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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liv

      

      

      

      I know I’m dreaming because the last thing I remember before lying here on this soft bedding is the intense rattling of the escape pod as it broke through the atmosphere. For the longest moments of my life, the twelve of us were being shaken like ingredients in a cocktail, straps cutting in to our shoulders as they fought to keep us in our seats. At some point, the G-force must have got too much.

      Or I’m dead, I think, breathing in the delicate scent of the smoke coming from a fire in the far corner of the tent I’m in. The degree of realism to this dream is insane. I can feel the fibres of the bedding beneath me, tickling against my legs. The heat of the fire licks over my exposed skin and I feel glorious. I’m warm, relaxed. No pain, no discomfort. If this is death, I don’t mind it in the slightest.

      I smile, revelling in the softness surrounding me. Nothing on the ship that brought me here was so luxurious. Just basic amenities - uncomfortable cot beds with scratchy sheets. We might have won the lottery for a place on Alpha Colony, but until we get there, we’re still bottom tier citizens. Not worthy of anything better.

      My arms are above my head and I stretch upwards, a deep, bone popping stretch that’s so satisfying. I relax, moving my arms down.

      And they catch, something tightening about my wrists.

      I twist my head and catch a glimpse of coarse rope binding me. I bend my knees, pressing my feet into the furs for better leverage. Shimmering, diaphanous material slips down my thighs, bunching around my hips. I look down, taking in the see-through material of my dress, my nipples visible through the fabric, as well as the dark thatch of hair between my legs.

      So it’s that kind of dream, then. Or I’ve died and gone to heaven.

      “Where are you?” I say. “I don’t suppose I’m all trussed up here for nobody’s benefit.”

      A shape stirs in the very edge of my range of vision. I crane my neck, wetting my lips as I wonder what my subconscious has cooked up for me. One of the beautiful people from the old film posters my sister sometimes smuggled out of Waste Disposal? Those glorious celebrities from years gone by with their tousled hair and suits with the tie loose, like someone - someone female - had just got them a little ruffled.

      Then he steps in front of me and my breath leaves my lungs in a rush.

      He has to be pushing seven foot tall, every inch of him thick with chorded muscle. Green-brown skin and a pair of brilliant silver eyes announce him as not human. Oh, and the tail swishing languidly behind him. He grins at me as I rake my eyes over him, taking in his magnificence. All the stories I’ve heard about Alpha Colony - how it’s a human world, but one that gets alien visitors - must have mingled in my sex-starved mind and cooked me up a not-so-little green man.

      He’s shirtless, ab muscles rippling as he walks towards me, a defined v cutting down into his loose trousers, pointing to an impressive bulge. When he sees me looking, he grins again, and I notice he has fangs. Naughty.

      I blame this on my sister. Sally was the one who snuck romance novels out of Waste Disposal, risking her job and her freedom to save these crinkled, yellowed books. I always thought she was an idiot for doing it, but after she left to go to Alpha Colony and died when she got there, they were all I had of her. So I started reading, discovering the strange and saucy world of dashing dukes and alpha male shifters. And with them, the reason why my sister was so keen on saving such contraband from destruction.

      Books, as it turns out, are magical. And after you’ve read a few of the right ones, so are your dreams.

      “Oh, I’m all tied up and helpless,” I say, licking my lips in anticipation. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “Linasha,” he says, his voice a low rumble. “I will do whatever you desire.”

      Fuck me, my subconscious has outdone itself with this guy. He’s everything I like in a bloke. Big, muscley, a bit rugged - and here to attend to my every need. I take in the details of his face as he lowers himself to his knees and crawls forwards, up the length of my body. My heart pounds as he surrounds me, overwhelmed by the size of him.

      “Beautiful,” he says, silver eyes full of heat. He’s handsome in an almost-but-not-quite human sort of way. Familiar and alien at the same time. But there’s nothing alien about the way he looks at me, and it has desire curling in my belly.

