
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1



The bite in the buttock was sudden and sharp, painful even by the local standards where high pain tolerance was the name of the game.
Clamping a hand over the spot, Adelaide Rye fought tears that threatened to pour in a hot torrent from her eyes. Frozen on all fours under the spiky Qom bush, she breathed through the nose, working through the waves of electric shocks that rode her backside.
“Go back to hell where you belong,” she cursed through her compressed lips at the offending Hicar bug that qualified as a mosquito in these parts. Her violent jerk had dislodged it, and now the gelatinous gray blob the size of a small bird hovered in the air on its ten stubby gossamer wings. The tip of Hicar’s long mouthpiece was dripping acid as the thing was scanning Addie for fleshy parts with its ridiculous googly eyes.
And where were her annoying Yuux companions when she needed them? A little advance warning would have been nice.
Groping for a rock, Addie found one without taking her eyes off the Hicar and threw it. Practice indeed made perfect, and the rock made dynamic contact with Hicar’s body. It exploded with a wet pop and splattered to the ground, the wings slowly floating down.
The bloodsucking creatures were quite slow, and Addie had become quite adept at disposing of them, typically before they had a chance to bite. In fact, she routinely used them for target practice and had no qualms about single-handedly decimating the Hicar population this side of the Olzol Mountains. Precise throwing skills, she had long found out, meant a difference between eating dinner and going to bed hungry.
Addie gingerly rubbed her buttcheek. It would be sore for days.
Sighing, she finished pulling two twisted tubers from the ground where they nestled under the low-hanging branches and backed out from under the Qom bush, careful not to touch the underside of the leaves. Long thorns left scratches on her bare arms, but she could live with the scratches. It was the agonizing rash that Qom leaves gave her that she’d much rather avoid.
The two tubers joined a couple of dozens of others she had collected and piled onto a stiff woven pallet. Addie surveyed the amount and deemed it to be sufficient to yield enough juice for the women.
Quiet chirping drew her attention upwards. The Yuux had returned and were now circling over her head in agitation as if they could sense her pain.
“Now you’re all bent out of shape,” she grumbled as she tied the ends of the pallet together to form a sack around the tubers. “I already killed it. But it had already bit me, so thanks for nothing.”
More low-pitched, quiet chirping sounded from the Yuux before they landed on her shoulder. They squabbled a little settling down, as was their custom, then grew quiet.
Addie harrumphed and hoisted the sack over her other shoulder, reluctant to disturb the Yuux even though a small part of her wanted to shoo the pesky critters away.
Slightly larger than Hicars, Yuux weren’t bugs but warm-blooded flying animals. As ubiquitous as a house sparrow where Addie came from, Yuux were known for adopting a host to bond with. These two had taken a shine to Addie and made her their own. She christened them Ihr and Ehr, after this planet's two suns.
She started walking, thinking how Iolanthe didn’t see any value in fostering Yuux. But Sathe, a local woman, disdained Iolanthe’s opinion. Yuux were not merely a companion species, she had told Addie. They were protectors. They alerted their chosen host to danger. They could even defend their host, although Sathe was hazy on how exactly that was accomplished by a small flying furball with no teeth.
Cringing from the pain in her buttock, Addie hobbled down a rocky incline that led to the city. Emerging from the thicket of tall viny bushes, she caught sight of Iolanthe’s teepee, the tallest among a smattering of similar crude structures made of twined twigs, moss, and animal hides.
“City” was a misnomer if there ever was one, but Iolanthe stood firm. They lived in the City of Seraphims, and to drive the point across, she had made a stuffed figure of a six-winged angel and hung it above the entrance to her residence.
Suddenly, an unusual sight made Addie stop in her tracks, and her eyes narrow in attention. At the same time, the Yuux roused and took flight, soundlessly hovering above Addie’s head, watching.
A party of strange men carrying large packs on their backs was nearing the city. Seven of them, all tall and broad with long hair. A For trading party, from the looks of things.
Addie held her breath, observing the warriors.
They were so human-looking from afar that it was easy to pretend they were just men, and yet at the same time, impossible. The distance that blurred their marked facial features amplified their animal way of moving, of rotating their heads in this owlish way that Addie found so disturbing. So in-human.
She readjusted her load of tubers, reluctant to approach their settlement with the strange men breaching the border from the opposite side. It was the third time the nomadic For came to their camp while she was living here, and exposure hadn’t diminished the healthy fear she experienced in the presence of males who were so potently untamed.
The people in the settlement were clearly aware of the party’s approach. The campus was unusually deserted, but as Addie watched, Iolanthe emerged from her teepee clad in her usual revealing garb that looked like strategically crisscrossed strips of woven cloth. Similarly decked-out Mot, Dannica, and Janna-Beatrix were close at her heels, and a cluster of their own warriors surrounded them. Hoban, of course, walked at Iolanthe’s side, making their formidable self-proclaimed queen look dainty next to his brawn.
The two groups came together in the circle that was their central plaza and began talking, seemingly a peaceful assembly. The trading men set down their packs.
“What say you?” Addie addressed Ihr and Ehr who hung suspended above her head, their sets of five button eyes trained, unblinking, on the settlement. “Is it a good idea to go home now?”
The Yuux didn’t respond, but neither did they express agitation, and Addie took it as an encouraging sign. She was thirsty and butthurt - literally - and the tubers were heavy. Hefting her load, she stepped off the trodden path and went around the campsite, hiding behind the cover of large clumps of bulbous Timpho grass that grew in this steppe in thick profusion.
Finally reaching the shack on the outskirts of the settlement, she dropped the sack with relief.
Sathe was seated in the corner expertly handling a large swath of new skin in efficient motions of her strong crooked fingers. Her strange but lovely eyes - her one eye - shot a quick glance at Ihr and Ehr. Sathe never said, but Addie suspected that it was because of her Yuux companions she had earned a measure of Sathe’s confidence. None of the other women managed to acquire a Yuux.
“They come,” Sathe said in her low-pitched, heavily accented voice.
“The nomads, you mean?”
“The men from the plains.”
The men from the plains were the nomads. Addie nodded. “I saw. To trade, I guess.”
Sathe made one of her animal-like head motions so characteristic of the For. Her short tigerish nose quivered.
“Trade,” she spat with disdain. “What is it that we have to trade? Nothing of value.”
“Your skins, Sathe,” Addie said gently. The For woman’s skill with tanning pelts was renowned, even if she herself refused to acknowledge it.
Sathe made a sound deep in her throat that passed for a scoff. “They will take the skins. Nothing else of value. That Hoban will want whatever they brought, all of it. And your women, they will try to make them stay. They always do.”
Addie didn’t reply. Instead, she fetched a clay pot and a wad of moss and sat down cross-legged to clean the tubers and cut them into small pieces with a sharp sliver of rock. Placing the chunks in the pot, she covered them with a big smooth rock. The rock would press down on the vegetables, smushing them and releasing their clear tangy juice for the women to drink.
Ah, the challenges of strange worlds. This godforsaken, backward planet lacked in so many ways that Addie had long lost count of them, but a few biggies stood out day after day. Like water. There was no water.
“This place is all wrong,” Sathe said about the city.
No shit, Addie thought, meaning the entire planet.
Sathe’s bitter disapproval of their way of life was a sentiment she expressed often. She hated it here, in this artificial permanent settlement when all she wanted was to return to her nomadic way of life. But, like Addie, she had nowhere else to go, albeit for a different reason. For custom of expelling the sick and handicapped had doomed the one-eyed disfigured Sathe and made her, who retained only limited mobility in her right arm, a pariah without a tribe. Not that she had any tribe left to claim anyway, not after hers had been wiped out by Wrennlins.
“Those men only want to trade,” Addie pointed out. “They won’t stay here, no matter how much Iolanthe entices them.”
Sathe didn’t bother hiding her contempt. “No. Not here. No man wants to stay. Not with your women.”
“Hoban stays,” Addie named the For male who resided in the city. “And Wynn. And the others.” There were quite a few others. Male others…
Sathe’s one working eye narrowed so that only the mossy green of her double-ringed iris showed. “They are all broken, like me. Of no value. No For female will accept their ruined bodies.”
Sathe was right. Except for Hoban, who Addie suspected was here on an easy power trip, every other resident of their settlement had some sort of a physical handicap, and their imperfections spoke to For people of failure and liability.
Addie struggled to understand the logic underlying For’s callous attitude toward their own people, but maybe there wasn't any logic. Only a daft superstition.
“Maybe they will look at our city and see a haven. A safe place.”
“A safe place!” Sathe’s upper lip curled in utter mockery. “This haven of yours is doomed. Dead as rocks, all of us. Staying in one place will lead to it, mark my words.”
Addie had heard her apocalyptic predictions before. “Come on, Sathe, stop being so gloomy. Iolanthe founded this place what, eight years prior to my coming here? That’s ten years. And they’ve been fine. Have faith. And let me see that hand of yours. Have you been stretching your fingers?” She reached to take Sathe’s crippled hand, but the woman snatched it out of reach.
“Mind your tubers, Addie-woman. My hand is mine to look after.” Grumbling, she moved away.
Shouts rang from the direction of the plaza followed by the sounds of an unmistakable altercation.
Dropping her culinary tools, Addie ran out of the shack and halted when she reached the back of Iolanthe’s large teepee, the Yuux in a frenzy above her head.
“Hush, you two,” she hissed, afraid the critters would give away her position.
Her command unsuccessful, she craned her neck, peeking at the plaza from behind the thick layer of prime-quality furs that covered the teepee.
The guest warriors, surrounded by the city males, were frantically trying to ward off what appeared to be a surprise attack. Addie saw Hoban rising and lowering his massive arm wielding a heavy battle axe. It found its targets with terrifying accuracy, hitting and chipping off at the defensive blocks the traders put up with short cudgels they had on them. If they had brought their own axes or spears along, as they surely must have, the newcomers clearly hadn’t been able to get to them in time.
“That Hoban,” Sathe hissed from behind Addie. “Ambushed them! It never happened while he was here.”
“Who?” Addie asked, her eyes glued to the ugly show of strength on the plaza.
Scarred Wynn, a hulking male like Hoban, expertly wielded his oversized wooden club, bloodlust showing clear in his flat werewolf features twisted as they were now, in the heat of the battle.
“The one who left. He had stayed here, broken like us, but then he left.”
“Who left?” Addie paid only cursory attention to Sathe.
“The one who led better than this Hoban.”
Addie could barely hear Sathe’s woe-us-who-have-seen-better-days wails for the din of the battle, but neither did she listen closely. Her attention was fully absorbed by the skirmish.
The defending For party, looking no less intimidating than their attackers, wasn’t going down without a fight. The nomad men’s tall bodies, heavy with muscle, were moving in a furious fighting dance. Their lips were curled in threat exposing long sharp teeth, their red-green eyes were blazing. Bathed in the mellow light of the gentle Ehr sun, the warriors looked demonic, and their animalistic growls made Addie shudder in fear and revulsion.
“This shouldn’t be happening!” Sathe’s voice broke into a hoarse screech. “And it wouldn't have, had he stayed! He did things the right way, but then Samantha died, and he left. ”
Momentarily distracted from the fight, Addie turned to Sathe. “Samantha is a human name.”
“It is!”
“Who was she?”
Sathe’s lip curled, and it wasn’t in good humor. “They never told you. She came with them, with Iolanthe. She lived here, one of them.”
“What happened to Samantha?”
“She died.”
“Why? How?”
“It doesn't matter. It was before. Not your story, Addie-woman.”
Sathe took off, her damaged upper body taking away nothing from the astonishing strength of her For legs. She moved like wind, her feet barely touching the ground as she ran, and in a blink of an eye, she was gone from sight.
But the questions remained. Their small young city, it appeared, had a history that Addie wasn’t aware of. An untold drama.
Addie’s attention went back to the plaza that had become a gladiator arena, drawn by the sights, sounds, and smells that were impossible to tune out. Forget the past, it really didn’t matter; there was drama right here, happening right now.
Two men were clamped together in a wrestling match, grunting from the effort. Others used whatever means handy to stab, hit, bash, or otherwise inflict pain on their opponents.
None of it wasn’t real. It couldn't be. She was on Earth, about to wake up, and the bloody fight would dissipate like a bad nightmare along with the two years that preceded it. She could picture her bed at home so vividly, feel the plush weight of her comforter and the downy softness of the pillow under her head. Home…
“Get’em, bitches!” Iolanthe throaty shout cut through Addie’s mental blocks and forced her back into the present.
It was over. The foreign For, heavily outnumbered, managed to breach the circle of their attackers and ran for the hills. Two fell behind, their injuries robbing them of speed, and Iolanthe screeched at her men to follow, to finish what they started.
Wynn and another male grabbed their hunting spears designed to kill game the size of small elephants and threw them with a practiced hand.
Addie closed her eyes.
◆◆◆
 
“Is this all there is?” Janna-Beatrix stared incredulously into her empty earthenware mug.
“Yes,” Addie couldn't keep shortness from her voice.
It had grown late in the day, and the festivities celebrating Hoban’s dubious victory over the unsuspecting traders had thankfully begun to wind down.
“It isn’t enough. I’m still thirsty.”
“I’ll get more tubers tomorrow,” Addie replied evenly.
“Tomorrow?” Janna-Beatrix whined. “You’ve been slacking! You’re so lazy that we’re all going to die of thirst!”
By far the most capricious of the bunch, she turned sharply to Iolanthe, making her breast pop free from its barely-there binding. The For male reclining against her hips gazed at it in naked hunger. Addie hoped he’d wait to mount her until they were alone in the teepee, but alas, it wasn’t always the case.
Iolanthe lifted her head and looked at Addie from her large brown eyes, warm in color but winter-cold with their ever-present calculating glint.
“Really, Adelaide,” she chided softly. “Not enough?”
She stood up, almost six feet in height with lustrous dark hair.
Addie squared her unimpressive shoulders. “I brought the same amount as usual.”
Janna-Beatrix bristled. “Tell her she needs to work harder, Iolanthe! What are we feeding her for?”
But Iolanthe dropped the issue as she silently left the teepee, much to Janna-Beatrix’s obvious frustration.
The male at Janna-Beatrix’s side distracted her by saying something in his language. Addie understood only half of what he said, but the gist of it was sexual.
She quickly followed Iolanthe outside.
Hoban stood there with several other men going through the bounty of items won from the would-be traders. Wynn was resting with his back to the teepee, his shoulder wound packed with soft pads Addie had applied earlier.
Her professional nursing skills were highly regarded by the women, if not by For who didn’t believe in helping nature heal. To Iolanthe, Addie-the-nurse was far more precious than another female body for the For men to enjoy. It stalled Iolanthe’s hand from forcing her to join their harem, and Addie was pathetically grateful to all the gods of the Universe for granting her this one small mercy among the many punishments they decided to heap upon her.
“What is this?” Iolanthe asked Hoban.
“A thruster,” Hoban replied gazing covetously at the sharp knife-like tool balanced on his hand. “It is made from the Elkeks tusk. Do you know how hard it is to catch an Elkeks?”
“It is very difficult,” Iolanthe purred.
“Only large tribes with many able-bodied warriors can afford to mount an Elkeks hunt,” Hoban spoke dreamily. “The meat is tender and will feed the tribe for months, the skins are soft and large, and Elkeks bones are strong as a rock and don’t chip. We are lucky to receive this gift.” His huge fist closed around the handle.
With her peripheral vision, Addie could see the bodies of two fallen traders in the distance with the spears lodged in them.
“It wasn’t a gift,” she said without thinking. 
Hoban’s head rotated one-hundred and eighty degrees and he pinned her with his unblinking For stare. Her heart gave a sharp pang of fear. Looking at him from this close was like looking in the eyes of a large wild tiger. An angry wild tiger.
“Go away, Addie,” Iolanthe dismissed her sharply.
She fled without argument. It was cowardly, and she hated herself for backing down, but what would standing her ground bring her? This harsh life, the primitive conditions, and the large uncivilized males who fit in so beautifully with this rugged landscape had tested Addie’s strength and convictions many, many times in the last two years, and found her wanting. Every. Single. Time.
When she got back to the shack, Sathe was nowhere to be seen, but Anne was sitting there, huddled under one of Sathe’s half-finished fur ponchos.
“Hey.” Addie regarded Anne’s gaunt face and purplish half-moons under her eyes. “I left your drink in your teepee when I didn’t find you at Iolanthe’s. I was afraid Janna-Beatrix would chug it before you returned.”
“Thank you, Addie.” Anne’s smile was tremulous and weak.
Despite looking absolutely exhausted, she was a sight to behold with the fragile dusky beauty that made her a popular choice with the men, particularly Hoban.
“Are you okay?” Addie asked.
“Yeah… Yeah, I’m okay. I was upset by the fight,” Anne admitted quietly. “So sudden.”
“Yeah, it was, wasn’t it?”
“Do you think…” Anne licked her dry lips nervously. “Was it wrong of Hoban to hit out at them? I mean, why?”
Addie shrugged with pretend indifference, careful not to upset Anne with her concerns. “To get their stuff, of course.”
“They’ve never done anything so brazen before. There will be retributions.”
“Maybe Hoban thinks we have enough men now to get away with it. Ask him, he may tell you.”
Anne shuddered. “No, thank you. We don’t talk.”
Addie’s brows furrowed as her eyes landed on Anne’s huddled form. They didn’t talk.
He’d been screwing her for years.
Taking in Anne’s chapped lips and pruney fingers, Addie shook her head. “You need to drink, Anne.”
“Funny, I don’t feel thirsty.”
“How can you not? Go, finish your juice.”
“I guess.” With a sigh, the woman pushed off the furs and stood up. “Have you seen Dannica around? Or Mot?”
“They were at Iolanthe’s, celebrating. I don’t know where they’re at now.”
Anne scrunched up her nose. “Shagging, I bet. Where else.” She went away, shoulders slumped.
“Anne!” Addie called to her on impulse. “Don’t… do it. If you don’t feel like it, I mean.”
Anne stopped and turned. Her eyes were sad and knowing. “It’s alright, Addie.”
“You can say no. You can try. Please, try.”
Anne smiled. “You don’t understand, Addie. I can’t let my sisters do all the work. We’re in this together.”
She went and Addie stayed, perturbed. The day had certainly taken a different direction from what she had expected when she woke up in the morning.
The Yuux came back from their nightly hunt and fluttered around the shack like homeowners coming back from an extended vacation. Is the family silver still in place? Have the plants survived? What about that leaky faucet, has it racked up their water bill while they were away?
“You two are trouble,” Addie pointed a finger at them.
Ihr, so light gray it appeared almost white, landed on her finger. Its surprisingly strong toes with talons gripped Addie’s flesh tightly. She bounced it up and down before throwing him up. It shot up, gurgling in delight.
She extended her hand in invitation to Ehr, and the shyer and darker of her companions tentatively landed, careful not to grip the finger too tight. She bounced it with more moderation than the rambunctious Ihr before giving it a good throw. Ehr’s exciting gurgles floated from above as it did somersaults while falling down, only to swoop back up before it hit the ground. Addie laughed, the tightness in her chest releasing a little, the events of the day, by no means forgotten, temporarily taking second place to watching the Yuux at play.
Sathe returned, hostile and uncommunicative. She made a nest in the furs and turned in for the night, coiling her body like a dog in the corner farthest from Addie’s.
Addie did the same, unfurling her moss-stuffed mattress and snuggling under a patchy blanket made of leftover fur pieces.
This planet’s two rotating suns meant that darkness never existed in this world. Before the orange Ehr set, Ihr emerged, a dim yellow with a distinct greenish cast.
She lay under the roof of skins in her bed of rags, looking out of the shack’s open side at the green dusk, at the familiar bushes and shrubs, the clumpy grass with leaves as sharp as knives, at the beautiful glowing fungi that unfolded only when Ihr came out.
Homesickness lapped at her in waves. She thought about Earth and her family, wondering what time of day it was at home. In her mind, she sifted through things that she used to have, activities she enjoyed doing, replaying the sounds she no longer heard. Flowing water. A jingle of keys. A violin playing. She savored each recollection, cherishing the small details imprinted in her memory.
Recently, Addie had realized with dismay that her memories of Earth were fading, becoming more and more indistinct. She strained to remember the sound of her husband’s voice. She could no longer recall the exact motif on her tri-colored puppy’s back.
Tears silently rolled down her temples. She was beginning to forget. Soon, there would be nothing left for her to hold on to, not even her memories.
She slept, and instead of comforting visions of Earth, her sleep was troubled by dreams of fighting, by strong male bodies with sharp teeth and bloody eyes closing in on her.




Chapter 2



It was the Yuux that woke her. Addie sat up in bed and watched them with her eyes half-closed and still swollen from crying. The night was far from over, yet they were flying at a steady speed over her in a circle, emitting low growls.
A movement caught her eye. Sathe was up, standing at the edge of their shack, peering into the open space. Her Yuux companion was exhibiting the same pattern of behavior as Ihr and Ehr.
Addie rose and pulled on her shoes which were glorified socks with the leather-reinforced sole. Her drowsiness ebbed, chased away by the sudden fast beating of her heart.
She joined Sathe by the entrance. “What is it? Have the nomads come back with reinforcements?” she whispered.
Sathe didn’t respond, but her cat-like ears twitched asynchronously, sticking up from their normal flat position under her hair.
Low male voices speaking in For reached Addie, and as she stepped outside, she was able to see Hoban, Wynn, and several others standing between the teepees with their ears pointed just like Sathe’s, looking around, listening. The area was eerily, oppressively quiet.
Addie looked back at Sathe. “Is it the nomads?” she asked again. “Something is wrong, even I can feel it.”
A slight tremor rocked the ground under her feet.
“Wrennlins,” Sathe whispered just as the men shouted and broke into action, going for the weapons, throwing open teepee flaps to alert those inside.
Addie stood in one spot, refusing to believe it. Wrennlins, this planet’s version of T-rex, the demons, the scourge of this land… were here?
She shook her stupor off. “We’ve got to fight them, Sathe. Tell me what to do.”
Sathe’s eye connected with Addie’s. “Run.”
Another wave rippled the ground.
“Run? We have to help defend!” Galvanized, she dove back into the shack, making a beeline for the corner where their utensils were kept. There was a club with a stone etched into its end, and her short-handled axe, and the sharp sliver of stone she used for a knife. All of it woman-sized, tools not weapons, but anything would do.
She grabbed the axe. “Come on, Sathe, take the club!”
As she extended it toward the For woman, the ground near Sathe erupted in a geyser of dry dirt releasing a great serpentine body topped with a mouth. That’s right, not a head, just a mouth without a tongue, open wide and trimmed with vicious serrated teeth the color of coal. It coiled as it continued to emerge, and without breaking its body’s creeping momentum, the mouth-end stroke and clamped around Sathe, eerily precise despite her fast-charged effort to dodge. It ripped her upper body off and threw it up before catching it into its mouth at a better angle for processing.
The ground kept rocking, throwing Addie off her feet. She fell down on her bottom, a silent scream stuck in her throat when in her mind she screamed and screamed in terror and anguish for Sathe. Her death was quick. It couldn't have hurt too much with it being so quick. Addie was next, she knew it. She had no chance, being only half as fast as Sathe, and even that speed didn’t matter.
More matte gray coils appeared from underground, the Wrennlin seemingly without an end, writhing like an earthworm on steroids, its body the width of a mature tree trunk. The head-end of it wiggled back and forth, locating prey.
Addie sat where she landed, immobile, hand clamped around the axe that would be laughably ineffective against this monster. She was done in for, but a persistent animal part of her made her keep absolutely still to save her life, no matter how pointless her existence might have become.
The Wrennlin’s head-end struck down and picked up what remained of Sathe, consuming it like a mindless carnivore it was. Next. Addie was going to be next. Run? Not move? What to do? What?
The ground buckled again, and the shack lost its support once the poles holding it up were loosened from the packed dirt. One side collapsed, bringing down several heavy layers of furs on Addie. Before she was completely covered up, she glimpsed the outside with more Wrennlins erupting from beneath the earth, the teepees toppling over, dirt spraying, people running, shouting. She thought she heard Anne’s frantic voice calling her name. Men were slashing at the coiling beasts with their huge battle axes that looked like toys next to the monsters. The men looked like walking snacks. Still, they fought, hacking off mouth-ends but getting gobbled up from behind. The heads or tails game would be a no-go with Wrennlins. Both ends were heads.
The shack collapsed completely, burying Addie underneath the furs. Darkness enveloped her, suddenly familiar and welcome. She couldn't see, and she didn’t want to. The ground continued to rock but the terrible sounds of the carnage became muffled, and the loudest sound was now her own ragged breaths.
She stayed under the furs, hugging the axe to her chest like it was a stuffed toy, her mind blank on what to do and how to process what was happening. Occasionally, an anguished scream penetrated the thick layers, and she would swallow convulsively, her eyes wide open even though nothing penetrated the inky blackness.
On and off, the ground shook when something great erupted from underneath. Once in a while, a large body threw its entire weight against the surface. Dirt occasionally rained on the furs in a spray reminiscent of hard rain.
She wanted to pretend it was all just a nightmare. Please let it be a dream…
But she knew it wasn’t. Miracles didn’t happen. She had learned her lesson when, an intergalactic crash survivor, she had been told by Iolanthe that there was no way off this planet. That this was her home now, whether she wanted it or not.
She hadn’t wanted it. She had refused to believe the word “impossible,” and instead of adjusting, had spent the first year in agonizing, soul-crushing hope. She, who had never worshiped God on Earth, had prayed fervently for a way to go home. But evidently, this planet was too far from where God resided, and her prayers were never heard.
She had emerged from that dark period of her life bitter, heartbroken, and wise.
There were no miracles.




Chapter 3



Addie didn’t know how long she spent hunched under the furs. She must have drifted off, because she surfaced abruptly, fully alert, as if the conscious part of her was plugged back in and streaming sensory content.
The absolute darkness was no longer welcome, and it was hard to breathe - her fur cave was too well insulated, and she was running out of air.
The ground was no longer rocking. She strained her ears for sounds, and couldn’t get anything. Debating the wisdom of showing her face to the world, she nevertheless began to crawl, pushing at the furs, seeking a way out from under the collapsed shack.
Reaching the edge, she carefully lifted the heavy furs. The rush of fresh air hit her face, and she gulped lungfuls of it, her eyes blinking at the light. Ehr was beginning to set, telling her that the night had gone by, and most of the following day had as well.
Something swiped near her face and she screamed, forgetting that she must stay quiet, lashing out blindly with the hand that was numb from being cramped in the same position too long. Hitting soft pelt.
“Goddamn you,” she wheezed, barely able to catch her breath from fright. The Yuux chirped merrily.
She pushed them away angrily. “Some protectors you are. Go away.”
But she didn’t really want them to go away. She wanted to grab them both and snuggle them close to her chest, to feel their warmth and heartbeat. But the excited Yuux flew up to conduct their rambunctious play out of reach.
Addie crawled out and stood, looking around.
Here and there, signs of former organized life lay visible among the freshly plowed ground. Broken pottery. Torn skins that used to cover the teepees. An axe without a handle.
The light wind picked up and threw dry sand into Addie’s face. She blinked fast against the grit.
“Anne?” she called out, and the breeze carried the name away. “Iolanthe?” she called louder.
There was no answer.
Large collapsing holes in the freshly turned dirt pointed to where Wrennlins had slithered back to the pits of hell that was their home, gone only until the next time they got hungry.
Addie started walking amid the ruts.
“Hoban?” she whispered without hope. “Anybody.”
No one heard her. No one was left to hear.
A lone untouched bush sported rust on its dark green leaves - spilled blood.
Addie stopped with hands hanging down her sides in a sort of sedated, poleaxed state, absorbing the absolute, final stillness of the open plains around her. She listened to the sounds of nature unadulterated by conscious beings.
Finally, she turned around and shuffled back to the collapsed shack.
She worked until Ehr set and Ihr emerged, pulling the heavy furs aside, moving the broken poles, digging through the debris to locate things that could be salvageable and transportable.
In between her tasks, she made a short trip to a Qom thicket some two miles away to find a few tubers and make herself a drink. Her clay pot had broken, but she improvised by using the largest pot piece for a container. She drank the juice and chewed the stringy tasteless tuber flesh that she supplemented by the equally tasteless brown berries she’d picked up along the way.
And then she lay down to sleep. She was tired, so tired. She wondered with curious detachment if the Wrennlins would return. Was it a habit of theirs to come back to the site of a previous hunt? She didn’t know and cared little. Why worry? Wrennlins could erupt without warning at absolutely any place on this thoroughly unenjoyable planet. She was as at risk of being gobbled up by the gray tongue-less mouth where she lay as she would be a mile away, ten miles away, a hundred.
The Yuux made themselves comfortable next to her head.
Apart from them, she was truly, utterly alone.
◆◆◆
 
She woke up early, before Ihr had a chance to hit the horizon. It was hard to judge the exact length of days on this planet, but the women had figured that the “night” was much shorter in duration, only a quarter of the full day cycle, and that the entire cycle lasted longer than the twenty-four earth hours. It was an estimation, of course, but that was what their bodies had felt.
At the thought of the women, Addie’s breath hitched inside her chest. She hadn’t formed a real kinship with any of them, not even Anne, but the feeling of loss pierced her sharply.
She rose and finished up her tuber juice for breakfast, wiping the concave piece of the clay pot clean and tucking it into the sack she had packed yesterday. The bulging sack contained all of her earthly possessions. Err, planetary possessions, whatever the name of this place was.
It wasn’t one of the named planets in which Earth scientists were interested enough to call it anything but its assigned discovery sequence number. Addie’s ill-fated cruiser’s computer had referred to it as TY75734b. The flashing numbers had seared themselves onto Addie’s eyes from the alarm screen as the spaceship system had been warning, warning them of getting too close, of a potential collision as they had hurled down through its rarefied atmosphere…
Addie hoisted the sack over her shoulder. It had happened. There was no changing the past. She had crash-landed and had been forced to make her life here, in the City of Seraphims, with the women who had come here before her.
And now they were gone, and another chapter of her life had come to an end.
She started walking but then stopped and turned around, surveying the place. She could no longer recognize it, all turned up dirt covering the mowed-down structures and vegetation. Wrennlins left no bodies to bury.
With one final glance, Addie headed out to the world, her direction the Olzol Mountains. Wasn’t there always something exciting about the mountains that drew people to them? She’d go, check them out. She had time, after all. A lifetime. No one was waiting for her here. No one was waiting for her on Earth, either, where she had been presumed dead two years since.
Addie walked all day, stopping twice to rest and eat off the land. The rocky steppe with low-stature flora spread in front of her as far as the eye could see. Trees didn’t exist here, but the shrubbery was variegated and plentiful, and so was the myriad of grasses of unimaginable kinds. And moss. Moss was everywhere.
Addie had grown very fond of the mosses, mostly for their useful application in domestic chores, but also for their beauty and softness. Here, where towering trees didn’t exist, the moss was king. It sprawled on the ground and covered rocks in intricately shaped patches that ranged in color from pale greens and yellows to oranges and reds, and olive, and even blue. And it was soft, friendly. Where grasses could cut you to the bone, and bush leaves released liquid that burned through the skin, Addie was yet to come across a poisonous moss.
When the night came, she unrolled a skin pallet on the mossy ground, thinking about Sathe and her secret of making the hide so pliant. Poor Sathe, she didn’t deserve her fate.
But did any of them?
Munching on the dried mushrooms she had salvaged from the shack, Addie stared at the perpetually clear sky that never darkened. She longed to see the stars. The sight of a night sky would have made her feel a little closer to home. She only wanted something familiar to cling to. In this foreign world where she didn’t belong, where nature itself seemed to want to expel her, she yearned for an anchor to ground her, for a grip to hold on to. 
She spent a restless night. Sounds of animals rustling in the brushland nearby kept waking her up, and she woke up tired the next morning.
Her progress was slower today as she stopped to forage for food. In the afternoon she came across a pool of Jat sand and decided to take a bath.
Sand, of all things, provided cleansing on this planet the way the water did on Earth. But not every type of sand; only Jat sand. Dark brown in color, it was medium-grained and a little oily to the touch, but not so oily as to leave a residue. It was almost impossible to hold Jat sand in your hand. Its slick consistency made the grains slide through the cracks in the fingers and trickle away, taking the grime with them.
Jat sand was everywhere in small quantities, but in some low-lying areas, it congregated in dips, like large puddles of water. Coming across such a puddle on her trek, Addie undressed and got into Jat-filled rut like in a hip bath. She poured handfuls of the sand on her hair and body and felt it slide down her neck and torso in grainy rivulets like droplets of mercury, leaving her skin wonderfully smooth and clean. Her Yuux, nestled on a branch of a nearby Qom bush, were watching her attentively.
It had felt strange at first to get completely nude in the wild and complete her grooming rituals under the prying eyes of the small animals, but Addie no longer thought much about it. Guess she was adjusting, after all.
After “washing,” she took her crudely knitted dress and swished it in the sand along with her equally crudely constructed underwear and sock-boots. Once she was done, she gave her hair and her clothes a careful shake-out to get rid of the remaining sand and got dressed. The entire operation didn’t take her more than fifteen minutes.
Objectively speaking, Jat sand was awesome. Still, she’d much rather have water. You could drink water. You couldn't drink Jat sand.
◆◆◆
 
At the end of the following day, Addie reached the shipwreck.
She hadn’t been looking for it specifically but knew that she might come across the spot where she had arrived.
They had landed so violently two years ago. The cruiser had been able to deploy its drag parachutes and landing gear, but nothing had been working as it should have been, and the deployment had come too late, and the speed with which the ship had hurled down had been impossible to counteract enough to ensure a safe touch-down. Nearly fried alive from the extreme temperatures of dropping through the atmosphere, they came down in the manner of a multi-ton golf ball shot by a firm-handed club, grazing the surface at several hundred miles per hour, skidding, sliding, twisting and turning, bouncing, rupturing the impenetrable casing, before finally coming to a grinding stop.
Addie lowered her sack-pack and surveyed the site.
Time had smoothed the scarred ground. New vegetation fluffed up the deep grooves left by the ship’s underside plowing through. Even the crater left by the craft’s first powerful impact was now mostly filled with the sandy, rocky dirt, covered by moss in some places.
She approached the ruin, her emotions strangely quiet.
The planet’s multitude of underground inhabitants, slugs and worms and tiny warm-blooded scavengers, had taken care of any organic matter in a short time.
The ship’s inorganic remains still lingered. A mangled carcass of the outer layer, the quartz thermal layer that had been covering the metal casing, retained its shape, cracked and crumbling in places. The holes revealed a complete decay inside. Plastic and vinyl components, foam padding, glass, and other synthetic bits hung and lay in heaps after they tore loose when metal parts holding them had disintegrated.
Addie inspected the wreck calmly, noting how no traces remained of anything containing metal. If it did, returning home could have been a possibility. But something about this planet, its atmospheric structure, or its warped laws of physics, negatively affected metallic bonds. Iron or aluminum, gold or nickel - the metals simply fell apart, unable to maintain their hard form.
The process of disintegration had started within hours of the crash, and by the time Addie had roused herself from the shock of the impact, there had been no antennas for radio communication, no titanium alloys comprising the ship’s hard body, no engines, and no way home. There would never be.
A rescue mission, should word of her survival reach Earth by some miracle, would be as doomed as their own unfortunate cruiser. No, there would be no rescue mission. Besides, no one at home even knew they managed to land. Their last Mayday transmission had come from space before their hapless captain committed one more mistake that had brought them within this planet’s gravitational pull, the last one in a chain reaction of near-sighted choices that ended in disaster.
Addie came closer to the ship’s skeleton. Her fingers skimmed the sharp edge of the broken quartz outer layer, her finger feather-light, applying no pressure at all to the shell that was as fragile as that of an egg. It cracked dryly as it broke into pieces. A light wind rustled the plastics inside. A large native bug scuttled away, scared by the noise.
Standing here, touching the only item in this world that tied her to home, Addie felt detached. This heap of garbage held no tender memories for her. It only reminded her, vividly, of the terror of the crash, the physical pain of her injuries, and the debilitating desolation that followed when she had grasped her eternal inability to go back home.
Yet she had survived then, and she survived again. There must be meaning in it.
“Here I begin. At ground zero. Planet zero, more like it. Well, it’s a fitting name. Not TY75734b. Planet Zero, baby.”
She turned her back on the wreck and went to pick up her sack.
She was getting hungry, and tubers held little appeal.
It was time she learned how to hunt.




Chapter 4



To ease into the craft of hunting, Addie decided to target small animals called Truneds.
Catching Truneds, in theory, was easy as pie. They weren’t as slow as Hicar bugs, but they weren't fast either, at least by the local standards, and could be killed with a slingshot. Dannica used to crow that she could get a drop on them on the first try. And if you were truly fast, as Sathe had been, throwing a well-aimed rock by hand could do the job.
Well, Addie’s hands weren't as fast as Sathe’s, even though hers were in full working order. Neither did Addie have a slingshot, but this problem, at least, could be helped.
After leaving the spaceship wreck and walking for another two days, Addie chose a flat spot to camp out. She wanted to rest and organize. She planned to manufacture a slingshot. She needed clay to finally make herself a decent pot. After all, the mountains weren’t going anywhere, and she had all the time to reach them.
She pitched an awkward tent using twigs sourced from the nearest bush and the skins she had salvaged from the city. The structure was barely stable and listed to one side, but Addie surveyed her handiwork with no small amount of pride.
“Check it out, my two sunshines. This is our home.” She dusted her hands as Ihr and Ehr explored the newly erected teepee by carefully sniffing its top. They didn’t look overly impressed, but Addie didn’t care. Tonight, she’d sleep in the cozy darkness, unafraid of a stray Hicar paralyzing her with its acidic bite.
There were other, more dangerous creatures to be on guard against, but Addie wouldn't think of that tonight. One step at a time.
The making of a slingshot took a whole lot longer than she’d anticipated. Finding a two-pronged branch was easy. Sawing it off with a crude stone knife was not. Still, she doggedly kept at it until her arm muscles steamed in protest and sweat broke out all over her body from the effort. Her reward was a sturdy frame to which she added notches to keep the band from slipping.
Making a stretchy band required more ingenuity. With nothing else to work with except fibers from the grasses that grew around, Addie kept busy well into Ihr sun’s greenish appearance, separating hard unbending fibers and soaking them in Nipi berries juice, like Sathe had taught her, to make them pliant - and, in the process, red, - and finally braiding them to form a thin rope.
The final product had a very little stretch to it, nowhere near the elasticity of a rubber band, and she would need to get pretty close to her prey to shoot it, but that night Addie fell asleep with a feeling of intoxicating self-accomplishment. She could build a house. She could make a weapon.
Maybe she could even fly, who knew.
The next morning, she set out on a mission to find Truneds.
The animals were furry and brown and moved around by hopping on their one leg bent forward at the knobby knee and was disproportionately long compared to their compact body. They had four upper paws for grasping seeds and berries, two rat tails presumably for stability, and a long ear on the right side of their head. Their two eyes, the most “normal” part of the animal’s appearance, reminded Addie of rabbits. And they tasted like chicken.
“Come here, little chickens. Show yourselves,” she crooned, crouched in the patch of tall grass, scanning the area with sharp eyes. In her mind, she had already planned for Truned jerky to go with the fungi on her dinner menu.
The Yuux were hovering above, as per usual, and she wondered if her companions were the reason Truneds stayed out of sight. She gave the Yuux a pensive look, but nothing could be done about them now. They wouldn’t respond to commands since they knew no commands to respond to. Yet.
“Training. You need training, friends,” she muttered.
The grass rustled up ahead, and she thought she saw brown fur moving amid the clumps of blade-shaped shoots. Squinting one eye and sticking her tongue out in concentration, Addie aimed her slingshot, careful not to overstretch the band and break it.
It was a good shot but not great. The rock projectile whistled past the Truned, the animal snorted - or farted - in surprise, and skedaddled by hopping like crazy on its one leg. The grasses swayed in its wake and went still.
“Son of a bitch,” Addie said succinctly.
She blew out a frustrated breath when someone giggled nearby.
Every organ inside Addie’s body did a somersault. She turned around so violently that she almost lost her balance. There! She saw where the grasses moved against the wind. Holding the slingshot in a death grip, heart pumping blood hard enough to make her lightheaded, she crept, bent low, in the direction of the sound.
The grass swished following a faint sound of steps. Another giggle and some whispering reached her ears.
Addie followed and came to where the grass ended at a large outcropping of boulders. She parted the tall stems and peered at the rocks.
Two faces peered back.
Slowly, Addie straightened up.
“Hello,” she said tentatively to the faces in For.
“Hello,” the bigger face replied. She also rose from her crouching position between the rocks and came out, followed by her smaller companion.
They were For girls holding baskets filled with berries and mushrooms. They were wearing drab olive dresses made out of the same knitted flax fibers as Addie’s, but theirs appeared to be soft and well-fitting. Little knots and cable patterns decorated the dresses at regular intervals, clearly put there to make them attractive. Tall leather boots trimmed with fur encased their sturdy calves. Their brunette hair hung loose down their backs, except the older girl had a thin braid with a bright green string in it hanging on the left side of her face.
She was tall, the older girl, almost Addie’s height, but gangly, a juvenile of perhaps twelve or thirteen. The younger one was half that age and adorably plump, with a bowed upper lip smeared with pink berry juice.
Addie’s Yuux came down to sit on her shoulder, demonstrating their ownership of her. Each girl appeared to have a Yuux of their own, flying a little haphazardly above their head, not certain if Addie warranted protection against.
The girls openly stared.
“Who are you?” the older one asked.
“Addie.” Addie pointed at her chest. Her proficiency at For language was woefully lacking. She had tried to learn, but Sathe spoke the women’s language well, and Addie had hardly interacted with the males, and so her need to learn it had been low.
She regretted it now.
“What is Addie?” asked the girl, her head cocked at an unnatural angle in surprise. Unnatural to Addie, at least. Completely normal for the For.
“I am… a person,” she used the word she knew because she had no idea how to describe an alien. From what she understood, For people hadn't seen aliens until the women came to Planet Zero. They had no idea other worlds existed. Hell, they had never seen stars up above with the stupid sky always clear and bright gray-blue.
“You look funny,” was the girl’s judgment. “You speak funny.”
“I am sorry,” she wasn’t sure what she was apologizing for. She just didn’t want the girls to… leave soon. She didn’t want to be alone. It didn’t matter that she didn’t fully understand them. For a short while, let them stay.
The little one quit staring at Addie’s person and was now looking at the slingshot. She spoke to her older companion in a rapid, and, Addie thought, lisping manner, pointing at her weapon.
The older girl smiled a shy smile, and said something, addressing Addie.
“What? I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
“It’s pretty.” The girl enunciated slowly, pointing at the slingshot. “Oh’na likes colors.”
“What? This?” And then it dawned. “You mean, the red string?”
“Yes.”
Little Oh’na stood on tiptoe and whispered something in the direction of her friend’s ear.
“No, you cannot have it,” the girl replied firmly.
Oh’na withdrew, her plump upper lip thinning in disappointment. The basket in her hand tilted precariously and the berries poured out.
“Oh’na!”
The older girl made a quick move to catch Oh’na’s basket and pulled it up to stop the steady downpour of berries, but in the process dropped her own, spilling the blue mushrooms amid the grass.
Addie smiled - they were both so comical in their childish clumsiness, so normal in their anger at each other’s supposed fault. Addie also wanted to cry.
“Here, wait, let me help.” She sniffed covertly as she went down on her knees and started picking up the berries and depositing them in Oh’na’s basket while the older girl made quick work of gathering her mushrooms.
They rose to their feet at the same time and fell quiet.
“I am grateful,” little Oh’na said quietly, looking at her boots.
“You’re welcome,” Addie’s brain furiously processed their language and supplied the simple words lodged in the unimpressive storage of her own memory. “Come with me.” She waved at the girls to follow.
Hesitantly, they went.
Reaching her teepee - and ignoring their puzzlement at what, exactly, this crooked structure represented, - Addie ducked inside and grabbed the extra length of the red string she had saved for slingshot repairs.
“Have it.” She all but threw one-half in Oh’na’s hands. “You, too. If you want it.” She handed the other half to the older girl.
“For me?” she asked in surprise. And then she smiled, revealing her sharp pointed teeth.
Addie had known about the teeth from Sathe’s infrequent smiles, but Sathe had missed quite a few as a result of her injuries. This girl had a full set. They gleamed in the sunlight, pearly white at the root, gradually becoming silver at the tips.
Even prepared, Addie shuddered inwardly. So in-human.
“For you,” she repeated.
“I’m grateful.”
Addie figured the words meant thank you and made a note to memorize the phrase.
The girl snatched the string and tucked it into her boot. “I am Melmie. This thing you have,” she pointed at the slingshot Addie still clutched in her hand, “it’s funny.”
“Funny!” Oh’na bobbed her head and giggled.
Still giggling, they started walking away swinging their baskets.
Suddenly, Melmie stopped and bent down, picking something off the ground. A rock? As Addie watched, frowning in confusion, Melmie pitched it into the grass. Oh’na set her basket on the ground and took off in the direction of the thrown rock, only to reappear in a few seconds and run up to Addie.
“For you, funny strange person Addie.”
She thrust a dead Truned into Addie’s lax hands.
◆◆◆
 
Laying in her small tent at night, Addie couldn't sleep. Her mind replayed the early morning encounter with stubborn persistence. Like dirt all cracked and dry from drought, it suckled at the tiniest details from the meeting like they were droplets of water. She felt shaken to her core.
The happy, sturdy girls with baskets grounded Addie like nothing in the now-defunct City of Seraphims ever could. They represented life as she understood it. There were people out there who formed social groups, who had children, and they dressed their children in pretty clothes and boots with fluffy fur, and it was so wretchedly normal. She longed to feel a little normalcy after floundering in this strange and hostile world.
The City of Seraphims hadn't had any children. Only now Addie could see how warped life had been in that place, how twisted the relationships between its inhabitants.
Sathe had been right, it wasn’t the planet that made her life miserable, although the planet definitely hadn't helped to welcome her into her new life. It was the people at the city, the forced intimacy between them, the petty intrigues and covert power struggle, the ever-present undercurrent of derision the women had felt toward the alien For, and the Fors’ veiled scorn toward the easy human women. It had been toxic, all of it.
Addie’s mind buzzed with implications of the girls’ appearance. A For campsite couldn't be too far from here. What were her chances of making friends with the adults? Oh, what would she give for being accepted, even as a poor relation, to a group of people! Just the notion of living life in total isolation, with only her Yuux for company, was suddenly intolerable.
She would go, find the tribe, make herself known, and take it from there.
Excited and apprehensive, Addie finally fell asleep.




Chapter 5



A week had gone by since the For girls’ chance visit, and Addie was beginning to feel disheartened. The girls hadn’t come back, and she had so far been unable to find where they came from.
She was angry at her own nearsightedness. She should have followed the girls straight away, before the spongy moss they stepped on sprang back and concealed their footprints. But like a dingbat she was, she spent the rest of that day in excited lalaland, daydreaming about making friends with For as she skinned and gutted the Truned. It was a disgusting task, and even that effort had been wasted. During the night, some animal had gotten into the pot where Truned meat was marinating and absconded with her bounty, breaking her new clay pot in the process.
But Addie hadn’t given up on her search. She had drawn a map in the sand, positioning her teepee in the center. Every day, she ventured out in one direction and walked for miles in search of the settlement. Over the course of several days, she’d gone south, east, north, and west, and did it all over again with absolutely zero results. Had their tribe passed by this area and was now gone? For were, after all, nomadic.
Sitting by her teepee mushing her tubers, she contemplated improvements to her search strategy.
One of her Yuux - Ihr - came back and settled on a nearby bush, watching her out of its five unblinking eyes. Ehr batted its wings in greeting but otherwise didn’t engage.
“Huh,” Addie said out loud, her going to the Yuux and refusing to move on.
When was the last time both Yuux had left her side? Usually, they would often disappear during the day to take care of their Yuux business. But lately, at least one always stayed close. And they didn’t sleep.
Suddenly unsettled, Addie slowly straightened her back and scanned the area.
Nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary. The same rocky, unyielding ground with its patchy carpet of moss. Clumps of dry dull grass that grew seemingly out of rocks. Shrubs of several kinds, the tallest among them over seven feet tall. All of it was bathed in the bright but not blinding sunlight with an orange glow.
It was so quiet… Which wasn’t altogether unusual on a still day like today, but Addie was becoming progressively uneasy. It felt like an expectant stillness. Like she wasn’t alone.
“Don’t create boogeymen out of nothing,” she muttered to herself but drew her small axe close. Keeping it near had become a habit.
Ihr hissed.
Addie whirled around rising to her feet in the same motion, hand going for the axe. A booted foot kicked the axe out of her reach. A large foot. She was on her feet and moving fast but going nowhere. A solid wall of muscle stood between her and the open vastness of the uplands. She tried to turn and run in the opposite direction and found another wall of muscle. And another.
Breathing in noisy gusts, she turned in a circle and found herself surrounded by four For warriors. They were huge. They were armed. And they were looking at her like she was a cornered rodent they were about to get rid of.
“I’m unarmed,” she gasped, showing her hands palms up. “Please. I mean no harm,” she babbled in her native language before realizing that they couldn't understand.
Forcing her mind to calm down, she repeated the same message in For using the few broken up words she could remember in her panic.
One man said something to her, fast and low, a growl more than speech.
“I don’t understand. I’m sorry.” Addie’s heart was doing a thousand beats per minute, straining in her chest. There was too much of them, and they were too close. It was like four Hobans surrounded her, and she was terrified.
The man who spoke to her had swarthy skin with a gray cast just like Hoban’s. Dark brown hair hung loose around his shoulders, and his red-green eyes were trained on Addie. That look nearly made her faint.
She had always found For eyes to be both beautiful and ugly with their dark-red “whites” overlaid with two thin rings of dark-green iris, a marked deviation from the familiar human set up with only one wide iris ring surrounding the pupil. And For eyes had no black pupil; the center was red like the sclera. Monster eyes to go with the monster bodies.
The Hoban-looking man uttered another unintelligible string of guttural sounds, and Addie’s ears picked out “settlement” and “go.” He motioned to one of the other men, and large hands encircled Addie’s waist from behind. She struggled madly, and the hands quickly withdrew leaving in their place a thick rope.
The men started down the mossy path, leaving Addie no choice but to tug along, pulled behind on the leash. Once in a while, one or the other looked back to check, presumably, if she caused mischief and tried to attack them.
She could only wish she were that powerful.
They walked fast, and they went for a long time. The men had caught her completely off guard as no doubt had been their intention, with no shoes on, and she struggled to keep pace, barefoot, the sharp rocks leaving the soles of her feet bleeding. In her mind, she was ready to plead with them to slow down, but she didn’t dare utter a peep, conscious of the For disdain for weakness.
When a settlement finally came into view, it took all Addie had to keep from limping.
The settlement’s setup was similar to the city she’d lived in; the feel of the place was entirely different.
There were thirty or so large teepees situated on a flat area protected from two sides by boulder outcroppings where a sentry was keeping watch. The area appeared well organized, the structures forming a neat circular pattern with a clearing to one side for either games or rituals. The other side contained racks with recently tanned hides and foodstuffs that were strung up and left to dry. There was activity in the settlement, people walking, women sitting in a circle intent on some menial task. Several children ran around. A bevy of Yuux flew over their people, frolicking and squabbling among each other.
Addie greedily absorbed every detail, savored every sensation of the settlement. Despite her captive status, she reveled in close proximity to other human beings. Not human, exactly, but a fellow sentient species. City of Seraphims never felt that alive. It was the children, she decided. Their city had been devoid of their tinkling laughter.
As their party neared the settlement, people began to notice her, dragged behind the warriors. Women rose to their feet, staring openly at Addie. Other men emerged from the teepees. There was some whispering and finger-pointing. Being the center of attention wasn’t pleasant now when she had no idea what the Fors’ intentions toward her were.
What if they are cannibals? Sweat broke all over her body at the thought.
The men leading her like sheep to the slaughter came to the center of the village and stopped. The one reminding Addie strongly of Hoban disappeared into a large tent set up in the middle. The rest of them waited outside.
The local folks had begun to gather around, staring at Addie like she was an exotic animal on display at the zoo. A child toddled close and touched her leg, only to be promptly snatched away by his mother.
“Addie!”
Her head whipped around. Melmie was hurrying over, a big smile on her face. “You came!”
Well, yeah. Addie slid a bashful glance to her waist encircled by the rope and smiled at Melmie.
The girl looked thrilled at seeing her. She appeared to find nothing strange about the rope, a sign of Addie’s forced arrival, and her lack of concern gave Addie a small glimmer of hope. Maybe the rope was just a precaution on the For warriors’ part, and she wasn’t about to be served for dinner to Melmie and her kin.
The flap to the great teepee opened and “Hoban” appeared.
“The Chief will let the people listen,” he intoned. Or at least that was what Addie thought the meaning of his proclamation was.
A woman hurried past him and lifted the flap open, tucking it in on itself to stay open. “Hoban” ducked as he went back in, followed by other tribesmen. Women went in next, but the children, including Melmie, stayed outside, clearly knowing better than to try and get in. Finally, the man holding the rope prodded Addie with a boot to the back of her knee - nearly making her leg buckle - and she preceded him to the teepee.
It was a large lodge supported by three sturdy posts made up of smaller twigs anchored together. The people stood shoulder to shoulder along the walls, ready for the spectacle to commence.
At the very back, opposite to the entrance, a big male was sitting on the backs of his heels on a raised pallet, obviously a leader. An older, thinner man dressed in a monk’s robe-looking garb in eye-popping yellow sat on one side of him, and “Hoban” had taken place on the other.
In the semi-darkness, Addie struggled to clearly see their faces, but she knew all eyes were on her. She felt their regard.
“Hello, good people,” she addressed the assembly, grateful that her voice didn’t shake.
A murmur rippled across the crowd, and a woman giggled, presumably at finding Addie’s accent funny.
The Yellow Robes was not amused. Her eyes gradually adjusting to the low light, Addie saw his face clearer now, with its short animal nose and puckered lips. Contrary to the custom, his For-thick hair was cut short and framed his head like snakes on Medusa.
He pointed a crooked staff at the man at Addie’s back and spat some words she didn’t understand.
The man did and gave her another, stronger kick, and this time she did fall to her knees. The Yellow Robes looked satisfied.
“Where is Qalae?” the big man in the center inquired in a rich baritone.
“I am here.”
The crowd respectfully lowered their eyes as a stunning woman with wide hips proceeded past Addie to where the chief was seated. Reaching the dais, she turned around, and Addie was struck by how regal she looked. And different. Definitely a For, her white skin and raven black hair stood out amid bronze complexions of her brethren whose hair ranged from flaxen to brunette.
She didn’t say another word, and the look she gave Addie lacked the potent curiosity of the rest of the people. She appeared bored by the spectacle.
The chief raised a massively brawny arm and pointed at Addie. “Speak.” 
“Hello,” she said in For. “My name is Addie.”
“What kind of name is it?”
How to explain… “It is what I am called.”
The chief chewed on that. “Where is your tribe?”
“I have no tribe.”
“What happened to them?”
“Nothing. They are not here.”
“Where are they?”
“They are… far away.” On Earth. But Addie didn’t know how to say it. “I have no one.”
“Where are you from?”
How to find words to tell her story? “I came from afar. With some others, but they died.”
“Where from? How did they die?”
“I…” Addie was getting agitated, and her limited For vocabulary was getting harder to call forth under so much pressure. “I don’t know how to explain, I am sorry.”
The Yellow Robes’ eyes squinted. He didn’t believe her. He probably suspected her of witchcraft.
Suddenly, “Hoban” asked, “Did you live in the village that didn’t move? Were there others like you?”
The city! He knew about the city, about the women!
“Yes. Yes, I did. There were others like me, but they died. Not long ago. Then I walked for days and came here.”
But “Hoban” stopped listening. Leaning toward the chief, he said something quietly.
The chief gave him an arrested look, and then bared his teeth and roared, “Zoark!”
Addie cringed as the sound echoed in the teepee, amplified as it traveled through space. It rippled through her, vibrating her insides.
People perked up, looked at each other. One warrior, tall and stern-looking, jerked in surprise. Like Qalae, he also stood out from the crowd with his different coloring. His hair was quite red, and he possessed reddish brows and light golden skin. If he were a dog, Addie thought at random, he’d have been one with a red nose.
There was a moment of heavy silence when everyone fell quiet.
A shadow fell on her when another For male entered the teepee. She shrunk in instinctive fear, but the shadow quickly moved away as the man cleared the door. Her eyes level with his hips from her kneeling position, Addie had an excellent view of his legs as he moved past her. He was tall, like all warrior males around here were, and had sturdy thighs and muscled calves encased in soft slouchy boots.
He moved with a rolling, feline grace - or he would have, if not for a pronounced limp that caused his body to lurch with each step of his crippled right leg. And it was definitely crippled, the kneecap off-center, and the skin covering it a pattern of knotted scars.
He stopped in front of the chief, legs braced, eyes downcast in deference, head held proudly up as if he couldn't help himself to lower it.
“You called, Chief Net’ok,” he said quietly.
“Speak to this creature Addie,” Chief Net’ok pointed at her. “Make her understood.”
The newcomer’s, Zoark’s, head slowly turned around in that owlish fashion, almost a full circle. For several seconds, he and Addie stared at each other before a resentful expression settled on his feral face. He wasn’t handsome. If anything, the animal aspect was more pronounced in his high, flat cheekbones, in the large tiger nose with sharp nostrils that quivered, in the twin slashes of his heavy brows. His wide mouth was downturned at the corners and curiously petulant, even cute. Until he bared his teeth.
“Addie,” he affirmed, and the name came out smooth and clear, pronounced just right.
“Yes, I am Addie,” Addie said in For.
Zoark turned to the chief. “What is it you wish to ask her?”
The chief spoke fast and low, too quick for Addie to pick out but a few familiar words.
Zoark turned his body to face Addie full on. She got a distinct feeling that he scorned being forced to speak to her.
“Did you come from the City of Seraphims?” he asked.
“Yes, this is where I lived…” she broke off, shock rendering her temporarily mute. He spoke her language.
Without thinking, she flew to her feet and launched herself at him - to do what, she didn’t know. To hug him? Grab his hands and squeeze them tight? To touch one person on this planet who she could converse in the language of her people?
Whatever she would have done remained unknown as a club was thrust like a gate arm in her path, abruptly halting her progress. Someone hit her again on the backs of her legs, and she landed into the same position from which she had just risen.
Zoark’s eyes, a dull red with moss green rings of irises, regarded her with disdain, and, she thought, pity.
“Have you lived in the city long?” he inquired.
“Two years. A little more than two years.”
“Why did you leave?”
“The city is no more. Wrennlins destroyed the place. Everyone is dead.”
Zoark’s expression didn’t flicker as he translated what she said to the chief. They exchanged a few sentences.
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-seven.”
“Human years. That makes you fourteen-and-a-half Roaring Thunders.”
“Yes, that’s about right.”
He translated. The Yellow Robes chimed in nasally.
“The High Counselor wants to know if you are deformed.”
Addie blinked. “Deformed? In what way?”
“You are a grown woman in years, but you look like a child.”
Addie sent a covert glance at the raven-haired voluptuous Qalae. “I may have lost some weight.”
At only five-two, she had always been on a short side with a normal, if average, woman’s body. But even at the height of her plumpness, she couldn't have matched the likes of Qalae in terms of womanly forms. She got where the Yellow Robes was coming from.
She looked Zoark straight in the face. “I’m not a For.”
“Everyone can see that.”
As Zoark translated what she had said to the Yellow Robes and the chief and listened to their next questions, Addie felt this man’s antagonism wash over her in waves.
“Our people have watched you since Melmie told the story about meeting you in the uplands,” Zoark said again in his slightly accented, low voice. He had a clear voice, the low tones of it soothing and smooth, without the gravelly, hoarse undertones of most male Fors. “Why are you looking for us?”
“I wasn’t looking for you, specifically,” she explained. Not knowing what to do with her hands, she folded them at her chest, belatedly realizing what a supplicating gesture it was. “I was looking for people. Any people. After I met Melmie and Oh’na, I wanted to locate their tribe. I know very little about your land. I hoped to meet you, and maybe… learn from you how to survive.”
Zoark translated her words in the same low voice with little inflection.
The Chief fixed Addie with his brilliant otherworldly eyes.
“What is your strength?” he asked, and Addie understood him without Zoark’s help. He wanted to know her skills, what she could bring to the tribe.
Her spirits fell and her shoulders slumped. “I was a healer for my people,” she replied on her own and with as much dignity as she could muster. The For may scoff at her profession, but she was proud of it. Where she came from, there were few more needed or respected occupations than a nurse.
Chief Net’ok and “Hoban” sniffed with disdain. Yellow Robes gave her a withering look. He raised his fist up and uttered a string of exclamations in a hoarse grating voice. People around the teepee expressed their agreement.
“What did he say?” Addie asked Zoark.
His heavy brows lowered but he replied, reluctantly, “The High Counselor Chemmusaayl asserts that ‘healer’ is a word for a charlatan. Bodies heal themselves. A person has no such powers.”
Addie bit her tongue and didn’t argue, but her gaze involuntarily slid down to rest on Zoark’s sorry sight of a knee. He noticed, and his face hardened.
To think of it, this Zoark person was the worst of the bunch. The antagonism radiating from him was palpable.
Squaring her shoulders and stifling a groan, Addie slowly rose to her lacerated and bleeding feet. Tuning out Zoark and his disapproval of her profession, her gender, or her species altogether, she gave a sweeping glance to the crowd and spoke to the room at large in her halting rudimentary For language.
“I mean no one harm. I am not a thief or a liar. I belong to a different species who came to your land by accident. There were others, but now I am the only survivor. I want to make friends. It’s hard to live alone.”
Net’ok exchanged a glance with “Hoban” and stood up in one fluid surge. He was spectacularly built, brawny with smooth light-gold skin stretched tightly over his rock-hard muscles. He came over to Qalae and stopped, gazing lovingly into her face.
“What say you, my queen? Should we kill this strange woman Addie, the last of her species?”
Addie’s insides shriveled, and her already dry mouth turned to pure cotton.
Qalae’s gaze skimmed over her wild tangled hair.
“No.”
The worst of Addie’s stomach cramp eased, but the burning heartburn remained.
“Is she welcome to the tribe, then?” Net’ok addressed his beloved.
There was a pause, and Addie held her breath.
“No,” came Qalae’s final answer.
“Release her,” Net’ok ordered, and someone took the rope off her waist. “Leave us, Addie.”
She couldn’t bring herself to look at any of them as she turned to the door. The flap was still folded open, and the passage was free. No one was blocking her exit. They simply watched her go, and it was somehow worse than being forcibly thrown out. 
Addie took a step toward the door, then another. Lips pressed together, head held high even though the effort cost her, she made it across the floor to the door.
She would find another tribe. Maybe there were For who would look past the strangeness of her appearance and lack of acceptable skills, and see the person beneath. She would be loyal to them.
But now, she’d hobble home and nurse her injured feet. And then she’d pack her meager belongings and walk again, aiming for the mountains.
Her thoughts ground to an abrupt halt.
“Ah.” She turned. Looked around helplessly. “I don’t know how to get back to my tent. I… haven’t kept track of directions.”
She felt downright stupid admitting it, but the truth was, she had no idea how to find her little home.
Zoark translated. Chief Net’ok’s handsome feral face showed annoyance.
“Take her home.”
Zoark’s head jerked up, and an incredulous expression crossed his impassive feature.
“Chief?” he asked as if he hadn’t heard him right the first time.
“Take her to the sands,” the chief amended. “From there, point her to her camp.”
They were both dismissed.




