. Angie’s absently nursing her newborn on the far side of the fire and talking to Vordis, their heads together. Willa’s tasting the breakfast at the nearby cookfire and laughing at something her big ugly mate says. S’bren is gone. If it’s a trick, he’s not sticking around to see the results.

      You told F’lor you like surprises.

      Did I? I don’t remember. F’lor’s so easy to talk to, so laughing, that sometimes we just ramble about nothing in particular. Was S’bren listening in? He’s always lurking around somewhere lately, it seems.

      I sniff the tea, and a caramel scent touches my nose. There’s a hraku seed at the bottom of the cup, along with some of the other herbs, I realize, and I take a sip. Oh wow. It’s delicious. S’bren’s a tea maestro.

      And…he knows I like surprises.

      For some reason, I’m totally touched. He remembered something I told someone else on the fly and used it to be nice to me. And…gosh. It’s flattering. For the first time in a long time, it’s like someone’s seeing me. They’re thinking of Penny instead of just Penny’s big bouncy braless boobs.

      Not that there’s anything wrong with being a pretty pair of tits. I mean, it’s the first time in my life I’ve been hot stuff. I’ve always been larger than a lot of girls and so I’ve been buddies with more guys than I’ve been a girlfriend. Here, it’s gratifying to get so much male attention—I completely understand why Tia is addicted—but it’s also nice to be seen as just me.

      When S’bren returns a short time later with a fur blanket for my legs, I beam a smile at him. “I liked the surprise tea.”

      He gives me a jerky nod, won’t meet my eyes, and tucks the blanket quickly around me, his forehead flushed at the base of his horns.

      Well, if I’m hurting, there are worse things than being doted on by a guy, even if he is a little awkward at times.
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      S’BREN

      P’nee’s ankle takes many days to heal, so I do not leave her side. It does not matter that I miss out on a hunt with T’shen or fishing with my brother. I will not abandon P’nee for a moment, because every time I do, I think of O’jek and I’rec squabbling with their nets while the vine-limbed creature pulls my female under the water.

      I chase away the others that try to talk to her, too. O’jek appears with a string of fish as an apology, and before he can give it to P’nee, I push in front of her and growl at him.

      “She is resting her leg. What is she going to do with your fish?”

      O’jek raises a hand in quiet apology, backing away. “You are right. I will dry it and return with my gift another day.”

      “It’s okay,” P’nee calls cheerfully. “Thank you anyhow, O’jek. Thought that counts and all that.”

      I bite back my frown. The Shadow Cat males have noticed me tending to P’nee for days now. I have chased them off every time they approached, and they cast pouty looks in my direction like sullen kits. Good. Let them bother another female. This one is mine.

      I follow him a few steps to make sure he does not return, and then circle back around the fire, watching my female silently as I pretend to get more fuel for the firepit.

      “That was nice of him,” P’nee says to L’z as they sit by the fire. “I haven’t been able to pull my fair share since I hurt my ankle.”

      L’z makes a noise that might be irritation as she puts her infant to her teat, feeding it. Her other daughters are at her feet, and she looks tired as she leans over and hands her kits spoons so they can eat. “Get used to it.”

      P’nee frowns just a little, her pretty face drawing into an unhappy expression. “What do you mean?”

      L’z rubs her face and then rocks the kit at her teat. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired and cranky. Raahosh is out checking traps and everyone’s in a fussy mood this morning.” She eyeballs her kits with a warning look as the oldest one at her feet pokes at her food. “And I’m feeling restless myself. He’s out hunting and I’m stuck here at camp until this little one is big enough to not mind a day jostling in the sling with mama.” She pats the baby’s back.

      “You miss hunting?” P’nee’s voice is full of sympathy.

      L’z laughs, the sound tired. “God, yes. I love these rugrats, but some are easier than others. Ahsoka is definitely not an easy baby.” She glances down at the nursing kit. “Resonance is awesome, but sometimes you just want to stretch your legs and enjoy a good walk through the snow without your tits leaking and someone tugging on your tunic and wanting a snack.” She licks her thumb and leans over again, wiping away at a smear on A’yla’s face. The little female squirms and makes a noise of protest.

      P’nee looks unsettled. “I thought you liked resonance.”

      “Oh, girl, I do.” L’z gives her a smile. “But you’re talking to me on a morning when I haven’t slept for half the night because this one had a tummy ache.” She pats the baby’s back again as it nurses. “And these two are up at dawn and need breakfast, and everything’s leaking and I haven’t been laid in forever because I had a baby and so I’m a cranky-ass mess.”

      “You said a bad word, Mommy,” R’shel chimes in.

      “I sure as fuck did, sweetie. Eat your breakfast.”

      My female—because she will be mine—giggles. “I didn’t think about it that way. Whenever I think about it, it’s just…” She sighs, and the sound goes straight to my groin. “Romantic, you know? Like your khui has been searching for your soulmate and when you resonate, everything’s made clear. The universe lines up and shows you your one true love—”

      L’z snorts. “Tell that to M’tok and Callie.”

      “Callie’s not a romantic,” P’nee says dreamily. “And she hasn’t made any effort to get to know him. I’m trying to get to know everyone so when resonance happens for me, it won’t be a surprise. It’ll be welcome.”

      “Well, it’ll happen for you,” L’z says. “I haven’t seen a single woman that it hasn’t happened for yet. I’m thinking it’s just a matter of time. Until then, enjoy your freedom and enjoy all that hunting. Because babies change everything.” She thinks for a moment, then leans over and kisses the yellow mane of one of the girls sitting at her feet. “Not that Mommy doesn’t love you fiercely.”

      “Mommy just likes hunting, too,” R’shel adds, as if this is something she hears regularly.

      L’z chuckles. “Amen. And Raahosh is terrible at breast feeding.”

      The women giggle. I arrange the cakes of dung fuel with the tongs, pretending to look busy. Instead, I think of all the things P’nee has just said. She wants to resonate. She wants a mate. She thinks it will be wonderful. In this, she is very different from my brother’s mate. Hot longing fills my chest.

      I want to be the one to resonate to P’nee. More than anything. It will destroy me if she resonates to another right before my eyes.

      But can I keep the others away from her forever? So she will resonate to me and only me? Already O’jek and I’rec are giving me irritated looks. They want to approach her. They want to watch her bright smile and how her teats jiggle when she laughs. They want my female.

      The tongs snap in my hand, the crack of the bone implements overloud in the camp.

      “You can quit creeping around in the background,” L’z calls out to me. “We’re done talking about girl stuff.”

      “For now,” P’nee adds, but the smile on her face gentles the tease. “You going to come sit with us or just hover back there?”

      I think for a moment, then see U’dron approaching in the distance. Another Shadow Cat clan member. Likely he is going to come and try to talk to P’nee. “Hover back here,” I say absently, tossing the now-broken tongs down.

      At least behind her, P’nee cannot see the glares I send in U’dron’s direction.
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      Days pass. I continue to protect P’nee, but as her ankle has healed, she has grown impatient with my hovering. She is kind about it, but I can tell she is restless and does not want the furs and tea I ply her with. She watches the distant shore, or watches the groups as they head off for a hunt or return to the camp.

      And then one day, she wants to go hunting again. When I arrive to the women’s cave to carry her to the fire, I find that she is not in her furs. Frantic, I search the camp — and find her leaving with N’deen and Th’rand to go hunting.

      Frustrated, I storm to P’nee’s side and when she gives me a look of greeting, I reach over and pluck the spear from her grip.

      “What the fuck, S’bren?”

      “You do not hunt, P’nee. Your ankle—”

      “Oh my god, it’s fine!” She makes a huffing sound and reaches for the spear. “Veronica says I’m clear to do whatever.”

      “You should stay off of it for another handful of days. Rest.” I hold the spear over her head so she cannot reach it, no matter how much she grabs at it. “She is wrong.”

      P’nee bites her lip and glances over at her friends. She grabs my arm instead of reaching for her spear and steers me away. “Don’t be weird, S’bren, okay? I really appreciate you being so nice and taking care of me, but I swear I know how to handle myself.” She gives me a comforting little pat. “Now give me my spear. I’m going hunting.”

      “Wait and I will go with you.”

      Impatience crosses her face. “Some other time. Thrand is going with us today.”

      I want to protest, but she is not limping. And the healer says she is fine. I mostly just wish to stay at her side, but I cannot think of a good reason why I should go with them if I am not invited. I glance over at the male, Th’rand. He stands close to N’deen and I know she is the female he is interested in, not P’nee.

      At least she is not spending time with clan Shadow Cat. I hand back the spear reluctantly. “Just Th’rand. No one else.”

      “You’re not my dad.”

      “No, I am not.” It is a very odd thing to say.

      N’deen chuckles and P’nee’s lips twitch. She gives me a little wave and then walks off with her friends to go hunting. As they leave, I hear N’deen speak as she leans over to P’nee. “That was odd. What was that all about?”

      “Heck if I know.”
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      I want to follow her out into the snowy hills. I want to lurk a safe distance behind and just watch over her. Make certain that she’s safe. But I know it would irritate her. She has been snappish with me today, as if my constant presence is unsettling her. I need to let her have room to breathe, as G’hail kindly suggested when she saw me hovering near the fire, watching P’nee.

      I can say I was just hunting and happened to follow the same trails as them…but P’nee would be frustrated. So I will fish this day, I decide. I will fish, I will capture the largest, most impressive fish I can, and present it to her for dinner. Perhaps I will find a special-looking shell and slip it into her sleeping furs. She likes surprises, after all.

      This makes me feel better, but only slightly. I am distracted and unsettled as I fling my nets out, trying to keep one eye on the distant camp so I can watch for P’nee’s return. V’za arrives and tells me a story, but I only half-listen. I am too busy thinking about my female and trying to catch her the best-looking fish on the beach.

      I wish she was easier to talk to, like D’vi. I could point out the large scales on this fish, or how this one holds his young in his mouth until he is in danger, and then releases them for other predators to eat. D’vi is easy to talk to because she just wants to know about creatures.

      But P’nee likes surprises.

      And things like wed-hings. G’hail told me about those, too. Where a female covers herself in an ornate dress and hides her face from the male who speaks words about mating her. The male puts metal on her hand and she holds flowers and then they mate in front of an audience.

      Humans sound…strange.

      Even so, I cannot stop thinking about P’nee. About peeling all of those leathers off of her—even the ones on her face to hide her from her mate—and taking her. I would mate with her even before an audience. I would use my big body to shield her smaller one from their sight, but if having P’nee for forever meant claiming her for the first time in front of others? I would be between her thighs in a heartbeat.

      Perhaps that is why she is impatient with me? Because I have shown interest but have stood back and waited for her to approach me? Perhaps I should have been covering her head and shoving metal into her hand? Gathering the tribe so I can show her to them and then push my face into her cunt?

      I am sweating despite the cold, icy waters. Human females are so complicated.

      I think about this even as V’za finishes his tale and my brother M’tok wanders away. I think about wed-hings and P’nee and a great many things. I think about what V’za said about R’hosh stealing his mate. Perhaps L’z was so angry at him because he did not claim her in front of the others and she wanted the ceremony? But many others have mated with humans and thus far, no one has publicly mated.

      At least, not when I was watching.

      When it is dark, my brother grabs my arm and pulls me aside so we can talk privately. He leads me toward his hut, and when it is quiet and we are alone, he speaks. M’tok keeps thinking of V’za’s story, too. And he asks me if I think P’nee resonates to another. If that is why she is so impossible over the last few days.

      The thought makes me tremble with rage. I think of O’jek covering her face and then pushing between her thighs and…I want to break something. More bones. Wood. A rock. O’jek.

      “I want her,” I tell my brother grimly.

      “Then we do not wait for the females to be sensible. It is clear human females are many things, but sensible and practical are not traits they possess. So we must be the sensible ones.” M’tok says this all with such authority, even as he begins to pack a bag.

      He has a plan, I realize. A big one. He is no longer going to wait for his female to come to reason. He is going to do something about it.

      I lean in. “What do you have in mind, brother?”

      “We steal them. Just like R’hosh stole his mate. We take our females far from this camp, and out to somewhere safe. Somewhere private. A hunter cave.” His eyes are full of fire, his shoulders taut. “When they are away from camp, they will be forced to depend on us for food and fire, and shelter. They will not know how to return and they will have to stay with us until we decide to bring them back.” His smile is triumphant. “After resonance, of course.”

      I am skeptical. This will work for C’lie, perhaps, who is not a hunter, but P’nee is independent. “I do not think P’nee will get lost. Nor do I think she will go quietly with me.”

      I do not even mention C’lie, who starts screeching in another language the moment she sees M’tok. She hates my brother fiercely and refuses to acknowledge resonance. My brother has been very patient, though. It sounds like his patience is at an end.

      I understand this.

      Now that I have had P’nee’s smiles, I feel their lack keenly. I want her to choose S’bren to go hunting with, not N’deen and Th’rand. I want her to come to me with stories, or to come to me to learn how to fish. Not O’jek.

      Never O’jek.

      M’tok rubs the scruff on his chin, thinking. “C’lie is not good at quiet, either. We will need to think of a way to silence them.”

      I consider this, too. “I do not think I want to hit P’nee over the head with a rock. She is fragile and that will hurt her.”

      My brother shakes his head, hissing. “Not a rock. Something else.” He looks around, then casts his gaze on a clump of dried roots he has hung from the ceiling of his hut. “Tea,” he says.

      “Tea,” I echo. I am not the clever brother, so this makes no sense to me. “We…give them so much tea they will be quiet because they are drinking?”

      “Because we put visshek into their tea.”

      Oh. That makes more sense. Even so… “I am sure that P’nee will not drink it if she knows visshek is in her tea. She will wonder why I am putting her to sleep.”

      My brother grabs the back of my neck and pulls me forward, looking me in the eye. “That is why you do not tell her first, S’bren.”

      Ah.

      This is why my brother is the clever one. “When?”

      “Soon. We will need to wait for the right moment.” His eyes get crafty. “We will need to prepare.”

      “Do you think this will work?”

      “It is a good plan,” he tells me.

      I am not so certain. It sounds like P’nee will be mad at me when she wakes up, but…perhaps I will cover her head to show her I will give her a wed-hing? Then when she agrees, we can mate before the tribe when we return.

      This idea has appeal. More than anything, it will bring P’nee to my arms and only mine.

      And M’tok is the smart one. If he says it is a good plan, then it is a good plan.
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      PENNY

      After days of hovering over me, S’bren has become…standoffish? Well, no, that’s not the right term for it. He’s always been weird and just a little awkward. But he was always nearby, watching, and lately he’s been away. When I walk on the beach, there’s no big goober mutely thrusting a raw fish in my direction. There’s no alien lurking in the shadows near the fire, watching me or making sure to give me “surprise tea.”

      And then I feel like a dork for being sad about it.

      I sit by the fire, listening to people talk excitedly about Ashtar’s victory over the skyclaw Old Grandfather. It happened less than two days ago but I’ve heard about it seventeen billion times already, and Ashtar’s been strutting around camp like his shit doesn’t stink. It’s kinda funny now, but it wasn’t so funny to me when I had to race frantically back to camp to let everyone know that Thrand had been eaten and Nadine went after him.

      I swear I aged thirty years in three hours.

      I ran so long and hard that by the time I made it to camp and Ashtar shifted to dragon-form and flew off, my ankle felt like it was swollen the size of a football. I hobbled back to camp once the others set out—luckily they knew the trail we’d taken from my description—and put my foot up. Gail fussed over me, of course, giving me food and drink, but S’bren (who’s usually always so protective) was nowhere to be found.

      I don’t know why it hurts my feelings, but it does.

      Was I that mean to him? Sure, I was short to him when he tried to steal my spear, but I’m growing increasingly protective of my independence. Sitting on my butt for a week seemed nice in theory, but it made me restless to just hang out at camp. I like being out in the wild, exploring the next bend of the trail, testing my skills with hunting. I like being independent. I like learning how to take care of myself. Power in this world is different. It’s not who’s the strongest, it’s who can build a fire or keep themselves fed, and I want to be powerful in my own way. I want to be self-sufficient.

      I sure don’t want to be told by a dude that I’m not allowed to hunt.

      So I might have bit his head off. Maybe a teensy bit. I looked for him when we got back to apologize, but he was off hanging out with his brother, and I never got the chance. It’s not entirely his fault that I was sensitive about the hunting thing. I don’t know if S’bren is aware of all the limitations that are being piled onto the girls. At first it was small things, like to go out in pairs, and to stay close, which was natural given that we were in a strange, scary land.

      But the more comfortable we get with spears and with hunting and learning to be self-sufficient? The hits just keep coming. Just recently Nadine and I were told that if we want to go hunting? We have to bring a man with us. I don’t think Raahosh and R’jaal realize how sexist it is. In their eyes, we’re just fragile widdle humans that desperately need protecting. It’s like they think we’re going to go apeshit the moment we get away from a dude, go off the familiar paths, go cross country, or head out on hunts for days. We just wanted to check trap lines close to the camp. Jeez.

      So that rankles. Add in the conversation I had with Liz the other day as she tried (unsuccessfully) to keep her three children in check while their father was out hunting? It made me realize that my time of independence is going to be small. Once I resonate—and I’m sure it’s coming—I’m going to get heavy with a baby. Then I’m going to be nursing a baby. And it doesn’t matter how good of a hunter I am, but there’s no baby formula here. Breastfeeding is the name of the game…which means my baby needs to stick close. Which means no hunting.

      Which means Penny will be camp-bound. And the more kids I have in the future? The more I’ll have to stick around camp.

      I don’t hate this vision of the future. I love love love the thought of a soulmate and want to have babies. I love that. But…does it have to be right now? Because I’m really enjoying just being Penny Of The Wild, ferocious huntress and all-around human badass. I love hunting. I love exploring. I’m in no hurry to sit around camp and nurse babies yet.

      So I’ve got to make sure that no one takes my independence away. Not even S’bren, who’s charmingly sweet when he wants to be. I can’t let myself be “claimed” or else I’m going to give up my freedoms entirely. Which means it’s a good thing that S’bren is cooling his heels.

      Even so, I can’t help but wonder what I did wrong. It’s not in me to make enemies. I want to be friends with everyone. I don’t want to hurt S’bren either, because he’s got a good heart.

      And…he saved me. I still can’t get over that. I’m utterly grateful, but at the same time, I can’t let him think I’m constantly in distress. There has to be a balance, doesn’t there?
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      S'BREN

      Music drums through the camp. The sound of laughter and people talking fills the night. Everyone is in good spirits.

      Me, I am nervous. I wipe my sweaty palms on my leggings and look for my brother. He lurks in the shadows at the edge of the group, his gaze intent on C'lie. The tribe is celebrating the resonance of N'deen and Th'rand, and also celebrating the death of Old Grandfather. Were I not so distracted, I would be enjoying myself, too. I would feast on the good food, drink the fermented sah-sah until my head felt watery, and watch P'nee and her bouncy teats all night long.

      But tonight is the night M'tok and I will put our plan into action. Tonight, we steal the females. OUR females.

      Everything is ready. Our packs of supplies have been hidden under snow a few canyons over, off of a rocky trail and away from the beach. Tiny curls of visshek root are in a pouch in my pocket, waiting to be dropped into P'nee’s and C'lie's tea. M'tok and I have picked out the caves we will head toward, going in different directions so they cannot follow us both. That part makes me nervous. I have never left my brother's side for long, and I wish he was coming with me. M'tok always knows what to say. He always has a plan.

      I will be alone with P'nee and the thought is terrifying. Exciting, but terrifying.

      I am sweating with nervousness. P'nee is going to be very angry when she finds I have carried her off. I worry if she is too angry, it might influence her khui and then she will not resonate to me. But M'tok reassures me that such things cannot happen, and that if the khui chooses, it chooses. After all, C'lie is always angry and she resonated to him. It will be fine.

      I tell myself that over and over again, even as I approach the fire. U'dron beats on his drum, several of the females clapping in time, and he is loving all the attention. I fight back a scowl, because the focus on one of Shadow Cat clan is good for my plan. It is. My dislike for them should not matter, but I grit my teeth when P'nee claps and laughs along with the others. I glance up at M'tok and my brother gives a slow nod as C'lie sits down next to P'nee and L'ren.

      It is time.

      "Here, I will help," I tell G'hail as I take the ladle from her. "I will serve tea."

      She looks surprised, then pats my arm. "Bless you, honey. I appreciate that."

      I nod, grunting, and fill the first cup. The tea is pale, leaves swirling in the steaming water, and I move, handing the first cup to L'ren. Then a cup to R'ven. I am following M'tok's plan. He said I could not give our females the tea first. That it would be too obvious if I shoved drinks into their hands, so I am serving others. Even as I pass a cup to H'rlow, I pull the small packet of visshek out of my pocket and tuck it into my grip. It feels as if I am going to spill all of it into the tea, but the leather packet sticks to my sweaty hand and I manage to shake a few curls of the root out into P'nee's cup.

      I am dripping sweat, sure that someone will notice.

      No one does. R'ven jumps to her feet and dances, and the clapping gets louder.

      Now is the time. I turn to P'nee and offer her the cup, silent. She takes it with a grateful smile and inhales the scent. "Surprise tea?"

      I nod, not trusting my voice.

      Her expression turns, just a little, and she tilts her head, watching me. "Are you and I okay? You've been kinda quiet lately."

      My heart thumps. "Busy," I manage to choke out.

      "But we're still friends, right?"

      I nod again, once, and then force myself to turn back to the fire. She knows something is wrong. She knows I have been spending time with M'tok and not around her. And she noticed my absence. If I was not so nervous and sweaty, I would be excited by this. I scan the shadows, looking for my brother. He watches me with an intense gaze and gestures at the ladle with a flick of his hand, indicating that I need to hurry and serve his female, too. I ladle another cup of tea, add the visshek carefully, and then offer it to C'lie, who thanks me but seems distracted. I want to stare at P'nee, to watch her drink, but I fear I will give it away. I ladle out two more cups and then hand the dipper back to G'hail. "I am done now."

      "O-kay." She gives me a puzzled smile. "Thanks, I think?"

      I nod and retreat to my brother's side, where he lurks at the edge of the encampment.

      "Now we wait," M'tok murmurs. "You did well, my brother."

      I wipe at my brow. I just want this to be over with. I want P'nee in my arms and I want to be alone with her. If I get that, all of this will be worth it.

      If M'tok is right about this plan working, I will have days and days to work on my apology to her, because she is sure to be mad once she wakes up from her visshek sleep. I consider this and practice what I will say to make her anger go away. Do I tell her that I want her to be my female? I am not sure if she will like that. Do I say to her that I am resonating? Then she cannot leave me. But…she will notice my chest is quiet. I scratch my head, thinking. I wish I was clever like M'tok. He knows what he will say to his female, I imagine.

      I open my mouth to ask him, but M'tok inhales sharply and nudges my arm. "C'lie is leaving. Now is the time. Watch for your female."

      I turn back to look at P’nee. She is still by the fire, tipping the bottom of her cup up and draining it. Her eyes are heavy, though, and her smile a little slower when L’ren says something to her. It is working. I keep watching her, and as time passes, she blinks heavily. Once. Twice. Then again, and blinks for so long that I think she’s fallen asleep. She murmurs something to L’ren, touches her shoulder, and then gets to her feet, leaving the celebration.

      Now is my chance.

      I circle the outside of the group, but no one is paying attention to me. They are distracted by R’ven singing something, U’dron’s drumming, and the laughter of the group. They are having a wonderful time. I move slowly, because running will call too much attention, and see P’nee as she wobbles toward the cave where the females sleep.

      I move to her side, grab her elbow before she can teeter over.

      “Oh,” she breathes, peering up at me through heavily lidded eyes. “Thanks.”

      “Shall I help you walk?”

      “Sure.” She gives me a silly-looking smile and wraps her arms around my waist, burying her face in my chest. “Oooh, you’re warm.”

      “My thanks.” I touch her shoulder awkwardly.

      What do I do now that I stand with her? Do I swing her over my shoulder and make for the hills, or do I ask her to walk with me until we are a safe distance away? I am frozen with indecision. M'tok would know what to do, and I worry I will do the wrong thing without his advice.

      P'nee presses her face to my chest and blows on it, making a loud noise that startles me. She giggles. "I gave you a raspberry."

      This…is not how visshek is supposed to work, is it? But she is human. Perhaps it is different for them. "Are you tired, P'nee?"

      She yawns again, rubbing her face against my chest. "Oh yeah. I could go to sleep right now…if you promise to be my teddy bear."

      I do not know what that is, but if she wants me to be something, I will. "I shall. Will you come with me?"

      "Mmm." P'nee sways on her feet, her eyes sliding shut. "I think maybe…" And she slumps.

      I catch her before she falls over and hits the sand, cradling her sagging body in my arms. M'tok was right after all. Relieved, I hold her to my chest and look to the snowy hills. I am to meet up with my brother before we part ways, and I want to show him that I have my mate.

      P'nee is going to be mine.

      The thought fills me with so much anticipation that it adds a spring in my step, and I practically race to the distant cliffs.
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      PENNY

      I have hazy dreams.

      Hazy dreams of the world bobbing, of snow falling in my face, of something digging into my stomach. My mind slides in and out, unable to focus, and I'm dimly aware of movement. My movement. But my feet aren't touching the ground, so does that mean someone is carrying me?

      I slide back into dreams, deeper ones.

      When I wake up, it's warm and something hard and long like a log is pressed against my side. I turn over in the furs—not my furs, I notice absently—and see a huge blue thigh right next to my face.

      God, it turns me on.

      It occurs to me that this is strange, but I lean over and kiss the bare skin anyhow. When has a big, rock-hard thigh ever been so damn sexy? It looks enormous, like it's been hewn from granite. I've never seen such big quads, and I lightly scrape my nails over it, fascinated.

      There's a hiss of breath above me.

      I look up, and my foggy brain dimly realizes the leg is attached to someone. S'bren. He's sitting up next to me, and it's his extended leg that I'm snuggled up next to. His delicious, delicious leg. Mmm. My big teddy bear. “Bear.”

      “You are awake?”

      "Hi," I moan, and then hook one thigh over his calf. It looks perfect to grind against. I drag it between my legs and rub against it, whimpering at how delicious that feels. Man, I have never been so damn horny in my life.

      "P'nee," he chokes out. He sounds startled. "What do you do—"

      He's killing my vibe. All I want to do is fuck and get back to sleep. My brain feels disconnected from the rest of me, so I don't question this. All I know is that I'm full of need, and this need must be answered. "Shhh. Just lie back," I whisper. "Penny will take care of you."

      S'bren groans, and then there's a WHUMP of air as he flings himself backward. Then he's lying flat, and the tent of his loincloth is right at my face and so obvious. Oooh, he's a big boy all over. I make a happy little humming noise and lazily pull at the ties of his loincloth. Man, my hands are heavy. I absently notice that even as I fight back a yawn. I can't decide if I want to fuck or nap. Fuck first, then nap, I decide. I pull the leather away and reveal his dick.

      Wow. How have I not seen this before? All of the islanders are casual with their nudity, but somehow I've missed out on S'bren's pretty cock. It's the arrow-straightest, most graceful-looking dick of gargantuan size I've ever seen. It's got ridges, too. The head of it is flushed and thick, the ridge of it prominent, and his balls seem to be huge. That's…fascinating. I trail my hand over him and discover something unusual at the top. "What's this called again?" Even my voice sounds disconnected and distant.

      "S-spur," he manages to choke out as I touch it.

      Spur. Right. It's big, too, the size of a thumb—his, not mine—and I've heard stories about this sort of thing. How it rubs against the clit when the big alien is inside you, and how it makes you come harder than you've ever come before. My horny brain wants to try this, and I consider swinging a leg over his hips and riding him.

      That seems like a lot of effort, though, and I'm so tired. Yawning, I grind against his leg a little more and rest my head on his hip, watching as I learn his cock with my fingertips. It jerks and twitches every time I touch him, but S'bren is silent as pre-cum leaks down the head of his cock and dribbles onto the shaft.

      Well, that just calls for a licking, doesn't it?

      I lean forward. Holding his shaft steady with my hand, I consider him.

      S'bren's breath explodes out of him. "A-are we playing the bottle game, P'nee?"

      "Huh?" He's distracting me and it's hard enough to concentrate as it is.

      "The bottle game. Where you give kisses." His words are strained, his body weirdly tense next to mine.

      I rub my bare, achy pussy against his leg. I'm not sure why I'm naked, but I'll question that later. Right now it just feels too good to drag my folds against his leg. It's not quite a spur, but my laziness doesn't care. I'm so tired. So tired and so turned on. It's such a weird combination and I’m not sure why it’s happening, but I’m up for it. "Not a game."

      "Then why are you holding my cock?”

      "Do you not like it?"

      S'bren's hushed response is fervent. "I do."

      Yeah, he really sounds like he does. It's encouraging, and it makes all the horny parts in me light up. I can do more, I think. “I was going to put you in my mouth.”

      He sucks in a breath. “You are?”

      “I was.” But…that's tiring. And I'm so sleepy. I rest my head on his hip again, holding onto the hard, rigid length of his dick. “Maybe after my nap.”

      And I go back to sleep.
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      S'BREN

      In a daze, I stare at the female, her hand still half-curled around my rigid, aching shaft. A snore escapes her and I can feel her drooling on my hip.

      I…do not know what just happened.

      P’nee woke up, much earlier than I expected, from the visshek. Her sleep was restless the entire time, as well. Even though I carried her in my arms—and sometimes over my shoulder—she twitched and muttered and moved as if her dreams were not pleasant ones. Snow fell steadily as I carried her through the hills, and so it added speed to my steps as I retrieved my bag of supplies. When I found the hunter cave, I started a fire, and then P’nee started to mumble, tossing in her sleep.

      Bahr, she said over and over again.

      So I peeled her damp leathers off her body, trying not to look too closely at her body without her permission. I stoked the fire higher and pile furs atop her to keep her warm.

      She immediately reached for me, so I stretched my legs next to her. I told myself it was just to share warmth. Any pleasure I received out of her curled up next to me was welcome, but not necessary.

      Then, she opened her eyes, looked at me, and touched my cock.

      She said she would take it in her mouth.

      Her actions left me stunned. Stunned, and aching. I thought I knew how matings happened—I have seen animals in the wild do so, of course. I have vague memories of my parents in our hut when I was a kit. But I do not remember anyone ever taking a cock into their mouths.

      Does…P’nee not know how to mate? Perhaps I should talk to her about such things. I do not wish to hurt her feelings, though.

      The aching parts of me want her to do it. Over and over again, except this time she will not promise and go to sleep. She will mouth me until I come, my seed raining on her pale skin and—

      With a groan, I jerk to my feet, rushing for the cave entrance. Panting, I step out into the snow and take myself in hand. The wind whistles around me, a storm brewing, and the breeze makes me acutely aware of the wetness on my calf. I am damp there where she rubbed her cunt against my leg and made those soft, sweet noises.

      I rub my cock furiously, my movements frantic. My tight, callused grip does not feel as good as the wet heat of her mouth—nothing does, nothing ever will—but just thinking about the soft, sleepy look in her eyes as she held my cock makes me come furiously. I growl, pumping the seed from my aching length. It steams as it hits the snow, freezing moments later.

      And I feel…unsatisfied. My hand has always sufficed before, but now?

      Now that I have felt her hand on me, I am going to think about that always. Even so, when she wakes up, I must point out to her that she was going to do kissing wrong. I do not want her to be embarrassed, but other males might not be so understanding.

      It is a good thing I stole her away. Now that I know the feel of her touch, even the thought of her smiling at O’jek makes me want to howl with frustration.
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      PENNY

      It feels like I partied too hard.

      Ironic, since I don’t think I’ve been partying at all. I crack one eye open and stare at the cave wall a few feet away from my face, groaning. Well, I guess I could have partied too hard. We were celebrating Nadine and Thrand’s resonance, but everything’s super hazy.

      It takes me a moment to realize I’m naked. Takes another few moments before my brain fills in a few gaps with flashes of memory.

      Naked.

      S’bren in my cave. With me, naked.

      My hand on S’bren’s dick. My pussy grinding against his leg.

      Do you play the bottle game, P’nee?

      Oh boy.

      I fell asleep just before giving the man a blow job. What the fuck, me?

      I don’t know which part horrifies me more. That I was immediately all over him like a drunk ho, or that I did a terrible job of it. I rub my hand over my mouth, trying to remember how many cups of sah-sah I had. All I remember drinking was tea…but it was sweet. Spiked tea? Is that a thing with the sa-khui? I have a sinking feeling in my gut as I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling overhead.

      It’s…not the ceiling in the women’s cave. I remember S’bren—pantsless S’bren—in the furs with me. I remember how quiet it was, with no snoring or sleep-talking at all. Steph’s a sleep-talker and she’s noisy. It’s silent in here.

      I sit up, clutching the blankets to my chest and look around, confused. It’s a small cave, no bigger than a small bedroom, the ceiling kind of low. By the fire, S’bren squats, wearing his loincloth. He hasn’t noticed that I’m awake, his tail flicking against the floor like a relaxed cat’s. Not too far ahead, there’s a privacy screen covering the entrance of the cave, and snow is pouring down outside. It’s chilly and crisp, the way it is when you leave the protected inlet of the beach and head into the mountains.

      I lick my dry lips. “Where are we?”

      S’bren jerks around, startled, his eyes wide and guilty. “P’nee. You are awake.”

      “And you’re clothed again. Sorta.” I can’t help but notice his loincloth, I guess because I keep envisioning his big fat balls. I had no idea balls were so appealing, but I can’t stop thinking about his. I press the heel of my palm to my brow. “My head is seriously fucked up right now. What happened? Why are we out here?”

      He looks uncomfortable with my questions. “You are here because…I brought you here.”

      “I don’t remember the party. Did I get too wild? Wander away from camp?” Something isn’t adding up. How can I remember touching his dick with such vivid mental images and can’t remember a thing about the actual celebration itself?

      “No.” He gets to his feet and his horns smack against the ceiling, so he quickly hunches his shoulders again. “I stole you.”

      “Stole me?” I squint, not entirely sure I heard him right. My hangover head is throbbing. “Repeat that?”

      “I put visshek in your tea and when it made you tired, I took you from camp and brought you here.”

      I’m still not putting two and two together. “Why?”

      “I am keeping you.”

      Um, what? My head pounds again, and I try to put together everything he’s telling me. He put something in my tea—I remember it tasted sweet. No wonder I can’t remember anything after that. “Wait, you roofied me?”

      “What is roof-ee?” S’bren looks confused.

      “You drugged me so I’d have sex with you?” I’m horrified. Oh god, no wonder I wanted to slurp his dong. Now I’m glad I fell asleep. “What the everloving fuck, S’bren?”

      “No, I gave you tea so you would sleep and be quiet when I carried you away. M’tok said it was a good idea.” But he looks uncertain.

      “What does M’tok have to do with this?” I rub my eyes, unable to believe what I’m hearing. “You fucking drugged me!”

      “It was his idea.”

      I gape at him, shocked. I’m well aware of S’bren’s awkward crush and I thought he’d been letting go of it. NOPE. Turned out he was just plotting with his sneaky-sneak of a brother. “Your brother told you to drug me? And Callie?” When he nods, I grab the nearest thing—a bone cup—and throw it at his head. “I can’t believe you did that!”

      A guilty look steals across his broad face as he ducks. “I knew you would be mad.”

      “Of course I’m mad! You gave me tea to mess with my head!” I think about how horny I was when I woke up. “Oh my god, you stripped me naked!”

      “You asked me to.”

      “I what?”

      “You kept saying ‘bare’ so I took your clothes off of you. I thought they bothered you.”

      Oh jeez. I have vague memories of calling him my teddy bear. Last night in a drugged haze, I guess he was cute and cuddly and appealing to me. Today, I’m appalled.

      “You are rubbing your head,” he points out. “Are you hurting?”

      “I have a hangover,” I hiss at him, still outraged. “From your drugs. Of course I’m hurting!”

      S’bren frowns to himself. “But it does not give me a headache.”

      “Does it make you super horny? Because it has that charming side-effect, too.”

      He is silent for a long moment. “No.”

      “Well, it did me!”

      “Then…you did not wish to put your hand on me last night?”

      “No!”

      It’s like kicking a puppy. S’bren looks utterly devastated. “Oh.”

      I shake my head at him, so mad that I’m trembling. “You don’t get to drug people and steal them away, you fucking asshole. Do you have any idea how fucking wrong that is?”

      He just stares at me with those wounded eyes. “I did not know it was wrong. Why?”

      “Because I’m not awake! Because I’m not myself! I can’t defend myself if you do anything to me while I’m unconscious or when I’m loopy on drugs. It’s taking advantage of me!”

      He looks pale. “Like when you put your hand on me.”

      “Just like that!”

      I didn’t think it was possible for a man to look even more ashamed, but he does. “This is…bad for humans?”

      “Yeah it’s bad!” I grab another cup to throw at his head, but then…I stop. In a way, his upset makes me feel better. It’s clear he had the most innocent of goals—where the tea was concerned, at least. I vaguely remember last night and how uncomfortable and surprised he was when I touched him. That wasn’t the expression of a man who expected to get laid.

      Okay. So he wasn’t drugging me to get some. If that’s the case, I’m less freaked out. How many horror stories did I hear from college roommates of guys who seemed nice and turned out to be creeps? Ugh. I didn’t think I’d have to worry about something like that with the men here. They’re weird, but they’re always respectful.

      Like now. S’bren gets to his feet, his gaze averted, and hands me my tunic. “I dried it for you by the fire.”

      I snatch it from his grip. I don’t thank him…but I don’t yell at him either. It’s not my nature to be angry all the time. I leave that for others. I’m hurt that he broke my trust, but seeing the upset on his face takes away a lot of the rage I’m feeling. “Bad things can happen to girls if you do this sort of thing to them, S’bren. In the world I come from, this is very, very dangerous and I would never speak to you again.”

      He looks even more crushed than before. “I will always keep you safe, P’nee. Even if you hate me.”

      I sigh heavily. “I don’t hate you. I’m mad right now, but I’m going to need some time to get over it. Now, where are we? Which hunter cave?”

      S’bren shrugs. “M’tok says I should not tell you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the goal is to keep you with me until we resonate. If you go back to camp, everything has been for nothing.”

      He makes it sound so reasonable. Like oh, we’re here because I needed to pick up milk from the corner store. Just your run-of-the-mill, everyday errand, stealing a chick. “I’m not sure that’s how it works, S’bren.”

      “M’tok said it might.”

      That makes me grit my teeth. “M’tok has some really terrible ideas, just so you know. Have I ever been mean to you? Treated you badly?”

      “No.”

      “So why would you steal me?”

      “So you do not resonate to O’jek or I’rec. Or anyone else.”

      I sputter. “I might not resonate to anyone for years and years. I might not ever resonate to anyone.”

      “M’tok—”

      “Isn’t here! I’m asking you!”