      Then he strokes a hand across my chest, thumb brushing the taught peak of my nipple through the sheer fabric of my dress. I arch into the touch, unable to draw him down to me with my hands tied. Being at his mercy like this is exactly as much of a turn on as I imagined it would be, and my core aches with need.

      You are currently on an escape pod, crashing to the surface of an undocumented planet, a little voice in the back of my mind says.

      Exactly why I should indulge in this little fantasy for as long as it lasts, I think back at it.

      Then my not-so-little green man lowers his head and takes my nipple in his mouth, giving it a hard suck and I stop thinking. It’s been so long since I had anyone decent in my bed, just this little bit of physical attention has my core fluttering.

      He slips an arm beneath me, tangling his fingers in my hair as he scrapes his fangs across my throat.

      “All mine,” he says, a hint of growl in his voice, his chest vibrating with it. I want to rake my fingers down him, but I can’t. I tug against the bonds, but they only tighten around my wrists. The slight abrasion of the rope against my sensitive skin sends jolts of heat through me.

      “All yours,” I say. And in that moment, I am. I can think of nothing I want more than for him to bury his face between my legs and make me scream.

      Scream. I can hear screaming. The noise filters into my lust hazy mind. Where is it coming from? Why…

      Suddenly, it’s as if the whole tent shifts. Alien Hottie vanishes, and I’m jolted awake from my idea of heaven into a scene straight out of hell.
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        * * *

      

      I’m dangling from my seat, face down over a drop. The escape pod has landed end on, and while some of the girls with me benefited from this, I did not. My chest hurts, probably from slamming in to the restraints that are all that’s currently holding me in place. I groan, trying to move my arms but finding it tricky. They don’t seem to want to obey my commands. I just hope it’s numbness from my circulation being cut off, rather than something being broken.

      Outside one of the small portholes on the escape pod, I can see dense forest and bird-like creatures that are definitely not any bird I’ve seen before. Out of the others I can see some of my fellow escape pod passengers, most of them bloodied, and all looking shell shocked. There’s blood on some of the chairs around me and I just hope to whatever gods are out there that none of them have been killed or seriously injured.

      They took this trip for the promise of a better life. They don’t deserve to die stranded on an undocumented planet.

      “You okay up there, Liv?” a voice calls.

      I look down and see Khadija staring up at me. She has a cut above her left eyebrow, but her eyes are bright and she looks otherwise unhurt. I let out a sigh of relief.

      “Just great,” I say, keeping my tone upbeat, lest the torrent of emotions roiling through me right now overwhelms me. “I was having this really nice dream…”

      “Did it involve not crash landing onto a jungle planet?” she asks, arching her uninjured eyebrow at me. Like me, Khadija deflects seriousness and fear with glib comments and stupid jokes. It’s why she’s my best friend out of the other lottery winners.

      “It involved an attractive gentleman giving my breasts exactly the right sort of attention,” I say.

      Khadija snorts. “Sometimes I wish I had your brain,” she says, climbing up on the seats towards me. “My dreams always involve being naked in the not very fun way.”

      “First day on your bottom tier job?” I say, shaking my hands out in an attempt to encourage some feeling back in to them.

      “Exactly. No attractive gentlemen. Just sneering bosses and laughing co-workers, and waking up with a lingering sense of terror that I’m going to be sent to the workhouse.”

      “You’re right, that’s no fun.”

      She heaves herself up, hooking an arm through one of the seat restraints as she balances herself on the arms of two of the seats.

      “I’m going to unclip you, okay? You need to grab me when I do, pull yourself towards me so you don’t fall.”

      “You’re not going to let me go, right? I’m not going to pull you down with me.”

      Khadija shakes her head. “Warehouse worker, remember? I’m not going to let you fall, Liv. I got you.”

      I nod. My heart is hammering, but I trust Khadija. She’s been climbing up on crates and moving heavy things in precarious circumstances since she was old enough to walk. A warehouse brat, through and through, she’s nimble on her feet and as strong as an ox.