Chapter 6



Addie stepped out of the chief’s teepee. Melmie and Oh’na were hanging out nearby, and upon seeing her they came closer, both with open and eager expressions on their faces.
“We will come to you again, Addie. Make us some more red string,” little Oh’na said in a stage whisper. They had clearly been listening at the door.
Despite the graveness of what had just transpired, Addie couldn't stop a smile from stretching her lips.
“I will, Oh’na,” she whispered back.
Oh’na, suddenly overcome by a bout of shyness, ducked behind Melmie’s back.
Addie sensed a presence behind her.
Melmie looked like she was going to say something, but her expression blanked, and whatever she meant to say remained unsaid.
“Follow me,” Zoark said from up close.
Lame or not, he approached so quietly she never heard a single step of his. She could feel his animal breath reach the back of her head.
He ignored the girls and motioned for her to follow, surprisingly agile for someone with a bum knee. Addie practically panted as she labored to keep pace with him, hopping over the larger rocks and ignoring the pain in her feet out of fear that he might abandon her if she was too slow. She had to find her camp. There were things she couldn't obtain on her own, like skins and tools. Her axe was there, and her stone knife. Her slingshot.
Keeping his back in her sights, she ground her teeth and endured, hurrying after him in a light jog.
He was a strange one, and she didn’t mean strange because of his For-ness. He stood out among his own people.
Out in the sunlight, she realized his hair was not a typical For brown but rusty-red, a couple of shades darker and redder than her mild auburn. They were both redheads. The small similarity, a connection of sorts, should've pleased Addie but it didn’t. She felt more connection with the Yellow Robes old priestly dude back there than with this Zoark.
Zoark was a sour ass.
He was as tall as Chief Net’ok, with similarly thick legs, but his upper body appeared not as muscular. His long hair was twisted in a careless braid, and he wore a shirt shaped like a tunic where other men went bare-chested. He was also kind of pale, with dull sunken eyes. Strange. She wondered about his position within the tribe, if he was a spiritual leader like the Yellow Robes. But judging by the fact that he hadn’t been invited to the Addie Show until they needed an interpreter, he must suck at his profession.
Distracted by her musings, she stepped on a particularly sharp rock that dug into one of the deeper cuts on the sole of her foot.
“Ouch!” She hopped on one foot. “How much longer to the sands? Whatever they are.”
Zoark stopped and turned.
He looked like he might not deign her with a reply, but finally said, “It depends on how fast you can go.”
“If we’re five on the scale from one to ten, where ten is competitive sprints, how long?”
“The shadows will have grown twice as long as they are now. That’s to the sands. And in your dreams you’re a five. You’re not even a two. On the human scale.”
“What? Sarcasm?” she muttered.
If he heard her, he probably didn’t understand the word, but Addie wondered. He spoke her language better than she’d expected.
She hopped to the nearest bush and sat down. “I need a moment.”
“I don’t have a moment. Let’s go.”
She inspected her feet and found them really messed up, scratched and scraped, with a few deep cuts oozing blood. She yanked at the dull green bush leaves. “You in a rush? To do what? Get back to your cheerful assembly and listen to what your yellow priest has to say? Do a ritual dance? Share a communal meal with one spoon?”
“You insult us.”
She applied the leaves to her feet and pulled at the grass stalks to make ties to keep them in place.
“I don’t give a rip about you, Zoark. That’s the beauty of being a cast-off: No one to care about.”
She continued wrapping her hurting feet in leaves and grasses.
“You know,” he said conversationally, “I can abandon you here.”
“What’s once more? I’ll find my way back without your help. Eventually.”
“Or I can kill you where you sit. Come morning, there’ll be nothing left of you except your ridiculous hair. I doubt even maggots will find it appealing, and we have some real indiscriminate maggots here.”
Addie couldn't suppress a shudder. The maggots were the reason why For never buried their dead. A body left on the ground overnight would be cleaned by morning, bones and all.
She pushed her offensive hair away from her face. “If you wanted to kill me, I would’ve been dead by now. And remember, your queen said no.”
“Who would tell her what happened to you?” he asked silkily.
He scared her. And he knew it. When she raised her eyes to look at him, he was staring back, his lifeless eyes cold and piercing. He knew how to read her, a human woman, and this realization scared her even more.
She hated this Zoark. She wanted nothing more than to part ways with him forever.
Angry and frightened, she plucked the dull orange flowers from the bush and stuck them, a pair of twos, on the sides of her leaf “shoes” and stood up.
“No need to kill me,” she said lightly. “I’m ready to go whenever you are.”
He blinked when he took in the full glory of her footwear. The leaves puckered in some places, and the straw holding them together stuck out in all directions making the booties look like angry hedgehogs. But her skin was now protected, and the flowers added a nice touch if Addie said so herself.
Zoark didn’t seem to be able to tear his eyes away from her creation.
She tapped her foot, and his head gave a weird little jerk.
“I thought you were in a hurry?” she prompted.
He grunted and turned to lead the way.
They walked - rather, he walked and she jogged, - in silence. Addie kept an eye on the shadows gauging if they were growing longer. The problem was, she hadn’t noted the starting point, and watching their length grow now was pointless. They would get to the sands when they got to the sands.
“What happened to the city?”
His question startled her, and she slowed down. “Wrennlins came in the night. It was… horrible.”
“How did you escape?”
“I didn’t. I was lucky. Sathe and I were together when they came, she got eaten and I didn’t.” Addie wished he hadn’t asked. She hadn’t been able to talk about her ordeal - there hadn’t been anyone to talk to. And now she was forced to remember all of it again, the sights, the smells, the screams. And the guilt.
“Why did I survive? Of all of them, why me?” She barely registered asking the question out loud.
Zoark stopped, and she almost walked over him. Well, she would have, if he were the size of a Truned. But he wasn’t.
He cocked his head like an owl and his dull eyes landed on her face. “Do you wish to have died?”
“What? No, I suppose not. But I didn’t want them dead, either.”
He searched her face for a moment longer before starting to move again. “You had men there. They should’ve done a better job at protecting their people. It is rare for an entire tribe to die in a Wrennlin attack.”
“They did fight!” Addie chased after him. “Hoban and Wynn, they tried to ward Wrennlins off. But there were so many of those snakes, and my gosh, they were massive.”
“Hoban,” he snarled the name. “You don’t ‘ward off’ Wrennlins. All you can do is provide cover to ensure strategic retreat. He should have planned for those things. He failed you.”
Addie looked up at him in surprise. “You knew Hoban?”
“I knew him.”
He left it at that. Not a fan of Hoban, Zoark was. Well, that made two of them.
Which made her wonder… “How long have you lived in the city, Zoark?”
“Longer than a full Roaring Thunder cycle.” He meant over two years.
“I see. You must have left before I arrived. I would’ve remembered you.”
He slanted her an unreadable look.
Understanding dawned, and Addie hastily dropped her eyes. She remembered well what things were like in the city. Anne’s reluctant acquiescence, and Janna-Beatrix’s throaty moans, and Iolanthe with her strategically bared body meant to entice. She remembered the hot, lusty looks in the males’ eyes, the smell of sex that lingered in the women’s teepees, and the constant cold dread that she might soon get a teepee of her own to receive those big male animals who seemed to have an insatiable urge to rut.
Her legs stiff all of a sudden, she fixed her eyes on Zoark’s straight back and tried not to imagine him there, one of them. But she failed. He had lived there, which meant he had to have partaken in the feast of the flesh. The loaded look he had given her pretty much confirmed it. All of the women, she wondered? Did he have a favorite? Hopefully not poor Anne.
Zoark’s pale appearance was a far cry from Hoban’s in-your-face virility, but Addie suddenly found him disgusting. He was no better than Hoban.
“What brought you to our land?”
“What?” She was so engrossed in not-imagining Zoark’s dick sucked by one of the women, as she’d once seen Dannica do on a male out in the open, that his question made her stumble badly.
“How did you end up here?” he repeated, exasperated, without bothering to slow down.
“Oh. I signed up to work as a traveling nurse - a healer - on a spaceship, a big flying house that my people can steer from one world to another. Good money, full benefits. Career prospects… Anyway, the ship malfunctioned. It broke. And we crashed into this land.”
“Were you the only survivor?”
Addie rarely thought about it anymore after almost a full year of thinking and dreaming of little else: the screech of metal against metal, the heat and chaos, screams of people, the smell of blood. Another disaster. Different pieces of her life to pick up and move on.
“No. There were four of us.”
“All were women?”
It figured that he asked. “No. One more woman and two men. The woman had been badly injured in the crash and died the next day - she had never gone to the city. Her name was Constance. She was so very young, a university student.” Addie shook her head. “We hadn’t been found for days. We had thought at first this planet was uninhabitable. One of the men, Eric, was also injured, but he managed to hang on and came with us to the city when Wynn’s hunting party discovered us. Eric eventually died of his injuries. He was very sick there at the end.”
Eric had died from sepsis. Sathe had plied him with fungi that caused drowsiness, but they hadn’t been able to completely ease his pain. He screamed until he’d lapsed into a coma.
“And the second man?”
Addie took a shuddering breath. “Hoban killed him. I don’t know why.”
“Was he strong?”
“Rashid? He was. He’d been one of the ship’s mechanics. Very capable.”
“A foreign male is a threat and a competition. I would have killed him too.” He didn’t sound remotely burdened with empathy or tolerance.
Addie didn’t want to talk to him anymore. If all For in his tribe were like Zoark, maybe she should send a thank-you prayer to the stars for escaping their settlement.
She raised her eyes and there it was, her crooked little teepee.
“It’s my home!” she exclaimed. “But you were supposed to take me to the sands?”
“We walked over the sands for a quarter of the way here. Did you not notice?”
She didn’t, too preoccupied with her memories.
“Nope,” she said lightly, covering up annoyance at herself for having paid little attention to directions. Again.
Too much was on her mind, and Zoark’s presence, his questions that evoked the past, had proved too much of a distraction to memorize their route.
And now, it was simply good to be home. With a burst of renewed energy, she rushed to the teepee and saw that her pot with the tuber juice stood where she had left it, untouched. She raised it to her lips and greedily gulped down the liquid, relishing the slide of the juice down her throat. She licked every droplet of it from the pot and sucked the tuber flesh until it was dry.
Zoark was watching her intently and with a thinly veiled disdain. He had come closer and his For eyes skipped over her teepee. It was a ridiculously pathetic structure, but he said nothing. Instead, his hand landed on its side and rubbed the exquisite pelt.
“Sathe?” he asked.
Addie placed her hand on the other side of the teepee. “Yeah. Sathe.”
They ended up sharing an impromptu moment of silence for Sathe’s lost life. Funny how Sathe connected them in a distant, twice removed way. They had both known her, shared their separate lives with her, at different times.
Addie dropped her hand. “Thank you for bringing me home.”
At first, he didn’t reply, scrutinizing her with his deadened eyes.
“Stay away from my tribe, Addie,” he finally said. “You won’t find what you’re looking for from our men.”
She frowned. “Men? What do you…”
Humiliation lit her up from inside out like a flare. She wanted to lash out at him in indignation, but what could she say? That she wasn’t like the women from the city? That she despised Iolanthe and the others sleeping with For males indiscriminately? That she’d rather live here alone for the rest of her days, eating tasteless tubers and chasing Hicar bugs, than spread her legs for an animal like him?
She straightened her back. The top of her head didn’t even reach his shoulder.
“I am sincerely thankful that you came all the way here as my guide. That is all. Take care, Zoark.”
She went in and meticulously tucked her teepee flap closed.




Chapter 7



She had cried herself to sleep again last night.When Addie woke up in the morning, her puffy eyes were crusted over with dried tears. She hadn’t cried this much since her first agonizing month on Planet Zero, and she had thought she was done with the watershed. But now that she had hit a new personal low, she discovered that, amazingly, she had a lot of tears still left in her.
It had been four days since Zoark brought her home. Four days and five long, lonely nights with her lying in the cramped teepee, desolate. The darkness pressed down on her, and at the same time made her weightless in the vast void of nothingness. She was completely and utterly alone in this strange world, unrelated to anyone, with no past and seemingly no future. She had tried to find people, but they had deemed her too strange, took stock and found her lacking, and spit her out like a bad nut.
Unwanted.
Every night she went to sleep, she saw no reason she should wake up the next morning.
Yet every morning, she did.
Today her feet didn’t bother her as much, and after inspecting the soles, Addie was pleased to notice that her cuts were healing nicely.
Nature called, and she pulled her sock-booties on and reluctantly went outside. The Yuux rushed her like two overeager flying puppies.
“Here, here. And good morning to you too,” she grumbled but leaned down to grab a few Nessi fruits she had collected for her pets. They weren’t really fruit, more like clams, but they grew on a bush, so it was whatever.
The Yuux, she had found out, were crazy for the fleshy insides, but the hard nut-like shell was too hard for them to crack. Addie, with her stone knife, had no problem. And so she had acquired a perfect training treat. The Yuux would turn any trick for a bite of a Nessi fruit.
She extended her arm and snapped her fingers. Ihr and Ehr obediently landed to sit near her wrist. She treated them to the yellow greasy Nessi insides that smelled like dirty laundry. Yum.
After spending some time with the Yuux, Addie got to use the facilities - the nearest bush - and went to collect something for breakfast. As she walked, her mind wound to more mundane matters.
She felt lighter today, calmer somehow. The crippling disappointment of being cast off by the For had eased. She didn’t know why it was the case, but when she woke up this morning, she knew she wouldn't give up. Not now, not yet. Maybe not ever.
Finding a mossy patch with edible fungi, she bent to collect them, preoccupied with domestic problems. There were things she needed she had to find a way to obtain. For instance, she needed to make a spare dress and undergarments. The women in the city used to gather flaxen fibers and made them into yarn before knitting clothing. Addie had seen it done but had never manufactured any herself. She wished she learned how.
By the time Addie came back to her teepee with the fungi and tubers, the two deepest cuts on her feet started bothering her again. She needed antiseptic. The bark of the Nipi bush carried some antibacterial properties, and Addie figured she’d get some for her feet. Many herbs that grew around here had medicinal qualities. It wouldn't hurt to gather them to build a basic medical kit.
As Addie unloaded her fungi and tubers, she couldn't shake off the disquiet that had been plaguing her of late, forcing her to constantly look over her shoulder. The sense of being watched gripped and didn’t let go.
It was only nerves. Being ambushed by the four warriors had shaken her more than she cared to admit.
The grass in the distance rustled.
Addie frowned. Was it her imagination?
The grass rustled more vigorously, too obvious for her to have dreamed it up, and an angry snort that followed definitely wasn’t a figment of her imagination.
She slowly reached for her axe. Just as she gripped it, a ball of pinkish gray-streaked from the thicket in her direction. Eyes widening, she braced for an attack that never came as the animal abruptly stopped several feet away, hackles raised, multi-jointed legs stomping, two holes on the sides of his head open in aggression. The thing was the size of a large dog and ugly, like a deformed crab with six feet and a round head. One black eye in the middle of its forehead stared at Addie, brimming with hostility. Two holes that served as both mouths and noses were opening and closing like a fish’s mouth. It was mostly hairless, with gray wrinkled skin decorated with soft pink patches that reminded Addie strongly of ringworm.
She knew this animal. She’d seen its carcasses brought back from the hunt by Hoban and Wynn. They called the thing Tek and ate its meat raw. The women called it pig, marinated the “pork” and made jerky. The jerky was the tastiest, most tender meat Addie had eaten on this planet. And she knew how to make it.
“Well, hello there, pig,” she said.
The six feet shuffled ominously, raising small clouds of dust. More snorts came out of the double mouths.
The slingshot wouldn’t cut it with this one.
Addie gripped her axe harder.
The Tek’s one eye stared back. It tottered to the left, and then to the right, but avoided a straight-up approach.
Addie charged. In a burst of speed, ignoring her hurting feet, she hurled her body forward with her axe arm raised and ready to strike. She aimed for the Tek’s eye, but it dodged, and the axe got embedded in its shoulder.
It screeched most gratingly, thrashing and spraying blood, trying to wrestle away, but Addie held firm. Goosebumps erupted on her bare arms from the feel of the live creature in pain, from feeling her axe cut through its flesh. She was a nurse, not a hunter. Taking life went against her nature.
But she shouldn't let herself think like Addie from before. And the jerky was good. This one catch would last her a long time.
She reached with her left hand and gripped a handful of Tek’s saggy skin to hold it. Pulling the axe from its shoulder, she brought it down again, and this time she hit the eye.
◆◆◆
 
Gutting, skinning, and quartering her game took Addie the rest of the day. She arranged rocks to form a bowl and carefully tucked slices of meat in there, layering them with herbs and berries to marinate, making sure they were raised from the ground. Because maggots.
Life was so full of unexpected twists and turns. She, Addie Rye, just killed an animal with a stone axe. Just hacked it to death while it screeched, and held it to the ground until it breathed its last breath. And then she took a dull stone knife and cut its throat to bleed it before she skinned and quartered it. It was difficult and gruesome, and she did a poor job of it, but she did it.
Looking down, she saw how dirty she’d made her dress in the process. The entire front was red and sticky. Her broken fingernails had blood caked underneath. She probably had gore in her hair.
Unable to stand the grime, she hobbled toward the area with Jat sand. She should have pitched her tent next to it so she’d have her bath whenever she liked it, but the idea hadn’t occurred to her at the time.
“Live and learn, Addie. Live and learn.”
Walking for about a mile, she reached Jat sand and picked the largest “puddle.” Washing her dress and booties, she was relieved to see that the blood came out with little effort. Truly, Jat sand was magic.
Naked, she sank into the “bath” with a satisfied sigh. Raising her face to the sky, she let her body relax and held still. It was nice out, with the Ehr sun beginning its descent, its warmth mild and caressing. The clear skies were almost transparent. It was quiet but not still. This planet was alive with creatures teeming all around her. The sunlight, the rugged terrain, the smells, and sounds - all of it was becoming familiar.
For the first time, Addie felt almost… peaceful.
She raised her knees, and Jat sand trickled down her legs, tickling the insides of her thighs. It felt pleasant in an erotic way. Startled, Addie touched her legs where the sand agitated them, fondling her flesh. The touch sent a whisper of sensations across her body.
She was alive, and it felt strange, the feelings long-forgotten. She hadn’t had sex since before she boarded the doomed cruiser. In the six months that she’d spent in space, her job kept her mind off physically missing her husband. And after the crash, well, sex had become something to avoid, a dirty, disgusting act performed on the For animals.
Laying in the pool of sand, Addie kept touching her legs, her stomach. She cupped and squeezed her breasts. It felt… nice. She didn’t feel numb any longer.
Rising to her knees, she shook her head to let the sand out of her hair, and threw her head back, letting the long curls trail down her bare back, enjoying the swish of it. She skimmed her hands down her sides, closing her eyes.
Her body showed mild signs of arousal, but they were muted as if coming from afar. The thought of bringing herself to completion didn’t hold appeal. Her body might be ready but her brain wasn’t. For now, she was content to explore her own shape, as if discovering it for the first time. She wasn’t dead. There was hope for the future.
The feeling of being watched returned.
Addie scanned her surroundings and could find nothing amiss, but her peaceful solitude was ruined.
She quickly finished her bath and got dressed. Walking home, she hummed an upbeat song. Thoughts about the jerky further lifted her mood - not because she missed eating meat so much, but because she’d successfully killed the Tek. It was an accomplishment that grounded her independence. She proved to herself that she had a chance of survival.




Chapter 8



Waking up late the next morning, Addie made a beeline to the stone pit, ignoring her Yuux and confusing them by overthrowing their morning training - and their morning treats - to check on her marinating meat. The project had become a matter of principle for her. She felt one hundred percent invested, and she would be damned if some night critter robbed her of the meat while she slept. 
She lifted the top rocks serving both as press and cover and flipped the meat chunks over inside her makeshift stone pit, making sure the herbs and berries were releasing their juices uniformly. Satisfied with the progress, she wedged the top rocks back onto the meat and picked up her light, short spear. She’d made it herself, and it brought her another powerful sense of accomplishment. It was comforting to hold it now. She was, again, on edge.
Ears wide open, she listened for unusual sounds, a shuffle, a rustling of tall dry grasses, but heard no telltale sign of a hidden presence nearby. Berating herself for being a scaredy-cat, Addie slowly rose to her full height and turned around. And nearly screamed.
Melmie was standing at the edge of the clearing.
“Melmie!” Addie put her hand over her wildly beating heart.
“Addie!” Melmie smiled, a wide beaming smile. She looked young and radiant, and a little expectant, like she wasn’t sure what reception to expect from Addie.
“I… You came! I am glad,” Addie managed to produce in For.
“Yes,” Melmie came closer, babbling excitedly, and Addie understood that she was out foraging, and decided to come this way to see Addie. And she had companions. She pointed to the thicket from which she had emerged.
The underbrush parted and Oh’na appeared, followed by two For women with soft woven baskets. They came out and stopped, regarding Addie warily.
The younger of the women was past her first youth but not yet middle-aged. She had a narrow unsmiling face with large eyes, and her green irises were the color of summer leaves. Her long hair was wound around her head and tied off with a knit string.
The other woman was much older, with a wrinkled face and short upturned tigerish nose that must have looked adorable when she was a child, but now lent her an air of superiority. Her dark hair, clearly not susceptible to the gray of advanced age, was tied in two braids. Both women wore the same olive knit dresses as Melmie that came to their knees and tall leather boots.
Where their clothes lacked flare, their boots more than compensated in the fashion department with intricate stitched patterns in bright colors and soft fur trim.
“Hello,” Addie addressed the women.
“Hello,” they said in unison.
The younger one was looking around, checking out Addie’s campsite, her side-leaning undersized teepee, and her stone pit. The older one was studying Addie intently.
“I am glad you came,” Addies said. She felt flustered under this scrutiny.
Oh’na, immune to the reservations so clearly harbored toward Addie by her elders, exclaimed “What is that?” and rushed to the pit.
“Careful, there’s meat in there,” Addie took off after her. She felt ridiculously protective of her meat. “It isn’t ready yet, so you mustn’t touch it. But hey, you know what?”
“What?”
“When it is ready, I’ll share it with you. Deal?” She had no idea where the words came from, but it was easier to talk to the child than to adults like these women or like their Chief Net’ok. Like that asshole Zoark…
Melmie and the women followed Addie and Oh’na to the stone pit.
“What meat is this?” the younger woman asked.
“Tek meat.”
The woman’s eyes slid to the spear still stuck in the ground next to the pit. “You hunt?”
“Oh, no. Not Teks. But one came over here, and I had to kill it. It was one time. I’m more of a Truned girl.”
Melmie giggled. “You aren’t very good at hunting Truneds, Addie.”
Addie smiled. “I am learning.”
“So, this is where you live?” The older woman posed the question casually.
“For now. I will go soon.”
“Where will you go?”
“The Olzol Mountains.”
She managed to surprise the old woman. “You want to go to the mountains?”
“I think I do.” She looked around. “There is nothing for me here.”
The old woman remained silent as if considering what Addie had just said, and finally cocked her head. “My name is Chele. And this is Illied.”
“Hello, Chele,” Addie didn’t know how to say Pleased to meet you. “Hello, Illied.”
Illied finally smiled a small, reserved smile.
“Hello, Addie.”
They stood there in awkward silence.
“Well, we must be on our way,” Chele said. “We’ve traveled a distance to come here to see you, and we still have things to do.”
They came to see her! And now they were going to leave. Well, what did she expect, for them to sit around her stone pit and chitchat? They didn’t look like a chitchat type of people, and she could barely string two words together herself.
“Can I come with you?” On impulse, Addie called out to them. “To forage?” She knew that word well, what with the foraging being her main activity in the city. That, and the cooking.
“Yes, come!” Melmie exclaimed and immediately earned a censoring look from old Chele. It was becoming clear who called the shots in their small group.
Melmie wilted and faded behind Illied’s back. Illied looked uncertain. Oh’na was picking flowers in the distance.
“We are picking Elm fruit today. You will need a basket,” Chele said and abruptly turned to lead their party away.
Without another word, Addie dashed to her teepee, snatched her little sack - the only thing she had that served as a container - and followed the women into the thicket.
They walked for some time in silence interrupted only by Melmie and Oh’na’s occasional short conversations intermixed with giggles.
Addie was determined to make friends.
“What is Elm fruit?” She very much doubted they had any relation to Elm trees from Earth. Nothing here had any relation to anything on Earth. At all.
Illied glanced at Addie with apparent surprise, like she asked something painfully obvious. “We pick them and dry them to store and eat later. They are in season now. That city where you lived, did they not gather Elm fruit?”
Not that Addie knew. She would have remembered the name. “No,” she said simply.
More at ease now, Illied continued, “What did you use for your Tek meat?”
In halting For, Addie enumerated the ingredients that went into the marinade. The women listened attentively, especially Chele.
“Some of the herbs you name, we use, too,” Chele affirmed. “Others are strange choices. Nipi bark?”
How to explain that Addie was pretty confident Nipi bark contained vinegary acid that could break down proteins in the meat and tenderize it, as well as add to the flavor to the resulting jerky?
“Nipi bark releases… juice. That juice makes the meat soft. We used it in the city, and it worked really well, on Tek and Truneds, and other game.”
Chele nodded in understanding, but the look she gave Addie was hard to decipher.
“You speak little of our language. Were there not a lot of For in the city?” Illied asked the question that she had itched to ask for some time. Addie had noticed her throwing furtive glances her way, curiosity clear as day in her eyes.
Addie smiled. “There were For. And there were women like me. One of them was, like, our queen, and she made For people learn our language. Because she wasn’t good at For, either.”
“What was it like, in that city?”
Ah, Illied was getting to the good part. They had probably heard rumors.
Well, she would have to disappoint. She could recite the names of local herbs, berries, and fungi in For all day long, but spinning stories about life in the city went way above her linguistic abilities, underdeveloped as they were at the moment.
“I don’t know how to tell my story,” she confessed frankly. “I can’t speak your language very well. But one of your men, Zoark, lived in the city, too. Maybe he can better describe it.”
The women visibly stiffened.
“We don't ask Zoark any questions,” Chele said rigidly.
“You don’t? Why?”
They all gave Addie a Duh look.
“Zoark is under the Rule of the Fallen,” Melmie explained quietly.
From her tone, the Rule of the Fallen sounded like a very bad deal to be under.
“What does it mean?”
Illied quickly said. “Just that he was gravely injured, a long time ago. He should have died. He didn’t, but now he is not whole. Why keep living if you’re not whole?” Illied paused meaningfully and repeated, “He should have died.”
“I am sorry, I still don’t understand.”
She felt Melmie’s touch on her arm. “What my pawi means is that his injuries left him broken and weakened. He is of no value to the tribe, and no one will help him. Do you understand?”
Addie shook her head slowly.
Melmie tried again. “If you find yourself in danger, no one will help you. You’re the Fallen.”
“What kind of danger?”
“Say, you go foraging and are surrounded by snarling Gosors, and there is a great number of them. Even if people see you, no one will help, not even your pawi. You will die and get eaten.”
“What is a pawi?”
The question startled Melmie. “Pawi. I came from my pawi. Oh’na came from hers.”
Mother! Pawi meant mother. “Your pawi wouldn't come to your rescue?”
“What can one pawi do against a great number of Gosors?” Melmie asked, unperturbed.
“If it were my daughter, I’d run and hack all those Gosors to pieces.”
Melmie chuckled. “You’d die along with your daughter. And if we lose two people instead of one, that’s unfair to the tribe. Every life is precious.”
“And Zoark’s life isn’t precious?”
“Crippled, he’s only a burden to those who care about him.”
Addie had a hard time internalizing this, but she wasn’t the one who made For rules, and it didn’t appear like a vote would be cast any time soon to change them.
She abandoned the issue altogether and focused on the women.
So, Illied was Melmie’s mother.
Addie turned to Chele. “And are you Oh’na’s pawi?”
The older woman frowned, her face acquiring that original closed-off expression Addie had first observed.
“No. I am a pawi to Oh’na’s pawi.”
A grandmother, then, and not one that encouraged personal questions.
They hadn’t spoken again until they reached a plateau where Elm plants grew, a dwarf bush with sparse skinny leaves on bare branches laden with baby-pink two-halved fruit. They very distantly reminded Addie of peaches, and the contrast between the bright fruit and dry kindle sticks on which they grew presented a picture that was unusual and otherworldly. Like most things were on Planet Zero.
Collecting the fruit proved to be an easy task, and soon their containers were filled to bursting.
“We will come back tomorrow,” Chele remarked. “The Elm fruit season is short. Better get as much as we can now.”
Addie listened with great attention, already planning to ask to be included.
“Are the Elm fruit ripe now?” she asked.
“Very ripe,” Illied affirmed.
Addie picked one and bit into it. And immediately spat it out. It tasted bitter and astringent, like under-ripe wild persimmon.
The women laughed, particularly little Oh’na who found everything about Addie exceedingly unusual and funny.
Chele covered her laughing mouth with the back of her hand. “No, not raw. We slice them and leave them in the sun to dry. The sun makes them sweet.”
Addie spat the remnants of the taste out but her mouth was coagulated thanks to the fruit’s nasty substance, and she had a hard time generating any saliva. It had been a while since she made the mistake of trying stuff without consulting old-timers first, but the excitement of finding a company temporarily robbed her of common sense.
Her silly action had gone a long way toward breaking the ice. When Addie asked to come tomorrow, she was easily accepted.
She’d gotten her chance.




Chapter 9



The next day, it was a little easier for Addie to communicate with Melmie, Oh’na, and Illied when the four of them made their second foray to the Elm bush plateau. Chele didn’t come, busy with something at the settlement.
Melmie chattered like a bird, and Illied appeared more relaxed without Chele. She asked her questions freely, and she had a lot of them.
Surprisingly, Yuux Ihr and Ehr interested her the most. Illied had a Yuux that followed her. But she wanted to know why Addie had two. Like Sathe before her, Illied interpreted Addie’s two Yuux companions as a sign of something special about Addie’s person.
After the women filled their containers with Elm fruit, they set out to the For settlement. But the closer they drew, the slower Addie’s steps became. She remembered every detail of the chief’s sharp eyes and massive body radiating inhuman strength even in repose. She remembered how strong were the hands of his friend “Hoban” - whose actual name was Vuskas, she learned from Illied - when he dragged her to the camp. She could picture the High Counselor Yellow Robes’ ascetic face, self-reflective and maniacal. The conceited Queen Qalae. All the people that looked on when she limped to the door on her lacerated feet.
But most of all, she remembered Zoark’s deadened eyes and his warning to stay away from the tribe.
She wasn’t welcome, and she knew it.
But while she hemmed and hawed on the inside, debating whether she should show herself so soon in the Fors’ midst, their small group was upon the tribe. A child shouted something, and people turned to look their way.
Addie stopped.
Reading her uncertainty, Illied pushed her gently in the back. “Come. They won’t hurt you. Besides, most men are gone on a hunt.”
Chele appeared and hurried over, looking busy. She and Illied engaged in a rapid discussion that Addie only marginally understood.
A striking young woman with reddish-brown hair and asymmetrical but still arresting features walked up to them, staring boldly at Addie.
“Here, Vircea,” Chele motioned at her. “Take the fruit from Addie-woman.”
Vircea extended her arms toward Addie and helped untie her sack before taking it off her back.
“Grateful,” Addie murmured, and Vircea smiled. It was a dazzling smile, despite the long sharp teeth.
Vircea held the heavy sack with ease, her bare arms showing an impressive muscle play. With one long glance at Addie’s face, she turned and left, flipping her long hair.
Melmie tugged at her. “Will you come with me? I’ll show you my tent.”
Addie hesitated. With Chief Net’ok and most men being out, it would look like she was sneaking in. She didn’t want her reappearance at the settlement to be under questionable terms.
“Next time, Melmie. I will go home now.”
Melmie looked crestfallen. “We’re done gathering Elm fruit. That means I won’t see you again.”
“You can come to visit me at any time. I will start drying the Tek meat tomorrow, so it’ll be ready soon. Will you be my tester?”
“Me! I want to be the tester!” Oh’na squeezed her plump body between Addie and Melmie.
“Oh, go away, Oh’na. You’re such a pest,” Melmie looked annoyed.
Addie was just going to offer they both come over when she sensed a presence behind. Her heart shrunk.
Zoark.
The girls quietly dispersed.
She turned slowly and experienced a curious mix of relief and disappointment. It wasn’t Zoark. It was Vuskas, and to his side stood Queen Qalae.
“Hello,” Addie greeted them, wondering if she should perform a curtsy.
Vuskas slid an ironic glance at Qalae and raised one heavy eyebrow as if saying, What do you think of that, my queen?
Qalae stared straight at Addie. “What are you doing here, strange woman?”
“I helped bring back Elm fruit.”
“What business is it of yours?”
The more flustered Addie became, the more difficult it was to express herself. “I met them… ran into them. Gathering Elm fruit. And I offered to help.”
Let Qalae think that theirs was a chance meeting. She didn’t want Illied and Chele to suffer their queen’s wrath if, for some reason, they were prohibited from mingling with strange women from Earth.
“And you came here to stay?”
“No… um… ” How to address her? Her Majesty? Chief Consort? Mrs. Net’ok? She should’ve asked Melmie what the protocol was. “I will be going home.”
“See that you do.”
Ihr and Ehr chose this moment to fly over and engage in a noisy match with the queen’s Yuux. Or maybe it was Vuskas’s. There was a good number of the flying animals dashing from one teepee’s top to another.
Irritated, Qalae glanced up. “Which one of these screeching animals is yours?”
“They both are.”
Qalae pegged her with a stare.
Vuskas scoffed. “You lie. No one has two Yuux. Yuux don’t share a host.”
Addie extended her arm and snapped her fingers. Ihr and Ehr gracefully glided down to perch at her elbow.
Vuskas’s sneer slipped. Qalae blinked twice.
Addie’s satisfaction was complete.
“Hmm.” Qalae’s face assumed the bored expression Addie remembered from the assembly. “You are strange.”
She inclined her head her way in a non-committal manner and sauntered away. Vuskas didn’t linger in her company either, though before he left he gave her a blatant once-over that ended in another scoff.
Addie released a pent-up breath.
“Remind me to give you some extra Nessi innards you so love,” she whispered to her Yuux and pumped her arm once, letting them know they were free to fly away.
She turned to go. Once more, the For tribe proved unwelcoming if not overtly hostile. But no one had tried to hurt her, so maybe she shouldn’t complain.
She stopped at the very edge of the clearing looking out, lips pursed when the realization hit. She still didn’t know the way back to her teepee.
She frowned, furiously thinking the problem over.
Well, okay, she could trace her way back to the Elm patch, and from there she would feel more comfortable finding her way back. It would be a long detour, but she better stick with this safer plan than trying to figure out a direct path and get lost.
“Follow the rocks with red moss. It will take you to the sands. From there, keep Ehr sun to your back. If you reach where the flowering Puri fungi grow, you’ve missed your way.”
Addie slowly turned, anxiety twisting her stomach into a knot. She hadn't reacted that strongly to the queen and her beast of a henchman.
“And if I have missed it?”
Zoark looked at her from his muted-red dull eyes. “You’ll have to figure it out.”
She hadn't heard him approach. Why hadn’t she heard him approach? He was lame, with a busted knee. He should shuffle loudly, thrash like a bear in the thicket.
Nothing. There had been no sign of him coming right on top of her. She had never sensed his presence.
He was standing at her side, solid and uncompromising. His bad leg was slightly bent as if he had trouble straightening it all the way and wanted to keep more of his weight on his left side.
Against her will, Addie’s gaze landed on his broken knee, and her trained brain automatically assessed the damage: joint bones appeared to have been smashed and never reconstructed, ligaments and likely tendons torn to pieces and not sewn back together, some thigh muscle missing as if ripped out by a mouth with lots of sharp teeth… There was nothing to be done for him without extensive surgery. She was surprised he maintained the mobility he did. That he could sneak up on her without making a sound was something out of the fiction tale.
“Does it still bother you?” she asked, caught up in her trauma nurse mode.
“That is profoundly none of your concern,” he replied with annoyance. “I thought I’d never see you again. One last time, goodbye.”
Addie raised her eyes to his sour face and grinned. “I see now why you’re being so helpful with directions.” They squared off, all five feet two inches of her to his six-and-a-half. “You may see me again or you may not, I’m not making any promises. But thanks for pointing the way.”
She skipped over a large rock and lightly jogged following the rocks with red moss.




Chapter 10



Drying the Tek meat into jerky had proved to be a more challenging step of the process. For starters, Addie had to manufacture a wicker tray to spread it out on, and she wasn’t very good at basket-weaving. Secondly, slicing the chunks of the marinated meat into ribbon-thin strips with a dull stone knife wasn’t an epitome of accuracy or efficiency. She’d never cursed so much as she did when working her rudimentary cutting tool.
But Addie was determined.
She slept poorly because of the stress. It was silly of her to agonize over the jerky, but she so wanted the project to succeed. The girls were waiting to try it.
Early the following morning, Addie spread out her would-be jerky on the tray and set the tray under the Ehr sun to dry. It wasn’t very hot out, but the dry air of Planet Zero combined with a slight wind would help the process along nicely.
She settled nearby to keep watch. It was going to be a long day, babysitting the drying meat against the local animal kingdom.
As hours ticked by, the main subject of Addie’s watch became clear: it was her own two Yuux. The smell of the meat attracted the animals like a magnet, and no stern command made a difference in forcing them to abandon their quest to steal a slice or two.
Armed with a leafy branch, Addie kept swinging vigorously over the tray when the Yuux drew near. The animals were persistent, and the swinging action got old fast.
“You two are horrid, I tell you. Horrid. You don’t deserve the Nessi fruit I feed you.”
The tall grasses rustled ominously. Whirling, Addie dropped her branch and palmed the spear, ready to take on any mountain lion or a hungry bear - or their Planet Zero equivalents - and fully prepared to die young defending her jerky.
The tall grasses parted to reveal Melmie’s slim form. Addie sagged with relief. “Melmie! I nearly threw the spear at you!”
“Why?”
“I thought you were a meat-eating animal, here to steal my jerky.”
Melmie gave a loud, uncensored burst of laughter. “If I were a meat-eating animal, you’d be dead by now. You’re too slow, Addie.”
Addie didn’t find Melmie’s observation quite as hilarious.
“I’m not that slow. I’ve been practicing with the spear.”
Melmie only laughed. “Is the meat ready to try?”
“Not yet/” Addie looked at the sun, checking on its progress across the sky. “Two more days.”
Melmie looked disappointed.
“What are you foraging for today?” Addie asked her.
“Nothing. I came to see you.”
Surprised, Addie asked, “Did you tell your pawi where you went?”
“Yes, I told her where I went. It’s a little too far, but we’ve gone that far before, Oh’na and I.”
Addie sat down as her heart grew full from the unexpected pleasure of being accepted in this way. If a mother allowed her daughter to come to visit her, then she wasn’t too bad of a company in the eyes of the For. Well, some For.
“Where’s little Oh’na?”
Melmie huffed. “I didn’t bring her along.”
“Are you and Oh’na close?”
Melmie sat down near the jerky tray, next to Addie, and thought about it before answering. “Oh’na has no pawi, and everyone feels a little sorry for her. My pawi makes me take her along, to help Chele.”
“What happened to Oh’na’s pawi?”
Melmie grew real quiet, and at first, Addie thought she wasn’t going to answer.
“When Oh’na was still a tiny baby, her father died in a hunt.”
Addie nodded, prompting Melmie to continue.
“Her pawi, whose pawi is Chele, was free to mate again. She was very pretty.” Melmie paused and, picking up a stick, started tracing the rocks littering the sandy ground.
“And?”
“Chief Net’ok traded Oh’na’s pawi for his queen.”
“Traded?” Addie raised her brows. “I thought women were free to choose their mates.”
“They are. But Qalae didn’t want to come. Chief Net’ok made a deal with Qalae’s tribe. He really wanted Qalae as his queen.” Melmie raised her innocent eyes to Addie. “She is a good queen now, and she likes her new tribe, but at first, she didn’t want to come. It happens sometimes. A woman can say no. But if the woman is for a chief, they can negotiate. Net’ok gave Oh’na’s pawi to a man from Qalae’s old tribe to keep the balance.”
“And that man, he wanted no child of hers?”
“Oh, no, not that. Oh’na belongs to our tribe. She wasn’t part of the deal. Girl children are important, you see. And our tribe doesn’t have enough women. The only unmated females are Vircea, me, and Oh’na. That’s too few!” Melmie made her weird head motion, looking very For at that moment, and very grown-up.
“That’s… cruel. Oh’na’s pawi is there somewhere, and she can never see her.”
Melmie shrugged philosophically. “The chief decides what’s best for the tribe. But,” Melmie leaned close and lowered her voice, as if anybody were around to hear her, “Chele hasn’t been fond of the chief ever since. And also of the High Counselor Chemmusaayl because he had supported the chief. And Chele has… difficult feelings for Qalae.”
“I see.” Addie’s mind was busily processing what she’d learned about the political landscape of Melmie’s tribe.
“Everyone is waiting on Qalae to become a pawi to Chief's babies, but so far, she hasn't. Soon, I’m sure. We need more children.” Melmie fell silent again.
Addie didn’t ask any more probing questions. She’d learned something today, and she’d learn more in due time. There was no reason to push Melmie.
The Yuux mounted another attack, and Addie jumped up, vigorously wielding the leafy branch.
“I have more of the red string for you,” she said when the attack was successfully thwarted. “Let me get it.”
Leaving Melmie in charge of the leafy branch, she went to her teepee and unwound some of the string she had hastily prepared specifically to give to the girls. On their first meeting, Melmie and Oh’na had been so unabashedly happy to have gotten her small gift. She wanted to see their bubbly childish delight again.
“Here,” she said as she gave a two-foot length to Melmie and watched her face split into a smile. “I have more for Oh’na, too. I’m sure she’d want some.”
“She would!” Melmie took her string and carefully folded Oh’na’s, tucking it into her boot. “Do you use it for your hair?”
Addie didn’t, with the red string manufacture having happened recently and for a different purpose. “You know what? This is a great idea. I’ll make some for myself. To match yours,” she promised.
Melmie’s smile turned shy. “You have such pretty soft hair, like Yuux down.”
Addie wrinkled her nose. She had hated her overly curly hair back on Earth. She used to spend a small fortune she hadn’t had on hairstylists and expensive relaxing treatments. Those things had mattered back then. Was that person really her?
She shook her head, letting her curls fly about her shoulders.
“I’m grateful, Melmie.”
“For what?”
“For the compliment.” Addie smiled.




Chapter 11



It took two more sunny days and a lot of patience to finish the jerky, and it turned out delicious. Addie could barely stop herself from eating it all. She settled on saving a small quantity for herself and set out an equal number of pieces to give to the girls. She stored her precious meat supply in her only vessel, her clay pot, and tucked the pot inside her teepee, away from where the Yuux could smell it.
Melmie didn’t come back the next day, but Addie hadn’t expected her to. Resolved to wait, she didn’t want to sit around idle but spent the next few days organizing her life. She even dug for some clay which she liberally soaked in berry juices to make it pliant, and made another pot, a bigger and uglier version of her previous creation.
Melmie didn’t come on the second day, or the third, of the fifth. Finally unable to stand the solitude after having tasted human interaction, Addie made a decision to follow the red moss back to the For settlement.
With her sort-of knife tucked in her sock-boot and her spear in her hand, Addie carried jerky in her sack and whistled as she walked.
It had taken her longer than expected to find the correct path to the sands, but from there she easily plotted her course.
The settlement was busy today. From afar, she saw people dashing back and forth. The High Counselor Chemmusaayl’s yellow robes emerged from a teepee, crossed an open area, and disappeared behind a different teepee.
Head held high, Addie approached the camp. Little boys yelled her name in their high guttural voices. Women glanced up but didn’t raise an alarm. The few men that were around regarded her with unabashed curiosity, like an exotic little monkey.
No one stopped Addie as she proceeded to Chele’s teepee.
“Chele?” she called through the closed flap.
The flap opened, and Chele’s lined face appeared.
“Hello, Addie.” Chele was holding a large tray laden with something like cold cuts. She didn’t look surprised to see Addie.
Addie stepped aside to allow Chele out. “I came to visit. Is this not a good time?”
Chele rotated her head. “The training is over, and the contest is about to begin. Men will want to eat after.”
“Training? Contest?” She had a hard time keeping up.
“Yes, come. You can watch. Come, I need to bring the food out.”
Addie hastily untied her pouch. “Wait. I brought my dried meat for you to try. My people call it jerky. It’s really good. Here.” She pulled out thin crispy slices and added them to Chele’s tray. “I’m keeping a few for Melmie and Oh’na. I promised them, you know.” She smiled.
Chele gave her an odd, intent look.
“The girls like you,” she remarked.
Flustered, Addie lost her smile. “I’m glad to hear that.”
Chele’s face relaxed and she motioned for Addie to follow.
They weaved their way around the teepees and went all the way to the back of the settlement, to a place where the ground was flat and sandy, cleared of all vegetation and rocks. It was a court, and to the side of it, a sturdy rack held an assortment of spears, axes, and clubs. They were not Addie-sized axes and spears. The axes were massive, the wooden handles made of branches fitted together were as thick as her forearm and no less than four feet long. The stone heads, polished to a smooth sheen, were like two of her palms put together, sharpened to a deadly blade. They were no toys.
Oh’na found her and latched on to her leg, silent and cuddly. Surprised and a little unsure, Addie raised her hand and placed it on Oh’na’s head.
The High Counselor Chemmusaayl glided past and did a double take.
“What is this creature doing among For?” he intoned loudly, making sure everybody heard the displeasure in his voice.
People looked her way. Oh’na hugged her leg tighter.
Chele’s head rotated. “This woman is my guest, High Counselor.”
His face darkened, and Addie quickly looked away, pretending to not understand their exchange.
But the drama hadn’t had a chance to unfold because Chief Net’ok came out, followed by Vuskas and other warriors. They were huge, which Addie already knew. But there were also so many of them. Walking in a tight cluster of bodies they appeared to block the world with their chiseled rounded shoulders.
“They are so strong,” she whispered to Oh’na.
The girl raised her face. “They are,” she confirmed with pride. “Aren’t we lucky? Our tribe has many strong men.”
Lucky… Yes, they were lucky. Weren’t they?
For males offered protection and food, but they needed something in return. A lot of something…
Addie couldn't suppress a shudder.
Taking a deep breath to calm down, she raised her eyes… and looked straight into Zoark’s feral, peevish face with sharp cheekbones and deeply set eyes. He was standing behind the court, far away from her, but when their gazes connected, it was as if he pushed at her.
Well, what had she expected, to never see him again? He lived here.
She was the first to turn away.
Meanwhile, more men appeared from somewhere within the settlement forming an organized crowd on the farther side of the court. Women lined up on Addie’s side to watch. The High Counselor went to stand at the corner, a judge and a referee.
Chele joined her with the empty tray, followed by Illied and Melmie, filling the gap between Addie and Queen Qalae and her entourage.
Qalae, obviously aware of Addie’s presence, didn’t even look in her direction, and it was hard to tell if she disapproved of the human woman or truly didn’t give two figs about whether Addie came here or not. Either way, Qalae’s silence was perceived as consent by the others, and even Chemmusaayl stopped throwing loaded glances in Addie’s direction.
“I tried the jerky, Addie,” Melmie confided under her breath. “It was so good!”
Oh’na’s ears twitched as she, naturally, heard her. “What? Not fair! I want some too! How come Melmie got to try and I didn’t?”
“I have some stashed away for you,” Addie assured agitated Oh’na in a loud whisper, mixing her words and pronouncing them incorrectly, afraid to draw too much attention to herself. “Don’t think I have forgotten about you.”
Chief Net’ok took a place next to the High Counselor, bulging arms crossed against his wide chest. He truly was a spectacular specimen, bigger even than Hoban had been, but at the same time slick, graceful, with flowing chestnut hair and pleasing features that didn’t bring to mind feral werewolves and saber-tooth tigers that waited to pounce and rip your chest open. Like some other men with bad legs… 
The High Counselor raised his hands above his head, closed his eyes briefly in a moment of silence, and barked something ominous. As one, the warriors raised one fist above their head and barked the same thing in return.
“What are they saying?” Addie quietly asked Chele.
“It is a word for strength, a recognition that the power of man is limited. And that we need more of it to survive. That’s why the men train the way they do. They strive for strength.”
Addie looked at the warriors again. If they needed more strength, then she had no hope of making it here.
Vuskas went into the court first, and Chemmusaayl motioned for a young male to join him. Good-natured taunts sounded, loud ribbing for someone who was about to eat dirt.
“This isn’t fair,” Addie muttered to Chele.
“Young men need a chance to hold their own against someone who’s bigger and stronger. Or their skill will never grow.”
Well, that was wise, and Addie didn’t have anything else to add.
She expected the match to end before it began, but Vuskas made it last. He held back, giving the young warrior an opportunity to use different aggressive tactics, expertly deflecting each one, sparring gracefully and with obvious skill. The sparring was fun to watch. When the young man finally fell - as everyone knew he would - it was quick and fairly harmless.
Addie clapped and cheered along with the others.
The next pair squared off, the men of about equal stature and skill, and their fight dragged forever as neither wanted to end up on the floor. Not as immersed in their sparring, Addie scanned the crowd, curious about the individuals that made up this community.
Queen Qalae stood at ease as she watched the contest. She appeared more indifferent than bored. Addie surmised she’d stay until the end, as her role dictated. 
Zoark’s figure, partially blocked by the grappling bodies in the court, drew her eye, and she wondered why she couldn’t stop seeking him out. Did she feel sorry for him because of his physical injuries? Was it a perceived sense of kinship because he had lived in the city and knew Sathe, Iolanthe, and the others? His ability to speak her language?
The questions remained unanswered, and she shied away from examining her interest in Zoark for when she didn’t have to look at him or feel his presence.
Chele quietly departed, giving Addie a vague impression of not being into this whole contest thing, and took the sleepy Oh’na with her. Illied and Melmie stayed put.
“My mate will fight, too.”
Addie turned to Melmie, somewhat surprised. “Are you going to cheer for your father, Melmie?”
Melmie looked startled.
“Melmie’s father died a long time ago, Addie. Wixab is my second mate.” Illied said nothing else, and instinctively Addie knew not to pry.
Finally, the contestants finished their bout and vacated the court.
Chemmusaayl pointed his finger at the red-haired young warrior who reminded Addie of a dog with a red nose.
“Oh’nil!”
The named warrior picked up a club off the rack and walked into the court.
“Are they free to choose their weapons?” Addie asked Illied, eyeing the axes that rested next to the clubs.
“In contests, they use clubs or nothing at all. They aren’t fighting to kill.”
Addie felt marginally better. She wasn’t looking forward to watching the losing party draw their last breath.
“Wixab!”
The second warrior went in, and Addie regarded him critically. A stocky male, not too tall by the local overblown standards but powerfully built, he bristled with angry, aggressive energy. He swung his club in a circle and tapped his foot, impatient to begin.
The two squared off, presenting Addie with an excellent side view. They were both ripped, but the red-headed Oh’nil looked noticeably slimmer around the neck and upper body. Nothing to sneeze at, but something… there was an airy quality to him that the other warrior lacked. Not a very young guy, Oh’nil appeared young.
Chemmusaayl clapped his hands twice, and without any other warning, the men in the court collided.
Addie jumped. ”My god, they’re fast,” she muttered.
The speed with which they moved was astonishing. The sudden clack of the club against the club reverberated around. Small puffs of dust rose around the warriors’ feet from their furious sidestepping.
Wixab attacked in a rush of hot air, the war club swinging. It connected with Oh’nil’s club and bounced off. Wixab himself bounced off of Oh’nil, almost losing his footing.
He righted himself and barked something that sounded suspiciously like What the fuck. There was a brief moment of silence from everyone, during which Oh’nil deftly clubbed Wixab on his fighting arm, nearly succeeding in making his opponent let go of his weapon.
Shaking off his surprise, Wixab attacked with a roar, mad as hell at having suffered such a humiliating setback from someone obviously beneath him in rank.
Addie’s hands went to her mouth as she watched Oh’nil deflect and evade, more in control than the burlier, hoppity Wixab.
Shouts swelled, and it was impossible to say if the men and women supported Oh’nil or Wixab. Some women cheered, drawing Addie’s attention to the spectators. The lush Queen Qalae stood frozen, her face devoid of any expression, all eyes on the court, on the battling men. She no longer appeared indifferent; a feverish intensity burned in her inhuman eyes. Was Addie mistaken? Was the queen, after all, a huge contact sports fan?
Next to her, the one named Vircea stood quietly, her face intent and a little pinched.
On the other side, Chief Net’ok and his bud Vuskas observed the fight with an expert eye, sometimes exchanging words that must have related to the technique the warriors inside the court were displaying.
Addie avoided looking at Zoark, but curiosity gnawed at her. What did he get out of watching his fellow tribesmen go at each other? He, who, with his health issues, likely couldn't fight.
Unable to resist, Addie cast another quick glance in his direction, hoping he wasn’t paying her any attention.
He wasn’t. He was watching the fight in the same way Net’ok and Vuskas were watching, alertly tracking the men’s moves. She used this chance to study him while he was distracted. He stood in repose, arms crossed like the chief’s, but the loose tunic he wore concealed his upper body. She wondered if he wore it to hide under.
Oh’nil continued to move around the court in flashes of red hair, his left cheekbone swollen and discolored from where it had met his opponent’s club. He had a smooth flowing way about him that indicated prior training. He knew his way around the fighting court, but he was running out of steam.
Wixab went on the offensive and brought his club down on Oh’nil. Oh’nil blocked, but he was visibly tiring and slowing down.
Using his greater strength as an advantage, Wixab whirled around to Oh’nil’s back and hit him on the back of his legs with the club. Oh’nil tripped and fell down, rolling around to avoid Wixab’s vicious smashing. He blocked some hits but missed the others, catching them on his shoulders and ribs.
“He’s down! Someone should call it!” Addie cried out.
Illied shushed her, looking pained. “The High Counselor will. Wixab gets… carried away sometimes.”
Finally, Oh’nil stopped moving and went still, the club falling out of his listless hand. Wixab kicked it away and delivered a punt into his side with no effort spared, uplifting his body and making it roll away from the force of the blow.
“He can’t beat the man when he’s down!” She must’ve said it too loudly, earning askance glances from the women around. Chemmusaayl briefly looked her way, too. The For had such an acute hearing.
Illied began pulling Addie away from the crowd. “Come, Addie. Wixab is my mate. He’s an experienced fighter. He knows what he’s doing.”
Melmie tugged after them. “Yeah, like that time when he cut off young Crel’s fingers by accident.”
Frantic, Illied rounded on her daughter. “Hush, Melmie! You don’t know what you’re saying. Wixab knows what he’s doing, you remember that.” She sounded panicky and forced as if she was convincing herself as well as Melmie.
Addie dug in her heels. “Does Oh’nil need help with his injuries?” Addie craned her head to look back at the men in the court. She could see the blooming bruises on their torsos from where she stood. With those clubs, fractured ribs were almost a given.
“No! No. Men nurse their own injuries. Everybody does. And Oh’nil will be fine.”
A warrior should be able to withstand some wear and tear. Alrighty.
Illied continued in a fast rush of words that ran together, making them difficult for Addie to understand, “Oh’nil is used to being beaten. He’s untapped, and it makes him weaker than the mated men. But he has to fight; he isn't a cripple to be granted an excuse. Although I wish they didn’t pair him with Wixab…” Illied stopped and bit her lower lip, looking worried.
Her grip on Addie’s hand slacked, and Addie took off. She ran back to the court, to Oh’nil, but Zoark was ahead of her, having jumped in from the other side.
“Enough!” He pushed at Wixab, earning a hit from his club, yelping in pain. “Back off, he’s unconscious.”
“Wixab!” Came another warning, this time from Chief Net’ok. Vuskas emerged next to them, glaring.
The chief’s warning must have penetrated Wixab’s enraged brain, and he stood back, breathing heavily and grumbling.
“Take him out of here,” Vuskas threw to Zoark in a clipped tone before turning to leave. He spared no glance at Addie.
Zoark lowered to his knees next to Oh’nil.
“Is he alive?” Addie asked in a tremulous voice.
Zoark looked up sharply, as if only now realizing she was right next to him.
“Yes,” his reply was terse and hostile. He crouched, tunneling his hands under Oh’nil’s body.
“Here, let me help,” Addie reached out, but Zoark jerked his head violently.
“Don’t touch him.”
She quickly removed her hands. “I only want to help.”
“We don’t want your help,” he sneered. “Why are you here? Hungry vulture.”
She drew back. “Why? What did I ever do to you?”
Zoark lifted Oh’nil’s lax body off the ground, his bad knee not a deterrent at all to his surprising strength or his even more surprising balance.
“Not every man is for you. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you sniffing around.” He repositioned Oh’nil to drape him around his shoulders like a boa.
Addie rose, too. Blood dripped from Oh’nil’s busted nose, soaking into the fabric of her boots.
“I don’t sniff around…” She stopped and took a deep breath. “Do you have something cold to put on his face?”
Zoark turned, incomprehension wrinkling his features in the most fearsome sight. “Something cold?” he repeated.
“Yes! His face is swollen. And you can’t let his head hang down! What if he has a concussion?” She reached for Oh’nil’s head to prop it higher, to help stop the bleeding.
Zoark jerked violently, moving Oh’nil out of Addie’s reach. “I said don’t touch him!” he barked. “His injuries will not be tended by you. You’re a parasite, no different from her. Your women are rotten.”
Addie’s heart was beating painfully hard from anguish for Oh’nil and from Zoark’s baseless accusations.
“But…”
“Save it,” he roughly interrupted. “And remember, if you ruin Oh’nil, I will kill you.”
He stomped away, his thread heavy under the double weight of his and Oh’nil’s bodies.




Chapter 12



In the several days that followed, Addie felt acutely alone in her little home. Her brief sojourn into the For tribe brought her solitude into an especially sharp focus. She occupied herself with chores but they no longer distracted her from missing other people.
Even training her Yuux in the mornings didn’t bring her the same joy. Nevertheless, she doggedly stuck to her routine, and the training process was coming along nicely. The Yuux now consistently responded to whistles by landing on her arm, and even returned to her from afar when she called.
Which, to be honest, was a negligible distance because her whistling skills, along with the other abilities like spear throwing and basket weaving were woefully lacking. Who could have known that she'd one day end up in a place like Planet Zero and find basket weaving super helpful?
“I just can’t win,” she sighed.
Throwing her sack over her shoulder, Addie picked up the spear for self-defense and set out to collect tubers, Nessi fruit, and Nipi bark that she intended to dry and powder for medicinal use.
The Yuux, naturally, followed.
She walked and breathed deeply of the warm dry air stirred gently by a refreshing breeze and listened to the Yuux’s calm calls as they flew above her head.
As had become her custom on most days, Addie stopped by her favorite spot with a deep puddle of Jat sand. Quickly undressing, she burrowed deep into the warm silky grains, closing her eyes and letting air escape her lungs in a deep satisfying exhale. Resting her head on top of the giving surface, she felt tightness leave her muscles, and tension ease from the back of her head where a knot of worry had formed and refused to dissolve.
Addie moved her arms and legs in the sand, savoring the feel of it against her skin. Once again, a vague sense of being watched plagued her, but she figured it must be animals all around who were giving her a cautious look-see from behind the curtain of the distant undergrowth.
The Yuux flew away, bored to be in the same spot for an extended period of time.
Addie stretched, feeling peaceful and sensuous. She even rolled around in the sand, laughing quietly and kicking up sandy sprays with her feet.
She started humming a melody as she combed through her sand-covered hair, fingering each curl, rubbing it with sand to rid it of grime. She poured handfuls of Jat sand on her arms and caressed her shoulders, rubbing under the arms and along her ribcage. Her humming became a purr. Pleasure spread all over her skin. That feeling of being watched that should have dampened any explicit impulses only thickened the sudden sensual haze that enveloped her.
Feeling daring, she looked down at herself as her hands cupped her breasts, the thumbs rubbing her nipples in circles. She had small breasts, more conical than round, with pale skin and a smattering of freckles. She had always felt ambivalent about that part of her anatomy, sometimes wishing they were bigger, rounder, the nipples not as washed-out pink… And now it didn’t matter. No one save herself would ever look at her breasts with either criticism or admiration.
She kept circling the areola with her thumbs, remembering what it felt like to be fondled, enjoying the streaks of pleasure shooting from the tips all the way down to her belly.
Sliding her hands down her body, she opened her eyes and looked around, seeking to identify the source of that oppressive surveillance she felt under. But the area was quiet. Her Yuux were flying in the distance, showing no signs of alarm.
A tiny reptile with a bulbous body crawled across her Jat sand bath near her toes, and Addie flicked it away with her foot, feeling proprietary of the sand.
Hands sliding lower still, she closed her eyes again and threw her head back, kneading her inner thighs. Arousal was spreading warmly, deliciously across her body, filling her lower belly, warming her between her legs. Caught up in it, she sat up and spread her legs wide, letting the air reach her intimate places. Her fingers inched closer to the apex of her thighs, to rub that place in light caressing strokes.
It was almost unbearable, the sensual pressure that formed there. Sensing that she was being watched still, feeling the invisible eyes on her over-sensitive skin, recklessness rose within her, wantonness, a pleasure so dark and wicked she was ready to burst from it.
She moaned, letting her eyes open at half-mast, and her world stopped on its axis.
Zoark was standing not twenty feet away, propped against a long spear, his expression flat and impassive.
Addie shrieked and scrambled to close her legs, covering herself with both hands in a reflexive gesture women employed since the dawn of time.
“What are you doing here?” she gasped. The sensual haze shattered, and her heart was about to jump out of her chest from the fright.
“Watching you,” he replied calmly.
The realization that he had been facing her, looking right into her wide-spread legs made her face flame red, the brilliant color spreading down to her chest and small freckled tits in splotches, and she wasn’t able to cover up that. 
“Go watch something else! Birds! No, we don’t have birds. Truneds and their mating rituals.” She rolled over and stood up with her back to him, snatching her dress and hastily pulling it over her head without bothering to shake the sand out. “It was a private moment,” she threw over her shoulder. “Not intended for a man to see.”
“Don’t worry on my account. I’m not tempted.”
“Good.” She pulled on her undies, lifting her dress just enough to slide them on without revealing anything. Not that there was any longer any mystery as far as Zoark was concerned, but she took no chances. What if he got ideas despite claiming no interest? The thought made her shudder. “Neither am I.”
She turned to face him just in time to catch how his eyes sharpened, missing nothing of her revulsion.
Addie picked up her sack and her small spear. “I hope your curiosity is satisfied, Zoark.”
He cocked his head unnaturally. “After two years in the city, what do you think I’m curious to see?”
Addie’s high color that had started to subside returned. “I don’t know,” she muttered, thoroughly off balance with the whole situation. “That I’m not deformed as your High Priest Yellow Shirt suggested?”
Zoark made a dismissing motion with his head, reminding Addie again of the animal nature of For people. “Chemmusaayl hasn’t lived in the city.” He disengaged himself from his spear and brought the weight on both his legs. “Whatever you think I’m after, it’s not that.”
“I don’t think anything, Zoark. I don’t know why you’re skulking about these parts. But I’m sure there’s somewhere important you need to be. And I’ve got to go, too. There are mushrooms waiting to be picked.” She couldn't wait to get away from him. Talk about an awkward encounter. “And how did you know where to find me?”
“I followed you from your home.”
“You’ve watched me!”
He didn’t deny it. “I have.”
“You know what? There’s a thing called privacy. Spying on a person without their consent is unacceptable.”
Another eyebrow arch. “Because someone can see you rolling around naked in Jat sand?”
She gasped. “What… It’s not…” She wasn’t going to win this argument with the uncouth brute. She was too discombobulated to even try. “I can do whatever I want. If you didn’t follow me, it wouldn't have been an issue!”
She stomped away, refusing to look back.
Addie walked as fast as she could without breaking into a run. She allowed a good mile to stretch between Jat sand bath and her before she stopped and cautiously checked around.
He hadn’t followed. The area around her felt empty, and she was fairly confident he wasn’t hiding in the bushes nearby, watching her.
But then again, how would she know if he was or wasn’t?
She covered her face with her hands, certain that he’d purposefully allowed her to sense his presence. Worse, he must’ve shown himself to her in the sand bath precisely because he hadn’t wanted to watch her ride that pleasure wave to the end.
Damn him.
Foraging, normally not a mentally challenging activity, took all the concentration Addie possessed. Still, she bumbled around pulling the stubborn tubers and allowed her hand to come into contact with Qom bush leaves.
Angry at herself for her inability to get her wits together, she inspected the red spot, knowing that it would spread and that for the next three weeks it would bring agony, especially at night when the burn would alternately itch and sting.
She blamed Zoark for it.
Addie continued to brood on her way home, walking slowly under the weight of the sack she had filled to bursting with she didn’t even remember what. She passed Jat sand valley but refused to look at the spot that she used to find peaceful and serene. She’d never be able to look at it and not remember those feral eyes staring down at her when she was at her most vulnerable.
Maybe if it were someone else, any other male, she’d have laughed it off. But Zoark, with his pointed antagonism toward human women and Addie in particular, didn’t make her feel like laughing.
She wished fervently to never see him again.
Ihr and Ehr lowered down to sit on her shoulder as she approached her teepee, the little buggers recognizing home. But just as she came within sight of it, they took off again, hovering above her head in that watchful fashion Addie had learned to heed as a warning.
Her steps slowed. She shifted the spear in her hand for a better grip, hoping it was just Melmie as she cautiously cleared the last outcropping of rocks and…
“Zoark?”
He was sitting on the ground with his back to her stone pit, his bad leg bent at the knee. He was munching on something.
“You know,” he said around a mouthful, “you need to work on your foraging skills. You’ve been gone forever, and that’s all you’ve brought back?” He pointed at her sack.
Taken aback by his criticism, Addie took the sack off her back and let it drop on the ground. “All? It’s a lot of stuff.”
“I bet it’s those disgusting tubers.” He screwed up his already ugly face in a mask of distaste.
“As a matter of fact, it is. I have special dietary needs, Zoark, and anyway, none of it should concern you. Save your opinion for those who want to hear it.”
He didn’t respond, busy picking his teeth.
Addie’s eyes sharpened. “What are you eating?”
“Jerky.”
“What?” She was flabbergasted. “How… Where did you get it?”
“From a bowl. In your tent,” he said, a matter of fact.
“You went into my tent?” she sputtered. “Who gave you the right to snoop?”
“Who was going to stop me?” He popped another piece in his mouth.
Addie saw red. “It’s my jerky! I was saving it for the girls. How much did you eat?” She strode to her teepee and angrily yanked the flap open nearly bringing the entire structure down.
“A little,” he replied to her back.
Peering into the bowl, she evaluated its diminished contents. “Zoark!”
“It’s a very good jerky, I have to admit. You can cook, who would’ve thought. You should make more.”
Rounding up on him, Addie propped her fists on her hips. He was sitting down, and it made Addie taller than him.
“And how do you propose I make more? Conjure it out of thin air?”
“The same way you made this batch,” he replied with maddening logic. “By killing the animal and cutting up its meat. And then by doing whatever it is you womenfolk do to make it tasty.”
What an oaf. “It was one time!” she whined, genuinely distraught. “This Tek showed up here all by itself! Where will I find another one? They’re fast, I can’t hunt them like you do.”
He stared back at her, silent, and then surged to his feet, agile despite having to work around his bad knee.
Her temporary height advantage vanishing, Addie took an involuntary step back. She didn’t run, but he noticed her reflexive retreat.
“Why do you react like a cornered Truned every time I come near?” His eyes were intense. He searched her face for something.
It took an effort for Addie not to take another step back. “I’m not afraid of you if that’s what you think.”
“You say the words, but your actions tell a different story.”
The shirt he wore concealed the swell of his muscles but left his thick, chiseled arms bare. She could hear him breathe like a large animal he was, his lungs pushing the air out with a slight whoosh. The double-ringed irises of his large rounded eyes stared at her, calculating and predatory.
He wasn’t human. And to even think that the women… that they had found it acceptable to lay with him… that some might have found pleasure…
She did take that other step back. “Okay, fine. I don’t like tall men.”
The red-green burning gaze didn’t let up. “You remind me of her,” he said quietly. “Except she liked tall
men.”
“Well, I don’t.” Addie hugged herself, wishing she could just hide. He was too close. “And I’m not at all sure I’m like her.”
He cocked his head, a gesture Addie had come to recognize as a sign of curiosity. “Do you not like sex, Addie?”
That was a prying question if she ever got one. “Not with you!” she blurted and wanted to bite her stupid tongue. Antagonizing this large beast when they were all alone in the steppe was not a smart move.
Her answer amused him. “I’m not offering.”
“I didn’t mean you personally. I was referring to For men in general.”
“Oh, so is it our entire race you find distasteful?”
He was making it worse on purpose.
“Not distasteful! But we are different species, Zoark. I think For people are charming, and your kids are adorable. I have found more in common with Illied and Chele than I had with my own kind in the city, but…”
“But?”
“The intimacy is another matter,” she finished lamely, twisting her fingers.
He was silent for a while, and that faint incredulity lingered in his expression. He was studying her like she was a puzzle to be solved. Finally, he stirred, reached forward and down, bringing their bodies close.
She sucked in a panicky breath.
He took her small spear from her hand.
Explaining nothing, he went to the edge of the bushland and disappeared into the thicket that grew dense and tall in the corner of this small valley. The leafy growth swallowed him whole, and Addie stared dumbly at the spot where he’d been.
He hadn't gone far. There were muffled sounds emanating from the bushes. Some rustling, and a faint squeal. A thunk.
Addie stood in one spot, not knowing what to do. Her thoughts were in disarray, and she was beginning to see a pattern of becoming disconcerted after interacting with Zoark. He was such an ass.
The bushes parted and he emerged, spear in hand. A Tek was hanging off the spear, very obviously dead, its patchy-bold body neatly skewered from bottom to neck, blood dripping to the ground.
Zoark threw the kill at her feet. “You can trade your jerky to get things you need. I’d say weapons, but it’s up to you.”
Addie’s eyes bounced from the Tek to the bushes to Zoark. “How did you find it?”
He expelled a long-suffering sigh. “There’s a lair full of them right next door to your tent. Didn’t you know?”
“Know? No. No, I didn't know.”
“Why do you think one showed up at your doorstep?”
“I thought it was a fluke.”
“Yeah, right. A fluke. There are as many as them as toes and fingers. One female is breeding. You will have plenty of meat for as long as you stay here.”
Addie rubbed her face with her grimy hands. “Thank you. I… am glad you followed me.”
“About that.” He picked his own spear from where it leaned against her crooked teepee, preparing to leave. “I am curious about you. You are like those other women and you aren’t. But my curiosity isn’t why I tracked you today.”
“Why, then?”
“I came to tell you that you are being checked on.”
“I know. By you.”
“By all the scouts.”
“The scouts?” Addie didn’t like the sound of that.
“Yes, the scouts. Every tribe sends them to patrol areas around the camp. They keep track of game migrations, they look for other tribes crossing the area, for rogues, for signs of Wrennlin activity. That’s how the tribe stays in the know. Didn’t city males scout?”
Addie shook her head. “Not that I remember.”
Zoark looked disappointed. “They had when I was there. No matter. Scouts rotate. Today it’s me, other days it’s someone else.” He paused. “You have interacted with the tribe. Every scout now makes a point to come by.”
Addie was beginning to understand. “Are you saying that I can be under surveillance at any given time and not know it?”
“Yes.”
“That is extremely intrusive!” She glanced around the vastness of the landscape around her. The great outdoors she had considered devoid of neighbors, it appeared, had eyes everywhere. “I have no privacy.”
“No.” He leaned closer and dropped his voice an octave. “You may want to rethink what you do in Jat sand.”
He was gone, and Addie stayed.
Her gaze landed on the Tek at her feet. “These Neanderthal people,” she complained. “They do whatever the hell they want. What a distasteful breed.”
The Tek didn’t respond, but its dead glassy eye agreed with Addie wholeheartedly.