      He scratches at his head, clearly feeling out of his depth with my pointed questions. Up until now, I didn’t realize how much S’bren depended on his brother. It’s becoming clear that one of them is the mastermind, and he’s not in this cave with us. “M’tok is the thinker, I am the doer,” S’bren eventually says. “If he is sure this plan will work, I am sure it will, too. I want to resonate to you, P’nee.” He gives me a look full of longing. “I will be a good mate to you.”

      It’s hard to stay mad when a seven-foot-tall beast of a man is giving you woebegone looks and sad puppy eyes. I’m still frustrated, but all that frustration has nowhere to go. I sigh, determined not to feel pity for S’bren. “Stealing me was wrong.”

      “R’hosh stole his mate.”

      “Two wrongs don’t make a right.” And now I sound like my mother.

      “But they are happy. I would like to be happy with you.” The puppy look is gone from his face, leaving nothing but utter earnest devotion. “Whatever you need from your mate, P’nee, I will do it.”

      “Did you mean for me to get all turned on by the tea?”

      He shakes his head. “It puts my people to sleep. I thought you reached for me because…” He goes silent, and his forehead flushes a deeper shade of blue. “It does not matter. It was wrong. I see that now. I should not have stolen you.”

      “No, you should not have.”

      “I should not have given you visshek.”

      “Damn right.”

      “How can I fix this? I wish to be your friend, P’nee.”

      Gah. I chew on my lip as he declares his devotion. And here I was just thinking to myself the other day about how I was in no hurry to have my freedom taken away from me by resonance. That I was going to enjoy every moment I had of independence before this planet’s biology walloped me and chose for me. Looks like someone’s already decided otherwise.

      “So…what’s this plan?” I indicate he should turn around while I dress, and he does so, crouching low by the fire as I yank my tunic over my head. “You drug your woman, steal her away, and then what?”

      “That is as far as we got.” He grimaces.

      “Dude, that’s a terrible plan.”

      “I am starting to realize this.”

      With my tunic on, I’m starting to become braver. I get to my feet and realize I’m still a little wobbly from the stuff he gave me, so I move slowly over to where my leggings hang near the fire and pull them free. “I can’t believe you did this,” I tell him.

      “Does this mean we cannot be friends?” He watches me, his jaw set, unhappy.

      I want to scream at him. I almost slobbed on your knob! You drugged me! How are we friends? But I know I can’t think of this like I would if he were a human man. He doesn’t grasp how dangerous this is for me as a woman. Somewhere out there, M’tok is probably getting hell from Callie for the same thing, and I’m kinda glad. She’s going to make that man hate life for a while, and he deserves it.

      S’bren is the only one here, though. I curl my cold toes on the rock floor of the cave and then tiptoe toward the front, where the worst of the wind is blocked by the hide stretched over a frame. Some of the wind and snow still trickles in—gaps are left deliberately so smoke can leave—but it lets me glimpse outside. Even in the dark, I can see that it is snowing like there’s no tomorrow.

      That’s going to make a rescue party a real pain in the butt. Any tracks we left out in the open are going to be covered at this point. I glance over at S’bren again. “Did you guys deliberately pick a stormy night to do this?”

      “No. It is the brutal season. I am told most nights are snowy.”

      He’s right. The weather has been getting worse and worse, even though we’re insulated from a lot of it in our tiny beach cove. We’re warned constantly about it by the sa-khui hunters, but it’s hard to see it as reality sometimes because we don’t go that far out into the mountains.

      Especially not as a girl. We’re delicate flowers or something, and we can’t go around without a man. I snort to myself at that thought—how many times have I gone out with Nadine and yet she’s never drugged and kidnapped me.

      “Does anyone know where we went?” I ask him, turning.

      “M’tok. But he is gone with his female.” He picks up a pebble and tosses it aside. “So you…you did not wish to put your hand on me last night?”

      “I’m pretty sure that was the tea you gave me.”

      His shoulders slump and he looks utterly defeated. “I do not like that it made you act in strange ways, P’nee. I did not keep you safe, even from me.”

      I’m having a hard time staying furious. He seems horrified at my adverse reaction. I go to his side and pat his shoulder, well aware that I’m comforting my captor. “Look, you could have just talked to me, okay? If you said Penny, I want to go away for a while and take you with me, I don’t know that I’d have said no.”

      S’bren looks up, brows furrowed. “You would have gone?”

      I laugh because he sounds so incredulous. “Are you kidding me? An adventure beats out sitting around camp times a thousand.” I might have said no if it was just me and him, though. I’d have probably tried to drag Bridget along so things didn’t feel romantic. But I don’t tell him that part. I peer at the snow instead, and move a little closer to the fire to warm my bare feet.

      “I did not know,” S’bren says, and he sounds defeated. Depressed. I give him another pat, but it’s good that he realizes what he’s done. He won’t do it again in the future, and he realizes how problematic his actions are. “I will take you back when the weather clears.”

      I open my mouth to thank him, and then pause. My jaw snaps shut.

      No one knows where we are.

      I should be terrified, but instead, I’m thinking of all the places I’ve wanted to see and been told I can’t because they’re too far away. The fruit cave, the ancestors’ ship, the great purple mountains that look like clusters of amethysts. Heck, the other village with all the ancient huts full of carvings. The sa-khui tribe. There areso many cool locations on this planet that have been described to me, but every time I ask if we can go, I’m given a dismissive answer.

      The weather is too bad.

      Your human legs cannot walk that far.

      It’s dangerous for humans. Take a penis with you.

      Okay, so they don’t SAY penis exactly, but it’s implied. It’s implied that I’m a girl and I have to be protected, and therefore I can’t see shit.

      But no one knows I’m gone or where S’bren has taken me.

      Hmm.

      This…could be exciting. I thump down to the ground and look at S’bren. “So.” I give him my most winning smile. “How far are we from the fruit cave?”

      Because it’s safe to go there now, right? Old Grandfather has been defeated and so there’s no longer a threat to the valley that houses it. And according to Brooke, and Hannah, the fruit cave is warm constantly and the vines drip with fresh fruit. There’s a big pool at the bottom of warm water that you can bathe in all day long.

      I’m thinking it pretty much sounds like heaven.

      And I want to go there.

      S’bren watches me warily. “You are not mad at me?”

      “Oh, I’m still mad. How fast I get over it depends on things. Let’s talk about plans. You said you didn’t have any, right?”

      “Take you farther away so no one can steal you from me. That is the plan.” His tail flicks back and forth. “Wait until we resonate.”

      Right. “But you don’t know that I’m going to resonate any time soon.”

      He looks at me, his gaze even and unyielding. “I do not mind. I like spending my time with you.”

      Aw. I’m having a really, really hard time staying mad now. “Well, what if I said I wanted you to take me to the fruit cave? Instead of back to the beach?”

      Surprise crosses S’bren’s face. “You do not want to go back?”

      “Eventually. Right now I want to see what’s out there. See all the places I’m not allowed to go because I’m a girl.” I don’t add that I won’t have the option to go anywhere interesting once I get pregnant—since that seems to be only a matter of time.

      “But it is cold and snowy—”

      “It’s always cold and snowy.” I touch his knee to get his attention. “You stole me. What do you want in exchange for taking me to the fruit cave?”

      “Want?” His big brows furrow.

      “Yeah. You scratch my back, I scratch yours sort of thing.”

      “I do not need my back scratched.” He tilts his head.

      I fight back the urge to giggle. One of the cutest, most endearing things about these aliens is that while they might look utterly terrifying physically, they have the most literal, pure personalities. “I don’t mean really scratching your back. I mean like, you take me to the fruit cave and I reward you. Do you want kissing, or a blow job, or something else?”

      The moment the words leave my mouth, I feel my cheeks heat. Why did I throw out blow job? That’s the worst bargaining tool. Of course he’d pick that. And I…well, I wouldn’t mind, which is a little wild in itself. I wonder if the drug is still affecting me, but I don’t think it is. I’ve always been the kind of girl that’s up for a good time, and I just keep thinking about my mouth on his cock and the way he reacted. Sex isn’t a big deal to me. I’m not a virgin. But it’s a big deal to him, and it might be fun to play around with him.

      As long as he doesn’t get too attached, that is. Something tells me that baby’s already been thrown out with the bathwater, though. But I also think S’bren would be able to handle it if I broke up with him or told him we were flirting just for fun. He’d be wounded, sure, but I don’t think he’d overreact like A’tam or M’tok.

      Then again, the man did kidnap me and drug me.

      But that was also M’tok’s plan. S’bren just likes to cast me longing looks from the shadows and tries to give me raw fish.

      And he’s currently staring at me, utterly aghast.

      “What?”

      “Why would I kiss without resonance? As a reward?”

      “Because you’ll want to learn how to please your mate when you resonate?”

      S’bren shakes his head. “P’nee. Kissing should only be done because both want to touch mouths. It should not be a reward for taking you somewhere.” He looks shocked that I would even suggest such a thing.

      And he’s not even bringing up the blow job. My mouth curls into a smile.

      “Why do you find this funny?” He scowls.

      I lean forward and kiss his cheek. “Because I just realized I’m totally safe with you.”

      His expression remains disgruntled. “Why would you not be?”

      “Because of last night—”

      “You did not want that,” S’bren say stiffly. “I realize that now and I am ashamed I let it happen. It will not happen again.”

      I pat his shoulder. “Which is why I’m safe with you. So what do you want in exchange for taking me to the fruit cave?”

      “I want nothing. If you wish to go there, I will take you there.”

      Awesome. I beam at him. “Road trip! This’ll be fun.”
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      S'BREN

      P'nee is not mad.

      She is frustrated with my choices, but now that we have talked, she is laughing and smiling, going through the supplies in this cave and talking of our new journey in the morning, heading out toward the fruit cave.

      I…feel as if there is a trick. That I am waiting for her pleasant mood to turn to a bad one, but she does not hate me. It is confusing, but at the same time, I am grateful. My brother M'tok said that P'nee would be furious and I would have to woo her into my furs. That it would take time for her to forgive me but when resonance happened, it would all be worth it. But she is not mad? And when I offered to take her back, she refused.

      She wants to go somewhere else. With me.

      And she offered me kissing in exchange for me taking her there. She offered to blow on my skin, too, but that seems less exciting than kisses.

      I want her kisses. I want her more than anything, but the kisses will not mean anything if she gives them because she must. I think of last night, when she put her hand on me only because she felt strange due to the visshek. I did not know that would happen. It does not have that effect on my people, but P’nee is human. I am ashamed that I did that to her. I thought she wanted to touch me. I hate that it was not P'nee who spoke of mouthing my cock. It ruins all of the thoughts I had about it, makes them feel dirty and wrong.

      I think about that moment anyhow, though. Even though her touches were wrong—because she spoke of kissing the wrong parts of me—I still think about it far too much. I wish my brother was here to ask for advice, but he is dealing with his mate. He would know what to think of P'nee's change of heart. Me, I am confused. M'tok said that P'nee would be angry, and that when we left to go deeper into the wild, she would have no choice but to go with me. That she would be angry.

      This P'nee has already gotten over her anger and has turned this into her journey. Even now, she is packing bags and talking of food supplies. She cuts down large hides to belt over her clothing so the worst of the snowy wind will be kept away from her skin.

      This is P'nee's hunting trip now, and I am with her just to keep her safe and guide her.

      Thinking of it that way makes me relax. This is a role I am comfortable with. Protecting P'nee? Watching over her? Have I not been doing this for hands and hands of days already?

      I will do anything for her. Anything at all. All P'nee has to do is ask and it is hers.

      

      PENNY

      

      Traveling in the brutal season is…well, brutal. I mean, I didn't expect it to be pleasant, but I figured that I could endure it. And I can, thanks to my cootie. But that doesn't mean it's fun.

      We leave our cave after two days of snow and immediately head in a different direction than I expected. S'bren leads the way, using his spear as a walking stick and plowing through the deep snow ahead of me, because my legs are too short to wade through the snow on my own. Even with double the furs bundled around us, it's still so cold that every breath hurts, and my toes are numb with the chill before long. We take several breaks as we walk, every time there's some sort of shelter from the tearing, bitter wind, and sometimes we pause so S'bren can unlace my frozen boots and put my feet on his stomach to warm them up. I do the same for him, and we talk a little, but most of the time we're just too busy enduring.

      I keep expecting the big guy to tell me that this isn't worth it. That every time we stop at a hunter cave for the night that he's going to say "No more" and then I'll have to give up on my idea of going to the fruit cave. Every morning, though, he wakes up and puts out the fire, helps me bundle up, and then we set off again. I want to go to the fruit cave, and that's that. I like that about S'bren—that he doesn't make me try to change my mind. He just sees what I want to do and helps me accomplish it.

      It's a good trait in a buddy and it increases my affection for him. The foot-warming stops help that, too.

      Even so, it's not a fun trip, and sometimes I think maybe I'm being stupid. When it starts to snow again and we continue on, I definitely feel as if I'm making dumb choices. Don't the sa-khui stay put in the brutal season? Now I see why. Every evening in a hunter cave is an utter relief, and it takes hours to unthaw my leather clothing from the ice crusted on them. Hours more before I feel warm. All this cold is new to S'bren, too, who came from a tropical island paradise, but he acts as if he's been in hip-deep fresh snow all his life, solidly plunging ahead and clearing the way for me to walk behind him.

      Then, after several days of this, I see it. The valley.

      It looks like pretty much every other valley, with clusters of the spindly pink trees flipping in the wild breeze, squatty bushes clinging to the cliffs or covered in snow…but there's also strange lumps half covered that look dark and disgusting, and the cliff walls are spattered with old, dark rust-colored stains. Blood. I'm grateful for the snow that covers everything, because I remember Nadine's description of how awful this place is and how it smelled.

      There are no footprints, no trails in the snow, which means we're safe to go forward, and S'bren solidly leads me onward. He points at a narrow cliff path and waits, this time, for me. Not for me to go first, but so I can hook my hands into his belt and hold onto him in case the footholds are slippery. And then we go up the trail, which looks as if it leads nowhere, but if everything we've heard is correct, will lead us into a warm, green place burgeoning with fruit.

      It sounds like paradise, especially after almost a week of the worst trek through the snow ever. I hope we're not wrong. I hope it hasn't been exaggerated.

      Then, S'bren steps through a narrow opening into the cliff, and when I follow, a wall of heat blasts my face…

      And then we're here.
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      The fruit cave is every bit the paradise I dreamed of.

      We're as giddy as children on Christmas morning the moment we step inside. It's warm and muggy, and everywhere I look, there are plants. The walls drip with them. Vines curl over every inch of rock. The cave spirals up and up, and every layer of rock seems to be covered with more of the bright green plants heavy with fruit. Somewhere, water rushes in a place that sounds like a waterfall, and high above, fluorescent lighting provides a steady stream of light despite the fact that we're inside the side of a cliff.

      "The ancients' greenhouse," I murmur, glancing over at S'bren.

      He is utterly still. For the first time in forever, he's not looking at me. His gaze is drinking in the sight of all the vines, and then he closes his eyes and his throat works. There's a pained expression on his face and I can only imagine the homesickness he must be feeling. This is what his home was like, I bet. I reach over and take his hand, clasping it in my gloved one.

      The big alien glances over at me, then clears his throat. "It is warm."

      "Thank god." I grin at him, squeezing his fingers. "Now you don't have to put my feet on your stomach anymore."

      "I like doing that," he tells me simply. "I like touching you."

      Such a big, sweet goober. I wink at him and then release his hand. At least now that melancholy look is off his face. Instead, he's back to staring at me with that yearning expression. I ignore it and work on the thick leather belt at my waist. "We can take off our layers, at least."

      "Yes, it will be good to feel my skin against warm air again."

      I agree with him—it's already so warm that I'm slightly revolted at the thought of all the leather I'm wearing touching my sweaty skin. I peel off layer of fur after layer of fur, setting them down neatly in a pile, and then undress until I'm down to just my leggings and my lightest under-tunic. I turn, rubbing my cold-chapped skin absently, and glance over at S'bren.

      He stands a short distance away, on one of the many ledges that lead down to yet more plants, and he's utterly buck-ass naked. His back is to me, his tail swaying back and forth in a way that says that he's in a good mood, and I stare at the most perfect, grabbable butt I've ever seen. I've seen S'bren in a loincloth a billion times, but seeing him totally naked reminds me of the failed blow job attempt. It makes me think of hot, horny things. It makes me think what a bitable ass he has. He puts his hands on his hips, studying the interior of the cave and lets out a sigh of pure satisfaction that makes heat curl in my belly.

      "Well," I say after a moment. "You did say you wanted the air against your skin."

      He turns to look at me, and that ridge-covered hog I definitely remember having my hand all over dangles between his legs. So do his enormous balls. Not that I'm fascinated with his balls. I just happen to notice them. Like, a lot. I force myself to meet his gaze, feeling obvious. "Is this bad, P'nee?" he asks. "When I lived on the island, we wore nothing but leaves when we needed to cover ourselves."

      "No, it's cool," I bluster. I don't want him to feel uncomfortable, after all. We're friends. Buddies. After all, my buddy S'bren plowed through several days of a blizzard to get me to this paradise when he absolutely didn't have to. I'm feeling super affectionate toward him at the moment. "I've seen you naked before, remember?"

      "I remember." His voice is husky and low, and doesn't sound at all like the puppyish S'bren I normally know.

      It makes goosebumps rise on my skin and my nipples prick. Because now I'm thinking about that night, too, and what would have happened if I hadn't fallen asleep. What if I'd just climbed on top of him and taken him? What if he'd let me finish him off and then reciprocated the favor? What if—

      Whew, and now I'm even hotter than I was before, and distracted to boot. I tug at the collar of my leather tunic. "Do you recognize these plants?"

      "Some of them." He reaches out to touch a broad leaf. "Some are mysterious to me."

      "They're all new to me but I'm so damn glad to see them." I move to his side, holding lightly onto his arm as I peer over the ledge. "This place is huge. Hearing the others describe it isn't the same as seeing it for myself. Why can't we live here instead of on the stupid beach?"

      S'bren laughs. "Because the ledges are narrow and too many kits—and hyoo-mans—will fall and hurt themselves."

      Bright blue water sparkles below, and I see runoff coming from a ledge above. There must be an old hydroponics system set up to water these plants, and it gathers at the bottom and recycles. Or something. I'm not a scientist, but I've got a vague idea how this stuff probably works. Even so, that water looks awfully inviting and I'm sweaty and feeling dirty after days and days—okay, and months—of hard living. "I bet that water's warm."

      "I do not see why it would not be."

      I squeeze his arm. Hard bicep. It goes with his big balls. God, I really am distracted. "Want to go in the water?"

      He looks over at me regretfully. "I do not think there are fish in that lake."

      "Who cares about fish?" I gesture at the plants all around us. "I'm eating salad and fruit for days, my friend. And I meant getting in the water to swim! Don't your people swim?"

      S'bren grins, a boyish cast to his face. "Of course we do."

      "Then let's go!"
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      PENNY

      We swim for what feels like hours. The water is deep and fish-less, and I'm pretty sure that when I dive, I see a grate at the bottom, the water sucking down in a gentle flow. I don't get too close, because the last thing I want is to get sucked into an alien water filter, but it's nice to swim and bask in the warmth of this place. Eventually, I pull myself onto the rocky lip of the pool and lie flat on my back, enjoying the warmth and the artificial light. Just once, I'd love to have a blisteringly sunny day again. Even when it's “warm” here, the sunlight is weak. The light in this cave is artificial, so it's not the same. It's just another one of those things I'll have to get used to.

      But the stone I'm lying on is warm and firm, and the snowy expanse outside feels very, very far away. I close my eyes, sigh, and relax.

      A few minutes later, I feel S'bren's big body lie down near mine. He's covered in water, too, and he's just as naked as I am. There were a few weird moments when I undressed to swim, but he rubbed the base of his horns and didn't look me in the eye, trying to preserve my dignity or something. I just laughed, because dude undressed me when he kidnapped me. He's already seen my tits and everything else. Plus, he's balls out himself. Being in survival mode means you get a lot less shy about things. Once upon a time, I'd be ashamed of my big, too-bouncy triple-D boobs and the equally jiggly belly fat I have. Now, I just don't care. If he doesn't like it, well, someone else will.

      And this rock is far too warm for me to give a damn.

      I sigh, content, as he lies next to me. "Good swim?"

      S'bren grunts.

      "Can we stay here for like, at least a week?" I ask, opening one eye to squint over at him. "I'm in no hurry to get back out in the snow again."

      "As long as we have supplies, I do not see it as a problem. If we run low on fuel or rations, we will have to return to a hunter cave, however."

      I nod, studying him. He lies back flat on the rock too, one hand under the back of his head to support it. His horns are bigger and taller than the sa-khui horns, and they look like a deadly pair of scythes atop his brow, but with his hair slicked back from the water, he also looks…young. Less savage and more boyish.

      "How old are you?" I ask him impulsively.

      S'bren glances over at me, then shrugs. "I have seen twenty-seven full turns of the season.“

      I chuckle. "I'm older than you. I'm twenty-nine.”

      He shrugs. "This does not matter to me. I…" He frowns to himself and swallows the words.

      "What?" I prop up on an elbow and poke him with my other hand. "What were you going to say?"

      The base of his horns goes dark again. "I…would take you at any age. That is what I was to say." The words come out strangled. "I do not mean to bother you. You have said my affection is not welcome, and I remember."

      I frown to myself at that. Did I say that? Did I tell him I didn't like flirty talk? Or is he assuming that because I wasn't instantly in love with his kidnapping butt that I somehow have a problem with everything? "I'm pretty easy-going, S'bren. Don't worry about offending me. Just say what you're thinking."

      "I shall." He doesn't look over at me.

      I lie on my back again.

      "I should tell you…"

      I crack an eye open again and roll on my side once more, waiting.

      "You wanted to do kissing wrong."

      That is not what I expected to hear. "What do you mean, I wanted to do kissing wrong?"

      S'bren glances over at me. His gaze slides down to my boobs, naked and still slightly wet, and then jerks back up again so quickly I have to bite back a laugh. "When you were made strange by the visshek. You spoke of kissing but it was incorrect.” He closes his eyes and tilts his head to the ceiling again, as if sunbathing. "I have been thinking about it a lot and decided I should tell you so you know."

      I spoke of kissing wrong? He's been thinking about it a lot? I squint at his resting body, trying to decipher this. "I don't remember us talking about kissing. I remember a lot of stuff, but not that.”

      His mouth parts. No words come out, just a small, strangled sound. Farther south, his cock hardens and stretches to life, drawing my fascinated gaze. Now his horns aren't the only dangerous-looking thing stabbing toward the ceiling. Fascinating. I shouldn't be staring, but I am. It's enormous. And it's got ridges. And like…his balls are magnificent.

      Apparently I'm creepy and pervy when it comes to alien balls. It's a weird realization.

      "You spoke of kissing me but not on the mouth," S'bren eventually manages to say. His forehead is deep, deep blue, his voice strained. I can tell his body is tense just from looking at him.

      I spoke of kissing him…oh. The blow job. I lick my lips, smothering another laugh…and the urge to do it again, just to see how he reacts. Bad Penny. Bad.

      “That wasn’t a kiss I talked about, my friend.”

      “No?” He looks confused. “But your mouth—”

      “That is called a blow job. A girl puts a guy’s dick into her mouth and sucks on it until he comes.”

      His entire body stiffens and goes rigid, and I can tell by the dazed look on his face—and the way his cock twitches—that he’s thinking about it. “Human…females do this?”

      “Oh yeah, we’re freaks,” I tease. “We do all kinds of crazy shit.”

      “I did not…” His words trail off, and I can see the wheels turning in his head, him clearly trying to process things. It’s adorable. It also makes me want to stare at his balls, too, but I know that’s weird of me so I don’t. “I am sorry,” he finally says.

      I didn’t expect an apology, and it irks me that I’m getting one. “For?”

      “Because you were going to blow on my job and you did not want it.”

      I have to fight back a laugh at the way he mangles the phrase. It’s not a time to laugh at him. The look on his face is downright stricken, as if he’s betrayed me. I reach over and touch his arm. “I didn’t say that I didn’t want to touch you. I just said that I didn’t want to be drugged.” I trace a finger down a prominent vein on his bicep. “I’m sorry if my hand on you was upsetting.”

      “It was not upsetting. I cannot stop thinking about it,” he confesses, looking over at me. There’s such raw need in his eyes that it takes my breath away. I’m used to S’bren’s puppyish crush, but this is something different entirely, and it’s exciting. It makes me pulse hot between my thighs, because now I’m thinking of when I touched him, too, and I’m thinking about his reactions. How exciting it would be to tease him with my mouth until he comes.

      If it was anyone but S’bren, I might just reach over and do it. But S’bren stole me away to become his bride. If I get frisky with him? Those possessive alien genes are going to go into overdrive. He’s really going to think I’m his woman, and then that’s just setting us both up for a world of hurt if things don’t go our way. “I’d kiss you for real right now, S’bren, but I can’t. You take everything too seriously.” I slide my fingertip along that vein, because I’m greedy and not entirely willing to give up on this. “If you promised me we could keep things light, we could fool around, though.”

      “Light?”

      “No commitment. No mating. Just having fun in the furs. No hearts involved.”

      S’bren shakes his head. “It is already too late, P’nee. I lost my heart to you long ago.”

      I sigh, because that’s sweet and romantic and so, so not the thing I wanted to hear. “Oh, S’bren.”

      “It is all right. I know I am the only heart in this cave that hopes for resonance.” He looks away, then discreetly presses a hand on his cock, as if trying to hide the stabbing erection. Too late for that. “And have you lost your heart to another, then?”

      “Me?” I’m surprised at his question. “Gosh no. I’m hoping resonance chooses right for me. We both know it’s coming, so until it picks, I’m just having fun and making sure to guard my heart.” And I thought I was doing a pretty good job of it, too, but the raw, aching way that S’bren looks at me makes me feel far more than I want to.

      He looks at me like no one else ever has. Like he’ll die if I don’t smile at him. It’s both heady and a little frightening to have that much power over someone. In the past when I dated and slept around, I was always the one that chased, the one that called the guy, the one that had to make it clear that Penny was always up for a good time. It was a mixture of low self-esteem and my own natural love of adventure, made ten times worse. After all, I’m not the prettiest girl and I’m certainly not thin, so I hoped that enthusiasm made up for anything I lacked.

      Spoiler: It usually didn’t. Guys always went for thin, delicate chicks and Good Time Penny only got calls after midnight on Friday night, when other plans fell through.

      Maybe that’s why I’m so in love with the idea of weddings and soul mates and true love. Of someone just falling head over heels for me and my happy ever after starting with a bang instead of a whimper. Of someone chasing me for once.

      Ironic—S’bren’s chasing me and now I’m the one spouting the “why can’t we be friends” line. But resonance changes everything. I don’t want to fall for the guy and then have resonance choose someone else for me. That would…break me. And him. It’s safer for everyone if we just wait and see what resonance decides.

      I’m impatient by nature, though (hello, adventurous spirit) so it’s hard not to just grab at him. To give him a blow job just to see how he reacts. To kiss him and have sex with him to see how that alien dick feels and those huge damn balls of his feel when they slap against my skin as he pounds into me.

      I squeeze my thighs tightly together at the thought. That’s a path I can’t go down. S’bren’s already “lost his heart.” I don’t want to make this worse for either of us by being the first to take him into the furs. Because if S’bren doesn’t know what a blow job is? Dude’s a great big virgin.

      And I should not be totally excited by that.

      “Why did you not go back?” he eventually asks, interrupting our silence.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Back to the tribe. I offered to take you back to the Icehome village and you wanted to come here instead.” He gestures at the tropical surroundings. “With me.”

      “Gosh, I don’t know. Cold snowy beach versus this place? Let me think for a minute.” I chuckle. “I think we should all come here every brutal season. I mean, come on. This is as close to paradise as you can get on this planet.”

      And then I realize what I just said, and I’m horrified. He came from paradise…and now it’s all gone. I’m such an asshole.

      But S’bren merely looks thoughtful. “But you did not want to leave the tribe at all.”

      “I didn’t want to be kidnapped,” I point out again. “Consent is everything. If you would have said to me, hey Penny, wanna go to the fruit cave? I would have been the first one to pack my bag.”

      He nods slowly. “I am understanding this now. I should have asked.”

      “Yes, you should have.” The vein in his arm twitches as he shifts his big body on the rocks, and I curl my fingers so I don’t reach out and touch it again. Sexy, thick arms are almost as appealing to me as his big, fascinating balls.

      God, I’ve really got to stop thinking about his junk.

      “This isn’t such a bad thing, though,” I admit after a moment. “I kinda like the idea of having one last big adventure before everything changes.”

      That makes him sit up, propping his weight onto one shoulder. And god, maybe I’m excessively turned on today or maybe I still have that drug in my system, because this man is gorgeous. When he shifts his weight like that, he’s nothing but rippling muscle and washboard abs with a sweet, tempting little vein that goes down—

      Nope. Nope. I’m not looking.

      “What will change, P’nee?” S’bren asks, a look of worry on his face. “Is something wrong?” His entire body brims with tension, as if he wants to somehow leap up and fix things for me.

      “Oh. You know, resonance.” I shrug. “We’re all falling like dominos, us girls. I figure it’s just a matter of time before I get whapped with it.”

      He relaxes a little. “Resonance is a good thing.”

      “For you, yeah. You get the girl of your dreams in your furs and get to nut all day long. For me, it’ll be some sex—hopefully good sex—and then everything in my life changes.” Which is why I’m really, really hoping for a soul-achingly sweet romance. I see what’s happened with Callie and M’tok and Mari and T’chai and they just make me hurt inside. My romantic heart wants something more like Nadine and Thrand, or Veronica and Ashtar. That utter bliss on the face the moment you see your partner, sharing secrets. Heck, sharing a lifetime together. I want all that good stuff without the bad.

      S’bren’s eyes narrow at me. “How does everything change?”

      Only a man would dare to ask that. I fight back a sigh. “Look at Liz. When was the last time she was away from camp?”

      His heavy brow draws down. “She stays because she has a new kit.”

      “Right. And she also has two little kids. And she’s nursing. If Liz wakes up one day and thinks ‘hey, I’d really like to hunt,’ she can’t. If she wants to go out for the day with her mate, she can’t. If she wants to sleep late, she can’t. She has people she’s responsible for. And I know Gail or Angie will watch her kids for her, but with a new baby that’s nursing? That’s hard. Or how about just being super-heavily pregnant like Angie? She’s never gone hunting because it’s hard to waddle after game.” I shake my head. “Babies are wonderful. Resonance is wonderful. Don’t get me wrong. I’d love nothing more than for resonance to hit and make me fall in love…but it changes everything for the girl. Until it comes for me, I’m going to enjoy myself.” I smile at him to take the sting out of my words. “I’m going to have a good time and explore this world a bit before biology makes a choice for me.”

      “So you do not want resonance?”

      “No, I do. I would love to be in love.” I get all wistful thinking about it. Isn’t that why I hang out with O’jek and the others of Shadow Cat clan? Or flirt with R’jaal? Let S’bren follow me around like a lost puppy? I’m trying to let my heart get comfortable with one of these guys being my mate so when resonance does happen, it won’t be a horrible shock. It’ll be exciting to finally put the exclamation mark at the end of the sentence, so to speak.

      “You wish to get mated in the human fashion,” he states.

      I laugh. Callie thinks I’m super obsessed with weddings because I’ve mentioned them a few times and I said I had a subscription to bridal magazines back home. I mean, what romantic woman doesn’t? “Do I want to have a wedding? Sure, I’d love it, but I guess that sort of thing doesn’t apply in this world anymore.”

      “If I resonated to you, I would be happy to put a sack over your head,” S’bren tells me solemnly.

      That makes me sit up, laughing. “What the fuck?”

      “Is that not your custom? G’hail told me of them.”

      He asked Gail about me? I fight the urge to squirm with pleasure, because I shouldn’t care, right? I’m being neutral until I resonate, just like a really busty Switzerland. But I have to ask. “Gail told you I wanted a bag over my head?”

      “She said your head is covered to hide your face from your mate.” His mouth twitches. “I thought it was an odd custom. I would want everyone to see how beautiful my mate was, not hide her.”

      Oh, damn it. My heart squeezes again, because he’s looking at me with such open adoration that it’s hard not to be affected. Come on, cootie, I mentally cheer. Roll the dice. Give him a shot. We could do a lot worse than someone that adores me.

      But my chest stays silent, and so I can’t fall for puppy eyes and a big rock-hard body and a great set of balls. Sigh. The guys still back on the beach—R’jaal and Shadow Cat—are all handsome, too, but there’s something about S’bren that grows more appealing by the hour. There’s the hard, enticing body, sure. But he’s also got a pure sort of spirit. He doesn’t overthink things, he just does them. One might argue that it’s because he’s not the brightest bulb, but I don’t think that’s it.

      I think S’bren just knows what he wants.

      And he wants me. It’s the ultimate flattery. “Did you really ask Gail about marrying me?”

      He nods, his expression reluctant. “I wished to know if there was a custom I could follow to show you my affection. She said there are wed-hings and I am to put a bit of metal on your finger and to cover your face, and then I take you as my mate in front of everyone.” The base of his horns flush. “I do not know if I would want my first time in front of the entire tribe but if it is what you want, I will gladly do so.”

      My jaw drops. “That’s not how a marriage ceremony works.”

      “It is not?”

      “No. Here. Let me show you.” I get to my feet, and I can feel his gaze on me as I jump up, because everything jiggles—thighs, butt, boobs. And okay, maybe I did that on purpose because I like him looking. Maybe I’m no saint. But gosh, it’s nice to be sexy in someone’s eyes. I hold my hands out to him. “I’ll demonstrate.”

      S’bren sits up, frowning. He covers his hard cock with his hands as if that will hide the evidence of his arousal. “But you said you did not want a pleasure mate right now.”

      Does he think I’m going to fuck him right here? I shake my head and gesture with my hands that he should stand. “No. There’s no sex in front of anyone. I’m going to show you how it’s done the human way. And quit holding your dick. I already know it’s hard. Don’t be embarrassed.”

      The base of his horns flushes again. He gets to his feet and straightens, and then puts his hands in mine. Standing in front of each other, face to face and naked, I’m acutely aware of his size, looming over me. I’m even more acutely aware of his dick and how close his erection is to brushing against my not-so-flat belly. Maybe this demonstration should have waited until we were clothed, because then maybe my naked, heavy tits and pricking nipples wouldn’t be so near his washboard abs.

      But I’m all in, now. So I clear my throat and meet his gaze. “When humans get married, all of their family is invited to the ceremony. A woman wears a special dress with a veil—which is just a decoration—and approaches the man she’s chosen as her mate. They put their hands in each other’s and recite vows.” I squeeze his fingers. “If I was marrying you, I’d promise to love and obey my husband in all things.”

      He snorts. “You are not good at obeying.”

      I laugh, because, well, he’s not wrong. I have the best intentions but I’m also not a great listener. “Maybe I’d just promise to try.”

      “I would promise the same,” he says with a nod. “To try.”

      A man promising to obey? It’s not quite the same as what a human ceremony would be, but I don’t mind it. If one of us has to promise to obey, why not the other? I squeeze his hands again, shifting my weight, because I’m so close to his straining dick it’s hard to ignore.

      Stupidly, I want to kiss him. I want to know what it’s like to kiss a guy who’s so into me that he can’t help constantly getting a boner around me. I want to know what it’s like to be adored and cherished, to be looked at like I’m the best thing he’s ever seen.

      Kind of like the way S’bren’s looking at me right now.

      My heart aches. He’s gazing down at me with such intense longing, his fingers twined in mine. His thumb rubs over one of my knuckles, and it makes my nipples tighten. “What else would a hyoo-man promise when he takes a mate?”

      “Love. Honor.” There’s a knot in my throat. “Forever.”

      Except I didn’t get forever, did I?

      All this wedding stuff reminds me of the worst weekend of my life. My skin prickles with awareness when the memories swim forward, and I want to die with shame when I think about them. Of that drunken weekend in Vegas at an Elvis chapel. Saying vows to my boyfriend Lewis, and then waking up in the morning with happiness in my heart only to see regret on his face.

      I was so drunk, baby. I didn’t mean for this to happen. This is a mess.

      And we broke up less than a week later.

      So yeah, I’ve been down the aisle. Kinda. And just like every other time, Good Time Penny’s been discarded. But it doesn’t stop me from dreaming about a happy ever after, of being a beautiful bride going down the aisle to the man of my dreams. Of having him look at me with such adoration and love that it fills all the empty places in my soul.

      I won’t think about Vegas. New place, new start, new everything. I smile brightly at S’bren. “That’s how a wedding ceremony goes. When the couple are happy with their vows, they kiss. That’s all. There’s no mating in front of everyone.”

      “Just a tongue-mating.”

      “Right,” I choke out. God, now I want to do some tongue-mating with him. His gaze drops to my mouth and then he nods. “So that’s how it goes,” I finish limply.

      S’bren drops to his knees in front of me and pulls my hands to his chest, against the hard thudding of his heart. “P’nee,” he murmurs.

      “Don’t, S’bren,” I begin, my heart hurting.

      “I would do all of this with you.” There’s such an ache in his voice. “I would hold you and honor you and take you as my mate until resonance separated us. And if we never resonated, I would be glad, because it would mean you were mine forever.” He pulls my hands to his mouth and presses his lips to them. “Let me be your mate.”

      I swallow hard. There’s a knot in my throat because I want to say yes. Oh gosh, I want to so bad. Even if it’s just for a short while, I want to have fun with S’bren. I want to bask in his adoration. I want to show him all the dirty, filthy ways we can have sex and enjoy each other.

      And then I’ll get rejected all over again unless my cootie kicks in.

      It’ll utterly break me to go through that again. It’ll break him, too, because S’bren’s ardent and devoted and loyal and if we end this now, he won’t fall in love. That’s the part that makes me stop. Hungry, selfish Penny wants to fling him down on this rock and run my hands all over him, but that’s not fair to him. “It’s too soon,” I eventually say. “Please don’t ask me that yet.”

      For some reason, this satisfies him. He nods and brushes his lips over my knuckles again, sending shivers up my spine. “I will give you time.”

      He gets to his feet and I smile brightly, deciding to switch the subject. “Do your people have a wedding tradition?”

      S'bren thinks for a moment, and then shakes his head. "No ceremony like that one. It is much as it is here. When resonance happens, the pair are celebrated with good food and drink, but that is it." He rubs his jaw, thinking. "There might have been more customs with our ancestors, but I do not know of them. I did not listen well as a young kit and when I joined the proving games, I was only a stripling. I would not remember. M'tok would, though." He smiles down at me. "I do remember that there were never very many Tall Horn females. The young ones that were unmated were kept away from the unmated males so the males would not bother them with constant requests for attention. After they resonated, the females were free to go as they pleased, and I remember my mother telling me it was a very joyous thing for her. You would have hated it with our tribe."

      I laugh, feeling more at ease. "I'll bet that got old. I hate having an escort everywhere. Feels like no one trusts me to have enough sense to look after myself."