      “Okay,” Khadija says, reaching for the clip.

      At first, I just sink a bit further down, the restraints catching on my shoulders. I wince at the pain, but tug one arm free, reaching for Khadija with it. I can feel my body slipping, but she grabs me with both hands, pulling me towards her. I kick back with my feet, finding purchase on something, and use it to propel myself forwards into her arms. She staggers, but holds me, the two of us balanced precariously.

      “Easy part’s over,” she says. “Now you just have to climb down.”

      “You mean I can’t get a piggy back ride?”

      She laughs, poking me in the stomach. “Not a chance. Just climb down the arms like a ladder. You’ll be fine.”

      My shoulders are still burning, but I lower myself down, dangling my feet beneath me, a little further each moment, until I find the next seat. My palms sweat enough to make my grip precarious and I don’t think it’s entirely fear. The air is sticky, my hair clinging to my neck. I think of the jungle outside. A tropical sort of jungle?

      I reach the bottom of the escape pod and Khadija climbs down beside me, making light work of it. But her thick, dark hair is sticking to her face, her Mercenia Corp issued jump suit darkened with sweat in places.

      “Did everyone else make it?” I ask.

      Khadija nods. “We think Lorna’s wrist might be broken, but other than that, the girls are all good. Bumped and bruised and frightened, but not badly hurt.”

      “And where exactly have we landed?”

      Khadija’s expression turns grim. “Why don’t you come and see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gregar

      

      

      

      I wake with a start, jolted from the pleasant dreamspace and her. My linasha.

      All my life I’ve known that the blessing of a linasha would never be bestowed upon me. Not after sickness ravaged my people, killing many of us, but females most of all. I have grown up never knowing a female face, fated to be alone

      Until now.

      The dreamspace fades fast. I scramble for details of her, trying to fix them in my mind. Her luscious curves, pale skin so unlike mine. Dark hair framing her perfect face. The way her arms were bound above her head, body stretched out, ready for me to taste all over. A delicious offering from Lina herself.

      My cock grows hard and aching, my whole body thrumming with need like I’ve never experienced. We left the dreamspace too soon, interrupted before I could taste the flavour of her skin, before I could give her the kind of pleasure that will make her wild. A snarl starts in my throat at the thought. I want to lie back down in my hammock, let my conscious mind drift…

      And yet, the heaviness that overcame me moments before, the bone weariness that made me seek respite, is gone. I am awake and alert. And aroused. Painfully aroused. My mind goes back to that lithe feminine form, the impatient tone of her voice, the breathy way she told me she was mine.

      All yours.

      My linasha, my mate.

      She is here, somewhere. Mine to claim.

      I must find her.

      I do not climb down the ladder fixed to the tree trunk, instead just sit up and swing my legs over the side of the hammock, leaning forwards until it tips me out. I drop to the forest floor below with a thump, bending my knees as I land to absorb the force. Before I even straighten myself, I am planning my next steps.

      An expedition. When I sleep next, I can find out from my linasha where she is. Then I will take my best hunters and warriors to meet with her tribe. Not a show of force, but a declaration of our ability to provide for her as we should. How strong my warriors who will protect her, how able my hunters who will feed her. She is not raskarran - her pale skin and curved form say as much - but whatever her tribe’s customs, her chief will not deny the mating bond we share. It is a sacred thing. Undeniable. But I will ease their concerns, prove my worth.

      I head away from my hammock back towards the village, brimming with excitement to tell my tribe-brothers the good news. I am not expecting Anghar to be waiting for me at the end of the path, brimming with his own news.

      “You saw it then?” Anghar says.

      My first instinct is to growl at his referring to my mate as ‘it’, but I scold myself for being like an over eager youngling. Anghar does not know my dreams and does not know my news. He is my tribe-brother, and as close to a blood-brother as I will ever have. He would not speak so about something as important as my linasha.

      “Saw what?” I ask.

      Anghar frowns. “You bring other news then. You look about to burst with something.”