Chapter 13



Making the second batch of jerky proved to be a whole lot easier, even though her knife was as dull and cumbersome as ever. But the experience was a wonderful thing, and this time she didn’t have to make a wicker tray.
Happy with the results, Addie packed a good portion into a small sack and headed for the settlement. She hadn’t seen her friends in days, and solitude was pushing her feet in their direction. She also decided to heed Zoark’s advice and ask to trade her jerky for a better stone knife.
The settlement was fairly deserted, but when she asked one of the little boys underfoot if Chele was around, he pointed Addie in the direction of her teepee, staring and giggling all the while.
Men, she huffed.
“Come in, Addie,” Chele answered to Addie’s tentative knock against the frame.
It was dusky inside, and it took several moments for Addie’s eyes to adjust.
Chele was sitting on a fur pad, knitting.
“It has been days, and you haven’t come,” she remarked, and it surprised Addie.
“Did you expect I would?”
“Yes, Addie-woman. Oh’na has been waiting.”
“Where is she?”
“Out foraging with Melmie and Vircea.”
“I see.”
Addie unfolded her small sack to reveal the meat to Chele. By now her eyes had gotten used to the low light, and she saw the other woman’s face clearly.
“I made more jerky, Chele. I came to ask if I could trade it.”
Chele showed some interest by inspecting the meat, even sniffing it with her delicate animal nostrils. “What do you want for it?”
Addie explained about the knife. Chele listened attentively, nodding.
“It is Hunlath you need to speak to. He makes stone tools around here. I will take you to him once the men return from the hunt. His mate Oma will be grateful to have the jerky now. She just had a baby, but he was born dead. Oma is faring poorly.”
“What is wrong with Oma?”
“Birth fever and bleeding.”
“Was there a… complication?”
Chele shrugged with fatalistic acceptance. “Who can tell? Births are like that. Strong women can die, and yet others, who are weaker, survive just fine. Nature alone decides.”
Subdued, Addie selected several pieces and handed them to Chele. “These are for Oh’na. And for you, too.”
“We are grateful.” Chele accepted the gift. “What is wrong with your hand?”
Addie glanced at the raw blistering skin on the back of her hand. “My skin is too thin for the leaves of the Qom bush.” She smiled a little. “I was clumsy.”
“Everyone’s skin is too thin for the Qom bush, but yours especially so.”
Surprising Addie, Chele gently grasped her hand and leaned down to inspect it. “It hurts?”
It effing does. Addie wanted to express the sentiment very badly, but she didn’t know any For curse words.
“Yes,” she said. “And itches. I tried to apply Nipi bark powder but I think it only made it worse. It dried my skin and made it peel.”
“What else did you try?”
“Amra leaves soaked in Nipi berries juice. It didn’t help very much, and that’s when I resorted to the Nipi bark.”
Chele hesitated as if weighing the wisdom of talking to Addie.
“Let me give you something.” She flipped off furs that lined the floor of her teepee, revealing a cavity in the dirt floor filled with small pouches lined up in an orderly fashion. Addie glimpsed two small bowls with stone sticks - mortars and pestles. “Now, it won’t do for the others to know, you understand?”
Chele selected one pouch and shook out some powder into one of the mortars. “Nature will heal your hand, Addie. But some things can be done to take away the suffering while you wait. As a healer, you know that, don’t you?”
“Yes, Chele,” Addie answered quietly. “Where I come from, we call it medicine. My people use it to help bodies heal. Nurses and doctors, healers like me, we are celebrated. I learned and learned to become one, but here I’m useless. Everything is different. I can’t even help myself.”
Chele looked up at Addie with awe and envy. “I wish I lived in a world like yours, Addie-woman, where what little I know can be celebrated.”
She tore off a small piece from a large yellow fruit suspended from the beam and used the pestle to mash the pulpy flesh with the powder to make a paste. Taking Addie’s hand, she spread a thin layer of it onto the angry red spot, and immediately cooling relief spread, numbing the pain and calming the itch.
“What is it?”
Chele named the fruit and explained where to find it.
“And the powder?” Addie prodded.
Chele mentioned several plants it was composed of. Ironically, buds of young Qom leaves were one of the ingredients. “Qom leaves have calming properties. They help with stomach pains, but only the very young leaves, buds before they are fully open. Did you remember the rest?” She packed the rest of the paste in a small cup and handed it to Addie.
Addie accepted the medicine. “How do you know this, Chele?”
“My pawi knew, and she passed the knowledge to me. She had learned from her pawi. And I was teaching my own girl… Now I hope to live long enough for Oh’na to come of age. Our knowledge is dwindling.”
“I thought For didn’t engage in treating ailments.”
Chele chuckled. “They say they don’t. But when people are hurt, they look for help, and they find me. They always do.” She selected a different pouch and sprinkled its contents onto the two pieces of jerky she had laid out to the side.
“What is this?” Addie craned her neck to see better.
“This is for Oma. To help stop the bleeding. She’s sad, not in her right mind. Birthing a dead baby is bad. Two days have passed, and she has not recovered. Not good.”
Addie sat back on her heels. “Surely she needs more time. Is her mate taking care of her?”
“Hunlath left to hunt,” Chele said flatly.
Chele re-tied the pouches and stashed them in their hiding place, carefully covering the floor with furs. Together, they left her teepee and went to another, a similar one positioned across the settlement.
“It is Chele, Oma,” the old woman called before entering. “I brought Addie-woman with me. She is good, this Addie-woman.”
The teepee was occupied by a young, large-boned woman lying on a pallet against the wall. At their entrance, she turned her head and Addie looked into the largest, most gentle eyes she’d even imagined a For could have. They were brilliant from suffering and sadness. So much sadness.
The inside of the teepee reeked of blood.
“Hello, Chele,” Oma said as Chele lowered to her knees next to the pallet. Addie did the same.
“Hello, Oma,” she said gently.
Oma stared back. “Have the men returned?” she asked in a pleasant low voice that sounded tired.
“Not yet.”
Oma’s eyes briefly closed. “They have been gone a long time.”
“Did something happen?” Addie asked quietly.
Chele said, “The men have to travel farther and farther to find animals. And on many days they come back empty-handed.”
Oma swallowed with difficulty.
“Here,” Chele sidled closer. “I’ll help you.”
“If the High Counselor knows you come to tend to me, he will be most displeased.”
Chele muttered something unpleasant about the High Counselor. Meanwhile, Oma was getting agitated.
“No, no. Don’t, Chele. Leave me. I want to go to sleep. If only I could sleep! I failed. My mate is angry with me.”
Sorrow poured from Oma’s eyes in liquid amber. Startled, Addie realized she was looking at For tears. They slid down Oma’s pale, haggard face leaving faint orange tracks.
The woman was shattered by her experience.
Resolutely, Addie reached for her hand. “Your mate is not angry with you,” she assured Oma despite having no such knowledge. “He is sad, just like you are. Sadder even, because he now has to watch you bleed and suffer.”
Oma watched her warily out of her amber-leaking eyes but did not remove her hand.
“I’ve seen bodies before. I’ve helped other women. Can I see you?” She pointedly looked at Oma’s lap.
Glancing Chele’s way and finding reassurance there, Oma slowly nodded and shifted her legs.
“It hurts,” she whispered in a breaking voice.
Addie lifted the covers and fought to keep her face expressionless. The woman was a mess. The pallet was soaked with two days’ worth of hemorrhaging. If the bleeding didn’t stop soon, they would lose her.
“You will get better,” she promised hotly. “When was the last time you ate?”
Chele helpfully produced the herb-laced jerky.
After some uncomplicated dog-and-pony show, Addie and Chele finally convinced Oma to swallow most of the meat.
“She needs to be cleaned,” Addie told Chele under her breath. “She can’t stay soaked in her own blood.”
Chele nodded. “Do you have moss, Oma, or do we need to gather some?”
“I do,” Oma whispered. “I had it all prepared… for the baby.”
Together Addie and Chele undressed the woman and mopped up the worst of the blood from her lower body, replacing the dirty furs on which she lay with fresh ones.
Before rolling the soiled padding up to dispose of later, Addie inspected it with great attention.
“Look,” she showed it to Chele. “These are blood clots. It’s a good sign. It means her body is fighting to stop the bleeding.”
“Let’s hope she only needs a little help. That’s all we can give her.” Chele glanced meaningfully at the small piece of the jerky Oma hadn't been able to finish.
From afar, voices rang signaling the women’s return from their foraging expedition. Noticing how Oma’s eyelids grew heavy, Chele covered her with a fur throw and tidied up in the teepee.
“She will sleep deeply now, and the sleep will help her heal. That’s all we can do.”
Addie picked up and folded the soiled rags. “I’ll dispose of these bloody rags on my way home.”
They quietly left Oma’s teepee.
Little Oh’na spotted them immediately and ran toward Addie on her strong stubby legs in fur-trimmed booties. “You came! What took you so long?”
“I was busy making more of my meat for you, butterfly.”
“What is a butterfly?”
“It is a beautiful bug with large colorful wings. It brings joy to people.”
“But a bug!” Oh’na wailed.
Addie laughed.
“What is this woman doing here?” A hoarse, raspy voice inquired ominously.
Just like a storm cloud appearing out of nowhere and covering up the sun, the High Counselor Chemmusaayl’s presence cast a dark shadow over Addie’s pleasure of looking into Oh’na’s chubby face.
Chele jumped to her defense. “Her name is Addie, and she comes here as a friend.”
“A friend, you say?” His watchful eyes narrowed suspiciously. “She comes when men aren’t around. She hides something.”
“I hide nothing!” Addie spoke for herself. “And you are here. You’re a man, yes?”
“Silence!” he shouted at her and raised his hand as if to strike her.
She ducked.
The women turned to watch.
“Chemmusaayl,” a quiet, clear voice called out from behind Addie.
The old man’s hand lowered without making contact.
Zoark’s sudden appearance didn’t improve the High Counselor’s lousy disposition. “This doesn't concern you, Zoark. You may go back to your tent.”
“I think I will stay,” he said with unflappable calm.
Chemmusaayl’s eyes shot a shaft of ire at Zoark but his mouth closed. Suddenly, Addie wanted to giggle. The crippled and afflicted Zoark didn’t give a shit about the High Counselor’s almighty power, and Chemmusaayl knew it. He knew it, he hated it, and he could do exactly zilch about it. Interesting.
Chemmusaayl quickly recovered and pretended to ignore the tall warrior who rose like a small mountain behind Addie.
“You are not welcome here. Your motives are suspect.” He glanced between Chele, Addie, and Oma’s teepee. When his brain made the connection, his robes rippled as his body vibrated with outrage, and his mongrel-dog face became tight with indignation. “Oma had a dead baby. What were you doing inside her home?”
“I came to say how sorry I was to Oma.”
“Who gave you the right to disturb her?”
Addie glanced searchingly at Chele. The woman stood next to her quietly, looking down.
Addie was on her own.
“Oma is all alone. It is only the right thing to do.” She kept mum about tending to the woman or giving her food. She was sure as hell not going to mention Chele’s medicine. Chemmusaayl, to put it mildly, wouldn't understand.
But even the small platitude she’d offered didn’t go down well with Chemmusaayl. He appeared to inflate in front of Addie’s eyes, so bloated with wrath that he almost levitated from it. “A filthy foreigner from the city that didn’t move! You should have died alongside the rest of your wicked women who prey on our male outcasts.”
Addie blinked rapidly, her mind coming up with nothing to say at this unprovoked onslaught of hatred.
“Let her go, Chemmusaayl. She isn’t dangerous. Not worth your wrath.” Zoark was infuriatingly unflinching.
His interference didn’t earn him good karma points from the High Counselor.
“You,” Chemmusaayl pointed a stick at Zoark and narrowed his eyes to slits of angry dark red, “a man too weak to walk this land, have no voice.”
“No?”
“No. No voice, no strength. It is the price you pay for debasing yourself with unnatural women like this one. She reeks of mischief.”
Several women abandoned their tasks and came closer to watch the circus show. Chemmusaayl was only too happy to give a performance. He raised his arms, palms out, and waved in front of Addie’s face. “Your transgressions, strange woman, will not be tolerated in my tribe. You’re unnatural! You have no place among us, the useless healer that you are. What a shameful deed, helping to revive what needs to be dead, weakening our blood.”
He made it sound like she cracked open old coffins and created zombies out of the rotting carcasses. Not a long-term, big-picture thinker, the High Counselor Chemmusaayl was. More like a crusty old man blinded by beliefs that conveniently held him in power.
But Addie didn’t know how to constructively address his limitations without getting herself killed, and so she kept silent.
He squinted. “Do you understand my words, foreign woman?”
“She understands, High Counselor,” Chele spoke on her behalf. “The men have returned.”
Behind Zoark, warriors were entering the settlement with the formidable Chief Net’ok in the lead. Their massive shoulders gleamed in the setting Ehr sun. Their stoic faces revealed nothing, but she couldn't see them bringing home any kill.
Queen Qalae tossed her hair and slowly made her way to meet the party.
Using the warriors’ arrival as a distraction, Addie took a tentative step away from the High Counselor.
“What is it that you’re holding?” he inquired with great suspicion. “I smell… blood.”
As if the switch was flipped open, the attention of the entire tribe was on Addie. And this time, the wall of the men’s bodies blocked not only the path to but the view of the steppe behind the settlement.
“Dirty furs.” Addie frowned, thinking that she got herself into a tight spot, yet not sure why.
“Bloody furs?” Chemmusaayl’s voice rose an octave. He speared Chele with his wide-open eyes. “What is it that you did in there?” He threw open his arm, pointing at Oma’s teepee.
“I changed Oma’s bedding,” Addie explained. “It smelled. It would have attracted maggots.”
Chemmusaayl turned to the men. “This woman violated our ways! She entered Oma’s home when her mate was away and disturbed the natural order!” He looked pointedly at a male in the middle of the crowd, presumably Hunlath, as if inviting the warrior to join him in this righteous wrath.
Hunlath hung his head, and his swarthy cheekbones sported a faint color as he silently listened to Chemmusaayl berate her and have hysterics over “disturbing” his wife’s decline.
Addie had had enough. “I broke no rules. Oma had done her best to bring her child forth,” she raised her voice to be heard over Chemmusaayl’s screeching. “Her strength will return, but she needs time. And compassion. She shouldn't lie in filth while she’s recovering. No one should.”
Chief Net’ok scrutinized Addie like he was seeing her for the first time.
Queen Qalae also studied her, and the expression in her eyes was difficult to read. She wasn’t Addie’s friend, but neither had she positioned herself as an outright foe. With her tremendous influence, Qalae had so far chosen to observe the Addie drama rather than play an active role in it. Murky waters ran deep in this woman.
“Oma should not require tending to,” Net’ok finally said. “But if help is needed, her mate should provide it, not an odd creature like you, Addie-woman.”
He sounded thoroughly brainwashed by his High Counselor.
Addie glanced at Hunlath who stood with his eyes downcast.
Some mate he was. If he were there for Oma, if he offered her kind words of support after the loss of their baby, maybe Oma would not have been willing to die from dejection. But what could Addie expect from prehistoric men with rudimentary societal constructs like that Rule of the Fallen? Beasts, or near such.
“You are expelled, the no-good Addie-woman!” the High Counselor announced rather quickly as if afraid Addie would offer a solid argument to convince the people that she wasn’t as bad as he wanted to portray her.
“You can’t expel me, High Counselor,” Addie retorted, disdaining his formal address. Some people so didn’t deserve the titles they were given. “I’ve never been a part of your tribe.”
Head held high, she took a step right up to Chemmusaayl who was standing between her and the way home. Surprised, he stepped aside, and following his lead, the wall of male bodies parted, granting her unrestricted access to the outside.
She walked through without stumbling before Zoark’s flat gaze snagged her. Her steps slowed, like in a slow-motion, as their gazes connected, twined, held, and an invisible force not to be denied drew her to him. The answering intensity in his eyes stripped her of skin and muscle, of all the layers that protected her fragile human core.
The moment lasted but a second, but it seemed an eternity had passed. Their gazes broke up, and she walked on, clutching the bundle of bloody rags.




Chapter 14



This time, being booted from the settlement hadn’t upset Addie. Much.
Her lips twisted in irony as she watched Ihr and Ehr take flight during their morning training routine. She must be getting used to being treated like a red-haired step-child who can do nothing right.
But the main difference came from Addie’s resting secure in her knowledge that this time, there had been people at the village that disagreed with the High Counselor Chemmusaayl on her account. Chele was one of those people, and so was Illied, and the girls Melmie and Oh’na. Even Vircea had had an uncertain look about her.
Zoark was probably gloating over her final expulsion, but whatever rocked his boat. Except, those penetrating, serious eyes of him, the pain that lurked there and… understanding.
The support of the women, however silent, lifted her spirits. She felt certain they would meet again.
So it wasn’t unexpected for Addie to see a lone For figure making its way toward her teepee, but the identity of the visitor caught her by surprise.
He came close and stopped in front of her small figure sitting cross-legged on the ground near the stone pit. She had to throw her head all the way back to look into his face, but she refused to stand, pretending she was completely at ease with a massive For warrior towering over her.
“Is this where you live, Addie-woman?” He was looking with mild curiosity at her tent.
“Yes. Are you Hunlath?”
“I am.”
The green rings of his irises against the blood-red backdrop unnerved her, and she felt like a mouse in front of a very large tomcat.
“What brings you here, Hunlath?”
“I heard you were looking for a knife.” He left the sentence open like a question.
“I was. I have dry meat I’m willing to trade for it. Your people praise my meat.”
“Oma liked it.”
Addie hesitated to ask but decided he had given her enough of an opening. “How is Oma doing today?”
“She is no longer weeping. She spoke to me.”
In one fluid motion, he lowered to sit on the backs of his heels, a position Fors preferred over planting their backsides on the ground. And he was too close.
“Good. I’m glad. Is she… bleeding still?”
“The smell of blood is faint now, and I suppose she’s not as bad off as she was.”
Addie’s heart warmed. “This is great news,” she couldn’t keep from smiling. “Please tell Oma how glad I am that she’s recovering. I was worried about her.”
His wide brow furrowed. “Why do you care about Oma?”
“Where I am from, it’s called compassion. She is a young woman and she shouldn’t be dying. I am sorry about your baby, Hunlath. It is very sad.”
He hastily looked away, and it hit Addie. This large male animal was suffering. He was grieving for his dead baby. He was tormented about Oma’s condition, and he had absolutely no idea what to do with those feelings except hide them.
Acting without a thought, she reached out and placed her hand on top of his. “Was it a boy or a girl?”
“It was a girl. Oma wanted to name her Maali. But she never drew breath, never cried. The birth was silent. It was the worst kind of silence.” His hand lay still under Addie’s touch. “And then Oma bled and bled. And cried. She hadn't said a word to me until this morning.”
Addie gently squeezed his hand before letting go. It was the first time she voluntarily touched a male For outside of administering first aid. The familiar feel of skin and muscle under her hand took away some of her fear of him and somehow made them equal.
“Oma will recover, I’m sure of it. Would you like to try some of my meat, Hunlath?” She switched the topics on purpose, striving to lift his spirits through normalcy.
He looked at her very seriously. “I won’t take your meat. I brought you this knife.” He reached into his boot and pulled out a long sharp stone blade polished to a high sheen.
Addie had never seen anything like this. If she didn’t know better, she would have assumed the knife was molded at a factory. “This is amazing. But I can’t take it without a trade. I want to pay you.”
Hunlath made a negative motion with his head. “For Oma.”
“But I didn’t do much of anything, Hunlath, I want you to understand that. There wasn’t much I could do.”
“You went to her and cleaned her bed. You made her talk. It was enough. You did more than I.” There was remorse in his statement.
“You should tell her yourself.”
“Tell her what?”
“That you’re glad she is better. That you don't want her to die.”
“Of course I don’t want her to die. Why would I need to tell her those things?”
“Because she believes you’re angry with her and that you wished she died.”
He looked absolutely floored. “It cannot be true. She doesn’t think this.”
“Well, just tell her. It will make her feel better, I promise you.”
He rose to his feet, shaky in his disbelief.
Addie rose as well. “Wait. I’d like to give you some of my meat for Oma.” She went into her teepee to select several pieces that she wrapped in a strip of cloth she could ill afford to give away. Every item in her tiny household was precious.
Hunlath was waiting for her patiently. “Grateful.” He bobbed his head in his weird way. “What else should I tell Oma? To rest?”
“Yes, she needs to rest until the bleeding subsides. Then she should start moving around, but nothing too strenuous. And no relations until the bleeding stops completely.”
“Huh?”
“No mating, I mean.”
For some reason, this last bit of advice was proving to be a sticking point for Hunlath. “For how long?”
“My experience is with human births,” Addie broke off, not sure how to explain the numbers. “When as many days as you have toes and fingers pass that many times,” she raised four fingers, “you can return to your mate’s bed.”
He looked nonplussed. “That’s a lot of days.”
“With Oma’s bleeding, we want to be sure that you won’t hurt her.”
Hunlath’s big forehead furrowed in extreme concentration. “I’ll try.”
Addie smiled slightly. “I’m sure you can do it. For Oma.”
He nodded, more sure this time. “It may hurt, but I’ll wait.”
“What will hurt, Hunlath?”
“Me,” he said simply. “I’ll hurt. Without mating.”
It was Addie’s turn to furrow her brow in concentration. “I’m afraid I don’t understand what will hurt you.”
“Every tapped male hurts without a mate. Some say it isn’t too bad at first, but that it gets unbearable as time passes.”
Addie slowly lowered her hands. A deep disconcerting feeling that she was somehow missing a critical point came over her. “Tell me about it, Hunlath. I am afraid human males don’t experience pain. An urge, maybe, but not the pain.”
“Urges, too.” He nodded emphatically, pleased she was getting it. “Very strong. But you must know that already. This is what the city was about, where injured males came to live. Because of your women.”
“I just thought… they wanted an easy lay.”
“Yes. They wanted… that.” He shifted uncomfortably, thinking of Addie as one of the “easy lays,” no doubt. But at this moment, she didn’t care what he thought.
A chill spread within her chest. No one had told her. And Addie had never asked the right questions because she hadn’t known to ask.
But Iolanthe must have known it about the For men. That was the power that Iolanthe had held over Hoban, and Wynn, and all the others.
“How long does it take for you to start feeling the pain?” she asked Hunlath.
“I don’t know. I’ve always had Oma. I hear it depends on the man. The strongest ones and the recently tapped feel discomfort within days. Others can go without much longer.”
Days! Addie thought in dismay. Not months, or even weeks. Days.
“What if you don’t have a mate anymore? If she leaves you, for example? Or dies?”
“You have to find another one.”
“But what if you… can’t?” A picture of pale crippled Zoark hovered on the periphery of Addie’s mental imagery.
“It will keep hurting,” Hunlath said simply.
“Does the pain ever pass? If you tough it out, do you become like you were before the ‘tapping’?”
Hunlath chuckled, finding Addie’s ignorance cute. “No, Addie-woman. You can’t become un-tapped. That’s not how it works.”
“I see,” Addie said quietly.
Hunlath repeated his many thanks and left her, placing his beautiful knife near her stone pit as Addie nodded silently in farewell.
After he left, she wandered around her small campsite without aim, thinking what an informative visit she’d had with Hunlath.
Her mind rewound to her life in the city, and she was now seeing the events that had taken place there with new eyes.
For males, it turned out, were prisoners of their own physiology. For reasons unknown, nature molded these people’s male population in a peculiar fashion, likely to ensure the procreation of the species. As a medic, Addie theorized that their male hormone balance was dependent on consistent mating, and abstinence caused some hormone levels to either drop or increase, causing a strong reaction.
The women at the city had held immense power over the men who lived there, and yet, they hadn't. What would it take for someone of Hoban’s size to overpower a woman who had no tribe to protect her, to make them all their slaves?
Iolanthe must have realized it, and had worked to position them as equals, of a sort. Women had very little leeway in saying no. Iolanthe had been playing a dangerous game and winning, God rest her clever scheming soul.




Chapter 15



The next day Addie rose early and headed in the direction of the For settlement. She had no desire to go all the way in; her goal was to catch Illied and Chele as they left their home to go foraging. If they went today.
When she reached the sands that marked about halfway, she found them, plus Oh’na and Melmie.
“Hello!” she yelled and waved. They waved back. “I’m so glad I found you! Are you taking a break here?”
“We’re waiting for you,” Chele patiently replied.
“For me?” Surely she hadn’t heard it right.
“Yes. We waited yesterday but you never came. We don’t have all day. Men failed to make a kill again, so we have to hurry to gather plants for dinner.”
They started walking. Addie fell into step with them, reveling in pure joy that someone had thought about her.
“Why can’t men find game?” she asked.
“Lean times are upon us. Elkeks are gone. Teks are hard to find. We can make do with Truneds and bugs, but for how long? Ours is a large tribe.” Illied looked grim.
“Large animals give us furs and bones,” Chele added. “It’s time for us to move.”
“Move? Where will you go?”
“Chemmusaayl will decide. Scouts are looking for signs of animal herds to follow.”
Of course, they would move. For were nomadic, after all. That was how they survived, by following the food source. And when they left, what would Addie do?
They arrived at a place where Chele instructed them to split. “Illied, take the girls and follow this path to the grassland.” She told each woman what they should be looking for and collecting. “I will show Addie the Boroms patch.”
The two groups went their separate ways.
“What are Boroms, Chele?” Addie asked, barely keeping up down the hill with the agile For woman.
“What? You don’t know what Boroms are? They are fat little buggers, plant-like. Everybody knows. How can you learn about rare plants if you don’t know what Boroms are?”
Boroms looked like purple cacti, and they smelled musty. From what Chele explained, resentful for having to explain such a ubiquitous thing to Addie, Boroms were kind of like beans or tofu, used to beef up meals when meat was in short supply. Many folks didn’t like the taste, especially children, but men needed their protein.
But Boroms wasn’t what Chele wanted to discuss with Addie. There were other, much more interesting and potent plants that she planned to collect along the way.
“I can’t get all that I need when I am with them. They ask questions. It’s hard to find an excuse to go by myself. Pay attention!”
Chele needed two kinds of plants to bring home today. One of them, a moss, was hard to find, and she was elated to have run across a large patch of it. She collected as much as she could stealthily carry herself and stashed some to the bottom of Addie’s sack.
“Here, you can dry it for me. You live alone. But be careful when the girls visit, they cannot see.”
Addie arranged the Boroms on top to cover the therapeutic moss.
“Clears bowel blockage,” Chele explained about the moss. “Works almost instantly. Don’t overuse it.”
The other plant was part of the mix they had given Oma in an attempt to staunch her bleeding.
“Is Oma doing better?” Addie asked.
“Yes, much better. She came outside yesterday.”
“I’m glad to hear that. Hunlath was worried about her. Did you know that he came to see me?”
Chele turned her owlish head full one-eighty degrees. “Hunlath?”
“Uh-huh. To say how grateful he was for Oma.”
Chele harrumphed and resumed her task of carefully twisting Boroms off their stems with her long, work-roughened fingers.
“Chele, is it true that mated men hurt without laying with their partner?”
“Of course they do.”
“I didn’t know. When Hunlath said about hurting, I almost didn’t believe him.”
“Is it what he is afraid of?”
“I think he is a little scared of what would happen to him should he lose Oma,” Addie admitted.
Chele chuckled. “Young Hunlath has been listening to tall tales. Yes, male power needs relief, and without a woman, it will eat the man from inside out. But it isn’t like he’ll succumb the next day. Plenty of men lose their mates. They have time to find another, and oftentimes the chief will help to arrange for one.”
Addie fell silent. “Is it what’s wrong with Zoark?”
Chele’s smile slipped. “Zoark,” she said, and the name came out pensive. “It’s a shame what happened to him.”
“Illied said before that he should’ve died.”
“And he should have. It is no life for the likes of him.”
“Because he’s crippled?”
“Yes. He has no future. No woman will accept him. When Zoark was ruined by the Wrennlins, he should have at least stayed untapped. But no, he mated with women in that city of yours. What was he thinking? He knew what it would do to him.”
“Maybe he thought he’d stay in the city forever.”
“Then he should have. Why leave? But he did, tapped and ruined. But it’s on him, he knew the consequences.” She shook her head.
“Does it mean your tribe doesn't want him?”
“No. He’s weak and weakening more and more. He will succumb,” Chele went about gathering herbs as she spoke, her tone even and indifferent. Zoark meant as much to her as a bush stump that rose nearby.
“But he was allowed to stay?” Addie pressed, wondering why Zoark interested her more than the stump.
“Because of Oh’nil. Oh’nil petitioned the chief on Zoark’s behalf. Zoark’s tolerated so long as he behaves.”
“Behaves?” Addie trailed behind Chele who went along a thin strip of moss collecting tiny yellow leaves with red tips.
“Around women, I mean. If he so much as looks at a woman with hunger, the men would run him to the ground like a bad-smelling lizard. And he knows the rules. His father was a chief, you know that?”
“Zoark’s father? No, of course not. Before Net’ok?”
Chele moved her head in the negative. “Of another tribe. Old Unn. Good chief. Theirs was a strong tribe.”
“Where is his tribe now?”
Chele shrugged. “They are no more. Unn perished on the same trading trip that crippled Zoark. Upon his death, men fought for dominance so much that it weakened the tribe. Eventually, they dispersed. Oh’nil and Vircea traveled the plains before they came to live with us. And later, Oh’nil found Zoark by himself in the plains and brought him here.”
“It was kind of Oh’nil to bring him home, to petition the chief to let Zoark stay.”
Chele made a non-committal sound in her throat. “They are siblings.”
Addie’s head whipped around. “They are?”
“And Vircea. The red-haired clan of old Unn. Strong men. Or they could have been.” Chele looked into the distance. “I heard it said the elders of Zoark’s tribe had thought he would make a fine chief one day to take over his father.” Chele picked up her basket. “It only shows that no one can see the future. Come on, Addie, we’re done here. Illied will be waiting.”
Days fell into a predictable pattern. The women would tell Addie where they planned to go the next time, and she’d join them on their foraging expeditions.
Usually, their group consisted of Illied and Chele, but sometimes it included Vircea and Oma. Occasionally, other women mixed in and formed a larger party. Once or twice Queen Qalae made an appearance and helped collect berries for a yellow die. Addie hadn’t asked, but she had a pretty solid hunch whose robe the die was going to be used for.
Through the outings, Addie began to learn more and more about the world that had become her home. Like a young child, she needed to be taught everything.
Opportunities to split from the main group and go with Chele, just the two of them, were rare. But whenever they did get a chance to rustle the steppe for different medicinal herbs, it was doubly precious to Addie. She learned the most during those infrequent outings. She had started her own collection of powders, wondering if she would ever get an opportunity to use them to help heal the non-believing For.
“The most common affliction is the injury sustained during the hunt or fights. Focus on what helps stop the bleeding, take away the pain, nourish the weakened body,” Chele instructed.
For didn’t develop infections as frequently as humans, but the injuries they received could be grave.
“Food is another cause of illness. Plants, fungi - they can be tricky. Some cause vomit if eaten raw. Others can turn the stomach when dried. You already know that. You must, with your great cooking skills, Addie. You’re a much better cook than you’re a weaver.”
Addie had to admit Chele was right. She, Addie Rye, a busy modern woman with a career who used to dine in restaurants or have pre-packaged dinners delivered to her home, had developed a knack for preparing all kinds of weird foods. And learned to catch her dinner before she could start preparing it.
But even more precious than her excursions with Chele were Addie’s outings with the girls.
Melmie had assumed a role of a big sister toward Addie, on the account that Addie’s knowledge of the basics was lower even than Oh’na’s, and imparted invaluable insights on anything from plants and animals to basket weaving to the who was who within the tribe.
Oh’na, on her part, became attached to Addie in a distant, competitive sort of way. If Melmie shared a story, Oh’na would come up with a more outrageous one. If Melmie found a juicy Borom to give to Addie, then Oh’na would not rest until she found two.
Yet expressing her thoughts didn’t come easy for the little girl. Where Melmie’s easy-going chatter filled the silence when they walked, Oh’na found it difficult to come up with topics for their small talk. In that area, she clearly fell behind Melmie, and the more she strained to carry on a conversation, the more flustered and uninspired she became. And since losing didn’t come naturally to Oh’na, her inability to beat Melmie often sent her into long heavy sulks.
But even when she was angry, Oh’na’s sharp animal eyes never strayed too far from Addie, making her feel watched in a good sort of way.
There was a spot near the sands where the blue-green moss grew especially thick and soft. When Addie accompanied the girls to the settlement after their visits, they often stopped and frolicked in the moss like a trio of silly young puppies.
“Spin? How do you spin, Addie?” Little Oh’na asked when Addie suggested she span her.
“Like this.” She grasped Oh’na’s wrists instructing her to hold on to hers and started twirling around, faster and faster, until Oh’na’s feet left the ground.
She squealed and laughed, kicking her legs. This basic activity, completely new to the girls, left Oh’na in awe.
“You’re heavy, Oh’na, I need a minute!” Laughing, Addie let her touch down. “And my head is spinning in circles.”
“Mine too! I’m going to walk in a circle forever!” Oh’na stumbled around like a drunk in exaggerated dizziness before dramatically falling face-first onto the moss.
Then, holding hands, Addie and the girls went ‘round and ‘round, faster and faster, making Addie’s breath catch like on an amusement park ride.
“Stop, I can’t… My hands!” She laughed hysterically.
When they flopped down to their backs, the moss cushioned their fall and released three clouds of sparkling pollen, and it hovered above them like a magical shield.
Exhausted from laughing, they lay on their back and made “snow angels” in the moss.
“Mine is the best,” Oh’na boasted. “The wings look real.”
“Your wings are like clubs,” Melmie quickly put her down. “You have short arms.”
Oh’na objected loudly, but Melmie stopped paying her any attention. “The scouts are watching us,” she said to Addie.
Addie sat up. “How do you know?” she whispered. “Do you feel them watching us?”
Melmie wrinkled her forehead. “Feel them? Whatever do you mean, Addie?”
“Like, you know, you think that someone is looking, but you can’t see them.” Goosebumps popped up on her arms, that feeling of being watched raising the hair at the back of her neck.
“I don’t know,” Melmie whispered back, looking uncertain. “I’ve never had that feeling… The scouts are over there.” She pointed her finger.
Turning her head, Addie saw them.
Two men stood a good distance away on top of a rocky plateau that rose from the tall thicket. Legs spread, each held a spear propped on the ground. As obvious as a monument on a central square, they certainly weren’t hiding.
Self-conscious, she smoothed her tangled hair.
One of the men was Zoark. She recognized the telltale stance, with one leg slightly bent.
She hated that he, of all the possible scout combinations, came across this valley and had a chance to observe her making silly with the girls. Granted, it wasn’t nearly as embarrassing as Jat sand bath, but she’d still rather not have him catch her unguarded. He must think her a real dolt.
Let him, she decided. She didn’t care.
The men exchanged words and started downhill toward Addie and the girls. The pathway was treacherous, littered with loose rocks and gnarly roots that stuck out like traps, but none of those things presented any obstacle for Zoark. He navigated his way around the natural obstructions with graceful ease, and at times like this his flowing, dance-like gait made it easy to forget his physical limitations.
The second man, the red-haired Oh’nil, moved no less gracefully but failed to catch and hold Addie’s attention. He simply didn’t possess what she had come to identify as Zoark’s special brand of attractiveness.
Oh’na waved at them and Melmie shouted a greeting. Oh’nil smiled back as the men drew closer. They stopped at the edge of the blue-green moss patch on which Addie remained seated, covered in sparkling fairy dust and staring openly at Zoark, searching his face for what it was she had found so attractive. He wasn’t attractive. His face with its rough animal features was too For for Addie’s human sensibilities. His disposition veered toward moroseness. And the attitude he had displayed to her was openly hostile.
“We were spinning,” Oh’na informed them.
“We saw,” Oh’nil said, and there was amusement in his reply. His eyes flickered to Addie.
Zoark expressed no emotion.
Addie rose to her feet and walked out of the moss patch. The girls had come out ahead of her, and Melmie flipped her hair upside down trying to shake the pollen out of it.
“They should go home,” Oh’nil told Addie, and his tone brooked no argument.
Addie glanced at him, then at Zoark. The latter one wasn’t listening but watched Addie’s Yuux hover high above their heads, ears pricked, eyes wide open, vigilant.
“They’ve been doing it for days now,” Addie shared with the men.
Oh’nil grunted in reply to her remark, shifting his raw-meat gaze to Addie, and she quickly remembered why she had never liked being close to Hoban. Too much alien animal. Not enough man.
“Where are your Yuux?” she asked to maintain a civil conversation.
“We don’t have any.”
“Yuux don’t bond with men?”
“Yuux bond with anyone. We kill them.”
Addie blinked. “Why?”
Oh’nil sneered. “Why do you think? We’re scouts. No scout wants a Yuux to give away his location.”
“I see… Here, Oh’na, let me dust you off.” She reached for the girl to conceal her unease and began patting Oh’na’s dress with her hands. The pollen poofed out and enveloped them both in a fresh cloud of sparkles.
Oh’na giggled. “You have sparkled on your nose, Addie.”
“I do?” She swiped, but her hands were covered with more of it, and she made matters worse by touching her face.
The girls were laughing out loud now, finding the idiotic scene hilarious. Addie might have laughed, too, if not for the stern warriors who definitely did not look amused.
She gave up and left her glittery face alone. “Let’s just go. I’ll walk with you.”
They walked in silence interrupted by Oh’na’s periodic attempt to say something mature and witty. She failed, of course, but regardless of how silly she sounded, Addie’s heart was full. She, who had never before been awed by children, not even remotely curious about their exploits nor really interested in having one of her own, was fascinated by the inner workings of Oh’na.
With her boundless energy and manners of a bear cub, Oh’na possessed an uncanny ability to grasp things on the fly.
And beneath Oh’na’s physically different appearance and a vastly divergent world she inhabited, Addie saw a small child who struggled. By no means timid, Oh’na needed reassurance badly. It showed in Oh’na’s awkward attempts at physical contact, in the covert glances she threw Addie’s way to check if Addie was watching her, and in her intense desire to please.
With a sinking feeling, Addie had to acknowledge that she had developed a fondness for this girl. How did it happen? In her calculated attempts to make friends with For people, Addie’s only goal had been to not feel so alone. Selfishly, she had wanted to find a tribe for protection, for help with survival skills, for occasional company. She had never anticipated seeing soulful beings inside the creatures.
She had never intended to love any of them.
They walked right into the settlement before Addie realized it, so engrossed she’d become in her introspection. She quickly scanned the area for a sign of yellow robes. If he spotted her, Chemmusaayl would kick her ass out, and this time he might not stop at words to do it.
Zoark and Oh’nil proceeded inward, ignoring Addie.
“I think I will go back now.”
“No, wait!” Oh’na ran to Chele’s teepee and dragged the older woman out. “Look at Addie,” she could barely talk for the fits of giggles. “She is sparkling! She's going to sprout seedlings for all this pollen. Like a pearly moss!”
Self-conscious, Addie turned her face, not so much to hide the iridescent pollen as to avoid attracting attention to her person.
Chele wrinkled her shortish nose and smiled. “It will take days to get it off your skin.”
“Great,” Addie muttered.
A Yuux screeched above.
The ground near Oh’na and Melmie erupted in a spray of rocky dirt, peppering Addie’s sparkly skin with sharp shards of gravel, throwing sand into her eyes.
High-pitched screams of women mixed with low, hoarse curses of men. Children wailed.
Everybody ran.
Addie was shoved aside, pushed away from the splintering ground, dragged deeper into the village by someone. Blinking madly to clear the grit from her eyes, she turned in time to see a great gray body slither from underground, its toothy mouth-end wiggling and vibrating, working to pinpoint the closest prey.
Melmie and Oh’na were the closest prey. And they were both already encircled by the Wrennlin’s serpentine body.
Melmie held still, semi-crouched, eyes wide, nostrils fluttering with each indrawn breath. The Wrennlin’s long body continued to emerge in a coiling motion.
Oh’na crouched next to Melmie, her face a mask of terror.
Addie grasped the arm of whoever was near - Chele? - and whispered, “We need to distract it, let the girls escape.”
In response, she was pulled further away from the Wrennlin.
“Be quiet, Addie. Or it will kill us all.” There was a catch to Chele’s voice.
“But Oh’na! Melmie…”
“Be quiet!”
The Wrennlin’s mouth-end pointed towards them, a sensitive monster. Chele went rock-still next to Addie. “Do. Not. Move,” she mouthed into her ear.
Addie held her breath, staring at the creature’s nightmarish eye-less “face” with flappy pinkish-gray “lips.” It wasn’t as huge as the Wrennlin that killed Sathe, but it was big enough. It was alone. For now.
Using the beast’s momentary distraction, Melmie burst into motion, leaping over the serpent’s coils and racing away like a powerful cheetah, legs pumping, feet striking the ground with light steps almost impossible to trace with the naked eye. In a split second, she was gone. Free.
The Wrennlin frantically wiggled its head, emitting a gurgling wail, bending low in a sweeping locator motion.
As if on cue, Oh’na jumped up and tried to rush out of the snake circle the same way Melmie had. But the slithering gray body moved, spooking her and causing her to stumble. Oh’na’s short legs tripped on the uneven ground and she went sprawling, surrounded by the great snake whose head finally pinpointed her.
Chele’s indrawn breath was the only reaction; otherwise, she hadn't moved a muscle.
They aren’t going to help, the thought shot through Addie’s mind like lightning. The Rule of the Fallen.
One second Addie was standing near Chele, observing the tragedy about to unfold, and in the next, she was hurtling toward the Wrennlin, a short axe in her raised arm, grabbed from God knew where. She couldn't recall making a conscious decision to move, and she didn’t stop to analyze it.
She jumped in front of prostate Oh’na and swung with all her might, landing a blow on the side of the Wrennlin’s neck. The deceptively soft snakeskin didn’t break under the blade. The axe recoiled, leaving no more than a bruise where a gaping wound should have been.
It’s impenetrable, Addie thought with a sinking feeling. She couldn't kill it. She remembered Hoban hacking away, severing heads, but that was Hoban. She possessed but a fraction of Hoban’s upper body strength.
Weak or not, her offensive bought Oh’na several precious seconds. The girl scrambled to her feet and gave a leaping jump, vaulting over the Wrennlin’s undulating coils, nimbly landing on her feet. With her peripheral vision, Addie caught sight of Oh'na's sturdy little back and plump legs in the impossibly cute fur-trimmed booties churning as she ran away into the wild.
“Thank you, Lord,” Addie mouthed.
In the same breath, she swung her axe again reflexively blocking the striking Wrennlin head. Her weapon collided with the animal’s flesh, and the force of the recoil nearly sent her to the ground. The creature was astonishingly powerful. Horribly so.
She kept the monster’s head in her sights and blocked his attacks, jumping over the long coils it tried to trip her with, ducking, dodging, and tracking danger without a single conscious thought. But she knew she wasn’t going to last long. The beast was too powerful.
Another lunge came. She blocked awkwardly and fell hard, pain splintering her chest in two. All breath left her and the world darkened. Fighting nausea, Addie rolled over to avoid the Wrennlin’s hellish pecking and gave a cry of pain.
She couldn't fight anymore. Her watering eyes tracked the undulating gray body as it coiled closer. It was such a terrible end.
Angry at the uselessness of it all, she stubbornly poked the snake body with her axe, riding a wave of pain. Out of nowhere, a pair of large boots planted themselves wide between her body and the Wrennlin. One thick leg was slightly bent to accommodate the man’s ruined stance. A great axe sang as it arched through the air and delivered a wet blow. His blow broke Wrennlin's skin. 
The Wrennlin issued another unearthly sound as it shifted its focus to Zoark, but his axe was relentless. Blood fell down like the rain Planet Zero never knew.
Fingers grasping rocky sand, Addie crawled toward Zoark, intent on getting up and helping, knowing how ridiculous that idea was but unable to simply lie and hurt.
One head got severed, but the second one finally appeared, equally ugly and terror-inducing. Zoark’s arms now rose with visible difficulty and he lay in with his axe, using his body mass to enforce the blows. How many of those blows it took, Addie never knew. But finally, the gray body gave a violent jerk, shuddered, and went still. The second head hung loose, attached only by a bit of skin Zoark’s axe left unsevered.
His knees buckled and he folded to the ground next to Addie.
“Zoark,” she croaked. “Zoark…”
Someone blocked her view of him.
“Addie, you’re hurt. Addie,” Chele was repeating her name over and over again, wanting her attention. But Addie’s entire focus was consumed by Zoark. He was on his knees, awkward because of his leg, gasping for breath. If only she could reach him, offer help… But she couldn’t even take a breath for herself.
Oh’na appeared and fell to her knees next to Addie. Taking her hand, the girl simply held it, not knowing what else to do, and amber tears slowly leaked from her red and green For eyes.
“Oh’na,” Addie whispered.
People descended on them. Oh’nil and Vircea came for Zoark and to Addie’s unexplainable distress took him away.
Chief Net’ok and Vuskas walked around surveying the damage, and Vuskas picked up Zoark’s axe. Chemmusaayl was with them, shouting loudly about the damage and danger as if he were a reporter broadcasting live from a scene of a natural disaster. Armed men at full alert formed an impromptu guard to watch out for more Wrennlins.
Queen Qalae approached, accompanied by Oma and another woman, Mekni.
“What is wrong, Addie?” Chele asked Addie for the fiftieth time, and only now it registered.
Brain still befuddled from the pain and subsiding adrenaline, she took stock of her injuries.
“My chest hurts.” She didn’t know if For had a word for ribs. Hers appeared to be fractured. She could barely breathe for the pain, and only shallowly.
The hem of a knitted tunic in bright yellow swung into her line of vision. “This unnatural woman! She brought her ill upon herself, rushing out to fight a mighty Wrennlin. You deserved to be eaten, stupid woman. Now, leave for your pitiful home in the plains.”
Leave? She couldn't walk the distance. Not even as far as the sands.
Suddenly, Chele rose to her feet and turned to Qalae. “My queen, let this woman stay.”
Chemmusaayl loudly voiced his objections.
Qalae waited his tirade out before answering Chele. “She is not well. She might yet die from her injuries.”
“I will share my food with her while she recovers, my queen. And if she dies, let her die among the people.”
Oh’na continued to hold Addie’s hand tightly, and her tears slowly dripped down on their joined hands.
Silence stretched.
“She can stay,” Qalae finally said.
Chemmusaayl shut up. Net’ok and Vuskas turned to Qalae and gave her questioning looks, but neither said anything to contradict her.
Meanwhile, people were settling down when it became clear that no more Wrennlins were coming. This one, a young specimen, appeared to have been a one-off danger, now eliminated.
“Do Wrennlins hunt in ones?” Addie wheezed.
“In ones, yes. In any kind of number.”
“What a scourge.”
“Hush, Addie. Speaking hurts you,” Melmie’s voice said from behind.
It did. Everything hurt her. But Zoark…
“Where did they take him?” she asked without calling him by name. They’d know who she meant. She was so tired, but she had to know.
“To Oh’nil’s tent, where he lives. Don’t fret, he’s fine, he’ll recover.”
“But he is so strong…”
Chele gently moved Addie’s hair away from her face. “The cripple can wield an axe, I’ll give him that. Rest now, let your body recover.”
Addie closed her eyes, bereft. Oh, Zoark… Life wasn’t fair. Not fair…
With great care, Chele and Illied helped Addie move to a pallet spread out by Melmie behind Chele’s teepee. Oh’na brought a large fur blanket.
“To cover you up from head to toe, Addie. Hicars are active at night.”
Oma appeared at her bedside with a bowl full of Jat sand, and Illied brought soft moss. Together, they gently cleaned the worst of the grime from Addie’s face and limbs. Their hands were tender, their fingers feather-light, and Addie cried. Stifling sobs that were too painful, she let the tears fall and fall, reduced to a lumpy ball of emotions not by fear of the Wrennlin, but by the attention of the women.
She had thought she would never experience compassion again.




Chapter 16



Addie had a rough night. The ribs made it near impossible to get comfortable, and the thin pallet over the hard ground offered little cushioning. It was stuffy under the furs, yet she couldn't open up the covers - Hicars were vigilant.
In the morning, Chele brought her dried Elm fruit and fresh berries to eat, and Addie accepted though she wasn't hungry.
She didn’t feel she was running a fever - an encouraging sign that her internal organs weren’t damaged. But her chest hurt like a mother. More importantly, she was quickly becoming dehydrated.
“I have a whole pot full of jerky in my teepee,” she told Melmie and Oh’na. “Can you bring it here? Oh, and a couple of tubers, if you can find them. They grow under Qom bushes.”
“We know,” Oh’na chirped, and they went off.
Addie stayed on the pallet and tried to sleep, but the chest pains and the noise of the busy settlement life distracted her.
The men stayed in today on the outside chance Wrennlins might return, and their heavier thread and loud voices brought Addie out of her slumber every time one passed near Chele’s teepee behind which she lay. No one accosted her, and few paid any attention to the pitiful form huddled under the blanket, but their collective presence made Addie uneasy.
The girls returned when the long day began to wane. 
“Your blanket, Addie!” Melmie handed her the tight roll with her soft fur. “We brought all of your furs, just in case. When you get better, we’ll help you to put up your own tent.”
They dumped their load of equally tightly folded furs and skins, tied with a rope. There were Addie’s two lopsided pots full of jerky nestled into the rolls, and her crude utensils, and, she saw with chagrin, her pouches with dried herbs she had collected. Thankfully, Melmie and Oh’na didn’t assign proper significance to the pouches and never asked Addie what was in them. 
“Girls… You brought all this?” It was a lot of stuff.
“Yes. Well, there are a couple of things left.”
“I am so grateful.”
Oh’na shyly patted Addie’s hand. “Are you going to be alright, Addie?” she asked quietly.
Addie covered the little hand with hers. “Yes, Oh’na. I’ll be alright.”
The girls did bring her three tubers, and Addie was the most grateful for it.
With Melmie’s help, she got the mushing routine going by the time the tribe assembled in the middle of the village for their customary evening gathering. Lulled by Chemmusaayl’s incessant yakking about difficult times and the lack of big game and the need to move soon, Addie slept.
◆◆◆
 
When she woke up, the greenish Ihr was up, low in the sky. She had observed no seasons on Planet Zero, but tonight felt like winter. The angle of Ihr, and Ehr to a lesser degree, had changed slightly. The nights were colder. Addie shivered.
The tribe was quiet and the village empty. Only a sentry was silently patrolling the perimeter of the settlement.
Rolling over with as much care as she could afford to her poor chest - and still groaning softly from acute pain - she reached for her pot… only to knock it sideways.
The tuber juice poured out to become a wet spot on the sandy ground.
“Shit.” The word didn’t even begin to cover it.
Addie would have cried if her chest could take the abuse of sobs. She slumped on her pallet, not bothering to roll over, and pulled the furs over her head to hide from the world.
The furs were carefully folded off her head and a dark figure loomed over her.
“Zoark,” Addie croaked, surprised and relieved.
His stern face bore no expression. Looking up at him while laying down was strangely disconcerting. Gritting her teeth, Addie pushed up with her elbows and sat up. “I wanted to thank you for saving my life.”
He lowered down to sit across her, bad leg slightly bent, the good leg crossed over. Belatedly, she realized his knee must prevent him from assuming the natural For position on the back of his heels, and that now and forevermore he was forced to sit like a human.
“What you did was foolish.” He made an abrupt gesture with his arm, and the bunch of Timpho grass he was holding rustled. “You were almost killed.”
“I know,” she admitted quietly.
“You know? Then why?”
“How could I not?” she said gently. “Watching a child being eaten by a wild beast is unbearable. My life is meaningless if I stand by and do nothing. Some things - you just react. It is how we are wired.”
He was watching her intently, and his gaze burned like acid through layers of her defenses. “This wasn’t what I saw in the city.”
She smiled slightly. “Maybe if there were children, the city would’ve been different.”
“No, it wouldn't have been.”
“Maybe not.” She wasn’t going to argue. “But let me ask you this. Why save me?”
He dropped his stare.
“I don’t know, Addie.” The rolling cadence of her name on his tongue thrummed the chords of her inner self. He looked into the distance. “I didn’t want to watch you die.”
His quiet admission jarred something vital inside her. Studying him closely, she noticed how gaunt he looked, worse than usual. The exertion of fighting the Wrennlins had taken its toll on his weakened body.
“Are you alright?” Without thinking, she reached and touched his hand, as she did with Oh’na, as she had done with Hunlath. But he wasn’t either. Their skin-on-skin contact shocked her like an electrical current. She kept her hand on his for a few seconds before removing it. Her fingers tingled as if singed.
He showed no reaction to their touch. “I am as expected. I am only thankful that my strength held up against the Wrennlin. That I was enough.”
Frowning slightly, he handed her the grass.
She stared at the dry, dirty yellow blades of leaves on bulbous stalks. They reminded her of silk flowers that had sat in the sun too long. “Timpho grass?”
“Should be enough for a couple of days, no?”
“What am I supposed to do with it?”
Their eyes connected. “You don’t know?”
“I guess not.”
“They didn’t tell you?”
“They?”
“Your women.”
“Tell me what? I can’t eat it, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
He cocked his head, animal-like. “She never told them.”
“She?”
“Samantha.”
The name hung between them, separating them yet inexplicably bringing them closer. 
“The one I remind you of?” Addie asked.
He reached out and touched one of Addie’s tightly coiled curls before dropping his hand. “She was small-statured, like you, with long pale hair. A fragile little thing with tinkling laughter and sad blue eyes.”
Addie couldn’t breathe for the intensity of the moment. Or maybe it was her ribs.
“Is this how you see me?” Addie’s hair was light auburn and very curly, and her eyes were green, so it wasn’t her coloring that brought Samantha to his mind. 
He chuckled. “No. Your eyes aren’t sad. And you’re strong. She’d never been one for strength.”
His words shocked Addie. “Strong? Me? I’m the perpetually helpless one around here. I’m scared witless of everything and everyone. I’m only as physically strong as a For toddler, and I know it. It’s an unpleasant feeling, Zoark.”
“It isn’t the physical strength I am talking about. Nor a healthy fear of the dangers of our land. You are not afraid to die, and you are not afraid to live. No, you are not like Samantha. Now, here’s your grass.”
He took out his knife and sliced one of the bulging bulbs puckering the stem. Clear juice sprayed out, catching Addie in the face. Astonished, she licked the drops from her lips tasting… water.
“What trick is this?” She refused to believe what she saw and felt and tasted. “Timpho grass?”
He started to methodically prick the bulbs, pouring the juice into his large cupped hand, filling it up, overflowing.
He raised his hand to her face and pushed her head down to it with his other hand. “Drink.”
Addie frantically dipped her head, anxious to try this magical, unexpected gift. The clear juice, with a hint of a grassy mineral taste to it, was the closest thing to water she had tasted on this planet. So close that Addie moaned, tears rushing to her eyes. It was heaven. It was a vivid, powerful reminder of home, a punch to the gut.
She raised her eyes to catch a blurry image of Zoark’s face, and couldn't read his shuttered expression. Unraveling at the seams, she awkwardly slurped the last of the juice from his hand and choked.
Coughing to clear her airways was a different kind of torture, her chest engulfed in pain with every contraction.
Finally exhausted, she slumped on the pallet.
Zoark watched her without a word.
“Sorry.” She slowly raised her hands to wipe her teary face. “It was just so unexpected. Water. Do you know what water is?”
“Only what the women told me. About lakes and oceans of your homeland, and animals without legs that live there, called fish. It is such a strange concept. Like a make-believe children’s tale.”
Addie smiled weakly. Poor Zoark, it must have been hard for him to comprehend. And had he heard about fire?
“Do you want more?”
She nodded.
He sliced another couple of the hard bulbs, and let the juice drip into his hand. The Timpho grass water even smelled like rain, fresh, elusive, wet.
As she drank, he snaked his other hand around her shoulder, offering support. He stayed with her while she cried silent tears because this moment, and Zoark, altered the fabric of her life.




Chapter 17



Addie’s new life had begun. Accepted into the tribe, if not one of them, she now felt protected and seen. Belonging to a healthy social group was a wonderful thing, even when some group members with a penchant for yellow robes tried to petrify her with their mean little red eyes every time their paths crossed. Which occurrences Addie went out of her way to make as infrequent as possible within the confines of the same settlement.
But the true life-changing event, the monumental occurrence, the plate-tectonics of life’s gifts was discovering the hidden magic of Timpho grass. It grew everywhere. Even the ubiquitous tubers required searching for and digging out from underneath the vicious Qom bush. With Timpho grass, Addie could take two steps away from her pallet and hack off a stalk with her knife.
It was exactly what she started doing two days later when her ribs allowed her to take a semi-decent breath. Getting to her feet and moving super slowly, she began organizing her life.
More of her things arrived - the remaining skins taken off her old little teepee, her spear, and her supply of Nessi fruit to reward her pet Yuux, - all brought back by Melmie and, shockingly, Hunlath.
“I will help you to cut sticks that you can weave together for a new tent,” Hunlath said when he unloaded the bundle of her possessions at her feet.
Chele must have heard him from inside her teepee as she immediately appeared next to them.
“No, Hunlath. Addie-woman will stay with us. With Oh’na and I.”
“As in, live with you?” Addie was so moved that she didn’t know what to say.
“There’s safety in numbers. And you will work and help take care of Oh’na.” Satisfied with her pragmatic arrangement, she bobbed her head in a way humans would find anatomically impossible.
Live with Chele and little Oh’na? As part of their small family? Yes, Addie was more than fine with it.
She kept her bed articles but relinquished the rest of her divine furs, Sathe’s creations, to be used in their combined household, and moved in.
That first night in Chele’s teepee, Addie could hardly sleep. The presence of bodies so close to hers, the soft breathing and the rustle of clothes when they moved - something she had wished ardently to experience many a night while sleeping completely alone in the vast foreign steppe - was now turning into a source of discomfort.
You’ve been a savage far too long, Addie, she thought with irony staring at the teepee’s pointed ceiling. Time to get back to society.
And so she did.
Slowly recovering from her injury, painful and restricting but thankfully non-life-threatening, Addie began to learn the rhythm of the tribe and the roles of its members.
Everyone worked, even Chief Net’ok who hunted along with his men, though he rarely sharpened his weapons or gutted his kill - others took care of that for him in deference to his status.
Strictly speaking, every family was self-sufficient and could do a little of everything, but certain persons were masters in different areas. Like Hunlath with stone tools. Like Vircea with dyes. Vircea was the only woman except for Qalae who possessed knowledge of good dyeing techniques, and the queen relied on Vircea’s help to get the process right. Addie now suspected, although she couldn't tell for sure, that Chemmusaayl Yellow was an experimental color.
Speaking of Chemmusaayl, she wasn’t sure what he did all day. On some mornings, he made visits to the teepees and spoke to the residents, providing words of support and, well, counseling. When the chief was in the village, Chemmusaayl remained joined at the hip with him and Vuskas, making the three amigos their de-facto governing unit.
Chemmusaayl continued to regard Addie warily and with disdain but made no overt attempt to get rid of her.
Zoark avoided her. Addie discovered that he was often away from the settlement on scouting expeditions, and when he came in, he would go to the tent he shared with Oh’nil and Vircea and stayed there. He gave other men a wide breadth to avoid being picked on, but some, like Wixab, still managed to find a way and a reason to snag him out of sheer mischief. He never engaged. He took their aggressions in stride, without fear, and left them without repercussions.
Addie continued to train her Yuux, but their morning ritual had to be adjusted. She was busier now, helping Chele cook and clean and make things.
The days went by in pleasant coexistence with the For, and Addie began to feel at home when one morning Chele informed her that there would be an assembly.
Addie lifted her head from her task of meticulously measuring dried herbs with a tiny spoon carved out of a bone, and pouring them into separate pouches. “What assembly?”
“The High Counselor has decided on the path for the tribe,” Chele’s neutral tone couldn't completely hide her low expectations of the High Counselor and his decisions. “He will inform the people at the assembly.”
“Is this a festive occasion, then?”
Chele’s upturned nose issued a delicate sniff. “It depends on the decision. But at this point, any decision is good. We need to move. We haven’t had meat in quantity for months. This ‘celebration’ will be a lean one.”
Addie hesitated, weighing the wisdom of divulging her secret.
“There’s a nest of Teks near my old teepee,” she finally shared.
Chele gave her a surprised look. “And our scouts never knew?”
Well, one of them did. “I guess they weren’t looking for animals when I lived there. But since I no longer live there… ”
In no time, a small party of hunters was dispatched to the location of Addie’s old camp. They returned very shortly, each bringing an adult Tek body, seven in total. Women gathered together and quickly butchered the kills, passing the slices to Addie to marinate.
“I don’t have enough herbs! It’s so sudden.”
Chele cast a critical glance at their supplies, and Melmie, Oh’na, and Vircea were running out to gather the ingredients they were short on. It was impressive how fast things could turn around. Chele bustled around and commanded everyone on the account that it was her family that provided the meat to the tribe.
“Wait,” Addie made a grab for the bowl Chele picked up. “It doesn't have marinade in it.”
“This is for today. It’s good when it’s fresh.”
“Eww.”
Chele laughed, a rare sound.
The edge of the Ihr sun began to appear on the horizon when everyone gathered in a circle in the middle of the village. Children were excluded. So was Addie.
Making herself comfortable on the ground behind the ring of bodies sitting on the backs of their heels, she snuggled with Oh’na. Several other children, all boys, cavorted nearby.
The figure in the center of the circle raised his arms, yellow sleeves dropping to the elbows, revealing muscled forearms. For. Even their ascetic priest looked like a professional bodybuilder.
“Good people of the plains!” Chemmusaayl intoned. “The time has come. We must go.”
A chorus of murmurs rippled across the circle. People agreed.
Chemmusaayl lowered his arms and slowly spun around, looking at each person intently.
“Over and over, our hunt has been in vain. Scouts can no longer see signs of large animals. No other tribe has crossed these parts in many days, telling us that other people have left these plains. Wrennlins tremble under these grounds. We feel their presence. They are on the move and they are hungry…”
Angry shouts erupted. Addie perked up. Wrennlin activity? She couldn't help but look around in fear, feeling the pain in her ribs keenly.
She didn’t see any Wrennlins nearby, but her eyes found Zoark’s lone figure standing a short distance behind her. His gaze skidded over her as she turned, and went back to the High Counselor.
Growing more and more animated, Chemmusaayl went on and on about how the terrible times were upon them, and how he hadn't known the strange absence of big game in his lifetime. He had, however, heard such tales from his now long-dead grandfather. He went on to regale his people with the stories at length, ignoring no small detail, and finally concluded with a sermon about how women were failing to produce children because these lands were no longer fertile in more ways than one.
Oma lowered her head when he spoke, but Chemmusaayl didn’t look at Oma. He looked at Qalae.
The heavy ridges of Net’ok’s eyebrows snapped together. People shifted uneasily.
“The tribe will go to the Valley of the Stone Shadows.”
A stunned silence hung in the air following Chemmusaayl’s announcement. The brief look Chief Net’ok threw at Vuskas was uncertain.
The Chief cleared his throat and his voice rang loud and clear, “We follow the High Counselor’s wisdom. So be it.”
Cheers sounded, weak at first, but quickly rising in volume until the entire circle erupted in glee. Fists went up, pumping in the air. Chemmusaayl went to the side and sat down. Two women quickly jumped up and replaced him inside the circle. A light tune flowed in the air, and the women started to dance.
Addie was so surprised she almost ran to the circle herself to see who was playing the music.
“Oh’na,” she shook the girl’s hand. “Where is this sound coming from?” She didn’t know a For word for music.
“It’s Vircea. She is playing her lutu.”
Craning her neck, Addie finally caught sight of Vircea who was sitting with her back to Addie. She was holding something that looked like a stick to her mouth, a lutu. A local flute. A flute!
And just like that, reality snapped a little firmer into place. Planet Zero had people. The people danced and played the flute.
The differences receded more and more.
“Oh, Oh’na…”
“What, Addie? What?”
She shook her head. “Nothing. Everything is good tonight.”
People rose to their feet, and other women joined the two in dance. Hunlath pulled over a large pot that he turned over and banged rhythmically with a stick, a drum of sorts. Children ran into the crowd, mixing with the adults, and even Oh’na, disdainful of the boys’ horseplay, joined in the jumping around.
Qalae took the tub of raw meat from Chele, and people formed a line to take chunks of raw meat out of her hands.
Addie rolled up her pallet and walked about, well outside the circle of merriment. She didn’t mind that she couldn't join the dancers. She wouldn't have been able to dance for the ribs, and eating raw meat held no appeal. She still felt tired and sluggish, and she planned to go to bed early.
When she was almost ready to go back to her tent, Addie saw Zoark hovering near the circle. He so rarely mingled with the tribe’s population that the unusual sight drew her attention.
By now, Queen Qalae had joined the women in dancing, and the bowl of meat was left sitting on the ground along with the rest of the foodstuffs.
The meat bowl appeared to be the calculated destination of Zoark’s stealthy poaching.
He must be hungry, Addie realized. She wished she’d thought about bringing some food to him. Would he have accepted? With him, it was hard to tell, but maybe so, if she framed it as gratitude for Timpho grass water.
Zoark quickly reached the bowl and swiped a chunk of meat. He was holding in his hand turning to leave when another male noticed. The male separated from the group and quickly walked toward Zoark, approaching him from the back. The male’s name was Iguell, a strapping youth of maybe twenty, one of the untapped adults. Iguell was also a younger brother to Vuskas, with the strong family resemblance in his bland feral face and exceptional sturdiness of his wide frame.
For the noise of the celebration Zoark, intent on the meat he was about to consume, didn’t hear him approach.
“The meat isn’t for you.” Abruptly, Iguell knocked the chunk of meat out of Zoark’s hand.
Like a feral dog spooked while eating, Zoark lunged, a pure animal instinct and bared teeth. Those teeth sought and found Iguell’s throat with the accuracy of a precision-guided munition, and clamped there. He growled low in his throat and took Iguell down.
It wasn’t a contest. They didn’t have any man-made weapons. And the no-maiming rules did not apply.
They rolled on the ground snarling, wild animals, literally tearing into each other.
Shouts sounded as folks rushed to watch.
“It’s Zoark!”
“Let them fight, let them fight!”
Excitement built up as more people gathered.
“Iguell is bleeding! Badly!”
“What? He is?”
At some point, Iguell managed to escape the clamp of Zoark’s teeth and fought with renewed force. His throat gushed blood where it was torn raw, but it didn’t slow him down. He bared his own set of horror-movie chompers and retaliated by biting Zoark where he could reach - on his chest, arms…
Zoark wouldn’t slow down and only seemed to accelerate the speed of his blows, not above randomly biting Iguell himself, hand sneaking behind to try and twist Iguell’s elbow, kneeing him below the belt - a dirty fighter. And a frighteningly efficient one. Crippled, permanently in pain from the lack of sex, probably starved, he flipped them again, bearing down on Iguell.
“Yo, Iguell, watch out! Your throat, protect your throat!” Helpful advice from the onlookers fell like rain in September.
With an enraged roar, Vuskas jumped into the melee out of nowhere. “You cockless snake, what have you done!”
His hammer of a fist landed a blow to Zoark’s head, dislodging him from Iguell. Shaking his head to clear it, Zoark twisted, evading the flying fist number two, and bit Vuskas on the forearm. Hard.
Vuskas cursed in a roar, his own teeth gleaming a freaky silver in the greenish Ihr light.
Suddenly, red hair flashed and there was a fourth person in the knot of grappling bodies. Oh’nil. Another brother, this time Zoark’s. His appearance must have brought Zoark to his senses because he suddenly backed off - or tried to. Vuskas, missing his opponent’s willful retreat, sledge-hammered Zoark in the face, knocking him down. Iguell went after him for a kill, bleeding like a sieve, and Oh’nil valiantly threw himself on top of his defenseless brother to protect him from being mowed down, trampled on, bitten, and beaten.
“Stop the fight!” Qalae’s frantic shout rang close but didn’t affect Vuskas. “You and you, leave. Now!” She grasped Vuskas’s arm and tugged, desperate to break them up. Vuskas, too far gone with rage, swiped at her and she landed on her butt, legs thrown and undignified.
Out of nowhere, Vircea jumped into the fray and lunged at Iguell, punching his mangled throat. He yelped and fell, and finally, finally, the fists stopped flying.
“I hate you!” Vircea yelled at Vuskas, spittle flying. In agitation, she rose to her tippy-toes to try and be on the same level with him, over Zoark’s senseless form, over Oh’nil coughing on all fours, and Iguell writhing in pain on the ground.
“Rot with maggots, you and your stupid brother!” She tried to bite Vuskas but he wouldn’t let her. Frustrated, she delivered a kick to wounded Iguell’s ribs, eliciting another painful yelp.
Addie thought that surely Vuskas was going to hit her now, and her brains would splatter on the nearest teepee. But instead, he took a step back.
“Calm down, woman.” He also said something derogatory about her sorry-ass siblings that Addie had trouble translating.
“Go away,” Vircea shrieked in response. “Take your loser brother and drag him to the end of the world where a Tek bitch will be his mate!”
She was trembling, her dark-red, thick hair spread around her shoulders like a lush velvet curtain.
A movement nearby made Addie jump, but it was just Qalae rising to her feet. She stood up, arms hugging her torso, and her large inhuman eyes betrayed deep emotion. In this unguarded movement, she had eyes for one man only, and that man was not Chief Net’ok.
Oh’nil slowly rose to his feet, grimacing in pain. He bled from numerous bite wounds that appeared shallow and favored his left arm.
“Help me, Vircea,” he said with a cough.
Turning away from Vuskas, Vircea crouched over Zoark who looked pasty pale, lifeless. Together with Oh’nil, they took him to their tent.
Addie quietly went to hers. She fetched her sack and calmly started gathering supplies.