      The big alien's expression turns grave. "I am sorry."

      I wave a hand in the air. "Don't apologize. It's not your fault. Raahosh and R'jaal came up with that rule. And while I understand it, it's still frustrating. Back home, I lived on my own and didn't have a boyfriend." Though it wasn't for lack of trying. "I got used to doing my own thing and being independent. It's hard to give that up once you've had it."

      "And I stole you."

      I lightly tap him with the back of my hand. "Stop with the guilt. You saved me from all that and now we get to have an adventure."

      "Is it an adventure to be here with me?"

      "I like to think so. You're not so bad." I wink at him and then jump into the water again, because I'm tired of having deep conversations. Right now I just want to swim and pig out on fruit.
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      S'BREN

      P'nee frolics in the water all day long. I swim with her, but sometimes I am content just to watch her enjoy herself. She is free with her naked body now that we are alone in the fruit cave and the humid heat makes leathers uncomfortable. I should not stare at her body as much as I do, but I cannot help myself. Every time P'nee's teats jiggle, I stare. Every time water sluices down the valley between her teats, I stare. Every time I catch a glimpse of the curve of her belly and the damp curls between her thighs, I want to put my mouth on her.

      Not yet, she told me. But there was a spark of interest in her gaze that was not there before. I am encouraged by that.

      She has noticed my arousal, too. She mentioned it, and I saw her looking at my body, too. I hope she finds me as fine and appealing as I find her. But I do not ask. For now, I will not push P'nee. I will show her what a good companion S'bren is, and try to entice her into my furs on her own. I want her to come to me. I asked her, told her of my heart. Told her that I would mate to her in the hyoo-mans fashion, and now all I can do is wait.

      After more swimming, we try the fruit. The vines here are heavy with all kinds of fruit, so much that my mother would have wept to see such a bounty. Fruit was often picked over on the island, and it meant traveling far that day simply to fill a bag. The birds and the flyers all loved the taste of fruit, so hunters competed with them to get to the food before it was eaten.

      #Here, it is a feast, and we dine like Kki, the fat flyer that K'thar has tamed. I eat old favorites that I remember from home, but P'nee wishes to try everything. She is impulsive, snapping off fruit and taking a bite before I realize, only to get a mouthful of rind. The faces she makes are funny, and I have to show her how to eat a treefruit properly, or how one peels a sun-fruit. Then, our bellies full, we lie back down on the warm rocks and talk of easy things, like weather and fishing.

      I doze off between conversations. P'nee does, too. The heat lulls us to sleep and it is easy to fall into its grip. I dream of home, of tall trees with wide, green leaves, of warm waters teeming with fish, and the ever-present dark cloud that hung over the Great Smoking Mountain. I dream of chasing behind M’tok, determined to catch up and yet somehow never able to. I reach for his long mane to yank him backward so I can run ahead and—

      A loud bellow wakes me up.

      I jerk upright, looking around for my spear. My hunter’s reflexes flare to life and I scent the air, my camouflage shifting as I look for the animal that has made such a cry.

      It happens again, and I look up.

      There, atop one of the cliffs, P’nee stands, a vine held in her hand. She makes the same strange deep cry, beating at her chest with a fist, and then calls out, “Woo! Penny of the jungle!”

      Then, as if I am in a nightmare that I cannot break free of, she grabs the vine with her small hands and swings off the ledge.

      “No!”

      It does not snap. The vine holds, but P’nee does not. The moment she leaves the ledge, her hands slide down the vine, stripping leaves. She flails in the air, and then lands in the water with a wild splat and a massive splash.

      Terrified, I jump into the water after her, then swim to where she landed. Her hands claw at the water as she swims upward and I loop one of my arms around her waist, seizing her to my side. I haul her up to the surface as she coughs, and then drag her to the rock lip we have been basking upon like a pair of kaari. “P’nee,” I manage, setting her gently on the rock. “Are you all right?”

      She coughs, raising a fist to her mouth, and gives me a watery smile. “They make that look so easy in the movies.”

      “You meant to do that?” I loom over her, skimming her body with my gaze, looking for cuts, for bruises or abrasions where the rocks might have hurt her.

      “In my mind, it was far more graceful.” P’nee wipes water out of her face and beams at me.

      “You risked yourself,” I growl at her, furious at how helpless I feel. While I lay sleeping as a kit, she climbed the cliffs. Those handholds look far too spaced apart for small human hands, and P’nee is not the tallest of her people, or the strongest. My heart thuds angrily in my chest as I realize how badly she could have hurt herself. “I cannot believe you did that!”

      She reaches up and pats my chest. “Oh, don’t be upset, S’bren. I knew you’d take care of me.” Her gaze drops to her hand, where it rests against my wet skin, over one of my flat pectorals. Her expression changes to one of heat, and suddenly I am acutely aware of how I am still crouched over her naked, wet, enticing body. Her lips part and she gazes at my mouth. “Tell me that I shouldn’t show you how to kiss properly.”

      I groan, because she is asking too much from me. Tell her not to kiss me? I could sooner tell her to resonate to another. “Yes, you should.”

      P’nee reaches up and touches my wet mane. A breath later, her fingers curl in the tangle of it and then she pulls me down toward her, pressing her lips to mine. Her kiss is not gentle. It is hungry and eager, as P’nee approaches everything. Her lips are soft under mine despite her eagerness, and then her mouth parts and her tongue slicks against mine, grazing past my lips.

      Heat blazes through me, raw and fierce. I cannot stop the noise that escapes my throat, any more than I can stop myself from holding her jaw and steadying her as I slick my tongue against hers. She whimpers, her hands curling tighter in my mane, and then our tongues stroke over and over again, and each drag of her smooth one is as if she is tasting my cock as she did that night.

      My people do not kiss as humans do. I know that the humans who live on the beach like to kiss their mates, and I have dreamed of kissing P’nee…but never in my mind did it even come close to the reality. She is lush and enthusiastic, the taste of her exquisite. I want to lick at her mouth forever, to touch her until the twin suns fall from the skies.

      She moans my name. “S’bren.”

      I pant as I reluctantly pull my mouth from her sweet lips. I want to kiss her over and over again. I want to taste those gleaming, pink lips. I want to lick her everywhere, and to be licked in return. But I have asked her to be my mate and she said no.

      “You said this is not what you wanted,” I tell her, breathless.

      The look she gives me is both hungry and frantic. Her hand slides lower, brushing my stiff cock. “I think I don’t know what I want. Clearly I make bad decisions.”

      Her words make my chest ache in a new way. I caress her soft cheek, my entire body screaming with frustration, and shake my head. “You say you do not know what you want, so I will give you time to decide.”

      And I get to my feet. And walk away.

      It is the hardest thing I have ever done.

      Ever.
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      PENNY

      I feel so guilty after S’bren walks away.

      He’s right. I’m giving him mixed signals. I can’t be all over him, kissing him and grabbing at his junk, and then saying I want to wait for resonance. I know I’m impulsive, but I’m going to wreck both of us if I let that happen.

      I know what it feels like to be discarded when you’re in love (or at least you think you are). I don’t want to do that to S’bren. I sure don’t want it to happen to me again. Even if I don’t resonate, who’s to say that S’bren won’t resonate to someone else and it’ll be the exact same scenario?

      Better to stay as friends.

      I touch my kiss-swollen lips and think of his mouth, how hungry his lips were on mine and how good he felt over me. God, this suuuucks. The worst part about it is that I want his kisses. I want him to gaze up at me in that adoring way while I touch him. I want him to keep looking at me like I hung the moon even as he kisses the hell out of me.

      But it makes things too difficult.

      If I was back on the beach, I’d hang out in the women’s cave for a few days, maybe find ways to make myself scarce so we wouldn’t run into each other. Give things time to cool off. But we’re alone in this cave together. There’s nowhere to hide from each other, no place to give space. I mean, I guess we could, but it feels awfully dickish to deliberately ignore someone a few feet away.

      I go for another swim, and then climb back onto the heated rocks to relax. Wringing my hair dry, I notice that S’bren is a short distance away, closer to the waterfall, and he’s brought our packs down. He watches me out of the corner of his eye even as he sharpens his spear.

      Always watching over me.

      I pull on my tunic, then cross the distance between us and sit close by him. “I’m sorry about earlier. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      He nods. “I will not apologize, because I liked it. But we will not allow it to go further.”

      “Did I make you uncomfortable?”

      S’bren meets my gaze. “Only parts of me.”

      I chuckle at that, but it’s not enough to lift my heavy heart. “I wish things were easier, you know? That resonance would just point at someone already. I don’t want to give my heart away and then have the rug pulled out from under me again.”

      His head cocks, ever so slightly. “Again?”

      I flush, realizing the slip of the tongue. “Figure of speech. I mean just in general.” I’m not telling him about my disastrous Vegas wedding. I’m not. I don’t even like to think about it myself. It’s too embarrassing. “I’m going to wait for resonance,” I say firmly.

      “I understand.” S’bren goes back to sharpening his spear, running a big thumb along the edge of the point, then scraping the sharpening rock along it again. “I brought you here to resonate to me, though. I want you. I am prepared to wait until it happens, too.”

      That’s both sweet and pig-headed, but it makes me smile. “I know. I’m not resonating to anyone right now though, am I? That’s a little concerning. I mean, what if resonance doesn’t hit me for years? Liz says that sometimes it waits. That you can walk past someone a thousand times and that on that thousand-and-one time, it decides you’re a good match. Or what if I’m the one that doesn’t resonate at all?” That’d be my luck. Penny the bride-obsessed, always a bridesmaid.

      “I think you will resonate,” he assures me. “Any khui will see how fine your body and your spirit are.”

      “Flatterer.”

      “Truth talker,” he says as easily. “Do you…think your khui holds out for another? Someone back on the beach?”

      S’bren says the words so casually, but I can see the tension building in his body. He’s waiting to be told the inevitable. That I’m already in love with someone. That my cootie’s already pulling me toward another.

      If it is, it hasn’t given me any indications at all. “I don’t think so?”

      “And if you resonated to me? How would that make you feel?”

      I consider this, because I want to answer him honestly. Would I be upset? Relieved? I mull it over in my head, thinking, and then come to a conclusion. “I think I’d be cautiously optimistic? I like you. I like your body.” I lick my lips and then add, “God, I like your body.”

      He nods, the base of his horns flushing deep again.

      “I think I would be happy,” I say. “And I think we could fall in love. But I won’t know until I resonate, and I don’t want to set myself up for heartbreak.”

      S’bren’s expression is solemn. “I understand this. I will help you protect your heart, P’nee.”

      And that makes me ache even more. Because I suspect that the more S’bren is his gentle, protective self, the more I’m going to lose my heart to him.

      I just hope my cootie wakes up and pays attention.
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      The next few days are a mixture of sheer laziness and the occasional bit of work.

      There’s not a lot to do in the fruit cave. There’s no need for a fire for light to see by—the overhead lights never turn off. There’s no need for fire for warmth, either. Being here is like living in a hothouse. We have food supplies, so while it rages and storms outside, we eat our fill of fruit and some of the leaves, we make clothing and nets and weave mats out of even more leaves, and we nap. A lot.

      We swim, too. Of course we do. It’s a warm, clear pool with nothing living in it. So I swim every day, loving the warmth of the water on my skin, and scrub every bit of my body a dozen times over. I make a grass skirt—S’bren shows me how—but I don’t wear it much. S’bren doesn’t seem to make a big deal out of my nudity, and he walks around naked himself. It’s no big deal.

      I mean, never mind that I stare really, really hard at his naked butt when he’s not looking. Or that I watch the flex of his impossibly wide shoulders. Or that I creep on him when we swim and his beautiful body is wet and blue and hard as a rock and —

      Okay, he probably notices my nudity as much as I notice his. But with how warm and humid it is here, it just makes sense to wear as little as possible, and neither of us makes a big deal out of it.

      All this fruit is impossibly delicious, and when I mention that the others would be so jealous of me for feasting on all this, we decide to try and dry some fruit to take with us. So S’bren sets up a small smoke-pit near the entrance to the cave and we occasionally add a bit of fruit to it or turn the fruit over so it can slowly dry out.

      And then we swim some more.

      And nap.

      Well, okay, if I have to be honest, the fruit cave is nice, but I don’t want to live here. I thought that being somewhere this warm would be utter heaven, but it’s steamy and so I feel as if I’m constantly sweating…which makes me want to swim more. Not that it’s a problem to swim, but the heat makes it hard to sleep on the woven mats. Add in the fact that the lights never go off and my sleep is wrecked. I make myself a sleep mask out of tightly woven leaves, but overall, deep sleep isn’t a thing here and I miss the sound of the ocean. So we catnap a lot.

      And we catnap together.

      It’s innocent. Mostly. S’bren is every bit the gentleman, and he’s always utterly conscious of giving me my space. I’m the one that creeps over to his mat and asks to sleep next to him. After months and months of the comforting presence of a half-dozen sleeping bodies in the women’s cave, I don’t like the thought of sleeping alone a short distance away from him just because we’re not fucking. I need the presence of another person nearby. I need to hear their even breathing, and I need to know I’m not utterly abandoned when I wake up and there’s no one near me. Every time I do, I have nightmares.

      I guess I have a few abandonment issues after being stranded on an ice planet.

      But S’bren never pushes the boundaries. He lets me curl up next to him at night, and if I wake up holding onto his arm or snuggled against his side, he never pushes it into more. Every other guy I’ve ever dated would consider me sleeping next to him as “open season” and maul me the moment he got hard, but not S’bren. He’s a perfect gentleman.

      He’s gentle and protective and I’m starting to realize he might be everything I ever wanted in a guy.

      But my cootie is playing hard to get. It’s completely asleep, and so all I can do is wait for something to kick in.

      Hopefully. Or else things are going to get more and more complicated than they already are.
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      PENNY

      
        
        DAYS LATER

      

      

      

      "Do that thing with the spear again," I encourage S'bren, holding it out to him.

      He blushes—or at least, the alien equivalent. His brow goes dark at the base of his horns and he gets that awkward expression on his face, but he takes the spear from me. "Stand back."

      I obligingly move to the edge of the ledge and hold onto the vines to anchor myself so I can watch the show. Every time he shows me, it's like I'm seeing it for the first time and it's equally impressive.

      S'bren takes the spear and pretends to study it, but I can tell from his expression that he's looking at me, watching me. He likes to see my reaction. Then, before I can think, he releases the spear and somehow rolls the shaft up his arm, then flicks it into the air. He turns, catches it with his tail, and then whips around. Over and over, he spins in circles, the spear flashing and whirling and twirling through the air like he's an acrobat. I watch, delighted, as he spins it around his neck, then flicks it lower, rolling it down one big shoulder and then crossing over until it flips back to his other hand. When he's finished with his practiced spear-flips, he stabs the butt of it into the ground by his feet and gives it one final flick with his tail, flipping it over end to end and then catching it before the spearhead can stab into the rock and break.

      I burst into excited applause. "That was amazing! Every time you do it, it's more impressive than the last."

      "At home, I would spear it into the dirt at the end. Here, I will just break it. Seems foolish." He gives me a shy smile, does one more twirl of the spear, and then slings it forward, spearing a big redfruit over my head. He gives one more twirl and then offers the fruit to me.

      I take it with a wink and a delighted bow. "Thank you, my daring acrobat."

      "I do not know that word," he says, but crosses over to grab the fruit and take a bite of it before handing it back to me. "It is good?"

      "An acrobat is someone that can do incredibly skilled things with their body that other people can't." Jeez, and that sounds dirty. "Like, tricks and stuff," I add quickly. I take a bite out of the fruit, trying not to notice that he bit down where my mouth touched it, like he wanted to taste me.

      Man, all this sexual tension between us is killing me. I know some of it is just in my head, but it doesn't matter. It's still making me crazy with lust. I have to force myself not to rub up against his big naked body at night on the mats. When I see his big, glorious body naked, I have to tell myself that it's my idea to hold off. That I'm the one that will get hurt in the end.

      But gosh, I'm so impatient. I want him and it's getting harder and harder to wait for my cootie to wake up. S'bren's awkward, sure, but he's also protective and charming and guileless. There's not a mean, deceptive bone in his body. When he tells me something, I know it's the truth and that I can trust him. And after years of relationships that were basically a joke to the other party and not to me? It's refreshing. I know exactly where I stand with S'bren at all times.

      And unfortunately for me, because he's such a good guy, he's not going to push things. I said I wanted to wait for resonance, and so he's not even trying to flirt with me. He's just being S'bren. Goofy, silly, adoring S'bren.

      And that's making me fall harder than ever.

      As I take another bite of fruit, he runs his thumb along the edge of the spearhead and glances over at me. "I have something I wish to speak to you about, P'nee."

      "Oh?" I lick my lips. He sounds grave and I wonder what this means. Is it about us? The lack of “us”? Does he want things to change between us? Just the thought shoots fire through my belly and makes my nipples prick despite the leaf-woven lei I'm wearing as a token gesture to a bikini top. "Go on."

      He looks torn. "I know you like this place but…if we are to stay ahead of the others, we should not remain here for long when the weather is clear. Someone will think to check this place and will insist you go back." S'bren's expression turns grave. "If you wish to go back to the camp, though, you know I will take you. And if you wish to stay here, that is all right, too. But I wanted to mention it."

      Ah. I'm a little disappointed that it's nothing sexy, but of course it's not. S'bren wouldn't do that to me. I told him how I felt and he's honoring it…even if I'm a little disappointed that he's not vowing undying love to me or how he can't resist ravishing my rounded, pale body. I consider what he's telling me. Do I want to go back to the village yet? Am I ready?

      Nah. I'm still enjoying myself. "And the weather's been nice today so you think we should move on?" I ask him. When he nods, I continue. "Any place in particular you want to go?"

      "Anywhere with you."

      I smile. Such a sweetheart. "I thought that was a given. I don't want to go anywhere alone."

      A boyish smile of pleasure curves his mouth. "Then say where you wish to go and I will take you."

      Yes, take me right now! I want to say after seeing that smile. It makes my heart go pitter pat in all the right ways. "I'm not sure. I don't get to go as far, hunting-wise, as you and the rest of the guys do. We always have to stay closer to camp." My words sound like they have an edge of bitterness. "You have any ideas?"

      He hesitates, then says, "If I am choosing, I think I would like to see the Ancestors' Cave."

      Oh. The old spaceship that the original sa-khui tribe arrived here in. I'd like to see it, too, I think. An ancient spaceship sounds way more interesting than just going back to the beach. “That sounds great to me."

      “Then we will leave in the morning,” S’bren says with a nod. “Provided the weather holds.”

      I make a face, thinking of putting all my leathers on again, though part of me likes the thought of getting out into the brisk air once more and away from all this drippy humidity. But then I won’t get to see S’bren’s glorious butt anymore. Not that I’m supposed to be looking at it, since we’re just friends. “Tomorrow morning, then.”

      He nods. “I will get our bags ready and prepare our fruit.”

      I reach for his spear. “First you have to show me how to do that twirl move myself.”

      S’bren considers this. “I do not know if it will work. You have short arms.”

      “Short arms?!” I laugh, startled. “I’ll show you short arms!”

      “And no tail—”

      I laugh even harder, because his eyes are gleaming with amusement and I know he’s teasing me. For a moment, I want to just grab his long hair and pull him down against me for a kiss. To see his expression change from wicked delight to something hotter…

      But I can’t.

      I can’t, because I’m setting myself up for heartbreak if I fall in love before my cootie resonates. So I just keep smiling…because what else can I do?

      It seems the tables have turned and now I’m the one with the awkward crush.
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      S’BREN

      The weather holds through the morning, so we leave the fruit cave and begin hiking through the fresh snow toward the direction of the Ancestors’ Cave. I have never been, but the others have described it to me many times, and how to find it. It will take several days of walking, but I do not mind. I have our packs slung over my shoulder and P’nee walks behind me, her cheerful voice filling the cold morning with joy.

      I feel guilty for making her leave the fruit cave and its warmth. She loved it, loved the endless fresh fruit, the greenery that dripped from the walls, and the warm pool of fresh water. She loved being able to walk around in bare skin and relax. I loved it, too, but with every day that passed, I worried that the tribe would find us and take her away from me. It does not matter that P’nee is the one that does not wish to go back to the village yet. I did a bad thing and put something in her tea. She has told me over and over again how bad this is where she comes from, and even though it is difficult for me to understand, I know one thing: they will not trust her with me again.

      So we must keep moving on if we are to spend time together. Perhaps I am selfish, but I do not want her to go back to the village. If she does, she might give I’rec one of her smiles and then her khui will resonate. Or O’jek. Or even A’tam, with his face that all the females exclaim over. I scowl into the dreary morning, wanting to walk just a little faster, as if I can outrun thoughts of Shadow Cat clan.

      I am selfish, because I am encouraging P’nee to stay out here in the wild with me. The longer she is alone with me, the more I hope we will resonate to one another. Just because our khuis are silent does not mean I have given up hope.

      I am patient.

      Very patient. And P’nee is worth waiting for.
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      The good weather does not hold. In this cold, strange land, the good weather never holds. The clouds roll in as we walk, dark and ominous, but they do not pelt us with rain. Instead, they send snow and heavy winds and it grows so difficult to see that P'nee holds onto my belt and I point my spear forward as a guide. This is the brutal season weather that the others warn us about, when the skies drop so much snow that it makes no sense to leave a warm hut.

      And yet here I am, taking P'nee away from the balmy fruit caves simply because I am afraid others will arrive and snatch her away from me. Perhaps I am the one that is the fool. But even with my visibility limited, we pass groups of trees that I recognize, and I know one of the many hunter caves is near this place. I have been deliberate with the trails I take, ensuring that we are never far from a shelter of some kind, even if it means our traveling pace is slowed. I will not risk P'nee and her safety for anything.

      We find the entrance to the cave, and P'nee follows me in, shaking off snow and exclaiming about the cold before I can even check the cave to ensure it is safe. She crouches by the firepit and prepares the materials for a fire while I drop our packs and check over the cave. But then all is clear, and we can relax.

      P'nee's pale face is chapped with the cold, her small nose bright red on the end and her mane is frosted with ice. She shivers even as she feeds bits of tinder to the fire, but her smile is ever-present.

      "I regret taking you from the warmth of the fruit cave," I tell her, getting the fuel tongs and dropping two large cakes of fuel into the fire pit. "You probably wish we had stayed there."

      "Me?" She seems surprised at my words. "Nah, I'm good. It's cold as heck, but we're here and we're safe, so it's just another adventure." Her smile widens. "What about you? Sad you have to come out in this wintry shit again instead of staying in the cave? I bet it makes you miss home."

      "It reminded me of home at first," I admit. "But the differences were…odd. Like the light in the rock that never went away. Or the quiet. Even back home, it was never truly quiet. There were always kaari storming about in the jungle, or birds calling to their mates. That place is just…strange." I shrug and pull out the furs bundled on my pack. "But I have no regret leaving. I get to spend time with you. That is the only thing I care about."

      "You big sweetheart," P'nee teases, her smile growing broader. "Well, I for one appreciate that we're heading off on adventure number two instead of heading back. I can deal with a little snow."

      I say nothing, grunting a response so she knows I hear her. Instead, I pull the wet, snow-covered fur wraps off of her and bundle her in a fresh fur, tucking it around her to keep her warm. If we go back to the camp, they will find out that I put something in her tea so she could not say no to me. They will know of this shameful thing and how upset she was, and everyone at camp will know S'bren is an irresponsible fool. I regret my choice so much and I wonder if M'tok realized how bad it was for humans to give them visshek without warning. I wonder if C'lie blisters his ears with angry words even now.

      I bet she does. I cannot imagine she woke up and was happy about the situation. P'nee was disappointed in me, and that is just as bad. I felt as if I let her down, and it is a feeling I never wish to experience again.

      She looks around the small cave. "Kinda sparse in here."

      I nod. Of all the hunter caves, this one is not plentiful with supplies. Either someone needs to replenish it or someone has been here recently and has not yet made his—or her—way back to fill the supplies. Even the fuel is low. "We will move on in the morning, unless the snows are so bad that we cannot."

      P'nee nods and pulls off one damp boot. "Then we'd better dry our clothing by the fire, because something tells me this weather isn't going to let up."
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        * * *

      

      It does not let up.

      The snows are not so wind-blown in the morning, but falling heavily. I debate staying in the cave, and when P'nee looks at me expectantly, make the choice to go on. If we are to be stranded somewhere, I would rather it be in a better cave, or at the Ancestors' Cave. P'nee says she is not worried about a little snow, so we go on.

      The next two days are miserable. We do not talk much, as all our breath is saved for walking. Every step in the thick snow against the wind feels like effort, and our faces must be covered with fur wraps so we do not breathe the icy air directly.

      We barely make it to a hunter cave each afternoon before the twin suns go down, and it worries me that we are not traveling faster. P'nee goes as fast as she can, though. It is not her fault the weather is so very unpleasant and the deep snows make each step difficult. Even I do not move as fast as I should. The cold is endless. The falling snow is endless. And I worry that it is not smart to continue on to the Ancestors' Cave. Perhaps we will simply sit inside one of these small hunter caves and wait for the weather to change…

      Or wait for the hunters from the sa-khui tribe to find us and take P'nee away from me for good.

      I do not like that idea much.

      For two days, this continues on. The weather is rough, but endurable.

      On day three, it starts out pleasant but then colder weather rolls in. The winds pick up, and the air becomes so blisteringly cold it feels as if it is searing my lungs with every breath. P'nee clings to my belt, but her steps are slower and slower, and I can hear her teeth chattering despite the many layers of furs muffling her face. It worries me. I am descended of the sa-khui people. Even though I am used to the island's weather, I can endure this bone-jarring cold. But P'nee is human and fragile. I need to get her warm, and fast.

      The idea occurs to me quickly, and when she staggers against me, whimpering as the wind rips at our clothing, I know what to do. I turn my back to the frozen winds and use my body as a wind-break as P'nee shivers in front of me. "Take your clothes off."

      "Wh-wh-what?" She looks up at me through ice-crusted lashes and shakes her head. "I'm n-not d-d-doing th-that!"

      I pull out my knife and cut open the front of my layers, all the way down to my under-tunic, and then gesture at my bare chest. "Skin to skin is warmest. Take your clothing off and wrap yourself around me. I will pull our furs around both of us and you will be safe and protected."

      She stares at me for a moment as if I am crazed, but then pushes closer to me. She leans in and presses her ice-cold cheek against my chest, shuddering. "Are you s-s-sure?"

      If I was uncertain before, the frigid chill of her skin has convinced me. I help her peel her layers off until she is whimpering even louder with cold, and then haul her soft, pink body up against my chest. She clings to me, wrapping her arms and legs around my chest and gasps. "Oh fuck me, you're so warm, S'bren. God, this was a good idea."

      My cock immediately stiffens as she presses all of her female parts against my skin, but I will think about that later. I wrap one long length of leather around her bottom and across my lower back, making a sling for her to cradle on to help her hold on. Then, I bundle us together, tying my leathers closed and then wrapping even more cloaks and fur layers around the two of us. By the time I am done, I am utterly encumbered and front-heavy, but P'nee's shivering has slowed and she presses against me, all softness pressed to my chest.

      It is exquisite torture.

      I hold her as I walk, and if my steps are slower, I do not care. P'nee is no longer in danger as long as I can keep her warm, and I am strong and can keep going. The wind and snow picks up, thicker and more biting with every step. Soon, my face feels crusted with ice and I cannot see farther than a few steps ahead—the rest is hidden by the snowstorm. But I pass a familiar cluster of pale pink trees, then the marker of a food cache, and know I am close to yet another hunter cave. I head toward the cliffs, knowing the cave will be located somewhere in that area. It is early in the day, but I will not risk P'nee—or myself—by traveling farther in such bad weather. The Ancestors' Cave can wait another day. It has waited this long, after all.

      Because the visibility is so bad, it takes me some time to find the cave, and when I do, it does not feel much warmer. The wind no longer tears into us like knives, but the interior of the small cave is still bitterly cold.

      "I must make a fire, P'nee," I tell her even as I peel the first few layers off of our bodies. "Huddle under the furs and stay warm and I will take care of you."

      "I'm not trying to be a baby," she tells me even as she detangles herself from me. "But it's just so fucking cold."

      "I know. You are strong to do this well, trust me. It is terrible, this weather." I peel most of the layers off and tuck them close around her, then find more stiff, cold bundles of furs in the back of the cave and pile them atop her, too. "The fire will help. Not much longer now."

      "Thank you, S'bren," she gasps, and then ducks her head under the furs.

      My fingers are aching from the cold but I manage to get the fire started, piling fuel atop it to make a quick, hot blaze. Luckily this cave is well stocked, so we can stay here, safe, as the weather rages outside. I put a pouch of snow on over the fire so I can make tea, but right now, I am cold and I know P'nee is cold. I drag the bottom fur she lies upon closer to the fire pit. "Give it time and you will feel the warmth."

      She lifts up a corner of the pile of furs, offering me a glimpse of large pink teats and the shadowy curve of her belly. "Come under here and warm me up until then? You have to be cold, too."

      I am. I hesitate, though. I do not want her to feel as if I am pushing her into a situation she does not want. "My leathers are damp with sweat and snow."

      "Take them off. Let's do skin to skin again." She shivers under the furs. "Don't be shy, S'bren. Not when I can't feel my toes."

      That decides me. I strip off my clothes, even my loincloth, and drape them across rocks near the fire, and then slide under the blankets with P'nee. She immediately puts her cold hands on my chest and tucks her feet between my legs, moaning.

      I stiffen, because that moan makes me think of…other things. Things that are not cold. Things that are very, very warm and pressed up against me. "I…am making tea," I tell her, my voice strangled. "It will warm you."

      "No, you're great," she murmurs, snuggling closer to me. "Stay right here and let me touch you. You're warmer than any tea."

      Am I? Hesitantly, I wrap an arm around her under the blankets, my skin gliding against her own, and she sighs and tucks herself closer. I should push her away.

      I am…not a good, wise hunter, because I cannot push her away. I only hold her tighter and appreciate the feel of her against my body. She has noticed—I am sure she has noticed—the stiff, aching bar of my cock, but she has said nothing. Warmth is too important for both of us.

      Warmth, and nothing more.
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        * * *

      

      As with every night, I dream of P'nee. This night is much like the others—I dream that she is my mate, and she is unable to keep her mouth off of me. Her lips press to mine, and then she kisses down my bare chest as we slide into the furs together. Her mane trails over my stomach as she licks and kisses down my abdomen, and then she pauses, her teeth lightly scraping over the sensitive skin at my hip.

      "You're okay with me doing this, right?" Her mouth is hot and warm, her tongue flicking against my skin.

      I groan in my dream, so loudly and full of need that I jerk awake.

      But P'nee's hot, inviting mouth is still on my hip, her tongue playfully dancing over my flesh. Her hand rests on the lower part of my stomach and she gives a little sigh of pleasure as she touches me.

      This…is not a dream.

      Her hand moves lower, and as I have dreamed and ached for so many times, she grasps my cock in her hand and touches me. Her touch is light and questing at first, her fingertips skimming my length, and then she moves lower and cups my sac. "S'bren," she breathes. "I feel like I've said this before but…good lord, you're magnificent. I want to put my mouth all over you." And she gives a throaty little giggle when I stiffen.

      My brain is full of fog. I cannot think straight—how is it that P'nee touches me like this and I am not yet dreaming? For a horrified moment, I worry that I have somehow put visshek into the tea we gulped down last night before going to sleep, sharing warmth under the furs. I grab her hand, stopping her before she can reach for my cock once more. "P'nee—wait. You do not know what you do."

      "Yes, I do." She looks up at me, her eyes all heat, and drags her tongue lightly over the hard, muscled lines along my hip. "I keep thinking about the other night, when you stole me. I didn't get a chance to do anything then, and that's good, because it wasn't me. It was the visshek. But I keep thinking about it, S'bren. And I keep thinking about your responses and how much I want to do this for you. To you. I want to be with you. I like touching you." She presses her mouth to my skin, her lips tickling. "And I want to do more."

      I groan, tormented. I want this. I want her to put her hot, eager mouth on all the spots I have been unable to stop thinking about. I want to learn what P'nee knows about pleasure. I want to take her into my furs and make her my mate.

      But she has said she wants to wait. My cock twitches and aches as she reaches for me again, but I hold her hand and do not let her touch the pre-cum laden tip. "P'nee. Wait."

      "Why?" She mock-pouts and gives my hip another kiss, her expression playful and enticing. "I had dirty dreams and you're right here, and I want to touch you and make you feel good."

      "But…I thought we were just friends. Is that not what you want?"

      P'nee sits up, her lovely face full of challenge. "Is that what you want?" she demands back.

      I rub my thumb over her wrist, but I do not release her trapped hand. "You know what I want. I want to be your pleasure mate…but it is not what you want."

      She tries to twist out of my grip, shaking her head. "I don't care what I want anymore. I want to touch you. I want to be touched. No one has to know."

      "We will know. We will remember. And we will think about it far too much if we return to camp and you resonate to another. I will think of nothing else for all my days if your khui breaks into song when you see one of the Shadow Cat clan. I will think of touching you, and how good it was—because I know it will be good. And then I will think of how silent your khui was when you were with me. And it will break my spirit." I keep rubbing her small wrist, because I must touch her. "And I think it would break yours, as well."

      Her face crumples, tears coming to her eyes. "It might be you. You might resonate to another. There's plenty of girls back at camp and they might all resonate before I do."

      I nod slowly.

      A look of such disappointment and pain crosses her face and she pulls her hand back. "I don't know what to think. I like you, S'bren. And I'm crazy attracted to you…but I don't want to be discarded again."

      "Again?"

      She remains silent. There is old pain here, pain that she will not speak of. But this is the second time she has mentioned fear of being left out, or discarded if her khui chooses. Someone has hurt my smiling, lovely P'nee in the past, and it makes my chest ache. I want to fix this for her. I want to ensure that she smiles every day for the rest of her life and no one ever hurts her again. So I reach out and pull her close, tucking her against my chest and holding her.

      "I'm sorry," she whispers after a moment.

      "Do not apologize." I stroke her hair. "You asked me to keep your heart safe. I will."

      A small sob chokes in her throat. "Do you ever just wish that your cootie would wake the fuck up? I dream I'll want it so badly that it'll realize it needs to kick in and then all of this wondering won't be a problem."

      Do I dream of resonating to her? It is a foolish question.

      It is my only dream.

      She lies against me, but I can tell she is not asleep. Her mind is too restless, her body too tense. I say nothing, mentally willing my own body to relax. My cock feels as if it is on fire, and I cannot stop thinking of how eagerly she reached for me, the husky note in her voice as she kissed down my belly.

      M'tok would say I am a fool for not taking her up on her offer…but P'nee asked me to guard her heart. No matter how difficult it becomes, I understand. I do not want to cause her future pain with a moment of need now. If I am to be her protector, I have to protect her now and in the future.

      Even so…the image of her pale fingers curled around my cock is seared into my mind. P'nee is so ready to touch me. She acts as if her hands on me—her mouth on me—will give her great pleasure. Does she not realize it is the other way around? That a male should strive to please his female first and foremost? And yet…she has never asked me to touch her.

      I wonder if there is something I am missing. Some obvious explanation I am not thinking of. I can think of nothing, though. All I can think of is P'nee's sultry smile. Her eager hand. The realization that she wanted to put her mouth on my cock…and now I cannot stop thinking of anything else. "P'nee?"

      "Mmm?"

      Perhaps I should not bring it up. "I…nothing."

      She sighs and props up on one elbow, looking at me. "I made things weird between us, didn't I? I'm sorry. Let's just forget all about it, okay?"

      "I cannot forget such things."

      "Try?"

      I will try for her…but… "Why do you always try to pleasure me?"

      "Huh?" Her brows furrow together.

      "When you have need, why do you try to pleasure me and touch my…cock?" The words are strangled out of my tight throat.

      "Oh. I like touching a guy. I like seeing his response. I like making him feel good." She shrugs and settles back down against me as if this is a simple answer.

      "But…why do you not ask me to pleasure you?"

      "Oh. You don't have to."

      This confuses me. "I do not have to?"

      "Nah. I know most guys aren't super into going down on a girl so I normally don't ask. It's cool." Her tone is sleepy. "Don't worry about it. If you want to get frisky, it's no strings attached in that regard."

      She will touch my cock but asks for nothing in return? She does not wish for me to make her feel good like she would to me? I find this puzzling…and then I realize that perhaps it has something to do with the males in the past that have hurt her. The ones that have rejected her.

      Hot, angry rage as I have never felt before blisters through my mind.

      To have such a gift and abuse it. To have my P'nee in his arms, willing and warm and not try to pleasure her? To discard her? When she is all that I have ever wanted? I suck in a deep, furious breath, and then realize I must calm down. I do not want P'nee to be upset when she realizes I suspect her secrets.

      And now that I think about pleasuring P'nee, I can think of nothing else. I imagine putting my mouth on her soft skin. Of licking her between her thighs and coaxing the sweetness from her folds. Of nuzzling the golden curls that shield her cunt and discovering the wonders they hold beneath. My body clenches with fierce need all over again, and I want to do this. I want to give P'nee the pleasure that all the unworthy males have not.

      The ancestors say there is no taste quite like that of a resonance mate on the tongue. But I think P'nee's taste would be equally as perfect, equally as incredible. Resonance does not matter to me.

      I only want P’nee.
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      It is another day before I realize the solution to my problem: I need to stop being a fool.

      P’nee and I stay in the cave, huddled near the fire for warmth as the icy weather seems to get colder by the moment. We keep the fire roaring and make conversation, but P’nee sleeps throughout the afternoon and mends her boots when she is awake.

      It leaves me time for my thoughts.

      A lot of time.

      And as I think, I realize I am going about this wrong.

      P’nee does not want to risk her heart, but she is attracted to me. She likes touching me. Her smiles are bright and welcoming and I still think about that kiss in the fruit cave. I walked away because I promised her I would keep her heart safe.

      I am a fool.

      Who am I keeping her heart safe for? For I’rec? O’jek? So they can snatch my female from my arms? Just the thought makes me want to snap my spear in half.

      M’tok would slap the side of my head and tell me I am being mud-brained. Am I not the best mate for P’nee? I should be trying to win her heart, not keep it safe for another hunter. Once I have won her to my furs, then the only problem is resonance.

      And resonance might happen in a full turn of the moon, or twenty. It might never happen. G’hail has not resonated to V’za and they are happy together. P’nee might resonate a very, very long time from now.

      I want her forever. I want all her days. But there is no sense in worrying over what might happen in the future. P’nee might resonate to me. She might not resonate at all.

      A great smoking mountain might destroy the land all over again.

      I cannot live hoping that bad things do not happen. I must take each day and embrace it.

      I must take the female I want and claim her. Was that not the point of this entire abduction? To take her away from the others so she resonates to me and only me? I wish again that M’tok were here. My clever brother probably already has his mate in his furs. He is smart and sly and will know how to convince his female. I am not the smart brother, so I must think.

      And think.

      And think some more.