      I am, but it must wait. I would not be a good chief for my tribe if I let my own joy override everything else. I would not want Anghar’s news to be lost in the celebration that will surely follow mine.

      “I have something to share with the tribe, yes,” I say. “But you do your telling first.”

      His next words put a stop to all thoughts of celebration.

      “Something has just fallen out of the sky,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      I run with Anghar to the nearest outpost - a tall envida tree. We scale to its top quickly, hauling ourselves on to the platform that rests amongst its branches and peek out above the canopy. Anghar gestures to a dark slice through the sky, tracing its path down, down to where it meets the forest.

      “A large fire must be burning to cause such a smoke trail,” I say, not ashamed to let a note of fear ride my voice. Fires are a danger to the forest. Though we are in the rainy season, the trees can still catch and burn untamed if the right - or wrong - circumstances arise.

      Anghar shakes his head, his mouth a thin line. “It was the falling object that caused the trail,” he says. “Though it may well burn where it landed. It burned as it fell.”

      I try to imagine it. An object big enough to leave such a mark on the horizon.

      “What was it?” I ask.

      Anghar just shakes his head again. “If I had to guess, I would say an egg. It was the shape of one. But only a monstrous bird would make an egg that size, and no wings darken our skies.”

      “If such a bird existed, we would have seen one before now.” I stare at the horizon, wondering what the best course of action is. “An expedition, you think?”

      He considers. “A small one. Three warriors, two hunters, and Shemza.”

      “A healer?”

      Anghar shrugs a shoulder. “Who knows what we might find.”

      Prepare for every outcome. That is Anghar’s way. It is why he is a good second, and my most trusted counsel.

      I nod. “Fetch Maldek, Rardek and Vantos. Have them and Shemza prepare supplies. We leave as soon as we can.”

      Anghar nods, but doesn’t immediately rush to descend to the forest floor.

      “You had news, too, brother?” he says.

      I think of my linasha, waiting in the dreamspace for me. Now is not the time to speak of her. It can wait until we know whether this egg falling from the sky is a threat to the tribe or not.

      “Later,” I say.

      It is strange, I think as we run back to the village, that something as momentous as my linasha has already taken second place to another event. Two such unusual events occurring on top of each other… It cannot be coincidence.

      And I wonder - the egg that fell from the sky. Was my linasha born of it? It seems so improbable that a mate could fall out of the sky, but if she did not arrive this way, then why have I not known of her before now? I have been of mating age for several turns now. There are wandering tribes, yes, those that do not have permanent residence like ours. Hunters that move through the territories to where the game is rich. But every tribe I have ever encountered has always been raskarran like mine. I have never seen such strangeness as my linasha before. If her people were here on this world all along, would I not have known of them? There would be talk and stories, at least.

      I search my heartspace and my headspace, listening for Lina’s guidance. Everything in me wants to wait for nightfall, to sleep and speak with my linasha once more. To find her. But as chief of the tribe, I know investigating the egg is the right thing to do.

      Maybe those things are not as separate as they seem. My heartspace and headspace both feel this is true. If I find the egg, then perhaps I will find my linasha, too.
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        * * *

      

      Most of the tribe saw the same thing Anghar did, and those that did not have heard speak of it from the others already, so there are no questions when Anghar starts ordering supplies gathered. I speak to the warriors I am leaving behind, warning them to be alert to other tribes. There is a chance that others have seen what we have but think not to find out what the object is, but to use the distraction of other tribes to their advantage. Sarkry’s tribe have been skirting ever closer to our territory, and those hardened fighters would slaughter my tribesmen just to prove they could.

      “Is it wise for both you and Anghar to leave the village now?” Harton, Anghar’s father, says.

      I have seen other chiefs grow angry on being questioned, but they are not wise males. Harton has age and experience and wisdom with it. I always take his counsel.

      “It is not,” I say. “Any change to our environment brings trouble with it. I’m concerned about Sarkry and his warriors. I am concerned that the big rains are coming and we need to be supplied.”