Chapter 18



Addie resolutely approached Oh’nil’s tent and let herself in.
“Hi,” she said.
Zoark lay sprawled on a pallet along a wall, semi-propped against a bundle of furs. Oh’nil was sitting in front of Vircea who was inspecting the damage done to his back. Both turned to Addie, and their faces expressed surprise, distrust, and resentment. The last one more so in Oh’nil’s case than in Vircea.
“Leave, Addie-woman,” he said to her. “You are not welcome in our tent.”
“It is also his tent,” she replied and went to Zoark. “I’ll leave when he tells me to.”
He wouldn’t, of course, on the account that he was unconscious.
“I will sew his chest up. All he’ll have left is a thin line of a scar, visible only from up close.”
Oh’nil’s lip curled in disgust even as his eyes flickered. “Even if I believed you in your good intentions, woman, I won’t allow you to see him. The High Counselor's word is the law.”
Addie was getting real tired of hearing about the High Counselor. “Of course it is, Oh’nil. And if your brother doesn’t recover, you’ll be sitting right here thinking how right you were for following the High Counselor’s law. How strong your morals are. How correct you were in not giving in to the strange woman’s offer of help.”
Oh’nil began to rise with a clear intent to throw her out, but Vircea stalled him.
“Wait,” she said to her brother. “She means well.”
Oh’nil hesitated. “People know she’s a healer. If word gets out we allowed her in here, Vuskas will finally have a reason to banish us.”
“He won’t. You know he won’t. Let her tend to Zoark.”
“What about you?” Addie asked Oh’nil. “Can you take a deep breath?”
He bristled. “It isn’t your concern.”
“Can you?” she pressed.
He cursed but backed off, and finally, Addie’s path toward Zoark cleared. As she turned her full attention to Zoark, she heard Oh’nil covertly suck air into his lungs.
Zoark’s entire front was soaked with blood.
“I need to take his shirt off.” She pulled out her knife, demonstrating it to the pair to indicate that it was strictly for shirt cutting and not for slicing Zoark into jerky meat.
She went to work, conscious of the brother and sister arguing in hushed tones behind her back. Oh’nil wanted her gone. Vircea disagreed.
“I am only going to help, Oh’nil. Truly.”
“He wouldn't want your help. He’s had enough of it in the city.”
“He survived because of the help he got in the city. Isn’t it reason enough to be grateful?”
“Surviving means living a life. It isn’t a life. They ruined him.”
Addie frowned. “Wrennlins ruined him.”
“Wrennlins broke his body. The women broke his spirit. You don’t understand what it’s like for him, Addie-woman. You can’t, because you’re like them, you don’t know and you don’t listen.”
“I am sorry you feel this way,” Addie kept cutting away, struggling to not show how his words upset her.
Punching a wall once, Oh’nil left the teepee.
Vircea stayed silent, watching Addie work on Zoark’s shirt.
The bloodied material fell away, revealing his torso. Bruises were beginning to settle in multiple places, but Addie could see no telltale puffiness indicative of a broken bone. If he had internal bleeding, there was nothing she could do for him. But his breathing was even, and his body temperature held steady.
She concentrated on the open wounds. He had several where Iguell caught him with his teeth, and one, over his left pec, was especially deep, angry, and oozing blood.
She swiped the grime and blood away from Zoark’s body and opened her sack, pulling out makeshift gauze pads made from evenly cut and tightly pressed layers of soft spongy moss. A pouch with fresh herb powder followed, and a thin long needle made from bone, as well as a length of flaxen thread.
The supplies made Vircea’s eyes widen.
Working quickly, Addie stitched the worst of the wounds, tying off the thread. Zoark moaned and moved restlessly during the procedure, but didn’t resurface. She dusted the wounds with a thin layer of the herb powder and applied the moss pad over it.
“This is to disinfect,” she explained to Vircea as she worked. “It has to stay like this until tomorrow when the pad will need to be changed.”
Together, they awkwardly swathed Zoark into a length of the soft knitted cloth to keep the pad in place. Tucking the end of the wrap under, Addie surveyed her handiwork, yearning yet again for the medical equipment of Earth. What wouldn't she give for a team of medical professionals she could rely on, for blood transfusions, hi-res imagery of internal organs, and a brain scan. A hospital bed would be nice to have. Forget the bed, having a hospital would be grand. Any building, really. Running water. Any water…
Vircea gently touched Zoark’s swollen face. “Will he be alright?” Her voice was thin as she asked.
“Yes,” Addie whispered, striving for optimism.
Vircea took a fresh wad of moss and rubbed it across Zoark’s forehead, cleaning residual dirt.
“It is so unfair.” Fat amber tears rolled down her cheeks.
“Shh, Vircea, don’t cry.” But Addie was crying herself as she said it.
Vircea shook her head. “My beautiful brothers.” Her eyes were fixed on Zoark but she spoke of both of them. “Oh’nil needs to take a mate. He’s already too old and getting older. Men can’t go forever without being tapped, you know that?”
“No, I didn’t know.”
“Well, they can’t. If they don’t take a mate before a certain age, they will never get as strong as they should.”
“Why doesn’t Oh’nil? Because there are no available women?”
“It’s true that our tribe lacks women. Oh’nil should go out, look for a mate in another tribe. But he doesn’t, because of her.”
“Who?” But she already had a good idea.
“A mated woman. He is waiting for her, and she will never come to him. Oh, Addie, why is he so stubborn?”
Addie hugged Vircea tightly. The woman wilted in her embrace, letting her weight settle on Addie’s shoulders.
“Oh’nil watches over Zoark like he’s a small child. Watching after Zoark! He was so strong, Zoark. And he understands this land better than any other warrior, better than Chief Net’ok. Zoark knows stuff, Addie, but they never listen to him. The High Counselor doesn't even allow Zoark to speak with Net’ok. He can’t hunt, he can’t patrol, he can’t train with the rest of them. They send him out to scout like some green youth.”
“I’m sorry, Vircea, all of it is unfair.”
“He had a favorite there, you know? In the city. I heard him and Oh’nil talking about it. She was, like, his mate.”
“A human woman?”
“Yes. He stayed so long because of her. But she died.”
Vircea’s account echoed Sathe’s vague insinuations with disconcerting accuracy. Addie gently stroked Vircea’s hair. “They must’ve been happy together. She was a woman who wanted him, despite his injuries.”
“He used to glow with power,” Vircea said forlornly. “Like the Ehr sun, so full of life.”
She let go of Addie. “I’m sorry. I rarely get upset, but today got to me. It’s because of the fight, because of Iguell.”
Addie let her arm fall at her sides. “Iguell provoked Zoark.”
“Iguell often does. He pokes my brothers out of spite.”
“Why does he do that?”
Vircea sighed. “Because of me. I refused Iguell, and he’s sore about it. And Vuskas keeps forcing the issue like I have no say in the matter. He wants to see us mated.”
Vircea wiped her face free of tears with a small piece of moss and wadded it up along with the remnants of Zoark’s dirty shirt. Giving Addie’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, she left the teepee to dispose of the trash and to look for Oh’nil in hopes he’d agree to an examination. Addie didn’t think he would, and she didn’t worry. Oh’nil wasn’t seriously hurt.
Addie turned her attention to Zoark’s still form. She frowned as she looked, thinking of what Vircea had revealed.
Had Samantha truly been his mate? Had she been very attracted to him?
Addie slowly looked Zoark’s shirtless torso up and down, with bandages and all. He had wide shoulders with lots of muscle, not a weakened invalid like his bad knee led her to believe. Old puckered scars bisected one shoulder, likely the main reason why he covered his body with a shirt at all times.
As was the case with all For men, he had no hair on his chest, but a slick reddish pelt started at around his navel and went down, gradually thickening, fanning across his abdomen. Addie knew about this standard bodily feature of male For and counted it as one more reason why they were not sexy.
He groaned and moved restlessly before settling back into the furs. His eyes opened briefly, and closed, searing Addie with an unseeing green-red gaze.
Alien.
What was it that Samantha had seen in him?
The yellow Ihr sunlight peeked inside from where Vircea left the teepee flap folded up. Addie’s eyes examined his face. With his strong animal features, try as she might she couldn't find the appeal. Except for his mouth. Half-open now to reveal the edge of his scary teeth, it was surprisingly sensual, with its bowed upper lip and downturned corners. With his defenses down, the usual stern expression was gone from his face, leaving behind something elusive, an indefinable essence lurking right under the surface of his skin, teasing Addie, calling for her yet not revealing itself.
Her gaze slid back down. He had a strong neck and a firm torso, though he was definitely on a lean side. His waist was trim and taught, but his thighs remained thick and muscled.
It was despicable of her to appraise him like this when he was unconscious, to speculate about what kind of maleness he had, and wonder how a human woman could be attracted to him enough to commit the most intimate of acts on her own free will.
Suddenly, Addie couldn't look away.
His thick thighs were splayed apart from his restless tossing around. His belly, with its seal-smooth fan of hair, rose and fell with each steady breath. The thick bones of his shoulders and wrists implied physical prowess - she remembered well the heavy axe he wielded with ease against the Wrennlin. Her eyes followed back up to the column of his long neck, took in the mass of spaghetti-thick copper hair, and landed again on his mouth.
Addie reared up and almost fell.
Like a hidden picture that at long last revealed itself, she saw it. A predator even in repose, Zoark didn’t look cute or beautiful or sexy. He was too animal for that.
And he was delicious.
His eyes flew open without warning, and Addie was impaled by the force of his blazing stare. He turned his head, owl-like.
“What do you want, strange woman?” His voice was pure gravel, his tone pure venom.
Addie’s heart was beating too fast.
It was hard, but she made firm eye contact. “Treating your wounds.”
“I don’t need to be treated.” Hatred rang clear in his voice.
“The skin on your chest was laid wide open from where your comrade Iguell went all crazy werewolf on you over a hunk of Tek meat. Of course, you needed to be treated.”
Zoark rose on his elbows and looked down, examining the swath of fabric covering his stitches. Addie was half-afraid he’d tear it off and rip the stitches out.
“Treated,” he repeated with quiet menace. His angry For eyes found hers and stared her down, and she badly wanted to run. Or at least to take a step back.
She did neither. Instead, she raised her chin. “You need stitches or you run the risk of bleeding to death. Open wounds can easily get infected.”
“So what?” Zoark’s words were like stones thrown in the water - flat and heavy.
“How’s your head?” She reached to touch his forehead to feel for fever but he swatted her hand away none-too gently.
“Screw off.”
“You should rest for a while.”
“I’ll do what I damn please.”
“You may die from a concussion,” she said, exasperated.
“Been a long time coming.”
Fast and furious, he grabbed her by the neck with one hand. She gasped. Her ribs protested with a sharp stab of pain in several places at once. Clawing at his arm, she knew right away that his grip was impossible to break. She expected to suffocate any second now, but Zoark’s grip was firm, not crippling. He pulled her closer so their faces were mere inches apart. His face was feral. The dark-colored teeth showed in a sneer that terrified her almost as much as the Wrennlin’s tongueless mouth, and she had to close her eyes to block it all out.
“Stop sniffing around. You want to put your hands on me, fine, I can give you what you want.” Without the visuals to scare her, his low voice washed over her in a cascade of warm sound, surprisingly soothing. “I’ve played this game before. But you better be ready to look at me when you come.”
He released her, and she fell backward, catching her elbow painfully against one of the supporting posts with a thump. Her eyes flew open.
“Understood?”
She nodded, unable to breathe despite being free of his hand.
He didn’t want her that way, Addie told herself, rubbing her neck. He was merely pissed at her for treating him, at finding himself unconscious and helpless under her hands, and he lashed out as a scare tactic, knowing how uncomfortable she felt around For men. Well, it worked. It would be a long time before she came near Zoark and his body again.
Feeling marginally more in control, she eyed him with distaste. Alien Neanderthal.
But god, he was strong. Even when he was weak, he was strong, and even in his foreignness… lovely.
“Where is that brother of mine?” Zoark rotated his head around as if checking the teepee for Oh’nil’s presence even though he knew they were alone.
Addie stood up on shaky legs and took two steps toward the door. “If I see him, I’ll send him over.”
Picking up her medical sack, mindless of supplies still scattered around, she stumbled out of Zoark’s teepee.




Chapter 19



Following the assembly, the mood of excited anticipation descended on the settlement. Men started sharpening and packing tools to be carried with them. Women began sorting through their belongings and gathering provisions to sustain the tribe while on the road. Scouts went out in the direction of their projected path.
Chele showed Addie how to roll up the furs and tie them with ropes to form backpacks, and how to hang pots filled with provisions on both sides. The two of them went over who would carry what stuff and made more rope.
In an unexpected development, Melmie gave Addie the old boots that she’d outgrown. They were a tad too large for Addie and worn out in places, but they would protect her feet on their long trek over the mountains, and she was beyond pleased.
Her only concern remained her healing ribs. The significant weight of the possessions she’d be required to carry over a long distance, walking for days, worried her, but it couldn’t be helped. She bundled her torso in a tight wrap for support and called it a day.
On the morning of the move, the tribe rose early. Families ate a quick meal prepared in advance, Chemmusaayl said a few words of blessing thanking this place and asking Nature to be kind to the people on their quest, and gave a signal to disassemble the teepees. As one, women quickly took the furs and skins off the frames and rolled them up in practiced motions.
Boys received permission to knock off the wooden frames, and they swarmed the bare poles, hitting the wood with their clubs, pulling, destroying. Oh’na grabbed a pole too and was yanking it loose from the rope tying it to other poles. People laughed and Addie smiled, too.
With a last glance at the abandoned camp, they set off.
She experienced a twinge of nostalgia. So much happened to her in the recent few months. They were likely never going to return to these parts - For rarely did in one person’s lifetime. Their planet was vast, and they roamed it freely, owning no one place yet claiming it all.
She trudged on like a good little soldier, looking back at the broken bones of their settlement as they got smaller and smaller until the hills and dense vegetation swallowed them from view.
And then she only looked forward.
Predictably, all men walked ahead of the womenfolk except for the two warriors who were bringing up the line. By weight, men carried most of their belongings including the heaviest tools and weapons. Each had a massive sack strapped to his back, and a smaller one on the front. Women didn’t have a front pack, especially those with small children that required carrying.
Addie tried to avoid being obvious about it, but her eyes kept returning to Zoark. If she didn’t have intimate knowledge of his wounds, she would never have guessed he had any. He walked next to Oh’nil at the back of their formation but not as far back as she, and it gave her an excellent opportunity to observe him. He carried an axe and a spear, and the same amount of stuff as every other man except Chemmusaayl whose sack looked smaller than Oh’na’s. Zoark’s shoulders didn’t bend under his load. He kept pace easily with his brother and sister despite the slight lurch every other step. He was thinner and paler than his brother, with deep grooves on both sides of his mouth and dark shadows under his hooded eyes, but otherwise, he blended in with the rest of the male population of their tribe.
How did he do it? He must be hurting now. He had lost a lot of blood. He had a concussion.
As if sensing her eyes on him, he turned and caught her looking. He read pity in her eyes and his face tightened with annoyance.
Addie averted her eyes. Really, what was the point of looking? He needed no minders, and he wanted none. And if she had to worry about someone, she should worry about herself. Zoark with his issues and his buttheaded, combative disposition had no place in her life except as a passing acquaintance. A chance person. Someone she had known.
Someone who shared with her the secret of Timpho grass juice.
Someone who killed the Tek for her.
Someone who saved her from the Wrennlin.
Someone who made her… feel human again.
◆◆◆
 
The tribe’s first rest stop allowed only a brief respite. People barely had time to take off their load and quickly eat a small snack before Chief Net’ok announced the break to be over. The first walkers already started moving forward when harassed Addie ran to a dense patch of vegetation nearby to relieve herself, silently cursing For bodies that didn’t require drinking and, as a result, didn’t need to empty themselves of excess liquid.
Addie painstakingly hid her potty business and not only for the usual privacy reasons. With her membership in the tribe tenuous at best, she didn’t relish explaining yet another “weird” aspect of her physiology to the likes of Chemmusaayl and Vuskas. Oh’na had caught her once, crouched behind a rock, and boy, had she had questions. Addie had had a helluva time explaining that one.
By the end of the day - or rather, soon after the first stop - the novelty of being on the move had worn off. Children were the first to herald the waning interest with complaints that quickly escalated into whining. Amused, Addie discovered that flopping on one’s back and kicking legs while screaming loudly was not an exclusive prerogative of Earth's children.
One by one, mothers had to adjust their loads and pick up the exhausted and wailing little ones, strapping them to their chests. It slowed them down considerably.
Others were getting tired too, mostly older women like Chele. Chemmusaayl - whaddayaknow - required special consideration, and two strapping warriors throttled their pace down, keeping his company in the middle of the line that by now stretched for half a mile.
The leading men disappeared from view, pushing ahead at a breakneck pace like tightly wound up toys on steroids.
Chele took Addie’s spear and went ahead with Melmie and Illied, leaving Oh’na with the struggling Addie. Little by little, they fell to the very end of the line.
Utterly exhausted, Addie kept walking, holding unenthusiastic Oh’na by the hand. By now all she wanted to do was to flop on her back like a baby and scream. The straps of her sack were cutting into her shoulders and the bindings could no longer create an illusion of supporting her chest.
“Are we there yet, Addie?”
I wish. “No. Look at the mountain tops. Do you see them? Up ahead.”
Despite frequent whining, Oh’na had deeper energy reserves than Addie and was more bored than tired. “Yes, I see them. Far away,” she said with a sigh.
Addie had estimated the distance to be one hundred miles, give or take. At the speed with which they were walking, they must be covering about thirty miles per day, so that would make three full days of this arduous pack test marching to reach the base. And then, the ascent.
She didn’t know if she could do it. Even the previous two years of strenuous physical activity hadn’t prepared Addie for the endurance this blitzkrieg required. And what was the rush, anyway? The mountains were not going anywhere.
Grumbling under her breath, she pushed forward, realizing that even the two caboose warriors had passed her.
When Addie and Oh’na, at last, caught up with the rest of the tribe, people were on the ground sleeping. Sleeping. As in, dinner was eaten, pallets unrolled, snoring peacefully under the cover of furs to protect them from Hicars.
“Okay, Oh’na. We need to do better tomorrow. I hate missing out on sleep.” Addie was dead sure tomorrow would be an early start. Lack of sleep hardly improved anybody’s performance.
“You need to do better tomorrow, Addie,” Oh’na corrected her with the frank directness only a child could get away with. “I was waiting for you the entire way.” Snatching a piece of Addie’s jerky out of her bag, Oh’na hopped over the covered-up sleeping bodies and went in search of Chele.
Addie unrolled her pallet and sat down slowly. A mere thought of getting to her feet again filled her with dread. She rubbed her temples, fighting the extreme fatigue that tugged at her.
A shadow fell over her. Her heart tripped in fright. She twisted sharply to see and groaned from the twitch of pain in her chest.
“Why do you always creep up on people? And at this hour?” she snapped when she saw who it was. Of course, it had to be him, with his annoying habit of moving like a silent crippled shadow.
“I am scouting tonight,” he replied calmly.
“Are you serious? You shouldn't.”
“Why is that?” A subtle challenge rang in his low voice.
“Your injuries, Zoark! If you ask me, you shouldn't be walking, much less marching with a full load of gear. Certainly not staying up all night on your feet after that!”
“No one asked you what I should do, strange woman.”
“Ah, so I am the strange woman now.”
“You always have been.”
“Did you call Samantha a strange woman?”
He barely flinched, but she saw it. Her words affected him.
“I’m sorry, it isn’t any of my business. I’m just… tired.”
“You’re tired because you’re physically weak, like Samantha.” Oh, he was hot now. “You don’t understand what it’s like to be strong - you have no idea. I do. Don’t bring me to your level, Addie-the-strange-woman. Even at my weakest, I trump you. You will never make it in our land.”
Tears of resentment sprang to Addie’s eyes, and they burned. “I am trying, you bastard.”
“You will fail.”
“I’ve come this far.”
“Not without help.”
Addie’s mouth closed with a snap. They stared at each other for a charged moment that stretched forever and thrummed with heightened energy.
His help, he meant. She hated him for pointing it out.
“Would you rather see me give up and die?” she asked tightly.
“No.” He closed his eyes briefly, breaking the contact. “No. But I’m afraid you will anyway.”
His quiet words dampened Addie’s anger. “Have faith in me, Zoark. I am getting the hang of this whole surviving thing.”
He expelled a long-suffering sigh. “Do you know that Timpho grass doesn’t grow in the mountains? Neither do tubers.”
“Oh, no. How long are we going to stay in the mountains?”
“However long it takes to cross. Maybe three days. Maybe three weeks.”
Three weeks were highly unlikely, but he was giving her the information to prepare for the worst-case scenario. She needed to pick enough Timpho grass stalks to last her that long.
“Thank you, Zoark. Again.”
“Yeah, so, about learning to survive. Hurry up and learn already.”
He left her as quietly as he came, and Addie let the tears fall. The tears of exhaustion, of frustration at her own lack of knowledge of this land. Of helplessness. Of fear that weakening Zoark might soon become what so many others in her life already had: a memory.




Chapter 20



The next day was as grueling as the day before, except Addie was already tired when she got up from her pallet. Her leg muscles hurt from overworking them yesterday, and her back hurt from the heavy backpack, and her ribs hurt because they hadn’t healed sufficiently before the trek, and her head hurt because she didn’t get enough sleep. What was it that Zoark said about puny humans? Yeah, that thing. There must be a grain of truth in his words.
On top of everything, Addie had to gather Timpho grass bulbs before they reached higher elevations. Those quick stops to harvest the bulbs cost her in time, but it was a sacrifice she was willing to make.
Oh’na didn’t seek Addie until later in the day, preferring to hop along with Chele and Melmie who walked far ahead of Addie-the-slow-poke. But when the excess of her energy had been spent, and she had grown just a teeny bit tired, she remembered that Addie tolerated her whining with much more patience than Chele. An opportunistic little monkey, Oh’na was. Her little hand felt warm and snug inside Addie’s palm.
On the third day, they approached the base of the mountains. The ground had become rockier the closer they came, and vegetation grew scarcer.
The mountains, after listening to Oh’na and her exuberant descriptions of their beauty obtained, in turn, from the words of adults, underwhelmed. There were no snowy caps glistening under the rays of the bright sun. No majestic trees covering the base in a dense forest. No waterfalls flowing down wet, moss-encrusted boulders of Addie’s home. Nope. The Olzol Mountains were a massive, insurmountable formation of slate-gray jagged rocks, rising to the skies, devoid of any vegetation, silent, hard, and sinister.
Addie’s Yuux settled on her shoulders and stared blankly at the landscape in front of them that was the opposite of picturesque. Their subdued behavior questioned the very wisdom of going there.
The tribe was slowing down, having entered the base where the vegetation disappeared completely. Melmie waited for her, and together they found Chele and Illied.
“Are we stopping here?” Addie inquired with ill-concealed hope.
“Yes. The chief announced a camp-out until tomorrow. The ground rises sharply from here on out. We won’t be able to lay down for the night until we cross the first overpass. And that’s a full day’s walk from here.”
Addie didn’t ask any more questions, very on board with this plan, and didn’t waste time shrugging off her backpack. She busied herself with unrolling her pallet and shaking it out along with the blanket. She took out her food supply and counted her Timpho grass bulbs. They weighed a ton, but it was a burden she would have to bear.
She glanced at her Yuux, wondering if there were bugs for them to eat in the unknown territory of the mountains. She felt responsible for her pets.
They were strangely quiet.
Raised voices drew her attention to the men camped out at the head of the line. Something was happening there, but she couldn't see for the wide backs blocking her view.
“What’s going on?” she pulled at Chele’s sleeve.
Chele’s ears were twitching, never a good sign. For Addie, it always brought back memories of Sathe and their last moments together. The hair on the back of her neck stood up.
“Chele?”
Before Chele could reply, Vircea marched over from the direction of the disagreement.
“One of your brothers again?” Chele questioned her.
“Oh’nil got in trouble with the High Counselor,” Vircea reported.
“What was the quarrel about?”
“Something about unsafe territory.”
“Unsafe? Here?”
“The other scouts didn’t see anything wrong. But Oh’nil said they weren’t looking hard enough. The High Counselor scolded him something bad.”
Oh’na’s eyes got very round as Vircea recounted the story where the High Counselor got angry. He sure knew how to put fear in children.
“Has Oh’nil been out scouting?” Illied asked.
“No, but Zoark has. They didn’t want to listen to Zoark, though. Or to Oh’nil.”
“Zoark talked again about the dangers?” Illied’s question held a hint of annoyance.
“Yes. He says he’s seen signs. It’s nothing, there’s nothing out there. A lot of men are watching the area at all times, and none have seen any sign of danger. He alone believes it.”
“Now, hush, Vircea.” Chele put a consoling hand on the younger woman's back and rubbed it. “What is it he claims he saw?” Chele posed the question casually.
“He says Wrennlins are lurking under these grounds.”
“The scouts would have surely noticed if it were the case,” Illied said with conviction.
“Zoark is one of the scouts,” Vircea pointed out and signed. “I wish Oh’nil didn’t go along with him. Zoark may not care, but Oh’nil has a future in the tribe. He should listen to the High Counselor, not argue with him.”
“What signs does Zoark claim to have seen?” To Addie’s surprise, Chele pressed the issue, even though she did it matter-of-factly.
“Some rocky mounds that he claims are Wrennlin-related.” Vircea gave a small embarrassed laugh. “Rocks!” She spread her arms wide. “Look around. There’s nothing but rocks here. We’re in the mountains.”
Illied joined in laughing, and Melmie snickered too.
Chele’s brow scrunched into a worried look.
Vircea sat down, drained. “Zoark wants us to keep going, but the High Counselor seconds the Chief’s opinion. We’re staying put. Might as well go to sleep.”
Chele harrumphed but said nothing.
The women went to talk about provisions and tomorrow’s trek that promised to be even more difficult. Eventually, everyone settled down on their pallets.
Addie couldn't get Zoark out of her mind. Preoccupied, she sat down and started to pull her boots off.
“Don’t take them off, Addie,” Chele said quietly from a nearby pallet.
Addie’s hands froze as she slowly turned to face Chele.
“Do you think Zoark is right?” she could barely whisper, fear coiling her insides into tight springs. She looked up sharply seeking her Yuux, but the critters were not visible, having grounded themselves somewhere for the night.
Chele responded after a beat of silence, “Zoark’s mind is sharp, I’ll give him that. He notices things better than others.”
Addie swallowed. “Do you think that Wrennlins…” She couldn’t finish, she was so spooked.
“The Wrennlins are here, Addie. But it doesn’t mean they will come for us.”
“Oh, Chele.”
The gray serpentine body. The eyeless head with the gaping mouth. The flapping loose lips dripping stringy drool. The nightmare was real, and it lived just below the surface, lurking, slithering, waiting to burst out.
“But if they do,” Chele continued, unaware of the panic that seized Addie up, “the mountains are the way to safety. Indeed, Wrennlins can’t breach solid rock. But here, in the foothills, we’re still vulnerable. Keep the boots on.”
Chele lay down and covered herself and Oh’na up with the blanket.
Addie stretched on her own pallet, tense and hyper-alert. It was a long time before she could force her body to relax.
◆◆◆
 
The Wrennlins came at the end of the night. It happened suddenly and went down fast. At the first sound of the alarm, Addie sprang from her pallet leaving it where it lay, grabbed her fully packed sack with one hand and Oh’na with the other, and ran for the mountains. An uninviting jagged monolith that they were, she couldn't imagine a more dear sight as she raced, out of breath, toward a narrow passage in the wake of the rest of the women and children.
She had been asleep when it happened, but it was as if her body had remained on alert, prepared for the attack. It saved her life - that and the boots. She wouldn’t have been able to run at full speed on sharp rocks barefoot.
Once in the passage, she stopped and turned, the higher elevation giving her a clear view of the plateau below. Their strongest men were chopping up at the monsters, holding down the line while others were retreating with belongings. One woman, Mekni, with a clinging toddler on her hip was still there, looking disoriented and having a difficult time running. Two men stepped up to her, lifted her and the baby, and ran to the passage where Addie stood surrounded by the people.
So there were flexibilities in the Rule of the Fallen, after all.
Chele, frantic, pushed through to Addie. “I thought I lost Oh’na! She was on the pallet with me, and then she was gone. You snatched her so fast.”
“I’m sorry, Chele, I didn’t have time to think.” She hung her head, shuddering. “They are so scary.”
Oh’na gave Addie a small awkward pat on the arm. “Don’t be upset, Addie. Wrennlins can’t get to us now.”
The rest of the men soon arrived, and the entire tribe congregated together watching the Wrennlins wreathe down below in an obscene dance, jerking heads seeking warm bodies, tongueless mouths with flapping lips opening wide in hunger in a nightmarish imitation of bird hatchlings wanting to be fed.
The Wrennlins had busted out near the camp, not directly in the middle of it, and only this pure dumb luck saved their lives. Even so, the tribe suffered a casualty.
Wixab, who’d been up and walking around the camp at the exact moment of the monsters’ eruption, had perished at the mouths of the Wrennlins. He’d been able to shout out a warning, and then he was no more.
Addie hugged herself tightly. Life was fragile and precious in these parts. And short. It could end with no warning.
But wait, there had been a warning. Zoark had tried to convince the yellow-robed management of the danger, but they hadn’t listened. Why would they? He had a bum knee.
Morons, Addie thought, suddenly angry.
She made her way to Illied and Melmie, and her heart squeezed painfully at the sight of them. Illied wasn’t crying, but she had this lost look on her face. Wixab may not have been the love of her life, but they’d been mates for a long time. He had been the only father Melmie knew. It was a senseless loss, preventable.
She searched for Zoark with her eyes and found his shirt-covered form standing on the fringes of the men’s group. In the greenish light of the nighttime Ihr, surrounded by somber gray shadows of the mountains, he looked tired, and at the same time, unbreakable. There was quiet energy about him that didn’t spout forth like a fountain but flowed, full as a river. He had an unbeatable will to live, to push forward, against all odds. Against his own better judgment. The mere sight of him grounded her.




Chapter 21



After Wixab’s backpack was brought to Illied, women and men distributed its contents among themselves to help carry them for her. It was all the tribe could do for Illied’s family in the wake of her loss.
Chemmusaayl gave a signal, and the tribe started their ascent through the narrow passage hugged tightly on both sides by craggy gray stones.
The path was steep and the walking surface was littered with sharp loose rocks that practically invited ankles to twist. The passage was very narrow in places - so much so that the men had to take off their wide backpacks and turn them sideways to make them fit in between the encroaching walls of stone.
Their pace had slowed down significantly, but it was a welcome change to Addie.
“How much longer?” She heard Oh’na ask Chele from behind.
“We’ll keep going until we reach the caves. There isn’t a way to camp out in this passage, Oh’na.”
“But how much longer till the caves?” Oh’na’s voice held a whiny note in it.
“A while,” Chele admitted. “Now, keep moving. The faster we move, the sooner we arrive.”
And so they went, one step after the other, up and forward. The suns changed, and still, they walked. The hours blended into one torturous block of time without beginning or end. They snacked on dried fruit and pieces of jerky as they walked. Addie was thirsty but she held off on drinking her Timpho grass juice to avoid needing to relieve herself. Her feet ached despite the protection of her boots, her legs felt wooden from fatigue, and her chest and back muscles were on fire from the strain.
When she thought she couldn’t possibly take another step, the passage abruptly widened and the ground leveled off. The tribe navigated one last sharp incline and emerged into a valley. No, not a valley, more like a shallow gap surrounded by mountains, but it was vast and it was… breathtaking.
As people tiredly shucked belongings from their backs and lowered to the ground to rest, she stood transfixed, her sack weighing heavily at her shoulders, her exhaustion temporarily forgotten.
“What is this place?”
“The Caves,” Chele replied, busy helping Oh’na untie her load.
“The Caves,” Addie whispered reverently.
Once more, Planet Zero was a stranger to her. This place was like nothing she’d ever seen, nothing like she’d ever imagined.
The folds of gray stone subsided giving rise to another variety of rock lining the inside of the valley. It looked like golden granite or quartzite, with veins of the silvery and slate gray and muted garnet and clear opal streaking in every direction. It was a magnificent sight. And every gently sloping wall sported caves, dozens and dozens of them, large and small, at multiple levels, some shallow where the inner wall was easy to see, others deep, their black mouths wide, the tunnels running into the mountain’s belly.
Addie’s legs buckled and she sank onto the ground, in awe of the landscape. Her ungraceful landing was cushioned, and with surprise, she realized that there was some vegetation in this valley. Moss grew, patchy and thin, on the ground. Low-slung fluffy bushes in muted fall colors of dusky green and rusty orange decorated crevices here and there. There wasn’t much of green growth, but the valley was not barren.
The tribe made camp, and Addie fell asleep as soon as her body touched the pallet, too tired to even think about exploring the place, but in her sleep, she became a bird, and she flew over the beautiful golden valley, darted in and out the restful caves, and clean mountain air washed over her gently. It felt like home.
◆◆◆
 
Exploring, however, had to wait. The next day brought chores as the tribe settled in for a while, curbing Addie’s intense desire to sightsee.
“Soon,” Chele promised her, “you can go. Don’t get lost!”
“I won’t go in deep,” Addie promised. “How long are we staying?”
“However long it will take the High Counselor to commune with the old.”
From Chele’s vague explanations, Addie gleaned that the High Counselor would meditate and spend time in solitude inside the caves seeking guidance from above. The For people didn’t worship a deity, so Addie wasn’t sure what spiritual forces he was going to appeal to for the wisdom he so sorely lacked, but whatever it took.
“He will enter the Caves of the Sacred Scrolls and absorb their wisdom,” Chele shared with her in a reverent whisper.
“Absorb it?”
“Yes. The Caves speak to those who understand.”
Chele didn’t provide any more details than that, and Addie could only surmise that there were inscriptions in the caves that Chemmusaayl could read, and Chele, conversely, couldn't.
People settled in a temporary fashion, out in the open, arranging their belongings in a circle. Women went about setting out pallets and preparing food; men explored the area to make sure no unexpected danger lurked nearby. The Cave Valley was peaceful, but it didn’t hurt to stay alert. 
As she worked, Addie kept looking around, taking in the beautiful sight of the multi-hued rock bathed in the golden sunlight. Even the shadows were golden.
The valley was thrown with rock formations of golden stones veined with colorful streaks that reminded her of semi-precious opal, jade, clear quartz, and agate. People’s mood was as sparkly as the crystals that surrounded them.
At night, there were conversations and laughter, and even some mild tussling games among younger warriors whose ability to recuperate after a grueling march seemed nothing short of miraculous. Even Illied shook off some of her sorrow and smiled shyly at the young warriors.
In the morning, Addie woke up early.
“What? Has something happened?” Oh’na mumbled next to her, groggy from sleep.
“Sleep, Oh’na. I want to take a little walk over to the caves, that’s all.”
But it wasn’t like Oh’na to stay put and let interesting things happen without her.
Together, they climbed a rocky slope and reached the opening of the nearest cave.
“What if the High Counselor sees us? What if we interrupt his quest for wisdom?” Oh’na whispered fearfully, peeking into the cave. It was shallow and small, and no one was inside.
“He won’t see us,” Addie replied confidently. Their High Counselor never rose that early.
They followed the path up the incline to a series of caves.
“It’s almost like a road has been carved into the stone,” Adie remarked on the surprisingly smooth and wide trail that led upwards.
“Must be the ancestors,” Oh’na commented offhandedly, looking around with interest.
“Must be,” Addie hid a smile.
“Once upon a time, our people dwelled here.”
“You’re making up stories.”
“I know it. Chele told me. Everybody knows it - it’s history.”
“Really?”
‘Yes.”
“Why do people not live here anymore?”
“Guess there’s nothing to eat.” Oh’na shrugged, food always on her brain. “Those people were so silly. I mean, why stay here? You don’t see Elkeks here, Addie. Nor Teks. And Boroms don’t grow in the rock. No wonder they left.”
The case might be open and closed for Oh’na, but Addie’s mind churned with questions. People had lived here before. Now that she knew it, she saw evidence everywhere. They lived here for a long time if the pathway cut through stone was any indication. The lack of Elkeks and Boroms hadn't stopped them. Why did they leave?
Holding hands, Addie and Oh’na went into the next cave.
Addie’s breath caught in her chest and she forgot what she was thinking. It was the light, really. Filtered and muted, it spilled from small openings in the case’s roof to transform the area into a magical realm. Surely, no real place on any planet could be that ethereal.
“Oh, Oh’na. Look at this!” She tugged her deeper.
The walls were covered in scrolls, as far as the eye could see, going deeper and deeper until they disappeared in the gloom of the innermost recesses of the cave. There were drawings, too, depicting people against the backdrop of landscapes. They weren’t rudimentary sketches; the drawings were masterfully done.
There was an old woman with wrinkles and highly arched brows holding a spear in each hand, a dead bison-looking animal at her feet - a huntress. There was a young man in robes like Chemmusaayl, his hair shorn and his young face serious and intense. A High Counselor of the old whose youth belied his wisdom.
And on and on they went, the writings and the imagery.
Ignoring Oh’na who grew uncomfortable on the inside, Addie lingered, touching the walls, feeling its rough texture and the grooves of the etchings. Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply, tracing the whorls of the unfamiliar hieroglyphs with her fingers.
This was the history of For. And now, her own life was a thin thread in the fabric of it.
◆◆◆
 
The tribe stayed in the Valley of the Sacred Scrolls for days. Chemmusaayl spent most of his time deep in the tunnels of the caves. When he came out, he often gathered people around him in a subdued group and, with an air of reverence about him, talked in circles about the history and special powers of unknown origin.
Contrary to what Addie expected, only a few people made forays into the caves and quickly left, expressing limited interest in the place and their own history. Most couldn’t read the writings, and many feared enclosed spaces of the caves, unused as they were to having walls around them.
This sojourn felt much like a vacation. Living off of the provisions they brought with them, people had free time, and knowing that it wouldn't last, they indulged in idleness fully. They played, and sang, and simply lay around, temporarily unburdened by their usual hard work.
Their peaceful pastime was marred only once when a young woman, Sav, began shrieking and chasing away Illied during one of the jumping games young men engaged in. The sight was so incongruous and unexpected that Addie had trouble understanding what had happened.
“What did Illied do?”
“Nothing. Sav is on guard,” Chele murmured. “Illied is now a free female, and Sav doesn’t want to lose her mate to Illied.”
Incredulous, Addie stared at Chele. “Why would she lose him to Illied?”
“She wouldn't,” Chele seemed to have shaken off her scrutiny of Illied who huddled by herself and was now crying, with Melmie by her side. “Silly Sav. She’s too territorial for her own good.” But Chele’s eyes remained sharp even as her frown dissipated.
The incident was quickly forgotten, and Addie went back to spending every minute of her free time inside the Caves of the Sacred Scrolls. She learned that since the dawn of time, tribes passed by this place when they crossed the mountains. High Counselors and sometimes chiefs would stop and leave a mark on the wall to record their tribe’s achievements, given that only High Counselors and sometimes chiefs knew how to read and write.
Chemmusaayl indicated that he was going to leave an inscription before they moved on, and that was why the tribe was waiting in this place - they were waiting as he was etching a piece of their story.
Qalae, with Vircea’s help, prepared a die to rub into the grooves of the hieroglyphs, a kind of glaze, coloring the text and making it stand out on the wall.
Addie explored the five primary caves. The widest one, where Chemmusaayl frequently cloistered himself, was also the oldest and held the beginning of For written history.
The cave a little higher and to the right was the deepest, and contained the most fascinating drawings of plants, animals, and people, at rest and in combat, hunting, gathering, and even a woman giving birth. She wished she knew how to decipher what the walls said.
One evening she climbed the steep rocky wall to the mouth of a small cave. She walked in, awed as before by the mellow light, but the golden glow emanating from the walls, by the peaceful stillness of the fresh air tinged with an earthy, almost piney smell. The scrolls here were neat and very straight, and somehow distinct. A different language? There were drawings, different from the other caves. It was almost like a separate, unique tribe left their story.
Addie slowly made her way to the deepest enclave where shadows reigned over the golden light. She looked at the figures memorialized forever on the walls. One stood out, a warrior, hulk-like, typical For. He stood on a ledge, a massive battle axe propped at his side, a severed Wrennlin’s head under his boot. The wind blew into his face, throwing back his long hair.
He was strong and he was victorious, the artist left no doubt of that in the drawing. But the warrior's most memorable feature, to Addie, was his scars. His right cheek was bisected but an ugly slash and his ripped torso sported several angry testaments of the battles well fought. Considering Fors’ funny attitude toward physical imperfections, Addie found the image peculiar.
“His name was Eqnan. He was the chief of the largest tribe these lands have ever known.”
Addie whirled around.
“Zoark! You scared me.”
“Did I.” He wasn’t looking at her but at the wall, pensive.
“Were there more people in this land back then?”
“No. But being a great chief meant that Eqnan was able to consolidate several tribes, and keep his people fed and protected. They thrived during his time. It’s all here, in the scrolls.”
“You can read them?”
“Yes. Eqnan lived a long time ago, before the Great Sandstorm. In your words, thousands of Rolling Thunders ago.”
A Rolling Thunder was an atmospheric event, a dry thunderstorm that happened on Planet Zero about every two years. It lasted for two to three days and was celebrated despite it being a fairly scary occurrence. It was the only time on Planet Zero when the skies went dark.
“The scrolls are that old… I wondered.” She turned to the wall, looking at it with a renewed reverence. “He has scars.” She gently touched the image.
“The times were different then. Now people are more cautious.”
Addie didn’t comment. She didn’t want to argue with Zoark in this beautiful, haunting place.
“You’ve come to the caves before, haven’t you?” she asked him.
“Many times. My father’s tribe had a High Counselor who used to drag me here along with my brothers and teach us how to read. We hated it, naturally.” He shook his head in self-deprecation.
“Will you tell me some of your history? What is written here? I am anxious to know.”
He looked at her intently. “Why?”
“Because I want to know the world I now belong to. Because history grounds you. It also teaches you things. Past is experience, you know.”
He inclined his head in agreement.
When Addie moved along the wall, Zoark followed.
“What does it say? All this.”
“Life.”
Addie chuckled. “What about it?”
“This is the beginning. Chemmusaayl will tell you that the lowest cave contains the oldest inscription, but it isn’t so. At least, not entirely. The writings are mixed. There is no clear system. But the language in this cave is old. After Eqnan passed, lean times descended upon his people. Warriors vied for dominance, creating factions within the tribe. They broke apart, and the big stronghold was no more.”
They reached a strange scene on the wall. The etchings depicted a slice of a barren steppe and nothing more.
“What is the meaning of this?” Addie asked.
“Famine. Death. A time had come when all animals disappeared. Bushes bore no fruit, and even the bugs died off. It happened over time, there are notes of worry that get progressively more ominous with each entry. It was a great trial for the people. A lot of For died during those times. The tribes hunted each other for meat. It was a period of great unrest and great sorrow.”
“Also after Eqnan died?”
“Much later. But you need to heed what you read here. Times come and go. Everything has a cycle. And Wrennlins were active before the famine, too. The harbingers of it.”
“Like now! And the big game is disappearing.”
Again, he inclined his head, pleased she understood.
“Will Chemmusaayl make a connection?”
“He should.”
But he won’t. Addie thought, somewhat desperately. You know,
you read history. And you pay attention.
She moved along in small slow steps, scrutinizing every drawing.
“What about this woman?” The etching depicted a strong if not a very beautiful lady surrounded by children.
“Her name was Meil. She was taken prisoner during a conflict. There, she became a serving woman to her new tribe and she worked hard. Finally, one male asked to mate her. She birthed eight sets of twins.”
“How unusual.”
“That is not all. She also had a great spirit and she was wise. She became a High Counselor, the only woman in history to bear the title.” He smiled slightly. “She had red hair. It is said that all living For with red hair descend from her.”
Addie took in his deep red-brown strands. “You, too?”
“If you believe the legend,” he answered glibly. “What else would you like to know?”
She turned away from the fascinating walls. The man in front of her was no less fascinating. His animalistic nostrils flared slightly, and large demonic eyes regarded her with calm wisdom.
“I would like to know why you are not a chief?”
He recoiled. The eyes she found so compelling flashed angrily.
“Is this a joke?”
“No, Zoark, it’s not!”
His face hardened. “Then you must know the answer to your own question.” He turned to leave.
“Hear me out! Please. Your leg, yes, I know. And your wizened condition.”
His eyebrows climbed up. “Is that what you call it? Wizened?”
Addie colored slightly. “Well, yeah. What else do you call it?”
“There’s a word for it.” He said a word in For.
“I haven’t heard it before.”
“Very few males live long enough to be afflicted. Loosely translated, it means ‘flat’.”
How descriptive. “And maybe so. But you're alive. You’re still strong enough to function. It tells me you have the reserves
to be more than you are.”
He shook his head. “At one time, maybe.”
“What time? When you lived in the city?”
He chuckled softly. “Those were the times.”
Addie’s face warmed. She hadn't meant to bring indiscriminate sex into the conversation, but every mention of Zoark’s life at the City of Seraphims invariably turned to this one theme. There was no avoiding it - sleeping with the women had been such a huge part of life there.
“The city afforded you a chance to heal,” Addie said quietly.
“Sure. Mating helped my body heal.”
The conversation was getting awkward. “I don’t pass judgment. I understand. That woman, Samantha…”
“It wasn’t just Samantha,” he interrupted her harshly. “Iolanthe, too. The quiet Anne. That crude creature Janna-Beatrix. The others. Even Sathe.”
“Eww.” Addie couldn't hide her disgust, and he noticed, relished in it.
“Yes. So, don’t make me into someone I’m not.”
“I don’t. You were a pig.”
“What’s a pig?”
“An animal that wallows in mud, the dirtier the better.”
“Sounds about right.”
“But no person is one thing. You made the city safer.” He wanted to argue but she overrode his objections, “No, don’t deny it, you set order to their city and warded off attacks. Say you did it. Admit it.”
After a beat of silence, he made an affirmative motion with his head. “Marauders were a real plague. And only a few able-bodied men lived in the city permanently when I first got there. I had to mount a defense before I was able to stand upright. It wasn't me, then it was no one. That’s the simple truth of.”
His eyes clouded with memories.
Addie wrapped her arms around her middle. “Your injury must have been still fresh.”
“My leg was in a sorry shape, yes. But the sex helped. Sex gives you power. It’s how we’re wired, Addie-women.”
She was beginning to grasp the concept, yes.
“I think what you did was heroic.”
“I don’t know about that. I do know that I wasn’t ready to die, no matter how badly crippled. It was wrong of me to want to survive, but there you have it.”
Addie averted her face, too emotional for words. This man had a fire burning inside him and a core of steel, but saying it to him would be of no use. He didn’t know what fire was. Or steel.
Yet it physically pained her to see him now, broken-spirited, so clearly believing himself unworthy.
“I’ll sleep with you,” she heard herself say and was more surprised by this declaration than Zoark was. And he was pretty damn surprised.
His body froze and his eyes flickered. He took a step toward her.
She took two steps back.
Halting, he smiled sadly. “You couldn't stand it with a For. You aren’t Samantha.”
“And she could? Stand it, I mean.”
“She could. She did. And she hated herself afterward.”
Addie’s throat convulsed in a dry swallow. “I am willing to give it a try.”
“One time wouldn't be enough,” he warned.
She took a deep breath. If Samantha could do it, so could she. So what if she wouldn't enjoy it the way the other woman had? She wouldn't hate herself afterward. “For as long as you need me.”
Zoark gave her body slow regard, taking in her bound chest. “You’re so small,” he murmured. “So easily hurt.”
“Don’t make it sound like I’m some young sheltered virgin. I have survived this goddamn place. And back home on Earth, I lived on my own. I had a husband, you know. A mate.”
Out of nowhere, a tidal wave of memories swamped Addie. Her eyes welled with tears.
Very slowly, Zoark raised his hand and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.
“What was his name?” he asked quietly.
Tears flowed, unchecked. No one had ever asked. No one cared enough to know who Addie left behind.
“Gordon,” she whispered brokenly. “Is. His name is Gordon.”
“Is Gordon waiting for you?”
She gave a single head shake. “He doesn't know I’m alive. And it’s better this way. I can never go back.” She looked at him through tears. “I don’t know if I want to go back anymore. How is it possible?”
He traced her cheek with his knuckles. “You’re making your way in our world. One day, a male will ask for you.”
“No! I don’t want them. I’m only offering… for you.”
“Because you aren’t as scared of me.”
Standing close, touching her, he was withdrawing.
“Please…” She grasped his thick wrist. God, he had so much strength still left in his body, but his spirit was faltering.
He dropped his hand from her face and stepped back. “I am grateful, Addie. I will always be grateful for your compassion. But I won’t mate you. There’s no purpose.”
“Zoark!” She was crying, and they weren’t tears of nostalgia. “Please! Don’t go.” She meant don’t die. Oh, please, don’t die.
“It’s okay, Addie.” He chuckled, and it was tinged with sadness. “All that passion. You’ll make someone very happy at the right time.”
He left her, walking away quietly, and a weak gust of wind outside forced dry leaves into an opening in the cave ceiling. They burst in and floated in a shaft of golden light, and floated, down, down…




Chapter 22



That night, Chemmusaayl called for a brief assembly.
“We are leaving with the first light of Ehr,” he announced to the circle of people. “The caves have released their wisdom into me.”
Addie blinked fast at this statement but refrained from asking if he read the inscriptions from the upper cave, about the famine.
“We are heading to the Valley of the Stone Shadows,” Chemmusaayl continued.
After the assembly was over, Addie and Chele went to pack.
“What is that Valley of the Stone Shadows?” Addie asked. “Is it a good place to be?”
“It should be. Animals come and congregate there in large numbers when the season is right and the new growth bursts forth. The High Counselor thinks this time is now. Let’s hope it is so. But we must make it there first.”
“Why wouldn't we?”
“It’s a rough pass through the mountains. The road is treacherous.”
Addie recalled Chele’s words the next day and deemed them a major understatement.
The passage that led to the other side was a trail, of sorts. The kind that daredevils and adrenaline junkies of the world would love to conquer. Steep, at no less than nine percent incline, it twisted along the mountainside like a seizing snake. No more than four feet at its widest, it narrowed down to barely one foot across in some places.
A solid wall of forbidding rock rose to one side. On the other, the sharp edge of a cliff dropped into a bottomless abyss. Looking down the cliff induced a powerful case of vertigo. Looking up at the rising wall caused disorientation. The constant turning and twisting of the trail brought on nausea.
Addie concentrated on looking under her feet and nowhere else, calculating her chances of making it through alive. She gave it fifty-fifty.
The tribe, stretched into a single file, was moving slowly, but even their snail speed was beginning to overwhelm, the uneasy trek exacerbated by the constant lashing of cold dry wind blowing into their faces and by the tumbling rocks occasionally raining down on them.
Chele and Oh’na brought Addie’s rear. Melmie was walking directly in front of her, with Illied ahead of Melmie. The surefooted women navigated the narrow trail with apparent ease, but their lack of usual chatter belied the concentration they were giving to the terrain.
At one place the “road” widened to about twelve feet across, enough to allow people to pass each other and switch positions in the line. Zoark was waiting there until Addie passed him and slid in after her and in front of Chele.
“Are you checking on us?” Addie turned back as she spoke to him and stumbled.
“Use your spear as a walking stick,” he said sharply.
“I am!” she quickly righted her posture, the healing ribs under the shifting load of her pack giving her only a slight twitch. “I was, until you showed up for no reason. You’re distracting me.”
He said nothing. She was about to turn her head back again when he barked, “Do not turn around!”
“Well, you aren’t answering,” she grumbled but kept her eyes firmly on the trail that had narrowed again. “Since you’re so all-knowing, tell me, how much longer?” She sounded petulant and whiny, and she couldn't help it. He came to her, not the other way around. So he would have to put up with her bad mood.
“We’re about halfway,” he replied in a maddeningly unruffled tone.
Oh’na, having heard him, groaned loudly.
“That isn’t the answer I hoped to hear.” Addie sighed.
“Then why did you ask the question?”
“Touché. At least tell me that the road gets easier?”
After a slight hesitation, he said, “It does. It’s wider on the other end.”
Addie didn’t like the hesitation, but, placated, did not dwell on it.
They walked in silence for some time when suddenly a thought occurred to her. “What if another tribe comes in the opposite direction and we meet in the middle of this overpass?”
“I don’t know that it ever happened,” he said. “Tribes rarely cross the mountains.”
“But what if it happens?”
“One tribe will have to turn around.”
“But which one?”
“The one with more women in it.”
“What? Why?” She almost turned around again to look at him.
“That’s the rule. They count heads, and the one with more women loses.”
“That’s some warped logic! Why is it always women? How are they inferior, because they are easily tired?”
“Have you not learned our customs, Addie? Those who are tired are thrown off the cliff. And women cause trouble. They’re loud, and excessive talking distracts the High Counselor.”
Oh’na’s childish prattle abruptly dried up at Zoark’s words.
Against her will, Addie glanced toward the head of the line where the serpentine road made it possible to see the Chief and High Counselor walking almost towards Addie but on a higher rung of the trail.
“What does the High Counselor have to do with it?” She couldn't quite keep the frustration out of her voice.
Chele called from behind, “He’s making it all up, Addie.”
Addie did turn around then, briefly, to pulverize Zoark with a pointed look. He glanced back, deadpan.
They didn’t talk again for a long time.
Soon the trail had become worse. Already winding, narrow, and steeply inclined, it started to also tip precariously toward the edge that ended with the cliff. Walking without sliding on the loose rock was consuming all the concentration Addie could muster. Planting her spear in the ground for support, she took step after faltering step. Her body, laden with the burden she had to balance, was straining from angling itself awkwardly against the double down-and-sideways slide.
Fatigue set in. Even the sturdy For women were finding this trek challenging judging by the extreme slowness of their pace. Most children had been picked up and carried.
A gust of wind blew, hitting the wall high above. Something rustled, cracked, and a handful of small rocks peppered the heads and shoulders of the walkers. Someone cried out in pain. A louder crack sounded, and a large rock separated from the mountain, dropping smack on the path between two people some distance ahead of Addie before rolling off the side of the cliff. It happened in milliseconds. Miraculously, the rock didn’t hit anyone directly, but the person in front of whom it dropped stumbled badly, lost her balance and fell down.
Qalae.
The tribe took a collective intake of breath and held it, watching their queen in helpless despair.
Qalae didn’t tip over immediately but managed to hit the edge with her upper body, her lower part going overboard, and she kept sliding, belly scraping against the rocks. Weighted down by her own substantial load, she was unable to completely stop the inexorable pull of gravity despite her frantic efforts to break the momentum.
Chief Net’ok made an aborted move in Qalae’s direction, his position at the head of the line on a twisted path giving him an excellent view of the unfolding tragedy. But he couldn’t get to his mate. A good two dozen people separated them, and there was no space to go around them.
In the last possible moment, the queen's strong hand grabbed the sharp edge of the cliff with an iron grip, fingers straining, blood oozing from her scraped palm. Her hold held, and, hanging on for dear life, she twisted her body and reached into her boot with her other hand to yank out the knife that she stuck into the wall, further gaining purchase.
All of it happened in silence. Qalae never uttered a peep, never even groaned. Addie could see her upturned face with large eyes peeking over the cliff’s edge. She was taking in the mountain and her people one last time. She knew her hold wouldn't last, and her time had run out.
Without thinking, Addie attempted to move forward, to go around Melmie and Illied and the others who separated her from Qalae. An asinine idea, but impulsively, she took a stubborn step forward - only to be held in place by a hand that snatched her by her scruff and held fast.
“Stand still,” he hissed from behind. “What do you think you’re gonna do?”
“I don’t know! I can’t watch…”
He was fisting the top of her dress above the backpack, the backs of his warm, strong fingers making direct contact with the skin at her neck.
“Don’t watch then. You can’t help her. You can’t even get to her without falling over and taking others with you. By all that’s sacred, don’t move!”
Clenching and unclenching her fists, Addie had no choice but to stand still.
“I hate the Rule of the Fallen,” she said quietly and with feeling. Shivers ran up and down her body, from distress and utter helplessness, from the shock of his touch.
“It isn’t the Rule of the Fallen,” Zoark replied. “There’s no way to help her. Not at this narrow spot.” And he sounded as torn by what was happening as she was.
But something was brewing. A commotion swelled; raised voices reached Addie’s ears.
“Down, down! Get on your knees!” Someone was pushing from the front, rounding the bend.
People started dropping down on their knees, heads down low. Oh’nil emerged, free of his backpack, as he jumped, graceful and nimble, over each crouching person in a whacked-up game of leapfrog.
Zoark cursed under his breath.
Oh’nil’s face was set in tense lines, his concentration unwavering. Frowning and terse, at this moment he bore a striking resemblance to his brother, and Addie wondered randomly if Zoark had ever looked as carefree and relaxed as Oh’nil normally did.
Oh’nil paused after every jump, only briefly, to gear up for the next one, balancing with his arms like a tightrope performer. There was no room for error. If he miscalculated and caught the crouching person with his foot, he’d tumble down and take that person with him.
When he reached the spot where Qalae was hanging off the cliff, the people in the immediate vicinity shuffled apart as much as they could to give him space. Knife in hand, Oh’nil dropped to his knees, bringing his face close to Qalae. Words passed his lips, too low for Addie to hear. Reaching down, he sliced the straps of Qalae’s sack with quick motions. It dropped down like a rock, hitting the cliffs down below with a series of muted thuds.
The impact of the sack being released off her shoulders almost dislodged Qalae, but Oh’nil was already gripping her hair, the only part of her he could quickly and effectively grasp. It must have hurt, yet Qalae remained quiet.
Now held by her hair, she let go of her knife and quickly linked her arm with Oh’nil’s. A woman next to him held on to his other arm to keep him balanced. And the next man linked his arm with hers and so on, forming a chain.
It was all Qalae needed. Slowly, her body emerged from the abyss. She rested for a short spell on her belly, then stood up.
Oh’nil remained kneeling at her feet, red head hanging, hands on the ground supporting his upper body as if it were depleted of all energy. As if it was he who’d just had a close brush with death.
Finally, he, too, rose to his feet. He faced Qalae for a prolonged moment, and it looked like she was going to say something but at the last moment changed her mind. She turned and raised her hand in a wave at Net’ok.
A shout sounded and the tribe resumed their careful progress toward their destination.
The hand at Addie’s neck relaxed but didn’t let go. She could still feel his strong fingers next to her skin.
They walked linked together by his hand, his uneven steps longer than hers, always out of sync. It felt right.
It was a dangerous feeling, and it was stupid. Their closeness wasn’t real, and it wasn’t meant to last.