      P’nee yawns and curls up in the furs, then looks over at me. “It’s going to be cold tonight. Can we sleep together again?”

      I can feel my horns flush at her question. “Of course. Do you need for me to take all my clothes off?” I put a hand to my loincloth, hoping she will say yes. It will be easier to seduce her if I am naked, I think.

      “Nah.” She yawns, her eyes drifting closed. “It’s not so bad now that we’ve had the fire going all day. I’m wearing my loincloth and an under-tunic to sleep in. Hope that’s not going to bother you.”

      None of this bothers me. I leave my loincloth on and slide into the furs, pulling her against me. Her curvy, soft body feels perfect in my arms, and she slides her hand to my waist, tucking her face against my chest. She looks utterly content, but my mind is not quiet. I keep thinking of my new plan, my plan to be more like M’tok.

      “In my tribe," I blurt out, feeling awkward as I launch into a lie. M'tok would laugh at my efforts, but he is not here. "A female who is interested in taking a male as a pleasure mate has him prove himself first."

      It is a lie. A big one. But no one needs to know.

      “Mmm?” She opens her eyes and looks at me, curious. "Prove himself? What do you mean?”

      “I mean…prove himself as a good mate.” I am choking on the words. I sound foolish, even to my own ears.

      “That’s nice. By hunting?” Her eyes drift closed again.

      "By giving her pleasure. In the furs." The ancestors are surely laughing at my feeble attempts to woo P'nee. "If a male is not good at pleasuring his female, she has no reason to take him as a pleasure mate."

      Her expression changes. Her eyes snap open and her body tenses next to me. "Are you asking me…if you can go down on me?" P'nee tilts her head.

      "I would prove myself to you, yes. And then we can touch each other. We can be pleasure mates. We can enjoy each other." I capture her hand, my expression earnest as I add another lie to the pile. “Resonance might happen for us…or it might not happen for either of us for many, many turns of the moons. Who is to say?”

      “Oh.” She bites her lip. “I’m torn. I like you, S’bren. Gosh, I like you.” Her fingers play with the ties of my loincloth, and I want to groan with anticipation. “I’ve never met anyone as sweet and attentive as you. You’re good for my ego, you know? You make me feel special.”

      As if she is not special? As if she is not the most perfect of females? But it sounds as if she is hesitating.

      “I just…I’m afraid of getting hurt.”

      “I will not hurt you. I will stop if my cock is too big for your small body.”

      A laugh chokes out of her. “Not like that. Not physical hurt. Heart pain. I don’t want to fall in love only to lose you, you know?”

      Ah. I expected this argument. And I am prepared with another lie. "A happy pleasure mating often brought on resonance with my people. It happened many times."

      "Oh." She licks her lips and looks down at me. There's a mixture of yearning and uncertainty on her face. "I don't know, S'bren. All I wanted to do was make you feel good. It doesn't have to be anything more—"

      "It could be a pleasure mating," I insist, reaching up and touching her chin so she looks at me instead of averting her gaze. "It could be a very good thing. And perhaps it could encourage our khuis."

      "But…what if our hearts get broken?" She looks small and uncertain for a moment, her eyes full of vulnerability.

      "I will guard yours," I promise her. "It will be pleasure, nothing more. You can save yours for your resonance mate." It is another lie. I want her heart to be mine, but that must come with time.

      A half-smile curls her mouth. "And what about your heart?"

      "Mine is already gone. It has been yours forever."

      Her eyes grow soft, and for a moment, I wonder if she will kiss me again. But she just gives me a tremulous smile. "I'll think about it, all right?"

      I nod.

      The idea is out there. Now I wait to see if she will be brave and let me prove myself to her, or if she is so afraid she will guard her heart more fiercely than I ever will.
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      PENNY

      I keep thinking about S'bren's offer. I can't stop thinking about it, really. He wants to “prove” himself to me? To prove he can be a good lover? It's such an about-face from the man that wouldn't kiss me a few days ago that it makes me wonder.

      It also fills me with SUCH yearning that it's terrifying.

      Over the last few days, I've come to appreciate S'bren so much. It's not just that he's delicious to look at and is utter physical man-candy. It's not that he's competent at hunting and fishing and just about every physical activity he sets his mind to. It's not that he's protective as hell when it comes to me and looks at me as if I hung the moon. It's his personality, too. He's quiet compared to I'rec, who's a bit of a blowhard, or S'bren's brother M'tok, who's constantly needing to share an opinion about something. S'bren is more easy-going. He's content to let me lead when I want to, but protective enough that he won't let me put myself in danger. But overall there's just a…sweetness to his personality. He doesn't have the devious backbone his brother does. He's not aggressively competitive like O'jek or Thrand. He's just easy-going and kind, and when I try to point this out, he shakes his head and tells me it's because he's not clever.

      Maybe he's never going to be a member of ice planet MENSA but that doesn't mean he's a dummy. He just doesn't see the need to scheme or plot. He thinks in straight lines. After years and years of dating guys that would tell me one thing to get me in the sack and then change the moment they did? It's refreshing. I always feel like I know where I stand with S'bren.

      On a pedestal. Which, gonna be honest, doesn't hurt.

      It's one reason why his sudden about-face makes me wonder. He's been saying for days that he wants to keep my heart safe for me, even when I hit on him. And it's sweet and I appreciate it, but it also makes me wonder why now he's deciding that maybe he needs to prove himself as a lover. Has he changed his mind about holding my heart safe? Is this my “shit or get off the pot” warning from him? That I'm playing too hard to get?

      Or is it something even worse? Has S'bren decided that I'm too much effort and the best way for him to guard my heart is to practice sex with me so he can be great at it with another woman?

      I admit to myself that the last idea is a bit far-fetched, but it's also hard to figure out what some of these aliens think. They just don't think like human men. After all, if a human guy drugged my tea, I'd have gone straight to the police. But S'bren did it with zero maliciousness, and he was so devastated when he realized he'd done wrong that it makes me almost feel bad for him…which is silly. I'm the victim.

      So when I think of stuff like that, I don't know what to think of his turnabout. Of him suggesting that we have sex. Not sex officially, I suppose, but fool around. In the past, I was wary of taking anything from S'bren because it felt as if I was basically offering to be his woman. Now that I know him a bit better…okay, it still feels a lot like that.

      But the way he said this, oh so casual, just volunteering to “prove” himself to me, made it sound like it wasn't even on the table. Like we're just doing it to pass the time.

      Maybe that's why I'm obsessively overthinking things. Because not only does it not match S'bren, it also hurts my feelings a little.

      Doesn't he want me for keeps anymore?

      I'm in a tailspin. I know I am. I'm just so afraid of fucking things up. There's no cootie resonating and guiding me and saying “Yes, this man is the one for you” and my track record is terrible. I've always been all-in with relationships. I love the idea of being in love, but in the past, I've always been the one that loved more in the relationship. I've always been the giver, the pursuer, the one that changes to try and please the partner. Every single time, it's ended disastrously.

      I think about my Vegas wedding. How happy I'd been when I woke up and saw the cheap ring on my finger. I was finally someone's forever. I was someone's number one. Their soulmate. Their love. And it wasn't reciprocated.

      A horrible thought occurs to me as I sit by the fire and poke at the coals while S'bren butchers a kill.

      What if I'm the problem in all my relationships? I always thought I was pretty good at sex, but what if I'm terrible at it? What if my clinginess and “Good Time Penny” mentality doesn't extend to the bedroom and I'm disappointing all my lovers?

      Annnnd now I'm second-guessing myself. "Ugh."

      "Eh?" S'bren looks up from the kill he's dressing.

      "Nothing." I guess I said that out loud. I poke at the fire again, and then change my mind. "Actually, we need to talk."

      A wary look crosses his face. "What is it you wish to speak of?"

      "I need to know why you offered to prove yourself to me." I set my stick down and hug my knees, because it's either that or I start pacing like a crazy woman.

      S'bren pauses, and then goes back to cutting the animal meat—a hopper—free from the skin. "It is a custom with Tall Horn clan—"

      "No, no. I mean, after all this time, why now?" I shake my head. "You've been saying for so long that you wanted to keep my heart safe and now you want to prove yourself on me? To prove that you're a good lover? What am I supposed to think?"

      He's silent, continuing to work on the meat, and that doesn't make me feel better.

      "S'bren, please. Don't lie to me and don't ignore me, okay? You've got me all turned around and I don't know what to think."

      The big hunter thinks for a moment, and then washes his hands in a nearby water bowl, then wipes them on an old, soft skin. "It is because I am selfish." There's a look of guilt on his broad features.

      That's not the answer I was expecting. "Selfish?"

      "I have decided that I do not want you to save your heart for another. I want it for myself." His expression changes to one of stubbornness. "And your past pleasure mates were not good to you. I want to be the one that pleases you. I want you to come to me when you want kisses and for your cunt to be tasted. I want to wake up with you on my tongue and my hand between your thighs. I want P'nee for myself, not for anyone else. So I offered to prove myself to you as a pleasure mate. And I am selfish because I dream of tasting your cunt like I did your mouth, and I want this for myself, too."

      I can feel myself blushing at his honest admission. Well…I did ask for the truth. That was a whole lotta truth. "Oh."

      "This is bad?" he asks when I remain quiet for a long moment, trying to process. "You asked for me to explain. I explained."

      I shake my head. "It's not bad. I just…I'm scared."

      "Of resonance?" S'bren looks over at me, wiping his hands on the fur again. "Resonance might happen a full turn of the moon from now or it might never happen. I have decided we should not live in fear of such a thing, not if you want S'bren in your furs. I just need to know from you if I have a chance…or if I should go on protecting your heart for you. Whatever you wish, I will do." He pauses for a moment, and then adds, "But I like one idea more than the other, if I am deciding."

      I smother a hysterical giggle. Of course he likes one idea more than the other. I do, too. I like the thought of having sex with him. Of kissing and cuddling and learning each other. "So it would be sex, then?"

      "If all you want is for me to lick your cunt as a pleasure mate, I am happy to do just that, too," he admits.

      Now I'm really blushing. Free oral? What woman in her right mind would turn that down? But I know why he's offering—it's what I offered to him, of course. I told him that we could just have fun. I press a hand to my forehead, because I feel like I've fucked this all up. "S'bren, you should know some stuff about me before we both decide if we're going to get involved."

      "There is nothing you can say to me that would change my mind." He is so clear, so positive, that it makes me ache. In his eyes, this is simple. He likes me and therefore he wants me, end of story.

      "I want to be with you," I admit. "I've been thinking about it constantly ever since we kissed. You make me feel wonderful." God, how nice would it be to be with a guy that treated me like gold? That looked at me adoringly after we hooked up? That wasn't just interested in a quick bang and then went on to greener pastures? "But I don't have a good track record with men."

      "Track…record? You are not good at tracking?" His face is the picture of confusion. "I can help you learn."

      I facepalm. "No. I mean, I have a history with human men. I'm not a virgin, just so you know. I should probably put that out there. I'm not anywhere close to a virgin."

      "I have never been with another. I do not want another. All I want is you, P'nee."

      S'bren says the words so reverently my heart aches.

      "But I'm worried you won't want me after we have sex. No one ever does. That's another reason why I want resonance. Because then they can't run away from me afterwards."

      His expression turns thunderous. "Human males ran away from you after you took them into your furs?"

      I chew on my lip, hugging my knees even tighter. God, I feel so vulnerable right now. It's hard to talk about this stuff. Even the words feel as if they're creeping tightly from my throat, and I want nothing more than to shove them back down. "Not exactly. See, I always attract guys that are a certain type, I guess. They'd give me attention and I'd respond. And we'd flirt and have fun, go on a few dates, and he'd make it clear what he wanted from me. The problem is, I was looking for love and a relationship, and they were just looking for a quick hookup. After we had sex, they'd find excuses to break up with me or they'd blow me off. Or they'd want to hook up again, but with no relationship. Just friends with benefits, right? And I pretended to be okay with that, because what else could I do? I wanted one of them to change their minds and look at me and think, wow, Penny is amazing. She's a fun chick and she's fun to be with and maybe she's the one for me. But no one ever did." I clench my jaw, because I'm determined not to cry over past douchebags. I'm done with that sort of thing. "But I really, really want to be someone's forever. I'm tired of just being someone's 'right now.' Do you understand?" I press my hands to my heart, over my silent, silent cootie. "That's why I love the thought of resonance and want it so badly. I want to be that perfect ONE for someone. I want to be their soulmate. I want them to look at me and realize 'Oh, Penny is that special someone I've been waiting for all along.'"

      S'bren is silent as I babble, his expression impossible to read.

      I don't know what to make of his silence. All I know is that my heart feels as if it's being squeezed in a vise and I want him so desperately to tell me that I'm worth fighting for. That I'm worth all the effort and the hemming and hawing. That he's not giving up on me just yet.

      Instead, he gets to his feet.

      "Um…are you going somewhere?" I ask as he crosses the cave. "I thought we were talking."

      He picks up a length of fur from the cave's supplies, studies it, and then approaches me and settles it over my head, hiding my gaze and completely covering my face.

      I sputter, laughing. "What are you doing?"

      "I am going to wed-hing you when we get back to the tribe."

      I jerk the fur off my head, gaping at him. "You what?"

      S'bren gestures at the fur. "You cover your head. We will do the ceremony when we get back to your people. I will show you that I take no other to be my mate, pleasure or otherwise. You are my P'nee and I want no one else. So I will wed-hing you."

      My mouth hangs open.

      S'bren, ever thoughtful, pulls the fur back over my head again, just in case I missed it the first time.

      "You…you want to marry me?" I manage, tugging the fur back off again. "Do you…do you even know what that means?" My heart is pounding, but I don't want to get too excited, too full of hope. I could be misunderstanding all of it.

      He takes my hand in his, his grip strong and sure, his palm callused from work and hard living. He clasps it against his chest, against his heart. "It means that I take you by the hand and declare in front of all of your people that we are mates and I will take no other. It tells them that you are mine and I am yours. That I want no other but you."

      I melt. Just a little. This is not a typical proposal, but it's still hitting me in all the romantic feels. "Oh, S'bren. What about resonance?"

      He scowls at the thought. "If the time comes and you resonate to another, he will have to make room in the furs because I am not leaving you."

      I smother a laugh at the thought. "You'd be willing to do a three mating? Really?"

      "No. I will not take another mate. But you will be mine and I will try to tolerate another male long enough for you to resonate." His jaw clenches as if the thought revolts him. "Resonance does not have to mean a mate. Sometimes it means just a mating and nothing more."

      My romantic, wanting-forever heart has a hard time with that. I get what he's saying. He's willing to try. He wants to make this work even if we don't resonate to each other. He wants me that much. I melt, just like a popsicle in summer, because he's the sweetest, most wonderful man—alien—I've ever met. No one has ever wanted me that much. "Oh, S'bren. Are you asking me, then?"

      He looks confused. "Asking you what?"

      I giggle. "To marry you?"

      He looks around the cave, confused. "Was I not clear? Did you not hear my words?"

      I laugh even harder, because he thinks this terrible, strange (and okay, wonderful) proposal is how it's done. "Back home, most guys get on their knees before their woman and ask."

      A frown crosses his face. "To show subservience to their female?"

      "No! Because it's romantic."

      "I can be romantic."

      My mouth twitches. "You can. I have no doubt."

      His thumb rubs over my wrist, and I realize he's still clutching my hand in his grasp. "What other traditions are there when a male commands a female to be his wed-hing mate?"

      "Well…there's a ring." I wave my free hand in the air before he can ask. "It's just a symbol of love. A token that has great meaning and shows other men that the woman is taken."

      S'bren looks skeptical. "More than the fur upon her head would?"

      "No, the ring is for wearing all the time." I have to fight back more giggles. "Not just for the ceremony."

      "I see." He clearly does not see, but he keeps holding my hand, stroking his thumb over my skin, and thinking. "I will find something special for you. Give me a few days."

      "Just make sure it's not a fish," I tell him, my lips twitching with amusement as I think of that day on the beach that he saved me. "And there's a kiss."

      "Now this part I understand." He nods and one hand goes to my waist as he pulls me toward him. "We kiss in front of the entire tribe, yes?"

      "We can kiss anytime we want," I tell him, breathless. He's got me pulled so close that I'm tucked against him, my thighs straddling one of his big strong ones, my chest pressed up against his side, and he still won't let go of my hand. "We should kiss because we want to kiss each other. Because we love touching each other. Because we love each other."

      "Then do I have your heart, P'nee?" S'bren murmurs. He flips my hand over and pulls it to his mouth, pressing a kiss to my wrist where my pulse beats frantically. "I have told you that you have always had mine."

      Am I in love? I don't know yet. I'm dazzled by his flirty side. I lust after his arms and thighs and his balls. I'm aching for us to take things further. But I'm still a little terrified that I'm going to wake up one day and all my happiness is going to be ripped out of my hands. "If I give you my heart," I whisper, "Do you promise never to let it get hurt?"

      He nods, leaning in close. His horns are flushed at the base and his eyes are full of heat, his breath slow. His lips part as he moves ever so slightly closer to me, and then leans in and breathes in my scent. "Never," he tells me. "Never will I let anyone hurt your heart."

      "Then let's do it," I whisper, my body full of aching need. "Let's get married."
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      PENNY

      I can't believe we're doing this. I'm terrified but also…breathless.

      I'm about to get married to an alien. I laugh aloud, because it feels suddenly real. I've longed for resonance and flirted with S'bren, but now that I'm committing to someone, I'm a little shell-shocked. If I was back on Earth, I'd protest and say we can't get married this fast and—

      Actually no, that's not me. I'm leap-first-ask-questions-later Penny. I'd absolutely get married on a whim.

      With a laugh, I fling my arms around S'bren's neck and give him a smacking kiss on the lips. "Does this mean we're engaged?"

      He gives me a puzzled look. "I do not know. What does that mean?"

      I nod, patting his shoulder. "Trust me, it means we're engaged. We're going to get married when we go back to the tribe." I wiggle my eyebrows at him. "Wanna kick the tires before we do this thing?"

      "I…think I would just like to kiss you again." He gives me a confused look.

      I giggle and trace a finger down his chest. "That's what I meant. Have you kissed before?"

      "Yes. You."

      I nod slowly. Okay, he's a big virgin. I knew this, but having it confirmed just reinforces in my mind that we should go slow. Savor things. Don't throw too much at him at once and blow his mind. Or something. Even though I'm a steamroller most of the time, I like the thought of easing him into sex. Of tantalizing each other until we can't stand it any longer. "We'll kiss tonight, then. And tomorrow night, we'll do a little more. And a little more each night until we decide we're ready to consummate things. It'll give both of us time to decide if this is what we want to do or if we want to back out."

      "I will not back out," S'bren reassures me. His big hand strokes up and down my back, and I hate that I'm wearing a tunic. "I have wanted you since you smiled at me."

      I beam at him and give him another quick kiss, liking the way his eyes flare with interest. "Can I touch you?"

      "You are touching me right now."

      "No, I mean, really touch you."

      He continues to look at me, puzzled, as if I am asking a weird thing. "You are to be my mate. I am yours to touch."

      "Okay." I smile at him, and gently put my hand on his jaw. That little bit of beard scruff has been fascinating me for days, and I wanted to touch it again and see if it was as soft as I remembered. Most men tend to tear your face apart with their beard hair, but his is soft and almost downy. It's just a hint of shadow along his jaw, not a full beard, but I like it. I like even more that he closes his eyes and goes totally still when I touch him, as if he has to focus all his concentration on my touch. "This okay?"

      "It feels good," he murmurs, his arm tightening around my waist. "Very good."

      I lightly run my fingertips along his jaw, tracing the bones. Like all the aliens, he's got intense bone structure, with a sharp, delineated chin. He doesn't have the plating on his brow that the sa-khui do, and just has heavy brows in a more masculine version of my own. Maybe a bit more arched, as if he always looks slightly flummoxed. It's adorable, and I trace each of those brows before letting my fingertip glide down his big, strong nose. He's not a man of small features, my S'bren. He's not a man of small anything, and I sigh happily. "I like your face."

      "I am glad. I cannot do much about it," he murmurs, eyes still closed.

      I bite back a chuckle and let my traveling fingers wander up to his brow, where his tall, sweeping horns jut out from his hairline. They're big at the base, arching into elegant lengths that could take a girl's eye out if she wasn't paying attention when he put his mouth on her breasts. I make a mental note to remember that, and trace my finger over the base. It's flushed even now, the skin warm and ever so slightly soft.

      He grabs my hand, his eyes opening to meet mine. A groan of pure need escapes his throat.

      "Sensitive?" I whisper, curious. When he nods and releases my hand, I can't resist. I touch him there again, letting my fingers roam and explore (and okay, tease) along the base of each horn. There's a wild part of me that wants to make him crazy right now. Touching him has reminded me of just how turned on I've been ever since we arrived back at the fruit cave, and I remember the delicious veins that trail down his biceps and his groin and…

      I'm probably not going to be good at this whole “pacing things out” thing. So I touch the base of one horn again, and as I do, I rub my breasts against him.

      S'bren grabs my wrist again, and a split second later, I'm on my back in the furs as he looms over me. His brow is totally flushed, and the look in his eyes is all glazed lust and heat. "Do I get to touch you now?"

      I wiggle with anticipation on the blankets. I like this. More than that, I like the intensity on his face. "Of course." And I obediently close my eyes and lift my chin, waiting for him to tease me back.

      To my surprise, there's no gentle, whispering touch on my brow, or my cheeks. I feel nothing for a long moment, and then a big hand grabs the waist of my leggings and rips the knot holding them there. I squeak in surprise, my eyes flying open again as he tugs at my leggings, easing them down my hips and revealing the fact that I'm not wearing anything underneath, since leather panties are a big nope in my book. "What are you doing?"

      "I am going to touch my female," he declares, his voice husky and full of confidence.

      "I thought you meant my face."

      "I never said that." S'bren gazes down at my thighs with interest, like he's never seen them before. It's ridiculous. Of course he's seen my thighs. He's seen the kitty and everything that comes with it since we spent a week practically being nudists at the fruit cave. But it feels different now, lying under him as he eases the leathers off the rest of my legs and onto the floor of the cave. Everything feels different. My skin prickles with so much awareness that I feel like a live wire. "I like the way you look," he tells me.

      "That's good, because I can't do much about it," I tease back. It's true. I mean, there's always some cosmetic clean up and trimming, but my hips have always been thick and wide, and even after being on an ice planet and working hard and walking all day long, I haven't turned into a lean, svelte model. I'm just as solid, but a little more firm in areas that jiggle. It is what it is, and I made peace with my generous body a long time ago. Then again, I also wasn't expecting a big, virginal alien to stare down my private parts so very intently.

      "Can I touch you?" he asks, lifting his head to look at me with those scorching eyes.

      I suck in a breath. He's using my own words against me. Did I think I was going to have to go slow because he was a virgin? Break him in easy? Clearly he knows how to flirt…or I'm just the luckiest woman alive. Maybe both. I'm also the most aroused woman alive, because hearing him use my words back to me is making me all kinds of wet and achy deep inside. "Yes." It's more of a breath than a word.

      It does the trick, though. I expect to feel his hand on me, but I'm not ready for the big head that leans in and oh-so-gently kisses my navel. I squirm, both ticklish and surprised, because his long hair falls against my skin and his mouth is hot and wet and unexpected. I giggle as his tongue dips into the hollow of my belly button, and then my giggles turn to a moan when one enormous hand slides between my knees and then glides up my thigh.

      Oh dear lord, this man is not playing around. I grab at one shoulder, helpless, as he presses more kisses to my belly, nuzzling at the soft swell of it. He brushes his mouth over my skin, pushing my tunic up and exploring me with his lips. He doesn't go far—doesn't go south to the gates of paradise, or north to my breasts—but just remains focused on that section of my abdomen, tasting and teasing my skin as if he's got all the time in the world and the gentle rolls of my not-flat belly are his favorite place to be in the world.

      And it is turning me on like no tomorrow.

      I drag my fingers through his mane as he kisses and nuzzles my stomach, unable to resist touching him. He's just so big and brawny. I can't get over the sheer size of him. Sure, I stand next to him all the time, but it's different when he's leaning over me and his head is just massive, and the arm propping him up so he can lean over me is equally massive. The hand between my thighs isn't traveling—much to my disappointment—but remains on my inner thigh, holding me in place. As if I'd push him away? I haven't felt so sexy and adored in…ever. No one ever wants to get to know my body. They just want a quick fuck. This stranger, this virgin, this man who knows nothing about humans, has spent so much time and affection on my belly of all places that it makes me feel misty-eyed. I feel…beautiful.

      "Thank you," I tell him.

      "For?" He lifts his head, looking up at me.

      "For taking your time to touch me. I didn't realize until now how much I needed it." And I give him a tremulous smile, hoping he doesn't notice how damp my eyes are. I don't want him to get weirded out by my reaction. Maybe I should distract him, turn the tables and—

      No, I remind myself. Good Time Penny needs to take a seat. I need to learn patience and try not to push the situation into something it doesn't have to be. S'bren hasn't indicated that he's in a hurry. It's just my own insecurity about relationships rearing its ugly head.

      So I take a deep breath, give him another smile, and try to lie back and relax while he touches me.

      S'bren grunts, and I don't know if that's some sort of response, but I curl my fingers in his thick, heavy hair, and rub his scalp as he leans down and kisses my belly again. "I do not know why I would not spend time on you, P'nee," he murmurs. "I have thought of nothing but putting my mouth on you for days and days now. Why would I not take the time to enjoy this? It is everything I have ever wanted."

      "I thought that was down south," I joke.

      “South?”

      “Between the thighs—oh, never mind.”

      “You wish for me to go between your thighs?” He lifts his head and gives me a heated stare. “As if you think I can resist?”

      S’bren’s hand creeps a little higher.

      My breath quickens. I squirm, both incredibly aroused and impatient. “I thought we were going to take things slow.”

      “We will. But I am wooing you.”

      “Wooing…me?” His words bring a smile to my face and I stroke his thick, dark hair. “You know that I’m here with you right now because I want to be with you, right? I’m pretty sure the time for wooing has passed.”

      “You are wrong, my mate,” S’bren murmurs, sliding that big hand ever so slightly higher up my thigh. It’s heading into dangerous territory and I’m aching with the need for him to touch me. To chuck aside all plans of slowly exploring one another and just fuck like bunnies. That hand is making me crazy. “I do not think you have been wooed before. Not like how you should have been.”

      His words make me pause. Is he right? I’ve never dated a romantic. I always acted like I was totally fine with skipping the sentimental stuff because I figured the guys would. I never played hard to get. Heck, I played easy to get. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I never have been properly wooed. I don’t think it’s entirely the fault of all my exes in the past, either. I think I probably sold myself short.

      Well, that and I dated some assholes. It’s not all on me.

      “What did you have in mind for the wooing?” I ask him, breathless. I’m fascinated that I’m the one with all the experience in bed and yet he’s setting out to woo me. There’s something utterly alpha male about that—and yet it’s achingly sweet and touching at the same time. He wants to woo me.

      Me.

      I feel so stupidly lucky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      PENNY

      “I am going to woo you," he continues. "And when I think you have been sufficiently wooed properly, I will take you back to the tribe, and we will wed-hing before them and you will be my mate. And then we will join together in the furs."

      Oh. "You've been putting a lot of thought into this?"

      "I think about you all the time," he admits. "Any male would." Before I can protest that most don't, he lowers his head and presses another hot kiss on my belly. "But you belong to me, and I am the only male that will touch you."

      Before I can reply, his hand moves up my thigh and his fingers brush over the folds of my pussy.

      I make a strangled sound of need and longing. I've wanted to be touched so, so badly that it's shocking in just how intense it feels. I know I'm wet. Heck, I'm soaking. I can feel the hot, achy pulse of my heartbeat pounding between my thighs, and I want to come out of my skin I'm so wound up. "What does this wooing involve?" I manage, doing my best to sound coherent.

      "I will prove myself to you." His fingers brush over my folds once more. "Over and over again. You will tell me if I am pleasuring you correctly, and if I am not, I will redouble my efforts. I want to learn how to please my mate." He looks up at me again, his eyes blazing. "I want to make you come."

      Oh god, I don't think that's going to be a problem. I already want to come and all he's done is rub his knuckles over my girl parts. But he looks like he's expecting an answer. "Okay," I breathe.

      "I want to taste you. Is that done?" He looks up at me, then leans in and presses his open mouth against my navel, his tongue flicking inside as if he's demonstrating just what he wants to do to me.

      "Oh, yeah. It's done." Is it too soon for me to fling my legs wide open and invite him to go exploring? Probably. I'm trembling with eagerness. I've had oral twice with two different men. One boyfriend made it clear that he wasn't a fan. The other gave up when I didn't come like a rocket the moment his tongue touched me. So I'm excited, but I'm also oddly nervous. What if S'bren can't make me come, either? I don't want to be disappointing to him. I want him to feel good. I want him to feel like a champ so he's encouraged. This is his first time, after all.

      The solution comes to me immediately: fake it.

      I'm no stranger to faking it. It's just another weapon in the arsenal to make the guy you're with feel good. I know how to moan and squeeze things just right to make him think I'm getting all excited, like he's doing a fucking bang-up job even when he's not.

      So if I don't come fast enough, I'll just fake an orgasm, tell him he's amazing, and maybe gently school him in the future if he needs it. Hopefully he won’t.

      I know I’m overthinking it already, but I can’t help it.

      S'bren presses a kiss to my belly, and then kisses lower. He gently pushes my thighs apart, and I open them wider, inviting him in. I want to be cool and calm, but inwardly I'm squealing like a teenager about to have sex for the first time. I hope everything smells great and tastes great. I hope I'm not too unmanicured. I hope—

      He takes a deep breath and inhales. "Your scent, P'nee." His hot mouth presses against the inside of my thigh and he rubs his face against my skin, as if he wants to cover himself in me.

      "Good? Bad?"

      "Perfect," he says, and moves his mouth ever closer to my pussy. I'm hot and wet, aching deep inside in all the right ways, and I want him desperately. When he finally lowers his head and kisses my mound, I make a strangled sound of relief. He's on me, gently exploring my folds with fingers and tongue, and it feels good.

      So good.

      But just kisses and caresses aren't going to be enough to make me come, I know. I usually need hard friction and multiple stimuli so I can come. Most guys don't mind going rough and hard fast, but it seems inappropriate right now. So I squirm as he tongues me and try to enjoy it, even though my mind is going a million miles a minute and I can feel my excitement drying up faster than the Sahara.

      Shit.

      He kisses my folds, his tongue lightly stroking over them, and I take a deep breath. His mouth feels good, and I want to be squealing with orgasms, but my brain is working against me. He's already been down there for what, at least a minute? And I haven't even moaned once. He hasn't found my clit, either. Instead, he's just taking his sweet time tasting me, learning me with his lips and tracing every fold with the tip of his tongue. It's ticklish and fun but…I'm also worried he's going to think he's not turning me on. It's not him, either. It's me.

      So I moan softly. I squeeze my inner muscles and make a breathy little noise in the back of my throat.

      S'bren immediately lifts his head and gives me an odd look.

      "Something wrong?" I try to sound appropriately breathless and beside myself with passion, when all I really want to do is clamp my thighs together and invite him to just climb on top of me and pound away. At least then I know I'll come.

      But he lowers his head again, tasting me and flicking his tongue against the entrance to my core. I squeeze again and moan.

      His head goes up again. He frowns. "What are you doing?"

      "Um…coming?"

      S'bren's face is flushed, his mouth dark and damp and so kissable, even when he frowns at me. "That is not how you sound when you are enjoying yourself."

      "Sure it is."

      "No, it is not. I know what you sound like when you have pleasure. You think I do not notice these things about you, P'nee?" He gives me a suspicious look. "Why are your sounds changing?"

      This could quite possibly be the most embarrassing conversation I've ever had while naked. Or clothed, for that matter. He has his head parked between my thighs, frowning up at me. "I swear I'm not pretending," I lie. "I just…I don't want you to not have a good time."

      He growls, sounding strangely animal as he glares up at me from between my thighs. God, why is that so stinking hot? "This is not about my pleasure, my P'nee. This is about wooing you."

      "Well I want you to enjoy yourself—"

      The look he gives me is downright incredulous. "You think I am not enjoying myself?"

      "I don't know!" I try to pull my thighs shut but he pushes them apart, one big heavy arm holding my leg still as he glares up at me. "I just…I'm overthinking it, okay? I'm thinking too hard and it makes it harder for me to come. I don't have a hair trigger. These things take a while and I don't want you to get disappointed and give up on me."

      "Give up?" He stares at me, incredulous. "P'nee, I have waited a lifetime to taste you. You are perfect. I love the taste of your body. I love the scent of your skin and the feel of your soft thighs against my head. If I am doing it wrong and not pleasing you, I want to know. I do not want you to pretend."

      I feel like I'm letting him down. My chest feels hollow and I feel ashamed—not my sexiest moment. "You're doing fine. I just…I don't come fast. That's all."

      S'bren gives me a wicked grin, sending my heart fluttering. He presses another kiss to the inside of my thigh. "Then that is a very good thing, my mate, because I like having my mouth on you. It means I get to take my time and savor this."

      Savor? Not a word I normally hear in bed. Ever.

      "Relax," he tells me when I hesitate. "There is no hurry. It is going to snow all night." He gestures at the front of the cave and then nips at the inside of my thigh again, his gaze intent on me. "All night."

      "You're not going to spend all night between my legs—"

      "Why not?"

      I want to squirm with frustration. "Because…you'll get bored."

      He snorts, the sound loud and dismissive. "To think I was worried I would not compare to human male pleasure mates. I see I was very wrong about this."

      "S'bren," I begin, sitting up on my elbows. "Maybe—"

      "Relax," he commands me as if he's the expert on making love. He lowers his head between my thighs again, and when I don't immediately lie back down again, he puts one hand on my stomach and gently pushes me back down onto the furs.

      "Okay, okay."

      "There is no time limit on this," he tells me. "We have until morning, and if the snows do not let up, we will stay here again the next day. There is no need to rush anything, my pretty mate." And he kisses the inside of my thigh once more, then rubs his chin against my skin. For some reason, that makes me shiver. The thick hair on his head is almost ropey, but the ones on his chin are downy soft and feel like feathers. It's a strange contrast, just like the horns that hover above my body, the points inches away from digging into something soft. But I trust S'bren. He's always careful and I know he's aware of their proximity. I toy with the point of one as he gently parts my folds and gives me another long lick. I tell myself not to react, to just close my eyes and relax.

      It takes some time, but I do. I hold on to the points of his horns, my eyes shut, and S'bren licking my pussy. He makes a low sound in his throat, and I realize he IS enjoying himself, and that helps me relax. Men here are different, I remind myself. There's no cultural jokes about fat chicks or frigid women or anything along those lines. The women here are revered and each alien man acts like he's acquired a special prize when resonance happens. It's wonderfully sweet and romantic, and—

      S'bren's questing tongue dips into the entrance to my core, eliciting a little shudder. When he does it again, a tiny noise escapes me, and he lifts his head. His face is flushed, but he's wearing a look of triumph. "That is the sound you make when you are pleased." He strokes a finger down my folds, and I want to squirm all over again. Then he dips it into me, where his tongue was, and I let out a little whimper. His finger's so big that it feels as if it's stretching me. "And now you have honey for me once more."

      Honey. I can't decide if that's the dorkiest thing I've ever heard or the sweetest.

      "I am going to taste all this honey," he tells me, voice husky with anticipation. "I am going to lick it all up because it tastes better than anything at the fruit cave. And I want more of it. You think I am a good hunter, but I am a greedy one, P'nee. I want all of this. I want all of your honey, and I want all of my nights between your thighs."

      "Okay," I tell him, breathless.

      "And I want you to tell me if I touch you wrong or if there is a spot you like better than another."

      I swallow hard. I'm not used to demanding anything in bed. I'm the one that's always a good sport about everything. But I'll try for him. "Okay."

      He licks his fingers, tasting me, and I'm fascinated by that dark blue tongue stroking out over his wet fingers. "I do not care what other males have thought in the past. It is only S'bren here with you now. It is only S'bren you should be thinking of pleasing, and your pleasure pleases me. I do not care how long it takes for you to come, only that I give you pleasure. Do you understand this?"

      "Got it."

      He gives me another demanding look, as if quietly indignant that I might not have a good time, and returns to his ministrations. And his tongue feels good. He laps and tickles and tastes every inch of me, exploring me with different caresses. Once or twice he nears my clit, moving briefly over it, but not giving it enough attention to light things up. Then, he pushes my folds apart and sweeps his tongue over me from bottom to top.

      And I feel those ridges on his tongue drag over my clit.

      I cry out.

      I expect him to jerk up his head, to give me some sort of triumphant look, but he doesn't. He just gives another low growl and then does the same thing, and I'm fucking squirming so hard under his chin, writhing and pressing up against him as he drags his tongue over my clit again, hard. And again. And again. I'm whimpering, grinding against his mouth and it's like everything in me was tinder that's suddenly caught fire. I'm drenched again, and I want to climb out of my skin with need. He tongues me over and over again, and something about the angle changes and it's less good.

      My grinding slows, and I want to scream with frustration. "I'm losing it, S'bren," I whisper, and I feel like I'm whining.

      "I will find it for you, my P'nee," he promises. “Do not worry.”

      Then he licks me tenderly again, changing the angle, and everything fires up again.

      “Ooh,” I moan when it continues to build. “Just like that. Just like that.”

      “I will prove myself to you,” he tells me between ferocious licks. “I will prove that I am the best provider. The strongest male. The fiercest. That I am the male with the best tongue.” He flicks that tongue in just the right spot that makes my legs jerk reflexively. “I will be the best for you, P’nee.”

      “Just like that,” I echo when he keeps working me. It’s the only thing I can say, because I’m afraid that any variation, any deviance from the phrase, and I’m going to lose the orgasm that’s slowly blossoming in my belly. “Just like that. Just like that.”

      S’bren never stops. He doesn’t stop minutes later, when the orgasm finally crawls to the surface and burns through me like a wildfire. He doesn’t stop when I grab his horns and scream, “Just like that!!” at the top of my lungs. He doesn’t stop when I come, shuddering and quaking, my pussy flooding with the intensity of my release.

      He doesn’t even stop when I’m done. When I’m sighing with contentment and trying to curl up in the bliss of the hardest, best orgasm of my life. He just keeps on licking me, tasting me, coaxing more out of me.

      And my body has more to give. He makes me come again, harder than the first time, dragging his ruthless, ridge-covered tongue over my clit in a fierce rhythm until I collapse under him, sobbing out his name. My body shivers all over and I feel as if I’ve been completely wrung out.

      God. I feel amazing. It wasn’t fast. It wasn’t gentle. But oh my lord, was it good.

      “That is how it should be when you come under my tongue, P’nee,” he tells me.