      “But…” Harton says, folding his arms as he gazes at me, eyes full of thought.

      “But,” I say, and try to find the words to explain it. “Things are moving here that are beyond our understanding. I can feel it. No,” I correct myself. “I know it. My feeling is that Anghar needs to be with me on this expedition. I will not ignore my heartspace in this.”

      Harton nods. “Then I will keep all well here until your return.”

      We grip arms, then I head to the group that will be my expedition party. Vantos looks stern, as usual, but Maldek and Rardek grin. Those two never manage to take a thing seriously. Shemza is beside them, the youngest of our tribe. It is easy to think of him as a youngling, still, but he is as full grown as the rest of us. They are all well supplied, hunter packs on their shoulders, water skins and weapons at their belts. Their expressions shift as I approach, even Vantos managing to look curious.

      “You know our task?” I say.

      They nod.

      “We leave immediately,” I say. “I want to reach the egg first. I feel in my heartspace that this is important. But I know others will probably feel the same. So we move fast and rest little.”

      Vantos and Shemza look solemn and serious. Maldek and Rardek wear their usual matching grins. Anghar arrives at my side and we are ready.

      “You know the routes better than I,” I say to Anghar, grinning. “Do we take the floor or the trees?”
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        Liv

      

      

      

      It’s a fucking rain forest. Or, at least, what I assume a rainforest looks like from the tiny, faded pictures of them I’ve seen in my sister’s liberated contraband stash. She didn’t just steal romance novels for her long, lonely nights. Sometimes she’d smuggle out old encyclopaedias and text books. The kind of things kids used to read back when they went to school. She taught me my letters from paragraph long entries about pigs, platypuses and polar bears, and I learned that the world used to be an infinitely less sucky place.

      Not going to lie, I kind of hated that knowledge at the time. When my world was the only one I knew, it was easier to accept. Being worked to the bone to do menial jobs for Mercenia Corp so the upper tiers of society can do whatever it is they do? That’s just my lot. Nothing more to it.

      But there was more to it. Once upon a time there was such thing as free education. And rainforests. Although, if they were as sticky and sweaty as this one, maybe I’ve not been missing out all that much on that front.

      We’ve landed on a beach. I don’t know if we’re damn lucky we didn’t land in the ocean, or if the escape pod had some sort of programming to head for the nearest big open space. Because the land here literally goes sand - trees. There is no gradation, no transition. It’s sandy beach and then boom. Ancient, gnarly looking tree trunks that stretch up, up, up into the sky above. The air is alive with bird calls and animal noises and I am freaking the hell out, because I’ve never seen so much open space, so much wildness before.

      “Think you could climb one of those?” I say to Khadija.

      “It’s not quite the same as crate stacks,” she replies.

      Not a no. Maybe there are fruits at the top of them, and Khadija could fetch them down for us. Fruit grows on trees, right? That’s how this nature shit works. Food doesn’t come in prepackaged boxes, perfectly proportioned with your daily dose of vitamins, minerals, birth control and tranquillisers.

      I’m not a hundred percent sure about the tranquillisers, but I’ve always had my suspicions. Why have an angry, dissatisfied workforce when one little ‘supplement’ can take all that troublesome rage right out of the equation. I have no concrete evidence, but I’ve been off bottom tier rations for two weeks now, and I’m feeling pretty rage-y. I have to wonder if it’s all the stress of the emergency landing, or if this is just the real me coming out to play.

      Khadija heads over to where the rest of the girls are gathered in a sort of circle, huddling together as if round a fire. Except there is no fire, because why would we need one? It’s really, really hot. The sun overhead beats down, the air above the sand shimmering. And worse, the air is so thick with moisture that I’m sweating profusely within seconds, trickles of it running down my neck and back, beads gathering on my forehead.

      “Liv, are you okay?”

      I look over and see Grace rising from where she’d been crouched next to Lorna. Lorna looks the kind of pale and sweaty that suggests she’s in pain. Her wrist is bound with someone’s ripped up sleeve, and her fingers look swollen.