Chapter 23



The other side of the mountains, the Valley of the Stone Shadows, was similar to the plains they had come from, and different. Once more, Planet Zero surprised.
The rise and fall of the landscape, sharper, more angular, created an angrier atmosphere, but also more majestic. Where before the exchange of Ehr and Ihr low in the sky was a sight to behold, here the horizon on all sides was blocked solid by the great shapes of the mountain ranges.
The plentiful multicolored moss covered the ground, just like back where they’d come from, and Addie noted with relief clumps of Timpho grass growing out of crevices. The bushes here were taller, almost trees, yet sparser. They formed small defined groves that stood far apart in the valleys between the hills.
She couldn't’ say she liked this other
side, and yet she kept looking around with roving eyes, drinking in the views, unable to deny the other side’s rough beauty. The air was cold. A strong gust of wind blew clean through Addie’s clothes, and she shivered inside her thin knit dress as a powerful surge of anticipation came over her. Nature bristled with a challenge to conquer it, and she was suddenly up to it.
The tribe descended the Olzol Mountains and went deep into the Valley of the Stone Shadows following Chemmusaayl’s visions of green grass and herds of Elkeks that grazed on them, where they finally - finally - made camp. It seemed like everyone, including their chief who was the endurance personified, surrendered to exhaustion.
No sign of either green grass or Elkeks presented themselves to the people, but twice they were attacked by large packs of feral Gosors.
“Not good,” Chele shook her head after the second attack was thwarted by the men.
“I agree,” Addie muttered. She hated the idea of having endured a hellish hike over the mountains only to get eaten by some wild wolves. “There are so many of them here. I haven’t seen as many Gosors in my entire life.” She fingered her spear tied to the side of her sack, making a mental note to always keep it with her.
Chele meaningfully pointed out, “They attacked such a large group of people as ours. The animals must be desperate.”
“Does it mean we won’t find game as the High Counselor predicted?”
“We have to wait and see.”
For now, they were back to gathering Boroms to supplement their dwindling supply of dried fruit. Tek jerky had run out somewhere between their stay at the caves and the unforgettable trek down the mountainside.
As people resettled in this new place, their upper management worked to assess the situation. The High Counselor, Chief Net’ok, Vuskas, and occasionally Qalae huddled together and had heated discussions carried in low tones. Addie itched to eavesdrop, but a chance never arose.
Under Chele’s direction, she learned how to properly twine fresh branches to make a carcass for a teepee, and how to wrap it in swathes of furs, tying off the top. No holes were imperative; Hicar bugs were a painful reality, as were the gross annoying maggots underneath, and insulating one’s home from those types of pests was a must.
Men helped provide the twigs for their families, but in manless households like Addie’s, the procurement of the wood fell on hers and Chele’s shoulders. Together, they made trips into the shrub country and hacked at the bushes for hours to no end with a small stone axe to get sufficient amounts of construction material.
All the while, Addie took in their new surroundings with mixed feelings. The persistent cold came as an unwelcome surprise. Along with her many other tasks, Addie knitted a thick sweater for herself and attached patches of well-worn skin to the chest and back for added warmth. It didn’t come out too bad, looked kind of artisan-y, and she was complemented by other women for her creativity. Oh’na fingered the garment reverently and wrung a promise from her to make one in a smaller size but with the same patches.
The Yuux Ihr and Ehr didn’t find the other side too attractive either. Their fur was all fluffed up when they settled down, and their eyes opened and closed in rapid succession against the wind. They were quieter, too, as if overwhelmed by this place. They watched Addie attentively, and she thought she detected a clear reproach in their button eyes.
“I know, I’m cold, too. If you want to blame somebody, blame the High Counselor. It was his idea.” She wondered if the Yuux would eventually leave her if their surroundings would prove too harsh for them, and had to admit she didn’t like to think it might happen.
She reached into her hiding spot to get out Nessi fruit to perk her companions up, but a shout of alarm stopped her halfway. She rose to her feet and turned. People were rising to their feet and turning all around the settlement. Men palmed their weapons and women called children in.
Strange men emerged from behind a hill and were upon them. Seven of them. Addie experienced an immediate and frightening flashback from her time in the city when the unsuspecting traders had shown up only to be ambushed by Hoban.
The men were armed, and even though each of them had a sack tied to his back, the sacks were small, too small for them to be traders.
They halted when they reached a wall of the tribe’s warriors that had formed between the newcomers and the women. Chief Net’ok raised one hand. His other hand was gripping his oversized battle axe. “No closer.”
The man at the front of the party, a leader, acknowledged the warning with a nod and signaled for his men to stop. His axe matched Net’ok’s in size.
“We are a scouting party,” the man announced. “Passing through.”
His sharp eyes, and the eyes of his men, roved intently over their tribe clustered tightly behind the backs of the frontline warriors. The tension mounted, amplified into fear among the women’s ranks. A child started crying.
The other side was starting to really suck.
Missing nothing of the tribe’s reaction, the leader lowered his axe, letting the heavy stone head touch the ground. “We have not come to fight. We didn’t know a tribe was camping in these parts.”
“We’ve just crossed the Olzol Mountains,” Net’ok informed them.
The leader nodded. “My name is Ell.”
A round of introductions followed, and then Chemmusaayl stepped forward. “All who harbor no ill intentions are welcome here. The time is growing late. Stay the night as guests. Have a conversation with us.”
Smart move on Chemmusaayl’s part, Addie thought, observing the foreign warriors step into their midst. As they settled in a circle in the center of the camp, questions began flying. Who would better answer Chemmusaayl about this other side if not the folk who had dwelled here for some time? Maybe it would help him to finally make some informed decisions.
Queen Qalae expertly dispensed orders, and Illied, Chele, and Vircea set off in search of more Boroms and Nipi berries to feed their guests. Addie wanted to go with them, but Qalae called her name.
“You stay and prepare the fare.” She gave Addie a small bowl of tiny dried fungi that Addie recognized as a rare variety, only enjoyed on special occasions. “We want to put forth a good meal tonight.”
Surprised, Addie stood awkwardly in place, the bowl in her hands. Being relegated to the “kitchens” didn’t faze her. Qalae’s trust in her did.
As she laid out the ingredients on a large flat rock she’d repurposed as a table, Addie kept an eye on the goings-on.
Several of the tribe’s men of a lower rank, including the untapped Oh’nil and Iguell, went in search of something, anything, to hunt. The scouts also left to patrol, but only three out of the usual five. Zoark was one of the three, and Addie kept watching his lurching, uneven gait until he disappeared from sight. His hobble was more pronounced these days, the lithe glide of his moves giving way to a tired, choppy way of getting around.
The rest of the men stayed in, telling Addie all she needed to know about how little trust was granted to the newcomers. She strained to hear what was being said around the circle, but she was too far away.
Chele brought out more foodstuffs.
“What are they saying?” Addie couldn't contain her curiosity.
“They are telling the chief about themselves,” Chele replied in a low voice, “where they traveled before settling here. They are staying two days away to where Ehr rises. They said two of their women recently died, ambushed by a Gosor pack when foraging. We need to be careful when we go out.”
“I figured. Maybe leave Oh’na behind for the time being.”
Chele nodded, looking worried.
Much later, after the men had eaten, Addie retired to her teepee while Chele went to help clean up. Oh’na was being fussy and uncooperative, refusing to complete the nightly cleaning ritual Addie insisted upon. It had been a long day, and it took all the patience Addie had to deal with the girl. She blew a breath of relief when Oh’na finally fell asleep, snuggled under the covers. Sitting on her pallet with a blanket over her shoulders, weary and worried about their situation, Addie strained her ears for sounds of danger, the memories of Hoban’s ambush crowding her mind. But everything was quiet, with the guests settling in for the night without any treachery perpetrated by Chief Net’ok.
Soon, Chele came, awkwardly hobbling around the neatly stacked pots and other household belongings that lay unpacked near their sleeping pads.
“What’s wrong, Chele?” Addie roused from her pallet while Chele lowered onto hers with a groan.
“The funniest thing. I fell.”
“You did? Where?”
“Back where they put the large pots we use for the gatherings.” She gingerly probed her hip and winced. “Broke a pot, too. Good thing the High Counselor did not see it - but no worries. Plenty of tongues are itching to tell him how clumsy Chele is. Mark my words, Illied will find a way to mention it.”
Addie frowned. “Illied?”
“Yes, such a snitch, that one.” Chele clucked like an angry hen. “This place is nothing but rocks. Rocks, rocks everywhere. And I’m not getting any younger.” She lifted her leg and immediately lowered it down.
“Does it hurt to move at all or only in some positions?”
“At all.” Chele sounded despondent.
Addie’s mind whirred. If Chele couldn't walk, she’d attract the Rule of the Fallen.
“Rest your leg,” she instructed Chele, hiding her fear. “We will see how it feels tomorrow. That’s what you need, time.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine by tomorrow.” She made a move to get up but Addie hissed at her, and she settled back onto her bed. “Don’t buzz at me like an agitated Hicar. I’m not a child.”
“Then what are you doing, getting up?”
“I have to do something.”
“Nothing is as important as resting your leg,” Addie argued.
Reluctantly, Chele lay back down, but it was a long time before she relaxed.
◆◆◆
 
Their guests left the next morning. Following the custom, the tribe came out en masse to say goodbye and once again demonstrate their collective goodwill. The men, in turn, thanked the chief profusely for his hospitality. Qalae smiled thinly, standing at Net’ok’s side, with a rare expression of benevolence stamped onto her beautiful features. Whether she was truly pleased with the visit or merely glad that the guests were finally leaving, was hard to tell. She was like Earth’s moon, silvery-cold and distant.
Addie hung out to the side, not wishing to call attention to herself.
“We will move some two days east to settle,” Net’ok shared with the other men. Of course, he didn’t say “east,” but this is what Addie figured he meant, in the direction of the rising Ehr sun. “There are vast grasslands, we heard.” Net’ok glanced at Chemmusaayl for support of this claim, and the High Counselor vigorously nodded, though it looked forced. “Elkeks favor grasslands.”
Ell inclined his head in regret. “You won’t find many grasslands around here. They used to abound, but the wind blows too cold now, and they slowly disappear. Times are growing lean.”
His men murmured in confirmation.
“Be well, you and your people.” Ell raised a hand in farewell. “Beware of the vagrants. They have been hunting our people like hungry Wrennlins.”
With this parting shot, he turned and left, his men silently following.
Great. The other side was short on food and rich in marauders. Yippee.




Chapter 24



After the tribe settled in, hunters went out in search of meat, and despite their visitors’ gloomy predictions, their first outing proved successful. They brought back two Elkeks. The atmosphere in the village became euphoric.
When men carried two massive carcasses to the edge of their newly constructed village, Addie came over to investigate because she’d never seen Elkeks, and cautiously circled around two massive mammoth-like bodies of the fallen animals that the hunters delivered.
“How did they bring them in?” she asked Vircea who was also checking the game out.
Vircea looked at her with mild surprise. “They carried them, how else?”
Addie looked at the mastodons again. “They are huge.”
Vircea smiled. “Our men are strong.”
Yes, they were, weren’t they?
The Elkeks were carried with care, not dragged along the ground, to preserve their valuable mink-like pelts. Their tusks and horns had already been removed and given to the chief to allocate at his discretion. Addie knew that Chele had lodged a petition for one, to make a kitchen utensil, but Chele would get nothing. The High Counselor Chemmusaayl advised the chief on the needs of the tribe, and Chele hovered at the very bottom of his favorites’ list, right above Addie who was dead last. Even Zoark scored higher.
When Addie was walking back to her tent, she bumped into Illied leaving it with an angry look on her face. Not only her face but her entire body vibrated with outrage, and she didn’t even acknowledge Addie as she marched past.
Addie went in and found Chele huddled on her pallet. “What happened?”
“With Illied?” Chele hedged.
“Yes, with Illied. I’ve never seen her that angry.”
Chele sighed and coughed. “Angry. Well, she came here asking to come live with us. She and Melmie. She expected me to take them in. I said no.”
Addie digested the news saying nothing, allowing Chele to continue.
“Illied is like a Yuux who does best with a host. Wixab is dead, and she doesn't know what to do. She is scared to have to provide for herself and her daughter. Illied needs someone to tell her how to live her life, how to organize, what to expect the next day. I’m not taking on this responsibility. She needs to figure it out on her own.”
“Chele, life is hard here,” Addie allowed carefully. “It’s doubly hard for a household without a man, you know it better than anyone. Are you sure you’re against merging with Illied and Melmie? They work hard. And there’s safety in numbers.”
But Chele was shaking her head before Addie finished. “It isn’t about work or them being lazy. I don’t want to be responsible for her and her daughter. And she will poke her nose into our herbs. How are we going to manage our herbs with Illied and Melmie around, Addie?”
Addie had nothing to say to that. But still, she wavered, concerned about Melmie. Surely Illied would figure it out for the sake of her daughter? The death of her mate was still too recent, and the woman must be going through a lot of conflicting emotions right now. She needed time.
Chele rustled around and winced, and Addie focused on her hunched form.
“Chele, are you alright?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” Discreetly, she shifted her body so as not to put any weight on her right hip.
In one stride, Addie loomed over the sitting woman. “Don’t tell me it’s fine. It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”
Chele waved her off. “Don’t be a nag, not you.”
“You can barely move. Can you stand?” To think of it, Addie couldn't recall when Chele wasn’t resting ever since they had arrived.
“So I can. I took another fall and it hurt me.”
“Oh, no. When was that?”
“When you were out.”
Addie lowered to her knees. “And you didn’t say anything?”
“What was there to say?” Chele was getting annoyed. “I’ll be fine. Not today, but soon… ”
Addie chewed on her lip as worry nagged persistently along with a measure of guilt. She shouldn't have left Chele alone to hobble around. She should have been more sensitive to Chele’s injury.
“Have you taken anything for pain?”
Chele reluctantly named an herb concoction that was designed to bring down inflammation. Evidently, it wasn’t helping much, because the woman looked tired, without her usual pert assertiveness.
Sounds of activity carried in from outside through the thick lining of their teepee.
“They are getting ready to butcher the Elkeks. I need to go, Chele, help prepare the meat. There’ll be a feast tonight. I’ll bring you some food,” Addie promised.
Chele nodded without enthusiasm. “I’ll be here.”
“And a walking stick isn’t a bad idea. Only for a short while.” Addie put up her hand to prevent Chele from arguing. She figured she could easily fashion one for her friend out of a stumpy shrub limb.
But Chele, annoyed, wouldn't have it. “What am I, Chemmusaayl? I need no magic rod. Old Chele is not one for tricks.”
“How will you get around when I’m out?”
“I’ll manage.”
Addie saw that arguing wouldn't help; Chele’d face was set in hard lines of stubbornness.
“Will you tell me if you need help with anything at all?”
“Okay.”
Blowing a covert distressed sigh, Addie rose and was almost at the door when Chele called her. “Now that you asked, there might be something I need help with.”
“Yes, what?” Addie paused expectantly, glad for an opportunity to ease Chele’s burdens in some way.
Chele slid her hand under the pallet on which she sat and pulled out a small pouch. “I need you to give this to the queen.”
“What is it?” 
Chele’s eyes were intent on her face. “This is a mix of many herbs. None has this property by itself, but in combination, they can prevent a woman from getting with child.”
Addie frowned. “What if someone finds out? What if Net’ok does? Chemmusaayl?”
“They cannot if you want to live. Now, do you understand why Illied cannot stay with us?”
Addie could sympathize with Qalae’s desire to delay starting a family, but becoming a part of the solution to the queen’s problem was another matter entirely. “And you want my help with this? No, Chele, it’s dangerous! Qalae can’t be trusted, she’ll throw you over to save her own skin.”
“She won’t. But it’s best not to get caught.”
Addie crossed her arms. “I won’t do it.”
“You won’t help me? No? Well, then, Addie-woman,” Chele heaved and started to rise. “I will go myself.”
It took her several attempts to stand up, and each one ended in failure.
The shouts rang from outside, and she dimly recognized her own name being called.
“Fine, I’ll do it.” She snatched the pouch from Chele’s lax grip. “This one time. Rest, Chele. I have to go.” She turned, took a step, stopped. “Please, Chele…” Tears welled.
“Grateful, Addie. Now go. I’ll be here when you return.”
“I can’t lose you.” Addie’s voice broke.
Chele chuckled. “It’s only my leg. There’s still life left in me. Today is simply a bad day.” She closed her eyes.
Addie hid the herb pouch inside her clothes and left the teepee to help prepare the Elkeks meat. The two slain beasts provided an astonishing quantity of flesh. She’d never seen so much red meat in her life. The place looked like a slaughterhouse.
Almost all the women and several men spent hours cleaning the meat off the bones and slicing it into strips to pack with spices before hanging it to dry. The tribe’s herb supplies ran dry before the job was finished since the women, fresh off the road, weren’t adequately prepared.
In the hustle and bustle of the preparations, Addie almost forgot about Chele’s request, and only after she trudged, exhausted, to a small puddle of Jat sand where she washed and cleaned her clothes, did she realize she still had the pouch for Qalae.
Misgivings flooded her anew.
But staying true to her promise, she made her way back to the settlement and located the queen still outside. She kept an eye on her until Qalae broke off from the cluster of women and started walking toward the plaza.
Addie stealthily intercepted her. “I have a thing for you from Chele, my queen,” she called out quietly.
Qalae halted and speared her with a haughty look.
“Chele knows better than sending a messenger to her queen, strange woman. She will come to me herself.”
“Indeed, I am her messenger, my queen. Chele is ailing.” It broke Addie’s heart to admit this to Qalae. It made Chele’s infirmity real.
The queen’s fine brows rose. “Ailing?”
Vuskas made his way past them and gave them a questioning look.
Addie dropped her gaze, projecting deference more for Vuskas’s sake than Qalae’s. “She injured her leg and is resting. She won’t be outside tonight,” she said.
Qalae pursed her lips. “Follow me. No, not right away. Watch where I go and meet me there.”
She sauntered away just as Vuskas disappeared in a teepee, his suspicions allayed.
Addie found Qalae a short distance away from the settlement, in a thicket of leafy bushes that were almost trees.
“Give me what Chele sent.” Qalae extended her hand impatiently.
Addie dropped the pouch into her palm.
“You may go now, strange woman.”
Addie turned to go. It wasn’t her business. She wanted no part in it. Only her obligation to Chele was forcing her to stand here and secretly pass the forbidden herbs to this woman. She wouldn’t be doing it again, and the next time… Cold sweat dampened Addie’s back. What if Chele, lame and fumbling, attracted too much attention and got caught with Qalae?
Maybe a fair warning was in order for the queen. “With Chele sick, this may be the last time you’re getting your herbs, my queen.”
Qalae blanched. “Herbs? How do you know what’s in the pouch?”
“I know. From Chele.”
“What is wrong with Chele?” the queen demanded, and there was unease behind her sharp, haughty tone.
“She had injured her leg a while ago, and she took a bad fall. I don’t think she realized how serious.”
Qalae clutched her pouch tightly. “Do you mean, she may die?”
“I mean… No, she won’t.” Addie tried to sound positive but blinked fast against the suddenly emerging tears that betrayed the platitudes she was going to offer. “She won’t.”
The queen looked helplessly around and finally, her wide eyes landed on Addie’s face. “Is there anything you can do to help Chele? You have the skills with herbs, like she, don’t you?”
“Her injury can’t be helped with herbs. There is very little I can do.”
“You must help her. I can’t bear to not have my remedy, do you understand? This is a disaster.” Now Qalae was panicking, her eyes were peeled wide and her normally white cheeks were flushed an unattractive shade of puce.
She cared little about Chele, only inasmuch as it would cut off her drug supply. Addie had no pity for this woman. “It’s a dangerous game, Qalae. Maybe it’s for the best that it should stop now.”
“You don’t understand!” Qalae rounded on her. “I came to this tribe against my will, a slave for all the titles my mate had given me. My life was ruined the day I set off on my forced journey from home, sold by my father for a bundle of skins, Hunlath’s tools, and another woman for one of his warriors - Chele’s daughter. I don’t belong here. You can’t possibly comprehend my misery.”
Addie said nothing. She simply looked at Qalae.
Realizing what she’d said and to whom, the queen cut herself off with chagrin. “I dream about leaving one day. A baby will tie me to this tribe forever,” she said in a milder tone.
“Why haven’t you left by now, Qalae? If Chief Net’ok is not to your liking, there might be another strong, healthy man who’d be happy to take you away, if only this is what you want.”
Qalae said quietly. “It’s not that simple.”
Is it not? Addie thought as she automatically followed Qalae when the queen started walking. They walked in silence for a short while, each absorbed by their own thoughts. Addie’s concerns over Chele weighed heavily on her heart.




Chapter 25



They cleared the bushes on the other side when Qalae suddenly stopped. Raising her head, Addie looked up sharply, her eyes landing on the trio seated together on the soft green moss amid small stalks of grass crowned with bright flowers. The scene was bucolic in its peacefulness, and earthy.
The three red-headed offspring of old Unn were sharing a private moment. Upon seeing Qalae, Oh’nil jumped to his feet and kicked Vircea lightly with the toe of his boot. Snuggled next to Zoark, she hadn’t seen them approach, and belatedly she also rose, a mulish expression on her face. Addie figured Vircea got busted; she had snuck out early when the women were still busy working on the Elkeks skins.
Zoark had been dozing off. He raised his head and his eyes opened slowly, as if reluctantly. He didn’t rise.
“My queen,” Oh’nil said in a clipped tone. His eyes stared firmly at the ground at his feet.
But Qalae couldn’t tear hers away from him.
“Warrior,” she acknowledged him breathlessly and had to clear her throat. “It is good that I came upon you. I am yet to share how grateful I am for pulling me to safety at the overpass.”
Oh’nil’s face tightened. “I live to serve you, my queen.” Suddenly, he looked at her, and his gaze burned. “You know that.”
Qalae hastily looked away and fell silent. Her hand, behind her back, clutched the pouch in a death grip.
Addie only half-heard their exchange. Her attention was absorbed by Zoark. She’d only been able to catch sight of him from afar for days. She knew he was avoiding her, knew she should stop her useless preoccupation with him, a man who didn’t want any help or compassion help, and she couldn’t.
He looked exhausted, almost frail, with skin dry and parchment-y, the texture like that of an old man’s except he had no wrinkles. His animal eyes lost what little sparkle remained there and were now flat and lifeless. Uninterested. He was tired, indifferent, and waiting out his life.
Chele was sick, and now Zoark.
Zoark caught her scrutinizing him, and his eyes hardened. He didn’t want her pity. He didn’t want her help, either. It was okay for him to catch her when she was about to fall, but she had no right to do the same to him.
“Have they finished with the meat, Addie?” Vircea’s voice broke the awkward haze that had surrounded the group.
“Yes, they did. But we ran out of spices to pack the meat with.”
“We can collect more. I should go now,” Vircea offered.
“No,” Qalae stalled her. “The High Counselor wants everyone to stop working and be present at the assembly. All but the sentries.”
“The meat will go to waste,” Zoark stated the obvious.
Qalae raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you questioning the High Counselor’s wisdom, Zoark?”
He closed his eyes briefly. “I follow the High Counselor’s path like everyone else, my queen.”
A slight thump disturbed the ground near Addie, and dirt bulged at her feet. Addie’s breath turned to a frozen mist in her lungs. Her heart tore off and started a freefall deep inside her chest. Without laying her eyes on the monster, she could see it in her mind, the dribbly body, the saggy gray skin, the terrifying mouth. Two mouths.
The underground activity went on. Two more weak bumps from below ground were followed by something traveling under the surface, rising the top layer, pushing through. Small rocks skittered and a handful of dirt was flung at her knees.
She jumped three feet up in the air and screamed. She wasn’t ready to die, not now! And what about Zoark? The others?
Galvanized by fear, she rushed over and grabbed Vircea by the hand. “Come on, let go, run!” Addie gave Vircea’s arm a frantic tug nearly wrenching it out of its socket.
More dirt got tossed in all directions from a small hole that appeared in the ground. Yes, it was small, but it would grow. The monster was coming out, she could see a creature wiggling inside the mound.
Eye wide, she turned to Zoark and Oh’nil who remained immobile. “Do you have weapons? Spears?”
Instead of replying, they looked at each other and then back at her, their expressions unreadable. Why weren’t they moving? Why wasn’t Qalae?
“Wrennlins! We need to run! What’s wrong with you?”
And then Qalae giggled. The sound, so unexpected, so wildly out of character for the queen, penetrated the fog of fear in Addie’s brain, and she stopped moving. Vircea pulled her poor arm out of Addie’s grip.
“It isn’t a Wrennlin, Addie,” she said quietly.
Confused, adrenaline pumping hot blood through her body, Addie made herself look at the cone-shaped mound of dirt being constructed in front of her eyes. A furry animal was busily crawling out, bottom first.
She frowned, not sure of what she was seeing. The animal, meanwhile, got out and shook the dirt off revealing a brown body the size of a rabbit. It even looked a little like a rabbit, with an oval head and a twitchy little nose. It sniffed around, oblivious to the people standing nearby, and started rooting for something under a big clump of grass.
Another giggle sounded, and Qalae pressed her hand against her mouth in a vain attempt to smother it. Laughter burst forth from behind her hand, and finally, she gave in, roaring up, clutching at her sides, crying from the force of her amusement.
Addie looked helplessly at Vircea and found her laughing too, silently, almost hiccuping from it. Oh’nil’s lips twitched as he fought valiantly to hold in his own amusement. Zoark simply stared at her.
She looked at the animal again. “Why did nobody tell me? I thought it was Wrennlins,” she mumbled.
“Oh, Addie,” Vircea guffawed, “Wrennlin tremors are felt all around like the entire world is rocking. These were Kivek taps, as if you can’t tell!”
“Well, I couldn't,” she said and looked at the Kivek again. It was digging a new hole now with its tailless behind raised up, presenting them with a pink butthole with a leaf stuck to the side of it.
Addie’s lips thinned. Then twitched. Then parted in a reluctant smile. She made such a fool of herself. She recalled the deadpan looks the men were giving her as she jumped around like a flea.
Laughter bubbled forth, spurred on by high-pitched snickers of Vircea and Qalae, by Oh’nil’s reluctant chuckles. And then she was laughing along with them until her sides hurt.
“I thought… and then the dirt… and it made me jump…” She lowered herself to the ground where Vircea had already flopped in a boneless heap.
“I’ve never seen anyone jump that high!” She dissolved into another fit of uncontrollable laughter, pulling Addie along with her, and the two of them rolled on the ground until they could laugh no more.
Finally, their amusement subsided and they lay on their backs staring at the sky. The Kivek disappeared inside its newly dug hole, uprooting and pulling the entire clump of grass along with it.
Qalae gave a small cough and erased all emotions from her face that, for a short time, came alive with animation. She was their queen again.
“I must go. The chief will need me at the assembly. Present yourselves without delay.” Head held high, she walked away, her right hand still in a fist that concealed the herbs she so earnestly craved.
Vircea also rose to her feet. “I better go clean up. This assembly business sounds serious. I wonder what the High Counselor has in store for us.”
Addie sat up. “I think we are going to celebrate the hunt.”
“We are. But there is more to it. I can feel it.”
She left, and Oh’nil followed. Addie was left alone with Zoark. He remained seated, never having risen to his feet in the queen’s presence in a blatant violation of the protocol.
Addie patted her hair to smooth it, suddenly overcome by shyness. He was looking at her strangely, with the intensity that was his trademark, yet different, like he’d just discovered something new about her. She supposed she’d made a fool of herself one time too many, and he now firmly believed her to be a lost cause.
“Is Vircea right? Do you think the High Counselor has something grand to say?” she asked Zoark in her awkward For.
“He better,” he switched to her language easily, his flowing accent music to her ear. At the same time, his use of her language reminded her of his time in the city. With the women…
She didn’t want to think about it. “This side of the mountains is different. The tribe will need to make adjustments.”
“It isn’t so much the place as it is what’s happening.”
“This Valley of the Stone Shadows has no green grass. Not much of it, at least.”
“No,” he confirmed without expression. He couldn't have known it would be the case, but he must have suspected.
“What is going to happen?”
A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “That’s what the High Counselor wants to tell us.”
“But what do you think, Zoark?” In the back of her mind, Addie wondered if coming here was a mistake if the tribe should have stayed put on the other side of the mountains.
Zoark rotated his head and glanced at the mountain peaks in the distance as if his thoughts ran in the same direction.
“We’re here,” he finally said. “We have to wait and see. But it’s true, this side has its challenges, and people have to stay alert. You have to stay alert, Addie.”
She slanted a look at the disturbed dirt where the stupid Kivek had emerged. “I do,” she said drily. “But I know what you mean. I understand. I’ve seen Gosors, and I take them very seriously. I haven’t yet seen marauders, but I take them very seriously too. I never even knew this land has marauders! I thought everyone belonged to a tribe.”
Another turn of his head. “There are always some that don’t. Remember Hoban?”
He managed to surprise her by bringing up the name from the past. “Hoban?”
“He had been one.”
“A marauder?” Now she understood her innate antipathy to the man. It must have been the criminal in Hoban that had scared her so. His sharp predatory eyes, his sneaky ways, the covert thirst for power by any means. No wonder he had always elicited such a visceral flight response in her. “How did he end up in the city?”
Zoark shrugged. “Probably lost a power struggle. He wasn’t a part of the city when I first came to live there. His roaming band attacked us. It was early on.”
“What happened?”
“A fight happened. What do you think?” His lips twitched.
Addie looked away. He was making light of it now, but she could only imagine the real deal: the clash of weapons, the smell of blood, the snarls of anger, and anguished cries of pain…
Zoark had won. Even then, badly broken and likely severely depressed, he had gotten up and fought. He probably hadn’t wanted to, hadn’t felt any affinity to the women, had cared little about Samantha, Sathe, and the motley For lot of the city, and yet he had picked up a heavy battle axe and mounted a line of defense. Because he hadn’t been able not to.
“Do you think this marauding tribe will attack us?” It was a chilling thought. So far, Addie’s only real enemies were the Wrennlins, and they were more of a natural disaster than an armed conflict.
Zoark was silent for a spell. “The marauding tribe needs to be eradicated. It is us who should attack.”
“Because they won’t leave us alone?”
“Yes. Marauders are always men, outcasts of their tribes. They need women, badly. They will pick out our women one by one when they forage. They will prey on our scouts.”
Subdued, Addie shook her head. “And we thought moving to the other side would make our life easier. What will the High Counselor do?”
Zoark roused himself and slowly got to his feet. “I don’t know what he’ll do.” He palmed his spear. “I only know what I’d do, and I’m not the High Counselor. And it’s time to go to the assembly.”
Addie scrambled to her feet, suddenly aware that she’d lost track of time, sitting here with Zoark, having what turned out to be a surprisingly frank discussion. “Let’s find out then. I can hardly stand the suspense.”
He was still looking at her with that strange intense expression. Something was different in his attention, something that hadn’t been there before. He was assessing her now, but more than that, he dropped the mask from his own face and let Addie see his inner self, the feral part, the untamed animal, the man he used to be or perhaps the man he should have been.
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Addie located Oh’na near the central plaza, dirty, disheveled, and hungry.
“Where have you been, Addie?” Oh’na screeched accusingly. “I looked for you, but then we started playing catch.”
“I see. Playing catch was more important.”
“No, but it was more interesting,” Oh’na retorted, and Addie wondered if she was simply being young and tactless or if it was a glimpse of the very grown-up dry wit that the girl displayed at unexpected times.
Addie cast a quick glance at the people who had begun to gather.
“Quick, let’s make a run to Jat sands to wash off some of that catch dust.”
“I don’t want to go wash! I want to eat.”
Oh’na’s lips puffed up in a pout, but Addie ignored it as she ignored the mulish jut of her chin. “No wash - no food.”
Oh’na sputtered, outraged. “You can’t punish me!”
“I don’t want to punish you. That’s why you need to listen to me and go wash.”
“No! I won’t listen to you.”
“Try me.”
They stared at each other hard, at an impasse. Oh’na, at her young age, was a large girl, and Addie suspected she could overpower her in a physical scuffle. But she was just a girl, now shocked at finding the malleable Addie taking a stern tone with her for the first time.
Also, Oh’na was sadly lacking in discipline.
“Tell you what,” Addie said mildly, “I’ll race you to Jat sands. Do you know where they are? Around the bend?”
“I know where they are,” Oh’na grumbled, not in the least bit pacified. “I don’t want to go. Where’s Chele?”
Ah, now she remembered Chele.
Addie lowered to her hunches. “Chele’s a might sick, baby. You know that, yes? She can’t take you to bathe.”
“What’s a baby?”
Addie smiled with one corner of her mouth. “That’s a word my people use for infants. It’s also a word we use for someone we like very much.”
Oh’na’s little feral face fell. “Is Chele going to die?” she asked quietly. Oh, Oh’na saw things; she was just very good at blocking out what scared her.
Addie sighed. “Not yet, little one. But I’m afraid Chele has lost her strength. It is up to you and me now to take care of ourselves, and of her.” A quick glance confirmed that more people had gathered at the plaza. “Come on, a quick bath, and then we eat.”
Oh’na went along but she complained the entire time.
Back in the middle of their new settlement, the High Counselor Chemmusaayl took center stage. Addie and Oh’na settled behind the semicircle of their tribesmen.
Chief Net’ok stood tall behind Chemmusaayl, a splendid backdrop against the yellow-robed smaller man. On his right side stood Qalae with her porcelain blank face, and on his left side stood the brutish Vuskas whose wife, an older, unpleasant woman of volatile temperament sat as close to the “center stage” as possible. She wasn’t well-liked for her bossy manner and her tendency to favor only those in her inner clique. She was yet to exchange a word with Addie who she considered being as important as the beige lizards that crawled about.
Zoark remained invisible.
People quieted down, and Chemmusaayl raised his arms.
“People!” he addressed the gathering. “We have arrived at this wonderful place.” The silence was expectant, people waiting for him to explain more about what was so wonderful about this place. “Our warriors had great luck on their first hunt, and today we celebrate!”
At this, folks responded with a cheer. Chemmusaayl went on some more about how they would not experience hunger any longer, and that women would once more concentrate on making clothes and pottery, and raising children rather than worry about provisions. He elaborated on the topic of children, speaking about high hopes for more of them being born to the tribe as he slanted a sideways glance at Qalae who remained impassive as always.
“But not all is safe here,” he said, getting to the problems they now faced. To think of it, without having ever taken a communication class, Chemmusaayl had mastered the sandwich approach of delivering bad news between the good ones. Addie gave him props for political acumen. “We share this land with other tribes, and our scouts have reported seeing signs of more than one. We will compete for resources.”
Addie listened closely as he described what appeared to be a more densely populated prairie. She didn’t have much experience in tribes interacting with each other, but some of the cave paintings depicted wars, and it was an unpleasant reality.
“We also know about a marauding tribe that preys in this land.” A murmur of voices underscored Chemmusaayl’s words. “Care must be taken to prevent our people from becoming their prey. Our tribe needs to build strength. Our men aren’t as many as we would need here, and every one must be of top power.” He paused for emphasis. “Iguell. Oh’nil. Step into the circle.”
Surprised murmurs accompanied the two men taking their position in the center.
“You’re both fine warriors, but we know that a warrior’s true strength comes from a woman. The time has come for you to reach your full potential. You are to take mates.”
Qalae gave a small aborted jerk next to Net’ok but otherwise showed no reaction. Iguell looked pleased with the news; Oh’nil’s face revealed nothing.
Vircea and Melmie were called into the circle next.
“Iguell will take Vircea as his true mate. Oh’nil will mate Melmie.”
Addie gasped.
“What, Addie?” Oh’na asked next to her.
“Melmie’s too young to take a mate!”
Oh’na’d forehead furrowed. “She’s much older than I. She has long worked as hard as grown women, and she knows how to run a home.”
Now that she knew her better, Addie estimated Melmie to be fifteen. She eyed the tall red-haired Oh’nil with his strong warrior’s build that would only grow heavier after mating. He would be massive like Vuskas. Like Hoban had been… Addie shuddered, scenes from the city flashing through her mind in rapid succession. Janna-Beatrix deep-throating Wynn behind a teepee… Dannica moaning, railed from behind by a full-bodied For man with a scarred face… Hoban’s hot, carnal eyes on beautiful, frail Anne…
Running a house was all well and good, but taking a mate meant things a girl as young as Melmie may not be prepared for. And children. She would quickly start bearing children.
The proceedings went on, Chemmusaayl making things official. The pairs in the circle joined their hands. Vircea looking unperturbed; Melmie uncertain.
A quick check revealed that Illied was not pleased. She sat primly alone and looked on as her underage daughter was given away to feed a warrior’s strength through coupling, and she looked… annoyed. Twin grooves of vexation appeared around her mouth, and her eyes held a hard gleam that looked almost like determination.
After the announcement, Chemmusaayl wrapped up the assembly pretty quickly and called for celebrations to begin.
Vircea brought out her flute, her intended Iguell by her side. Hunlath the toolmaker brought out a hollowed-out club to beat like a drum, and the music started. People got up and laughed, talked, and danced in their strange stilted manner with little hand movements that Addie could best liken to Irish dancing, and indulged in the feast. But Addie did not enjoy it. Neither did she want any meat, raw as it was. The sight of so much of it turned her stomach.
She sought out Melmie who was standing alone, a little apart from the gathering.
“You aren’t eating, Melmie,” Addie said softly.
“I will, later. I’m not very hungry right now.”
“Are you nervous?”
“I guess I am. It’s a little unexpected.”
“Do you like Oh’nil?”
Melmie trained her large eyes on Addie. “Does it matter?”
“Of course it matters! It definitely should.”
“I guess I like him. Pawi says I should be glad, with him being old Chief Unn’s son and all.”
“But if you didn’t like him, for example… could you refuse?”
“I suppose I could. But to what purpose? The High Counselor would be disappointed in me for shirking my duty. You heard him, we need strong men. Oh’nil has to be tapped. The people would be disappointed if I refuse.”
“Oh’nil is strong enough as he is,” Addie argued.
“It matters, Addie. And my pawi, she would be disappointed.”
“Disappointed? She must be so angry.”
Melmie shrugged non-commitantly. “She is, a little. As a widow, she should have had the first pick.”
That was not exactly what Addie had expected Illied to be angry about, but it worked all the same. “Is that so? Well, then, she can have Oh’nil. Problem solved. Let’s go talk to the High Counselor.”
Melmie wasn’t in a hurry to go anywhere. “The High Counselor has spoken, Addie. He knows my pawi is unattached. If he wanted her to mate Oh’nil, he would have decreed so. No, I am to become his mate, not my pawi.”
Despaired, Addie dropped her hands at her sides. “Why?”
“That I don’t know. Maybe he thinks my pawi is too old. Maybe he has other plans for her. Why are you asking all these questions?”
“Because you’re too young! You should stay with your pawi for a little while longer. She should want it, too. Without Wixab, she must feel lonely in her teepee.”
Melmie’s eyes flickered. “I never liked Wixab. But I had no choice as I was little. What if she mates again? I’d rather keep my own house and deal with my own mate than with hers.” Melmie motioned toward Illied in that special For way and walked away before Addie could come up with another argument. She stood there and looked at the spot where Melmie was just standing in stupid puzzlement.
She had had no idea of the girl’s feelings toward her step-father Wixab, toward her mother Illied. It seemed like every time she thought she was getting better at understanding what the For people thought and how they acted, a new curveball came out of nowhere that made it glaringly obvious that she and her human standards didn’t match their reasoning and their beliefs.




Chapter 27



“Yes, yes, it’s still bad. Don’t fuss.” Chele fell back onto her pallet after an assisted trip to the bushes that seemed to have exhausted her. “I need time to regain my strength. What more do you want from me?”
Addie remained silent. Almost two weeks passed since the assembly, and during this time Chele had shown Addie lots of bluster and little real progress. But she did stand up on her own this morning.
Addie helped her visit the bushes as unobtrusively as possible to hide from the world the fact that Chele was, temporarily at least, an invalid. She knew well by now that tribal citizenship hinged on a body’s good health.
“Can you lift your leg at all?” Addie asked.
Wearily, Chele lowered to her pallet. “Some,” she admitted with resignation. “But it hurts. I just need more time.” She stretched on her bed and closed her eyes. “I hate being in this state. Even Zoark is better off at this point. He, at least, can walk around.”
Ignoring Chele’s barb toward Zoark, Addie went to fetch some of their hidden herbs to prepare her daily mix. The concoction brought down inflammation and quieted the pain, but it couldn't cure damaged joints, and Addie’s level of anxiety over Chele’s weakened condition increased with each passing day.
“We are running low on Nipi bark,” Addie remarked as she worked. “I need to collect more when I go foraging today. It’s actually hard to find in these parts.”
“Gather some pink moss, too. For Qalae.”
Addie glared and didn’t reply. Every other evening, she prepared and gave the queen her dose of herbal remedy. It was dangerous, and it was unfair to both Net’ok and Oh’nil. Addie was of the opinion that Qalae’s problem should be resolved differently and that stringing along two men was going to spectacularly backfire. She, Addie, wanted to be far away from that explosion when it came. With her position in the tribe tenuous at best, the last thing she needed was the High Counselor getting wind of Addie’s medicine dealings with the queen. He would kill her slowly as a warning to others. She resented like hell feeling obligated to Chele to stay involved.
“I will try to split from the group next time we go,” she promised, stomping down on her many reservations about their covert dealings with the queen. “The chief has forbidden the women to go by themselves.”
Chele chewed on her lip. “No matter how large a group, men overpower women.”
“Scouts watch out more than ever for marauders. The groups are more for Gosors.”
“Hmm. But what about the marauders?”
Addie shrugged. “We can’t take an army along every time we go gathering Boroms. Everyone tries their best to stay alert.”
An angry shout rang outside, a woman’s.
“What now?” Chele huffed with frustration. “People! Always going on about something. Can we not get settled in peace?”
“I better go see what it is.” Addie hurried outside, concern making her uneasy. Chele was right, people had grown antsy. After killing the two Elkeks, hunters were unable to find more. A sense of vague unrest plagued the tribe. Maybe it was the lack of game, or the fear of marauders, or the strain of everything combined - tensions ran high and arguments erupted with no warning over small things.
Outside, Vuskas held a young woman by the arm, restraining her mad attempts to twist out of his hold. Next to them, Chief Net’ok towered over the subdued, crying Illied. The sleeve of her dress was ripped from its seam and hung in tatters down to her wrist. Her hair was disheveled, and a large bruise with bloody furrows was forming on the side of her face as if someone hit and clawed at her.
“Quit your wriggles, Sav!” Vuskas barked at the woman in his hold. She ignored him and struggled anew, spewing epithets at Illied. Addie understood very little, but it had something to do with the woman’s mate, Klarm.
Vuskas’s meaty hand clamped around the woman’s throat. Sav clawed at it but couldn't break his hold.
“Is it true?” Net’ok thundered over Illied.
In response, she cried harder.
The High Counselor emerged and floated toward the chief in a cloud of billowing yellow robes, polished stick in hand. Upon seeing him, Addie took two steps back to better blend with the shadows between the teepees. There, she bumped into Melmie who observed the argument with dry brilliant eyes.
“Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to step on you,” Addie said.
Melmie should be with Illied, supporting her clearly overwrought and attacked mother. Yet the girl made no move to approach.
“Answer me,” the chief was growing impatient with Illied’s stubborn lack of an intelligible response.
“It’s true! I already told you!” Sav wheezed from within Vuskas’s hold. “I caught them together!”
Illied openly wept. She presented a pitiful sight, a true victim amidst bullies.
Addie gave Melmie another concerned look. The girl wore a painful and angry expression, her lips white from being pressed together and her eyes glued to the scene in front of her.
“Call Klarm,” the High Counselor ordered briskly, and before long, Klarm appeared, fidgety and nervous. He was a young man, a strong warrior, but there was nothing special about him that Addie could pinpoint. A middle of the pack kind of guy. His thick dark brown hair, his best physical feature, was pulled away from his face in an attractive wave.
Klarm threw a worried glance at his mate Sav who renewed her wriggles upon seeing him.
“Speak up,” the High Counselor ordered Klarm.
“What should I say, High Counselor?” Klarm asked, looking a bit lost and sullen.
“You mate claims you violated your vows and lay with this woman, Illied. Is it true?”
Melmie stiffened and held her breath waiting for his response. People lurking around seemed to also hold their breath, waiting for Klarm’s answer with unabashed curiosity. This was Planet Zero’s version of prime-time entertainment, season one, episode two, Angry Wives of the Wild Steppes.
“She’s unattached,” Klarm mumbled, confirming indirectly what Sav claimed was true.
“But you’re not.” The High Counselor turned to Illied. “Were his attentions welcome, Illied?”
Illied sobbed, hiding her bruised face in her hands. But a single, barely perceptible nod of her head was affirmative.
With a furious shout, Sav leaped forward with her entire body, managing to surprise Vuskas and break free of his hold. He lunged after Sav’s flying form, but the woman was quick as a flash. She reached Illied and snatched handfuls of her hair, pulling it with all her might before Vuskas took hold of her again.
All throughout the tussle, Melmie remained motionless and expressionless. Addie put her arms around the girl's shoulders - sturdy and tall - and hugged her.
“I’m sorry for your pawi, Melmie. What Klarm did was wrong. He exploited her loneliness.”
Melmie peeked at Addie from within their embrace, and her face was set in hard lines. “You’re a good person, Addie. You always see only good in other people. You don’t have to make excuses for my pawi.”
“But Klarm…”
Melmie shook Addie’s arms off and stepped back. “Klarm took what was freely offered to him. What was dangled in front of his face like a fat juicy fruit in front of a hungry man. She meant to mate him.”
Addie’s hands dropped to her sides. She glanced again at Illied who had sidled closer to Klarm and farther from Vuskas holding Sav. “But why?”
Melmie shrugged. “She always makes everything about her. She looked for a new mate after Wixab perished, and Oh’nil didn’t want her.”
“But Klarm was already mated,” Addie said inanely. She understood adultery happened, yet remained incredulous that it actually had, and that Illied was involved. The quiet, weak-willed Illied schemed to steal someone else’s husband. It simply boggled the mind.
Next to her, Melmie drew a long-suffering breath, like she often did when Oh’na annoyed her with her silly childish questions. “Yes, Addie, he is. She knew it.”
“I… am sorry, Melmie.”
“For Sav?”
“Her, yes. And for you. She’s your pawi. It must hurt you to watch her humiliated so publicly.”
Melmie only rotated her head owlishly. “It isn’t about me. No longer. I have my own mate to think about. I’m no longer her responsibility, just like she always wanted.”
Before Addie had a chance to respond, the High Counselor stepped up to Sav. “Are you going to attack Illied again?”
Sav threw Illied a look full of so much venom that even Vuskas cringed. But not Illied. She wiped her tears and stood straighter.
“I am done with her.”
“Release her, warrior,” Chemmusaayl ordered Vuskas.
Slowly, Vuskas released Sav.
She walked up to Klarm and stopped in front of him, elbowing the High Counselor aside. “I’m done with you.” She pointed her finger at her chest. He still wouldn't look at her.
“Hush, woman!” the High Counselor admonished from the side, raising his stick at the chest level. “Klarm will decide. You are to stay away from him, as is she.” The stick pointed at Illied. “All three of you will take time to…”
Sav pointed her finger at the High Counselor’s chest. “And I’m done with you.”
Chemmusaayl sputtered, but Sav turned away and started walking to her teepee. Passing Vuskas and Chief Net’ok unchecked, she threw at them, “I’m done with you, too.” She turned to address the people who randomly appeared from between the teepees only to disappear again. “I’m done with all of you, you hear? I hate this tribe.”
Tears slid down from her eyes, no matter how hard she tried to hold them back. “He was my mate!”
“He still is,” Chemmusaayl pointed out.
“My trust in him is lost. He’s of no value.”
No one stopped Sav as she ducked into the teepee she shared with Klarm and promptly reappeared, holding a handful of furs, a pot, and a small axe. “I’m leaving.”
That roused Klarm. “No, Sav, don’t. You can’t leave the tribe, it isn’t safe.”
A withering look was his only answer. She turned her back on her people and marched off into the open air, her Yuux companion flapping its wings happily above her head.
After a beat of stunned silence, Chief Net’ok cleared his throat. “She will be back.”
As if it were a signal of some sort, everybody started moving, going back to the tasks they’d abandoned when the catfight started.
Melmie left, walking stiffly past Illied without saying a word. After a moment, Illied also left, disappearing behind the teepees, and only her Yuux, flying high, gave away her approximate location. Checking furtively around, Klarm trailed after her.
Addie heard her name called out and remembered that she was supposed to go out with women to forage. And to find the ingredients for Chele’s witch’s mix she supplied to Qalae.
She wondered if Qalae had been one of the spectators concealed by the shadows of the teepees, observing from a distance the heartbreak and humiliation of the people who made up the love triangle. Qalae must have been. Love triangles brought nothing but pain. The queen would better remember that.
Her mood beyond sour, Addie joined a group of women and set out to the valley to get some berries that were coming in season.
They walked together for a while before dispersing a little to pick the berries. The rocky terrain provided a convenient cover, and Addie quietly split. A furtive glance confirmed that no one had missed her. She had expected little attention. Melmie and Vircea weren’t part of this group, Illied now avoided Addie like she avoided Chele, and the other women weren’t as concerned whether she disappeared or not.
She walked for some time searching for the herbs she needed, completely alone. In one hand, she clutched her spear, and her other hand impulsively checked the stone knife tucked at her waist several times. All that talk about the marauders and packs of wild Gosors spooked her, and she felt exposed.
The cold wind blew. Throwing her head, Addie looked at the dark angry clouds, dry as smoke, as they ran fast across the sky. She squinted at the great shapes of the mountains in the distance. The grasses rustled.
◆◆◆
 
She looked over her shoulder in fright. Stop it with the boogeymen, Addie. She was going to give herself a panic attack.
A twig snapped. She whirled around, legs flexed and ready to break into a run. The stone knife practically jumped into her hand, the move to snatch it from the waistband as natural as breathing.
A Truned huffed in the fallen foliage, rooting for maggots. Annoyed, Addie watched it disappear and wished she had the sense to bring her slingshot along. She wouldn't mind walloping it but good for frightening her to death.
She tucked the knife back at her waist and turned to go on her way. And stopped dead in her tracks.
Zoark was standing in her path.
His head cocked like an owl’s. “You’re getting better with handling your weapons. It pleases me.”
“How…” She splayed her now knife-less hand on her chest. “I never even heard you. Why?”
“I didn’t want to be heard.”
“But how can you? Not be heard.”
He shrugged, his dull but predatory eyes fixed on Addie. “Why are you alone?”
“I guess I lost track of things,” she said lightly.
“You lie. I watched you. You wanted to be alone.”
“You followed me?”
“At some length.”
She hated lying to him, but neither could she confess. Hesitating for a brief moment, she settled for a half-truth. “Chele asked me to get her some moss. I thought I’d get it quick and be back with the others.”
Zoark didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t question her further. He didn’t say anything at all and only continued to stare. This silent, intense regard was beginning to make Addie uneasy.
“What… What are you doing here? Scouting?”
“No.”
“No? Okay, well. What, then? Or you don’t want to tell me?”
“I want to tell you. I don’t know if you want to hear it.”
“You’re starting to scare me, Zoark. What is it?”
He shifted a little like his leg was bothering him. “When we were at the caves, you told me something.”
“I told you a lot of things.”
“I’m taking you up on your offer.”
When his meaning sank, Addie’s throat dried up like desert sand in the summer heat. She wanted to say something, but didn’t know what and couldn’t get the words out anyway.
He cocked a brow. “Having second thoughts?”
She cleared her throat. “Well. It’s certainly unexpected. I mean… Not second thoughts, but… I don’t know.” She shifted the spear in her suddenly convulsive grip and cleared her throat again. “I’m glad, actually. You need to mate to be strong for your tribe, like your brother and Iguell.”
He was staring at her in silence.
Addie stomped her feet a little and asked politely, “When would you like for us to… meet?”
“Now.”
Her head went up. “Now?” she squeaked. “No, I can’t. I have to take a bath.”
“You don’t need a bath on my account.”
“Well, I do. I can’t… We can’t… There’s nowhere to…” She looked wildly around. The little clearing where they stood was ensconced on all sides by tall rocky hills covered in spots in multihued moss. The same moss carpeted the ground, and several wide leafy bushes rustled in the weak wind.
Addie shivered. “It’s a little cold,” she whispered.
“Shh.” He put a finger to her dry lips. “Don’t talk. I won’t hurt you.”
She stared, wild-eyed, at his homely face. Did he really mean to take her?
No. Impossible.
She should tell him she changed her mind. Tell him she hadn’t been serious at the caves, and only offered on impulse, out of pity. He wouldn’t force her.
And all the while, underneath this internal wavering, slow heat was beginning to pool, strumming her nerve endings, making them vibrate.
She would let him take her. And she would not do it simply for the good of the tribe. But he didn’t need to know it.
Addie slowly leaned her spear against the nearest rock.
“Alright.” Next, she took off her crossbody sack, lowering it to the ground. “My sweater. Do I need to take it off or will you just hike my dress up?”
“Come closer.”
She took a tentative step forward. And another. They stood chest to chest now. She could see the texture of the smooth skin of his neck above the opening of his shirt with three scars on the side, under his catlike ear.
Both his ears twitched. “Closer.”
She pushed against him, bringing their bodies into full contact. He smelled musky, animal, and enticing.
Slowly, he brought his head down and pressed his lips against hers oh-so-gently. Addie closed her eyes. Her senses were shorting, and she didn’t know what to think at this moment, what to feel. She could hear him breathe in slow pulls of air into large lungs. God, he was big. And alien.
Her heart beat a fast uneven rhythm.
He broke the contact and rested his forehead on hers. “I don’t know if I can do it,” he admitted quietly. “My body is numb. The feelings are muted.”
“Is it me? Because I’m human?” She opened her eyes and looked into his face, so close. His eyes reminded her anew of everything that was different about For males. “Because I remind you of her?”
He touched her face, cupping her cheek in his rough palm. “You’re perfect. But I can sense your fear. It won’t work if you’re afraid.”
“I’m just nervous.”
“Maybe you shouldn't look.” He spun her around. “This way you can’t see me.”
“I want to see you!” Addie protested.
His hand settled in the middle of her back and rubbed it in slow circles. “It’s better if you don’t,” he breathed into her ear. “You told me once you had a mate?”
His hand slid under her sweater. His gentle touch was calming, and she concentrated on that. “Yes.”
“Did you enjoy the mating part?”
“With Gordon? Yes. It was good for me.” Her nerves were settling. Zoark was being very gentle, and his touch was calming.
“What was your favorite part?”
“With my husband?” Technically, she still had a husband. Addie found it curious and strange, like it wasn’t she who had married Gordon on a sunny spring day in the middle of a botanical garden, and lived two years with him as his wife.
“Yes. Tell me.”
“I… it’s too intimate.”
“I want you to remember. Think about it. Guide me.”
“I…” His hand slid lower and caressed her bottom. Her body was stiff as a board. “I liked being touched.”
“Here?” He dipped his hand lower, sliding it between her legs, not invasive, barely pressing.
“Yes. And on my belly. My breasts.”
He pulled the sweater over her head by the hem, and she instinctively pressed back against his body, seeking his warmth.
“Pretend you’re with him. It’ll help you loosen up. I have to have you willing or there’s no point in trying. I have to feel your heat, the blood coursing through your veins. Think about your mate, Addie. About the pleasant parts.”
She took a deep breath. “Alright.”
Staring at the rock rising directly in front of her, she concentrated on what she could recall. How Gordon rolled over her, deliciously heavy and hairy. How they had sex once while hiking a nature trail. He had pressed her against a tree and took her standing, and the hard bark tore her expensive thermal shirt.
The rock blurred in front of her eyes. All those memories were flat, without dimension. That woman no longer existed. That life had blown away into the past. She felt no stirrings from the intimate memories; only a vague nostalgia.
Zoark pushed down her underwear and pulled the hem of her dress up to get to her private parts. She shifted to accommodate him, self-conscious and embarrassed.
He’d already seen what she had thanks to their Jat sand bath encounter. She remembered him looking, even though he had said he wasn’t interested. His eyes had flickered. She had caught that flicker, and it had scared her… it had excited her, and that had scared her even more.
What if he hadn’t shown himself to her but let her continue? What if she had caressed herself into an orgasm not knowing he had been looking?
What if she had known he had been?
A delicious warmth slithered along her spine.
The encounter replayed in her mind, but differently.
Zoark, startling her, naked, in the Jat sand bath. She, with her roaming hands paused in their progress across her skin from surprise. They, looking at each other.
Then her memory deviated from the facts and became fantasy. She saw her own hands not covering up her body from his view, but picking their caresses up, sliding against her warm skin, her fingers dipping into her folds and rubbing under his watchful eyes that were so weird and foreign, so focused.
In her mind, she was back in that sand bath, the warm Ehr sun beating down on her skin. She felt her own wetness against her fingers and moaned.
Her nipples puckered.
Encouraged by her response, Zoark shifted closer, molding his front to her back and placing his arm across her middle, pulling her a little higher. Addie’s breath hitched from so much male against her body. His breathing was deep and slow against her neck, and their fused position revealed that he wasn’t aroused.
But her senses were heightened, and she gripped his bare forearm, touching the warm skin with a dusting of slick fine hairs. His arm was thick and strong even though he wasn’t carrying the needed amount of weight. There was still power in him, and she… liked it.
She rubbed against him, seeking warmth and the security she sensed. In another flashback, she saw him in his teepee. He had strained when she doctored his wounds. His thick neck had corded, and his chest bowed, gleaming gold from the patchy light entering the dwelling.
He had deep well-healed scars on his shoulder, she remembered, asymmetrical white lines grooving the delicious swell of the muscle. She wanted to touch him, all those taught muscles, the delicious warm imperfections of scars on his skin. Would he let her now?
He dipped his head to kiss the side of her neck, pulling her dress to the side and licking her bare shoulder. His breath fanned across her cheek. The feel of his body, his smell, his breath on her neck, and a quiet grunt of annoyance he made when his hair tangled with hers obstructing his access - the sensual load crushed over Addie.
“Zoark?” she breathed, a plea or a question, she didn’t know.
His hand reached down and touched her between her legs. His fingers easily slid in between her slick folds. Little streaks of pleasure started shooting into her inner thighs.
“What?”
“I don’t know.”
“Is it too much?”
“It is too much. It isn’t enough.” She gasped from pleasure his hand was inflicting. “I’m not making sense.”
“You don’t have to.”
When his finger slid up and into her, she lost track of her thoughts. Reaching over and back, she slid her hand through his hair, wishing that he’d kiss her on the mouth, but he stubbornly kept his face at the back of her neck.
When her release came, swift and gushing, she convulsed in his arms, basking in the heady rush of pleasure. It was strong and liberating. She was feeling replete and a little naughty.
Slowly descending from her orgasmic high, Addie processed the sensations as they gradually returned to her. The chilling bite of the wind. The big gray rock that had borne silent testament to her pleasure. The warmth of Zoark’s big body at her back and the wetness between her legs where his fingers were pressing, holding her without rubbing as if to keep that pleasure in and not let it escape too soon.
He still wasn't hard, and the realization made the heat slowly seep out of Addie.
She tried to turn in his embrace but he wouldn’t let her. “No, don’t turn. Don’t spoil your pretty fantasy.”
At first, his words startled Addie. How did he know about her fantasies? But then it dawned on her: He was under the impression she was thinking about Gordon.
“I can’t dream about other men when you’re here, Zoark.” She shook her head sadly. “That’s not how it works. Even in my fantasy, it’s you.”
His breath hitched. His hand flexed convulsively over her mound, and his entire body shuddered. Like a powerful engine left unused for too long, it cranked. His entire system came to life with a sputtering growl, rusty and unoiled but turning over faster and smoother, revving all of its cylinders. She could feel the vibrations of his heart with every fiber.
He tightened in all the right places.
Flexing the arm around her waist, he hiked her higher, bringing their fitting parts in alignment. Addie squirmed, breathing fast, scared and excited, and filled with a wondrous kind of feeling that was hope.
“Zoark,” she whispered, lifting her arms up to twine them around the back of his head. “Zoark, Zoark, Zoark…”
He said something in For, guttural and deep. Removing the hand that covered her crotch, he pushed his clothing aside and yanked her closer still… entering her. She stilled, absorbing the sensations of his sizable shaft stretching her. There was no pain, her entrance slick and ready thanks to her lingering pleasure. He made her so full. Their joining was indescribable, like a great new chapter of her life opening to her.
He nudged her gently, and she responded by opening her inner thighs, the muscles in her legs tensing to offer better resistance to his thrusts. He was taking it easy, either unable or unwilling of slamming into her with the force she knew he must possess.
She was fully aware of what they were doing, of their slow careful mating, of his breath fanning hotter and hotter on the back of her head, of her inner walls responding again to the delicious friction. Suddenly, he tightened inside of her, growing fuller still, and released in a series of pulsing spurts, launching Addie into another erotic flight, so close… but then it ended.
His hold on her waist went lax, dropping her on her feet and uncoupling them in the process. Addie turned to look at him, and this time he didn’t prevent her. His face was blank. Too blank.
“Are you… okay?” she asked tentatively, reeling from an abrupt end to a fast-building pleasure. The hem of her dress fell down her hips, and she was grateful for this belated modesty.
“Yes,” he said in a strange hollow voice. His hand slowly adjusted his clothes, the movement unsure like he was blind or sleepwalking.
“Zoark?” The alarm made Addie’s tone sharp.
He looked at her out of dull vacant eyes that tracked nothing. “I’m fine,” he said without inflection. “I think… I need to get home. I’m about to crash.”
“That good, huh?” Chuckling, Addie looked around for their discarded things and picked up her sling sack that was laying on the ground.
The women were probably long gone, wondering what had become of her. Either way, no one seemed to be coming to look.
She picked up his spear and placed it into his hand. He took hold of it, obedient, and wavered on his feet.
“Uh-oh.” She pulled on her underwear and sweater. “Can you walk?”
He nodded but made no move to go. He looked lost.
“Guess I’m in charge of directions. Follow me, warrior.”
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Zoark remained invisible over the next several days, and Addie could only presume he was sleeping it off in his teepee.
His prolonged absence was making her worried, and since checking on Zoark in his home would not go unnoticed by the ever-present busybodies like Illied, Addie decided to catch Oh’nil alone to ask him what she wanted to know.
She might ask him about Melmie, while she was at it. She still seethed over a grown man mating a teenage girl. No, it was not her business, and no, she couldn't let the matter slide.
Chewing on her bottom lip and devising ways to ambush Oh’nil, Addie came back to her teepee after an outing, only to find Melmie sitting there in distress. Oh’na was present as well, holding Melmie’s hand in an awkward grip of sympathy.
“What? When?” Addie questioned after broken snippets of tearful explanations began to make sense.
“Today.”
“But it’s good news!”
Melmie cried harder. “No! I wanted to get my own home! And pawi was so angry when I told her. She said I was lying, that it wasn’t Oh’nil who didn’t want me, that it was me refusing him and telling tales!”
Chele harrumphed from her corner.
Addie lowered to sit next to Melmie.
Evidently, Oh’nil had refused to mate with her, and he must have informed her earlier today.
Firmly convinced that Melmie was all the better for it, Addie thought about Oh’nil and wondered if his reasons to refuse a mate were the right ones. Qalae, while making covert goo-goo eyes at the red-haired warrior and secretly swallowing contraceptives, was taking no real steps to break the impasse and choose him over the chief. Addie suspected she never would. Oh’nil should move on with his life. Just not with Melmie.
“If that is indeed his decision,” Chele intoned from the corner, “your pawi will soon know the truth. After Oh’nil will have informed the High Counselor.”
Melmie nodded, downcast. “He said he would do it tonight.”
“Will they recall the mating?” Addie asked.
“They can’t force a man to mate if he chooses not to. But he can be punished for it.”
“Punished?” What outrageous customs.
“Yes. The High Counselor deemed the mating necessary for the good of the tribe, to bring the warrior to his full potential as a protector. Oh’nil can’t expect to refuse his duty and get away with it.”
“But you said people could marry whomever they choose. That people here had free will!”
“They do. Until they don’t,” Chele’s said flatly. “Everyone is free until the tribe needs you. And if you’re brave enough to deny the order, you’d better be ready to deal with the backlash.”
Evidently, Oh’nil was ready.
“Don’t cry, Melmie,” Oh’na said in a gentle voice, showing an uncharacteristic level of compassion. “You will mate to a better warrior. With normal hair. Oh’nil’s is too bright.”
Melmie gave her a watery smile. “I don’t care about his hair, Oh’na. I just want my own home.”
Addie made an executive decision. “You know what? While you’re waiting on that worthy warrior with normal hair, why don’t you stay with us?”
Chele made a choking sound which Addie ignored.
The transformation in Melmie’s facial expression was instant and heartwarming. The girl opened up like a flower in front of her eyes. “Do you mean it? I can?”
“I don’t see why not.” She shot a warning glance in Chele’s direction.
“Oh, Addie, I am so grateful! Chele, I am so grateful.”
Chele didn’t answer but neither did she express opposition. Addie had her, she knew. While Chele was indisposed, Addie got to make the rules. For Chele’s sake, Addie hoped their role reversal was only temporary, but this small achievement felt right.
Oh’na went with Melmie to help bring over her scarce possessions to Chele’s tent. There was Illied to ask permission, of course, but from what Addie had learned about the woman in recent weeks, she didn’t think Illied would oppose one bit.
“Unwise!” Chele hissed when the girls left. “We have herbs in the house.”
“I know, Chele. I have a feeling Melmie will be an asset to us, not a deterrent.”
“She’s sharp, I admit. Maybe, with time. But no one can ever know about the queen’s medicine.”
Addie rounded on the old woman. “About that. Feeding Qalae preventative herbs will come to a bad end for all of us. Chele, this is exactly the excuse Chemmusaayl is looking for to get rid of you and me! We have to stop.”
Chele hiked her poncho tighter around her shoulders and raised an eyebrow. “So are you telling me a woman can have no control over becoming a mother? You’re starting to sound like Chemmusaayl.”
“Don’t play games with words!” Addie was outraged. Sneaky Chele, using all kinds of ammunition to force her into an agreement. “I didn’t say that.”
“You know Qalae can’t refuse the chief his mating rights.”
This biology, to think of it, boggled the mind. Even human women had had some control over getting pregnant, way before modern contraceptives became available, by refusing sex. Here, abstinence was not an option if the male was already tapped. She only had to picture Zoark who was all but slowly withering from the inside.
“I know she can’t,” Addie acknowledged quietly. “But Qalae has a problem that cannot be resolved by herbs. If she is discovered, we will suffer the wrath of her mate and that of the High Counselor. You and I.”
“She, too. She doesn't want discovery.”
“You’re proving my point.” Addie paused and tried again. “Chele, let me say no to her. Even though I know you feel vindicated by feeding her that wicked powder.”
“The chief should never have traded my own daughter for Qalae.” It was the first time Chele admitted bitterness over the old history. “Left me without a daughter and Oh’na without a pawi. It is the problem that he created. Let him suffer, childless, shamed by the tribe for his weak virile power. A childless chief is a weak chief.”
“Are you saying he can lose the chief’s place if he doesn't procreate?” If true, the consequences of what they were doing were bigger than Addie first thought.
Chele snuggled deeper into her rags. “Everything is possible. I don’t know if it ever happened. But neither do I know of any chief who didn’t have children.”
Melmie and Oh’na returned with Melmie’s things, cutting the argument short. While helping rearrange Oh’na’s pallet to make space for Melmie, Addie tried to put her unease aside for the moment to savor Melmie’s unexpected release from the mating bonds.
“Was Illied angry at you for leaving?” she asked the girl.
“Angry? No, Addie, she was glad. Now she can start growing a family with Klarm. She’s very happy.”
Addie raised her brows without a comment. 
The only saving grace to Illied’s abandonment of her own daughter was the fact that Melmie didn’t appear to pine after her. Her clever eyes shone with relief.
◆◆◆
 