      I agree. Oh boy, do I agree.
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      "So this is the Ancestors' Cave, huh?" I lower my hood and stare at the ice-covered surroundings. The ramp leading into the old ship has been left down so anyone can come inside, and the interior is scattered with debris and a light dusting of snow. There's ice on everything—the walls, the ceiling, the floor—and it hangs down in icicles off of every surface. Underneath all that, I see the occasional electronic light blink against metal paneling.

      It's also eerily silent inside, the large interior of the mostly empty ship quiet and still. I thought we'd be thrilled to get out of the cold after a few more days of travel—and I am—but this place isn't exactly welcoming like the fruit cave was.

      It's just creepy and dead.

      I look over at S'bren, slipping my mittened hand into his. He blinks at his surroundings and then squeezes my hand tighter. "I do not know what to make of this place." He sounds genuinely confused. "It is a cave but…not? And my ancestors came here in this? It flies? Like a bird?"

      "Less like a bird, I think," I say to him, and try to come up with a good comparison. There isn't one. How to explain space travel to someone who lives a primitive existence? I'm not sure I can. I know that S'bren is vaguely aware of technology—Mardok spends all his time working on stuff in his cave and S'bren has seen the components—but I think it's never occurred to him just how overwhelming and complicated this stuff can be. A small red light blinks on a panel near the entrance, and when I lean in, I see there's a lot of writing engraved into the wall, writing that I can't make out. I deliberately take a step back, not wanting to touch anything. The last thing I need is to make this place explode because I hit the wrong button, Bugs Bunny style. "It looks like people camp out in this main area," I say to S'bren, gently steering him forward. "I think this is a cargo space."

      "Car-go?" He echoes. "What is car-go?"

      "Stuff," I say helpfully. "Think of this place as like a big cart where you store things. This room is the supplies hut, except it's empty now."

      "Aaaah," S'bren slides a hand to my shoulder. "Do you wish to stay here tonight?"

      I look at the icicle-crusted entrance, where the wind howls just outside and a fresh round of snow is being pummeled into the ground. "I don't think I want to go back into that."

      "Then we will stay here," S'bren says simply. "I will make you a fire and we can spend our time under the furs together." And he gives me a wicked look.

      I blush.

      I blush a lot lately. I didn't think I had it in me, all this shy embarrassment, but then again, I didn't think I had a lot of things in me, and I'm learning more with every day that passes. Pleasure-mating with S'bren has been an absolute joy. I'm kicking myself for thinking he was weird and awkward, and that I didn't want a relationship with him. Those were days we wasted when we could have been fooling around together. He's the best lover I've ever had, bar none, and all we've done is kiss and he's gone down on me.

      “Gone down on me.” Man, that seems like such a simplistic way of putting it. It's more like "S'bren insists on licking my pussy for hours every night and makes me come until I'm a quivering, delighted mess." Yeah, that sounds better. It's true, too. I've relaxed with him in bed, because now I know that even if it takes forever for me to come, S'bren doesn't mind. He's having a grand time just licking me everywhere and exploring my body with his mouth and fingers. Now that I'm not overthinking things, I come a lot faster. I'm able to stay in the zone when I feel the orgasm starting to build, and S'bren knows just how to chase it down for me. After I come, we kiss and cuddle and then he makes me come again and again, until I'm nothing more than a wrung-out mess of endorphins. I love kissing him, too. I mean, don't get me wrong, the oral is pretty amazing, but the way S'bren kisses just makes me feel…incredible. He kisses like I'm the best thing ever, like I'm the only person he's ever wanted. Like each kiss we share is magical all on its own.

      It makes me feel magical, too.

      I'm living in a happy bubble with him, and not even the intense cold and never-ending snowstorms of the brutal season ruin it for me. I don't mind a day of walking out in the cold, awful blizzards, because I know that at night we'll be tucked close to a warm fire, I'll be in his lap, and he'll hold me so close that I'll feel like the most precious object in the entire universe.

      Now that we're here at the Ancestors' Cave—which is an old, old spaceship—we don't have to move on for a while. We can stay here until we figure out where to go next, provided the weather holds. If it turns into even worse snowstorms than usual, we can hole up here until it gets warm again.

      Warm. Hah. I always thought that the bitter season didn't qualify as “warm” but after experiencing the brutal season first hand? I can't wait for those balmy days of light snow instead of mountains of snow.

      S'bren studies our surroundings, and I watch him, wondering how he views this strange place. After a moment, he points at a row of baskets tucked along one wall. "Supplies, just like in the hunter caves. We will make ourselves a fire, eat food, and make ourselves comfortable, yes?"

      I chuckle, because it's just like him to think about my comfort instead of being dazzled by this place. "Don't you want to explore? See what it was like for your ancestors? Look at all the spooky things they left behind?" I mock-tickle the front of his layers of clothing.

      "Perhaps. But right now I would like to get my fragile mate a nice warm fire and feed her some hot tea. I would like to rub her feet because she walked very far today, and then I would like to taste her." He looks down at me, his eyes gleaming with anticipation. "It has been far too long since I tasted her."

      "More like six hours," I tease. "We didn't set out until late today." Or the day before. In fact, we've been finding a lot of reasons to take our sweet time in the mornings. It's all about S'bren's constant “wooing” of me. Other than kissing and the occasional caress, I'm not allowed to try and seduce him back. He wants me to realize that he's willing to give me everything I need without asking for anything in return. And while I do think it's the sweetest gesture possible, I'm also aching to pleasure him back. I know he has to be full of need. I know he aches when we're done every night. The proof of it pushes against my hip every time we go to bed together. But he ignores it, and he won't let me take care of it for him.

      That can wait for our wedding, he tells me.

      To think that I'm going to get married on a primitive beach. To an alien, no less.

      To think that I'm so starry-eyed and delighted at the thought. I am, though. I love the thought of taking vows in front of the tribe, declaring love to S'bren in front of everyone and having a celebration for our union. It's not the same as a massive human wedding, of course. There's no veil, no dress, no cake, no family to walk me down the aisle, but the excitement and the joy is there.

      Happy marriages have been built on less. So I'm definitely looking forward to the marriage part…but I'm in no hurry to return back to the Icehome beach encampment otherwise. I miss my friends, sure. I'd love to be able to talk to Nadine or chat with Harlow and Gail by the main fire. I'm curious what new shenanigans are going on with Bridget and A'tam, who seem to be constant drama. But…I'm also a little scared about heading back. I don't want to return to the camp and suddenly resonate to another. I don't want S'bren to take one look at Raven, or Flor, or Steph, and suddenly resonate to someone else. Neither of us has had anything close to a pang of resonance since running off together, and I worry that means we aren't meant for each other. I worry our cooties are saving us for someone else.

      And…I don't want anyone else.

      I want S'bren.

      I don't share my fears with him, though. I just smile up at him as if everything's peachy. "Shall we get started on a fire?"

      "I shall start a fire," he declares, steering me toward a rock-lined circle in the center of the cargo bay floor. It has a thin layer of ash at the bottom and a few large rocks scattered nearby to sit on. "You shall rest your tiny feet and your many, many toes."

      I laugh, because sometimes he can be so ridiculous. "I can help with the fire."

      "You can, but I will not let you." He steers me toward one of the seats. "I will take care of my mate. It is a proper hunter's task, and I have yet to finish proving myself to you."

      It's a tease between us, that word “prove.” He's “proved” himself to me multiple times a night every night since that first mind-melting orgasm he gave me. Instead of sitting down, though, I climb atop the rock and turn to face him. "How about you just kiss me instead?"

      S'bren needs no persuading. His arms go around my waist and he hauls me against him. Standing atop the rock, I'm a good foot or so taller, and at this height, I'm at just the right stature to kiss him without him having to stoop over. I grin as I curl my arms around his neck and lean in, letting my lips lightly play over his. "Hi there," I whisper.

      "Ho," he murmurs, which is the traditional greeting of his people, but still makes me giggle madly. It sounds like he's calling me a “ho” and it cracks me up every time. "You are not supposed to laugh when your mate greets you," he chastises me, but he's grinning.

      "I'm not laughing at you. I'm laughing with you," I reassure him, and brush my lips over his. It's the lightest whisper of a kiss, ticklish and soft, and I let out a little sigh of pleasure, leaning in. He takes over the kiss, keeping it light and playful, his lips caressing mine and occasionally nipping at my mouth. It's an endless tease, the best kind of foreplay, and when he finally locks a hand at the back of my head and claims my mouth with a deep, sweeping drag of his tongue against mine, I nearly turn into a puddle. God, he's got a great tongue.

      S’bren gives a low groan and then nips at my lower lip again. “I could kiss you all night.”

      Oh, he absolutely could. I know that for a fact now. “But then who will make the fire?” I tease.

      He sighs heavily. “You are right. My mate’s comfort comes first.”

      We part with a reluctant, shared look. It’s harder and harder for me to resist this man. Everything about him appeals to me—his smile, his laugh, his protectiveness. I’ve absolutely got a case of puppy love and I’m hoping it’s turning into the real thing. It’s soon, I know, but I’m the kind of girl to jump in head-first anyhow.

      S’bren gets to work on the fire pit and I try to help him, but he makes a few outraged noises and takes the supplies out of my hands when I try, so I give up and wander the “cave” aka the cargo bay. Even though it’s advanced technology, it all looks puzzlingly foreign to me. Like something out of a sci-fi movie, except weirder. There’s an entire panel of small lights, scrolling text and small buttons, but I make no effort to break the icicles off and test anything.

      I’m headstrong, yes. Dumb enough to push a strange button? No.

      But I do spot something that looks vaguely familiar and calls to my adventurous spirit. “There’s doors back here in the shadows, S’bren,” I call out eagerly. “Let’s see where they go!”

      “P’nee,” he calls out warningly, and I can hear the faint sound of the strikers as he makes the fire. “Do not go anywhere without me—”

      “I won’t go far,” I promise him, wedging my way through the crack in the permanently open pair of doors. “I just want to see what’s over here.”

      "P'nee," he calls after me again as I step into a dark, shadowy hallway.

      Wow, this really is like something out of a horror movie. I touch one wall, fascinated. It's metal but it doesn't feel coated with ice like the other room is. Curious, I take my glove off and touch it, and yup, it's cold but I don't stick to it. Coated with something, then? I guess it'd make sense for space travel, not that I'm an expert on that sort of thing. There's a lot of debris in the hall, though, and as I look around, I make out holes in the ceiling with ancient wires and cords hanging down, metal bits and debris tossed all over the floor, and broken things everywhere. There's also something that looks like a door, though I have to squint in the inadequate light.

      "Hey, babe, can you—" I turn around and bellow, only to practically run into S'bren's chest. I squeak, falling backward against the wall, and a cloud of dust falls from the ceiling into my hair. Coughing, I wave a hand in front of my face. "I didn't see you there."

      He takes my hand and helps me straighten, then dusts me off. "I followed you. I had visions of my mate falling through a hole of some kind, never to be seen again. This place is not safe to wander around in, my mate. Stay close to me."

      "I just want to take a look," I tell him, excited at the thought. "Can we get a torch and have a look around? Please?"

      With a sigh, S'bren points at the floor. "Stay right here. I will return quickly."

      "Right here. I promise."

      And I do stay in the same spot. Mostly. I might move a step or two forward, but just because I want to peer in through the nearest door. It's broken, and it looks as if it once slid into the wall but got stuck about halfway through. Inside there's a clutter of objects, but nothing that screams of personal things. There's no old pictures of family, no books, no clothes, nothing that gives a personality to these long ago people. If there was something here, it was taken long ago.

      S'bren returns a moment later with a flickering bone, an old bit of leather wrapped around the burning end. It smells like a cross between burning hair and fried chicken, but it gets the job done well enough. With a beaming smile, I drag S'bren after me and we go exploring through the rooms.

      It's clear that I'm the curious one, not S'bren. He seems more focused on keeping me safe, his hand on my shoulder at all times, and gently steering me clear of holes in the floor or metal bits that jut too far out of the wall. The first floor is pretty much picked through, much to my disappointment. We turn down a hall and there's a hole in the ceiling, though, and when S'bren holds his torch up, it looks like another room.

      "Can you lift me up there?" I ask him.

      "No." He sets his jaw, stubborn as a mule.

      "Can't or won't?"

      "Will not."

      "What if I give you a kiss?"

      He snorts. "You will give me a kiss anyhow."

      "What if I give you three kisses? Or five? Five's a good number." I do my best to look appealing.

      "It might not be safe, P'nee—"

      "Seven kisses, and one of them on your dick. That's my final offer," I say cheerily, then point at the ceiling. "Now lift me up, S'bren. I just want to peek in."

      He sighs heavily, and then hands me the torch and makes a step with his hands. "You never want to 'just' peek in," he mutters. "It is always more."

      "Not if it's boring," I promise him, and step onto his laced hands. He immediately lifts me up, bracing my legs against the hard wall of his chest so I don't wobble, and I hold the torch up. It's another hall with more rooms. I set the torch down on the floor and grip the edge of the hole. "I think I can get up here. Can you push me a bit higher?"

      S'bren growls, but he does as I ask and a moment later, I have the torch in my hand again and I'm looking around at another floor of rooms. Several of the doors are shut and sealed fast, and there are no blinking lights. One at the far end of the hall has an opening, though, and I head toward it.

      Metal creaks and the floor shivers.

      I freeze, holding the flickering torch, and then slowly turn around. "S'bren?"

      My big, heavy alien mate climbs up, the floor groaning as he pulls himself onto the second level. I stare at him, fascinated at his strength and imagining the veins that must be popping on his arms. Mm. Distracted, I watch as he approaches me and takes the torch from my hand. "How'd you do that?" I ask him, enthralled.

      "Jumped." S'bren shrugs. "You think I would let my mate wander around here without me at her side to protect her? There might be animals."

      "There's no animals. Nothing lives here." I grab his arm. "Come on. Let's see what's in that room."
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      I lead S'bren down the hall, and with every step, the floor creaks and groans as if it's being murdered. I'm no lightweight and S'bren is bulky, so it worries me that we're going to fall through. All of that changes, though, the moment we put the torch through the crack and take a look at what is inside. Oh wow.

      It’s not the enormous equipment covering the floor that impresses me. It’s a mixture of cables and fans, metal tubes and a jillion square things I have no idea what they could possibly be. It could be an alien toilet flushing system or an atom smasher and I wouldn’t know the difference.

      The thing that draws my attention is the wall. From the ceiling to the floor, someone’s taken paint of some kind and written all over it. Messy script in an alien language crawls up one side of the wall and down the other, and then continues over to the next wall where it trails off in a splash of paint.

      “Someone wrote a message,” I say to S’bren. “What do you suppose it says?”

      “My cave is broken?”

      I giggle, because he could be right. It could be someone just talking about how they’ve crashed and the ship isn’t working. But hearing it stated as “my cave is broken” just sounds…funny. “I wish we knew what it said. Mardok would know. Maybe it’s a love letter some stranded alien wrote to his wife back home so she would know he was thinking of her even as he lived out his lonely years here.”

      S’bren makes a sound of disagreement. “If he took a khui and was of a mating age, the khui would have chosen a new mate for him.”

      “Oh.” That’s…less romantic. “You’re right. Maybe it’s just a message asking for help.” I look around at the metal crap all over the place. It’s stacked neatly in piles, so someone must have thought they were storing it for use later. “You think we should take some of this junk back to Mardok? Maybe he can purpose it for stuff we can use around camp? He’s making electric lighting for the caves, you know.”

      My big alien is quiet, and I turn to look at him, waiting. He studies the room, a hint of a frown on his face, and then shakes his head. “I do not like the thought of stealing things out of here. If they have been here this long, perhaps it is for a reason. We can tell M’dok of these items and the writing, and he and F’rli can come and see it for themselves.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The torch sputters. S’bren puts a hand out to me. “Come. Let us go and sit by our fire. You are cold and tired, and I have won many kisses this day.”

      I chuckle, slipping my hand into his and letting him lead me back down the shadow-filled hall. “So you decided you want those after all, hm? I wasn’t sure since you didn’t seem to be paying that much attention.”

      “Oh, I was paying attention. I just did not want to encourage you into exploring.” He shrugs. “But I think we should be done for now.”

      I nod, thinking of the writing in the abandoned room. Now that the initial wonder of finding it has worn off, it leaves me with a sad, creepy vibe. “Is this place what you imagined?” I ask S’bren as we get to the big hole in the floor. He hands me the torch so he can jump down.

      S’bren crouches near the edge and then leaps down gracefully, landing with a thump that sends up more dust clouds. “I do not know what I imagined this place to be. I just wanted to see it. But now that I have, it does not make me think of ancestors. It is just odd.” He holds his arms up. “Jump down. I will catch you.”

      “Um. I’m kind of a big girl.”

      “And I will still catch you.” He gives me an impatient flick of his fingers, his tail skating through the air behind him. “Pass the torch down first.”

      I do, and he neatly catches it by the unlit end as I toss it down to him. He sets it down on the floor nearby and then puts his arms out.

      Me being me, I immediately leap down into his arms, screaming with fright as I sail through the air. He catches me, but because I’m flailing, I knock him backwards onto the ground and then we both tumble onto the dusty, debris-covered floor. I cough at the cloud of dust that goes up, and our torch sputters and goes out.

      “I shall have to teach you how to properly jump,” S’bren grumbles. “That is twice now you have nearly killed yourself with a bad jump.”

      “Twice?” I exclaim, outraged. “When was the first time? And wait! That was not a bad jump!”

      “It was, and the first time was at the cave when you thought the vines were ropes.” He holds his hand out to me to help me stand. “They are not.”

      “Well, maybe I’ve watched too many movies,” I say defensively as he picks me up off the floor and dusts off my leathers like I’m a child.

      “Which is why I will teach you how to jump properly. So next time when I catch you, you do not knock both of us to the ground.”

      “And are you so certain there will be a next time?” I ask, teasing.

      “Knowing you? Yes.”

      I have to laugh at the utter conviction in his voice.

      We return to the fire and S'bren stokes it up, casting half-amused looks in my direction. Occasionally he mutters "Safe jumps" and shakes his head, and I just laugh and laugh. It feels so good to be this easy with him, to share jokes only we understand. God, he makes me so happy. I never thought I could be this happy on a deserted, ice-ridden planet, but I'm just…brimming with joy. I've taken everything as it comes and done my best to roll with the punches life throws at me, but tonight, sitting here with him, I think about how the rest of my life will play out, and it seems…exciting. A life full of S'bren, provided resonance doesn't get in the way.

      He finishes repairing the fire, then moves to my side and sits next to me on the large, flat stone that's just big enough for us to squeeze both of our butts onto it. He tucks a fur tighter around me, ensuring that I'm warm, and then casually loops his big arm around my back, holding me against him. I snuggle close, watching the fire and utterly content.

      "Are you enjoying your adventure?" he asks me.

      "I really am." It hasn't gone exactly the way I envisioned. I thought after my initial refusal of him, we'd just be two buddies hanging out, enjoying ourselves, but it's turned into so much more. I'm glad it didn't go the way I thought. "You?"

      "It is not my adventure," he admits. "But I would not miss a moment of it." He holds me closer against him. "I like being here with you. Alone."

      "Me, too."

      "The kissing parts might be my favorites, though," he admits. "All kissing parts."

      And I giggle like an idiot, because I know what he's referring to, and it's called “third base” back home. "They're some of my favorites, too."

      He gazes into the fire, quiet for a moment, and then looks at me. "Do you still wish to wed-hing when we return to the tribe?"

      I'm surprised at that question. My heart feels like a block of ice in my chest. "Are you changing your mind?" Everyone always changes their mind about me. I'm fun to hook up with, but not fun enough to stay with, it seems. "Because if you are, that's okay," I manage, even though I feel like I'm dying inside. Good Time Penny, surging to the forefront, determined to make him feel better about his choices.

      In that moment, I hate myself.

      S'bren scowls at me. "Why would I change my mind? You are all I have ever wanted." His grip tightens on my waist, as if he's practically pulling me into his lap. "I just do not wish for you to have regrets."

      "Why would I have regrets?"

      "Because you were waiting for resonance."

      "It might not happen," I say, reminding him of his words to me. "Remember? It might not happen for years or maybe ever. No sense in banking on the future." But I'm uneasy at him bringing this up. "Please, please don't back out on me."

      He looks aghast. "Never." This time he does haul me into his lap, pulling my legs to one side and cradling me against him. He gazes down at my face, his expression sober. "P'nee, no matter how many times you ask, I will not change my mind about you. It does not matter that my khui is silent. My heart beats for you and you alone. I just do not want you to feel as if you are making a bad choice if you pick S'bren as your wed-hing. Because if we cannot resonate to each other, I do not want resonance at all."

      I beam up at him. "Me either."

      "Are you sure? Most females wish kits, I thought."

      "I mean, if it happens, great. But I'm more interested in my partner. I don't want resonance because I want babies. I want resonance because I want to be in love." I smile up at him, pushing back a stray lock of hair that's fallen between his horns. "And now I guess I don't need resonance at all?"

      "You do not," he agrees, leaning forward. "Shall we begin our nightly kissing, then?"

      I chuckle, because it's funny that he even has to ask. Do I want to get frisky with a big, handsome alien that can wield his tongue like a master? What a silly question. But I notice he hasn't brought up the bait I dangled to him earlier—seven kisses, and one on his cock. After so many nights of him focusing his attention on me (not that I'm complaining), I want to share some of the pleasure. And I've been wanting to touch him for forever myself, ever since I got my first look at his impressive length.

      So do I want to begin our nightly kissing? What a silly question. "Do I get to start?"

      He rubs his mouth against my hair, a half-caress. "I have been thinking about my face between your soft thighs all day, my mate. You would deny me this?"

      "Not at all." I'm breathing heavier just thinking about it. "But I did promise you seven kisses, remember?"

      He's quiet, and when I look up, he's blushing, the base of his horns that deep blue. I realize in that moment that he's shy. Of course he is. He's a virgin. Maybe that's one reason he's been so focused on my own pleasure—because he's nervous about being on the receiving end. It just makes me all the more determined, though. "We will do those kisses after we wed-hing," he tells me, his hand moving to the belt of my tunic.

      "Uh uh," I say, sliding out of his lap and denying him. "My turn to start tonight. You wouldn't deny me the pleasure of touching you, would you?" I stand between his thighs and cup his face before he can get to his feet. "Besides, this way you can see how wet it makes me to touch you. It'll get me ready for my turn."

      S'bren's eyes grow hot and naked arousal is on his face. "You do not have to—"

      "I don't have to do anything," I remind him. "I bring this up because I want to. You like putting your mouth on me. You think I don't like putting my mouth on you?" I lean in and kiss him, sealing my words with a quick touch of my tongue to his. It's a light, flirty kiss, a teasing kiss. "That's one."

      He groans. I love the sound of that groan. I love even more that his hands fist in the thick leather of my tunic and he holds me against him as I lean in for the next kiss, bending my head and sweeping my mouth over his. "Two."

      Then I give him kisses three through six, each one growing progressively longer and more passionate. I love kissing him, love the bumpy stroke of his tongue with all those ridges gliding against my smoother one. I love how each kiss between us is so passionate that sometimes I forget to lift my head, and that sometimes the world shrinks down to nothing but the taste of his mouth on mine and the endless play of our tongues. I moan by the time I lift my head from deep, delicious kiss number six, and give his mouth one last playful nip. "Six," I breathe.

      My body is throbbing with heat, my nipples pressing against the inside of my tunic. I'm aroused by our kisses, but I'm even more aroused by the realization that I'm going to get to explore him with my mouth very shortly, and that I get to make him come.

      Even now, though, he's tensing against me. Nervous. Funny how the man who can tease and lick my pussy for hours on end with enthusiasm is shy about me doing the same to him. I smile at S'bren, trailing my fingers over his full mouth and then caressing his jaw. "I'm going to undress you now. Unless you're cold."

      He shakes his head, silent, his gaze utterly locked on me.

      Undressing turns out to be less of a sexy task. We're both still covered in heavy layers of leather and fur from our travels and this cargo bay—excuse me, “cave”—is just starting to warm up from the fire. I pull off S'bren's cloak, and then undo the belt that holds no fewer than three outer fur ponchos cinched to his body. He's got a thick, furry over-tunic and a thinner under-tunic. He's got additional arm coverings held on by leather ties, and the same over his leggings and boots. After a few moments of unlacing and unbelting, I realize I'm still wearing a jillion layers myself and probably look like a sexy, roly-poly panda bear about to go down on him.

      "Maybe we both undress ourselves and speed things along?" I say with a chuckle. "I'd like to be naked when I get between your thighs."

      A low groan escapes him between gritted teeth, and then S'bren shoots to his feet and rips at his coverings. Fighting back a laugh, I do the same, and the cave is silent for a long moment as we tear layer after warm, insulating layer off of ourselves. It takes so damn long to get undressed that by the time I pull off my boots, I'm giggling.

      "What is so funny?" he asks, tossing aside his loincloth.

      "I just had this mental image of a big seductive scene, and I didn't stop to think about how long it takes to pull off all these layers." I chuckle as I shuck my final boot and then give a naked wiggle. The air is frosty, but with my backside to the fire, it's not so bad. "Now sit down so I can press myself against those big warm legs of yours."

      S'bren doesn't hesitate. He drops back down onto the rock and puts his hands on his knees, his expression…resigned? I want to giggle again, but he's already feeling shy and a little insecure, so I swallow that laughter. Time to seduce again, now that he's good and naked. I lean in and kiss him on the mouth one more time, drawing it out before pulling away. "Seven. That just means one kiss left."

      I put my hand on his chest, and then let it slide farther south, gliding down his flat abdomen as I sink to my knees.

      Even seated, S'bren is just a massive guy. His thighs are like tree trunks, his chest something out of a superhero movie. He's just big all over, and I have him sitting so our height differences won't be so crazy, but he just feels massive this way anyhow. It makes me feel small and dainty, which is strange considering I've never been dainty in my life. At my thinnest, I think the kindest compliment I got was that I was a “healthy” girl, which was polite-speak for “chunky.” But it doesn't matter, because when I slide between S'bren's parted legs and put my hands on his big thighs, all I see is a man that's aching to touch me, a man who's fascinated by my large chest and my larger hips. He doesn't care that I'm not as slim as Raven or as petite as Flor. He likes Penny for Penny.

      And that's one of the sexiest things ever.

      S'bren doesn't move as I slide my hands up and down his thighs, petting him. I stroke his skin, loving the velvety feel of it. The skin of the aliens is like suede, and when I touch him, his color ripples all over, as if he can't control his camouflage when he's turned on. Of course, I find that fascinating and make it my goal to make him lose that control even more. I lean over him, gently pressing my mouth to the center of his chest. "If this is too much for you, let me know and I'll stop, all right? But my goal here is to make you lose your mind, just so you know. And you like the taste of me, so don't be surprised if I like the taste of you. A lot." And I lean over, flicking my tongue across one nipple.

      He makes a sound in his throat. "What…do I do with my hands? I want to put them somewhere."

      "Put them wherever you like."

      My big alien immediately palms one of my boobs. I chuckle, because of course he reaches for me. I should tell him to put his hands somewhere more neutral, that this is about him, but he lightly rubs his thumb over one of my nipples and I can't bring myself to tell him to stop. All of this is about pleasure, after all, and him touching me just makes me ache to pleasure him even more. Even now, my thighs are squeezing tightly together as if that will fix the aching deep between them.

      "Look at how big and sexy you are," I whisper to my mate, sliding my hands over his chest. I watch my fingers glide down over those enormous muscles, teasing over the vein on his abdomen as if magnetized. His cock juts up from his lap, the shaft as long and thick as I recall, stabbing into the air as if demanding to be touched. S'bren won't demand it, though. He'd never ask. In his eyes, I'm the one that's important, the one that needs to be wooed.

      But my big, awkward alien needs a little wooing himself. I slide back, resting on my heels as my hands trail back down to his thighs and I gaze on his cock. His hand remains on my breast, and he reaches for the other, too, teasing my nipples and rolling them back and forth the way he knows I like. We're a tangle of arms, and I close my eyes, savoring his touch for one more moment before I gently brush them aside. "Time for that later. Put your hands on my shoulders instead. Or in my hair."

      Both big hands immediately clamp on my shoulders, his gaze watchful and full of heat at the same time. Waiting. I know just what he's waiting for.

      I've been waiting for it, too.

      I reach forward and wrap my hand around his cock, gripping his shaft. He's scorching with heat here, the texture of his skin velvety soft.

      And he groans. Oh man, how he groans. It's the sexiest sound I've ever heard. The hands holding my shoulders tighten. His entire body does, and for a brief moment I wonder if he's going to lose control right away.

      "Do you need me to slow down?" I ask, even as I give his shaft another gentle squeeze.

      "I need…" he rasps. "For you…to keep going."

      "Music to my ears." I bite my lip, gazing down at the gorgeous shaft in my hands. It's big, but more importantly it's really thick and it has these fantastic veins that trail in between the ridges and make me think that he's going to feel like bliss when he's inside me. The crown is practically purple with need, beads of pre-cum gliding down the rounded head. Below where I grip him, his shaft continues down to his gorgeous balls and the thick and wide, fascinating spur. All of him looks as if he was made to pleasure a girl, and I can't resist wrapping my other hand around him. "I don't suppose you cum chocolate, do you? Because if you do, I know I'm dreaming."

      "What?" S'bren gives me a dazed look, his hands clenching and unclenching repeatedly on my shoulders. Not hard, just restless.

      "Nothing. I'm just thinking you're perfect, that's all." I drag my fingers up and down his length, loosely at first, and then with increasing firmness when it looks as if his cock reacts the same as a male penis. He's going to want hard, quick strokes and a lot of tongue action, then, especially if he's had to jerk it on his own all his life. I lean closer, then flick the tip of my tongue over the head, lapping up a wet droplet. Salty. Still good.

      S'bren shudders as if I've dragged my entire tongue over his balls. His reactions are killing me in all the best ways. "Tell me if I touch you in a way you don't like or if something doesn't feel good," I murmur.

      He just looks at me incredulously.

      "Right. Okay, tell me if I hit on something you want touched more, then." And I lick the head of his cock again.

      The breath explodes from his lungs. His hands clench tight on my shoulders again, and then he's panting, his body shuddering as he struggles for control. I pretend to ignore how much he's reacting—even though it's turning me on like crazy—and continue to explore his cock, this time with my mouth and tongue. I press my lips to his hot, velvety skin, kissing up and down his shaft. I trace veins with my tongue and learn the ridges that dance along his length. I tease the underside of the crown and then lick up every bit of moisture that rises up to meet me. All the while, S'bren makes the best noises ever, as if he's never felt anything so incredible.

      It makes me feel like I'm suddenly Queen of the Blow Jobs. Like I'm the best that ever was. And it encourages me to do more.

      "Spread your legs wider for me," I tell him, licking down the side of his shaft. I grip him tight as I move lower, and when he nudges his big thighs further apart, I push my head in and lick his balls. "I don't know why these fascinate me so much, but they do. I love how big they are."

      "I…see." His voice chokes.

      I glide the tip of my tongue over his balls, but I can't get any good action going because of our angle. So I just work his cock with my hand a little, tease them a bit, and then lift my head again, going for the spur this time. It's harder, like sucking on cartilage instead of blood-engorged muscle, and it doesn't seem to be doing the trick for him. I toy with it a little, then give it one final lick and head for the main event.

      The head of his cock is beaded with pre-cum all over again, and I lick it clean with little sounds of appreciation. I'm so incredibly turned on right now. It's not just the act itself—it's his reactions, his taste, his scent, his eagerness, his body. His everything. I drag his hand back to my breast and let him tease it while I grip his cock and feed it into my mouth. I take in just the head at first, my lips closing over it, and I lick and swirl and suck until I feel his entire body shiver. Then, I take him deep, as deep as I can, letting my tongue glide him all the way to the back of my throat. My mouth stretches tight over him, and I want to suck, but he's so big that it doesn't seem possible. I focus on teasing him with my tongue instead, using it to stroke along the underside before dragging him back out of my mouth and lavishing attention on the head.

      I glance up at S'bren, and there's a glazed look of utter pleasure on his face, his lips parted as I work the tip of him. God, I love that he's so into it. I love that I'm pleasing him with my mouth, love that I'm giving him the same sort of experience he's given me over and over again. I take him deep again, pumping the base of him with my hand, and loosen my jaw until I pull him so deep that he hits the back of my throat.

      He sucks in a breath, his entire body jolting with awareness. I can feel him stiffen, feel the way his hand tightens on my breast, the way he pauses over his stroking of my nipple to shudder, and a fresh taste of pre-cum bursts on my tongue. I want to chuckle, but my mouth is stuffed entirely too full of his cock. I make a little humming noise instead and redouble my efforts, working him with my tongue in time to the pumping of my hand at the base of his shaft. He sucks in a breath again, and then his big hand goes to the back of my head and he guides it, thrusting gently into my mouth. Once, twice, three times, and then his hot release spills down my throat. I take him so deep that I can barely taste it, trying to swallow all of him. It's too much, though, and I pull back a split second later, his seed trailing down my lips and chin as his hand tangles in my hair.

      S'bren finishes coming with one final spurt that spatters across my tits, and then lets out a long, dazed sigh. His big shoulders sag as if he's utterly spent, and he caresses my face, wiping his release off the corners of my mouth with a look of wonder.

      I clean up with my tunic, making a mental note to scrub it down later, and give him a pleased smile. "Did you enjoy yourself?"

      He runs a hand down his face. "There are no words."

      "A 'yes' or a 'no' is a cool place to start," I tease him, reaching for his flicking tail playfully. "I mean, even a 'thank you' is nice—"

      In the next moment, I'm on my back by the fire, my skin pressed against the cold floor. My legs are suddenly in the air and S'bren's pushing my thighs apart. "I can give you a thank you," he says, "Or I can do the same for you." He lowers his face and nuzzles my pussy, his tongue gliding over my clit. "Ah, and you are so very wet, my mate. You liked kissing my cock, didn't you?"

      I moan, reaching for his horns. "Oh god, did I ever. I loved making you come."

      All I get in response is a grunt. His mouth is too busy devouring me. His fingers glide deep into my core, and I'm so wet that my body makes hot sucking sounds as he fucks me with his fingers, his tongue on my clit. I'm so primed and aroused that I start quivering faster than ever, and before it seems possible, I'm coming hard and fast, S'bren murmuring my name between long, teasing licks.

      Okay, yeah, that was much better than a “thank you.” I give him a dreamy sigh and wrap my arms around his neck when he reaches for me, pulling me against him and holding me close as we lie by the fire.

      He strokes my back, his fingers idly playing up and down my spine, and his tail curls possessively around my ankle. I listen to the sound of his heart drumming in his chest, loving the sound of it even though it won't resonate for me. "That was wonderful," I whisper to him. Each time we come together seems better than the last, and it makes me so happy.

      It also terrifies me, just a little. I'm too happy. I don't want anything to change this. Not resonance, not the outside world, nothing.

      "I am glad I could please you, my mate," S'bren tells me, and I can hear the tiny threads of amusement in his voice. "Where do you want to go now that we have seen the cave? Back to the tribe?"

      Just like that, my happy bubble pops. Just a little. "You don't want to stick around here for a while?"

      "I have seen the ancestors' home. It is not like any home I can imagine, so it does not hold much appeal for me." I can practically feel his mental shrug. "I would rather make a home for my female, but if you have somewhere else you wish to visit, we can go there instead."

      The thought of returning to the beach fills me with a weird sense of panic. It's not that I don't like living there. I find our little encampment cozy and if it's not the lap of luxury, there's such a sense of community that it doesn't matter. The part that panics me is…resonance. What if we return to the beach and I immediately resonate to someone else?

      Someone other than S'bren?

      Now, after I've let myself fall in love?

      Panic chokes me and I swallow hard, holding him tight. "I think I'd like to see something else first."

      He doesn't notice my worry. His big hand strokes lazily down my back once more. "What, then?"

      "The northern lights?" It's an idea that springs to my head, mostly because I'm grasping at straws. Sometimes at night, we see the beautiful green swirls in the skies, and Farli has talked about how intensely beautiful they are high in the mountains.

      S'bren pauses. "The what?"

      "You know, the lights in the sky?"

      "The…stars?"

      I laugh despite my worry, and climb to my feet, pulling a cloak over my naked body. "Throw something on and come with me."

      "Would you not rather lie here by the fire?" He reaches for me again. "I will kiss you again."

      I nudge him with my toe, wrapping the fur tight around my shoulders. "You will anyhow. And come on, this won't take long. You'll know it when I show it to you."

      Grumbling, he gets to his feet and puts on his cloak. I hold his hand and drag him toward the open door to the cargo bay, not into the chilly, wintry night, but just far enough that we can see the night sky. Or we could…if it wasn't completely clouded over. "Oh."

      "I see nothing," he says, confirming the obvious.

      I poke him with my elbow. "That's because it's cloudy. You know, the green streaks that move in the sky when it’s clear? Farli says there's a good place to see them high in the mountains. Maybe we could do that."

      "In the brutal season? That seems foolish, even to my thick head."

      He might be right, but I'm not willing to give up just yet. "Then maybe we stick around here. Hang out for a while. Maybe…" I trail off as a funny expression crosses his face. "What is it?"

      S'bren points outside.

      Even though there's a constant fall of snow in the darkness, the sky lights up like a glittering firecracker. In the distance, a sparkling light flares and then slowly, ever so slowly fades out. Then, the night is dark once more.

      I gape, surprised. "What was that?"

      "I do not know." S'bren sounds concerned, and he pulls me closer. "Did one of the stars fall onto our land?"

      I forget that “stars” are a strange concept to him and his people. Instead, I try to think about the flare of light logically. Several different colors lit up, and it flared so bright that for a moment, it lit up the night sky. It cut through the cloud cover, too, or else we wouldn't have seen anything. A satellite, maybe? But this planet is uninhabited…er, sorta. There's no technology, at least. "A shooting star? A meteor?"

      He shrugs.

      "We should go find it! It looks like it landed off near that chain of mountains." I point at the looming mountains—or where they would be if it was daylight outside.

      "I do not know if that is wise." S'bren seems doubtful. "It could be dangerous."

      "It's not something normal," I argue. "What if it's a satellite? What if it's another ship with people on it that need rescuing?" For a moment, that fills me with terror—but then I remember that if it IS new people, they don't have cooties yet. I can't resonate to one. My natural curiosity wins over, anyhow. I want to know what that flaring light was. I saw something crash into the darkness. I know I did. "What if it's something special?"

      "What if it is enemies?" S'bren shakes his head. "We should leave it alone."

      "S'bren, please. I'd feel so much better if we could see it for ourselves. It might be people in another spaceship." I take his hand. "Please? It doesn't look like it hit too far away. The least we can do is check it out."

      His lips thin and he stares down at me for so long that I'm positive he's going to say no. "It might be dangerous."

      I beam at him. "You'll protect me."

      He lets out a long, suffering sigh. "Why can I not say no to you?"

      "Because you love me," I say, flinging my arms around his waist. "We'll be careful. Maybe it's a crystal falling from space!"

      "Maybe." And he sighs again.
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      S'BREN

      I do not sleep at all that night.

      P'nee sleeps at my side, the easy sleep of a kit. She trusts that she is safe with me, her hands clutching at my arm and my thigh - and then my groin - as she sleeps. I do not sleep at all, though. I think of that brilliant light that seared through the sky.

      She wants to see it. To make certain it is nothing dangerous. And while I know her argument is sound, I worry this is foolishness. That there is some hidden danger that my mud-brain cannot see. I will not risk my P'nee for anything. I refuse to put her in danger…but she is right, if it is more hyoo-mans, they will need rescuing.

      I am torn. So I do not sleep. I stay awake, my spear within reach, and guard my mate as she dreams.

      As if it is working against me, the weather dawns clear and cold the next day, and P’nee insists we set out to find our falling star. “If we do not find a hunter cave by midday, we will need to turn around,” I warn her. “I will not risk you sleeping out in the cold.”

      “Totally fine,” P’nee chirps at me. “Shall we get going?”

      Because I can think of no other reason to stall, we leave the home of my ancestors behind and head out into the deep snows for the strange object. Part of me hopes that we are unable to find a hunter cave, but we find a well-stocked one nestled in a valley, and so we can keep on going. We have no more than a vague idea of where it landed but my sweet mate is not deterred. She is eager to explore and travel, talking endlessly as we plow through the deep snows and head forward.

      This is not an area I have been to before, but much of the cold lands look the same. There are distant mountains, rocky cliffs, and valley upon valley between bluffs. There is snow on everything. There are bushes and slim, bendy trees that manage to grow in the cold, and thin vines crawl up and down rock surfaces, but it is very different from my homeland of warm, misty forests and the ever-looming presence of the Great Smoking Mountain.

      Even so, this area is well-traveled by the sa-khui, because we are able to find no less than three hunter caves as we head through the twisting crags and rocky cliffs. We stay in the last one for the night, and after I kiss my mate everywhere, she insists on doing the same for me.

      It is…a good night, despite all things.

      Just being with P’nee makes me happy, though. I love nothing more than the time I spend with her, hearing her joyful laugh, and seeing her eager expression as we travel. She loves an adventure, and to her this is all an adventure. Perhaps it is an adventure, but I think of all the terrible things we were told about other peoples from the stars, the ones that stole the hyoo-mans from their homes and left them here. They are not good peoples, and I worry I am leading my P’nee right into their clutches.

      If there is even a hint of danger, I resolve, we will go no farther. We will turn around and head back to the beach as quickly as we can so we can warn the others.

      My P’nee is convinced it is something good, though. She hopes it is a kind visitor, or a beautiful rock that flew in from the skies or something we have not seen before.

      I have my doubts, but she knows more about such things than I do. I worry that it will be something strange—so much has changed in the last few turns of the moon that I now feel as if “strange” is to be expected.

      And I worry I will not be able to protect my P’nee from it.
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        * * *

      

      P’nee gasps as we walk, tugging on my belt. “S’bren. Do you see that?”

      I have been watching the skies this afternoon, because the clouds grow dark and ominous, ready to dump more snow upon us. The wind is biting, and I scan our surroundings, looking for a hunter cave in which we can hide out for the evening. Surely there will be one nearby. We walk through a series of tight, high cliffs, because sometimes the wide valleys disappear and we are left with narrow, rocky canyons to walk through, just like we are right now. These cliffs are riddled with caves and each one we find makes me feel safer, knowing I have a good place to bring P’nee back to should the weather turn. We passed the last one early this morning, however, and it would require a long trek back if we must turn around. “What am I looking for? Is it a cave?”

      “No. Look up, silly.” She tugs on my belt again, and when I stop, she gestures up at one of the steep cliffs overhead.

      I pause and look. High overhead, fluttering in the wind, is…a fur. At least, it looks like a fur at first glance. As I stare, though, it shimmers slightly and flaps back and forth, caught in the tangle of a frozen tree hanging over the edge of the cliff. “What is that?”

      “I think it’s a parachute,” P’nee tells me, her voice full of excitement. “Look at the cords hanging from it. And it looks like manmade material. That means that the thing we saw was manmade. Or alien-made. Whichever. All I’m saying is that it’s not a meteorite like I thought it might be.” She grips my arm, gasping. “Do you think it might be more humans sent to live with us?”

      “I do not know.” I am still trying to grasp what a pair-shoot is. “Why would they send a skin and leave it there?”

      P’nee giggles and shakes her head. “No, no, the parachute acts like, well, a sail.” When I remain confused, she adds, “Okay, a wing. The air catches underneath and slows how hard and how fast the thing falls and lowers it gently to the ground. If the parachute’s here, that means whatever was sent—or whoever was sent—must be nearby, right?” As I watch, she pulls off her gloves and studies the cliff, then moves forward and grasps the rocks at the base.

      It takes me a moment to realize she is climbing. She digs her fingers into the side of the cliff and hauls herself up, then plants her hand on the next rock, moving higher.

      I immediately head forward and pluck her off the cliff, my hands around her waist. “You are not climbing up to get that skin!”

      “S’bren!” She flails in my arms like a kit. “I want that material. Do you know all the things we can use that for?”

      “Then I will get it for you,” I declare. I eye the tall, narrow cliff and think of P’nee climbing up—and then falling back down to the ground because her human hands are small and easily cut by rock. I turn to glare at her, shrugging my heavy pack off my shoulders. I hand her my spear, and then take off my heaviest cloak, wrapping it around her. “You stay here. I will go up and retrieve your pair-shoot. I am not going to have my mate risk her neck on a bit of fur—”

      “It’s not fur,” she protests, but she’s smiling.

      “I do not care what it is. You are not getting it.”

      “You’re sexy when you’re protective.” P’nee winks at me.

      I just give her a disgruntled look. “Do not distract me. I am angry you even thought I would let you climb up.”

      She just laughs at my scowl, gives me a pat, and then points at her pair-shoot. “You’re a good man, S’bren.”

      “I know,” I mutter, and start climbing. I am strong and have long limbs, so it does not take me long to get up the rocky cliff. It is steeper than it looks from the ground, and I am doubly glad I stopped P’nee before she could get far. I imagine my fragile, soft mate losing her grip and falling to the ground below, and it fills me with frustration. Why does she not realize how delicate she is? Why does she not think before she acts?

      I am going to lecture her when I get back down the cliff, I decide, as I reach the pair-shoot and lift a hand to grab at it. The leather—if it is leather—is strange and slippery, thin and cold. I manage to snag a handful of it and jerk at the material.

      “Don’t tear it,” P’nee calls from below.

      “I am freeing it,” I yell back. “It is stuck.”

      “Untangle it,” she says helpfully. “I’ll wait here.”

      “Yes you will,” I bellow. “Do not think to come up here and help!”

      The light sound of her laughter drifts from below, and as I shake my head, I am smiling. She is an impossible female…and yet I would not change a thing. I am more careful with my next few tugs on the strange leather, until finally it pulls free. I toss it down to my mate, and sure enough, it flutters and drifts away, lighter than a feather.

      P’nee claps her hands and laughs, chasing after the leather as it heads toward a bend in the canyon. “I’ll get it. While you’re up there, take a look around and see if you can spot our mystery object?”

      It is a good idea. I anchor one arm on the rock and turn my body, looking around from my perch. I am several lengths from the ground, so high up that it would take perhaps ten of me to reach from top to bottom. From here, I can see over the craggy valley, though, and as I look, I see nothing but snow. It is always snowing, though, and if it was something that landed, it would be covered in the pale white powder overnight. So I look for odd shapes in the snow, thinking of the Ancestors’ Cave and the strange shape of it that stood out so starkly from the rest of the weathered surroundings. I can see the twisting rocks that make up the narrow pathways we journey through, and I am distracted as my mate reaches the leather pair-shoot and picks it up. I can see the delight on her face as she studies it, touching the slippery material and then brushing it over her face. Seeing that makes my cock hard, and I imagine lying P’nee back on the strange leather of the pair-shoot and licking her sweet cunt while she rubs herself on the material…

      I slap my own cheek, forcing my thoughts to focus. I cannot think about my pretty mate right now. There will be time enough for cunt-licking when we find a cave tonight. For now, she wishes to find this object, and the sooner we find it, the sooner I can take her to safety. I squint, staring intensely at my surroundings. At the narrow canyons that open up to a distant valley. And…there. In the valley, there is a long, dark shape with smooth sides and a fine dusting of snow.

      It looks unnatural, so it must be our falling star, as P’nee has called it.

      “I see it,” I yell out to her. “It is a big, long stone.”

      “Okay!” She cups her hands to her mouth to project her voice. “Is there a crater around it?”

      “No!”

      “Weird! Why did someone drop a stone?”

      “I do not know,” I call back. “Can I come down now?”

      “Is there anyone moving around it?” she calls again, now cupping both hands to her mouth. “Maybe it’s a ship?”

      A ship…like the Ancestors’ Cave? If she thinks our rock is this size, she will be disappointed. The thing is large—larger than P’nee or myself if I had to guess—but nowhere near cave-sized. I open my mouth to tell her this, but I see the pair-shoot escape her grasp, fluttering away on a strong breeze. My mate gets immediately distracted and chases after it, wading through the thick snow. I swallow a laugh as she hurries so quickly that she loses her footing and stumbles face-first into the snow, because she topples like a kit first learning his steps.

      I should get down from here, dust the snow off my mate, and then we will go look at her rock. Then we will find a nice, quiet cave to relax in for the night and—

      The snow moves.

      I pause, blinking. Nothing happens for a long moment as I stare at the white surroundings, and I am not entirely sure I saw something. I squint, focusing on the strange rock in the distance…and the snow moves near it again.

      Uneasy, I look on my P’nee again, who has caught her leather and is folding it again. She faces me, her back to the open canyon behind her, and I see the snow move behind her, too. My body grows cold as something hops, and what looks like a furry white creature hops closer to her.

      “P’nee!” I shout, alarmed. “Behind you!”

      My mate whirls around, and she spots the same thing I do. I wait for her to scream in terror like T’chai’s delicate mate. Instead, she lets out a bellow of anger, grabs a handful of snow, and throws it at the strange white creatures.

      She is not running. I did not know such a sight would fill me with such terror and such pride for her bravery.

      “My spear!” I yell at her, hating that I have to turn around to grab the walls so I can climb down after her. I am trapped on the side of this cliff, too high up to jump down, and I am no good to her with a broken leg. “Get my spear, P’nee!”

      “Get back, you shitty, ugly-ass bears!” I hear her scream.

      I stumble down the cliff face as quickly as I can, sliding down the hard surface and tearing the skin off my palms in my rush. I do not care—all I care about is reaching my mate. When I can wait no longer to get to the bottom, I jump.

      It is a hard landing; I was higher up than anticipated, and the shock of hitting the snow-packed ground jars my body. I fight back a wave of pain and race for my spear, then head for my mate’s side. She still confronts the strange creatures, flinging handfuls of snow at them as they hoot and circle around her.

      To my relief, they have not attacked her, but they wait and lurk nearby, just out of reach. I cross to her side, pushing her behind me, and face off with the creatures. They are covered in filthy white fur all over, but their faces have bulging eyes and strange, beaky mouths. The hands have long claws and as one crouches, hissing, it occurs to me how like a person it seems. “Is this a tribe of some kind?”

      “I think they’re metlaks,” P’nee says, hiding behind me. “Can you make them go away?”

      I push backward a few steps, my mate clinging to my back, and feel relief when we press up against the cliff wall. The metlaks still surround us, but P’nee is safe with me in front of her, and that is all that matters. I keep my spear at the ready, pointed at the largest of them, the one that creeps closer than the others. They seem to be waiting for that one to give the go-ahead to attack, and again, I am struck by how much like a tribe they seem.

      But it does not matter if they are a tribe, because they have put my P’nee in danger. For that, they must die.

      I hiss and jab my spear at the closest one. It hoots and scrambles backward a few steps, then begins to slowly slink forward again. I count the heads—six near us, and as I watch, more approach. We are outnumbered greatly, and soon they will get brave enough to attack.

      I will have to get P’nee out of here somehow.

      “Any ideas?” my mate asks, tugging on my belt.

      I do not take my eyes off of the big, bold one at the front. “I have one idea,” I whisper to my mate. “You hide behind me and I protect you until I fall. Then, you take my spear and run.”

      She immediately slaps me on the lower back. “S’bren! That’s a terrible idea!”

      “Fine,” I retort. “Then I create a distraction. You take my spear and run.”

      “Another terrible idea! You’re the one with camouflage. You should be the one running.”

      I am astounded she thinks I would leave her behind to save myself. “Never.”

      The big one hisses, and two others get braver, inching forward. I jab my spear at them again and notice that they step back, but less each time. We must do something, and we must do it now, because I will not let P’nee get hurt. “I am going to lunge forward,” I say to her in a low voice. “When I do, I want you to run back to the last hunter cave—”

      “S’bren, no—”

      “When I count to three,” I begin.

      “No! I’m not—”

      “One…”

      She slaps my back. “I’m not running, S’bren!” P’nee’s hiss is furious. “I’m not leaving you!”

      “Two…”

      She makes an outraged sound.

      “Three!” I call out, and surge forward. “RUN, P’NEE!”

      I cannot stop to check and see if my stubborn mate has ran as she was told. I am too busy creating a distraction. I roll my spear down my arm and flip it in the way that always fascinates my mate, and the creatures pause to stare. As they do, I let my spear roll down to my hand and then I flick it at the closest metlak. It lets out a hooting cry and scrambles backward. The two closest to me I grab by the heads and slam them both together, cracking their skulls with a loud bang.

      Then the others are on me, hissing and hooting, their claws scratching at my layers of clothing. I hear P’nee screaming in anger as the three creatures attack, and then more of them pile onto me. Claws tear at my mane, rip at my skin, and I reach for handfuls of filthy fur, trying to pry the wild creatures off of me. I manage to grab one and another latches on. I tear it away, only to have a new creature sink its beak into my arm.

      A loud, ferocious yell makes the creatures go silent. They freeze, as if panicked, and I use that to my advantage. I grab two hanging off my front, slam their heads together, and toss them aside. I pluck the next one off my shoulder and fling it aside, then pry the jaws of the one off my arm and toss it away. There is one—a small one—chewing on my leg, and I grab it by the scruff on its neck. It would be easy to snap it in half and toss it aside, but there is something too people-like about it, so I fling it away and then brace myself, waiting for more to jump on me.

      Instead, the metlaks are scattering. Several scamper away through the snow, while the ones I tossed away are limping back, wary, and making their escape. I snarl at one that hesitates near me, and it hoots and scurries away, disappearing into the snowy landscape.

      Cowardly beasts.

      Breathing hard, I look around for my mate. My mane is in my face, a short hank of it just above my eyes where one of the creatures tore at my scalp. I am covered in bruises and bite marks and clawed gouges, but none of that matters. I need to see my mate, need to know that she is safe. Blood runs into my eyes and I swipe it aside, irritated, because it is blocking my view.

      Then, arms fling around my neck and P’nee launches herself onto me, knocking us both to the ground. “S’bren! Baby! Are you okay?”

      I groan—a mix of pain and relief—and run my hands over P’nee’s body. “They did not hurt you, did they?”

      She squeals when I hit her ticklish spots. “No! You’re the one that’s all torn up. My poor honey.” P’nee kisses my nose and sighs. “You were so brave.”

      “You did not run when I told you to,” I grumble at her. She looks good, though. Unscathed. I am beyond relieved.

      “Of course I didn’t. I stayed and tried to distract them. I wasn’t going to let them tear you apart!” She looks indignant at the thought. “Run. Pfft.”

      “You are both fools,” says another voice. A male one.

      A familiar one.

      I sit up, clutching P’nee to my chest, and look for the speaker. Snow is falling again, but it cannot mask the dark slate-blue skin of the hunter that approaches us, spear in hand, a scowl on his face.

      Bek.

      He is one of the hunters from the sa-khui tribe, one I have not seen for several turns of the moon. He returned to his home not long after I arrived at the beach because he missed his mate. We have not exchanged many words and I am astonished to see him here now. “Why are we fools?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      “You are out in the snows, toying with metlaks in the brutal season? They are hungry and bold right now.” He gives us a long look, me with my mate on my lap. The look on his face is shrewd. “Why are you so far away from your camp in the brutal season? Are you stealing a female?”

      “No,” P’nee says before I can speak up. Her hand goes protectively over my jaw, her fingers dancing over my mouth as if she wishes to keep me quiet. “I told him I wanted an adventure and so he took me on one.”

      Bek digests this, then snorts. “I was right. You are both fools. Save your adventures for the bitter season.”

      “What are you doing out here, then?” I ask, speaking around P’nee’s fingers.

      “I am taking my mate to the great water for the remainder of the brutal season. It is too cold back in Croatoan.” He thinks for a moment, and then adds, “And she wishes to see the great water for herself.”

      “Your mate is here?” P’nee cranes her head, looking around.

      “No, my mate is tucked safely away in a hunter cave in those cliffs.” He points at a nearby area. “With a large fire burning to keep the metlak away since there are many in this valley. You should do the same.”

      “So you didn’t come out here for the shooting star?” P’nee says excitedly. “Because S’bren saw it! He says it’s nearby.”

      “It is a rock,” I add.

      Bek looks curious. “A star?”

      “Yes,” my mate says, all excitement. “Didn’t you see it a few days ago?”

      “No.” Bek thinks for a moment. “But my Ell-ee loves stars. She will want to see it. Wait here and we will find your star together.”
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        * * *

      

      P’nee and I gather our things while we wait for Bek to come back with his mate. She fusses over my cuts and the now-short lock of mane that dangles over my forehead, clucking over me. “I hate that you got all bitten because of me.”

      “You did not bite me,” I say, puzzled.

      She chuckles, kissing me and then brushing the lock off my forehead again. “I was going to climb up to get the parachute but you did instead. So if you’d been on the ground and our positions reversed, you would have been prepared.”

      I snort at that. “You think I would let you climb that high when I am perfectly capable?”

      “I’m not helpless!”

      “I know this. But I am your mate.”

      P’nee just gives me a look. “You have some weird logic, baby.” Her fingers stroke over my cheek thoughtfully again. “But I’m glad you’re okay overall. We should clean these bites so they don’t get infected…but I guess the khui takes care of that, right?”

      “Right.” I have never heard of such a thing, infected bites. “I am fine,” I insist, though I like the way she fusses over me. “All of the important parts of my body are intact.”

      She boldly cups my cock and gives me a sultry look. “I’ll say they are. I can show you how grateful I am for my big protector later.” And she winks at me and removes her hand.

      I swallow. Hard. I stare down at my lovely mate, imagining such a thing. My mind is on fire with ideas and—

      “Ho,” calls Bek.

      His timing is terrible.

      But P’nee’s eyes light up with excitement. She takes my hand and tugs on it. “Come on, let’s go meet Elly and see our star!”

      I adjust my cock under all the layers of my furs. Even though her hand did not even come close to brushing over my skin, I still feel utterly scorched by that playful touch. Scorched…and I cannot stop thinking of what a grateful P’nee might do.
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      PENNY

      Elly is absolutely not what I expect when I meet her. I’ve heard from Gail that she’s a quiet sort, and was traumatized by being held by aliens for a long time, but after meeting brusque, no-nonsense Bek, I had a different image in my mind of what his mate would be. Tall, possibly, lean, and yet somehow with a core of steel. Like maybe she looks delicate but can hold down the fort when needed. A bit like Harlow, who’s sweet and devoted but always has her shit together and is tougher than she looks.

      I’m not prepared for the elfin-looking waif that clings to Bek’s side.

      She looks young. Older than Tia but younger than me. And she’s small, her form practically swallowed up by the layers of clothing she’s swaddled in against the cold. Her face is pointed and thin, and her eyes look enormous and haunted. There’s an overwhelming fragility to her, too. She looks like one of those women that will faint at a bad word or get the vapors when she’s stressed. I wouldn’t say she’s beautiful, but she’s so ethereal that you feel the need to protect her from the rigors of the world.

      And she clings to Bek. Absolutely clings. She clutches his arm at all times as they walk, as if she needs his strength to meet us. Bek looks equally smitten with his delicate mate, his expression utterly protective and fierce. I recognize it because it’s the same look S’bren gives me all the time.

      I feel like a bit of a cow lumbering up to meet her, the great big ox Penny, with the “healthy” build, who’s never missed a meal in her life. Yeesh. But there’s nothing to do about it, so I smile and hold my hand out to her. “Hey Elly. I’m Penny, from the beach.”

      She gives me a shy look and ignores my extended hand, just nodding and leaning on Bek a bit more.

      “Right,” I say cheerily, determined not to be bothered by her reluctance. “It’s kinda cold for a glove to come off anyhow.”

      S’bren puts a heavy hand atop my shoulder. “I am S’bren. P’nee is my mate.”

      I love the fierce pride in his voice, and I no longer feel like a lumbering ox. God, I adore this guy.

      Elly casts a curious look up to Bek. As if they share a brain, he’s the one that speaks the question on both their minds. “Resonance?”

      “No,” S’bren says before I can speak. “We are wed-hing when we return to the tribe.”

      “Eh?” Bek looks confused.

      “Human mating,” Elly says in a small voice. She squeezes her mate’s arm. “It’s a ceremony.”

      And she smiles at me, and I feel like I just befriended the world’s shyest puppy. Elly really is shy, and I feel a wave of sympathy for her. I know how hard this is for me and I’m a people person. I can’t imagine how much of a struggle it is when you’re not. Oddly enough, I think of S’bren and his awkward attempts to get to know me. How he’d stand off to a distance and just watch. I think of the fish he thrust at me, wordless, because he didn’t have the right words to say. I might never have fallen in love with S’bren if he hadn’t saved my life that day, and he went from awkward to hero.

      Elly and I are going to become friends, I decide. So I beam at her and put on my most confiding look. “Gail’s going to be thrilled. She’s told us so much about you.”

      Her hesitant expression changes to one of pure pleasure. “I miss Gail.”

      “Well, she’s at the beach and has her hands full with Z’hren.” I think for a moment, and then add, “And Vaza. That guy’s a bit of a handful himself.”

      Bek snorts.

      S’bren’s thumb rubs against the side of my neck in an almost absent fashion, but it lights up all the nerve endings in my skin. “We came here to look at the star.”

      “Yes!” I say enthusiastically, clutching the folded parachute to my chest. “We saw it fall from the sky a few days ago and chased after it.”

      “Foolish,” Bek says. “It could be dangerous.”

      “That is what I said,” S’bren agrees. “But my mate will not be swayed.”

      Elly hesitates for a moment, her expression uncertain. She looks up at her mate, and then back at us. “We’ve seen it. It’s not a star.”

      “We figured that the moment we saw this,” I tell them, gesturing at the parachute. “And I know it could be something dangerous, but it could also be a person needing help, and so we felt like we had to come look, dangerous or not. We didn’t expect to run into you guys.”

      S’bren clears his throat. “If we are such fools to come after it, why are you here?”

      I could swear that Bek’s hard mouth twitches in an almost-smile. “Because we are fools, too. And because we needed to know what it was and to see if it was a threat.”

      “It’s a cargo trunk,” Elly adds in a breathless voice. “I’ve seen one…before.” And she goes silent, leaning a little closer to Bek.

      Oh. An awkward silence falls and I don’t know what to say. It’s clear that “before” has a lot of bad connotations for Elly, and I don’t want to run roughshod over her feelings, so I go silent.

      “Well,” S’bren says after a long moment of quiet. “I did not drag my mate through the snow to play with angry, furry beasts. I came to show her a star. Have you claimed it for yourselves?”

      “No,” Bek says. “It is in the snow where it landed. We were not sure what to think of it. Now that you are here, we can all decide together.”

      I slip my hand into S’bren’s. “Let’s check it out, then.”
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        * * *

      

      If it’s a cargo trunk like Elly says it is, it’s the weirdest-looking trunk I’ve ever seen.

      The darn thing looks like a monolith from an old science fiction movie, perfectly smooth and dark. It’s lying on the ground, a dusting of snow over it, and it just looks like a huge, unnatural slab that happened to plop down to the ground.

      I approach it, holding onto S’bren’s hand, and then reach out and touch the surface of it, dusting snow off. It just looks…like a rock. “You’re sure this is it?” Of course, I feel silly the moment I say it aloud. If I had to pick what in this valley doesn’t belong, this rock is obviously, obviously it. It doesn’t belong. It’s only got a light dusting of snow on it, which means that it hasn’t been here long compared to the rest of the half-buried rocks that lie at the foot of the cliffs. “I mean, I’m sure it’s the thing we saw fall. It’s just baffling to me because…it just looks like a rock.”

      When I turn to look at Elly, she just shrugs and holds onto Bek’s arm a little tighter, her face pale.

      I let go of S’bren’s hand and dust snow off the top of the thing with my gloves. Sure enough, some of the fat white flakes catch in a too-straight line, showing a hairline seal all around the edge. As I smooth the snow off, I realize that the top isn’t rounded like a stone at all—it’s flat like a table.

      Or like a coffin.

      My skin prickles and I eye the length of it warily. It’s maybe eight feet long? Four feet wide? It could be big enough to be a coffin. Or one of those suspended animation pods. “Do you…think there’s someone in here?”

      “We do not know,” Bek says. “My Elly says that trunks like this have a locking mechanism where only the person it is for can open it.”

      I dust off more snow, and sure enough, there’s a small panel with what looks like a gleaming shiny square on it that does nothing when I press on it. There’s no response whatsoever. I try pressing my thumbprint to it, and tapping, and I get no answer. “Well, this trunk is clearly not for me.”

      “Then who is it for?” S’bren asks, standing over me protectively as I crouch near it. “Who is sending a trunk to our planet?”

      “I want to know who it is that knows someone is here.” Bek’s voice is hard. “And if we are in danger of more unwanted visitors.”

      S’bren’s hand tightens on my shoulder and I touch his fingers. I’m not sure if I’m reassuring him or me. We destroyed the ship we arrived in because we didn’t want someone coming back to hunt for it or following any trace signals it might have sent out. But what if we did anyhow? What if someone out in space knows that we’re here and is sending us a message? Is it a good message or a bad message?

      Are we in danger or not?

      I chew on my lip, thinking. “So what do we do if we can’t get it open?”

      “We take it back to the beach,” S’bren says suddenly. “M’dok is smart. He will know how to open it.”

      I look over at Bek and Elly, and they’re exchanging a quiet look. “It’s as good an idea as any,” I admit. “Unless you have a different thought.”

      Elly gives a small shake of her head, and Bek looks over at us. “We will take it to the beach with you unless it proves dangerous. I will not risk my mate’s safety.”

      “I will not risk P’nee,” S’bren agrees. “But if there is a person inside this rock, we should try to save them.”

      My chest squeezes. S’bren has such a pure heart. How could I possibly love this man more?
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        * * *

      

      We spend the rest of the afternoon rigging up a travois to drag the rock back with us. The parachute material is slippery and glides over the snow, and already has cords built in to the edges, so it makes sense to use it. I’m a little sad because I’ve been planning on making clothes out of that slick material (or at the very least a snow cape) but it doesn’t make sense to waste a bunch of leathers on it instead.

      The space-trunk isn’t all that heavy despite its massive size. Bek and S’bren are able to roll it onto its side, over and over again until it plops onto the parachute. We make padded straps and harnesses for the men, and Bek and S’bren test out how they feel on their shoulders. They test out tugging it along, and it moves easily enough. We drag it back to the cave Bek and Elly are staying at, and then we all camp out for the evening, preparing to take off in the morning.

      It’s a nice night, hanging out with Bek and Elly. She’s not very chatty, and my mind is working a dozen ways, so I snuggle against S’bren’s side and listen to the two men talk about hunting stories. I’m trying not to panic, because I knew this day was coming eventually. We’re going home.

      Back to the beach.

      Part of me is happy about that. While the travel has been interesting enough, I’m tired of blizzards and we’re insulated from the worst of it in our small cove on the beach. I’m ready to get back and talk to Nadine and Harlow and Gail and all the others. I’m ready to find out what’s going on with the tribe and to relax without a day of fighting the weather. I’m ready to see the hut S’bren has been quietly making on the side, the one he says he made for me all along.

      I’m ready to start a life with him.

      I’m just worried I won’t get the chance. We haven’t resonated in all the long days that we’ve been gone from the group, and I’m terrified that the moment we get back, my cootie’s going to light up for someone else. Someone other than S’bren. It’ll break me.

      But we can’t stay away forever. They’re going to send out search parties looking for us and that’s not fair to those that have to go looking for us in the dead of the brutal season. And S’bren has a brother back on the beach, and his small clan. He can’t just leave and never go back. I can’t either.

      I think about it a lot this night, though. Like, a lot.

      I just don’t want to lose S’bren now that I’ve got him.

      It grows late and the fire is banked. I curl up against him under the furs and try to sleep—no hanky-panky tonight, not with the tight quarters of the cave making every sound obvious. Tomorrow we head back for the beach, bright and early. It’ll be a slow journey back, dragging the space-trunk, and hiding out from the worst of the weather. There’s still plenty of time before we return…but it doesn’t feel like enough.

      S’bren and I have barely begun to explore each other. We haven’t even had sex yet. He wanted to wait for our wedding, but now I’m wondering if that was a mistake. What if resonance screws us out of the wedding?

      I sleep fitfully, worried.

      I wake up early, rubbing my eyes, to the sound of a whimper, and a murmur of voices. It takes me a moment to realize where I’m at, and when I open my eyes, I see Elly scrambling out of the furs to the entrance of the cave. She pushes the privacy screen aside and drops to her knees, then pukes in the snow.

      Bek gets to his feet, heading after her. I sit up in the blankets, feeling a little uncomfortable as I watch Elly barf her guts up. They resonated, I remember, and so she’s pregnant. This sort of thing is normal for them, and Bek doesn’t seem all that worried. Sympathetic, yes, but not frightened.

      S’bren sits up, his big, warm body pressing against my back. “Is she well?”

      “Morning sickness, I think,” I whisper to him. “It’ll pass.”

      He presses a kiss to my brow. “I will make tea.”

      I watch S’bren stir the fire and put water on. I dress, glancing over every now and then to check on Elly as she hunches over at the mouth of the cave. Bek is at her side, and he’s got a fur over her shoulders to keep her warm. He murmurs soft things to her, holding her hair back and stroking her shoulder. Eventually she rolls to her side and lies with her head resting against his thigh, still at the mouth of the cave in case she needs to puke again. He pulls out a pouch of hard, dried food and offers her a wedge of something. She nibbles on it, grimacing at the taste, but takes teeny tiny bites anyhow.

      I’m envious at the sight of them.

      Not of the puking, of course, but at how completely united they are. How tender he is as he takes care of his mate. She’s pregnant with his baby. She’s clearly in love. They have everything and no one can take them away from each other. In this moment, I’m a little jealous. I want the everything. I want the fairy tale.

      S’bren steps in front of my gaze as I sit, holding my boot. He holds a cup out to me, silent. I glance up at him and I can see there’s a question in his eyes. I know it’s there. Being around Elly and Bek has changed our dynamic, just a little. He’s back to being a bit awkward this morning, as if he’s not sure where he stands with me. We don’t have resonance to tie us together, after all.

      He nudges the cup toward me a second time. “Surprise tea.”

      Right. Because I like surprises, and he remembers that. Just like that, my envy vanishes. I don’t need what someone else has. I only need my S’bren. I give him a brilliant smile, trying to quietly show him all the affection I feel. “You always think of me.”

      “Always.”

      That’s all I ever needed, truly.
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      S’BREN

      The way back to the beach is slow. The weather is bad, and Bek insists on stopping at every hunter cave we pass so his pregnant mate can rest. We move at a crawling pace as it is, dragging the unwieldy stone behind us. It is not heavy—not with two of us pulling it across the snow—but it is bulky and the weather does not help.

      My P’nee never complains, though. She is all smiles, walking at my side when the weather is good, and sitting atop the stone with El’ee when the snows are particularly deep and make walking difficult for the humans. When we stop at a cave to rest for the day, P’nee takes charge, ensuring that El’ee is comfortable and making tea. The twig-like El’ee is very quiet, but P’nee is determined to be her friend and chatters at her all day long. I think her talking makes Bek irritated, but his mate seems happy so he says nothing.

      I think he is also irritated that he has no time alone with his mate. I know how this feels. Being with P’nee under the furs, sharing warmth and breath and pressing skin to skin…and not able to touch? It is difficult, and her closeness makes me unable to think of anything except touching her, stroking my hands over her soft skin, sliding between her thighs and tasting her sweet honey.

      There is none of that, though. Quarters are cramped and cold, and if I so much as sigh, everyone is aware of it. So we wait for a better time to be alone, and steal little touches here and there. P’nee pushes her hands under my tunic, pretending to warm them, and slides them into my pants. Or she lifts up her tunic while we rest under the furs and lets the tips of her nipples graze over my skin, an innocent expression on her face that I cannot wipe away because Bek and his little mate sit a short distance away.

      It makes the evenings exciting…but long.

      And on we travel, with many pauses to rest. Little by little, we creep toward the distant beach, and as we do, I notice my P’nee grows quieter, her laughter a little more forced. She worries over something. Whenever I ask, though, she just smiles and takes my hand in her gloved one.

      “It’s nothing.”

      I know it is something, though. I have always watched P’nee. I know her happy smiles, her laughter, and when she is sad. I know when she is angry, and I certainly know when she is troubled. She will not share it with me, though, and this worries me even more.

      How can I fix it for her if she will not tell me what it is?
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        * * *

      

      “Do you recognize this cave?” Bek asks as we slide the stone to a stop in front of the hunter cave for the evening.

      It is barely dark, but it is cold out and El’ee shivers atop the stone, so he wishes to make camp. I understand this. It is hard for me to see P’nee shivering in the wind, and today has been especially chilly. I will stop a dozen times in a day if it means P’nee is comfortable. My gaze wanders over to my yellow-maned female and she has a distant look on her face, the same worried one she has worn for days.

      Bek kicks snow onto my boot, getting my attention.

      “Hm?” I drag my gaze away from my sad mate and back to him. “What?”

      “Do you recognize this cave?” he asks again, gesturing at the rocky surface.

      “It is a cave.” I give him a puzzled look. “Is it special?”

      He rolls his eyes at me even as snow begins to fall heavily, the wind picking up. “It is the last one before we make it to the beach.”

      “It is?” I am astounded. I stare at the entrance, noting the familiar triangular shape of it. I have been here before, I realize, but one cave looks much the same as another after a time. “I did not realize we were that close.”

      “We are. Tomorrow we take this rock back to the camp and see what they think of it.” He pauses, shrugging off the harness. “Also, this cave has an extra chamber.”

      I scratch my head, trying to follow his thoughts. “So?”

      Bek sighs and rubs a hand down his face. He moves toward me, glancing over at El’ee and P’nee once, and then pulls at the front of my tunic, forcing me to lean forward. “Are you going to be in trouble with the chief when we return? For being alone with her for so long?” He cocks his head at P’nee.

      I feel uneasy at his words. I think of R’jaal, who wants a mate so desperately. And Raahosh, who will surely not approve of me stealing P’nee away. “They will not be happy, no.”

      “This cave has two chambers,” he says again. “I know you both feel strongly for each other. But your mate is unhappy. Your tribe is unhappy. You might not be able to change how they think, but you can at least make your mate smile.” He releases my tunic and then dusts the snow off of it. “I am going to take the back room of the cave for myself and my mate. She is nervous about meeting your tribe and I am going to make her happy tonight.”

      And he gives me one last look and then heads toward his female, hands extended. “Come, my mate,” he says. “I will make a fire so you can warm up.” He casts one last look in my direction, then grabs his spear and his pack, and heads into the cave. El’ee is a step behind him. Then it is just myself and my P’nee outside. The cold wind bites into my skin, and it is increasingly difficult to see farther than my hand. I am baffled by what Bek said.

      He knows that my P’nee is upset? He thinks I should make her happy tonight? I suspect he means mating, but he cannot know that we have promised to wait until we have our wed-hing ceremony. I am happy to kiss and hold her, but somehow I do not think it will reach the sadness in her eyes. It is something deeper.

      We must talk, then. Perhaps she is having second thoughts about me. Perhaps she wants to wait for resonance after all. The idea fills my gut with a sick churning, but I will abide by P’nee’s wishes. I only want what will make her happy, even if what she wants is…not me. I fight back the urge to grab her and run into the hills again, to disappear with her to a distant cave and never return. Let the others play with this stone we bring to them. Let them wonder what happened to S’bren and P’nee. I will need no one other than my female.

      But my brother would be sad, and he has lost so much in his life already. M’tok will not want to lose a brother as well. I hesitate, torn between the choice of my mate and my brother.

      “You okay?” P’nee asks. She hops off the top of the long, heavy stone and dusts the snow off her leathers. “You have a weird look on your face.”

      I give her a wide-eyed stare. Slowly, I nod. I force myself to. As much as I want to take P’nee away, she is safest with the camp on the beach. I think of the metlaks that attacked us, and how we were only saved because Bek happened to stumble onto the same spot. If he had not arrived, I could have been hurt or killed, and that would have left P’nee alone and vulnerable.

      No. We must return…even if this is the end for us. I have always said I would protect her, even if it must be from myself. I tuck her furs closer about her chin and look down into her beautiful, perfect, strange hyoo-man face. “Nothing is wrong. Come. I will make a fire so you can warm up.”

      The interior of the cave is spacious, but dark. Bek has a fire going in one of the back areas and I can smell the smoke of it, but it provides no light to the front section. I crouch by the pit and make a fire while P’nee shivers and hovers nearby. When we have a roaring flame, she takes off her first layer of furs and drapes them to dry off, frowning at our surroundings. With a silent question in her eyes, she gestures at the privacy screen across the back of the cave, where it branches off into a second, further chamber.

      I shake my head. “Bek and his mate need privacy this night.”

      “Oh.” She looks a bit surprised, and leans in to whisper. “Is everything okay with them?”

      “It is just time alone,” I say, touching her cheek. “They will not bother us.”

      P’nee leans into my touch, a soft smile on her face. “I guess that means we get alone time, too. Unless they’ll be coming out in a bit—”

      “They will not,” I reassure her, thinking of Bek’s words. He hinted to me that he is giving us time alone, as well. “This cave is ours alone, tonight.” I take her hands in mine and pull her closer to me. “And tomorrow we return to the beach.”

      She looks startled to hear that. “Tomorrow? So soon?” Her expression falls.

      “Tomorrow,” I agree. “And before then, I wish to know what brings the sadness to your eyes, P’nee. Tell me what I have done wrong so I can fix it.”

      Her lip trembles as she gazes up at me. “You haven’t done anything, S’bren. I swear you haven’t. It’s just me being anxious.”

      “I do not understand. What is it that makes you so unhappy?” I take her hand in mine and bring her knuckles to my lips, kissing them gently. “Do you not wish to wed-hing?”