As Chele had predicted, their High Counselor was not pleased with the dissolution of a union he had declared a done deal. And that happening on top of the Klarm-Illied snafu and Sav’s departure didn’t predispose him to react kindly and with understanding.
Also predictably, an urgent assembly was called to let everyone know what had transpired, and why. Every adult member of the tribe was required to attend.
Addie looked around to see where Zoark was but couldn’t find him. Instead, she spotted Vircea standing quiet and tense some distance away. Unobtrusively, Addie made her way to stand by her.
“He who refused to unleash his strength and add his power to that of the tribe will bear the wrath of our people!” Chemmusaayl’s voice rose as he raised his arms to the skies and shook his fists like he meant for lightning to strike the recalcitrant Oh’nil.
Taken by his performance, people expressed their agreement. Men threw nasty glances Oh’nil’s way; some women eyeballed him with disappointment.
“As is tradition, warrior Oh’nil will repent for ten days and ten nights. Get the rope.”
Someone brought a roll of heavy rope.
“Move it.” Chemmusaayl prodded Oh’nil with his stick toward the pole. “And show remorse for snubbing the order you pledged to obey.”
Oh’nil’s eyes dropped to the ground but his chin went up, his head refusing to bow. Oh, how he reminded Addie of his brother at this heart-wrenching moment! It was Zoark all over again like she had seen him for the first time when Vuskas and the others had dragged her to their settlement. Brought down and humiliated but never defeated.
“I am remorseful, my people,” Oh’nil said quietly. It was all he said.
They tied him to the post, securing everything: feet, legs, hands. Torso. Neck. He was practically mummified with rope. A strap of leather was shoved into his mouth and tied off at the back of his head, around the post, to keep his head immobile and to prevent him from speaking or eating, or maybe breathing. It was terrible.
Addie’s hand groped for Vircea’s without any conscious effort. Vircea clasped it tightly in return.
“Ten days? Like this?” She couldn't believe they would do this to Oh’nil, their own tribesman. “It’s torture!”
Vircea shook her head and swallowed. “It’s punishment.” She kept looking at the High Counselor.
Chemmusaayl withdrew a knife from his waist, a thin, lethal bone blade.
“For ten days and ten nights, you will endure, warrior. And you will bleed.”
With the precision of a surgeon, Chemmusaayl sliced Oh’nil’s torso on both sides where it was bare between the ropes.
Blood welled in the wounds and slid down in a steady trickle, coloring the twisted fibers of the ropes. Oh’nil didn’t flinch; he didn’t react at all. His eyes were closed.
Chemmusaayl sheathed his knife and clapped his hands three times. “The punishment has commenced.” He glanced at the angle of the Ehr sun. “At this exact time, on the tenth day, he can walk free of his ropes and start over.”
Addie’s heart couldn't take it.
“Walk free? He’ll bleed out! You can’t leave him with open wounds!” Jerking her hand out of Vircea’s grasp, she ran to Oh’nil’s side, reaching for him and frantically pinching his cuts with her fingers. The wounds were deeper than she thought, and though the blood didn’t stream out, the flow was steady enough to drain the man if it wasn’t stopped. Oh’nil’s eyes snapped open and he watched her silently, the strip of skin bisecting his mouth like a grotesque bridle.
Addie’s fingers immediately got slippery, covered in his blood, and no amount of effort succeeded in pinching even one wound hard enough to staunch the blood, much less both at the same time.
Outraged sputtering sounded right behind her, and someone roughly jerked her away, sending her tumbling to the ground.
“What are you doing, strange stupid creature?”
Mindless of Chemmusaayl’s anger, Addie tried to crawl around him to get back to Oh’nil. The High Counselor raised his foot and kicked her in the side, and it hurt. She cried out and rolled over, her mouth filling with dust and her cheekbone scraping against the rough ground.
“Asshole,” she coughed and righted herself from the recoil. Her face stung. He wouldn't understand her language, so she added, “Coward.”
Chemmusaayl may not understand the words, but the meaning behind them registered through her tone of voice, and he advanced, rage twisting his features. Yellow robes swayed against his body as if alive.
He meant to hurt her, she knew, and Addie scrambled out of the way, rolling on the ground. He kicked her again, a glancing blow. A shadow fell, and someone blocked Addie from the High Counselor.
With surprise, she saw Vuskas standing over her.
The High Counselor was not happy. “The woman shall be punished! She interfered!”
“There will only be one punished here today. Come, High Counselor.”
“She is all wrong, unnatural. She can’t stay with the tribe.”
Vuskas gave Addie, by now standing, a skimming glance. “Her essence is soft.”
“She’s weak.”
“Yes. Not worth the beating you were going to give her.” He rotated his head. “Leave now,” he ordered Addie.
She looked from Vuskas to Oh’nil’s motionless form, torn. She looked at the High Counselor who was vibrating from indignation inside his yellow outfit.
Vircea’s strong arms engulfed her in an embrace, and Addie let herself be led away, her heart heavy. The order of things as they were chafed at her. Chemmusaayl disgusted her, the narrow-minded, power-hungry man.
She knew the feeling of dislike was mutual.
Once out of the circle of people, Vircea left her, and Addie sat outside of her teepee, alone.
On days like this, she didn’t know how to bring herself to learn For ways, to bend her human mindset to tolerate the outrageous injustices they inflicted on each other.
She wondered what Zoark thought about Oh’nil’s punishment. Did he support his decision to refuse Melmie? Condemned his brother? Did he even care? She didn’t really know him. He had shown her glimmers of compassion, but other than that, he was a little like Qalae: dark and cold.
He hadn’t come out to observe Oh’nil’s tie-up, so he missed the spectacle she created.
Her thoughts came to a stop.
He hadn’t come out. How many days did it take? She counted backward. Too many. Seven. An entire week! No one should “sleep it off” that long.
Forget the busybodies. She was on her feet and moving at once.
Reaching Zoark’s teepee, she lifted the flap and slid in.
He was inside, alone. It was hot in there, stuffy, and it smelled of spices and male musk. Addie eased the flap closed.
Her senses probed the small space. She could hear his labored, distressed breathing.
“Zoark?” Her voice got muffled by the strangely suffocating interior.
His breathing hitched, and he turned his head in her direction. Odd how he hadn’t heard her come in until she called out his name.
A pair of large red eyes - bright red, nothing dull about them now - stared at her without blinking. Whether he saw her was still uncertain.
“I came to see you.”
She approached the pallet where he lay and had to lower down to her knees to get close to him. Those predatory eyes tracked her progress, avid and pleading at the same time. His nostrils quivered. He definitely smelled her now.
“Are you feeling unwell?”
He growled.
“I’m here.” Reaching, she took his hand in hers. “Gods, you’re burning hot. Tell me, where do you hurt?”
“Everywhere. Nowhere,” he grated, hoarse, unlike his normal self.
She squeezed his large hand in hers and threw a glance over her shoulder at the teepee’s door even though she knew Zoark’s siblings wouldn't make an appearance. Oh’nil was tied up being punished, literally. Vircea was busy with Iguell.
Zoark’s torso was covered, as usual, by the olive green knitted tunic that clung to him in wet patches. Above the neckline, the skin of his throat glistened wetly.
The For didn’t sweat, and the ones she had seen produce perspiration were near the death’s door from injury.
“Zoark…”
“Come closer.”
“You’re sick.”
“I’m not sick.”
She stretched next to him and snuggled close. He smelled strong and strange. That musk-and-spice combination was nothing like Addie had smelled before. The odor was cloying, sharp, disturbing, and she couldn't get enough of it.
She pressed her nose to the side of his neck. “I need to run outside, fetch some of my herbs. I have the ones that help bring the fever down.” She gently moved the hair away from his face.
“Is it really you?”
Addie lifted her head. “What?”
“Are you really here?”
“Yes, yes. Feel my hand.” She placed her palm across his forehead.
His head made one of its boneless turns. “People come to me. People who shouldn't be here. Some should be dead. Do they really come? Are they truly dead?” He blinked, delirious and disoriented. “Everything is spinning. I can’t get up.”
“Don’t. I’m here. And I’m certainly not dead. When was the last time you ate?”
“I don’t know. I’m not hungry.”
She made a move to rise, but his arm shot out to pin her across the waist.
“Don’t go.”
Her concern was rapidly turning into fear. “The herbs…”
“No herbs. It’s mating fever. It’s like the first time… I need to mate.”
Addie’s mouth closed with a snap.
“Now?” 
“Yes.” He was serious.
The condition he was in was hardly conducive to bedsport. She surveyed his supine position, wondering wildly how he expected to perform, and how she was supposed to get in the mood.
“Can you even… rise to the occasion?”
“I’m ready.”
“Okaaay. Are you sure? You aren’t looking well… ”
“It will pass if you mate me.”
Addie blinked. “Alright. Can I at least… kiss you?”
Instead of answering her, he simply rotated his head in that inhuman way of his and stared at her out of red eyes a mere inch away from hers. His spicy-musky smell hit her nostrils anew.
“Zoark,” she whispered, helplessly fascinated and not a little flustered.
Closing her eyes, she stiffly reached across the short distance and touched his lips with hers. Her first kiss on this planet. Her first kiss that came after she’d had sex. Everything was backwards.
She kept the pressure on and moved her lips over his, exploring. The heat of him began to permeate her clothes, warming her like fire. Gripping the arm pinning her to the pallet for better purchase, she pushed the tip of her tongue out to lick at him, only a little. He opened up to her, and their tongues met and twined, their mouths fused, licking deep, sucking, mating. The drum of her heart was heating up her blood, making it run faster in her veins, building the carnal hunger inside.
He broke off their kiss and trailed her throat with his open mouth, leaving behind a wet trail. He bit her skin and sucked it in, forcing a long moan from her. She could feel herself swelling between her legs.
Zoark made an uncoordinated move to sit up but fell back. “Take off your dress,” he ordered roughly.
Addie sat up and pulled it over her head. The dress had become an inconvenience against her skin. She was glad to lose it and wanted nothing in the way of his hands, his mouth.
Her breasts swung free.
“This, too.” He pointed at her underwear.
Off it went, leaving Addie only in her soft boots.
His eyes feasted on her naked body and his hands roamed free, palming her breasts, rubbing her nipples, kneading her belly and hips.
“You’re beautiful. Do you know how much I want you?” He pulled her down for another kiss, rougher this time, deeper, hungrier. Lifting her up a little he fastened his mouth on her breasts, sucking hard, making pleasure shoot in painful sparks from the nipples straight to her belly. Addie bit her lip to stifle her moans, dimly remembering how acute For hearing was. The teepee’s walls, multilayered as they were, offered only the most basic soundproofing.
Rearing back, she made her nipple pop out of his mouth, berry-red and swollen, glistening in the subdued light.
He latched on the underside of her breast, scraping her skin with his teeth lightly. It was almost too much, this tight cocoon of pleasure that was getting tighter.
“Let me see you.” She pulled at the hem of his shirt indicating what she wanted.
He struggled to sit up, to complete the simplest task of pulling the garment off, and failed.
“Shh, I’ll do it, just help me.” Addie worked to pull the material from under his back, and he wiggled to lift his weight off of it, all the while caressing her body, reaching for her inner thighs, threading his fingers in the hair between them with shameless abandon.
His torso was as delicious as Addie remembered, the heavy frame covered by a surprising layer of muscle. He had taught tawny skin. The scars marred his right shoulder, and she leaned to touch her tongue to every one of them, reveling in her freedom to do so, tasting the sweet-smelling musk that was repulsive and attractive at the same time. He tasted divine. She’d been right in her first assessment: He was delicious.
Pulling down the garment the For men wore as a combination of underwear and pants, she released him - big and throbbing. And yes, he was ready. He arched his back when she palmed him, her hand small against the shaft’s girth. Working him up and down with exploratory strokes, she murmured, “Can you find release like this? From me touching you?”
His eyes fastened on her face, smoldered. “You know I can’t,” he said with a mild accusation in his gravelly voice.
“Hmm.” Grasping him tightly, she felt the pulses that ran under the silky skin of his hard cock, almost like a high-voltage electrical current. He was charged. “But do you like it?”
“I do,” he panted, making a move to rise on his elbows, succeeding, but getting no further.
The feel of so much male potency under her hand, his hot, pleading eyes amplified Addie's hunger. She leaned to kiss his navel, nestled into the soft fur covering his stomach. Letting go of him she rose to her knees and threw a leg over his torso to straddle him.
Two arms came to grip her arms like bands of steel, halting her in mid-air above him. His eyes lost focus and his labored breathing broke its measured cadence.
“We should stop, Samantha. It isn’t right.”
Addie’s heart tripped and fell. “Zoark?” she whispered.
He didn’t reply but continued to stare at her vacantly, a lost expression on his rough-hewn features.
The heart that had tripped gave a hard, painful thud when she understood what he’d revealed in his borderline delirious state. She leaned down as far as the hands holding her allowed.
“If she weren’t dead, I’d hunt her down and kill her myself. She had no right to use your body.”
“It can’t be undone,” he repeated in a hollow voice, lost to the shadows in his mind.
Addie wiggled hard in his hold and he finally relaxed his hands, allowing her to sit down on his thighs. Sex lost its appeal but her body was still thrumming from powerful arousal.
“Zoark! Look at me. Focus. I’m not Samantha! She is dead.”
He blinked slowly and some sense filtered in, sharpening his gaze. “She’s dead,” he repeated, and as his eyes cleared, the heat in them returned.
Tears stung her eyes. “It isn’t right.”
He frowned, half-in and half-out of consciousness. “Why not?”
“You don’t want it.”
“But that’s all I want. I’m sick from the want.”
He pulled her closer and she helplessly rubbed herself against him.
Addie struggled to put the distressing image of Zoark, wounded and powerless yet still luscious and virile, on his back, restless and hurting under the faceless Samantha’s seeking, insistent hands. Oh, she understood why Samantha wanted him. But she was aghast at the women’s audacity, at her having taken what wasn’t freely given.
Zoark’s hands moved back to cup her breasts, and she arched to give him better access.
It had happened, and there was no going back for Zoark after he had been tapped. Withholding sex now would do more damage than help. He needed a woman, and if Addie was a woman at hand to grant him relief and power, so be it.
“You have me,” she whispered, melting into him.
He clasped her waist and pulled her forward and up, then gently set her down on his engorged length.
Addie’s mouth formed a soundless O.
“I do now,” he said with a sigh. And throbbed, releasing.
She felt the seed shoot out of him and hit her inside walls.
She gave him a few moments to settle and leaned to kiss him gently on the lips. But the return kiss he gave her was far from post-coital. There was still the heat and insistence, and he buckled under her, pumping, prompting her to move.
Addie couldn't stop herself from moving with him. The heat and the delicious length of him stretching her, the abundant wetness that made their joining so buttery slick.
“You came.”
“I will come again.”
“You can do that twice?”
“Many times.”
She moved then, up and down, and moaned. “How many?”
“As many as you want.” He nudged her hard.
Closing her eyes, wiping all thought from her head, Addie gave in to the endless pleasure his body generated within hers. She rode him, supported by the firm hold of his hands around her waist, until the tight band holding her together got too tight and snapped, hurling her into a shattering orgasm. She dimly registered him swell and pulse within her two, three more times, filling her with his seed, gluing them together till the end of time…
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In the aftermath, she collapsed onto his chest and lay there replete, hot, and sticky, listening to the even beat of his heart and the cadence of his deep breathing.
When her own heart rate slowed down and her skin began to cool, she lifted her head, moved the mass of her tangled hair from her face, and looked at him.
In repose, Zoark’s face smoothed out, and even with his eyes closed, he appeared more formidable than she’d known him to look. The air of control was gathering around him like swirling fog. That inner energy of his, always so distorted, was slowly converging into a honed precision.
Addie carefully slid off his body. His arm tightened reflexively and relaxed. She gathered and threw on her clothes, and slid out of his teepee, a raging storm of emotions inside her chest too strong to cover up, and she needed time alone to let it settle.
The Ihr sun was already shining its greenish nightlight as Addie made her way to a Jat sand puddle some ways out of the settlement. Her Yuux, having settled in for the night on top of Zoark’s tent, were not happy when she emerged. They flew up and dutifully followed her to the puddle, but it was silent progress, with none of their usual antics and chirping. She bore the brunt of their disapproval with poise.
She was sore from their multiple couplings, and she was tired, devoid of all energy. She felt muddled up, fragmented. The hard inner core that had held her essence together suddenly liquified, leaving her wobbling around in unfamiliar territory. She didn’t know what she felt. Couldn’t identify it.
Her internal struggles were so intense that she nearly bumped into Qalae who appeared right in front of her.
“My queen!” Addie applied brakes and stumbled to avoid a collision. “I didn’t see you.”
Qalae’s marble face revealed nothing, but her voice lashed out, full of anger and disapproval. “Where have you been traipsing for so long?”
Addie panicked. Did the queen know about Zoark? Could she tell?
She fought not to reveal her anxiety. “I went to find Jat sand. To clean up.”
“You know better than to walk alone in these parts,” the queen snapped.
That’s right, the ever-present threat of hungry Gosors. The roaming marauders. Addie felt belated fear. “I forgot. I’m sorry.” How could she have forgotten it all so completely? Even the queen seemed concerned about her, in her queenly round-about way.
Frowning, Addie peered at Qalae. Why would the queen be concerned about her? It must be the herb supply Qalae was afraid to lose. She was beginning to feel like a drug dealer.
Right now, however, the queen wasn’t talking about the herbs. Impatiently, she motioned toward the settlement. “Go back. The warrior that is being punished, Oh’nil, is still bleeding. I want you to sew him up.”
Addie blinked. “No one can approach him, my queen, much less treat him. I tried. The High Counselor was very clear on that point.”
“You may now. I allow you to,” Qalae said imperiously.
“What if the sentries notice me and tell the High Counselor?”
“Be quick about it,” Qalae deflected.
“But…”
“Stop talking. Go back and close his wounds. Hurry! It’s nighttime, and no one is around.”
Addie’s heart was breaking for Oh’nil, but she knew that after the spectacle she had created earlier, the High Counselor would see to it that Addie was either banished or killed if she so much as breathed in Oh’nil’s direction.
“I can’t do it. I am afraid to be caught,” she said frankly.
“You’re a healer. Are you refusing to help a man heal?”
Addie raised her chin. “Sewing is a skill all women around here possess. Including you, my queen. If warrior Oh’nil matters to you like I think he does, you go and sew him up.”
Qalae’s face was no longer expressionless. “You are refusing me?” She looked absolutely floored.
“You’re setting me up for failure. You’re ordering me to do something you’re afraid of doing yourself.”
“I’m not afraid! But I’m the queen, not a healer. I order you to help him.”
Addie looked her square in the face. “I won’t do it.”
Qalae was flabbergasted.
“You dare to refuse my order?” she hissed and took a step closer.
“I dare you to make this order in front of the people. My queen.”
“You sniveling foreign animal.”
“Yes, I am. I’m a weak, ugly, poorly adjusted woman. Yet I fit in with your tribe better than you. I have friends and I have loved ones who I’ve earned by being myself and not because of my position. We’re all victims of different circumstances, but I own mine and I fight to be happy. It’s hard, Qalae, but it’s worth it. You should try it sometime.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
Addie laughed. “Is that what you tell Oh’nil?”
She left her. She walked around Qalae and went back to the settlement, to her tent. She might have earned a new enemy in the face of the queen, but putting herself in mortal danger to spare Qalae some difficult moments was not an option for Addie.
It was time the queen figured out what she wanted to do.
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Addie slept deeply through the night and woke up when strong hands grabbed her body and carried her out of her teepee to throw on the hard ground. She landed awkwardly on her side, her arm twisting under her.
“What in effing hell is going on?” She raised her eyes to look around, blinking from the light. She lay in front of the pole with Oh’nil tied to it. Yellow robes swished over her. The chief was here too, and Qalae, and Vuskas who had dragged her out. A couple of sentries loomed in the background.
“The strange woman speaks her strange language! She may be cursing us, and we don’t know. Shush, creature!” Chemmusaayl pointed a stick he was holding at her.
The chief frowned ominously.
Addie kept her mouth shut.
“She did it!” Chemmusaayl’s voice rang with triumph.
Addie looked frantically around. “Did what?”
“Interfered with this warrior’s punishment!” he flung his arm in the direction of Oh’nil.
Looking closely, Addie discovered that Oh’nil’s wounds were no longer bleeding. They were taped over with leaves held in place by sticky patches of a spiderweb-like material that. Very neat technique, actually. She wished she’d known about this method sooner.
The stick prodded her painfully in the thigh.
“Answer!” the High Counselor barked.
“I didn’t do it.”
The High Counselor turned to Chief Net’ok. “She lies.”
“No, I’m not lying! I didn’t come near Oh’nil.” She glanced at Zoark’s brother in anguish, knowing he couldn't speak on her behalf even if he wanted to, with the rawhide tied across his mouth, but he wasn’t looking back at her. Instead, his liquid, burning eyes were trained on the queen, and anger poured out of his tortured gaze. He was mad. At Qalae. And Qalae was pretending very hard not to notice it.
“The strange woman violates the rules of our people and lies about her actions!” The High Counselor intoned in a voice that was too loud for just the chief and Vuskas. While he may have been addressing the two of them, he made sure others heard what he was saying.
“I didn’t treat Oh’nil’s wounds!” Addie also spoke loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Then who did?” asked Vuskas.
“I don’t know!”
Chemmusaayl hit her with his stick again, this time on the back, and it shot shocks through her body where it connected with her vertebrae. Addie pressed her lips together to stifle a whimper and scooted away from Chemmusaayl.
Suddenly, Oh’na was kneeling next to Addie, hugging her. “She slept at home all night. Please, High Counselor, let her go.”
“Shoo, pest. Where is your guardian, that old woman? Someone, take that girl away. Qalae!”
Subdued, Qalae approached Oh’na with uncertainty. Leaning over, she had to unclasp the girl’s reaching hands from Addie’s body and wrestle Oh’na away, wincing all the while from her loud wails. Oh’na’s cries broke Addie’s heart.
“This woman is a healer,” Chemmusaayl pointed at Addie with the stick like there was ever any doubt who he was talking about. “We don’t need no healers, but we allowed her to stay. And what did she do to thank us for our hospitality? She continues to use her unnatural healing skill in secret!”
Addie noticed how Oma, one of the recipients of the unnatural healing skills, dropped her eyes. If anyone should hide their eyes in shame, it should be that bitch Qalae.  
The stick extended toward her again, and Addie shrunk back.
“She has outlived our hospitality.”
If Chemmusaayl expected a murmur of agreement to follow his announcement, his expectation fell flat. There was silence. It echoed around the area for several uncomfortably long seconds before a quiet low voice said, “I did it.”
Zoark.
He was here. He was well enough to get up, walk around. Addie wanted to weep from joy.
The three amigos didn’t find his sudden presence quite as delightful. Chemmusaayl took a hasty step back. Chief Net’ok took a threatening step forward. Vuskas shifted the grip on the club he had on him.
Oh’nil’s hot gaze swung to Zoark and pinned him with its burning intensity. Zoark didn’t appear to be paying his tied-up, tortured brother any attention.
“I patched him up.”
Chemmusaayl narrowed his eyes at Zoark from behind the safety of Vuskas’s back. “You knew better than to go against the rules, cripple. You will be punished.”
“Go ahead, tie me up. Starve and cripple me. That’ll show me.”
Another bout of silence greeted his list of suggestions. Weakness, in itself, was punishment enough. The weak were pitied, often ostracized, but not punished. A little warped consideration, but here it was.
Gravel crunched under the heavy measured steps that approached. Addie rose to her feet and fought an impulse to cower behind Zoark, but quickly gave in and cowered behind Zoark’s back. He was so wonderfully solid, almost as solid as the massive Vuskas who came way too close.
They were the same height, actually. Zoark’s shirt always made him appear smaller, but now, side by side with one of the most powerful warriors, Addie realized that he wasn’t any smaller in size. His drab shirt molded to the rounded swells of solid muscle… just like Vuskas’s, and Chief Net’ok’s.
Her gaze sharpened. How had she missed it? How did the rest of them not see the power for the busted knee?
Vuskas’s large feral eyes kept Zoark’s equally feral face in its focus. “Careful, cripple. Nature gave you a long if not good life. It’s running out.”
“I don’t need you to tell me that,” Zoark responded without heat.
Chemmusaayl held his stick higher, flexing his body to a defensive stance as if to ward off Zoark should he attack.
“Get the pads off his wounds,” Chief Net’ok pointed at Oh’nil. He didn’t even look at Zoark, and spoke about him as if the man wasn’t present, “The cripple has been warned. Next time he will be beaten for his interference and his attitude.”
Chemmusaayl slapped his stick against the opposite palm before he ripped the pads off Oh’nil. Blood welled and seeped, but the flow wasn’t as fast as it had been yesterday. The pads, temporary as they turned out to be, had helped.
The tied man showed no reaction. He never closed his eyes, never winced, never sucked in a pained breath.
But Qalae did. Addie heard, and so did Chemmusaayl who gave her a puzzled look.
The people had by now largely dispersed, and after Chief Net’ok departed followed by Vuskas and Chemmusaayl, Melmie materialized by Addie’s side.
“I was scared for you, Addie.” She enveloped her in a tight hug. “The High Counselor looked so angry.”
“I was scared, too,” Addie hugged her back, her spine protesting where a fresh bruise was no doubt forming after the encounter with the High Counselor’s stick. “I’m not sure what happened.” She gave an evil eye to the place where Qalae had stood only a moment ago.
Qalae had acted, which Addie hadn’t thought she’d do. The strength of her concern for Oh’nil had finally outweighed her fear of consequences and her apathetic self-pity. How she had framed it was another matter.
“Where is Oh’na?” Addie asked.
“With Chele, where else. Chele had her tied by the neck to a pole in the teepee. The Queen had instructed her to do so.”
“No! Poor Oh’na. Go free her, tell Chele it’s okay now. I’ll be right over.”
Melmie went, and Addie stayed.
Zoark was standing by her side. His face was set in its customary mulish expression and vague antagonism emanated from him like the kicked-back fireplace smoke at the weak draft.
She cleared her throat. “I’m grateful. Once more, you came to my rescue.”
“It needed to be done.” He sounded impersonal, like the Zoark she’d always known, not like the Zoark from the night before. Gone was the sensual haze of his gaze, now sharp and distant. Alert and aloof and slightly disdainful, he showed no sign of the breathless, shivering need that had throbbed under Addie’s hands, making her stomach tighten and her woman’s opening loosen in damp anticipation. She had kneaded his hard flesh and run her tongue along the length of him, her eager touch spreading the slick moisture that leaked out of him with each thrumming pulse of his overheated blood… 
It seemed like a dream.
She glanced at his face from underneath her hair. “I didn’t treat Oh’nil’s wounds,” she said quietly. “I wanted to, but I didn’t. I’m sorry.” She turned to look at Oh’nil who was well within earshot. “I was too afraid.”
“It doesn't matter who did it. They decided to blame you and almost had you beaten and thrown out. I couldn't let it happen.”
Addie nodded with acceptance. “Of course. I know you need me.”
His eyebrows arched. “Is that so?”
“I’m alright with it. I understand.”
“I’m humbled by your spirit of self-sacrifice.” He wasn’t joking. “I’ll do my best not to abuse the privilege.”
Before Addie found words to respond, gravel made but the barest whisper of sound under the soles of his boots as he walked away.
◆◆◆
 
Later that day, Addie worked herself in a lather in anticipation of her meeting with Qalae. She had agreed to substitute for Chele, reluctantly. She hadn’t planned to keep substituting for Chele until Ehr and Ihr went supernova.
She marched between low shrubbery and tall boulders, away from the settlement. To avoid a chance encounter with a scout, - or, heavens forbid, marauders, - Addie kept close to the scarce undergrowth of something resembling tumbleweed with penis-shaped cones, the shrub For called Ayay. Ayay cones were fleshy and wobbly, festooned with dewy droplets of seeds that looked extremely appetizing but were very poisonous. Even Fors’ tough digestive systems succumbed to Ayay in a rush of crippling diarrhea.
Knowing what she knew about Fors’ sturdy constitutions, Addie thought that Chele’s broken hip bone took a long time to heal. But Chele wasn’t a young woman, and perhaps her age played a role, slowing the process. Or maybe it was Addie’s impatience with having to sneak out to meet Qalae that made Chele’s recovery seem like a drag.
The queen emerged from behind Addie, silent and looking… uncertain.
“Addie-woman,” she said in her customary haughty tone, but Addie caught a note of relief in her throaty voice. The queen hadn’t been sure Addie would be here. Had been afraid her herb supply would run dry.
Well, the queen had a reason to have thought this way. But the realization that she had somewhat of an upper hand didn’t bring Addie satisfaction.
“Hello, Qalae.” Addie slid her hand into the sack that always hung across her body and pulled out the small pouch.
Without meeting her eyes, Qalae extended her hand, palm-up, and after a small hesitation, Addie dropped the pouch into the outstretched hand.
Transaction completed.
“It was the last time,” Addie said.
Qalae’s head jerked almost imperceptibly as she stared at Addie with her large feral eyes. Huntress’ eyes. Her arms flexed at her sides reminding Addie of the smooth round muscle under the sleeves of her unadorned but finely-weaved tunic. She wasn’t as scary as Hoban, but she could still rip Addie apart with her bare hands if she wanted to. And it looked like she wanted to at this moment.
“I helped because Chele asked me to, and now I’m done,” Addie plowed ahead despite the unease the queen’s eyes filled her with. She would make a formidable foe. But then again, she already was one, so Addie stood nothing to lose. “I won’t take part in your games. Never again.”
Qalae’s gaze never wavered. “You’ve grown bold, strange woman. I’m your queen. I can have you banished. Is it what you want?”
Addie huffed a humorless laugh. “Banished? You almost had me killed this morning!”
“Pfft!” Qalae tilted her head in an oddly graceful weird gesture. “Nothing happened. The cripple handled Chemmusaayl well. He handled it all well.”
“You couldn't have known he’d come. And stop calling him cripple!”
“But that is what he is. I’m the queen. You’re a strange woman. And he’s a cripple. Not using those words will not change who we are.” She sounded forlorn, like being a queen was somehow a handicap akin to a busted knee.
“Then why don’t you accept who you are,” Addie said snidely. “You’re the queen. Chief Net’ok’s mate.”
Qalae frowned, displeasure twisting her fine, vaguely draconian snout into a snarling mask. “What do you know about me, Addie-woman?”
“Very little. And I don’t care to know more.”
“Fine! Chele will do her duty to me. When is she going to get better?”
“I don’t know.” A twinge of guilt pulled at the corner of Addie’s heart.
Qalae squinted at her. “Is she going to get better?”
“Yes! Yes.” Qalae kept looking. “Well. I don’t know.”
“You should know. You’re a healer.”
Addie put up a hand. “I’m not one.”
“Lies. You know. Chele’s in bad shape, then.” She cocked her head the other way as an idea occurred. “Do you know what’s in this powder?”
“No!”
“More lies! Tell me.”
“Ask Chele.”
“I can’t!”
“Why not? She’s at home all the time.”
“I can’t visit the sick. Chele isn’t my family.”
Addie gestured helplessly. “What if she needs your help? What if she’s dying?”
“Is she?”
“I don’t know!”
“Well, you take care of her. I can’t. The Rule of the Fallen forbids it.”
“Stupid rule!” Addie blurted out, her resolve to act cool breaking apart. Agitation and unease churned inside her in a potent and unpleasant mix. “Leave me alone, Qalae. I just… I just want to get on with my life. I don’t want to get involved.”
“Oh, now she doesn’t! Remember how you wanted so much not to be alone? Well, you aren’t. Because I let you stay. You’re now one of us. That’s what being part of a tribe means.”
“What, trouble?”
“Involvement.”
Qalae was right on that one, but Addie felt little remorse. Nothing good would come out of this involvement, and it was time to untangle herself from the hot mess of Qalae’s life.
“See you later, Qalae.”
“I’ll tell the High Counselor you’re a healer,” Qalae threw at her.
“Big deal! He already thinks I am.”
“I’ll tell him Chele’s one, too.”
Addie laughed. Suddenly, the unpleasant agitation eased and she felt like she’d won a contest. “No, you won’t. You’re stuck, Qalae.”
“You… you maggot-eating little lizard!”
“Snake.”
They stared at each other for a heartbeat before Addie turned and left while the queen silently fumed.




Chapter 31



Addie was almost at the settlement when she heard someone calling her name. Stopping, she turned in the direction of the voice and waited until Melmie caught up with her.
“Hey, there. What have you been up to?” Addie smiled at the girl’s slightly disheveled appearance. Melmie was breathing hard from running.
“I wanted to talk to you, Addie.”
Upon closer inspection, Melmie looked grave and a bit flustered.
“What is it?”
“I was following you,” she admitted. “And then I had to wait until… the person you were with left, and I had to run to catch you.”
Addie stopped. “You were following me? Why?”
“I meant to talk to you before, but I wasn’t sure…” Melmie fidgeted.
“You can talk to me now. You have to, now that you’ve said this much.”
Melmie looked around, not furtively, but like a huntress checking for danger, eyes narrowed but calm. She looked very mature at this moment, and capable. “I know that you meet with the queen. You give her something. Herbs? The stuff Chele hides under her pallet?”
Addie’s heart was beating fast. So, it had finally happened. She’d been caught.
She’d been caught by Melmie, and she wanted to scream from the unfairness of it. She hated that Melmie knew, of all the people. What would she think of her? It was sad. It was also dangerous. “Melmie, you don’t want to know.”
“I already do.”
Addie took the girl’s hands in hers and held tight. “Please. Whatever comes, I want you to hear it from me. I’m not doing anything to harm anyone. I would never dream of causing grief or pain to the people of the tribe. They’ve become my people.” Well, strictly speaking, the High Counselor was a glaring exception, but she was willing to include him if it earned her Melmie’s forgiveness.
Melmie blinked, surprised. “I never doubted you, Addie. I just wanted to tell you to be careful.”
Some of the tightness in Addie’s chest released. “I am careful.”
“You’re being watched.”
“By who?”
“By my pawi.”
“What?”
“Yes. I was watching her watching you. She knows about your meetings.”
Addie licked her dry lips. “Why does she care?”
“I don’t know. I think she was looking to find Chele, to learn what secrets Chele was keeping, but she found you. With Queen Qalae.”
“Has she told anyone?”
Melmie shrugged. “I don’t think she knows enough to tell. That’s why she’s watching you, to learn what’s going on.”
Addie’s brain was furiously processing this new development. Not only Melmie now knew about her meeting with Qalae, but so did Illied. And Illied had a bone to pick with Chele for her refusal to share their home.
“Do you know how long ago your pawi started following me?” she asked Melmie.
“I’m not sure. When I first noticed her disappearing somewhere, I thought she went to meet up with Klarm. It was unusual for her to go somewhere by herself, that’s how I noticed.”
So Illied’s suspicions had started before Chele’s accident. Maybe even before they came to the Valley of the Stone Shadows.
The whole thing was shaping up to be a big mess.
“I am grateful for your warning, Melmie,” Addie said from the heart. “I feel lucky to have you on my side.” She used her native word for “lucky” because she didn’t know how to express it in For.
“What’s lucky?”
“Fortunate.” They started walking home, hands linked.
“What does it mean?”
“You know, some people are born pretty, like Queen Qalae. Others are very strong and hale, like Vuskas. In other words, they have something that other people don’t. Just because. They didn’t have to learn or earn it. They’re lucky. Me - I’m lucky to have you on my side. Just because.”
“And I am lucky to have you, Addie,” Melmie said and then raised her eyebrows. “You came and became a sister I never had. Or an aunt, someone close. Does it mean I’m lucky?”
“We’re both lucky, Melmie. We’ve found each other, and we should be grateful for that.”
They entered the settlement and let go of each other’s hands when a warning whistle from a sentry brought them up short.
Heart beating in her throat, Addie reminded herself that a whistle meant intruders. Not exactly a dance party, but only intruders, not the underground monsters. A Wrennlin attack would be heralded by a long shout.
Her Yuux were already in a frenzied flight, but the two lowered on Addie’s shoulder, their behavior comforting. It wasn’t Wrennlins.
But someone was coming.
People were gathering outside. Oma came out after Hunlath who was armed with his heavy club. Mekni, this time unburdened by a child, fearfully joined the growing circle of women as her mate went with the men. Vircea and Iguell. Illied and Klarm. Qalae. Chief Net’ok took his place at the head of the men’s organized cluster. Finally, the yellow robes floated by Addie on their way to the warriors, presumably for negotiations as it was doubtful Chemmusaayl had the strength or the wherewithal to defend anyone.
At first, Addie wasn’t able to see anything from behind the women who were all universally taller than she, but finally, the approaching For became visible.
The “invaders” were not invaders at all. Refugees, more like it. And they seemed to be in dire need of medical attention.
Three males straggled into their settlement. One was propping a semi-conscious friend with the man’s arm thrown over his shoulders. The third was trudging behind, clutching his bleeding stomach.
With difficulty, Addie recognized two of the men behind the grime and blood smeared on their faces as their recent guests. The injured and bleeding was Ell, the leader. The semi-conscious one who struggled to stand upright was another one of the males who had come with Ell; she thought his name was Egis. The male holding Egis was unfamiliar to her.
“Greetings!” Ell rasped, his cheerful salutation ringing incongruous under the circumstances.
The tribesmen standing at arms lowered their weapons. Seeing that there was no danger, Chemmusaayl stepped forward.
“What happened?”
Ell wanted to speak but swayed and sank to the ground.
“Wrennlins came,” the other man said, the stranger. “Ten of us escaped. We were making our way here when we were attacked by marauders. We’re all that’s left.”
“Your women?” Chief Net’ok questioned.
The stranger shook his head. “They took them. Killed other men. Killed a child.”
No one else said anything.
“We stopped because we found a pile of furs and this.” The stranger withdrew an object from behind him and placed it on the ground at the warriors’ feet. “It distracted us and that’s when they attacked. Six of them. But there must be more. They’ve grown in numbers.” He continued talking, retelling the story of the attack, but Addie stared at the object on the ground half-listening. It was a small axe, made for a woman’s hand. It had a newly broken tip but still retained a pretty and intricate scroll lovingly etched on the handle. The one and only time Addie had seen this axe was in Sav’s hands when the woman was leaving.
Understanding rippled across the crowd. Sav would not be coming back.
“We are asking to stay with your tribe,” Ell said weakly.
Chemmusaayl raised his eyes from the axe and regarded them intently. “You’re injured.”
“We will recover,” Ell assured him hastily from his kneeling position. His gut wound looked serious even from afar. “We are good hunters.”
Chemmusaayl glanced at Net’ok and Vuskas meaningfully. “You’ll need women,” he stated flatly.
The stranger threw a loaded glance at the sizable crowd of the women where Addie stood. His glance was intercepted.
“Not enough here for the three of you, warrior,” Chemmusaayl nipped that idea in the bud. “All our women are claimed.”
The man hefted his fellow tribesman who by now seemed to have lost consciousness but said nothing.
“Is this one tapped?” Chemmusaayl pointed to the unconscious man.
“No, High Counselor.”
Chemmusaayl threw another veiled glance at the chief and nodded. “You can stay the night,” he said to the refugees and turned to the women. “Bring some skins for the pallets and food. The warriors need rest.”
The tension broke, and the tribesmen slowly went back to their teepees. Only the three sentries remained alert and armed, walking about, keeping watch.
Oma and Vircea fetched skins to use as pallets and blankets. Addie ended up following Qalae who chose to share some of the chief’s dried Elkeks meat with the injured warriors.
The queen sorted out small portions into a basket. She handed the basket to Addie but didn’t let go of it. “How bad are their injuries?”
The question startled Addie. “I don’t know. I’ve only seen them from afar.”
“When you give them food, look.”
“What if they’re bad?”
“We live in uncertain times. We need warriors. These men, they better recover.” Qalae’s eyes were intent upon Addie.
She wanted Addie to treat them.
Addie pursed her lips. “I’ll look.”
Taking the basked from the queen, she went to the spot a little away from the teepees where the men made a weary camp.
“Greetings, warriors,” Addie lowered to her knees next to them and set the basked down. “I brought you food.”
Ell nodded and stretched down on his pallet, obviously in pain. His hand on his stomach covered his wound. The man who was carried into the camp lay still with his eyes closed. The third, the more or less uninjured one, stared.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Addie. I live in this tribe,” she said simply. Not having met a human in his life, he was bound to have questions. She expected curiosity.
Her attention went to Ell. He was visibly hurting but she knew he’d rather die than ask for help. His future in their tribe hinged on his ability to recover.
“I will see about some moss to clean you up.” Rising to her feet, she went to her teepee.
The girls were laying down, too animated to sleep, talking excitedly. Chele stared at the ceiling. Addie gave her a covert look full of concern.
Oh’na pounced with questions. “Are they eating, Addie? What did they tell you?”
“Nothing, silly. They’re too tired and injured to talk. Besides, they just lost their entire tribe, their families. How talkative do you think they feel right now?”
This perspective subdued Melmie but not Oh’na. Bless her heart, the girl plowed ahead like a tank. “Did they tell you their names? Did the marauders ambush them? I hope they killed at least one marauder. Hack, hack!” She made hacking motions with her arm as if swinging an axe and catching Melmie in the nose. Melmie slapped her in the neck.
“Ouch!” Still, she wouldn't let the topic go. “So did they kill any? Do you know?”
“I’ll ask them,” she promised and tore off a hunk of moss from her supplies to take to the warriors.
“The one that sleeps, does his leg hurt?”
“Leg?” Addie glanced at Oh’na, puzzled by her logic. “Why do you think there’s something wrong with his leg?”
“Because he keeps laying down, like Chele. Except, Chele does walk sometimes. So it must be something else.” Oh’na looked crestfallen at having had a wrong idea.
Addie couldn't hide her surprise as she glanced at Chele’s blank face.
“Chele can hardly walk, butterfly.”
“She walks better during the day. When you’re not around, she leaves the teepee.”
Oh’na’s statement, and the charged silence that followed, gave Addie a pause. A huge one.
“Chele?” Addie called out. “Did you go out by yourself?”
Covers rustled as Chele pulled them tighter over her body. “I may have had to use the bushes. You’re out and about too much, not here to help old Chele at all. What do you want me to do, pile a load on my pallet?” She sounded extremely irritated.
“But I thought you couldn't stand up!”
“Yes, well, some days it’s a little better. Others it’s worse. I can’t tell which day it’s going to be. I’m tired today. Don’t bother me with your useless talk.” She gave an exaggerated yawn and turned her back on them all.
When Addie glanced at Melmie, the girl’s eyes looked back, sad and knowing.
Quietly, Addie finished gathering her medical supplies.
“Sav is dead,” Melmie stated.
Poised to leave, Addie lowered next to her. “I’m afraid she is.”
Melmie nodded. “If my pawi didn’t steal her mate, she would be alive.” There was a wealth of guilt in Melmie’s words, and resignation.
“Sav chose to go. Your pawi may have played a role in their quarrel, but no one pushed Sav away. She made a bad choice. We all make them sometimes.”
“I feel so wretched, Addie. I feel like pawi killed Sav.”
“No, Melmie. No.” She opened her arms and Melmie fell into her embrace, hugging her tightly. It lasted a few seconds, and then she let go.
“You need to go back to the wounded warriors.” Melmie nudged her gently toward the door.
Addie’s thoughts on her short walk across the settlement were troubled. The decimated tribe. Sav. And Chele.
Chele moved around the teepee when Addie was out. Chele went outside. Yet to Addie, she pretended to be an invalid, barely able to shuffle, assisted, to the bushes to answer nature calls.
That bit of information lodged itself in Addie’s brain like a crowbar in a spinning wheel. She analyzed this new fact, critically considered it at length, forcing herself to remain calm, not overreact. But it was hard to not feel betrayed.
She was afraid that Chele’s game of pretend had something to do with Qalae, and with them being watched, allegedly, by Illied.
She returned to the injured warriors and knelt next to their pallets. “I brought you the moss as I promised.” A large Hicar bug was noisily flying around, attracted by the smell of blood. Picking up a rock, Addie deftly disposed of it.
“We’re grateful,” Ell murmured but made no move to take the moss. His eyes were closed. His hand stubbornly covered the hole in his stomach.
Addie inspected the unconscious man from where she sat.
“Your warrior Egis has not awakened,” she commented.
“He got thrown to the ground during the Wrennlin attack, and hit his head,” the healthy one explained. “It knocked him out for a spell. And later, a marauder hit him with a rock. That’s two knocks on the same head. He’s not made sense ever since.”
“I would like to take a look at his eyes, warrior.” Slowly, Addie moved closer, keeping the healthy big For in her sights. His eyes, in return, roamed over her human form.
“You’re strange,” he said under his breath.
Lifting the still man’s eyelids, Addie examined the double-irised orbs. The red areas of the eye were almost covered up by the relaxed green rings, a clear abnormality. The eyes were fixed, and the man didn’t respond to the touch. She listened to his breathing - shallow and slow, also a bad sign.
All signs pointed to a severe concussion. His coma-like condition worried her. This wasn’t something she could apply herbs to.
“Your friend is very sick.”
“Nah, he’ll be fine,” the healthy one waved her off. “He’s just sleeping it off. He’ll be better by tomorrow. I’ve seen it happen.”
Unconvinced, Addie moved away.
Ell was bleeding. This, at least, she could try to fix.
“If you can follow me to my tent, warrior, there is something I can do to stop the bleeding in your stomach.”
Ell bristled. “I don’t need any help recovering. My body is strong. The bleeding will stop soon.”
Addie knew just how to talk to the likes of Ell. “I can close your wound, warrior. I can reduce scarring. You don’t want to weaken from the blood loss. You don’t want scars.” For effect, Addie applied quiet assertiveness to the words she had learned as a nurse a long-long time ago in another world. Eons ago. Light years away. Different species.
And what do you know, her old skills worked. Or maybe it was the promise to shrink the scar.
Ell raised his head. “Are you a healer?”
Addie put up both hands. “Oh, no. We don’t have those in here. But I can sew your wound, and if we do it in my teepee, you won’t have to explain it to the sentries. Your call.”
Ell glanced at his friend. He raised an eyebrow in response. Ignoring it, Ell rose with difficulty and went after Addie. Of course, he went after Addie.
His healthy friend divided his looks between Ell and the unconscious youth. Finally, he said to the unconscious guy, “I’ll go with Ell,” and followed them.
On their way, they passed Oh’nil still tied to the post.
“Why is he being punished?” the healthy one asked.
Addie didn’t look. She couldn't. “He refused to marry a woman chosen to him by the High Counselor.”
“Because he wanted to marry another woman?”
Sort of. “He didn’t want to marry anyone.”
He seemed floored. “He didn’t want a woman of his own?”
“No.”
His gaze grew speculative. “Is that woman still available?”
Oh, brother. “That’s not for me to tell you.”
They reached Addie’s teepee and she went in first, with both warriors cramming inside after her, freaking out the occupants into a near panic attack.
Addie made quick work out of sewing up cut skin. The wound was not very deep but the gush stretched from the warrior’s navel to his hipbone. All throughout her poking him with a thick bone needle and threading a length of thin yarn through his wounded flesh, he never uttered a sound, never flinched. She expected it from a For man, from a leader, but still felt respect for Ell because she knew by now that For were no different from humans in the realm of pain tolerance. He must hurt something fierce.
Done with the sewing, Addie turned and looked at Chele, half-expecting her to have already mixed the herbs to apply to the wound. But Chele was sitting on her pallet with a blank expression on her face. She made no move to reach for the herbs.
Narrowing her eyes at her, Addie reached under Ell and used her own supplies to prepare the rub.
“What is this?” the healthy male asked, watching her closely.
“This is to help with the scarring,” Addie smoothly lied. There was no way a cut like his would leave no scar, but she wasn’t going to tell them that. Her main objective was to stop the bleeding and prevent the wound from getting infected.
“You are a healer,” the man sounded convinced.
“What is your name, warrior?” Addie deflected.
He blinked as if surprised she didn’t know. "I’m called Shur.”
“Pleased to meet you, Shur,” she muttered in her own language.
“What?”
“My work here is done. You need to take your chief back.”
She turned away, letting them know they were dismissed. Ell was able to rouse himself and move out of the door under his own power. Shur followed after giving Addie one more lingering glance.
A small huff and a grunt from Chele’s corner accompanied their departure. Addie’s patience snapped.
“Don’t try,” she pointed an angry finger at Chele, “to lecture me. Don’t complain and don’t take up any issue. Say nothing at all.”
Chele’s mouth froze forming a word, so fierce was Addie’s expression. But then her eyes narrowed. “Aren’t you a fearless little animal? You brought unknown males in our teepee to doctor them. What were you thinking? You jeopardized all of us!”
“I did what I thought was right. Ell needed treatment.”
“And the other one?”
“He wouldn’t leave Ell alone. I had no choice but to let him come.”
“You’ll change your attitude when the High Counselor drags you out for judgment. Then you’ll learn to keep your skill a secret, but it will have been too late!”
Frustrated, Addie spread her arms wide. “If you’re so scared of being caught, Chele, why do you bother at all? Don’t practice your craft. Forget all about herbs and take up pottery. You like to whittle. There are lots of other things.”
Chele sat up straighter. “I’m born of this line,” she stated with pride. “That is what my pawi wanted me to do. And I like doing it. I do! But our High Counselor stands as firm as a rock about not interfering with nature. You know that.”
Addie expelled a deep breath. “So, Chele, how’s that hip of yours? Any better?”
“Better,” Chele said curtly and shifted her eyes away. For all her subterfuge, she was far from an accomplished liar.
“Wonderful. I’m glad to hear it. From now on, I consider you recovered. You can do your own chores, and you can run your own errands.” She glanced meaningfully at her older friend.
“You can’t stop helping!” Chele’s face registered genuine distress.
But Addie felt no hesitation over her decision. She felt nothing except sadness at Chele’s betrayal.
“I can,” Addie said and yawned, drained by the eventful day. “I won’t go on any more guilt trips you’re sending me on. Because I don’t believe you anymore.”
Without another word, Addie went to her pallet where she quickly tidied up after Ell, and lay down, turning her back on Chele and the rest. She tried to fall asleep, but tired as she was, drowsiness abandoned her.
Chele’s betrayal hurt.
Did Addie mean so little to her?
She swallowed the tears that filled her eyes; pressed the corner of her covers to the nose to hide her sniffles. Finding a home, the sense of belonging - it had all been a dream. She was as alone lying next to Chele as she’d been walking the steppe after the city’s demise, with only Ihr and Ehr her companions.
Chele was using her.
And Zoark was using her.
No miracles.
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The unconscious warrior Egis had died during the night.
His passing sent ripples across the settlement. People felt like they hadn’t been hospitable enough like they hadn’t welcomed him sufficiently. And he’d died.
“We didn’t listen to you,” Shur admitted to Addie amid the funeral preparations that she was called to assist with. “He slipped away so quietly. We should have heeded your warning.”
Surprised, Addie lifted her eyes to him. It was rare that a male engaged her in a conversation, much less admitted she’d been right about anything.
“I don’t know that we could have stopped his passing,” she admitted in return.
Shur was watching her face intently. “You’re a healer. You know life’s secrets.”
Alarmed, she spoke over him, “No, you’re mistaken. I’m not a healer, truly. And even then, some injuries are too grave for a healer to repair.”
He cocked his head. “How do you know, if you’re not one?”
Hastily, she moved away from Shur. His attention was too pointed for comfort.
Women brought out a large leather pallet to act as a stretcher, and sweet-smelling herbs to accompany him on his last journey. They formed a circle around him, only the females, blocking him from the view of the world by their tightly-positioned bodies, protective like a mother's womb, and chanted sweet loving words. When they finished, the men somberly took Egis away to a low-lying mossy spot where they undressed him and left his body on the bare ground. By morning, nothing would be left of Egis.
◆◆◆
 
The next week passed in a strange gloom. It was as if Egis’s death sucked all hope out of the tribe. Life went on, but it felt like going through rote motions.
Along with everyone else, Addie continued to perform her daily tasks but did so mostly in silence. Of course, there wasn’t much to talk about at home. Chele had retreated deep into a sulk and was giving both Addie, Melmie, and Oh’na a cold shoulder. But she quit faking a grave injury and even went foraging with Vircea and Oma.
But it wasn’t just Chele who didn’t feel like socializing. People suddenly had nothing to say to each other.
Oh’nil, trussed up and tied to the post, wasn’t helping to uplift the spirits. His situation had a deeply depressing effect on Addie.
Every time she passed him - and she often passed him because he was stuck in the middle of the settlement as a dire warning to any potential rebels - she violated High Counselor’s rules by stopping to offer Oh’nil a tiny bit of comfort. She touched his hand where the ropes allowed her to reach bare skin. She spoke to him, small nonsensical things meant to encourage. She wanted to show him he was not alone.
He barely acknowledged her and hardly opened his eyes. He had weakened considerably and sagged against the ropes.
As far as she knew, not even Zoark bothered to come by.
Actually, she barely saw Zoark at the settlement. Not that she wasted her time looking for him… even though she did waste her time checking out his comings and goings. With the increase in the tribe’s reconnaissance missions, scouts were deployed more often than usual, and they traveled farther to search for signs of marauders. Zoark was absent more than he was in, and when he did come in, he reported briefly to Vuskas and disappeared into his tent, only to come out and leave for the next mission.
Today, she hadn’t seen him all day, which was fine with her because she’d been busy. She planned on stopping by Oh’nil again on her way home from Oma’s place where several women were working on threading flax fibers.
Their work done, the women had dispersed, but Addie lingered, partly to help Oma clean up, partly marking time to avoid dealing with Chele’s stony silences that filled their small home to bursting. With hope, the old woman would already be sleeping when Addie got there.
It was late when Addie approached the post. To her surprise, she found Vircea sitting at Oh’nil’s feet, crying. The sound of Addie’s footsteps startled Vircea, and she whirled around with a gasp.
“Oh, Addie.” Relief was visible on Vircea’s little wild-animal face. Her large eyes would have been catlike if cats could have demonic red peepers with double rings of green. Her ears twitched with emotion.
Addie lowered down next to her. “He’s seven days in.” She touched Oh’nil’s calf in reassurance. He didn’t react. His eyes were closed.
Resigned, she put her arms around Vircea. “It’s so unfair. He did nothing wrong.”
“I hate seeing him like this, Addie.”
A bitter mix of emotions started its inexorable churn. Anger, yes. Helplessness. The feeling of being inadequate for not standing up to the High Counselor.
“Vircea,” Addie said as the thought occurred. ”Why can’t we untie him?”
Vircea wiped her face in surprise, smearing amber tears all over her cheeks. “What?”
“Yes, what if we cut the ropes?” She looked around. The settlement was deserted. The sentries, patrolling the perimeter, had no direct view of the post.
Following Addie’s lead, Vircea swiveled her head right and left and back, much better equipped in her range of neck motion.
“They will find out in the morning. Maybe sooner if a sentry walks by.” Concern laced Vircea’s words.
“They will. But he’ll have had a chance to rest, without the ropes.” Oh’nil badly needed to restore his blood circulation, but Addie wasn’t going to explain to Vircea what it was, at least not right now. “Do you have a knife?”
“Yes, of course,” Vircea reached into her boot.
Strong hands grabbed them by their scruffs and hauled them upright. “You two need a spanking to get some good sense into your heads.”
“Zoark!” they squeaked in unison.
“Quiet.” He let Vircea go but held on to Addie. He was spitting mad. “You and your ideas. What do you think you’re doing?”
“Your brother is suffering!” She turned and twisted in his hold to get free, to no avail. “Do you not care?”
“I care. And I know that if I free him now, his punishment will begin anew.”
That silenced Addie. She glanced at Oh’nil and found his eyes open, hazy from pain and hunger, observing the scene in front of him without interest.
“Leave him alone.” Zoark swiveled his head to Vircea. “You, too. He doesn't need your compassion. It upsets him.”
Vircea said nothing. She stood stiffly, staring at the ground, frowning.
Zoark gave Addie one good shake and let her go. She stumbled but quickly regained her footing and straightened her clothes in angry pats. She’d about had it with being overpowered.
“You should know better, Vircea,” he chided his sister.
“He’s all I have left from my family,” Vircea said softly, still not looking at Zoark. “After you’re gone… Oh’nil’s all that will be left of us. I can’t bear to think of losing him.”
Slowly, Zoark approached Vircea and gently pulled her chin up, forcing her to look at him. “Don’t think it. He’s strong and will come out on the other side just fine. And I will stay around for a while longer.”
Vircea’s eyes flickered, her expression hopeful and uncertain. She didn’t dare believe him.
“Go home. Everything will be alright.”
She nodded and pulled away from Zoark’s touch before turning and fleeing.
Silence descended. Addie had wanted to light into him for shaking her like a rag doll, had been prepared with some choice words in both languages, but the scene between him and Vircea shattered her battle mood. Now she stood there twisting the frayed end of her sash, not knowing what to say next.
“Were the three of you close growing up?” she asked inanely, to break the silence.
Zoark’s head swiveled as if he only now remembered she was standing there.
“Follow me,” he said curtly, and Addie’s heart flip-flopped.
With one last glance at Oh’nil whose eyes were closed once more, she walked after Zoark trying to be quiet and stifle the crunch of gravel under her feet. As usual, she didn’t succeed, and her steps echoed all the way to the Olzol Mountains.
Zoark led her away from the settlement, walking fast in his uneven but still flowing gait, forcing Addie to jog after him. They passed a kidney-shaped field where the women gathered little berry-seeds to rub Boroms with to achieve a better taste, and where Addie collected her Timpho grass bulbs. They passed the outcropping of rocks that formed barriers in the shape of frozen ocean waves between this field and the other where tall grasses mingled with short bushes to create a ground covering that was dense and uniformly colored in shades of dusky green and dirty yellow. They reached and went through a narrow passage between large boulders enclosing the field on the far side, and proceeded up an incline to where rocky hills became small mountains.
It was even colder there, at the higher elevation. Addie shivered as the wind whipped at her hair, and at Zoark’s.
“Where are we going?” She had to raise her voice to be heard over the whistling of the wind as it wrapped around the rocks. The leaves and grasses, dried and fresh, rustled loudly, adding to the noise.
“Away.” His answer was curt and anguished. It was the first time he’d shown a sign of distress. Distress, anger, and utter exasperation. Addie scrambled to find something to say and couldn't come up with anything. He was hurting for his brother. Probably angry at Qalae. Worried about marauders, uneasy about the disappearing Elkeks. Frustrated with his inability to change the course of events, to swerve and avoid the collision their tribe was clearly heading toward, steered by Chemmusaayl’s “wisdom.”
When green vegetation disappeared leaving only scraggly yellow grass and the ever-enduring moss covering bare rocks in uneven patches, Zoark stopped climbing.
“That’s good enough. People follow food. They won’t come here - nothing to follow.”
“Our people?”
“Ours, theirs. Marauders. No one.”
Addie swallowed. “Kind of like at the caves in the Olzol Mountains?”
He raised his heavy eyebrows. “Caves? No, the caves are different. They are not barren. You only have to let yourself see it. Here - nothing’s here, which is the point. I don’t want to be disturbed.”
Addie's heart beat faster. She was afraid. And she was excited. “Why don’t you want to be disturbed?”
He didn’t reply; only fixed his eyes on her face. And the orange-y backgrounds behind the vivid emerald rings of his eyes burned with dry fire. She couldn't suppress a shiver.
“Turn around,” he ordered quietly.
“No, Zoark, I’d like to… ”
But he didn’t let her finish. “Turn around.”
Without waiting for her to comply, he grasped her by the shoulders and nudged her body into a clockwise rotation.
She didn’t want to comply. If he planned for them to continue this… relationship, they needed to be equally free to engage in it. She’d never overcome her fears of him without an ability to explore. And he’d…
Maybe that was it. His own history with cursed Samantha must have colored his perceptions of human women in darker hues - seeking hands, too insistent; bodies rubbing, too close; mouths that invaded without consent… It was easier from behind, more impersonal. And it left him in control.
He lifted her hair off her neck and kissed her there tenderly, then bit. His lips were warm and a little rough, his tongue slick and warm as he soothed the bite with leisurely strokes over the sensitive area of her neck. Up and down. Back and forth. The wet spot instantly cooled under the howling wind.
Addie’s thoughts scattered. With nowhere to hide from the sensual assault, she pushed backward, trying to get closer, and they came into a delicious full-body contact. He grunted softly when his arousal pressed against her back.
Did his eyes flare? Did For eyes dilate from pleasure? She didn’t know. Oh, to be able to taste him again, as she had inside his teepee, to lick into him, exploring the texture of his mouth that would be wonderfully familiar and excitingly strange to her. To feel the serrated range of his teeth with her tongue, sharp and frightening, and marvel at the contrast between the moist warmth of his mouth and the coolness of his dry lips under hers.
Denied the reality of the sensations, all Addie had left was imagining what it would be like. They were as close as two beings could be, yet light-years apart.
He slipped his warm large hands inside her dress and caressed her breasts, dropping deep, slow kisses to both sides of her neck, tasting her. And she let him, putting her head to one side and then the other to provide him with better access.
With her backside, now bare, she felt the press of his stomach against her, the slick hair on his lower body bizarre and wonderfully exciting. They were so different, and yet they fit in perfectly together like this, molded front to back, bodies straining to get closer, to become one.
She’d never imagined a desire could be overcompassing like this. And for a For, a male who was a definite cross between a man and a beast. What she felt for Zoark wasn’t seedy or dirty like some titillating secret kink. Every time she looked at him, she experienced a full feeling, warm and uplifting. She wanted to shout out from the sheer joy of it. Their connection, right here and now, was real and wonderful.
Addie shuttered under him, propelled into nirvana by Zoark’s multiple orgasms that made his member swell and pulse inside her, again and again.
So what if he didn’t want to look at her. So long as he got his strength back, nothing else mattered.
◆◆◆
 
Their leisurely progress down the mountain was a drastic opposite to the frenzied ascent. Zoark walked behind Addie as she stopped here and there to collect some necessities on the way. She gathered some more Nessi fruit for Ihr and Ehr, Timpho grass bulbs that she perpetually needed, a sizable chunk of moss to use in the household.
“Vircea took care of me and Oh’nil after our pawi died,” Zoark said out of the blue.
It took Addie a few beats of silence to connect his statement to the question she’d asked earlier about him and his siblings being close. “How did your pawi die?”
“She fell off a cliff at the mountain overpass.”
Addie almost stumbled. Images of Qalae clinging at the very edge of the rocks swam in her mind.
“Did you see it happen?”
He nodded. “It was a long time ago. I don’t remember there being any falling rocks. She simply misstepped. Looking back, I believe she had been breeding again, and her stomach made her clumsy. She also carried a child in her arms, little Zaria. I remember her thrusting Zaria away, but the silly girl clung to her clothes and wouldn't let go. They both fell.”
“Zoark, this is heartbreaking. How old was Zaria?”
He had to think back on that one. “She was the youngest. Maybe three years in your time.”
“I can only imagine how hard it was for your father.”
Zoark cocked his head to one side. “My father was a chief. He could pick any woman he wanted, and he had. There were a number of different ones over the years.” He looked at her intently. “But he never took another permanent mate.”
“And he had you to raise.”
Zoark chuckled. “He didn’t raise me. Vircea did, and other women. He trained us, boys, when we came of age.”
“Wait. Vircea is older than you?” Addie was incredulous. For some reason, she always thought of Zoark as the oldest of the three siblings. He was just so serious, so intense. And wise - he knew stuff. That made him appear older.
“She is older than me,” he agreed with an ironic half-smile. “She’s older than Oh’nil even.”
“And Oh’nil is older than you?”
“He is. Only little Zaria was my younger. But,” he continued, “Vircea isn’t the oldest. There were two brothers and one sister born to my parents before Vircea.”
“That’s a large family! Not all For are fortunate to have that many children.”
He gave her an ironic look. “Didn’t I tell you once about the rumors swirling about the red-haired bloodlines?”
Addie chuckled, non-committal. “What happened to the older siblings?”
“The oldest sister mated to another tribe and left when I was still a boy. Never seen her since. One brother, the oldest male, also left the tribe. When he came of age, he and our father started clashing, they were too similar. People thought he was going to challenge our father for the chief’s position, but he chose to leave. I hope he built his own tribe and had his own red-headed children.”
It boggled Addie’s mind that people lost all contact with their siblings that fast, though she didn’t know why it surprised her. Planet Zero was vast, and Facetime wasn’t an option. “And the other brother?”
“Tenel? He was on that trading trip with my father and I. Wrennlins attacked us and he died. Father died. All the men in our party died.” He turned to her. “And I didn’t.”
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They worked out a pattern. Every few days - not every day, for Zoark was considerate like that - he’d find a way to catch her and take her to a secluded spot. It could be within easy reach of the settlement; sometimes it was farther away in the rocky plains. Addie never knew what his reasoning was for choosing a spot, but suspected it had something to do with what he’d seen and heard on his scouting expeditions, and how safe he deemed the situation to be on that particular day.
When his hands reached for her, she went willingly. He always turned her around to make their contact impersonal, to avoid the intense intimacy a face-to-face coupling would force on them.
She usually lowered her head and concentrated on the sensations of his hands against her back, her buttocks. He liked touching her between her legs, oh-so-gently, and she would kick them apart for better access. She pressed her lips firmly together to stifle little moans that threatened to escape when the pleasure got to be too intense. The hot rush of acute enjoyment sex with him delivered was Addie’s best-kept secret. He must know it to some extent from the response his touch elicited from her body, but he didn’t have to know how shattered she felt on the inside. She had to content herself with what her body was able to provide for this male.
Her feelings weren’t important.
◆◆◆
 