      “I…” She bites her lip. “I worry we won’t even get the chance, you know?” She looks up at me with a brave smile. “I wanted us to resonate.” P’nee’s smile crumples and tears streak down her face. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

      Her tears destroy me. I cup her sweet face, brushing them away with my thumbs. “Resonance does not matter. We have chosen each other, my mate. We will choose each other in front of all of your people and they will see that we are meant to be together.”

      “I know. I know that. I do.” She struggles to smile. “But I’ve been so happy with you. I worry it’s too good to be true. That the moment we step foot in that village, I’m going to resonate to someone else. Or that you’ll start resonating, but it won’t be for me. I’ll lose you, because I always lose out when it comes to love.”

      “No,” I say stubbornly. “You will not lose me. I cannot be lost—”

      “But resonance—”

      “Shhh,” I tell her, half afraid of putting such a thing into the air. “P’nee, my heart, I choose you. I fear what the future will hold, too, but we cannot hide from our path.”

      “Can’t we?” She gives me a tearful laugh.

      I lean down and kiss her sad, sad smile. “No. I have thought about it many times, believe me, but in the end it would make us unhappy. Our people are so few—both yours and mine—that we are all needed. Plus, the healer is there. I have loved seeing the land with you. I have loved nothing more.” I give her soft mouth another kiss, simply because I cannot resist her. “But if Bek had not arrived, you would be making the journey back alone, and that terrifies me. The healer is on the beach, and one hunter alone cannot protect you from this entire world. I will not risk your life by keeping us away from the others.”

      She clings to me, her hands twining in my mane as if she can pull me so close I will never be able to get away. “What do we do, then?”

      “We do not live in fear.” I press my forehead to hers. “You have my heart, P’nee. And I will keep yours for as long as I may have it, no matter how long or short that time may be. We will have our wed-hing on the beach in front of the tribe, and I will be your mate, your S’bren. And we live each day with joy.”

      “I don’t want to lose you now that I’ve gone and fallen in love with you, you big goober,” she whispers. “I’m so scared. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, my P’nee. Whatever happens, nothing will change that. We will face the tribe tomorrow. Maybe something will happen. Maybe nothing. But we will face it together.”

      She nods, then buries her face against my tunic, weeping. I hold her close, because I cannot do anything else but hold her. We both know what might happen, but we cannot run from it forever.

      “No,” she says after a moment. She lifts her head, sniffing, then swipes at her cheeks. “No, if we’re not going to be afraid of tomorrow, I’m not going to cry. This isn’t a time for tears.”

      “It is not?” I echo, curious. “Because those look like tears—”

      “We’re not going to be afraid of tomorrow,” P’nee tells me with determination. She looks up and her gaze meets mine. “And I want my wedding night tonight.”

      She wants to mate. Tonight, before we go back to the encampment on the beach and anything changes for us. My entire body surges with longing, but I fight it back. I force myself to react calmly. I have wanted her for what feels like forever, but if this is a decision she makes without thought, I must be the one to rationalize. “You know I want to touch you, my P’nee, but I need to ask if you are certain.”

      The look in her eyes is pure determination. “I’ve never been more certain of anything. I want us together. Tonight. I don’t need a ceremony. All I need is you. And then we’ll face tomorrow together.” She reaches up and toys with a lock of my mane. “As a couple.”

      I nod slowly, then straighten. “We should prepare the cave, then. Make a bed of furs while I heat tea and stoke the fire. Once we have eaten, then we will mate.” I say it so calmly, as if my cock is not throbbing with eagerness. “But you must have food first.”

      “I’m not hungry.” Her eyes gleam. “At least, not for trail rations.”

      My mouth goes dry. She licks her lips and I think of all the places she puts her tongue when she wants to tease me, and my impossibly hard cock tightens even more. “You will need your strength,” I manage to choke out.

      She just shakes her head at me. “Always so protective. Fine. A quick dinner and then we get on to the fun stuff.”

      I put a second privacy screen over the entrance to the cave, and then work on the fire and heat water for tea. P’nee hums as she unrolls furs and makes a pile to sleep upon, her mood improved. She wants this, I realize, and it makes her happy.

      It makes me beyond happy. P’nee in my arms. P’nee in my bed. My cock in P’nee—

      I choke back a groan and force myself to think of other things, or I will spill in my leathers. I focus on the fire, on preparing a special mix of herbs for P’nee’s tea to make a new flavor for her. I hand her the pouch of trail rations and refuse to look over at her. If I do, I will surely lose my control.

      I am so very close to losing it already.

      P’nee giggles as she takes a bite out of her food.

      I give her a quick look—and just as quickly look away again. “What?”

      “You look so shy and awkward,” she tells me. “Like that day you did on the beach when you saved me. Don’t tell me you’re getting bashful on me now? After everything we’ve been through together?” She reaches out and touches my hand. “We were naked around each other all the time in the fruit caves.”

      Oh, I remember. The image of naked, wet P’nee is burned into my brain, and my cock presses harder against the front of my loincloth. “I have not forgotten. And I am not awkward.”

      “Then why won’t you look at me?”

      I stare at the cave wall, my jaw clenching with determination. “Because if I do, I am going to forget all about pleasuring you and rut on you instead.”

      She sucks in a breath.

      I have said too much. She wants a calm, collected mate who knows how to pleasure her in the furs, not some fumbling fool. I close my eyes, hating my last spoken words. M’tok would call me a mud-brain.

      “I am…” she begins, then sighs. “So turned on right now.”

      I look over at her, full of yearning and need. My beautiful P’nee watches me with shining eyes, her lips parted. “You are?”

      “God, yeah.” She closes the pouch of food and tosses it aside, then peels off a layer of furs. “Time to get naked.”

      I glance over at the privacy screen a short distance away that separates our chamber from Bek and his mate. They have been quiet, and I do not know how much they can hear us—or if they can at all. “We should be quieter,” I caution my female, gesturing at the screen.

      P’nee just gives me a wicked look. “I’ll do my best, but no promises.” And she pulls off the first layer of her tunic.

      I jump to my feet and shed my first layer, as well. For the next few moments, the cave is silent, the only sound that of us shedding our layers of furs and leathers that keep us warm as we travel. It is laces and straps, leathers and furs and bindings and it feels as if it takes forever to find skin underneath all the layers, but then I am naked of everything except my boots, my tail flicking back and forth. My cock is already erect and straining, the head wet. It makes reaching for my boots difficult, because my cock is in the way no matter which way I twist. Never have I been so hard.

      “Hurry up with those boots,” P’nee whispers, sliding underneath the blankets. She is naked herself, and gives me an enticing look before patting the furs.

      I need no further encouragement. I yank my boots off, snapping straps in my haste, and then jump into the furs with her. She smothers a giggle of amusement behind her hand, then pulls the blankets over my body as I lie down. I am all eagerness as I pull her against me, claiming her mouth.

      P’nee moans and puts her arms around my neck, holding me close as we kiss. Her tongue slicks against mine, and I run my hands all over her soft skin, loving the feel of her. We have kissed many, many times since she agreed to be mine, but each time feels new and each time feels special. I love the feel of her smooth tongue, the taste of her, and I work on conquering her mouth with licks and caresses, until she’s making small noises of pleasure in her throat as I plunder her with my tongue. I run my hands over her bottom, teasing my fingers over the cleft of it before gliding them between her thighs. She’s wet and hot, her cunt slick with need.

      With a groan, I roll her beneath me, lifting my mouth from hers as I breathe hard. I want to shove into her, but I know my P’nee needs more to come, and I aim to give it to her. So I kiss down her skin, moving to her beautiful, abundant teats. I love them, admiring the rounded swells tipped by pink nipples. I love how big they are, how they jiggle when she moves, how the nipples grow taut the more aroused she gets. I love the panting noises she makes when I put my mouth on one and suck on the tip. I love the whimpers she makes as I tease it with my tongue, and then move to the other teat so I can do the same.

      I coax and tease her teats until she is squirming underneath me, full of need. As I taste one nipple, I slide a hand between her thighs, grazing over her folds until she opens up for me.

      “S’bren,” she pants, so loudly it echoes in the cave.

      “Shhh,” I remind her, lifting my head long enough to make eye contact. I lick her nipple again and find the little nub she calls a “clit” with my fingers. “The others will hear you.”

      When I rub her clit, though, she gives a little cry, the sound high pitched and piercing, and carrying through the cave. I kiss her mouth again to swallow her cries, because her cunt is so wet and soft that I cannot pull my fingers from her. No force in this world could stop me from stroking those soft, honeyed folds. So I kiss her and kiss her, sinking a finger deep inside her and rubbing even as my thumb glides over her clit. I swallow her cries, relishing in the way her fingernails dig into my skin and the way her body trembles as she nears her climax.

      The way she looks, frantic with need, makes me harder than ever. I can feel the head of my cock wet with pre-cum, beads of liquid gliding down the shaft as I fight the urge not to release. To hold out until she squeezes tight around my thrusting finger and comes for me.

      Her hands are frantic as she clings to me, her hips arching against my touch. “S’bren,” she pants again. “Please. Please. I don’t want to come yet. I want you inside me when I come.”

      I groan, pressing my forehead to hers. Just hearing those words makes me ache fiercely, and it takes several moments before I can control myself enough to speak. “You…do not want to come first?”

      She shakes her head, her mouth frantic as she kisses me again. “Come inside me. It’ll feel so good,” she tells me, urgent. “Please.”

      As if I need convincing. Sheathing myself deep inside her is all I have ever wanted. With an agonized groan, I kiss her hard, moving my hand and sliding my hips between her waiting thighs.

      P’nee rubs up against me, her cunt gliding along my cock in silent encouragement. “I need you,” she tells me as she arches her back.

      My hands are shaking, I want this so badly. Even so, I know I am much bigger than my fragile female. All of me is oversized compared to her, and I must be careful that I do not harm her. I am gentle as I push her thighs further apart and rest the head of my cock against the entrance to her core. My entire being aches with the need to be inside her, so much that my head is buzzing.

      Calm yourself, S’bren. P’nee deserves for this to be special. Perfect. I am aware this is not the wed-hing night she envisioned. We are not in a cozy hut on the beach that I made just for her. We are in a cold, drafty cave with a snowstorm beginning outside, and another couple a short distance away, listening in as I touch my mate. This is not the perfect environment, so I must make it perfect for her through my actions.

      She deserves the best. I must give her the best. I cannot fumble my way through and hope to give her pleasure. P’nee must have no regrets that she has given up her dreams to be with me.

      I kiss her again, leaning over her smaller form, so much that I fear I will crush her underneath me. But P’nee does not seem to care. She clings to me, one ankle going to rest against the base of my tail, as if silently commanding me to push forward. Her cunt is wet and inviting, and I suck in a breath, so full of need I cannot think straight. “Tell me if I am too much. If I hurt you.”

      “It’s not going to hurt,” she whispers. “It’s going to feel amazing.” P’nee strokes my cheek. “I love you so much.”

      Those soft words break my control. With a grunt, I thrust deep into her, sinking home.

      She sucks in a breath, her body quivering. I am lost, though. Lost to the sensation of the hot, wet grip of her walls holding my cock. Of the shivers I feel that rack through her body. Of the way her heat clasps me tight, her body holding mine.

      Nothing has ever felt so good.

      I groan, pressing my forehead to hers as I struggle for control. I am shaking once more, struggling to keep myself together, to keep from doing exactly as I said earlier and rutting on her like a wild beast. I want her too much. I can feel everything like this, it seems. I can feel her shivering, feel her pulse thrumming through her body as I cover her…

      I go still as she gasps again.

      “S’bren.” She clutches my arm, panting. “Do you feel that?”

      I do.

      All this time, I thought I was trembling. That my body was shaking with need. But now that I am seated deep inside her, my cock to the hilt inside her sweet cunt, I realize that the strange shivering has not stopped—and not all of it is coming from P’nee.

      She puts a hand to my chest, breathless. Her gaze meets mine, her mouth open. “Do you feel that?” She says again. “Oh my god. Do you feel that?”

      I kiss her again, hard, and as I do, I feel the trembling, the vibration…the song…that rises between us.

      Resonance.

      The thing we both wished for so very much has finally come.

      No one can ever take my P’nee from me. She is mine, forever. The feeling is overpowering. I cannot stop myself and I thrust deeper.

      P’nee laughs, the sound so full of joy and happiness that it only makes me harder. I grin, even as I cover her mouth and pound into her again. She moans behind my hand, then takes one of my fingers into her mouth and sucks on it as I thrust into her again.

      Then we are both out of control. I pound into her, over and over again, and she makes little noises of pleasure around my fingers, sucking on them and arching her hips even as we mate. Our bodies slam together, and I am positive, positive that we are not quiet in the least. That Bek and his mate hear every sound, every slap of skin…and I do not care.

      P’nee is my resonance mate. Not just my chosen mate, but my khui’s chosen mate as well. It is more than we ever hoped for. I claim my mate fiercely, and when her humming body clenches tight around my cock, I splinter. Three more hard, rough pumps and then I spill deep inside her, holding her close as I resonate over her and give her my seed. She cries out, her cunt spasming with my final thrusts, and it squeezes me tight over and over again, until I know she has come, too.

      Then I collapse atop her, spent.

      Moments pass.

      It feels strange to realize that the world goes on after resonance. That I can lie atop my mate, utterly spent, and still feel the humming of resonance in my chest. My cock still twitches deep inside her, and I can feel her panting—and mine—as we both struggle to regain our breath.

      I ease my weight off of her and gaze down at my flushed, lovely mate. Her mane is stuck to her brow and I gently brush it free. “Do you think we did that?”

      She reaches up and traces my jaw with her fingertips. “Have sex? Oh, yeah, we totally did that. Really loudly, too.”

      “I mean…this.” I gesture at my still-singing chest. “Did we force resonance?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care.” P’nee puts her arms around my neck, pulling me down against her again for another kiss. “All I know is that I’m happy. So stinking happy.”

      I worry I am going to smother her with my greater size, so I ease off of her, hating that this means that my cock must leave her body. We should probably clean up, but the moment I move onto my side, she is on me again with small touches and pressed skin, and I think, perhaps, that cleaning up can wait. “Are you happy?” I ask, a bit uncertain. “There will be a kit from our joining now.”

      She gives me an odd look. “Why would I be unhappy? Resonance with you is all I ever wanted.”

      “But a kit will change things.” I do not wish for her to feel trapped at my side now that everything has changed on us again. “You said L’z told you—”

      P’nee makes a sound in her throat, interrupting me. “I can’t believe after all this you’re worried about whether or not I can hunt? S’bren, we belong to each other now. Forever. No one can tear us apart.” Her smile is brilliant, her face beaming happiness at me. “I don’t mind giving up my independence for a little while for what we have.”

      Giving it up? I would never suggest such a thing. “Perhaps after our kit is born we can hunt together. I can carry it while you hunt. We can still have adventures. We just have to think of our kit as we do.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t have to be all or nothing.” A smile curls her mouth. “You’re amazing. You know that?” She reaches up and pushes back the short piece of mane that has fallen on my brow once more. “S’bren, in this moment, I am the happiest I have ever been. Ever. Our khuis chose each other, but even before that, you chose me.” She shakes her head. “You don’t know what that means to me.”

      I do.

      I know what it means to her, because it means the same to me. It means that no other male can look upon my fine, beautiful mate and resonate to her. She is mine and mine alone. We will raise a family together, her and I, and our days will be filled with joy and our nights with kisses and caresses. Tall Horn clan will grow again, and P’nee will be part of it.

      I will never be alone again, because I will have my adventurous, fearless, clever mate at my side.

      I caress her face, my khui’s song growing with every moment that passes. Even now, I can feel my cock rising to attention once more, as if it misses the warmth of her body. “Resonance,” I murmur, still fascinated that it has chosen us.

      “Isn’t this what you wanted when you kidnapped me?” She leans in close, her lips whispering over mine in the barest of caresses.

      It is. But as the days passed, it felt more and more as if it would not be mine. As if P’nee was something I was foolish to even hope for. “You are everything I wanted.”

      She smiles and kisses me again. “We haven’t stopped resonating,” she tells me, pressing her hand against my heart. “Hope tomorrow’s a snow day because I don’t think we’re getting much sleep tonight.”

      “Are you tired?” I ask her, even as I tug on one rounded thigh, pulling it over my hip.

      “Nope.”

      “Nor I.” I lean in and kiss her. “Shall I show you that Tall Horn are known for their stamina?”

      She giggles. “I thought they were known for their tall horns?”

      “That, too.”

      “I don’t know” she muses as she kisses me again. “Goes All Night clan has a nice ring to it.”
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      PENNY

      We spend two more days in the cramped quarters of the hunter cave. The weather rages outside, as if it’s aware of just how close we are to the beach and wants to trap us for just a little bit longer. It should theoretically be frustrating to be so close and yet so far from home.

      I personally love every single minute of it.

      Resonance kicks ass. It is without a doubt the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me. It’s not just the sex, though just thinking about the sex makes me a little flushed. It’s more than physical need for me, though. It’s that realization that the universe had it right. That S’bren and I are destined for each other. That he’s my happy ever after and I’m his, and no one can take an ounce of that away from us. With every purr of our resonating cooties, I feel just a little more connected to my guy, and everything feels a bit more special.

      I shouldn’t be surprised that it’s S’bren for me. Looking back, of course it is. Hasn’t he always been completely fixated on me? Followed me around like a puppy? And me, I never felt anything for anyone until the day he rescued me from the ocean. It was like something in me woke up that day.

      I like to think it was my cootie. That maybe she’s just a slow learner and took some time to figure out that yeah, this is the right choice for us. Because of course it is. S’bren’s perfect for me. He’s kind and caring, a big burly bear of a guy that protects me when I need it, but gives me the space to do my own thing. He supports my impulsive choices and doesn’t try to tamp them down. He knows I’m a romantic and wants to give me a wedding. He knows I like to hunt. He knows I like surprises.

      He sees me. All of me. And he doesn’t want to change any of it. I’m perfect to him just the way I am.

      And he’s perfect for me, too. He likes to joke that he’s not smart, but he’s wrong. He’s kind and caring and is plenty smart, especially when it comes to the things that matter here, like survival. He’s able to assess a situation quickly and can think on his feet when it’s dangerous. He’s smart, all right. He’s just mistaking his social awkwardness for stupidity.

      I personally find his social awkwardness endearing. Just thinking about my big guy, standing on the beach, mutely holding a fish out to me makes me want to melt.

      Resonance has definitely kicked up my romantic side a notch—make that a whole series of notches. I mean, I thought I liked sex before, but now I’m obsessed. I can’t keep my hands off of S’bren and every part of him appeals to me. His thumbs are thick, strong works of art. His tail is lithe and fascinating. His hair is incredibly glorious. His smile melts me.

      His balls are huge.

      I might have a thing for balls. Every girl’s got a kink, right? Mine just happen to be big, alien balls that frame an utterly perfect, utterly enormous dick. Every time we touch, I want to rub his balls on my face, which I acknowledge is super weird of me, but it’s a mental image that gets me crazy, crazy hot.

      And his spur.

      Sigh.

      Goddamn, but that spur is amazing. The girls at camp that have a sa-khui mate all talk about it. Well, the bolder ones do. Brooke won’t shut up about it, though Harlow is a lot more demure. Lauren turns bright red the moment it’s mentioned and Hannah gets the giggles. I figured it was a nice addition to sex, but that nothing could top the feeling of that big, thick, ridged cock stretching me.

      Then, I got my first taste of spur.

      Everyone talks about how great it is, but no one ever said that it was just like having a thumb gliding over your clit and teasing it while your mate pounds into you. Or maybe they did say that, and it just didn’t register until I experienced it myself. It’s intense, though. So intense. And it makes every orgasm go from “this is nice and a climax will eventually happen” to “Oh dear god, I’m coming so hard and so quick that my limbs can’t function”. Last night, S’bren wrung an orgasm out of me before penetration, and then three more after. I’d never seen a man look so smug.

      I’d never felt so good, either. He had every right to be smug.

      He’s still a little smug this morning, a grin on his face as he hands me a cup of my morning “surprise” tea. I blush as I take it from him, because I’m still a little sore, my muscles aching in all the right ways. The cave smells like sex and I’m pretty sure Bek and Elly have heard me shout things mid-sex that would shock even Liz but I don’t even care.

      I resonated to the perfect man. I’m in love with him. He makes me come like a freaking champion. Life has never, ever been so good.

      S’bren sits down next to me in the furs, toying with a lock of my tangled hair. “The snow is letting up,” he says casually. “We should travel this day if Bek and El’ee are up to it.”

      “I guess we should,” I agree, though I’m a little sad. I know we’re less than a day from “home” but being in this cave, experiencing hardcore resonance? These have been the best few days of my life. Like any woman having the most amazing honeymoon ever, I want this to keep going.

      But then I hear the sound of rustling and movement in the back cave, and it reminds me that we’re not alone. That this isn’t private. This cave isn’t even all that comfortable. It’s drafty and made worse by the blizzard outside. Back home, the beach cove is insulated from the weather over the mountains, and S’bren’s made a wonderful little hut. Our honeymoon doesn’t have to stop just because we’re leaving this cave.

      Our honeymoon can go on for weeks. Months. Forever. It’s all in how we handle it. I no longer feel overwhelming dread about returning to the camp or about resonance. Everything’s perfect.

      “Are you ready?” S’bren asks me.

      “As long as we’re together, I’m ready for anything.” I wiggle my eyebrows over my cup. “It’ll be nice to have an evening alone together. It means we can be nice and loud.”

      He gives me an incredulous look and leans in. “You mean…this was you being quiet?”

      I just smile.
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        * * *

      

      Bek and Elly have cut through “our” section of the cave several times in the last few days, but as we pack up, Elly and I sit inside the cave next to the dying fire while the men dig out the space-trunk from the piled-up snow. I tuck things back into S’bren’s shoulder pack and organize the supplies that are left while talking a mile a minute. Elly hugs her knees and listens, a shy smile on her face. She’s not the most chatty sort, but I’m happy to carry the conversation for both of us.

      The best ice-breaker is, of course, gossip, and I share with her bits and pieces about everyone in our messy, multi-clan, multi-alien-species ragtag group. I start with those of us that woke up from stasis to find ourselves here, and then move on to the islanders. I tell her all about the personality quirks and who’s volatile in temper (I’rec) to who’s a closet romantic (R’jaal) to who talks in her sleep (Steph). They’re all tidbits designed to help her feel like she knows everyone she’s about to meet, at least on some level, so she doesn’t feel completely out of her depth. I want her to be able to meet my tribe and not be completely overwhelmed, because I want her to like them.

      In a way, they’re my new family. Of course I want her to like them. I want everyone to realize how great we are. That even if we’re a ragtag group of survivors, we can still get things done. That we’re a tribe just like the Croatoan one. So I chatter about everything, and when I’m busy talking about how utterly cute Devi and N’dek are together, Bek ducks his head into the cave. “It is time to go.” His gaze lands on Elly, practically caressing. “Are you ready?”

      She nods and jumps to her feet.

      I grab S’bren’s pack, dump a basket of snow atop the fire to put it out, and then head out after them. S’bren is fussing with the harness, his attention utterly focused on it. I set down the bag and bound through the snow, then grab him around the waist from behind. “Surprise!” I call out.

      He doesn’t even twitch. “You are going to have to move quieter than that if you mean to surprise me, my mate. You are louder than a kaari in the jungle.” He winks at me as if I’m supposed to understand what that comparison is, then kneels down to test the knots on the harness straps spread on the ground.

      I’m not discouraged. If anything, I’m feeling frisky and full of joy. As he bends over, I put my arms around his neck and hop onto his back. If it was any other man, I’d worry about crushing him—but this is S’bren. He’s got the thickest neck I’ve ever seen and he’s carried me like a feather before. It’s damn sexy and makes me all hot. “You gonna carry me back to the tribe?”

      He gets to his feet, his hands holding my legs around his waist, hupping me into the air as I cling to him. “If you wish. But you have to wear the harness.”

      I giggle at that, because I can just imagine how irritated Bek will be if I’m the one strapped in next to him, pulling the rock. “Maybe not. Maybe we just save all the riding for in private.” I trace a finger down the side of his neck. “Give you something to look forward to for tonight, hmm?”

      S’bren groans and takes a few steps forward, then moves to a tall rock so I can get down easily. The moment I stand on the rock, he pulls me against him, a hot look in his eyes. “You are determined to make me walk into camp with a hard cock, are you not?”

      “Oh, does it go down?” I tease, fluttering my lashes as I slide a hand over one brawny shoulder. “I hadn’t noticed. It’s always hard when I see you.”

      “That is because you make me hard. Everything you do makes me hard. Even those loud noises you make when you sleep.”

      I gasp, laughing. “Snoring? I don’t snore!”

      “You do…but then I pull you against me and you stop.”

      I choke back more laughter, because he looks so pleased at that. Like his touch quiets my sleep and he’s some sort of magical sleep fairy or something. “Bullshit.”

      “No shit,” he says. “And no balls…but you can hold mine if it helps you sleep.”

      “I said bullshit,” I correct him, but I’m cracking up. He really is the cutest. I’m so lucky. “And I promise to hold your balls all night tonight when we’re alone in our hut. Deal?”

      He pulls me closer and tugs me in for a quick kiss. “Now I really will be walking with a stiff cock,” he murmurs, then reluctantly lets me go. “El’ee is going to ride atop the star-stone,” he tells me. “Join her and we will get moving.”

      S’bren caresses my cheek one last time before tugging my fur cloak tighter around me. Such a protector. I’m humming, my cootie vibrating like a happy kitten in my chest. It really, really wants me to go back into that cave with him, but Bek and Elly need to get to the Icehome camp and we probably do, too.

      It’s for the best, I tell myself, even if I want to stomp my feet like a child and protest. I’m all worked up over resonance, and I don’t think we’ve officially finished with each other yet. I can’t think about anything but sex. Anything but S’bren and his big, gorgeous body, the way he tastes when I put my tongue on him, the way he smiles, the way he holds me as he shudders above me—

      I don’t realize I’m standing in front of S’bren still until he groans and takes me by the arms. “P’nee,” he murmurs, voice low as Bek and Elly approach. “If you keep looking at me like that, you will delay our travel for another day, because I will not be able to resist you.”

      “Is that such a terrible thing?” I ask him, breathless. I love the thought of S’bren utterly losing control and dragging me back into the cave so we can have wild, filthy sex. Again.

      He pauses, his eyes hot, and I know he’s considering my offer. After all, nothing says we can’t send Bek and Elly onward and they can come and retrieve the space-trunk at a later date…

      “Well?” Bek asks from behind us. There’s a hint of impatience in his voice. “Are we leaving this day?”

      I bite my lip and press my hands to the front of S’bren’s warm tunic. His khui is humming so loud it sounds like a swarm of bees are flying overhead. “He sounds a little frustrated with us.”

      “I do not care about him,” S’bren admits. “I think only of you.” His fingers skate over my jaw, gliding over my lips as if he’s thinking about tasting them.

      Oh god, I really want to stay. I glance over at the others, and Bek and Elly wait nearby. Bek’s all impatience, his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. At his side, Elly waits, her eyes full of uncertainty.

      If we stay here, Elly won’t have me to ease her way into the tribe. She has Bek, of course, but it’s not the same as having a girlfriend—a human girlfriend to boot—to ease your way into an unfamiliar tribe. Elly needs me there to stand at her side and run interference.

      Plus, if there’s a person in that space-trunk and I stay behind to bone S’bren, I’m going to feel really, really guilty.

      I sigh. Heavily. Look up at S’bren. “We can finish this later tonight, I guess.”

      “Tonight,” he echoes, his voice raspy with hunger. But he nods, and kisses the top of my head, and we pull apart.

      The hardest thing I’ve ever done is walking the ten feet over to the stupid trunk and climbing atop it. Furs have been left atop it so Elly and I can huddle underneath and share warmth while the men pull us, but I’d rather sit bare-assed in the snow if it meant S’bren would touch me right now…

      I’m starting to see why some people aren’t huge fans of resonance. It’s awesome, but if you have to get anything done? Forget it.

      Bek kisses Elly and helps her climb up to sit next to me. He tucks the furs around her, and if I thought S’bren was overbearingly protective, he’s got nothing on Bek. The man checks Elly’s furs twice, gives her water to sip, hands her a pouch of food, and murmurs to her while I wait. Eventually he’s satisfied and he leaves her at my side, heading to join S’bren at the harnesses.

      I smile at Elly and offer her a corner of the blanket.

      She pulls it over her lap and gives me the world’s shyest smile in response. The space-trunk surges forward like an ungainly sled, and we both hold on to the thing so we don’t topple off.

      When we pick up a decent pace, Elly leans over to me and whispers. “Tail.”

      “What?” I glance over at her, surprised.

      She blushes and looks for a moment as if she regrets speaking up, but then chokes the word out again. “Tail.” When I continue to look confused, she adds, “Tails are sensitive.”

      “Oh shit,” I breathe. Sex advice? From the world’s most fragile rabbit of a woman? But she must have seen me hanging all over S’bren and teasing him. She’s giving me a pointer, just like I’ve been giving her pointers about the tribe. “Thanks. I had no idea.”

      I hold my fist up for her to bump.

      She looks at me with confusion.

      “It’s…like a high five? How long have you been gone from Earth? Do you know what a high five is?”

      She nods slowly, her expression shy as she holds her hand up.

      I smack it, and then raise my fist again. “Fist bumps are the new high five. Trust me.”

      Elly bumps my fist, and then giggles. “Tails are the new…um…” She buries her face in her hands, shaking her head. “I can’t think of anything.”

      I burst into laughter. “You don’t have to. I totally get the idea and I plan on using it to my advantage.” I mock-steeple my fingers like an evil villain. “He won’t know what hit him.”

      My cootie just purrs and purrs, eager for any and all tail-play.
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        * * *

      

      It’s hours before the surroundings start to look familiar, and I pass the time with Elly chatting here and there, talking about nothing and everything, and watching the men as they pull us along. I stare at S’bren a lot as he moves, because he’s so virile and gorgeous that even the sway of his tail as he walks gets me all fired up. I’m going to blame that on the cootie. Elly, too. Ever since she told me that thing about tails, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about his and all the filthy things I can do to it—and to him.

      I’m paying so much attention to S’bren’s backside that it takes me a moment to realize the space-trunk has stopped moving. My man pauses, and looks back at me. There’s uncertainty on his face even as Bek flings the harness off his shoulders and raises an arm. “Ho!”

      Oh shit, a greeting. I look away from S’bren and scan our surroundings. We’re still a good walk from camp, but it’s nice weather, which means people are out hunting. Sure enough, I spot two figures atop a distant ridge. They raise a hand in greeting and then jog down the side of the ridge, sending snow spilling toward the bottom, where we cut through the valley.

      “By my eyes! Is that Bek?” I hear Taushen’s laughter before I see his face, and at his side, he’s got Rukh with him. Two sa-khui, so no wonder S’bren is all tense. Taushen’s smile grows a little tight as he approaches, his gaze on S’bren. Rukh watches me, scowling, but he’s always been a bit of a hard nut to crack.

      I just beam and wave at them.

      Bek claps both Rukh and Taushen on the back and gestures at S’bren, who is silent. “I was taking my mate to the beach for some warmth and ran into these two.” He turns and gives Elly the most doting smile ever, then grins at Taushen. “Did we catch you while you were out hunting?”

      “Search party,” Taushen says, his tone awkward. He crosses his arms over his chest and exchanges glances with Rukh. “Though it looks as if we can stop searching.”

      Ah. They were coming looking for us. I feign ignorance, smiling broader. “We’re lucky we caught you, then! We saved you a trip!”

      They both gaze at me for a moment, as if surprised I’m so chirpy. S’bren just stands there in his harness, and I can practically see his shoulders slump. He’s thinking the worst, because everyone in the tribe thinks he kidnapped me.

      Okay, he kind of did, but I’ve already moved past that and they should, too. So I jump to my feet, flinging the furs aside, and slide off the trunk. I move to S’bren’s side—and though I want to touch his tail I resist mightily—and put my arm around his waist. “You guys are just in time to help us pull this trunk back to camp!”

      Is that me, trying to distract everyone with a new shiny object? You bet I am.

      All eyes turn to me.

      “Trunk?” Taushen asks, a curious look on his face.

      I nod. “It came from the stars. There’s something inside it but we can’t get it open. Help us take it back to camp so we can see if anyone—or anything—is inside it?”

      The three sa-khui exchange a look, and then Bek nods, offering the harness to Taushen. “We can save all discussions for back at the beach camp. My mate is tired and cold, and I want to get her somewhere warm for the evening.”

      S’bren just pulls me closer, silent. I recognize the guilty look on his face, as he is very aware that everyone knows he stole me. He’s worried something bad will happen once we return. I take his hand and squeeze it.

      I’m not worried. I won’t let anyone take what we have. He’s mine.
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        * * *

      

      If I thought the trunk would be a good distraction to take some of the attention away from S’bren and myself, it’s nothing compared to Bek and Elly’s arrival. Everyone’s so excited to meet them that it takes over the mood of the camp. Poor Elly tries to hang back, but the moment Gail sees her, they both start crying and hugging, and then Brooke cries and hugs Elly, and the two of them drag her away from Bek and start introducing her to everyone. Bek gets a lot of slaps on the back and enthusiastic greetings.

      No one knows what to do with S’bren and myself. They see us, but the moment we make eye contact, we get a quick greeting and then an uneasy look. S’bren’s definitely going to get into some shit. I can tell just by the reactions people are giving him.

      I hug his arm and try to silently reassure him. Sure, it looks bad on paper. Real bad. I can’t make excuses for him—he drugged and stole me. They don’t know that he offered to bring me back immediately, that he didn’t realize it was such a thing. They don’t know that I’m the one that didn’t want to come back until we resonated. Just like with everything else, there’s layers and complications. All I know is that he doesn’t deserve the cold silence and dirty looks that Shadow Cat are giving him. O’jek and I’rec approach our group and immediately start scowling, their gazes dropping to my chest and then S’bren’s.

      We’re resonating loud enough that it’s obvious to all, and the tension is rising on the beach. Down the beach, I make out Raahosh’s tall form with his busted horns. He heads toward our group, his mate at our side, and I inwardly cringe because I suspect the shit’s about to hit the fan.

      My poor S’bren.

      “Penny!” Nadine pushes through the gathering crowd and flings her arms around me. “Oh my god, you’re back!”

      “Nadine!” I squeal, hugging her and bouncing happily. “I missed you! I’m so glad to see you!”

      My bestie pulls back a little, studying me, and arches an eyebrow in my direction once she hears my cootie going. “Do we hate him?”

      I laugh. “No, we do not! We love him.”

      She looks over at my big guy, her mate Thrand a few steps behind her and smirking. “Well,” Nadine says after a moment. “He is in some serious trouble for kidnapping you. People are pissed.”

      “They’ll just have to get pissed at me, too, then,” I tell her. “Because I kidnapped him back.”

      “What?” S’bren asks, puzzled.

      “What?” Nadine echoes, frowning.

      It’s a little white lie, but I run with it. I go back to S’bren’s side—he’s trying to step away, to give me space, but I won’t let him—and I hug his arm. “It’s true,” I gush. “He immediately offered to take me back once I woke up—”

      “Wait, woke up?” Nadine interrupts.

      Oops. I guess no one knew I was drugged? I ignore her and continue talking. “But I made him take me to the fruit cave, and then after that, I wanted to go to the Elders’ Cave, and a few other stops along the way. So the reason it took so long for us to come back is all on me.” I shrug. “I would have been fine staying out for another month or two but we ran into Bek and Elly and the whole trunk thing.”

      Nadine just stares at me. She gives her head a little shake and laughs, and then puts her hands on her hips. “Okay, then you’re both gonna get it. But I’m just glad to see you back and whole and smiling.”

      “She has talked about nothing else for days,” Thrand adds, casting a sly look at his mate. “Even when I tell her we should talk more about me.”

      Nadine snorts.

      “My brother?” S’bren asks quietly. “Is he…back?”

      I can feel the tension in his body. He’s practically humming with it and I realize that this homecoming isn’t just fear for me and him, but fear that something bad’s happened to his brother. He confessed to me that he’s never been apart from M’tok for so long, and given our less-than-warm reception from some people, he’s probably worried.

      “Oh yeah,” Nadine says.

      “And his mate…” S’bren prompts.

      “Happy as a clam.”

      S’bren lets out a huge breath of relief, and my heart squeezes for him. My cootie fires up, too, much to my chagrin, because everyone turns to look at us. I blush, and that blush intensifies because S’bren’s cootie takes that moment to answer with an even louder song.

      Someone snickers.

      “So,” Nadine gestures at the space-trunk. “What’s with the big coffin?”
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      S’BREN

      Everyone glares at us.

      They know I have stolen a female. A treasured, beautiful, coveted female. They know we resonate—both of our khuis sing loudly and plaintively, encouraging us to abandon our greetings and go mate once more. But P’nee chatters excitedly with N’deen and others as they stare at the star-stone. I cannot pull her away, not while the sa-khui hunters are frowning in my direction. At least they are only frowning. Shadow Cat is openly glaring, their expressions hostile.

      I did not realize that when I stole P’nee away that everyone would be so very angry. I knew they would not be happy but…I did not think further than that. I never thought further than getting P’nee all to myself. M’tok made it sound so simple. So brilliant. I did not think beyond that. I never think.

      “Brother!”

      The familiar voice brings a rush of emotion with it. I scan the crowd for M’tok and when I see him, I feel a surge of utter relief. My brother is here, and he is smiling broadly. I am so glad to see him. I move forward and hug him, emotion clogging my throat. I did not realize how much I missed him—and worried over him—until I see him here. “I am happy to see you, my brother.”

      “You look well,” M’tok says, with a slap to my arm. “All this snow must suit you.”

      “My mate suits me,” I tell him.

      His eyes gleam with sly pleasure. “So it happened for you, then?” When I nod, he grins widely. “Then it has all turned out well.”

      That makes me frown, just a little. “P’nee says it was a bad plan. That we were wrong to do it.” I step closer to him. “Everyone is very mad.”

      “Bah. They will chew on their anger for a time but what can they do?” He does not seem concerned. “You have what you wanted, as do I.”

      “S’bren?” P’nee calls for me, stepping away from the group near the stone we have dragged for many days. She spots me standing next to my brother, and her smile widens. She bounds to my side, all excitement, and I cannot stop staring at the fine jiggle of her teats and thighs. My khui sings even louder, but P’nee just slides a hand to my back and beams at my brother. “The mastermind. I don’t know if I should punch you in the face or kiss you.”

      “You should not kiss him,” I say with a scowl.

      “You should not do either,” M’tok agrees, rubbing his jaw with a smirk. “My mate likes me pleasant to look upon.” He looks very pleased with himself.

      “Oh brother,” P’nee begins, but she goes quiet when another pushes forward. It is R’hosh, his yellow-maned mate at his side, holding her youngest kit in her arms. R’jaal is a few steps behind them.

      All of them look furious.

      P’nee pulls my arm over her shoulders, tucking herself against my side. I do not think she is scared, but I hold her closer just in case. My brother M’tok comes to my other side, and I notice that the beach grows quiet. Everyone is listening and waiting.