Days clocked on, one after the other, and try as she might, Addie couldn't keep track of time. Weeks passed, ran together - with the days being longer in duration, and with the nights looking like days, it was harder and harder to apply familiar earthly measures to this new, and yet no longer new, realm of Planet Zero.
Foreign warriors Ell and Shur adjusted to their community with apparent ease. If they had lost loved ones, if they grieved, Addie couldn't tell. They melded in, assuming their share of the usual tasks that men did, hunting and training for combat and fixing stuff around the settlement.
Ell recovered from his wounds. Shur continued unchanged. Both were watched closely by Net’ok - an unmated pair of strong tapped males like them presented the tribe with a problem to be solved soon.
Illied settled with Klarm, although Chemmusaayl never officially blessed their union. No one appeared to care, least of all Illied.
Oh’nil had eventually been released, weak and barely conscious, but, thankfully, he suffered no long-term ill effects from his time at the post and soon went back into scouting rotation. Unlike Zoark, he also took part in warrior training, and often sparred with Iguell and sometimes with Shur who consistently bested him.
Qalae rarely spoke to Addie and no longer sought her out for herbs, and Addie had no clear indication if the queen finally made a decision to stop taking them or if she found a way to get Chele back into business.
Her relationship with Chele remained strained.
On the positive side, Wrennlins didn’t reveal themselves, and marauders, if they remained in the area, stayed away.
But the hunters traveled farther and farther away to find game, and often returned empty-handed. Elkeks had disappeared from the face of this land, and even minor catch like Teks seemed out of reach. Thanks to the women’s persistent foraging the tribe scraped by, but more and more often Addie found herself treating the tasteless squishy Boroms like delicacies.
The tribe, it seemed, had fallen into an existence of artificial harmony. While not dying off, it was failing to thrive. It was like time stood still with each day being the same as the previous one, yet a feeling of a coming change hung heavy in the air and it felt inevitable. People were restless.
Addie didn’t feel particularly restless, more like tired, drained of her usual energy. She had trouble falling asleep, and when she did fall asleep, she had difficulty waking up. She often felt hungry, but come dinnertime, whatever food she prepared looked unappetizing. Still, she forced herself to eat to keep her body going. A lot weighed on her mind.
Her two joys in life that soothed her taut nerves and calmed her churning consciousness were playing with her Yuux and going to a Jat sand bath at a spot she had discovered when foraging.
This newfound Jat sand place was nowhere near the depth or width of her favorite hangout at the Valley of the Rare Flowers. It was also not as warm on the other side, so her washing routine had shrunk to a business-like affair. Lingering naked in the sand? Feeling sensual and carefree? Yeah, no.
And with the ever-present threat of marauders prowling these parts, her private washing excursions were downright dangerous. She knew that, of course.
But when she sought solitude, like now, she found herself in this personal meditation spot of hers, behind tall gray rocks that only marginally protected the small flat area from the wind.
Addie sat down cross-legged at the edge of the sandy puddle, her back to the rocks. It was not a cozy spot. The rocks surrounding her were slate gray, matte and dark, with no hint of quartz veining. They rose out of the ground like uneven shark teeth, some tall, others shorter, broken off at the tops. Vegetation grew scarce and rough, clumpy grasses that looked dry and twiggy ground-covers with barely any leaves. Here and there cheerful bright fungi peeked from between the rocks, providing some visual relief from all that drabness.
Addie smoothed her patchwork sweater, snuggling deeper into it. One square was dark green and soft, the color of Zoark’s irises.
Tears welled. “Damn you, Zoark.”
She had never intended to feel any love for him. How did it happen? When?
She rewound the last year slowly in her mind.
His injury had always set him apart, and she had felt compassion for him from day one. He was so unfairly ostracized because of it. This was how it had started.
He had also lived in the city. He was the only person on this planet who spoke her language. She couldn't have not felt any affinity toward him if she tried.
True, he had been obnoxious and unpleasant toward her. He had snubbed her often and looked down on her simply because she was human, of Samantha’s ilk.
Yet he had become her guardian, protecting her against the dangers she hadn’t known existed. He had had her back so many times she lost count.
Yes, there was gratitude. Gratitude was what made her offer her body to him at the caves.
She laughed bitterly.
She had offered to sleep with him because she had wanted him then, and she wanted him still. Not this polite reserved sex but the passion. The bonding. The connection. The… love.
He gave her none of it.
And now she had to face another complication: the lightheadedness, the queasiness, the feeling of lethargy she had been experiencing of late was not a random sickness. She hadn’t bled in a while but had first attributed it to stress. Of course, there had been stress, but she could no longer hide from the truth.
She was expecting a child. With an alien.
Worse, by an alien who despised human women and wouldn't commit.
“Stupid, Adelaide,” she chastised herself. “How can you be so stupid?”
“Yes, I agree. How can you be so stupid?”
She sprang to her feet, heart hammering.
“How did you find me?”
“Are you joking?” He was pissed beyond belief, his ugly animal snout all scrunched up in a mask of pure anger. The wind blew from behind and forced his hair into his face. He pushed at it in an impatient gesture, thick wrist flexing. “You left the settlement by yourself.”
“I wanted to be by myself!” Addie gasped against the wind and a powerful regret that washed all over her.
“It’s dangerous.”
“I don’t care! I want to be alone.”
“Why?”
“I made a mistake, Zoark.”
His face smoothed out from anger to a stony calm. “I have a feeling I won’t like what you’re about to say.”
“But I have to say it. Zoark, I should never have led you into this situation.”
“What situation?” His voice dropped to a threatening near-whisper.
“The situation where you couldn’t resist me because you had no other choice.”
“I always had a choice,” he stated flatly.
Addie took a shuddering breath. “Like you did with Samantha?”
Mentioning Samantha’s name didn’t make Zoark any more cheerful. “It isn’t the same!”
“She tapped you against your will.”
His eyes sharpened. “Who told you that?”
“You did. When I came to your tent, after our first time… You were crazy with fever, and you thought I was her. You said things…”
He kept looking at her. “So it was you.”
“Do you believe it was her?”
“I thought I dreamed the whole thing up.”
Addie felt awful. Their one passionate coupling - and he didn’t remember it; thought she was someone else.
He smiled then, a cold smile. “It’s true, she had tapped me when I was at my weakest, but don’t underestimate my participation. I hadn’t been unconscious with Samantha. I had allowed for it to happen. I just hadn’t expected to live long enough for it to matter.”
Addie swallowed thickly. “Did you hate her?”
“No.”
“Love her?”
“No.”
“Was she important to you at all?”
He sighed. “I tried to care. She didn’t make it easy.”
“I don’t understand.” She was being intrusive. But the past had a way of molding the future, and Addie suspected a lot of Zoark’s issues were rooted in that cursed city.
“Samantha was like a wind,” he said, looking into the distance. “One day that wind blew from the valley, all warm and smelling of flowers. Then the next day it was like a storm that comes from the mountains, cold and gusty, tearing at the flesh. And some days there was no wind at all. I never knew what I was going to get, where I stood with her. She had this clear, soft laugh that went to your bones. Some days she would look at me with her wide blue eyes, and I knew she needed me. Some days she said she loved me. And then there were days when I would come home from the hunt to find her with other males.”
It was Addie’s turn to pause and reflect. “Not all human women are like she was. Not at all. She sounds like an unfortunate exception.”
“That’s all I saw in the city. I admit, the others were easier to deal with than Samantha, but they all liked male bodies too much to stay true to one.”
From what she’d just heard, Addie thought that this manipulative Samantha woman had been deeply miserable herself, and she had sought to unload some of her unhappiness onto others. Zoark must have been an easy target. He could absorb a lot of shocks, and his protective instincts would never allow him to slap around a small weak woman, no matter how mean.
“Frankly, she sounds unstable,” she told him.
“She was a restless one,” he agreed. “She was forever torn between her convictions and her desires. I felt sorry for her.”
Fluffy Ihr squeaked from above, spotting a bug he considered prey.
“Let me take you back,” Zoark said.
“Don’t you need to, you know, do that before we head back?”
The answering motion of his head was slow and negative.
“Worry not, Addie-woman. I won’t touch you again.”
She started. “My body is freely offered, Zoark. If you want it.”
“Is it?”
“Of course. I made you a promise.”
The ends of his long hair hit Addie in the face with another strong gust of the wind. His smell filled her nose, the faint animal musk, the healthy powerful smell of a male. 
He didn’t move, didn’t initiate the touching like he often had. “Do you truly expect me to keep coming to you, knowing that deep down you find me repulsive?”
“But I don’t!”
“When I put my hands on your body, do you wish for this moment to end? Does your soul die a little every time I come inside you?”
“It isn’t like that!” Addie cried out. “I… I do want you! You must know it.”
“I’ve felt your lust, Addie-woman,” he acknowledged drily. “You’re just like her, wanting the pleasure but sickened by your own desires.”
“But you’re wrong!”
“I can feel your regrets every time I lay my hands on you,” he said quietly.
There were regrets, alright, but not the kind he presumed. Grabbing fistfuls of fabric on his chest, Addie shook him - or tried to. He shook about as well as that gray boulder over there.
“You don’t understand,” she began now that she had his focus. “Maybe you can’t, maybe we’re too different. I know you don’t feel… deep emotional attachment for me, because of who I am, because I remind you of Samantha, or because you just can’t feel it the way we humans do - I don’t know. It isn’t important why, just that you don’t.” Words were running together, pouring off her tongue in a disorderly spray, and she didn’t know how to arrange them better. “I came to you because I thought I could deal with your detachment. I hoped that maybe we’d grow closer and find a groove. I don’t know what I thought. Maybe it's self-delusion, and I simply wanted you and looked for a way to be with you. Was it wrong of me? Am I just like Samantha, tricking you into intimacy you don’t want but can’t resist?”
“You didn’t trick me.” His eyes remained flat, his expression that of finality.
“I wanted you to be strong.” She wiped her tears. Tears? Yes, tears. Her heartbreak, her anguish were pouring out for him to see. She had built a reality out of dreams, and now her fictional reality turned into a tangible, live consequence of her choices that was growing in her belly. She had no option but to cope. “That’s what you wanted, too. That part, at least, had worked out. Your people need you.”
He put up a hand. “Say no more.”
They both fell silent. The wind blew. The grasses rustled. Ihr and Ehr chirped from above, content to go about their Yuux business near Addie. Ihr lowered on Zoark’s shoulder, and for once, he didn’t shrug it off.
She regarded him at length. The green of his irises was lighter than a For average, almost emerald. And the red, no longer dull, had an orangey cast.
Oh, those eyes…
“I will treasure our times together always,” he said quietly, “but it’s time we both move on.”
Addie blinked and thought about her baby. It was time for them to move on? It was time?
But maybe he was right, and it was so.
“What about you, won’t you suffer the consequences without mating?”
Zoark rotated his head, dislodging the Yuux. “I did it before. I’ll cope.”
Addie didn’t know the details, but she was dead sure the “cope” nearly killed him. She wondered if going through it a second time would be any easier.
They walked back side by side and almost made it to the last outcropping of layered rock in front of the settlement when Addie’s hackles rose in a warning.
“Well, well,” said a familiar voice from behind.
She turned around sharply and beheld Queen Qalae watching them, legs slightly spread, arms crossed.
Zoark turned his head toward her considerably more slowly, clearly having been aware of the queen’s presence before she spoke.
“What have we here?” Qalae’s eyes held a malevolent glint, making them appear especially brilliant against her pale skin.
Addie pressed her lips and raised her chin. Inside her chest, her heart was beating presto tempo.
“Speak, strange woman.” She ignored Zoark like he wasn’t even there.
“She has a name,” Zoark bristled in an unusual show of temper, making it impossible to be ignored. “Use it when speaking to her.”
Qalae’s eyes blazed fire. “I wasn’t speaking to you, cripple. Don’t you dare insult your queen.”
Zoark’s upper lip curled, showing the tips of his impressive fangs. “You are not my queen.”
Face darkening with rage, Qalae bared her own teeth at him. “I’ll have you punished.”
“It will not earn you my respect. Nor my brother’s.”
The barb must have hit its mark, and she didn’t deny that Oh’nil’s opinion was important to her.
“You won’t get away with talking down to me,” she hissed at Zoark, hands balled at her sides. “You’ve gotten too bold, cripple. When will your time finally be up? Die already!”
Zoark’s eyebrows arched. “And if I don’t?”
“Do you want to be put down like a raving, parasite-infested Gosor with slothing skin?”
Zoark said nothing.
Qalae took a small step forward. “Tell me, cripple, if you could, would you challenge my mate?”
“Is that what you want? You want me to kill Net’ok, instead of risking your precious Oh’nil?”
She sprang back as if scalded, and it took her a second to muster some dignity where she so clearly wanted to lash out at Zoark.
“I never wished Net’ok dead,” she said. “He is my mate.”
Ignoring the ill-concealed rage pouring from Qalae’s eyes, Zoark spoke with annoyance, “Think of me what you will, Qalae. Whether I die tomorrow or not, people are losing faith in your mate.”
Qalae gasped in outrage. “How dare you blame him! We live in difficult times.”
“Anyone can lead when the going is easy, Qalae. Guiding people in challenging times requires true courage and wit.”
“Net’ok has both!”
“Net’ok needs to stop relying on the High Counselor who does nothing but screech and shake that stick of his. Who punishes people for minor transgressions and invokes tribal unrest instead of solving common problems. Who looks for someone to blame instead of planning for the future.”
“Oh? You’re critical of your High Counselor, cripple? And of your chief? And you imagine your queen wants to hear it?”
“She needs to hear it. Their decisions are not bringing relief to the tribe.”
Qalae frowned. “There are no Elkeks to be caught. No decision can change that.”
“No,” Zoark agreed, “but there’s got to be a change of plans if the original idea has failed. We came here, and it’s a dangerous wasteland. The chief and High Counselor must look around and take stock carefully. They need to draw on the lessons from the past, the lessons Chammusaayl claims to have learned.”
“He’s been trying to build up the tribe. We need strong warriors. He mated Iguell to your sister. And he wanted to mate Oh’nil. That’s why he was so angry at Oh’nil’s disobedience. He just accepted the two new warriors to the tribe - our men have grown in numbers.”
Zoark spread his hands wide. “Great! What is he going to feed all these numbers?”
Qalae had no answer to that. For the first time Addie had known her, she looked uncertain. “What would you have him do?” she asked with a slight sneer as if it was a challenging question, but Addie suspected she wouldn't mind advice.
Zoark blew out a breath. “Go back.”
Qalae was already shaking her head. “The High Counselor wouldn't hear of it.”
“Of course he wouldn’t. That would mean admitting a mistake.”
“Would you admit it, if you were him?”
Zoark looked genuinely surprised by the question. “Of course. Why wouldn't I? People’s lives are at stake.”
Something unreadable passed over Qalae’s face, an expression of suppressed admiration and… hope. The queen finally - finally - had seen what Addie wished so badly for the others to see: Zoark’s confident, capable leadership. Here was a man who would know what to do. His opinions, where they differed from those of the High Counselor, were usually the correct ones.
He would be so easy to follow.
Zoark rubbed his forehead with his hand and let his arm drop, frustrated. “People need a boost. Our men better produce food. Convince Net’ok to send out a hunting party tomorrow. A large one.”
“The chief doesn’t like to leave the tribe defenseless because of the marauders,” Qalae argued.
“Let the scouts stay in as defense - what are they scouting for, anyway? We know marauders are close and Elkeks aren’t. Have the hunters go, as far as they need to, and get game. Any game. It doesn’t have to be Elkeks. People need hope, and men need meat. That’s how things stand.”
Qalae shot a defiant glare at Zoark before raising an eyebrow at Addie. “The cripple thinks he can order me around.”
Addie looked back. “I suggest you listen to him. He’s rarely wrong.”
“I’m done with you two.” She turned and left with a huff.




Chapter 34



Five dead Teks hanging off the bloodied spears counted as a successful hunt. At least, they did now.
People poured out of their teepees.
Chemmusaayl raced to the front and raised his arms toward the skies in profound gratitude to the generosity of Mother Nature. Warriors, fresh from the five-day-long hunt, cheered.
The mood in the settlement became upbeat.
Leaving her knitting task behind, Addie rose to her feet and came to stand at the edge of the gathering listening to the excited chatter and fighting a sudden rush of dizziness. Oh’na hopped into the middle where the dead Teks were proudly displayed, and where the important adults were conversing, earning a sharp rap on her behind by Chemmusaayl’s ever-present stick. Oh’na quickly scooted out of his way.
Addie closed her eyes briefly, visions of leaping at Chemmusaayl and ripping that stick out of his fingers dancing drunkenly inside her head. She would poke his eye out with it if she could. She would stick it in his every orifice. She hated him that much.
A warning hand landed on her shoulder. She whirled around, expecting to see Zoark, but it was Qalae.
“That prick,” she muttered under her breath but made no further move to come to Oh’na’s defense. The queen had a point. What was she going to do?
“Oh’na needs to learn her boundaries.”
“He didn’t have to hit her to teach a lesson.” She turned around to look at Qalae.
The queen didn’t reply and removed her hand from Addie’s shoulder. It wasn’t clear if she shared Addie’s indignation, agreed with Chemmusaayl’s methods, or remained indifferent. The waxy mask was firmly in place making the woman so damn difficult to read. One thing was clear: she was cautioning Addie against making an issue of it.
“If you stare any harder, you’ll make a dent in my face.” Qalae nodded toward the speared Teks. “Rejoice, we have meat tonight.”
Addie blinked again and looked away.
“Yeah,” she agreed without enthusiasm. Thoughts of raw meat brought back queasiness. “I guess we do.”
Despite showing off earlier, Qalae had taken Zoark’s advice seriously. Whatever she had said to the chief, the hunting party had left for a wide-range hunt the very next day after their verbal altercation. Chemmusaayl had made a production of seeing the men off, serving up the idea as his.
The hunters were gone for five days - too many men, too long - only to come home bearing… this.
The Tek meat would last the tribe for a week if they rationed out the meat carefully. Not bad. But what about the week after?
“What?” Qalae prodded. “You’d rather eat Boroms?”
“No, it isn’t that. Of course I’m glad the hunt was successful. But…”
“But?”
“It took them five days to catch the Teks. Five days! I used to find them in the thicket behind my old place. And since when did Teks become a cause for celebration?”
Qalae’s eyes flickered. “Since they’ve become our only available meat source.”
“How long can we live like that?”
The queen’s freaky feral eyes looked into the distance. “We’ve got a little while if we plan carefully.”
“It isn't better here, on this other side,” Addie voiced what she was thinking.
Slowly, the queen abandoned her contemplation of the horizon and gazed at Addie. “Remember, we left the Valley of Rare Flowers for a reason. The food was growing scarce,” she reminded pointedly. “There were Wrennlins.”
“I’d rather go back. It was warmer, at least.” Addie shivered inside her chic self-made sweater. The wind was particularly biting today.
Qalae shrugged noncommittally and moved away.
To commemorate the successful hunt, the High Counselor called for a celebration. “We will get together tonight, good people. There will be a contest to show how strong and skillful our warriors are in combat. There will be music.”
Melmie found her and grabbed her hands, excited. “Today is a good day, Addie! We eat and we celebrate. These days have grown few and far between. Aren’t you excited?”
Addie smiled weakly and squeezed Melmie’s hands back.
“I am. Today is a good day.”
But her words sounded hollow to her own ears.
The hunters rested in preparation for the contest while the women skinned and butchered the Teks. The best parts were carefully packed with spices and put in clay bowls for tonight. The rest of the meat was sliced thin, also rubbed with spices, and strung up to dry. Two young boys were ordered to stand guard by the drying meat against poachers of the animal variety. They remained unimpressed with their important task and were picking their noses and playing with rocks from boredom.
As usual, Addie assisted with the feast preparations but was reluctant to come out and mingle and watch the contest despite Oh’na’s bossy demands she came with her.
But when the first sounds of the flute floated on the air, the music finally enticed her to come forward. Standing in the shadows, she listened to the flowing tune and the occasional beat of the makeshift drum that underscored the melody here and there.
The people held their breath, sitting around in a reverent circle, absorbing the rare gift of music with their entire being. They loved music. They had this potent, almost hypnotic attraction to it.
Strange folk, these For.
When the last haunting note died, Addie found a seat apart from the others. Gone were the times when she had been forced to sit alone because no one welcomed her. She could join Chele if she wanted, or Melmie, or bend the custom and plop right next to Qalae. The queen would shred her with an icy glare but do nothing to order her away. Yes, she’d definitely come very far.
The heavy melancholy that had gripped Addie wouldn't lift. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. She didn’t want to be here at all, but everyone was expected to attend the contest.
So she sat by herself but kept the arena in her sights.
When the first fight was over, Qalae clapped her hands twice and smiled at the victor.
Chief Net’ok nodded in agreement, clearly approving Qalae’s rare participation. Chemmusaayl looked on, decidedly unimpressed.
Iguell leaped into the ring followed by another young warrior, but Addie’s attention was not on the martial moves. All she could think about was Zoark, and how sharply she missed their impersonal couplings. No matter how much she hated them at the time, nothing was worse than not touching him at all, not feeling that rush of power she experienced when he sought her out with his green-on-red gaze.
She experienced vague nausea at the thought of never having another chance with him. Or maybe the nausea was from pregnancy.
Addie smiled in irony. She carried a piece of Zoark inside her now. No matter how much he tried to untangle them, she’d never be free of him for as long as their child lived.
Her hand crept toward her stomach and pressed gently. It was flat, but for the first time, it had become real. She had a baby inside her. She would soon give birth and become a mother.
And it changed everything.
So engrossed was Addie in her reflections, and so intense were her thoughts about Zoark and the baby, that she missed completely when Iguell’s fight was over and another began. She shook herself and looked around. Her gaze connected with Illied who hastily looked away.
Chemmusaayl’s yellow robes filled Addie’s line of vision once again as the High Counselor stepped into the arena.
“This warrior will bring a lot to our tribe!” Chemmusaayl was saying, and recognition triggered. It was Shur, with his hair tangled, and his magnificent physique sporting an impressive array of muscle. He had just defeated one of their stronger warriors.
He fits right in, Addie thought, noting how the chief and Vuskas assessed the male with approval.
“This winner deserves a reward!” Chemmusaayl announced in his best sports commentator voice. Rewarding contest winners was never a custom, but anything went today, presumably to boost the tribe’s flagging morale.
Whatever Qalae had told the chief, it had a long-reaching ripple effect, with even their sour-puss High Counselor acting like a benevolent spirit. That woman could get things done when motivated.
Addie chuckled and realized everyone was looking at her. “What?”
Chemmusaayl, face full of surprise and concern, addressed Shur. “If this is your wish…”
“Yes,” Shur confirmed.
“Only with the chief’s approval,” Chemmusaayl beckoned to Addie. “Walk this way.”
Addie looked wildly around. “Me?”
“Yes, strange woman, you.”
Hesitantly, she rose to her feet and approached the arena. The women chattered around her like excited birds. Shur smiled encouragingly.
Chemmusaayl grabbed her hand and yanked her closer. He then put her hand into Shur’s. “Chief Net’ok. The warrior Shur wants a union with the woman Addie, and asks humbly for your consent.”
Blood drained from Addie’s head. The sudden ringing in her ears was deafening. Her mouth formed a soundless No.
“I consent,” the chief said, and he sounded pleased. “You’re now mated.”
She tried to wrestle her hand away but Shur held firm. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.”
Hurt me? she thought crazily. Her head spun, and the world around her rotated.
Where was Zoark? She searched around with blind eyes, noticing nobody in particular.
Melmie and Oh’na rushed her, with Chele following on their heels. Oma came up with congratulations and even Illied.
“I’m so happy for you, Addie!” Melmie hugged her warmly, love shining from her weird eyes that she turned to Shur. “I trust you take good care of her, warrior. Addie is a precious gem.”
Addie wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry. She wanted to breathe, dammit, but her chest seemed unable to expand.
“I will, I promise,” Shur responded with all seriousness.
Tugging her by the hand, Shur led her away from the arena so that the contest could continue. “We will talk later,” he promised. “We will be happy together, Addie-woman.” Giving her hand one more warm squeeze, he let her go and jumped lightly over the rock to join the men’s ranks.
Helpless, Addie stood frozen in place. The women’s animated faces swam in front of her eyes, their kind words making as much sense as they had when she had first arrived at their tribe.
“He’s a great warrior, this Shur.” Addie turned to find Melmie still by her side. “I like him. You should be so lucky he’s now your mate.”
He’s now my mate. The words reverberated in Addie’s brain like thunder, filling her head to bursting with their meaning.
Two more warriors walked into the arena, about to begin another fight. Out in the distance, Qalae was holding court next to her mate, the chief. She glanced at Addie only once, and her eyes were full of sadness.




Chapter 35



Never again.


Addie reflected on these two words while clutching Qalae’s potion in her hand. The contest had long finished, and the Tek meat feast that followed had been over with. She didn’t eat raw meat under normal circumstances, and today the look of it made her gag. Zoark had never materialized at the plaza, and Addie had endured standing next to Shur until the crowd broke up for the night.
She was a coward.
She had looked into Shur’s face and saw Hoban. She had opened her mouth to tell him to take a hike and had closed it again.
She wasn’t afraid that Chemmusaayl would tie her to the post. She was afraid he wouldn't. He might simply let Shur take her away and have his way with her by force.
She now stood at the edge of the rocky incline, protected from the view of the settlement by several large boulders and moderate-density bushes.
She was about to eat her words. If Qalae showed up.
She clutched the herbs tighter and wondered idly if she would end up taking them herself in the future. She didn’t want Shur touching his body, forcing her to touch him in return, kissing her in intimate places, licking and tasting and stretching… 
Addie shuddered.
He might give you more affection than your cripple, a voice whispered in her mind.
But no amount of reasoning could ever overcome the desires of the heart. Shur was handsome and solid in character, and she wanted to cry at the mere idea of laying with him.
“So you wanted to see me, Addie-woman?” Qalae emerged soundlessly from out of nowhere. “I admit, I’m curious.”
The queen sauntered closer, a malicious glint in her startling eyes.
Addie took a deep breath. “I brought you your poison.”
“Oh?” She sounded indifferent, but her eyes sharpened. “Being mated has brought about a change of your heart?”
“In a way.” Addie opened her palm to give Qalae the little pouch. Qalae looked at it but didn’t reach out.
“You want something from me, don’t you?”
“Your help.”
“My help.” Qalae’s eyebrows rose. “What happened to Never Again?”
“I was too hasty.”
“You’re a fine little extortionist, that’s what you are.”
“It isn’t like that!” It was exactly like that.
“Enough!” Qalae raised her hand and for a second Addie thought she was going to hit her. Instead, she took the herbs. Untying the pouch, she poured the powder into her mouth with a practiced motion, swallowing several times. Her face contorted - the powder burned the throat like undiluted whiskey. “What is it that you want?”
“How do I stop the thing with Shur?”
Qalae didn’t seem at all surprised at Addie’s question.
“You can’t.”
Panic stirred. “But I thought women had the last say!”
“The chief already blessed your union. You’re bound to him.”
Addie was outraged and scared. “I was never asked. They didn’t give me a choice!”
Qalae shrugged, avoiding eye contact. “They didn’t think you would object.”
Addie issued a small bitter laugh. “I get it. They didn’t want me to object. Shur needed a mate, and to everyone’s surprise, he chose me. Better get it done before he changes his mind. Such a neat solution to the problem.”
“You have to admit, it’s the best outcome.” Qalae licked her lips. “He’s a good male.”
Addie slashed air with her hand. “That isn't the point. I can’t mate with him!”
“You can’t undo it. The chief’s words are biding.”
“What if I refuse? Will they tie me to the post?” It was looking more and more like a very real possibility. She’d likely die in pain, taking her child with her. Lose-lose all around.
“It could happen,” Qalae allowed, “but it rarely does to females.”
“How are the females punished?”
“We are rarely punished. There are other ways to force us into obedience.” She spoke to Addie, but her gaze went to the tops of the Olzol Mountains barely visible in the distance. “We are shamed. We’re told how fortunate we are to have a mate to protect us. How our men need us to stay strong. Children have to be born, to take us into the future.”
Shivers ran along Addie’s spine. Children.
“I am not saying I don’t ever want to take a mate,” she said hoarsely. “I just don’t want this one.”
“More’s the pity. He’s the one you got.”
Addie took a deep uneven breath. “I am carrying a child.”
Qalae’s head reared back just as her eyes flickered to Addie’s still-flat stomach. “Are you certain?”
“Yes, fairly certain.”
“And does… he know?”
Addie mutely shook her head.
The queen was scrutinizing Addie openly now.
“Your union with Shur is done, Addie-woman,” she said slowly.
“It isn’t Shur’s child.”
“I understand.” A slight smile played around the queen’s mouth. “That other male, the one who sired a child on you, can challenge Shur for his mating rights.”
Addie chose not to share with Qalae the fact that Zoark was unlikely to fight for her. If he wanted to mate her, he had had plenty of chances to ask.
But what if, after learning about the baby, he decided that he was honor-bound to challenge Shur? True, Zoark was stronger than anyone suspected, but the fact of his bad knee remained. Shur would kill him.
“Can I ask the chief not to be mated? I don’t want anyone to fight.” Addie felt absolutely miserable.
The queen’s eyes didn’t soften, but her face fell in sympathy that she was trying to conceal. “In chief’s eyes, Shur is strong and able. The chief will favor Shur for the mating.” She paused. “And so should you.”
“What?”
The queen’s strong white hand slowly rose and hovered as if in indecision before gently settling on Addie’s cheek. “Think about your child. Who is going to raise it?”
“I will.”
“Not alone.” The queen’s hand withdrew. “Shur is not a bad choice. Not bad at all.”
Addie's heart bled. At this moment, she yearned to leave the tribe as much as once upon a time she had wanted to join it. It was the only choice. She could travel to the mountain valley with its beautiful blue and green quartz layers in the rock and its caves with golden light. She could stay awhile and spend time stocking a pantry and reading the etched scrolls. When the baby came, the two of them could stay there forever and make a home of it.
“You’re thinking of leaving, aren’t you?” Qalae asked quietly.
“Am I that transparent?” Addie found that she could smile, albeit sadly. “Why did you never leave, Qalae?”
The queen’s hands opened and closed in a helpless gesture. “I am Net’ok’s mate,” she said in a voice so low Addie strained to hear her words. “I am… responsible. Personal happiness is fleeting. I wanted to become the queen the people need me to be, to give my life to Net’ok’s tribe in deed and in spirit.” She looked at the empty pouch in her hand. “I still want to.” 
The pain in this quiet admission pierced Addie’s heart, temporarily eclipsing her own troubles. Qalae was not cold or indifferent. She was intense, full of churning emotions and desires underneath that smooth exterior of hers.
Qalae gave her the empty pouch and Addie took it from the queen’s hand. Their fingers connected.
On impulse, Addie closed her hand around Qalae’s. “You shouldn’t be taking this stuff. It isn’t good for your body.”
Qalae chuckled. “Do you think I don’t know it? Sometimes it makes me so ill I can’t move. That old snake Chele said it is nothing to worry about.” She scoffed and gently withdrew from Addie’s touch. “She thinks I’m that stupid.”
“No, she thinks you’re that desperate. Qalae, these herbs will eventually kill you.”
Qalae sighed. “The herbs work. And Chele’s right, I’m desperate.”
It was Addie’s turn to sigh. This meeting turned out nothing like she had planned. She didn’t accomplish anything by seeing the queen. “We should go back.”
“Shur should build you a teepee,” the queen surprised her by saying. “And you have a right to wait until your new home is built. Shur will need skins to construct it. Furs to furnish it for his new bride. Tools and pottery.”
“The High Counselor already instructed women to share what they could from the households.”
“He will find that no one has anything to share. He will have to hunt his own big game for skins and bones.”
“Hunt what? There are no Elkeks around.”
“Exactly.”
◆◆◆
 
Addie successfully navigated the settlement without running into Shur for several days. It took an effort to slink in and out of the village as unobtrusively as possible to avoid him, considering the men stayed in to prepare for another long hunting expedition.
She hid in her teepee and rarely came out. A poor long-term strategy, but she didn’t know what else to do. She had to face her “intended” eventually. But she had to face Zoark first.
Finally, her luck ran out, and Shur was the first person she bumped into on her way from gathering much-needed cooking herbs.
“Addie-woman!” he exclaimed, and his eyes warmed at the sight of her. He appeared to have been waiting for her.
Inwardly, she cringed in awkwardness and fear. He was a big male. And he had rights to her. The rights she may end up accepting, she reminded herself and squared her shoulders under the patchy sweater.
“Shur,” she acknowledged him with outright cool. It was hard to maintain a calm demeanor when everything inside her quivered like dropped Jell-O.
“I was waiting for you,” he said, confirming her earlier assumption. “Did you go foraging alone?”
“I… ah, no. I went just over there,” she waved her hand in the general direction of the plains, “to pick up one thing for my signature spice rub.” She smiled, though it came out forced. “I stick close to the tribe.”
He nodded vigorously. “Yes, yes. You should. Who knows what’s going to happen.”
Alarmed, Addie really focused on Shur. “What do you mean?”
“Unease is heavy in the air.”
“Is it marauders?”
“Yes.”
“They’ve been spotted?”
“No. That’s why I’m worried.”
“And Wrennlins?”
“Some signs of them, yes,” he acknowledged with reluctance. “Please, stay in.”
“I will, as much as we all can. We have to forage, you know. Meat is scarce.”
“Yes, it is.” He looked into the distance, perturbed. “I hate that women have to provide for the tribe. We must do better.”
Addie studied him while he was looking away. He was a good-looking male by the local standards. He had light, almost tawny coloring, and the bright emerald irises over the deep red of his eyes were almost attractive. Spaghetti strings of his thick mane lay like a heavy curtain over his massive shoulders.
He lowered his eyes and caught her looking. Addie hastily blinked away as Shur scrutinized her. He probably still found her potently weird, despite his willingness to mate with her.
“The big game has left these parts,” he said. “Without killing an Elkeks, materials for our home are hard to find. We will have to wait a little more before coming together as mates.” He was apologetic.
His words were soothing to Addie’s ears. “I understand,” she responded with phony regret. “I can wait.”
“But don’t worry, I still have time. My urges aren’t too bad and when we do find Elkeks, I’ll make sure to make a kill. For you.” He sounded eager and looked at her earnestly. “For now, if you need anything, tell me. I will act as your mate even though we aren’t joined in the basic sense.”
He is a good man, Addie thought with surprise. He truly cared about her. He wanted to make his life with her, in their tribe.
Can I make it work without love?
She stared at him, willing the future to reveal itself.
A funny sensation fluttered through her, distracting Addie from Shur. She stilled, looking inward, working to make sense of it. No, nothing; she must’ve imagined it.
But it came again, butterfly’s wings unfurling in her belly.
Her baby was moving.
Shur was talking to her, but she no longer heard what he was saying. She nodded her head and looked at the tops of the teepees where women’s Yuux perched in various configurations.
Protectiveness blanketed Addie like a heavy winter throw. It wrapped around her head to toe and molded with her entire being. There was nothing she wouldn't do for this child. Nothing.
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Scouts returned and left again after a debrief with the chief and a short rest. Addie saw Zoark from afar but didn’t have a chance to speak to him. It appeared - only appeared - that he was avoiding her.
He must know about her and Shur - this kind of news flew around faster than small particles during a sandstorm. Maybe Zoark truly was under pressure to go back into the field, but Addie expected some sign that he was aware of her. A word acknowledgment, however indifferent, of her mating status.
But she got nothing from him.
Had he accepted, like Melmie and Oh’na, her betrothal to Shur as a fact of life? She didn’t know, and it was maddening.
Their tribe was growing more and more restless. Despite the scouts’ unusually intense patrols, nothing was said to the people. Naturally, speculation started churning - nothing fueled rumors faster than a lack of concrete information. Wrennlins, marauders, Elkeks departure, and Qalae’s inability to procreate - all the ingredients bubbled in this thick soup of fear-mongering.
A hunting party left early one morning - a small one, despite their tribe desperately needing meat in quantities. Chemmusaayl made very little production in sending them off, another anomaly in their rapidly changing routine. It was as if maintaining traditions was losing its meaning in the face of the unknown but instinctively anticipated adversity.
Shur didn’t go with the party but stayed in the settlement. After training with the other warriors, he sought Addie out as had become his habit. He often checked on her, and much as Addie appreciated his good intentions, the constant supervision made her want to scream.
All of what was going on was exhausting to Addie who was beginning to feel the toll of her pregnancy.
“Do you need to go out today?”
“No, I should have everything I need. Chele and Oma went first thing in the morning, and Vircea is still out with other women.”
Addie needed to go and pick a couple of things she needed to complete a new batch of blood-clotting herb mix, which she thought they might need one day soon for no other reason except the overall feeling of oppressive anticipation of danger, but she wasn't going to share that with Shur.
“Not even those random leaves and berries you secretly pick and bring back in your sack?” he asked, and she hiccuped.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
He smiled without rancor. “One day, I hope you trust me enough to share.”
“I don’t have anything to share, Shur. And keeping up rumors that I’m a healer won’t earn you extra points with the High Counselor.”
“I don’t need extra points from the High Counselor. He already likes me.” He winked at her, but then got serious. “I wish he would let me go hunting today. I have a feeling the men will have a successful hunt.”
“Let’s hope you’re right…”
It was much later in the day that Addie managed to get out without him looking. Mindful of the dangers that lurked all around, she didn’t go far - she never did anymore.
Crouching between two boulders, she reached into the crevice where she spied the pink moss she was after and wiggled her fingers to get a grip of small velvety leaves.
The air behind her shifted, and she froze, oxygen leaving her body in a thin trickle as a large presence manifested out of thin air. She yanked her arm from between the rocks, nearly skinning it raw as she stumbled onto her feet. Wobbling, she caught herself… against his body.
Recognition did nothing to slow down the frantic hammering of her heart. Zoark’s nearness affected her differently than, say, a Wrennlin would, but with no lesser impact. Yearning and affection for him topped the list. Physical desire was almost painful. Then came regrets and resentment at his indifference toward herself while she burned with feelings.
And underneath it all, there was a crippling wish for things to be different between them.
“Scared you?” His heavy eyebrows arched mockingly.
“As a matter of fact, yes.” She glanced behind to make sure Shur didn’t decide to follow her. He didn’t.
Zoark was looking down at her, and his flat, slightly scornful expression put her on the defensive.
“Did you follow me?”
He kept looking.
“Why?”
“What are you doing?”
“Gathering moss. I promised Melmie to help with dyeing. She wants some pink color for her blanket.”
“Is that what you tell you mate? Do you lie to him about your herbs?”
So Zoark knew. Addie slowly blew out a breath. “Shur and I aren’t truly mated.”
“Yet.”
Addie raised her chin. “I haven’t made my decision.”
“There’s no decision you have to make. The chief has blessed your pairing.” He looked so damn impenetrable.
Addie’s self-control began to crack. “And would you mind if I accepted Shur?”
“Should I mind?”
Did she really mean so little to him? Was sex with her on the same level for him as sex with that woman Samantha in the city?
“I don’t know, Zoark,” she couldn't come up with anything snarky to say. So she told him the truth, “You never told me I was in any way special. You never even looked at me when we screwed.”
Zoark made this move with his head as if a nonexistent collar was choking him. “I looked.”
A lightbulb came on. “You need me, don’t you? You have an urge.”
“And you’d spread your legs for me, never mind your mate? Great. It’s beginning to feel a lot like the city.”
His words hit her like a slap. “I don’t have a mate!” she forced between clenched teeth. “It isn’t like the city. I’m not Samantha. I am leaving, Zoark.”
“Leaving?” he repeated, his brow furrowing in the most fearsome sight. He moved, closing the gap between them in his fluid limp, his burning hot eyes intense on her face.
She nodded. “I hope you find another woman to take the edge off your needs. Maybe you and Shur can put your heads together and source females from another tribe. Your own kind.”
“I’m a cripple, remember? Defective goods. There’s no marriage market for me.”
Addie took in his powerful form. “Believe in yourself. Someone will see you for who you are. Don’t ever settle again.”
He cocked his head to one side. “Who told you I settled?”
“Some things don’t have to be said to be understood.”
“You got it wrong,” he stated flatly.
“It doesn’t matter now.”
A curious expression entered his features. “Tell me, Addie-woman, did I ever hurt you?”
Yes, he did. Or rather, his indifference did. But it wasn’t what he was asking.
“No, you didn’t. How could you? You’re always so careful.” She didn’t mean to sound bitter, but that’s exactly how the words came out.
His forehead wrinkled again, now in puzzlement. “That is rather the point. Of course I try to be careful. You’re so small. I can crush you if I don’t pay attention.”
“I’m not that fragile, you know.” She gave a small watery smile. 
He looked highly skeptical. “Physical power scares you. My people’s men scare you.”
“They can be intimidating, I admit. No one should have so much raw strength.”
“You were scared of me.” His gaze burned her.
“I wanted you,” she gave him another truth. “It was wrong of me to offer, but then I didn’t know about Samantha… Remember, at the caves? You refused me.”
“I remember.”
“Well…”
“You don’t know what that refusal cost me.”
She glanced up, not sure she heard him right.
“And I tried to stay away from you, but the damned trek across the mountains made it hard.”
“And then you realized your tribe needed you?”
He gave a short bout of laughter, and it wasn’t pleasant. “Bugger the tribe. It was when you and Qalae came upon us, and the stupid Kivek startled you.”
Addie winced, remembering.
“The way you reacted,” he continued, “and the way you laughed afterward - so much light. Looking at you made my chest hurt. Life churns inside you, Addie. Males were already starting to notice you, and sooner or later one would have asked you to mate him. I couldn't stand the idea. I wanted you for myself. After Samantha, a human woman was the last thing I intended to touch. But fate can play with you in different ways.”
Addie’s stomach went airborne. It was too much, and she was breaking under the emotional onslaught.
Without thinking, she turned and fled. Running as fast as her legs could carry her, Addie took a sharp left, heading toward the incline. Skidding on loose gravel, she hopped over the dwarf bushes that tore at her soft boots as her legs grazed them, and sprinted away.
Breathing hard, she turned again, and almost collided with Zoark.
“How,” she wheezed hysterically, “can you move so fast? You’re a cripple! You should hobble on wood and bone crutches! Push a stone walker!”
He didn’t make a move to touch her, didn’t say anything, just stared, completely unwinded where she struggled to catch her breath.
“Go away! Leave me alone! You said you would, so go now!” She took a stumbling step back and turned to face away from him.
“I can’t.”
The cold wind blew sand and dry grass past her. “Why?”
“Some things simply are. They don’t need answers.” He was very near, she sensed.
Addie buried her face in her hands and shook her head mutely. Her thoughts were a tangle of flaxy thread without a beginning or an end.
“Look at me,” his order crackled in the wind.
She refused.
“If you want me to leave, tell me. Don’t run.”
She bolted.
But this time, she didn’t get ten steps in. Strong hands reached from behind and jerked her to an abrupt stop. Everything tilted as Zoark swung her into his arms, so easily. Addie cried, a small cry of distress, of fear, of hope, and clung to his neck.
He was walking, the uneven lilt of his gate calming and arousing.
“Zoark…”
“I know.”
He shifted direction, and after a few long strides, wedged them between two boulders, squeezed past, and emerged at a clearing where green moss carpeted the ground and the rocks, a cushioned lair, a lovely, magical spot just for the two of them.
He dropped down to sit with Addie in his lap and kissed her.
She opened her mouth, giving him full access, licking him in return. She tasted his essence, thrust her tongue to explore the texture of the inside of his mouth, found sharp points of his teeth, deliciously tantalizing. So much power - and all hers. No one tasted like him. Her hands burrowed in his long hair, caressed his neck. No one felt like Zoark, either. Finally, to be able to touch him, to absorb the texture of his skin felt like heaven.
He grunted, a short sound of deep pleasure, and, as if reading her mind, pulled his shirt off. His chiseled shoulders marred by deep scars flexed and rolled under Addie’s fingers. He was tugging at her dress, interrupting the wonder of her exploration.
“Take it off.”
“It’s cold.”
“I’ll warm you up, I promise.”
She laughed, raising her arms up so he could pull the garment off her body. The cold wind blew, but she was partially shielded from it by those wide shoulders, and when his mouth closed around the tip of her breast, the wind stopped being a factor at all.
“Zoark,” she whispered urgently, arching her back to provide better access to her body. “Zoark…”
She knew he was holding back still, being cautious, aware of her every reaction. He sucked hard, playing. She moaned and ground her pelvis against him, reveling in the answering hardness.
He lifted his head and surveyed her breasts with a critical eye. Her nipples were puckered and wet. He liked what he saw. Slowly, he raised his eyes to her face, and the warm, orangey glow of his For eyes seared Addie. She smiled at him encouragingly and a little unsure. He didn’t smile back.
And then his control split.
He flipped her over to sprawl on the moss and ripped her silly undergarment off, leaving her wearing her boots and nothing else. Pushing her knees aside, he looked her up and down, the whole length of her, lingered at her secret place, wet and ready. Then he smiled.
“There you are. I remember what you looked like down here.” His finger traced her slit. “From your Jat sand bath.”
“Zoark!” She remembered it, too. She also remembered imagining how he would lean down and taste her.
Making her fantasy a reality, he put his mouth on her. There was no finesse in his actions and no pretense. He did what he wanted, took away and gave back. Pushing her legs wider by virtue of wedging his torso between them, he kissed and licked and sucked on her relentlessly. He dropped all concerns about any potential disgust his touch could cause her; stopped worrying if she was okay with it - he simply enjoyed her body. Did she mind?
When he drew her most sensitive nub into his mouth, her nerves detonated without warning, and she came into his mouth screaming, clutching and pulling his hair like a woman possessed. She was possessed all right, by lust, by attraction to this incredible and strange male.
He chuckled and bit her inner thigh hard enough to leave a mark, and then laved the spot with his tongue.
He wasn’t quite done with her core. His tongue returned, and he applied feather-light pressure to her sensitive folds, licking the moisture of her desire with long, lazy laps. It was raw and elemental, and she wanted to stay forever on this soft moss, spread out in front of his eyes, his mouth.
When he moved to explore the crease between her thigh and hip with his mouth, Addie shifted.
“I want to touch you, too.”
“You will.” He didn’t stop licking and kissing the skin around the damp curls covering her mound. “I can’t get enough of your smell,” he murmured. “You smell like no one else.”
“Is this… good?” Old misconceptions about grooming and propriety arose, bringing a slight influx of self-consciousness in their wake. Addie forced herself to relax, to let go. She loved his body the way it was, and it made sense that he loved hers. In this wild world, sexuality was on par with everything else: undiluted by any civilization.
Feeling the wet slide of his tongue in her navel, Addie shivered, pleasure rising again without having had a chase to cool. When he made his way up back to her breasts and worked her nipples into the tight buds of delight, so sensitive they hurt, she was writhing on the brink of another orgasm.
He snaked a hand down, rubbing her slit in firm strokes, fingering her folds, teasing, pressing, spreading the moisture. When his finger dipped inside, her hips rose in response.
“You get so wet.” He withdrew his hand and licked his finger, shocking her.
Her face must have registered her shock because he laughed. “You said not to hold back.”
“I didn’t know…”
“Didn’t know what I wanted? I wanted this. All of it.”
He kissed her on the mouth as his hand returned to tease her into a frenzy of pleasure. She could taste herself on his lips, and him. The unmistakable, heady tang of him. A For, yes, a musky male in his prime, but also Zoark. He had this almost wood smoky essence that made Addie’s head spin and her world go topsy-turvy. It reminded her of Earth, of all things home. He was her home.
When the pressure built up to a bursting point, Zoark grasped her hips and surged inside, bearing down on her, pushing deep, stretching Addie’s swollen tissues, and detonating another explosion. She buckled underneath him, and he laughed, lodged deep. She felt his laughter all the way inside, and tears of pure joy misted her view of his face.
She wished for this moment to never end, but even when it did, it was beautiful.




Chapter 37



“No, wait, let me finish.” Addie placed both hands on the sides of Zoark’s head to keep him still. He ruined a perfectly tight man bun but that she had almost finished twining high on his head. Patiently, she gathered his hair and brushed it with her fingers, working to pull it up. Yuux Ihr and Ehr came down and hovered, watching the hairstyling intently. Ihr descended almost to Zoark’s head and extended one clawed little paw toward the bun as if testing it, but didn’t dare to settle on it. Smart move, because Zoark would swat him away.
Addie gently moved Ihr to the side in the air. “With this wind, the hair’s always in your face. Here, it should keep it in place.” Addie folded the ends under and stuck a twig through the bun.
“Now I look like Oh’na. You always fiddle with Oh’na’s hair,” he groused.
Addie stood up and walked around to see him from the front. “I assure you, you do not look like Oh’na.”
And then she blinked.
Such an insignificant change, gathering his hair away to reveal the strong mold of his face and bare his thick neck, had transformed him in ways that Addie struggled to process. He was still her Zoark, but it was like he could no longer hide his true nature, which made him a bit of a stranger.
Even sitting down, he was huge. Though mellow and relaxed, he managed to look wild and feral and strong beyond measure. He sprawled in front of her like a berserker at rest, like a cruel war god of the old Norse, valuing nothing but power and brute force - and possessing them in spades.
She should be afraid. Instead, for the first time since coming to Planet Zero, she looked at a For male and thought, I am safe. 
“Zoark, I think I am going to have a child.”
In the hollow, terrible silence that followed, the chill that descended over Zoark was palpable and sharp.
Addie stiffly lowered down to sit next to him on the soft moss. “I take it you didn’t expect it,” she uttered without inflection.
“Are you certain?” he asked, echoing Qalae.
She nodded. “I never thought we could, you know, make babies between us, but there is no other explanation.”
With an effort, she brought herself to look at him, and the anguish in his face made her recoil. He looked like she’d just stuck a knife into his back.
Guess I’ll be making the trip to the Olzol Mountains by myself, after all.
“Alright, Zoark.” She began to rise but his hand shot out to clasp around her shoulder and pin her down.
“When do you think… will the baby arrive?” he sounded strained.
“I’ve got a little time, don’t worry. It’s not like I plan to sue you for child support.”
“What are you talking about?”
She laughed a little. “An inside joke.”
“I’m not in the mood for jokes.”
“Yeah, I figure.”
“What do you plan to do?”
“Me? Oh, well, let’s see. First, I plan to go back to my teepee. I’ll pack, and when no one is watching, especially Shur, I’ll hightail it out of this place.” She’d miss the girls. Melmie, with her serious, practical approach to life. Little Oh’na whose eyes followed Addie whenever she was near, and adoration poured out of her otherworldly red-green orbs. Addie’s heart spasmed painfully at the thought of never seeing Oh’na again. Somewhere along the way, she’d become her child more so than she was Chele’s ward.
“Where will you go?” Zoark asked.
“To the caves,” she said simply.
He was looking at her like she lost her mind.
“What, you don’t think it’s a good plan?”
“No.”
“Well, it’s the best one I’ve got. I won’t mate Shur, and if I refuse, the High Counselor will punish me until he kills me. I can’t die now, you understand.”
“You don’t want to die?” he asked with suspicion.
“Um. No, not really.” What was wrong with him?
There were a few beats of charged silence, and then he said, “I’ll go with you.”
“You don’t have to, but thank you,” Addie said politely. She’d be damned if she forced him into staying by playing up the baby card. But protection on the road might be sensible, what with the marauders and wild Gosors. “You may see me to the mountains. I should be okay once I get to the caves.”
“I’ll stay with you until the baby is born. You won’t have to do anything. I’ll provide for you. And after… I will keep the baby.”
Addie turned to his so sharply her hair whipped her cheek hard enough to leave a welt. “Keep the baby? What do you mean?”
“Only that you don’t have to trouble yourself with it. I am only asking you to birth it. Please.”
He was pleading, and his quiet voice made violent goosebumps blossom all over Addie’s skin under the sweater. Something was very wrong. His reaction went deeper than that of a father-to-be caught unawares.
“What if I want to keep my baby?”
He was staring at her with something close to panic, making her more and more uneasy.
“Zoark, is it because I’m human? You don’t trust me to raise your baby?” she asked carefully.
“As a human, why would you want an alien thing?” he countered hoarsely.
She was aghast. “I don’t think of it this way! It’s our baby. Why would you even say something like this?” Now she was close to tears. What had gone wrong? Why were things this difficult?
“It’s what she used to call her baby.”
“What? Who?” And then it clicked. “Samantha?”
He nodded.
“She had… you and she had a baby?”
“She died before the baby was born.”
“Oh, no. I had no idea. Zoark, why did you never tell me?” Her mind reeled. All this time, she’d operated under the assumption that children were impossible. None of the women had ever gotten pregnant… that she’d known about.
“It isn’t something I talk about.” He rose to his feet in one fluid motion, and against her will, Addie admired the smooth, animal power that emanated from him so naturally. “I wish I could forget the whole sordid story.”
“Did the others know?”
He started pacing, making neat circles around Addie. “No. Samantha never told them. When her stomach started growing, she went to great lengths to conceal it. Sathe was the only one who knew.”
“I’m surprised she confided in Sathe.”
“She didn’t. I did. When I needed Sathe’s help…” he broke off and his head made a jerky rotation that went at odds with his usual smooth way of moving.
Addie didn’t think he’d continue, but he did, still walking, still not looking at her. “See, when Samantha first discovered what was happening to her, she went crazy. She almost lost her mind. Of course, she blamed me for it.”
“You were the father, right?”
He gave a huff. “We weren’t exclusive partners, but we were the most frequent. Other women had never managed to breed from any of the males they’d been with. Samantha hadn’t either until I showed up. Maybe it’s my redheaded bloodline, maybe it was a mere coincidence. Long story short, it is possible that I wasn’t the father, but unlikely.”
“You took responsibility,” Addie paraphrased, apprehensive to hear the rest of the story. She already knew it ended with Samantha’s death, and now she was reluctant to learn the details preceding it.
“Whatever you want to call it. It was a dark time for me. I was still recovering, the city men constantly picked fights with me in hopes of overturning my authority. Marauders raided the place on and off, even though the worst of it was over. Life in the city went against everything I liked or respected, and Samantha’s ever-changing moods were getting to me. I wanted out and I decided to leave.”
“But you stayed. For her.” Zoark’s integrity wouldn't allow him to leave pregnant Samantha even though the baby might not have been his.
“How could I not? She was hysterical, inconsolable. She would wake up in the middle of the night from nightmares and claw at her abdomen, trying to get that alien thing out. I had to hold her down. It was ugly.”
Bile rose in Addie’s throat. “I think Samantha… I think she was very troubled.”
“Was she? I don’t know. I only know that she’d set out to make herself un-pregnant.”
“Oh, god.”
“She tried different things. Once, she threw herself off a small cliff but only managed to bruise herself all over. Then she ate some berries and puked for three days straight. Finally, she stuck a thin long stick inside, between her legs. I thought for sure she was going to die - there was so much blood. That’s when I told Sathe. Sathe patched her up and talked some sense into her.”
“Did Samantha finally accept her condition?”
“Accept? No. But she more or less gave up. We talked and made up. I promised that I’d be her mate and provide for our family. She said she wanted that, too. Afterward, we went about our daily lives, even though she remained secretive about her condition. She kind of wilted, like a picked flower. The baby continued to grow inside her, much to her dismay.”
He stopped talking and pacing, too overcome by memories.
Addie briefly cupped her own stomach in a gesture as old as time. “She didn’t want anyone to know? Surely she knew it was naive.”
“It was hard to reason with Samantha. She wanted to pretend it wasn’t happening. And if the others knew, then it would become real. But then she died, and it never became real.”
Letting go of her stomach, Addie nervously picked at the fringe on her sash, her fingers smoothing it and twisting it around. “Did she die in a Wrennlin attack?” Addie couldn't imagine a more terrible way to die.
“She hung herself from a meat drying rack behind our teepee.”
Addie’s world tilted. She gaped at Zoark, not knowing what to say. Not knowing what to think. 
He didn’t seem to notice her horrified silence.
“I took her body to the plains and left the city the next day. Eventually, Oh’nil and I crossed paths and I came to stay with the tribe.” Finally, he looked at Addie. “You must’ve arrived in the city soon thereafter.”
Addie rubbed her face as so many things suddenly became clear to her.
Rising to her feet with a lot less grace than Zoark, she came to stand in front of him. Taking his hands into her cold shaky ones, she peered into his desolate face.
“You’ve told me yourself that I am not like Samantha. I’m not. I want this baby.”
Hope and mistrust warred in him. He wanted to believe her, but his past experiences held him back. There was nothing to do but prove, over time, that Addie meant business.
“Listen to me, Zoark. You will never have to come back and take my lifeless body off some rack. I won’t ever eat poisonous berries or stick a needle in myself.”
He listened attentively, hanging to her every word. “You truly want to have this baby?”
“Very much! Until recently, I had no hope of ever having one. I still don’t know what to expect from a baby that’s half-human and half-For. I don’t know what the birth will bring, but I’m not afraid. I swear to you, I’m prepared to fight for it. Whatever it takes.”
He tugged at her hands and murmured, “Come, sit down with me.”
She did. And he did. They didn’t get up for a long time.
◆◆◆
 
Zoark helped Addie into her sweater. “It is too cold out here.” They kissed and cuddled before he reluctantly pulled away, giving her one more hot look. They had made love twice more, and the time was growing late.
“If the High Counselor knows about us, what will he do?”
Zoark frowned, and his new ‘do emphasized the thunderous expression. He was truly magnificent, in a scary, monster way.
“He won’t like it,” he said flatly.
“Do you think he will accept us? What about Net’ok?”
He took her hand, and Addie marveled at the difference in their sizes. “For them to accept us, they have to accept me. And for them to accept me, I have to have value in the eyes of the tribe.”
“They value strength, and you’re strong, Zoark. Can’t they see it?”
Zoark absently rubbed her hand in circular motions with the pads of his clawed finger. “No.”
“How can they not? I don’t understand.”
“I’ve never shown them.”
“Why?”
“Didn’t want to upset the balance.” He smiled thinly. “They never asked me to fight. They never invited me to train. They simply assumed I couldn't do it, and I was fine with it. Easier all around.”
“And you allowed them to go on thinking you’re useless,” Addie looked at him with reproach.
He looked back at her, his eyes direct and honest. “I had nothing to prove, Addie-woman. And I didn’t care.”
“I see.”
“It all may work out in the end. I’m free to leave the tribe if I have to.”
Addie looked at him in surprise. Suddenly, she got it. He had always known. Bad leg be damned, he had always had the potential to take on Net’ok and every other large asshole like Vuskas and Hunlath. He hadn’t wanted to.
She smiled with irony. “It won’t be the first time I have to start over.” But she wasn’t alone this time. They would go together.
“My brother will go with us.”
“Would he? You may want to ask Oh’nil about that. You know… Qalae.”
It was the first time she voiced what the brothers carefully skirted around.
“He’ll go,” Zoark said. “It is now she who will have to decide. He’s given her plenty of time.”
“Where would we go?” Addie asked.
“Across the Olzol Mountains.”
So Zoark wanted to take them back to the Valley of the Rare Flowers.
“At least there were Teks to tidy us over.”
He grinned. “That’s what I was thinking. And speaking of Teks,” he surged to his feet and pulled Addie up with him. “I saw signs of their activity on my last scout. I want to look again.” He picked up his ever-present spear off the ground, his intent toward the Teks clear. “I’ll see you home… ” he abruptly cut himself off and twirled around, dropping into a fighting crouch.
“Zoark?” Addie’s heart began to thump.
Zoark wasn’t paying her attention, his ears pointed. 
She never heard a sound. Or maybe they never made a sound. But Zoark did, cursing as he went into a full-body lunge. The Yuux screeched from above like banshees, but they were too late.
And all hell broke loose.
Several bodies leaped at them from behind the rocks. Zoark collided with one, driving his spear toward the man, but two more jumped him from behind.
Addie whipped into action just as a pair of strong hands closed around her. She screamed and struggled, but the hands gripping her were iron.
“What is she?” She heard uttered in hoarse low For.
“A funny-looking little bitch.”
The smell of unwashed bodies and rank animal hide hit her nostrils. She didn’t need to look to know they were marauders.
She kept struggling, to no avail.
“Be still!” The one who held her shook her hard enough to rattle her brain. “You too, cripple! Or I’ll kill her right now. Do you understand?” A brutish face with a snarling mouth came within inches of her own. “Nod that you do.”
Zoark ceased fighting, surrounded by three big males, and his knife was wrenched out of his hand, leaving him defenseless.
“Hey, she doesn’t understand!” A man chirped from behind Addie, his voice young like a teenager’s.
“She does. That lame bastard spoke to her.”
Understanding that she and Zoark had been under surveillance from these men, perhaps when intimate, was demoralizing.
Eyes wild and breaths choppy from fear and adrenaline, Addie took stock of the marauders. Five in total, they were predictably tall and burly, dressed in typical For garb of woven garments, tall furry boots, and crude skin cloaks with slits that left their arms bare. Leather belts that held assorted weapons cinched their waists.
Unlike the tribal For, these five went all-out with bling. Braided leather necklaces hung in batches from their necks, with small rocks and carved pieces of bone dangling off them, clacking dryly when the men moved.
Their hair had been, in some distant past, braided, but they didn’t appear to be bothered to take care of it often. Two men had peculiar designs scrolling down their cheeks and forearms, but whether they were painted or tattooed, Addie couldn't say.
The marauders’ weapons reflected the uncontrolled, malevolent war energy that shimmered around them. Their spears were rubbed with something, likely the dark Nipi juice, to a glistening black sheen, and etched along the length. A club clutched firmly in a giant fist bore stains that looked like crusted blood. The most fearsome of all was the axe one man was holding, ebony-black and shiny as if oiled, inlaid with fragments of bone on the handle - surprisingly intricate workmanship - and topped with a slate-gray sharpened stone.
All their weapons bore multiple chips and notches that were not part of the design but a testament to their frequent and heavy usage. And their owners’ bodies sported as many scars.
They weren’t the play-by-the-rules For males of the tribes who liked regimen and valued fellowship of their people. These were the Hobans times ten, ruthless, selfish, and without conscience. They would show no mercy.
One of the men grabbed the For holding Addie by the shoulder.
“You can’t claim her. You don’t have first rights.”
The For snarled at the touch. He rotated his head and said, “I’m not. I’m taking her to the others. You,” he pointed at a guy with the bloodied club, the owner of the most grizzled appearance on Planet Zero, “deal with the cripple.”
◆◆◆
 
“Why is it always me?” The man’s tone was whiny, at odds with his massive warrior appearance. He stomped his foot and pouted, his behavior hinting that the grizzled club owner likely wasn’t the brains behind this ambush operation.
“You’re strong,” the other warrior placated.
“So? He’s a cripple. Why does it have to be me?”
“Make it quick. We can all take turns with her at the camp.”
Addie erupted in a storm of renewed resistance. She clawed, hit, and kicked her assailant. She bit his forearm. She pushed and pulled, and twisted her body in a desperate attempt to break free. She didn't think logically about what she’d do once released. Outrunning these men was impossible. Overpowering them - even less so.
The men cackled and hooted at her attempts, finding her resistance hilarious. Amused, they weren’t watching her hands and she managed to pull out her knife and made a blind slashing motion, catching the man who came closer to help subdue her. She nicked him and he yelped in surprise.
Ihr’s high-pitched, ear-splitting screech broke from above their heads, adding to the overall sense of mayhem. The ball of gray fur lunged at the For holding Addie, and his cat-like little talons left bloody grooves on the man’s upturned face.
He cursed in a long string of creative words Addie had only a vague understanding of. One of his hands let go of Addie and made a lightning-quick grab for Ihr, but the Yuux’s speed was superior even to the wild instincts of the For. The animal streaked through air, out of reach, only to lunge again, aiming for the eyes.
Slow as the events unfolded in Addie’s mind, they took all but seconds. Ihr’s surprise attack proved more effective than expected, and the For holding Addie had to let her go or lose an eye. Ehr joined the fray, darting between the men and sweeping down on the grizzly dude with his talons extended. He spun in a circle yelling obscenities and brandishing his club.
All of them hopped and swung their arms trying to swat at the Yuux like some demented butterfly catchers.
“Run!” Zoark yelled.
“What about you…”
“Run!” Using the commotion, he slammed into the club guy with all his might, crashing them both down and wrestling the club away. Light as a cat, he was on his feet before Addie blinked, and now he had a weapon.
Addie took off.
She dashed behind the first boulder, dropped, slithered under a small natural bridge formed by the twining Qoms, feeling the twigs tear her garments. Jumping to her feet, she sprinted sideways, circling the clearing where Zoark remained instead of running away.
Her Yuux followed her; she could hear their frantic cries from high above.
“Please, please, my friends, you did so well down there. Please, go away,” Addie chanted soundlessly, throwing glances at the skies where the small gray fur balls unerringly tracked her. She got now why scouts and warriors didn’t have Yuux of their own. Ihr and Ehr might as well have been shining a searchlight down on her.
Reaching a large outcropping that rose opposite to where she’d disappeared, Addie carefully peeked at the clearing.
Zoark was surrounded by three marauders. The former club owner stayed down after Zoark’s powerful tackle.
The one with the black axe, a leader of sorts, spat a string of highly offensive curses at him, clearly annoyed at his causing Addie’s getaway.
If she could throw a rock, or cause some other distraction, Zoark would have a chance to break free and run.
She leaned down to pick up a rock, but her hand never made contact with it. Addie was roughly grabbed from behind, a hand covering her mouth, and yanked into the bushes. 
Screaming into the offending palm, she flailed her arms. Ihr and Ehr screeched louder and descended.
“Ouch! Cursed beasts. Call them off!”
Addie stopped flailing just as the hand covering her mouth let go to ward off the Yuux.
“Shur?” she asked Shur, a fairly pointless question.
“Shh,” he hissed. “Get them to be quiet.”
Addie snapped her fingers twice and had to repeat the command to get them to calm down.
“Thank God you’re here! Zoark’s out there, and he needs help!”
She pulled Shur toward the boulders, inviting him to take a look for himself. He looked, and what he saw didn’t change the hardened expression on his face one bit.
Zoark was still standing, surrounded by the males who were doing their damnedest to intimidate him. They were going to pound him to the ground.
Addie looked Shur over. “Do you have a spear? A club? Where is it?”
Instead of answering, Shur grabbed her arm and pulled her away from her observation post. “Let’s go. Get moving!”
She dug her heels. “Like hell we’re moving. Where’s you fucking spear?” she shouted, causing Shur to wince and Ihr and Ehr to flutter frantically about.
The marauders turned in their direction like one, and Zoark launched at the leader.
Without wasting another second, Shur scooped Addie up and broke into a run.
“No!” she wailed, “Let me go! Put me down! We have to help Zoark!”
Her struggles meant nothing to the massive male who easily slung her over his shoulder as he scaled a small wall of sharp rocks at full speed. Addie’s last sight of Zoark was with his strong arm raised, swinging the enemy’s club, fighting off the bloodthirsty animals disguised as people.
She felt sick to her soul, crushed by the reality of it. Incapacitated by the overwhelming feeling of failure. Moaning in utter despair, and bounced on Shur’s shoulder, lost in time and space, swimming in her misery.
They reached their settlement - she heard Melmie and Oh’na’s raised voices. Shur gently lowered her down, and Addie slumped limply against the rock where he propped her.
“Why?” she whispered brokenly. She felt broken. Every part of her.
Shur shook his head. “I had to save you.”
“But Zoark…”
“I couldn't help him.”
He wouldn't have. The stupid Rule of the Fallen.
“But he’ll… die.” She had to swallow before saying the word out loud.
Shur was doing his best to console her, but his furrowed brows clearly communicated that didn’t understand what all the fuss was about Zoark. “I saved you. That’s the most important part.”
Addie crumbled next to the rock. More people came out to investigate the commotion, but Addie wasn’t paying them much attention. Vircea came running, beyond herself with anguish, and Oh’nil emerged. She saw Chele from afar. Illied sidled closed to offer fake platitudes and quickly left. Everything around her was hazy, and the pain of loss left no place in her body to process other stimuli.
Oh’na dropped next to Addie and crawled under her arm.
“Don’t cry, Addie. Don’t cry…”
She wrapped her arms around Oh’na and held on for dear life. Oh’na became the anchor that held her on this earth. If she let go, Addie was afraid she’d float away, dissolve in her grief.
Shur left her side, summoned by the High Counselor to give an account of the events.
Oh’na wriggled free. “Wait here. I’ll bring you some Timpho grass. Don’t leave, Addie.”
Leave? To go where?
Addie lay on her side, curled in on herself.
Gentle hands touched her face, smoothed away her hair. “The pain will pass. And you will still be here. With us. You’re wanted.” It was Qalae.
Addie heard her but couldn't understand her words. She wanted the pain to stop. She wanted to die, but the faint, tickling flutter in her belly wouldn’t let her.
Her hand went to her stomach as the tears flowed harder from under Addie’s closed eyelids. She had no choice but to stay strong. She had no choice but to go on living, to keep fighting for this tiny, still not fully formed little being that was fully dependent on her for his or her very survival. She couldn't just quit.
Addie struggled to a sitting position as men approached her. She recognized Shur’s boots with their distinct furring around the tops. Yellow robes followed.
“Rise, Addie-woman.”
A strong hand - Shur’s - reached for her and pulled her up by the elbow. Qalae rose next to her.
“Tell us about the marauders.”
A part of reality returned to Addie’s befuddled brain. “There were five of them. Right away, Zoark killed one with a spear.”
The High Counselor looked highly skeptical. The chief next to him blinked in surprise.
“He did. And then my Yuux distracted the marauders, and he pushed another one to the ground and got his club.”
“And you’re spinning tales,” Chemmusaayl said snidely. “You mate should punish you for lying.”
Addie broke down. “Shur is not my mate!” she screeched into the High Counselor’s face. “If I have a mate, it’s Zoark! I am carrying his baby!”
A hush fell over the tribe. She felt Shur stiffening at her side. She felt Qalae go rigid with surprise at her public revelation. Then she raised her arms up.
“Rejoice, good people! Our tribe is rebounding! A new baby is coming - Mother Nature has been kind to us.”
“But he was a cripple,” Chemmusaayl sputtered, flabbergasted, and his use of past tense referring to Zoark cut Addie anew. “He had no mating rights!”
Qalae turned to him and squared her shoulders, an impressive female specimen. She almost dwarfed the High Counselor - not because she was taller than him but because she was so very regal.
“He was strong enough to sire a child. And now that it happened, High Counselor, I will see to Addie’s needs. A pregnant woman is the queen’s responsibility.”
“Some queen you are! Not once pregnant yourself.”
“Careful, High Counselor,” the chief’s interfering voice had a wealth of warning.
Chemmusaayl threw an apologetic glance toward the chief before glaring at Addie with malice. “Who knows what offspring this strange woman will bring forth.”
“You allowed Shur to mate her,” Qalae pointed out. “We should all be grateful for the young life this woman is going to share with our people.”
The High Counselor looked far from grateful and ready to argue with the Queen, but she would have none of it.
“Addie,” the queen addressed her, turning away from Chemmusaayl, “you may make a choice of accepting this warrior who will care and provide for you and your baby, and will give you more children.” She paused meaningfully. “Or you can choose to refuse this mating.” Her voice dropped. “Choose wisely, Addie-woman. You have more than yourself to think about.”
What the queen meant was that Zoark was gone.
Gone.
He would never again creep up on her, knowing just much he startled her. She’d never again jump from fright only to plunge into a feeling of absolute pleasure at realizing it was him.
Her pain was too fresh, her emotions too heightened, and she found she had no words to express all that she thought, all that she felt.
She raised beseeching eyes to Qalae.
A warning whistle rent the air, followed by a sentry’s shout.
Oh’na returned with the Timpho grass, but never quite reached Addie’s side, arrested by the view with the stalks hanging limply from her hand.
As they all watched, a figure emerged from behind the rocky hill that protected their settlement at the “sunny” side. The Ehr sun was at his back casting his looks in shadow. The man walked with a purpose, and the uneven cadence of his gate brought Addie's heart to a near stop.
The men palmed their weapons but made no move to form the customary protective formation when they recognizing Zoark.
“How is this possible?” Shur muttered. “There were four of them.”
Zoark kept approaching. Soon, Addie was able to discern his features, set into a ferocious scowl. He looked worse for wear, smeared with blood and covered with cuts that oozed blood and bruises that were beginning to swell. He’d lost his shirt, and his scarred, battered body was on full display, muscle play highlighting the power that coursed through his body. His hair, lovingly twisted by Addie into a playful bun, still retained its hold, with chunks of it now escaping, hanging down his grimy face.
In his hand, he held the black axe of the marauders' leader, and he looked like a pagan god of war.
He limped up to Shur. “If you touch her, I’ll kill you.”
The words weren’t a posturing threat. Up close, Zoark’s extreme level of exhaustion was obvious, but even the strong Shur didn’t want to find out just how much juice was left in a body that single-handedly felled five rabid rogues with their own weapons.
Nevertheless, he raised his chin at Zoark. “You’re wounded. You’re in pain.”
Zoark smiled, a truly feral expression on his bruised face. “I’m used to both. You?”
The High Counselor was giving Zoark an intent look. “We didn’t know you could fight.”
Zoark gave the assembly of warriors in front of him a sweeping glance before pegging the High Counselor with the force of his derision. “Why can’t I fight?”
“Because you’re a cripple. Weak!”
Zoark scoffed. “I was never weak.”
Chemmusaayl recovered and went on the offensive, “So you hid your strength from us.”
“I hid nothing,” Zoark spat a bloody wad of saliva. “All you had to do was put me in the training ring, and you’d have known. Why didn’t you?”
“The chief decides who is to train and fight,” Chemmusaayl smoothly explained.
All eyes toggled between the chief and the High Counselor as people waited for either to provide an explanation. The moment was growing tense.
But Addie felt buoyed, floating on air. Filled to the brim with life.
She raised her arm up. “I will not mate Shur.”
Her declaration switched the focus back to Zoark and Shur.
Eyes flickering with uncertainty, Shur stepped aside, conceding.
“This matter will need to be decided by the chief and his council,” Chemmusaayl intoned.
“This matter is finished,” Zoark interrupted and propped up the axe, leaning on it to relieve some of the weight from his bad leg. “If you have to make a decision, decide on what you want to do about the marauders. We can’t exist like this.”
Chief Net’ok stepped forward. “Your place in the tribe doesn't give you a voice, Zoark. But given your victory over the marauding For, I will allow you to speak.”
“I will speak anyway, Chief.”
Net’ok didn’t care for Zoark’s flippant attitude. His eyes flinty, he bored Zoark with his gaze.
“I don’t mean to disrespect you,” Zoark said quietly. “But things need your attention. The marauders have grown in numbers. Where before there were many small clusters, they have now consolidated. They organized. They won’t leave us alone. We have to act!”
“Act?” Net’ok was frowning. “A battle?”
“It is the only way. They won’t give us peace - we have to go and get it from them.”
Zoark’s forceful words had a convincing effect on people. His battered but unbreakable warrior body was awe-inspiring. And his low-key, calming authority that Addie had long known to be a trademark Zoark feature, filled people with purpose.
Vuskas spoke up, voicing his support for Zoark’s idea. Ell chimed in. Oh’nil shouted loudly into the crowd, and soon the men were all talking, surrounding the chief and Vuskas, and the High Counselor was frowning and nodding, his ever-present stick tapping against his side.
A plan had taken hold.
◆◆◆
 
Addie waited for him until Ehr had set and Ihr arose. After having given her a lingering look, Zoark had disappeared in the chief’s teepee, swept there by the agitated, chattering men, and stayed ensconced with them. Suddenly, they needed him and clamored for his opinion. What a bunch of bullshit.
She sighed. A strategic attack required careful planning, Addie got that. But would one of them give a thought that Zoark was tired? He was wounded and he needed rest. He needed attention. He needed to be with her…
She seethed and worried as she sat there alone waiting for him to emerge from the blasted advisory tent and guarding a bowl of food she assembled for him. Vircea had brought a small amount of dried Tek meat for Zoark that she and Iguell were willing to share, and Addie had rooted around her and Chele’s food supplies and added a good amount of dried berries to go with it. Chele had watched her take their berries, Addie knew, but wisely kept her silence. If she hadn’t, Addie would have scratched her face bloody like a mad she-cat she’d become.
Oh’na came out and joined Addie, but she didn’t touch her as had become Oh’na’s habit. Instead, the little girl gracefully tucked her heels under and let her arms rest loosely in her lap. A little stone dagger she’d started carrying of late was tucked into the newly cinched waist of her shirtdress. Oh’na looked so forlorn.
“What’s the matter, butterfly?” Addie reached over to lightly squeeze her arm. “Are you upset about the marauders?”
Oh’na turned her large For eyes on her. The look in them was wise and clear. She distantly resembled Chele with her short upturned nose and straight slashes of dark eyebrows, but her larger features and a flatter, rounder face bore a stamp of a strong character that Chele didn’t have. And her eyes. When did her eyes become so knowing?
“No. Marauders are scum. They deserve to be killed.” There was no heat in her voice. “Zoark is right, they will always come back for as long as they live. Kind of like Wrennlins.”
Addie shuddered at the mere mention of the monsters.
“Is that why you’re sad, Oh’na?”
The girl dropped her head, hiding her face from Addie. She nervously fingered a string of her sash, wrapping it around her finger and unwinding it again.
Addie waited.
Oh’na finally said, so quietly that Addie strained to hear her. “I meant to ask… Will you mate with Zoark?”
“Yes, probably.”
“You will soon have your own baby.”
Addie understood. “Yes, I will.” She tugged Oh’na closer and enveloped her in a hug. “But you’ll always be my baby too. A woman can have many babies, you know. Brothers and sisters. Like Zoark and Oh’nil and Vircea.”
Oh’na looked up, the light of tentative hope filling her eyes. “Do you think so?”
“Of course!” It was hard not to let tears form. Addie’s voice cracked with emotion. “I will talk to Zoark, and when we have a teepee of our own, you can come live with us.”
Oh’na gave it a thought. “I don’t think Chele will let me. I have to stay with her until she dies. She always talks to me about ob-li-gations.”
Addie chuckled. “I see. She may have a point, but we’ll sort it out with her. Together.”
◆◆◆
 
Oh’na was long gone back to the teepee when the men finally dispersed. Zoark was one of the last ones to emerge from the chief’s teepee, and immediately he noticed Addie sitting there. He exchanged a few words with Oh’nil who nodded and headed home.
Zoark limped to Addie. He dragged his foot noticeably.
He lowered to his haunches next to her.
She handed him the bowl. “Eat.”
He took the bowl and began to eat, slowly, chewing every bite with care. Half his face had swollen and his lip and nose were busted blue, crusted with dried blood the men didn’t even let him clean.
I want to heal you, Addie thought, strangely reluctant to break their silence. There was so much she wanted to say to him, but the words stayed within. When I thought you died, I wanted to die with you. Only the baby kept me from plunging a knife through my broken heart. There is no one after you. The world will stop spinning if you aren’t in it. No one matters like you, Zoark. My love for you is complete.
She said nothing out loud, but Zoark’s tired, blood-orange eyes stayed steady on her face. She didn’t need to say it; he already knew.
He finished eating and handed the bowl back to her.
As they rose to their feet, he asked, “Do you still dream of home, Addie?”
She blinked in surprise. “No.”
He nodded and took her hand. “Come. Stay with me tonight.”
“What about Oh’nil?”
“He won’t mind. When we fall asleep, I want to feel your body next to me.”