      R’hosh stops in front of us and scowls. “You have both stepped into it now.”

      I look down at my boot, but it seems clean. “In what?”

      L’z snorts with laughter. I look over at my P’nee but her fingers are pressed to her mouth and she is trying not to smile.

      R’hosh glares at his mate, then back at me. “You have caused great problems in this tribe—”

      “Before you scold him,” P’nee blurts, jumping in front of me with her arms spread. “You should know I already did. I told him what he did was wrong and terrible and he offered to take me back that very next day. He was apologetic as heck. I kinda forced him to take me adventuring.”

      “P’nee,” I begin, putting my hands on her shoulders. That small touch makes both of our khuis sing even louder.

      L’z just elbows her mate. “It’s amazing how Callie says she wasn’t kidnapped and now Penny’s saying SHE was the kidnapper. So weird, isn’t it?”

      He gives her a look.

      R’jaal steps forward. “I am torn, my clan brother. You disappoint me. We all want mates, but this is not the answer.”

      “R’hosh stole his mate,” M’tok answers, pretending to study his fingers. “V’za told us.”

      “What?” R’hosh stiffens and scans the group for V’za. The elder stands near G’hail, holding their kit, and gives us a panicked look. “Is this true, V’za?”

      V’za looks at me and M’tok, then back to R’hosh. “Rukh stole his.”

      “That is beside the point,” R’hosh begins even as his mate coughs into her hand, her face red and her shoulders shaking.

      “Hassen stole his,” V’za continues. “And—”

      “Enough!” R’hosh bellows.

      R’jaal gives R’hosh a betrayed look. “You have never said any of this to me.”

      “It is not important!”

      R’jaal crosses his arms, waiting.

      “I…think I’m gonna go feed the baby,” L’z wheezes, doing her best to try and keep a straight face and failing. She pats her mate on the arm and leans in. “You’re doing great, fearless leader. Good job.”

      R’hosh just sighs, his hands on his hips. He takes a step forward, so only myself, M’tok and R’jaal—and P’nee—can hear him speak. “That was a different time,” he says in a low voice. “How are we supposed to keep these females safe when both you and your brother disappear with unwilling females and then return happily resonating?”

      “Look, I’m not saying they shouldn’t be punished,” P’nee cuts in. “I think they should.”

      Frowning, I put my hand over my mate’s mouth.

      She immediately pries it off and goes back to speaking. “They did wrong. They fucked up. They absolutely did and it needs to be communicated to everyone that it was wrong and why. Give them latrine duty or make them gut all the fish for a few months or something, but at the end of the day, no one was hurt and withholding information from others is just as much to blame as M’tok and S’bren. We need to have a long conversation about what it means to humans to be kidnapped and your experiences in your old tribe with it.”

      R’hosh scowls. “You think a conversation and a few extra chores will change I’rec and U’dron’s minds? Already they eye the other females like hungry kaari.”

      “It’s an ugly situation,” P’nee agrees. “But who’s to say I wasn’t going to resonate to S’bren anyhow? I haven’t been able to take my eyes off of him for weeks.”

      “You have not?” I am surprised to hear this.

      She just pats my hand. “All I’m saying is, let’s be sensible. And I should get punished, too, since I made S’bren stay out with me.” P’nee lifts her chin. “I’m just as guilty.”

      R’hosh stares at my stubborn, defiant mate, then throws his hands up in the air. “I hate being in charge.” He points at R’jaal. “These are your people. You decide their punishment. I am going to go sit with my mate.” He storms away, tail flicking.

      We are left with R’jaal, who watches us with a baffled expression.

      “Has…everyone stolen their mate?” he asks.

      “Just about,” my brother says. “It is something to consider, is it not?”

      “Wait, don’t encourage him,” P’nee says, frowning at my brother. She points at R’jaal. “I can’t be a hypocrite and say you shouldn’t do anything. Just…whatever you do, do not drug your woman. That is an absolute no-no. Hard stop.”

      He just stares at us, then points at myself, and at M’tok. “I will think of a punishment. Until then, do not leave this camp.” And he walks away, his expression perplexed.

      M’tok elbows me. “He will steal a mate. Wait and see. I give it less than a turn of the moon.”

      P’nee makes an unhappy noise in her throat, but I just hold her to me tightly. How can I tell R’jaal not to do such a thing when it has brought me such happiness? It has given me P’nee. How can I tell R’jaal not to? I look over at my brother. Ever since we landed on these strange, cold shores, he has been moody. Unhappy. Now he just looks…pleased. Healthy. It is because his resonance has been fulfilled, I realize. All of the hard, hungry edges of him have been torn down. “Where is your mate?” I ask him. “C’lie?”

      “My Calida is sleeping,” he says, his smile brilliant at the mention of her. “I will wake her soon enough.” M’tok gestures at the long star-stone. “What is this rock? Why drag it so far?”

      “It is from the stars,” I say to him.

      “We brought it back for Mardok to take a look at,” P’nee adds. “Because we don’t know what it is. Just that someone dropped it here.”

      “Someone?” M’tok looks confused.

      “Star people,” I say.

      “The star people are bad,” V’za says nearby. “Or am I wrong?” He pulls G’hail a little closer to him, a look of worry on his face. “Why bring their rocks here?”

      “We don’t know what it is,” P’nee says, her expression troubled. “But if it is bad, it makes more sense for us to have it than anyone else.”

      “Is it a weapon?” G’hail asks.

      “We don’t know.”

      “Then we need to find out,” G’hail replies. “Someone go find Mardok and Farli and bring them here. I don’t want this thing anywhere near my child if it’s dangerous.”
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      PENNY

      The camp is in chaos for a while. It’s like we’re going from one crisis to another. We’ve gone from “returning kidnappers are a problem” to “possible dangerous object brought to camp” and everyone’s focus is now on the rock. Elly and I rode atop the thing for days but now everyone stays a wary distance away from it, murmuring in low voices and watching it with worried expressions.

      I hope it’s nothing bad. It’s occurred to me several times that it might be. It could just as easily be an enemy in that coffin instead of a human. It could be a monster. It could be a nuclear bomb. Or it could be like…space mail from the space post office. We have no idea.

      Everyone’s antsy as Mardok and Farli are found. Since the weather was nice, they went hunting in the hills for some herbs that grow near the hot springs. Mari hangs out nearby and tells me all about the alkaline properties it has when mixed with water and how good it is for cleaning equipment, but I’m only half listening. I’m too busy watching the tribe as T’chai races through the hills, looking for the couple to bring back to the tribe.

      It seems that everyone’s splitting into factions, and that worries me. Our group has always been a bit clannish with small parties that stick together, but I thought we were getting better about that. Now that S’bren and I are back, it seems that things are worse. Mari hangs out with us, along with R’jaal. M’tok and Callie hold hands and stand near S’bren, who keeps his arm around my shoulders and me locked to his side. We’re apart from the rest of the group. The sa-khui cluster together with their mates, talking to Bek and Elly, and Shadow Cat clan huddles in a small group at the edges, whispering and staring at us. They still look pissed.

      The rest of the group—unmated and mated ex-slaves, and the Strong Arm group—don’t seem to notice the divisions. They’re painfully obvious to me, though, and I feel as if we’re responsible. I don’t want the tribe to fracture. I want us to be a big happy family…but I might be a jerk for wanting that, when S’bren and M’tok flouted the rules to take what they wanted.

      It definitely makes for an uncomfortable wait.

      “So…I’ll say what everyone’s thinking,” Devi declares loudly. The groups get quiet, listening, and she gestures at the space-trunk. “Do we think it’s a nuclear warhead?”

      “Jesus Christ,” Brooke declares, clutching at Taushen’s vest. “Who was thinking that?”

      “Well, now I’m thinking it,” Flor mutters.

      “Me too,” Mari says quietly.

      “Seriously?” Devi looks puzzled. “No one was thinking that?”

      I’m horrified at the thought. It never occurred to me that it could be that dangerous. “It just looked like a coffin to me,” I chime in. “Like one of those pods we were in on the ship.”

      “Oh.” Devi brightens. “I hope you’re right.”

      God, I do, too. Here I thought adding another person to the mix would be dreadful. Now it sounds like the best case scenario. Everyone goes silent, staring at the trunk and probably imagining the nuclear warhead we unwittingly brought back to camp.

      “It’s not a warhead,” a confident voice declares, and Mardok heads forward, his mate Farli at his side. She’s got her pet dvisti with her—the long-nosed shaggy llama looking thing. It bleats and flicks its tail, heading up to the stone and starting to lick it as if it’s a big block of salt.

      “What is it, then?” I speak up again, because I feel responsible. After all, wasn’t it my idea to grab the darn thing? S’bren hadn’t been interested in it at all and Bek and Elly didn’t know what to make of it. Me, I thought it’d be great to take it with us. Now I’m thinking of all the dreadful things it could have been.

      I really need to learn to not be so impulsive. To not see the world through rose-colored glasses. Sheesh. A warhead. I’m going to have nightmares about that.

      Mardok moves forward, his bare arms exposed, his tattoos visible. He dresses like he’s used to the cold now, just like the sa-khui, but no one goes as bare as Farli. She’s wearing a tiny leather skirt, boots, and a beaded necklace. She’s gorgeous and muscular, though, so she can carry it off. Me, not so much.

      Mardok pushes aside the dvisti. “Not right now, Chompy.” He crouches at one end, brushing aside flakes of dried-on snow, and nods to himself. “It’s a war trunk.”

      My heart clenches and I grab at S’bren’s arm, needing support. War?

      “War?” Gail echoes. “What’s a war trunk?”

      Mardok chuckles, shaking his head at the sight of all of our worried faces. “Nothing to freak out about. It’s just a type of storage container that was common during the big war. They’re waterproof, weatherproof, fireproof, laser-proof, and now pirates love to use ’em because they’re untraceable.” He runs his fingers over the blank, shiny pad at the end. “They’re keyed to a specific user, so we probably can’t…”

      His voice dies off as a loud, metallic chirp echoes off the cliffs and several lights start flashing green near his hand.

      “I’ll be keffed,” he says, pulling back. Surprise is written all over his face. “It’s for me?”

      “Is it your birthday?” Hannah asks, sarcasm in her voice.

      Lauren smacks her lightly on the arm and shushes her.

      “Why is someone sending you a trunk?” Farli asks, her arm around Chompy’s neck and her hand on his muzzle.

      “No clue,” Mardok admits. He rubs a hand over his jaw, then presses his thumb to the pad and types something in.

      A light beams up into the air, and a moment later, a hologram starts. At least, I think it’s a hologram. It reminds me of those old, weird science fiction movies…but I guess it’s not that weird, considering the circumstances. A 3-D picture of a woman’s head appears, and it looks as if she’s sitting in front of a computer monitor of some kind as she speaks, because she stares into the camera.

      “Is that…” Farli asks.

      “Niri,” Mardok agrees, his eyes curiously shiny. He puts a hand to his mouth, as if unable to speak, and my own eyes water with sympathy tears. It’s obviously someone he cares about and wasn’t expecting to hear from.

      The woman in the image—an older sa-khui woman from the looks of things—clears her throat and leans forward. “I hope it didn’t take you too long to find this, Mardok. Actually, keffing scratch that. I hope you’re alive still, but who knows on that stupid backwater planet you decided to live on for the rest of your life. You keffing idiot.” She shakes her head. “Thought you had more brains than that, but I guess that sweet little thing you hooked up with sucked them right out of your head.”

      Farli laughs, moving to stand next to Mardok. She puts her hand on his shoulder, squeezing lightly. He touches it, smiling. Neither of them seems to notice or care that Chompy moves back to the trunk and begins licking it again. No one moves to stop him. We’re all watching the message.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” the alien woman—Niri—says. “You’re thinking, holy keffing planets, how is she alive?” Her hard mouth curls into a smile and she taps her temple. “I’m alive because I spent too long in the war. It taught me that you always sleep with one eye open. Trust no one.” She points at the camera. “That’s something the captain needed to learn. We got followed out of our last port by pirates. I kept seeing anomalies on the radar, but he thought I was being paranoid. Seems I wasn’t, right? So anyway, they attached to our ship in the middle of the night and tried to board. Our systems kept them out for a few minutes only. There wasn’t time to fire up escape pods or anything.” Her mouth thins into a hard line. “But I set up a fail-safe in the computer and…” She waves a hand. “I’m not going to share all my secrets. Let’s just say that ship records showed one less crew member when boarded, and I hid out in the ventilation ducts until we landed at another space port. It wasn’t pretty, but survival never is. You know that.”

      Mardok makes a strangled sound in his throat.

      “Anyhow, I’d tell you my new name and the ship I’m running, but even I’m not keffing stupid enough to leave that information in a message, no matter how encrypted.” She shrugs. “All I’ll say is this. A distant cousin of yours inherited all your belongings and I hear she bought a nice little deep-space freighter for running solo hauls to outer sectors. If you come back, we’ll fix that. If not, well, I’m sure your cousin could use the money more than you.”

      She pauses, then sighs and tilts her head. “In a way, I’m glad you stayed on that planet. I’m glad you’re okay. I’m assuming you’re okay, though there’s no way of me knowing without landing, and that particular planet’s been reclassified as a “hostile environment” so I’ll skip that. I’m not good with the sentimental shit anyhow. But…I was thinking about you on this last run and I hope you’re happy. I hope you don’t feel like you made a mistake, but I’m thinking you’re doing just fine. You always were the type that liked peace and quiet more than anything. So, I hope you have that.”

      The woman’s expression grows soft. “I don’t miss that ship. I don’t miss the others. Sometimes, though, I miss you. You’re like the keffing idiot son I never had.”

      Mardok chokes on a laugh.

      “At any rate, I was in this sector and thought about you, and so I thought I’d send down a trunk of goodies to say hello. I might occasionally toss you down a gift package when I swing through this end of space, but don’t expect too much. I can’t send anything important or anything that can be traced, because even though I like you, I’m not willing to risk my neck for you.” She smirks. “I hope you enjoy this keffing stuff, because I cleaned out my credits stash just for you.” The woman lifts her chin one more time. “Now, I’m gonna go before I get all keffing emotional. Name your kid after me or something. Bye.” She reaches forward, and then the hologram clicks off.

      All goes quiet.

      I’m holding my breath, I realize, as I look over at Farli and Mardok. The big, tattooed alien averts his gaze, staring at the ground for a moment, and Farli strokes his short-cropped hair, comforting him. No one moves or says anything, but I feel S’bren reach for my hand and he squeezes it tight in his own. Sometimes I forget that everyone on this beach has had to give up something to be here. It’s a reminder that we’re all in this together, we’re all here surviving together.

      We’re a family no matter what.

      Mardok clears his throat and taps the panel again. “Let’s see what she sent, all right?”

      The lid of the trunk hisses and lifts up, then slides back, neatly tucking itself against the side and disappearing out of the way. The interior is revealed, and everyone leans over.

      I…don’t know what I’m looking at. I see a couple of boxes of colorful things here and there, but it’s all written in alien languages. Mardok leans over and pulls out one large, long box, though, and laughs, shaking his head.

      “What is it?” Farli asks, all eagerness.

      “Alloy knives,” he says, pulling one long, slim box open and revealing a wicked-looking dagger. “Temperature treated metal alloy that won’t need sharpening nearly as often.” He glances down at the big trunk. “She’s sent easily a dozen of those.”

      There’s a rumble of approval from the group.

      Mardok passes the knife to Farli, who looks at it with shining eyes. She touches the edge of the blade and gasps at how sharp it is. “Careful, love,” Mardok tells her. “Let’s see what else there is.” He picks up more containers. “Some scramblers so we can mask signals. A tool kit. This looks like…spices?”

      “Spices?” Gail asks, stepping forward. “Can I see?”

      He hands them over, and then digs in the trunk again. “A few boxes of Homeworld sweets, some noodles, soaps, and some fabric.”

      “Fabric?” Callie sighs, her eyes shining.

      “Soaps?” Willa sounds excited at that. “Heck yeah.”

      The items are passed around, one by one, for each of us to sniff and inspect. I touch one of the shiny knives, impressed. The metal doesn’t feel cold when I touch it, and the blade’s impossibly sharp. Of all the gifts, these are the best because they’ll make hunting so much easier. It’s clear I’m not the only one that’s excited about the knives, because each of the hunters holds onto each one for a long, long moment before reluctantly passing it to the next person. Then it’s all handed back to Mardok, who stacks it into the trunk.

      He pauses, then looks at Raahosh—who returned for the opening of the trunk—and R’jaal. “I don’t know how to divide this up,” Mardok says. “There’s not enough to go around for everyone.”

      “I have an idea,” I’rec says immediately. “Perhaps we should have games for them. A competition.”

      “You and your games,” T’chai grumbles.

      “Games are fair. All can get a chance to compete. All can get a chance to win.”

      Mardok turns to look at us, though. He gazes at me and S’bren, then Bek and Elly. “You’re the ones that found the trunk. I feel like they’re yours.”

      “It was a trunk left for you,” S’bren says. “It was never for us.”

      “You should at least get first dibs,” Mardok protests. “You and Bek—”

      “What about punishment?” I’rec says, stepping forward. His expression is harsh, his mouth drawn down into a scowl. “So S’bren gets fine metal knives and a resonance mate? This seems no punishment to me.”

      There’s a low murmur through the rest of Shadow Cat clan, and Raahosh crosses his arms over his chest, his expression neutral. Something tells me that he agrees with I’rec but is smart enough not to say it aloud and give the irate hunter any more ammo.

      Mardok looks at Raahosh and R’jaal. “Well?”

      Raahosh turns to R’jaal and gestures. “You are the one in charge of punishment. You can now be in charge of the trunk.”

      R’jaal strokes his jaw. He thinks for a long moment, watching Mardok and Farli, then Bek and his mate, then S’bren and myself, and then finally I’rec. “The trunk belongs to M’dok,” he says after a moment. “Whatever he wishes to share with us, we will welcome. I imagine he will want a knife for his mate at the least.” R’jaal gestures at Bek. “And Bek should get a knife for finding the trunk. But…no knife for S’bren. That is his punishment.”

      Mardok and Raahosh both nod.

      I squeeze S’bren’s hand, aching for him. I know he would want a knife. They’re amazing and I can already think of how much easier they would make every aspect of hunting, of gathering, heck, of day-to-day chores.

      But my mate squeezes my hand back and smiles at me. He reaches out and runs a finger along my cheek, as if to tell me not to worry, that he has the only thing he needs. It makes me feel better.

      “If Mardok wishes to share what is left,” R’jaal continues, “Then we will have games to divide the knives up fairly amongst all those that compete. Does this seem fair to all?”

      There’s a murmur of assent.

      O’jek steps forward, glaring at us. “What about punishment for S’bren and M’tok?”

      “They cannot compete in the games,” R’jaal says. “That is their punishment.”

      “It is not enough—” O’jek begins.

      Bek steps forward, scowling. “Do you want punishment or do you want games? Because S’bren did not have to bring this trunk back at all. Mar-dock does not have to share anything. It is only through their kindness that you have knives at all. Be thankful.” He turns and looks at S’bren, and then lifts his chin in a nod of acknowledgment. “S’bren did wrong by stealing a female, but he is a good hunter and worked hard to bring this star-stone back when I would have left it in the snow. He does not deserve your hate.”

      Aw, shit. Now I’m going to cry out of sheer gratitude for Bek. Behind him, his mate Elly gives me a shy smile and a small thumbs up.

      “Well?” R’jaal says, turning to I’rec and O’jek.

      They look at us. “Games it is.”
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      It feels late when we finally make our way back to S’bren’s hut. Everyone in the camp has stopped by to say hello, to share gossip, and to ask about Mardok’s trunk. How did we find it? Where did we go when we ran off? How did S’bren carry me off without me realizing?

      I make up some story about being a heavy sleeper. I don’t want them to know he drugged my drink. He didn’t realize how bad it was and I feel protective of him. Callie confesses quietly to me that she lied about her and M’tok, too, and we agree to keep our secrets.

      I love my tribe but they don’t have to know everything. Some things need to stay private.

      I’m yawning over my bowl of stew by the fire as I talk to Harlow, when S’bren carefully pulls it from my grip and sets it down. He scoops me up in his arms and carries me, bridal style, out of the group. “We are done for this evening. There will be more things to talk about tomorrow.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I snuggle in against his chest, sleepy. “Thanks, babe. Good call.” It really is. I get distracted by conversations and everyone seems to want to talk. I’m exhausted, though. It’s been a long, long day and going to bed with S’bren sounds wonderful. “Night, Harlow.”

      I can hear her chuckle as I’m carried away. “Night.”

      S’bren is warm and comfortable to lean against as he takes me to our hut. I’ve never been inside it, because asking that in the past would have meant he’d expect me to move in. The Penny from before shied away from that idea. The Penny from before was kinda dumb.

      I’m curious to see what his hut is like, though. Is it sturdy and warm inside or is it worse than being in the cave? Gosh, I hope not. I don’t want to hurt his feelings if it’s terrible. I need to feign enthusiasm no matter what because he worked really hard on it. I remember several days when the men did nothing but build huts, because they thought it meant they could get a woman into their furs. As I recall, Bridget’s the only one that fell for that trick and it hasn’t turned out so well for her.

      S’bren climbs the step onto the platform of his hut, and then pushes aside the leather flap over the door and enters. It’s dark inside, but I rub my eyes and look around as he sets me gently on my feet.

      “It is cold in here,” he says. “Let me fix the furs for you and then I will make a fire.”

      He unrolls furs while I look around at the hut. Even though it’s dark, I can see there’s…not much of anything in here. One basket of belongings, a few rolls of furs that he’s prepping for a bed, and that’s it. There’s a firepit in the center, the edges lined with large rocks so it won’t touch the wood flooring. The ceiling is high and covered by stitched leather, opening up to a smoke hole at the top. It’s just large enough to be comfortable, and small enough to be cozy.

      “There,” S’bren says, and then he begins to peel my layers of clothing off, as if I’m so tired I’m utterly incapable of undressing myself. It’s cute. I’m getting less tired by the moment, though, as his hands move over me and pull my clothing off.

      “Where’s all your stuff?” I ask him, gesturing at the hut. “This isn’t a home.”

      He shrugs in the darkness and pulls my tunic over my head, then gestures that I should get under the furs. “It is not a home until my mate is here. Now that she is, we can make this a home together.”

      Aww. Did I think he was sweet before? It’s nothing compared to how I feel now. I curl up under the furs, brimming with happiness and humming with resonance. S’bren kneels by the fire pit and begins to work, and when a spark flares, I catch sight of his tail, awfully close to my hand.

      I think about what Elly said and my khui hums louder. Furtively, I reach over and brush my fingers over his tail in a light caress.

      He stiffens, shoulders tight, and goes completely still.

      I smother a giggle and stroke up and down his tail again.

      S’bren sucks in a breath. “W-what are you doing?”

      “Touching my mate.”

      “But…there?”

      “Should I stop?”

      He lets out a low groan. “No.”

      “Forget the fire,” I tell him. “Come join me in the furs.”

      For a moment, I think he’ll protest, but he shucks his clothing with haste and then climbs into the blankets with me. He lies on his side and pulls me into his arms, kissing me hard, his hands kneading and gripping my ass tightly. I wrap my fingers around the base of his tail and stroke it like I would his cock, and I feel him shudder with arousal.

      My cootie is humming in my chest, loud—just as loud as his. That tiny bit of vibration just adds to the pleasure and I give his tail a squeeze before sliding my hand to the front of his chest and pressing him back into the furs. “You stay there,” I whisper.

      He rolls on his back, frowning. “Where are you going?”

      “Nowhere,” I say. “It’s just my turn to be on top.” I slide a leg over his hips and take his hard cock in my hand, dragging it up and down my slick folds to wet him…and because it feels amazing.

      S’bren groans, touching my arms and then letting his hands fall to the sides, as if he doesn’t know what to do with himself. “You can…hyoo-mans do this?”

      “Oh yeah.” I glide him through my folds again, rocking against him. “We do lots of fun stuff.” I feel sexy and powerful in this position, maybe for the first time ever. In the past, I was always worried that my larger size might be uncomfortable for my partner if I got on top of him. With S’bren, I never have to worry about stuff like that. It’s glorious. I give him a wicked smile and fit the head of his cock at the entrance to my core—where I’m already soaking wet and ready—and guide him in.

      We both groan.

      His hands, frantic and needy, grip my arms, and I guide him to my hips instead. I work his length deeper into my body, my movements slow and cautious. S’bren is less so—he thrusts up against me and pulls me down on his cock, all eagerness. As a result, I’m stuffed full of his cock faster than is comfortable, and I suck in a few quick breaths, trying to adjust to the feel of how big he is like this. Not that he’s not normally huge. It just feels magnified like this.

      Even now, his spur presses up against my clit in the most delightful way. I wriggle in place, testing it out, and nearly come from that small movement.

      “Ride me,” S’bren breathes, lifting me up and dragging me back down against him. “Ride me, my mate.”

      I brace my hands on his chest and begin to work my hips. Slowly at first, then with increasing speed as need and resonance overtake me. My breasts bounce and swing with every flex of my hips as I work up and down on him, but I don’t care. I’m too lost in sensation, too fascinated with the feel of him inside me, too busy chasing that orgasm to care how much of me is jiggling.

      Then, everything squeezes tight, and I gasp, my body stiffening as the orgasm explodes through me. S’bren murmurs my name, over and over, dragging me up and down his stiff length even as I come and come and come. Because he doesn’t stop, neither does my orgasm, and then I’m crying out as a second, harder one hits me, right on top of the first. His breath hisses through his teeth, and then he slams me down on his cock as he climaxes deep inside me, and it pushes his spur against my clit and makes me come a third mind-blowing time. The world tilts as my entire being seems to fall apart and slowly piece itself back together. Thighs trembling, I collapse on top of S’bren’s chest and pant, dazed at how good that was.

      He strokes my hair. “Welcome home.”

      I close my eyes and smile.
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      PENNY

      It’s a beautiful day for a wedding. The twin suns come out despite the cold, blustery weather, and while it’s not quite a sunny day like it would be back at home, it’s still gorgeous and special.

      The tribe sits on the beach, on both sides of the shell-lined “aisle” that the other girls made for me. I’m wearing a special tunic trimmed with white fur, and thanks to Callie’s help, it has a deep neckline that shows off my cleavage and has small flowers and vines embroidered along the hem and cuffs. There’s nothing that passes as a floral bouquet around here, so I carry a leafy concoction of fresh herbs that smells wonderful and will probably grace a cup of tea later, because we’re all about practicality in this tribe. On my head, I wear a veil made from the parachute. It’s not over my face, but covers my hair, clipped into the back of a high bun.

      I’m every bit the radiant bride as I come down the aisle to my waiting groom. S’bren devours me with his gaze, even though it’s been days and days since our khuis stopped the most urgent humming. That means I’m pregnant, and I should be a little worried about how quickly my world is changing all over again, but for some reason, I’m not. I’m just surrounded by joy.

      I smile at Elly and Nadine, my bridesmaids. On the other side of S’bren, M’tok and Bek are his groomsmen. Gail waits for us, her hands clasped, and she beams a smile in my direction as I stop in front of S’bren.

      He reaches for me and pulls me in for a kiss.

      Gail clears her throat politely even as I giggle. “It’s not time for that yet,” she chides him.

      “Impatient mud-brain,” M’tok murmurs, nudging his brother.

      S’bren just grins down at me and steals a kiss anyhow. “No sense in waiting.”

      I just laugh. He makes me so stupidly happy.

      “Dearly beloved,” Gail begins in a loud voice. “We are gathered here today to witness the human ceremony of union for S’bren and Penny…”

      I want to pay attention to the words. I really do. I’ve waited all my life for a wedding, haven’t I? But I can’t stop looking at how fine my S’bren is. His long hair is pulled back into a neat braid, and his tunic has been fitted so it emphasizes his broad shoulders. He’s got the same white fur trim on his tunic as I do on mine, and I think of how many sleepless nights Callie must have put in to do this for us and make a mental note to thank her and repay the favor. Maybe she’ll want one of my favorite surprise tea blends that S’bren has an uncanny knack for, or maybe—

      “Do you have the ring?” Gail asks.

      Oh. We don’t—

      I’m utterly astonished as S’bren produces a ring and holds it out to me. It’s not made of metal, but a fine, pearly shell that must have taken hours and hours to carve out. My mouth drops open in surprise as he takes my hand in his and puts the ring on my finger…only to find out that it’s far, far too big. It doesn’t even fit right on my thumb, and he looks utterly crushed.

      “It’s perfect,” I tell him quickly, squeezing my fist shut so it won’t slide off of my thumb. I’m going to braid a cord and wear it around my neck, because it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that S’bren cared enough to do this for me, and I want to shout to the world how happy I am.

      Thank you, resonance. Thank you, cootie.

      “You may now kiss the bride,” Gail says at the end of the ceremony. And S’bren grabs me and hauls me upward so I can put my arms around his neck, and he kisses me with my feet dangling off the ground.

      Everyone cheers and laughs.

      Beaming, I brush my veil back over my shoulders again and beam up at my husband. I look out at the cheering tribe. Everyone’s here—except I’rec, who’s still bitter about the situation. We’re on a blustery, cold beach and after this, we’re going to have a wedding feast with the last of the noodles and sweets from Mardok’s cache, and then life’s going to go back to normal. It’ll be cold and there’s no running water and every day is going to be hard work. Nothing will come easy—not clothing, not meals, not bathing, or even giving birth. But that doesn’t mean it’s a bad life. It’s just a different one than I thought I’d have back on Earth.

      S’bren’s big thumb brushes over my knuckles in a tender caress, and I think to myself that even if I could have chosen, I’d choose this world—and S’bren—every time.

      “What happens now?” My mate—my husband—asks as he turns to me.

      I smile up at him. “Everything.”
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      Hello there!

      This book was like a big, warm hug to write. I love Penny. I love S’bren. I love that they’re not super-complicated people. Penny acts first and thinks later. S’bren doesn’t think he’s very smart. But together, they are MAGIC. And fun. Lots of fun. While I love writing a good argument (see the last book) I also love writing a couple that’s just out to have a good time and enjoy themselves.

      Even though they’re pretty straightforward, Penny and S’bren have layers. Writing books is a bit like therapy, because I can give characters issues that I’ve struggled with before. Like Penny jokingly calling herself ‘Good Time Penny’. We’ve either all been ‘Good Time Penny’ at one time or another or we know someone that does that. They’re so eager for approval that they end up subverting their own desires and needs just to make their partner happy. It’s affected Penny, too, but when she finds the right guy, he quickly puts a stop to that.

      S’bren also blossoms a bit in this story. I try not to give anyone major hangups when I know the story is going to be lighter and more fun, and so S’bren doesn’t have a transformative ‘makeover’ moment but it’s there as the story progresses. He starts out uncertain, looking to his brother for advice in all things, and doubts himself. By the end of the story - and with Penny at his side - he’s confident in his choices. He’s willing to go after what he wants and he’s not going to let M’tok take the lead anymore.

      (Well, he probably still will let M’tok lead most of the time, but that’s because M’tok’s a bit more of a mastermind type. He’s always plotting!)

      BUT LET’S TALK ABOUT THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM.

      That whole ‘tea’ thing.

      In my head, it was a fantastic idea, another “look at how different the aliens view this from their perspective versus a human female perspective” sort of moment. In reality…I goofed. A lot of people have been unhappy with this storyline and I totally get it! Many of you feel it crossed a line that can never be crossed, so I totally understand. I included it because I wanted a big “I can’t believe he fucking did that” moment for Callie to have to deal with for M’tok but intentions aren’t always what matters.

      So why is it in this fucking book too, Ruby? You asshole!

      Because…I already had it as part of the plot. But S’bren’s very different from M’tok and I hope seeing his reaction once he realizes what he’s done helps things. If not, I totally understand if you don’t like the book. I’m always swinging for the fences, but occasionally one hits a foul ball.

      On the bright side! The whole ‘kidnapping mates’ thing is no longer a secret, and so it’ll be fun to see how it plays out for some of our more aggressive, lonely men who realize this. I’m setting up a lot of threads for future storylines and I’m excited to see what’s coming for our tribe. Things are slowly heating to a boil, and it’s bound to explode soon. Look for some hardcore drama in future books!

      Oh!

      And I brought Bek and Elly to Icehome! The other day I was re-reading something with them in it and got all sad because I missed them. (I know, I’m weird, I miss my own characters.) So they’re visiting Icehome and looking at the stars on the beach. :) I hope you enjoyed seeing them again as much as I enjoyed bringing them back.

      What’s next on the schedule? January is going to be Vordigar’s story. If you missed the mention of him, he was Tassen’s friend in WHEN SHE’S READY. That’s a standalone novella that was part of the Read Me Romance podcast, which means it’s in audio and totally free! The narrators did an amazing job and the man’s voice is TO SWOON OVER so if you’re into audio, go check it out! The story’s available on Kindle, too.

      Beyond that, I’m hard at work at SWORN TO THE SHADOW GOD but it’s going to be a girthy beast (I like ‘em thicccc) so it’ll be a bit longer for that one, but keep it on your radar!

      Much love,

      Ruby!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The People of Icehome

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The ‘Castaways’ (Icehome Tribe)

      

      

      Lauren/Lo – Adult female at the beach camp. Once had glasses. Likes to be a problem solver. Resonates to K’thar, newly pregnant. Friend to Marisol.

      Marisol – Terrified adult female at beach camp who is fond of hiding. Gets stranded with Lo on the island. Resonates to T’chai. Due to his sickness, their resonance is ‘turned off’ by the healer.

      Hannah –  Resonates to J’shel when the island tribes arrive. Newly pregnant. Resident busybody. Now assistant to Veronica.

      Angie – Adult female at the beach camp. Pregnant with mystery baby when awoken. Gives birth to Glory (a clone female). Resonates to Vordis.  Now pregnant again.

      Glory - A qura’aki clone baby, implanted in Angie. Newborn and cute as hell.

      Willa  – Adult female with a southern twang. Lo’s friend. Gren’s most ardent defender. Resonates to Gren. Pregnant.

      Gren (rhymes with HEN) – Beastly, feral ex-gladiator male. Attacks on sight. Resonates to Willa. Soft and fuzzy, according to Aayla.

      Veronica – Newest healer on the planet. Resonated to Ashtar upon arrival. Bit of a klutz. Needs to work on her bedside manner. Has enlisted Hannah to be her assistant.

      Ashtar (Ash-TARR) – Flirty golden ex-gladiator and former slave. Drakoni male who can shapeshift to a “battle form” as a dragon and has the ability to communicate telepathically. Resonates immediately to Veronica. Stud.

      Vordis (Vohr-DISS rhymes with Floor-Miss) – One of the red “twins,” ex-gladiators of a race called a’ani. Longtime friends/brothers with Thrand, another clone. The really devoted one. Hot sauce. Resonates to Angie.

      Thrand (rhymes with ‘Bland’ - no one tell him this) – One of the red “twins,” ex-gladiators of a race called a’ani. Longtime friends/brothers with Vordis. The hotheaded, competitive one. Ketchup. Resonates to Nadine.

      Tia – Teenager at the beach camp. Flirting with Sessah…and probably everyone else. Treats all the unmated men like they’re her personal harem.

      Nadine – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Huntress and go-getter. Resonates to Thrand.

      Callie – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Harry Potter fan. Resonated to M’tok. Also 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.

      Raven – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Blonde, despite her name. Hippie parents. Likes to sing.

      Penny – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Learning to hunt. Human sunshine. 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.

      

      
        
        From the Old Tribe (Croatoan)

      

      

      Raahosh  (Ruh-HOSH) – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. Messed up horns. Mated to Liz and has 3 daughters, Raashel, Aayla, and now Ahsoka. Generally unpleasant to be around (except to his mate).

      Liz – Snarky human mate to Raahosh. Mother to Raashel, Aayla, and newborn Ahsoka. Star Wars nerd. Salty.

      Raashel (Ruh-SHELL) - Liz and Raahosh’s oldest daughter. A bit of a tattletale.

      Aayla  (Ay-LAH) - Liz and Raahosh’s middle child. Fascinated by Gren.

      Ahsoka (Uh-soh-kuh) - Liz and Raahosh’s newborn daughter.

      

      Sessah (SESS-uh) – Unmated, lanky, teen sa-khui from Croatoan. Currently dazzled by all the single ladies in Icehome.

      

      Rukh (ROOKH) – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe and ex-outcast. His mate is Harlow. Brother to Raahosh, father to Rukhar and now Daya.

      Harlow – Mate to Rukh, mother to Rukhar and newborn Daya. She assists Mardok with technology stolen/looted from the broken ships.

      Rukhar (ROOKH-arr) – Harlow and Rukh’s young son.

      Daya (DIE—uh) Harlow and Rukh’s newborn daughter.

      

      Farli (FAR-lee) – One of the few sa-khui females. Mated to Mardok and has a pet dvisti named Chompy. Pregnant.

      Mardok (Mar-DOCK) – Ex-soldier who has chosen to remain on the ice planet. Technology guru. Mated to Farli.

      

      Taushen (Tow (rhymes with cow)-SHEN) – Hunter and mate to Brooke. Recently arrived at Icehome camp.

      Brooke – recently mated to Taushen. Hairdresser back on Earth, recently arrived at Icehome camp. Will braid anyone that sits still for more than five minutes. Pregnant.

      

      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. He is attacked by skyclaw on the island and nearly killed. His wounds get infected and he nearly dies, so the healer stops his resonance.

      M’tok (Muh-TOCK) – Hunter of Tall Horn, resonates to Callie. Likes things neat and orderly. Bit of a sneak.

      S’bren (Suh-BRENN) – Hunter, brother to M’tok. He’s the brawn (the Pinky?) to M’tok’s brains. Goober around women. Steals Penny for himself and resonates to her.

      

      Clan of the Shadowed Cat

      I’rec (I WRECK) – Clan leader. Kind of a shit-stirrer. Also kinda hates S’bren now.

      O’jek (Oh-JECK) – Hunter. Quiet. Also not a fan of S’bren at the moment.

      A’tam (Uh-TAMM) – Hunter, said to be the handsomest on the island. Currently messed up over Bridget.

      U’dron (Ooh-DRONN) – Hunter. Fisher. All around sporty type. Plays a mean drum.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Need More Ruby Dixon?

          

        

      

    

    
      Of course you do! I mean, come on. ;)

      All of my books are Kindle Unlimited, so why not take a stroll through my backlist and see what hits your fancy? Here are just a few suggestions depending on what you’re in the mood for. Read away!

      

      
        
        Want to start Icehome from the beginning?

        Lauren’s Barbarian

        Veronica’s Dragon

        Willa’s Beast

      

        

      
        …or start from the VERY VERY beginning?

        Ice Planet Barbarians

      

      

      
        
        Want your big blue spurs aliens in space?

        The Corsair’s Captive

        Prison Planet Barbarian

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe you’re in the mood for a shifter?

        Fire In His Blood

        SHIFT: Five Complete Novellas
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