Chapter 38



Preparations for the marauder-eradication campaign got underway the very next day. Women ventured out to gather light provisions that would sustain the warriors on the road. Scouts scattered to gather intel on the marauders’ movements.
Hunlath recruited two handy-dandy warriors to help him reinforce and sharpen the existing weapons and manufacture new ones.
Men began training in earnest.
It was decided that a large party led by Zoark and Vuskas would carry out the mission, while the chief, Shur, Klarm, and a handful of younger warriors would stay behind as a skeleton crew to protect the women and children. Addie got the impression that Net’ok would rather go than stay, but the High Counselor insisted.
Along with the others, Addie gathered and prepared food, weaved fabric from pliant flax fibers, and made pouches and belts for the warriors. She also prepared strips of fabric to use as bandages.
“I don’t care what you think, and what your buddies’ opinions are on the topic,” she said as she handed Zoark several tight rolls of the bandages and several pouches with herbs to be used on wounds. “But you know that we, Earth women, believe in this medicine stuff.”
He smiled out of one side of his face - the other was still stiff and bruised. “I know. I’ve been treated by them before.”
“Alrighty then. Keep this as a first aid kit. Oh’nil can carry half of the bandages - I’m sure he won’t mind.”
Zoark struggled to keep a straight face. “I’m sure he won’t.”
Addie saw little of Chele during the busy days of the preparations, and when she did, their interactions weren’t pleasant.
“Why do you bother returning?” Chele asked once when Addie came to their teepee during the day.
“Why? I live here.” She no longer slept here, but she kept her things there, and she wanted to spend time with Oh’na. But when Zoark returned from the war - and he would return, safe and sound and victorious - they were going to split off and set up their own house.
Addie’s baby moved inside her consistently, and she noticed the first sign of a distention to her belly, making her impending motherhood real and exciting and scary. She felt very sick in the mornings, the fact that worried Zoark as morning sickness wasn’t a thing for For women, but Addie felt calm. Things were progressing as expected. Not that she’d ever expected to be expecting, but barring that little surprise, her pregnancy was developing at a normal rate. Soon, she’d need to start preparing for the baby’s arrival.
Her baby. Hers and Zoark’s child.
She smiled, lost in her own world.
“She’s smiling! What cause for celebration is there?” Chele’s sour tone drew Addie out of her daydreaming. “An ugly battle is upon our men, and she’s smiling. They will not all return, you know? All of them might yet die, and if that happens, the marauders will come and ransack our tribe.”
Oh’na stopped moving about, a frightened look creeping up on her face.
Addie leveled a death stare at Chele. “Do you have to be negative every single time?”
“I see things as they are, Addie. You see them as you want them to be.”
“You can’t see what hasn’t passed. No one can see the future.”
“No, but you can imagine it so you’re prepared when it’s upon you.” Chele narrowed her eyes. “What if that crippled warrior of yours doesn't return? What are you going to do then, eh? Alone, with a baby on the way?”
“He will return,” Addie said firmly, refusing to fall under Chele’s gloom. “As will the others. And when he does, we’ll build our own home.”
Chele snorted. “He’s been sleeping with you at his brother’s side, everyone knows that. Unmated! Goes to show his character. No decent man would invite a woman to stay at anything other than a home he built for her. Shameful.”
Addie picked up the few things she’d come there for and quit the teepee. She’d had enough of Chele for the day.
◆◆◆
 
The day had come when the warriors headed out.
The farewell was a somber occasion, for every woman knew her man had a fifty-fifty chance of coming back. None displayed their emotions; the faces surrounding Addie could have been etched from stone.
There was Qalae, standing next to her mate Net’ok, wearing a bored expression, but whose dry burning eyes tracked the red-headed Oh’nil’s every move. The timid Oma, looking frightened. Vircea, chewing on her lip until it bled. This goodbye did not come easy for any of them. Only Illied stood next to her mate Klarm looking like the cat that got the cream. Addie didn’t know why Klarm had been chosen to stay behind, but wouldn’t put it past Illied to have plotted some intrigue.
The High Counselor was customarily verbose and meaningless. He droned on and on with his arms raised to the sky, the ever-present stick clutched tightly in one fist, as the warriors stomped their feet impatiently, ready to get going. They would be marching north, the Olzol Mountains to their backs, based on the information the scouts had delivered.
Zoark rolled his massive shoulders, shared a brief look with Oh’nil, and, without speaking, turned and started walking. The men snapped into motion after them, leaving Chemmusaayl preaching to the women.
Addie’s heart pinched painfully as she watched the throng of their warriors snake around the boulders and disappear from view, but she chased the worry away. He would return to her. She had to have faith. Of so many people she lost, Zoark was not going to be one.
It had become her religion.
The next two days passed slowly. How different their settlement felt without men occupying it! And how strange that, although they often left for prolonged hunts, now their absence felt a hundred times more keenly.
The women occupied themselves with tasks. They made pottery, weaved baskets, and wove flaxen ropes. They worked in groups but there was little talking.
At night, when dinnertime came, they sat around in front of the chief’s teepee, finding comfort in each other’s presence. Once, Vircea played the flute, and it was sad and beautiful, but the High Counselor came and chased her away, afraid the music would attract predators. Qalae glared at him but made no move to interfere.
The queen started carrying a long sharp knife strapped to her waist, and she looked like she was perfectly capable of using this weapon as well as, if not better than, most men.
By the end of the third day, Addie run out of clay for the pottery she tackled with vengeance and went to a place where a low hill allowed easy access to the dry material she needed. The trip also gave her a good excuse to pick plants with antimicrobial and antibacterial properties. When the men returned, there was no telling what kind of treatment they might need.
She picked some clay and herbs, but nothing was good quality or in the quantities she needed. Addie sat down to rest, contemplating going farther out. It would be against the chief’s orders, and she didn’t feel like going anyway. She was tired, her pregnancy slowing her down. She hadn't slept well since Zoark left, and when she did manage to fall asleep, dreams of Earth returned. They were disturbing dreams, full of foreboding, the two realities overlapping, and she would find herself back home, chased by the Wrennlins in her paved, orderly neighborhood.
Sensing someone approaching, she got a hold of her knife, knowing from experience how pathetically late she always was at recognizing a threat.
Qalae stepped into view. “You need to improve your awareness,” she chided Addie. “How do you expect to protect your child if you can’t hear anything?”
“I can hear,” Addie argued, piqued.
Qalae gave her a knowing look and sat down next to Addie. “It’s been three days,” she said conversationally.
Addie nodded.
At this very moment, their men might be fighting. Blood would be flowing. People would be dying. There would be roars of anger and screams of agony, loud clacks of wooden clubs and the whistling of stone axes as they lowered down, propelled by straining muscles.
Addie looked around. The steppe around her looked peaceful and quiet. A light wind rustled the vegetation, and the Queen’s Yuux chirped at Ihr and Ehr.
Don’t think about it. Don’t think.
She cleared her throat. “I have your poison,” she fished in her sack and pulled out a little pouch.
Qalae looked surprised. “How do you always know I would come?”
Addie smiled, but the smile didn’t stay. “You always catch me at the most unexpected times. I’ve been carrying your pouches with me, just in case.”
Qalae slowly took the pouch from Addie and fingered it, twirling it in her fingers. “I’ve come to a decision, Addie,” she said. “You’ve been right all along. I haven’t been doing the right thing. My circumstances and my desires have been pulling me apart on the inside. I can’t live like that.”
She lightly threw the pouch up in the air and caught it again. Addie waited for her to continue.
“I’ve decided to stop taking the herbs.”
Addie’s spirits fell. “Does it mean… Net’ok?”
“Yes.” Qalae raised sad eyes to the sky. “Now is not the time to sow more division in the tribe. Maybe there was never a time, but I let myself hope…” She looked at the pouch in her hand. “I will have children, Addie. Like you. They will play together.”
She started crying. Amber tears slid down her porcelain-white cheeks and dropped onto the front of her dress.
“I told you!” A screech blasted out from the bushes, and Addie and Qalae jumped up, going for the knives at their waists.
Startled, they wildly looked around and found themselves confronted by Chief Net’ok, the High Counselor Chemmusaayl, Klarm, and Illied.
Illied pointed at the pouch of herbs Qalae was still holding. “See? It’s medicine!”
Net’ok snatched the pouch from the queen’s lax hold. Untying it, he poured the powdery contents into his palm and sniffed them.
His eyes narrowed. “Explain.” The word was like a lash of a whip.
Qalae visibly pulled herself together, the amber tears drying in the wind.
“It is women's business,” she said dismissively. “Are you going to make an issue of it in front of your High Counselor and these two?” She raised an imperious eyebrow at her mate.
“I can explain, Chief!” Illied was on hand. “I knew for a long time something was amiss, and I tried and tried to catch her. This Addie is a medicine woman, and your mate consorts with her!” Illied sounded jubilant, and her eyes, her entire face shone with maniacal pleasure. “Addie put a spell on her, made her as mindless and barren as a babe. These herbs of hers are poison to our women.”
Chief Net’ok looked like he didn’t want to believe Illied, but his own eyes proved her right. His face hardened and he let the powder slide through his fingers and dusted off his hands.
“I’ve seen enough of your treason.” There was resignation in his words, and the look he gave Qalae was anguished. A male betrayed by his love.
Chemmusaayl gestured with his stick, almost catching Addie in the eye. “Klarm!”
“I’m right here.”
“Take this unnatural woman back to the settlement.”
Addie lashed out as Klarm roughly grabbed her, but as expected, her defense was no defense at all, and he easily slung her over his shoulder. Her crossbody sack fell down, spilling the dry clay and more herbs, and Illied hissed as she bent down to pick it up. “See? She’s making more poison! She can make all our women infertile and our men weak! Who knows what she’s been putting in our food?”
The men stared at her with horror, only now realizing that Addie was often responsible for meal preparations.
Chemmusaayl snapped his fingers. “Back to the village!”
Net’ok reached for Qalae, but she leaped out of his reach. “Don’t touch me, warrior! I will walk under my own power.”
He glared at her hotly, jaw clenched tight in anger but didn’t attempt to grab her again.
It was a short walk back, but by the time they reached the settlement, Addie was nauseous from hanging upside down, bouncing on Klarm’s shoulder.
He set her down in the middle of the village, with Qalae joining her shortly.
Women noticed their unusual arrival and came closer to watch. When enough of the spectators had gathered ‘round, and the curiosity level reached a boiling high, Illied propped her hands on her hips.
“This strange woman Addie is a medicine woman!” Illied announced.
Addie heard gasps. In this place, “medicine woman” was akin to a witch. Addie sent a quick thanks to the skies that Planet Zero didn’t have fire.
While the High Counselor conferred with the chief nearby, Illied went on to crow how she was the one who discovered the travesty of Addie feeding poisonous herbs to their queen.
At her words, Chele blanched and faded to the back of the crowd. But Melmie stepped forward. Twin spots of bright red color rode her cheekbones.
“Why were you following them?” Her young voice rang with anger and shame, uncertain at first but stronger as she spoke to her mother. “What business is it of yours? Why do you always meddle, ferret out people’s secrets? Leave them alone and go on with your life, like all normal people!”
Taken aback, Illied gaped at her daughter in disbelief. “Melmie?” It was like Illied no longer recognized this confident and very angry young woman who was stealing her thunder.
“You spoil everything. You ruin people’s lives for some perceived gain. What’s wrong with you?”
Illied glanced around, no doubt to gauge people’s reactions. She had obviously planned to earn back her tribe’s approval after the fiasco with Sav and had figured her knowledge of Addie’s meeting with Qalae was an ace up her sleeve, but now her own daughter was foiling her plan.
Illied went on the offensive. “I have eyes and I have ears. What they were doing was wrong and I had to tell the chief. I know where my allegiances lie.”
Melmie was on the verge of tears. “You’re lying. You didn’t just hear and see. You spy on everyone! You always look for dirt on other people, for something you can learn about them and use to your advantage. Like you had sent Oh’na and me to spy on Addie when she had first come around.”
Startled, Addie regarded Illied in the new light. Nothing was what it appeared. And her first meeting with Illied and Chele had not been a chance meeting at all. And the girls’ visits, the only bright spot in Addie’s old lonely life, had not been due to their curiosity but because Melmie had been instructed to do so.
Illied’s own cheeks reddened. “Ungrateful daughter!” She gave their audience a sweeping glance. “You all should be grateful to me. We live in such difficult times, and these two, what are they doing?”
A murmur of condemnation sounded from around them.
The High Counselor and the chief finished their discussion.
“The chief has spoken,” Chemmusaayl announced. “He wishes to wait until the men return to decide the women’s final fate. Until then, they’ll be tied to the post.”
Addie’s hand went to her stomach. Qalae caught her wrist and held on tightly, giving strength or drawing it - Addie didn’t know. Visions of Oh’nil assaulted. He, strong as an ox, sagging against the ropes, losing consciousness… Her body wouldn't last half the time Oh’nil’s had held on, and with the baby inside… A terrible throb developed in her head.
“She’s pregnant, High Counselor,” Qalae said.
“And you are not,” came a swift comeback. “You schemed and plotted not to be. That’s how you’ve come to this shameful place in your life. You betrayed the chief and your people, Qalae.”
“It’s not about me. Yes, I’m to blame. I ordered Addie to prepare the herbs for me. Let her be. The tribe needs her child,” Qalae pleaded while Addie remained silent.
“We don’t need her child,” Chemmusaayl sneered. “Of this weird creature? And fathered by a ruined, crippled man? No. Besides, one of our own women has fallen pregnant.”
The stick pointed at Illied.
“What? Is it true?” someone asked.
“Yes.” Now Illied acted all shy and demure. “Klarm is a better mate than Wixab ever was. I’m going to have a baby. A strong, normal-looking one.”
Addie felt sick from doom.
Chief Net’ok raised his hand to the silence. “Enough.” He motioned at Klarm and another young man, a scout who also stayed in the settlement. “Tie them up.”
“No!” Oh’na burst through and latched herself to Addie’s side, wrapping her arms tightly around her middle. “Not my Addie. Let her go.” The last words came muffled as Oh’na buried her face in Addie’s dress.
Addie’s lips trembled and she fought hard not to sob. “Please, little one, go back. They will beat you and I can’t bear it.”
“I love you, Addie.”
“I love you, too. Always.”
Oh’na suddenly let go of her and whirled around. “She did it!” She flung her arm, pointing at Chele who was trying to blend in with the teepees in the back. “It started even before Addie came to us. Chele was the first to give the queen those herbs.”
“Oh’na!” Chele gasped as the women parted like a curtain at the theater, giving the chief and the High Counselor a clear view of her. Chele’s hands nervously kneaded the ends of her sash. “This… isn’t true!” She gave a forced laugh. “I don’t know why she’s saying it. Oh’na, come home right this instant!”
Oh’na turned on Qalae, her little face fierce. “Tell them, my queen! Chele thinks I’m dense, and maybe I am, but I know what I see.”
“Chele was first,” Qalae said easily.
“Chele?” It was the chief who asked.
“I… no!”
“Yes!” Oh’na screamed. “You were!”
Chele’s face twisted in pain and fury. “You ungrateful little animal. I can’t believe you’re my daughter’s child. You don’t even look like her, all fat and coarse. I wish you were never born!”
“I see,” Net’ok said, and he sounded resigned. “It was because of your daughter, wasn’t it? You’ve never forgiven me for trading her for my… for this woman.”
“You’re the chief,” Chele hissed with venom. “You can do whatever you want. And this old woman has to live with the consequences of your whims. But fate has come down hard on you. It punished you better than I ever hoped it would.” She spat at the ground.
Net’ok sighed deeply. “I wish like fucking hell I were now battling the marauders.” His face set in determined lines, he turned to the women. “Oma and Mekni! Take Chele to her tent and tie her up. I’ll deal with her later.”
Uncertain at first, the women looked at each other. Chele was not well-liked, but many women had secretly sought her medical help at different points of their lives, and they all remembered it. Oma certainly did.
“Do as you’re told!” the High Counselor barked.
Slowly, they went to Chele. The old woman didn’t resist. Head hanging low, she allowed them to lead her away.
Klarm brought out a long length of rope. The post from Oh’nil’s punishment was still standing, an ominous testament of the suffering to come.
Chemmusaayl took control of logistics with a great deal of enthusiasm.
“No need for a second post,” he reasoned. “We’ll tie them together, back to back.”
He roughly yanked Addie toward the post. Oh’na made another grab for her, screeching and crying.
“Away with you, child.” Chemmusaayl looked around only to realize that Chele wasn’t on hand to take the girl away. “Go away. Go home.” He hit her with his stick.
Oh’na yelped and readjusted her vise-like grip on Addie’s dress.
Her resistance enraged Chemmusaayl. He hit her again, but Addie saw it coming and twisted, shielding Oh’na with her body. The stick came down on the small of her back. The blow was hard, arching her body in response. She didn’t whimper but she wanted to. Was this how hard he intended to a little girl? What was wrong with this man?
Next to them, Qalae erupted into action. With an impressive speed and unexpected force, she wrestled the stick from the High Counselor’s hands and swung it, making it whistle through the air, catching him on the side of his head. He staggered back, stunned.
But the queen wasn’t done. “You and your stupid stick. You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do this, you small yellow prick.” She attacked Chemmusaayl with his own weapon.
He was bigger than her, and he obviously knew how to fight, but Qalae was her own little warrior. Her strong white arms with their smooth firm muscles wielded the stick tirelessly, and her agility was no match for the lazy Chemmusaayl. She danced around him as she scored hits on his arms, on his head, shoulders, and sides, and where the stick came into contact with bare skin, angry red marks immediately formed.
People stood around frozen, eyes fixed and jaws hanging to the floor. Chemmusaayl was breathing hard, winded and struggling to ward off the blows. He was losing to a woman.
“Enough!” The chief roared, leaping at Qalae. Right before he subdued her by wrapping her into a bear hug from behind, she brought the stick low and in a precise upward arc caught Chemmusaayl’s jewels with its end. The High Counselor whistled thinly, clutched his crotch, and toppled face-first on the rocky ground.
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The night came at last. The campsite became deserted.
A lonely sentry kept watch by doing walkabouts around the settlement, but his trajectory was too far from the center where Addie and Qalae were tied to the post.
Ihr and Ehr found a perch on top of a nearby teepee - the chief’s - and occasionally peeked at Addie out of one eye or another. The queen’s Yuux, unnamed, settled on top of the post. The post was not a single length of wood, which couldn't be found on this planet, but three chunks of sturdy shrub stems interlocked with each other and reinforced with tight wraps. Points to the For for ingenuity and excellent craftsmanship.
Addie wriggled her hands and feet to get some feeling in them. The ropes were super tight.
The Yuux on top of the post moved and cooed trying to attract his host’s attention.
“Why didn’t you name your Yuux?” Addie asked the queen.
Either because they were women, or because the High Counselor had gotten incapacitated too early in the process and hadn’t finished supervising the tie-up, Addie and Qalae weren’t gagged. Neither were they pricked with a sharp knife, and Addie wondered if Chemmusaayl would do it tomorrow, after he and his privates had had a chance to decompress.
“No one names them, Addie,” came Qalae’s amused reply. “They’re animals.”
“We name our pets where I come from.”
Qalae was silent before saying wistfully, “One day, I want you to tell me about that place you came from.” As if they had all the time in the world to catch up.
Addie injected some pep into her voice, “I’d love to tell you. It’s very different.”
“You can name her if you want. What are some of your people’s names? Give her a pretty one. Something catchy.”
Addie ran through some options in her head. “Calypso. Or Jewel.”
But the queen couldn't pronounce them. After several more options, they settled on Serena.
“And how do you know she’s a she?” Addie asked. Serena looked fluffy and gray, like any other Yuux she’d seen, and she’d seen scores of them.
“Isn’t it obvious? Yours are both females, too.”
“Are they?” She had always thought Ihr, with her aggressive and curious personality, was a male. Go figure. She shouldn't stereotype.
“Addie?” the queen prodded.
“What?”
“Will you tell me when you start feeling unwell?”
Not if. When.
“I don’t think it’s wise, Qalae. I don’t want to upset you.”
“I want to know. I want to be with you all the way. And the baby. Till the end.”
It was Addie’s turn to fall silent. She didn’t know what she had expected. She secretly harbored a vague and thin hope, not for salvation, but for support from some of her tribeswomen.
She had never imagined it would come from the queen.
She swallowed thickly. “I will, Qalae. I will tell you.”
Hours passed excruciatingly slowly. Depleted, Addie wanted nothing more than to catch some sleep, but every time she dozed off, her body sagged against the ropes, cutting off what little blood circulation she retained, and she’d wake up, hurting, suffocating, and terrified that her baby already died in her womb.
The next time it happened, she was determined to stay awake no matter what it took. When she kept her spine as straight as the post, the pressure of the ropes against her stomach eased.
“Qalae?” she called out to the queen, hoping the woman wasn’t asleep.
“What?” Qalae sounded as alert as always.
“Why did you not tell the chief that you have decided to stop taking the herbs?”
“It doesn't matter much because I had been taking them. And I wanted to tell him in private first. I owe him at least this much. I am waiting for him.”
“You shouldn’t wait! Ask for a meeting. He is still your mate. He’ll listen.”
“It isn’t Net’ok I am waiting to talk to.”
“Oh.”
They fell silent. Addie’s thoughts went to Zoark and the men who marched with him to fight the marauders.
“Qalae?”
“What?”
“Do you think they’re there yet?”
This time, Qalae answered right away, as if she was thinking about the very thing Addie wanted to talk about. “They should be.”
“Are they fighting now?”
“It depends on what they found when they got there. They would stop some distance away, concealing their presence. Scouts would scope out the area. Stealth is important, and it’s a tricky job - marauders have their own scouts, although they are never as well organized as the tribes. A day could pass as the warriors await the information. Maybe two, maybe more. They need to learn the landscape, to figure out what’s going on at the enemy camp.”
“And then?”
“Then they’ll make their move.”
“There are many marauders.”
“Our men are strong, Addie. Believe. They will come back to us.”
Addie believed. They would beat the marauders. Zoark would come back to her.
He just wouldn't come back in time.
By the end of the second day, fatigue had set in. Addie could feel her feet and lower legs swell from blood pooling there according to the laws of physics. Flexing her extremities helped, but the tight bindings severely restricted the range of motion available to her. They cut into her body, pinching the pliant veins and slowing the normal blood circulation. She was becoming more and more lightheaded and dizzy, the condition augmented by the lack of sleep.
Addie could bear hunger as well as Qalae, but unlike Qalae, her human physiology was based on water. She needed to drink to survive. Without liquid, her days were numbered at about one more.
At different times, Vircea and Melmie attempted to approach the post, but their efforts got rebuked first by a scout who caught them hanging around and then by Illied who appointed herself their jailer. She had brought out her weaving supplies and settled to work in plain view of the post, making Addie wonder, without much engagement, if she planned on sitting here all night.
“That awful rotten bitch,” Qalae fumed under her breath. “She knows her daughter will try to help you. Melmie loves you more than she loves her.”
“Melmie would have loved her better if Illied hadn’t always made a rival out of her own daughter.” It was too much effort to maintain a conversation.
“I will kill her once I’m out of these bounds.”
Addie’s chest hurt from not being able to expand fully. Her oxygen levels were running low. “You can’t kill a pregnant woman, Qalae,” she had to whisper to save energy.
She only wished the High COunselor was as conscientious.
In the world that had become hazy around her, only one thing mattered: feeling the faint, ticklish flutters of the unformed infant inside. More than the beating of her own heart, Addie longed to hear her baby’s.
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Her head lolled. It was so quiet. Was there a baby? She thought she heard a small cry. Someone was crying.
“Addie! Addie, wake up! Talk to me!”
With an inhuman effort, Addie lifted her head. Qalae was wriggling at her back and calling her name.
“What…”
“Hold on, I beg you. I think they’re coming.”
“Who… where…” Her head stubbornly flopped back down, her vision darkening.
“The men! Our men are coming.”
Qalae’s words triggered a rush of warmth inside her chest, but their meaning was harder to grasp. Addie fought to concentrate but the noise was distracting her. What was that noise?
She managed to lift her head again and blink, dispelling darkness. The cries were the Yuux chirping from above, flying low in agitation. The cries were also the shouts coming from a scout as he was running toward the chief’s teepee.
Not the scout that stayed at the settlement. This scout was one that had marched with the men.
“Qalae,” Addie croaked, wanting the queen to confirm that what she was seeing wasn’t a hallucination.
“Yes, yes.” The queen craned her limber neck to better see what was happening.
Women dropped their chores and rushed in the scout’s wake. The chief emerged from his teepee just as the scout reached it, asking, talking. Chemmusaayl appeared, and someone else, and another someone, but Addie quit watching them. Instead, she worked her bleary eyes to zoom in on the man who burst from behind the rocks at a full run, red hair flying, a spear tied at his back and an axe resting on his shoulder.
Qalae issued a soft keening noise. It was Oh’nil, and he seemed unharmed.
More men burst into the settlement after Oh’nil, two, three, and then many, pouring in like water. Women screamed and ran to meet them, mixing up with the warriors, making it harder to see who was who. Addie strained to see Zoark.
And right before her body threw in the white flag, she saw him. He came up toward the end of the crowd, slower than the others because of his leg, hair hanging down one shoulder, his flushed face preoccupied.
His bright eyes took in the village in front of him, and his steps slowed down. His eyes hardened and all expression was wiped off his face leaving behind cold fury.
Addie didn’t remember him coming over to the post. She knew nothing of his knife slicing through the ropes and couldn't feel his hands catching her floppy body, lowering her to the ground.
She came to when fresh Timpho grass juice poured over her lips, squeezed by Melmie’s hand.
She was lying at the bottom of the post to which Qalae was still tied. A strong pair of legs was firmly planted on the other side of her body, one slightly bent, shielding her from the chief and the High Counselor. Protecting her from the world.
“The punishment will run its due course.” She’d recognize this grating, haughty tone anywhere: Chemmusaayl, preaching to Zoark.
“She’s with child, you know that.” Zoark’s words came out strained as if he struggled to contain the violent temper that threatened to erupt.
“Her condition doesn't matter. She violated our order! And she’s weak and strange, not our kind. A child from her is not what the tribe needs.”
For a spell, Zoark didn’t speak, at a loss for words. “We need every child. I need this child,” he said hoarsely.
Addie saw his legs move as he turned. “Get ready to move!” he shouted at the tribe. “The Wrennlins got to the marauders before us, and their numbers are great. Signs of them erupting were all over the path we traveled. This place isn’t safe.”
The crowd rippled and murmured.
“Zoark,” Chief Net’ok’s voice rang with steel, “the decision to move the tribe is mine to make, as is the decision to let the women go. And both stay. Tie her up!” Net’ok ordered someone.
The someone came with more rope, and there was a brief scuffle as Zoark swiftly relieved the man of the roll. In the ensuing silence, the soft crunch of sand under Zoark’s feet as he approached the chief was deafening.
“Be it so,” Zoark said with determination and dropped the stone head of his black axe to rest on the ground like a death sentence. “I challenge you, Net’ok, for this woman, and for the right to make decisions, and for the right to lead the people. You fight me now or lose by forfeit.”
Chanting started. Men raised up and shook their weapons, tired from the road, hungry, worked up, and getting hotter at the prospect of watching the fight they knew would be spectacular. They encircled Zoark and Net’ok, who stood facing each other but far apart. They stomped their feet in tact with aggressive “chief, chief, chief” that became louder, faster, reaching a crescendo. It wasn’t a call for Net’ok but rather an urge for a chief-making contest. A challenge issued was the challenge accepted. If the sitting chief declined to fight, he was no longer chief.
Vuskas came to stand next to Net’ok. Oh’nil came up from behind Zoark and clapped him on the shoulder in a show of support. The High Counselor, supposedly a neutral party, hid behind the circle of the chanting warriors.
Addie struggled to sit up, dazed and disoriented. Qalae, trussed up at the post, watched Net’ok with the eyes that were hateful and full of pity at the same time.
“I get to choose the weapon,” Net’ok declared. He hesitated, eyeing Zoark’s axe.
“He favors the axe,” Vuskas advised, sizing up Zoark’s menacing form. “I wager he’s good with all weapons; they compensate for his handicap. Choose bare fists, chief. Your healthy body is your advantage.”
Addie crawled to the side to get a better view of Zoark from between the milling legs of agitated warriors.
Net’ok reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled it off, revealing a chiseled chest and shoulders. His biceps flexed tightly, power running super-charged through his body. Zoark tossed his axe aside and followed suit. Women erupted in whispers, averting their eyes. It was his scars, Addie realized. His mangled right shoulder, especially, presented a dreadful picture where deep grooves of the healed slashes forever ruined the perfectly round swell of muscle.
Naked from the waist up, the two men were similarly impressive, except where the chief’s breathtaking expanse of muscle was smooth and light, Zoark’s more golden complexion was forever branded by scars, a testament of battles fought and won. Whatever the For thought about scars, right now Zoark’s were awe-inspiring. Addie saw it in the men’s changing looks, in the subtle deference displayed in their faces. All this power, so often tested but never conquered, intimidated.
“Where’s the High Counselor?” someone asked. “Chemmusaayl!”
The yellow-robed man shuffled in, tight-lipped and tense.
“You’ve got to call the fight,” Vuskas told him and peered closely. “Are you up to it?”
Chemmusaayl bristled. “Of course I’m up to it.”
He glared at Zoark malevolently, taking a stand in between him and Net’ok.
Addie’s heart started beating faster, and she once again felt faint, now from the abundance of blood rushing to her head. Ihr and Ehr found her on the ground and landed on her arm, with Ihr snuggling close. She clutched its soft fur and held on tight.
“You will fight until one of you can fight no longer,” the High Counselor announced. “Until one falls and cannot get up. Or until one is dead. Whoever remains standing will be our chief. That’s all. There are no rules.”
Net’ok glanced at Zoark who showed no emotion.
Chemmusaayl shouted, “Align!”
The men walked up to each other, the cadence of Zoark’s limp graceful like a dancer’s moves. They turned back to back, bodies touching.
Vuskas banged a stick against an upended pot. The echoing toll resonated loudly, and the fight was on.
The men whirled around and squared up, fists raised, both fast as lightning and equally agile.
A pregnant pause hung over the makeshift arena, each opponent waiting for the other to strike first. Zoark went especially still, absolutely motionless, steady on flexed legs.
Finally, Net’ok swung, immediately going on the offensive. Zoark deflected, scooted back. Net’ok swung again, as if unsure as to why his first blow hadn’t landed. Zoark ducked and threw a punch of his own.
Net’ok deflected and attacked with the speed and power Addie had difficulties comprehending.
Immediately, Net’ok appeared to have a power advantage. He threw a lot of strikes, but only a few landed. Yet Net’ok confidently prevented Zoark from switching to an attack mode.
In a display of dominance, Net’ok let his knee fly, catching Zoark in the lower ribs. It connected but caused no major damage. Twirling, Net’ok followed up with a head kick, showing off his superb balance, speed, and flexibility.
Zoark staggered but didn’t fall, eyes sharp, lip bleeding. He was tracking Net’ok’s every move, not in fear, but like a predator, watching, waiting for the right moment to strike. Never had he looked more confident than at this moment, despite being heavily under the attack. He was fighting an opponent with superb stamina, speed, and control. So much control.
While Net’ok was deciding on his next move, Zoark, in a classical boxing move, landed a precise left-hand-to-the-chin. Net’ok’s head snapped back - so clean. A collective gasp sounded from the sidelines.
The jab didn’t disable Net’ok, but it enraged him. He erupted in a series of angry, offensive moves designed to overpower Zoark. But not bloody likely. Zoark, the whole scarred and busted-up package of him, had gone severely underrated.
Vircea crouched next to Addie and took her hand.
“He’s always been good at fighting,” she whispered with newfound pride. “So strong. Our father’s best warriors trained him. I thought he lost it all to his injuries! Addie, how had I not realized that he’s still strong?”
“He’s still the Zoark you knew,” Addie whispered.
Vircea squeezed her hand, absorbed by the fight. “Yes! But he’s so balanced, Addie, even with his knee. Where does it come from?”
Where from? From overcompensating. From his anger and a desperate desire to keep going when circumstances stacked up sky-high against him. From an internal fire that wouldn't let him quit when even his own mind suggested it was over.
After his injury, Zoark had done nothing but work on his balance. He had re-learned to walk and run and fight through and despite the terrible pain and crushing limitations of his newly torn body.
No, his balance hadn’t suffered; it had improved. Now he didn’t simply stay on his feet; he took it to an art form.
Meanwhile, Net’ok was trying to get behind Zoark to trap his arms, exactly what Addie imagined he needed to do to disable Zoark’s swinging. Net’ok thought Zoark would be easy to trip with his bad knee, and instead, here he was, working up a serious sweat to maneuver around the cripple.
A collective Whooh! reverberated from the sidelines after Net’ok finally managed to fell Zoark. He landed like a cat, balling up his body, ready to gain footing before he hit the ground. Net’ok pounced, pummeling him into submission. His grinding power was frightening, but Zoark wouldn’t stay down. He had this uncanny, almost supernatural ability to block, slide, roll, twist, and eventually, he got back up.
Someone cheered.
Zoark ignored it like he ignored everything else around him, his focus as precise as a laser scope on his opponent. If he had fear or fun in the ring, Addie couldn't see it. There was no emotion on display at all.
Net’ok charged. His foot shot out to deliver a blow to Zoark’s stomach. It connected, seemingly. Zoark doubled over.
Net’ok thought he had him, letting his guard slip just a tad - big mistake. Instead of toppling to the ground, Zoark lunged from his semi-crouched position like a tightly coiled spring suddenly released. Using his entire weight, he barreled into Net’ok’s midriff with his shoulder. Net’ok raised his massive arms to block a fraction too late. Crushing him in a bear hug, astonishingly strong for someone regarded so long as an inferior male, Zoark lifted him off the ground, took two staggering steps to gain momentum, and slammed him down onto his back. The slam stunned Net’ok. And just like that, the dynamic changed.
Zoark, now on top, pounded Net’ok’s face.
Realizing he was in trouble, Net’ok moved his legs, trying to push Zoark off. They rolled around, split. Jumped to their feet. But Zoark was a split second faster, with Net’ok’s focus wavering. Zoark bled from both nostrils, and the chief’s face began to puff up around his eyes.
No cheers, boos, or whistles emanated from the spectators. There were no curses and no gasps. It seems like the tribe was holding its collective breath. No one moved as all eyes were glued to the circle where the future of the people was playing out.
The High Counselor remained out of sight.
Addie began to shake as she watched the fight from her sitting position. The Timpho grass juice had temporarily revived her, but weakness began to overcome her tired body. She was cold, and she convulsively clutched Ihr to her belly like a heating pad.
Zoark delivered another hard blow to Net’ok’s face.
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Ihr struggled in Addie’s hold. Struggled in earnest. She forced her hands to relax, and the small animal flew from her grasp making a short low sound. Frowning, Addie raised her face to the sky where Ihr joined her sister Ehr, and where both of them began a fast circling around and around. Other Yuux were already flying in low, urgent circles.
Addie knew the pattern. She had seen it before.
Terror hit her hard.
“Wrennlins,” she said out loud in a hoarse reedy voice - the best she could manage.
No one paid her any heed.
“Wrennlins!” she said louder and rolled to her knees to stand up. Pushing out a breath that stuck in her lungs from fear and weakness, she screamed, “Wrennlins!”
Ehr’s unmistakable hoarse screech punctuated her alarm.
People turned, blinked as if coming out of a trance, slow to catch on.
But Zoark had heard her, and he was already in motion, lunging for the weapons he and Net’ok had discarded at the end of the arena.
“At arms! Prepare to deflect!” he yelled as he dove for his axe.
“Abandoning the challenge!” Chemmusaayl appeared out of nowhere in a cloud of undulating yellow robes. “Forfeit!”
His answer was a geyser of rocky dirt that erupted in the middle of the circle where the fight had been taking place only moments before. Chemmusaayl fell to the side and scrambled like a crab to hide behind a boulder.
Now people screamed and shouted as they snapped into action, women grabbing children and running, dodging high mounds of dirt that kept appearing, leaping over yawning holes that spewed out rocks and terrifying, twisting monsters. Men rushed to arm themselves and began a strategic defense, some of it rehearsed and but most still improvised.
A hole opened near Addie, wide as a crater, and a massive gray worm began to emerge. Its eyeless, noseless head with a wide mouth filled with teeth was jerking right and left, right and left, sensing, seeking. Hungry.
Addie crawled opposite of where Chemmusaayl had disappeared, mindless from fear. She knew she wouldn't be able to sit it out under the skins this time around. She had to get the hell out of here.
She stood up, shaking badly from fear and so damn weak. Taking a sweeping glance of the settlement, she saw mayhem. Wrennlins were emerging from under every rock and bush, dozens of them, and they were massive.
Zoark and Net’ok, their fight forgotten, stood shoulder to shoulder, welding their axes in synchronized moves to hack at a beast that completely emerged and was pecking at them from both its ugly ends. Hunlath and Vuskas moved in from behind to double the effort. Beyond this line of defense, Mekni and Oma ran, their arms full of Mekni’s three children.
Sand rained down, spewed out of the ground by wriggling beasts. Rocks flew from all directions.
Melmie appeared from behind a curtain of dust. “Run, Addie, go!”
Teepees toppled in the haze of kicked-up dirt with the sounds of tearing skins, breaking poles, and snarling Wrennlins.
Addie coughed. “Where’s Oh’na?”
“I don’t know! Your teepee is gone. Run!”
Melmie flew past, narrowly avoiding a seeking muzzle.
Addie shrunk back, looking frantically for Zoark, but the men weren’t where she’d seen them seconds ago; only the dead Wrennlin’s body remained, and another Wrennlin was already feasting on it, tearing off chunks of flesh with its two mouths.
Someone screamed in agony behind her, but Addie refused to look. She forced herself to move, to jog across a narrow strip of the ground that was still intact. Something rose to her right, and she ducked, but it was only a post. With Qalae still tied to it.
“God, Qalae.”
She loped over and tugged at the ropes.
Qalae blinked her eyes fast to clear them from the sand.
“Addie.”
“I’m here. I’ve got to…” She automatically reached for a knife at her waist, but of course, it had been taken away before the “punishment.” Casting her eyes about for a sharp tool, Addie again absorbed the level of destruction.
Their settlement disappeared, and in its place was hell in full operation. Wrennlins erupted from every crevice and attacked from every angle. Chaos and terror had taken over.
No one was coming to save Qalae. And how could she forget the Rule of the Fallen?
She, Addie, was it, the queen’s savior.
Picking up a rock, Addie started sawing at the ropes, blocking out the paralyzing sounds and the smell of blood. The rock wasn’t sharp, and Addie’s hands were shaking. She felt lightheaded and weak, inadequate. A savior? God help Qalae.
A Wrennlin made a grab for a man and slammed him to the ground mere yards away.
“You have to go,” Qalae coughed. “Leave me, or we’ll both be dead.”
“No.” Stubbornly, Addie kept hacking at the strong flaxen ropes.
“Think about your child,” Qalae pleaded.
“I am. I’m thinking,” she grasped rock with both hands and put her entire weight behind the task, “how I’m going to tell him a story about a Wrennlin attack a long time ago before he was even born.” The dry fibers succumbed to her efforts and two circles eased. “Or she, if it’s a little girl. A story about how many people died.” She could hear the Wrennlin tear into the flesh of the man it had slammed down. “And how his mother - or hers - was such a coward that she abandoned her queen like some sacrificial offering, tied to a fucking post.” Sweat dripped into her gritty eyes and her arm muscles burned from exhaustion.
“The Rule of the Fallen absolves you of responsibility.”
“It won’t absolve me from my conscience.”
More ropes gave way and fell off, and Qalae wriggled her arms free to help Addie by tearing at the bounds that still held her legs immobile. Finally, when Addie didn’t think she could saw the ropes any longer, Qalae stepped away from the post.
But the punishment had taken a toll on her, and her legs gave in, forcing her to fall to her knees next to Addie.
“We need to move.” She rubbed her swollen ankles. “We need to go.”
A huge undulating shape rose over them. Addie didn’t think she could be scared any more than she already was, but fear swelled, magnified tenfold. She lurched to the side as the snarling gray head lunged, and tumbled in the weeds and rocks, swallowing dirt.
“Qalae!” she screamed in terror as the head followed her, striking down.
“I’m here!” In the spotty visibility available to her by the rising clouds of dust and the moving body of the monster, she saw Qalae on her feet, stumbling toward the post. Grunting from the effort, the queen bore down on it with her body, loosening it, and with an inhuman effort pulled it out. Turning just in time, she heaved it at the Wrennlin. It struck its head and threw it backward.
Using the distraction, Qalae ran past Addie, grabbing her hand without stopping, and jerking her to her feet, pulling her along, forcing her to move like a locomotive that pulls a rusty railcar whether it wants to come along or not. Addie did want to come along, but her legs were heavy and numb, and so much exertion so suddenly again made her head spin. She fell at some point, but Qalae didn't stop, dragging her along, and the hard ground abraded Addie’s knees and the taught swell of her belly.
Another Wrennlin rose from underground, solid and dark-gray like death. Qalae let Addie go and picked up rocks that she threw at the beast.
“Come on, let’s go!” Qalae hollered. Addie tried to stand, but her legs’ ability to support her own weight had gone out. She fell back to her knees.
“I can’t. I’m done, Qalae.” It hurt so much to admit defeat. After so much effort to survive, after everything that she’d achieved, her new life. Her male. Their baby. Goddammit, but she was so angry.
The monster shook off the rocks and sensed them. It slithered closer. It aimed its heads for a twin strike that would take them both down and out at the same time.
A perfectly aimed spear sang through air to lodge deep in the monster’s mouth. Its second head roared in pain.
Like an angel of mercy, Oh’nil swooped down on them out of a sandy cloud. His eyes touched Qalae’s face only for a split second, but in this split second, he feasted on the sight of her, his eyes betraying the depth of his love.
He extended an arm toward Qalae. Without a word, she pointed at Addie.
Reluctantly, Oh’nil scooped her up but turned to Qalae, waiting. He wasn’t going to leave her behind.
Understanding that their safety depended on her ability to run, the badly winded Qalae took a step with her swollen foot and took another. She was breathing heavily, and her face was gaunt and sallow, her ordeal at the post robbing their queen of her usual formidable strength. But she tried. She gave it all. And when Oh’nil saw that Qalae was moving, he broke into a run, leading the way, hopping over rocky obstacles, turning and twisting to avoid the predators, his long legs eating ground with ease despite his load.
They ran for a long time, and when Oh’nil stopped and lowered Addie to the ground, the sounds of Wrennlins’ carnage were coming from far away.
Qalae dropped down like a dead weight, groaning.
It was peaceful here, where rocky hills offered protection from the view of the predators. Addie knew it was an illusion. But for the moment, she allowed herself to think they were safe, resting against the moss-covered rounded boulders, with the wind blowing gently, rustling the leaves.
The remnants of their tribe were gathered here. Several women huddled together. Illied was crying. Oma was holding one of Mekni’s children. A warrior was laying at their feet covered in blood. His chest was rising but he appeared unconscious.
“Where’s Zoark?”
Oh’nil trained his light-green eyes on her. “He’s still out there.”
“There” was death. “Why aren’t they retreating?”
“They are.”
As if on cue, several shapes took form from behind a rock. Her eyes greedily latched on the dusty, bloody, badly disheveled warriors. At first, she couldn't find Zoark among the small group. And then she did. He was limping badly under the weight of another man he was carrying in a fireman's hold.
They survived.




Chapter 42



When Addie awoke, she was laying across Zoark’s lap, and his swollen fingers, scraped raw, were gently untangling her matted hair.
Slowly, reality returned, and her hand convulsively clutched her belly. “The baby! Zoark, the baby… ” She couldn't feel anything. Why wasn’t the baby moving? Why wasn’t it… And then it moved.
She burst out crying.
“It’s alright,” Zoark’s voice broke. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you.” He kept repeating it over and over again as if he couldn't believe he was holding her in his arms. “I couldn't find you back there. And my mind nearly cracked. I can’t lose you, Addie. I have no sanity if you’re not here with me.”
“I’m safe now. We’re safe.” She touched his face, so battered and swollen, so ugly and animal and foreign. So dear.
They stayed glued to each other, touching, kissing in full view of their tribesmen, and they didn’t care.
They didn’t care.
Nothing else mattered but feeling each other’s touch and knowing that their life would go on unbroken.
Others weren’t so lucky.
When Zoark finally let go of Addie, she had to face the world.
Illied had stopped crying and was sitting hunched over with staring blankly in front of her. Her mate Klarm became one of the casualties, and now Illied faced the prospect of raising her unborn child alone. Again.
Melmie knelt far from Illied but with a similar blank stare. Melmie was still young and resilient. She would bounce back, but at this moment she looked old and despondent.
Beautiful Vircea, full of life, was not among them. Iguell was holding his head high and his shoulders squared as he went about helping men and women to organize a shelter, but he kept covertly glancing around and back to where they’d all run from as if he waited for Vircea to appear at any moment. She wouldn't.
Neither would Mekni and her youngest baby.
Neither would Shur.
Silent tears began rolling down Addie’s face.
There was no Chele. Trussed up in her teepee when Wrennlins attacked, she had had no hope of escaping. Despite their falling out, Addie’s heart hurt badly at losing the old woman. It was all so senseless.
Her eyes went to little Oh’na who was now sleeping snuggled in the moss, amber tear tracks visible on her plump cheeks. In a world of loss and hurt, Addie felt almost guilty for her own good fortune, for keeping the people most dear to her. Zoark. Little Oh’na. Melmie. She glanced sideways and caught Qalae’s haunted eyes. Yes, Qalae. She cared for Qalae. If they had lost Qalae, that loss would have been one of the hardest for Addie to bear. How did their bond happen? Truly, life worked in mysterious ways.
Addie ambled to where Qalae stood over Chief Net’ok.
The chief was nursing a dislocated shoulder and a rip to his thigh. He’d already slammed the shoulder in place, but the thigh continued to bleed, and he was having a hard time staunching the flow. Qalae hovered nearby, a chunk of moss clutched in her hand, a picture of wifely duty. Net’ok pointedly ignored her.
Addie lowered down next to him.
“Let me see.”
He glared, but she was through being intimidated.
“Let me see,” she repeated and took the moss from Qalae’s hands. “If you lose too much blood, you can die. Or your wound will get infected. You need to get well quickly, Net’ok. You’re still the chief.”
“What do you know about our customs?” He sneered.
“More than you realize, chief, more than you realize.”
He sighed with resignation and moved his hand away, letting Addie take a look. Of course, the skin required stitching, and she was fresh out of needles and thread. Instructing Qalae to find the herbs with healing properties, Addie settled for pressing a moss pad to the wound and wrapping it tightly. It would have to do.
Before she left Net’ok’s side, a thought occurred to her. “Where’s the High Counselor?”
Net’ok motioned behind him.
At the base of a small hill, Vuskas cradled the High Counselor’s upper body. Chemmusaayl’s yellow robe was now a rusty brown from the blood that soaked it. He appeared unconscious and was missing an arm.
“Oh, God, why didn’t you let me know sooner?” Addie rushed, as much as she could rush in her exhausted state, to his side.
“Don’t touch him, strange woman,” Vuskas cautioned. “He doesn't need it, and he wouldn't like it. He will be put to death when Ehr rises, after our people rest so they can see him go with honors.”
“Why?” She frantically worked to get Chemmusaayl’s vitals. His pulse was faint but steady, his breathing shallow but even. But he was still in shock and losing blood fast. At this rate, he won’t live long enough to be sent off with honors. “He can function with one arm.”
Vuskas shook his head gravely. “No one will want to live with one arm.”
Addie gave up reasoning with these people. “Get me a stick and your belt. And if Chemmusaayl chooses to die tomorrow, I want him to tell you this himself.”
Vuskas was looking at her intently. “You hate Chemmusaayl, Addie-woman. Are you trying to prolong his life so you can laugh at him, one-armed?”
Addie glanced up. “No, Vuskas.”
He dropped his gaze as if reprimanded. Slowly, he reached for his belt and untied it.
“Now, help me hold his shoulder.”
It was a busy night. People, suspicious of her craft, nevertheless allowed her to treat the injuries that brought the most pain. Alas, the pain was something Addie had little to offer for. Hers and Chele’s shared herbs that could have offered relief were buried back at the decimated settlement.
Qalae, with Melmie’s help and under Addie’s instruction, gathered the bare basics to prevent the worst of the infection, and it was all Addie could deliver.
Zoark found her kneeling by one of Mekni’s little boys who was crying forlornly at Oma’s side. It was the end of the night, and she was so tired she couldn't even see straight.
“I think he’s just hungry, Addie,” Oma was telling her. “And he wants Mekni. I’m going to keep him for the night.”
Zoark leaned down and scooped Addie up into his arm.
“You’ve exhausted yourself. You need to rest.”
“But I need to…”
He shushed her. “I know what you're trying to do, Addie. You’re trying to fix this. You’re trying to make them whole.”
Maybe she was. “Is it wrong?”
“No. But you… can’t. And you’re wearing yourself to the bone.”
“But…” She started and stopped, her mind offering no viable argument.
“None of it is your doing, Addie, and none of it is your fault.”
“It’s unfair,” she said softly, clutching at him. “Why did it have to happen?”
“Why do all things in life? It’s how the world is,” Zoark made one of the Fors’ favorite head motions that meant everything and nothing. “Good things and bad. This time, we get to go on.”
He lowered them both to the ground under the protection of a large smooth boulder. Addie snuggled into his chest, inhaling the sweat and blood and dust of the man who had fought many battles. She wanted to say she loved him. She wanted to send a prayer of thanks up above for sparing him for her. But the moment she let her head rest against his shoulder, she slept…
◆◆◆
 
The morning turned out the same as always, the Ehr sun sending its mellow orange light from a clear sky. Addie was one of the last people to wake up. It wasn’t the voices or the shuffle of the steps that woke her; it was the quiet chirping from above.
The Yuux had returned.
Raising her arm, she snapped her fingers, and her two furry companions glided down to settle contentedly on their chosen host, looking plump and satisfied, unaffected by the tragedy. Addie’s baby moved, a familiar flutter in her belly.
She was alone; Zoark had already left her side. A large shirt that still retained his smell was draped securely over her to prevent Hicars from sensing her bare skin.
She gathered the shirt into her hands and pressed tight against her face. One day, she promised herself, they would wake up together and cuddle, reveling in each other’s closeness, in the simple pleasure of enjoying a lover’s touch. But of course, that day would not be today.
Shaking off the lingering sleep, Addie left the protective shadow of the boulder.
Their tattered tribe was slowly organizing. Oma and Illied left to gather whatever they could find for a quick meal. Zoark, Vuskas, and Oh’nil went back to the settlement to recover any tools and weapons.
Melmie, preoccupied with grinding something between two rocks, smiled weakly and gave Addie a small wave. Addie waved back. She was hungry and thirsty and, quickly snatching the first Timpho grass bulb she could spot, she drained it in one big gulp. The liquid cleared the fuzz in her head.
Chief Net’ok was sprawled amid scarce bushes with a puckered face. He wasn’t participating in any of the tasks and appeared indifferent to them. He didn't get up, and though his thigh was torn up, Addie deemed his withdrawal to be due to low spirits rather than the physical injury.
Chemmusaayl lay a short distance away from him, and his eyes were open. Qalae was gently wiping his face with a wad of soft moss, herself still grimy and rumpled.
Addie approached them. “How’s he doing?” she asked Qalae.
Qalae shrugged. “He isn’t doing like much of anything.”
“Does he realize…” she motioned at the bandaged stub above his elbow, all that was left of his arm. Truly, his stick-wielding days were over. It was an unkind thought, and Addie chastised herself for it, but try as she might, working up any deep pity for the High Counselor was difficult. He just wasn’t a very lovable character.
“I don’t know. I didn’t tell him.” There was no love or concern for Chemmusaayl in Qalae’s voice, either. “I couldn't care less.”
“But you’re caring for him,” Addie pointed out.
“He asked me to,” Qalae nodded toward her mate. “I’m trying to be supportive.”
Addie lowered down next to Chemmusaayl.
“High Counselor. Can you hear me?”
She didn’t think he heard her, but then his glazed-over eyes slowly turned toward her voice, and his bloodless lips moved. He garbled something that Addie couldn't understand.
Helplessly, she looked at Qalae.
“He asked why,” the queen supplied.
“Why what?”
The dry white lips moved again, and this time Addie was able to discern the barely audible words. “Why did you do it, strange woman?”
At first, Addie figured he was so confused that he thought she took away his arm, but then the real meaning sank in. He was asking why she saved him.
“That’s what I do, Chemmusaayl,” she said simply. “That’s who I am. Another planet can’t change that.”
He turned his head away from her, completely despondent. Yeah, she got it. He didn’t appreciate her help. He’d rather she let him bleed to death on the soft moss and hard boulders than live handicapped.
Addie checked his bandages but didn’t change them because she had no clean ones, and rose to her feet. Too damn bad. He was going to make it. And then he was going to have to deal with the cripple-bashing attitudes he’d been such a staunch proponent of.
Just then Zoark, Oh’nil, and Vuskas crested the hill. They each carried a load on their backs, and people went to meet them as they descended a small incline. The men dropped down their cargo, and everyone started going through the things trying to find any that belonged to them and divide up those that had belonged to the dead.
In a stroke of luck, a stash of dried Tek meat survived, tucked neatly into a large clay bowl, and its presence lifted some of the tension. Today, at least, people didn’t have to worry about keeping their stomachs full.
Zoark’s eyes found Addie’s and held. An emotion so powerful her toes tingled from it ensnared her. Zoark. Her man. The love of her life, so large and foreign and real.
Leg bent, he stood waiting for her, and she glided toward him as if on wings. He unfolded his powerful arms and enveloped her into his embrace completely.
“I found something of yours.” Without letting her go, he reached down and picked up a folded roll of skins.
“Sathe’s skins!” Addie exclaimed, her fingers delving into the pliant texture of a masterfully processed hide. The blanket was dirty and torn at the corner, but she would clean and mend it.
“That's all that was left of your teepee,” Zoark said quietly.
“Chele?”
He slowly shook his head. “There’s nothing left. I found the blanket in the bushes some distance away. I know you treasure it.”
“I do. Oh, thank you. I do…” Her eyes misted. She’d planned to use the few remaining pieces of Sathe’s handiwork for her baby, they were so soft, and despite all odds, she’d get to do it still. A small miracle.
A shadow fell on them, and a sudden hush enveloped the people. Chief Net’ok was standing behind Zoark.
“Our contest isn’t finished, cripple.”
Zoark shook his head. “I forfeit,” he said simply, followed by the indrawn breath of those who heard him.
Net’ok’s head snapped back. “Forfeit?”
“Why are you surprised?” Zoark’s eyebrows rose as the chief’s lowered.
“You’re strong. Despite everything…”
“I know,” Zoark admitted.
“You truly don’t want to be a chief, do you?”
“About wanting it, I thought I didn’t. But I can be.” His orangey eyes skimmed over the tattered remnants of their once large and strong tribe. “For the right people.” His gaze landed on Addie, and he smiled.
Vuskas stepped forward, relief clear on his pugilistic features. “What are we going to do, chief?”
Net’ok glanced covertly at the High Counselor’s diminished form, laying a short distance away in a senseless state. “We walk.”
“We should walk to the mountains,” Zoark supplied. “And make our camp there, in the caves. That’s what we should do.”
His announcement surprised everyone, including the chief. “The caves?”
“Yes. I want my mate to stay there. I want my children born there, protected by the high walls of the Olzol Mountains.”
Now everyone stared at Zoark and Addie like they sprouted a second head.
“You’re a fool if you think you can survive in the caves. Animals don’t roam in the mountains, and vegetation is scarce. You’ll starve.”
“I didn’t say it would be easy. But we can plan hunting trips. We can adapt like our ancestors had adapted. The history of our people is etched in the cave’s walls, and we will learn from it. The mountains are safe from Wrennlins.”
“The only way to stay safe is to keep moving. It has kept our people alive for as long as anyone can remember.”
Zoark inclined his head. “Moving works, too. But it can’t provide our women with a safe space to bear children in peace. It doesn’t let our elderly live out their final days undisturbed. And our warriors can never lay their heads to rest because the threat of invasion is forever heightened in the plains. It’s time for a change.” 
The chief shifted to accommodate his hurting leg, chewing on his lip. Finally, the familiar won out. “The tribe will travel deeper into the Valley of the Stone Shadows. We will not return to the mountains.” The chief’s words held a note of finality to them, a decision reached.
Zoark nodded. “Then we’ll bid you farewell.” He turned to Addie. “We will rest for another night and strike out tomorrow. Are you ready?”
She went to him, and he opened his arms to receive her in an embrace. “Yes, let’s go.”
Behind them, the chief made a sound of disgust. “You’ve lived with strange women too long, Zoark. You’re changed.”
Her mate laughed silently, the vibrations shaking the muscled chest under her cheek. “I am, chief. They made me see the world from a different side, and now I can’t unsee it.”
Untangling herself from Zoark, Addie turned to the chief, steeling against his displeasure. “Little Oh’na will come with us. I am her guardian now.”
As predicted, the statement didn’t sit well with Net’ok. “Oh’na belongs to the tribe.”
“Oh’na belongs with a mother,” a new voice cut in, clear and sure - Qalae’s. “Addie is her mother. You played with women’s lives once, Net’ok, and no good came out of it. If Oh’na wants to go with Addie, that’s what she should do.”
Net’ok slowly turned to Qalae and pegged her with a stare so incinerating that even Addie shriveled.
“You don’t speak unless asked, Qalae. You are no longer a queen.”
Instead of cowering, Qalae brightened. “In truth? I’m not?”
“You’ve betrayed your tribe. I release you from our bond.”
Slowly, Qalae approached Net’ok and lowered to her knees before him. Taking his hand, she raised it to her lips in a tender, supplicating gesture. “Thank you, my chief. I am sorry. And be well.” Dropping his hand before Net’ok had a chance to recover from the shock at her actions, Qalae sprang to her feet and whirled around. Her face shone, younger and more beautiful than before, as if aglow from within.
“I will go with you to the caves if you take me.” She was looking expectantly at Zoark, full of hope. “I want to see your baby born. I want to make a life there.”
“You may come, Qalae. Of course, you may.” Zoark covered it well, but Addie could tell he was no less shocked than Net’ok.
Crossing her arms over her chest, she quickly bowed. “I pledge to Zoark as my chief.” 
Addie turned to her love in the ensuing silence. “Guess you’re a chief now.”
“Guess I am. Of our tribe of four.”
“Of five.” Oh’nil chimed in. “Did you think I’m staying behind?”
Zoark and Addie laughed. The gloomy day suddenly felt light. Their future had taken shape.
Timidly, Oma and Hunlath approached. Oma was holding Mekni’s orphaned toddler son on her hip. Hunlath looked ill at ease and wouldn't make eye contact with Net’ok. He cleared his throat. “We want to try out the caves, chief.” It wasn’t clear which one he was addressing, Zoark or Net’ok. “Oma’s been nervous of late. Maybe the new place will give her strength to bear her own children.”
Oma was watching Addie covertly, and Addie knew then that Oma believed in Addie’s medical help. She was loath to lose the only support she had received after her stillbirth. Whatever reservations Hunlath had, he was willing to make Oma happy.
“Of course,” Addie said to the two of them. “You can come.” She turned to the group. “Everybody can. And if you change your mind later, we’ll be waiting.”
Reserved looks met her invitation. One of the pairs of eyes full of uncertainty that stared back at Addie and Zoark was Melmie’s. A pinch pierced Addie’s heart. Weighed down by the familiar, harboring hope for a mate and teepee of her own, Melmie wouldn't go with them now. She wasn’t ready. Addie understood. She hoped the girl would come around with time, but that was all Addie could hope for.
Other people may come to the caves, or they may not. Addie wouldn’t judge their choice. Zoark's and her small group was large enough to start building a little city. It wouldn't be like the City of Seraphims with its cloying atmosphere of subterfuge, power struggle and infighting, of easy sex and empty promises. No, their golden town would be built on love and loyalty, stable and thriving, led by capable women and protected by the best warriors this strange land had to offer.
Others would join them in time, that was for certain. They would want to. Because where love took root, life blossomed and hope sprang eternal.
Addie raised her eyes to the skies.
There were miracles, after all.
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