      “I’m fine, stick with Lorna,” I say, waving her off.

      Sure, my shoulders and chest hurt like hell after dangling in my restraints, but it’s just bruising. My scratches and scrapes can wait, too.

      Grace nods. She’s not like the rest of us. Slightly older - approaching thirty rather than early twenties. Unlike bottom tier women, she looks youthful still, not craggy and weathered by chemicals, or overwork or underfeeding. Her family were just high enough up the tiers that she could train in a field. Not high enough to get a proper education - Grace probably can’t read anything except medicine bottles - but she can diagnose and treat most common illnesses. She’s the person bottom tier workers go to see when they’ve turned ankles or snapped fingers, or been kept up several nights by the wracking cough you get from breathing in bad air all day every day.

      Thinking about this makes me take a deep lungful of air and really pay attention as I do so. It might be hot and humid, but it tastes nothing like the air back home - rancid and damp, tainted with chemicals and rotten trash. Even recycled space ship air was better than that, though it had a strange, flat quality to it after a while that made the back of your throat sore. Here, the air is abundant with scents and flavours. It smells like… like… Green.

      It smells like green.

      And we might be stranded on some jungle planet on the edge of a goddamned rainforest that’s probably full of monstrous predators just waiting for a little human snack, but for a moment, I really don’t care.

      I don’t care if I drop dead. Because that green smell - it’s the most wonderful thing I’ve ever experienced.

      I drop to my knees and put my hands on the sand. It’s almost scorching hot, but I scoop up a big handful of it, let the grains play through my fingers. It tickles over my skin, so fine it feels soft. I look round, and further down the beach, the sand goes darker, saturated with water from the gently lapping waves. I scramble towards it, sinking my fingers into it.

      “Is she alright?” someone says, not even trying to be discrete about it.

      But fuck them, whoever they are.

      “Are you quite done rolling round on the floor?” Khadija says, squatting down next to me.

      “Khadija, we’re on the beach,” I say, grinning like a madwoman.

      I knew we were the moment I left the escape pod, but the wonder of it is only just hitting me.

      “If you say so,” she says, nudging at the ground with a look of distrust. “Are they always so… unstable?”

      I glance back at the other women. They all look terrified - perfectly reasonable - but none of them are gazing round with any sort of wonder.

      “The beach, Khadija,” I say again. “Did you never dream of going to the beach as a little kid?”

      She just stares at me, as if I’ve lost my mind, then shuffles backwards as a wave rushes up the beach towards us. The cold water sluices over my hands, reminding me of how very hot I am.

      I sit back, not minding how the water soaks through the seat of my jumpsuit and into my underwear, and start undoing my shoes, tugging them off and tossing them back up the beach. I lose the regulation socks, too, then scramble to my feet, running out towards the water.

      Khadija grabs me by the arm and drags me back.

      “What are you doing?” she says, voice sharp with a hint of fear.

      “Cooling down,” I say, closing my eyes as the water laps over my toes.

      God, it feels amazing. The water is cold, bubbling and frothing over my skin. As the wave retreats, it takes the sand with it, the little grains grazing past my feet. I sink a little, not enough to be alarming, just moving downwards as the sand is sucked out from around me. I wiggle my toes, the dark brown sand squelching upwards between them.

      In all my stolen moments of looking at pictures in my encyclopaedias, or reading about summer romances at the beach, I never imagined being on a beach could feel this good.

      “Have you gone completely mad?” Khadija says, speaking straight into my ear.

      I just laugh. “If I have, I don’t care. I never thought I’d see anything like this.”

      I spread my arms, gesturing to the open ocean ahead of us. It stretches all the way to the horizon, and the enormity of it is overwhelming. If Khadija sees what I’m seeing, though, it’s not inspiring the same emotions. She just grabs me even harder, and drags me back up the beach. I stumble, scalding my feet on the hot sand. I skip back to grab my socks, pulling the cold, wet fabric over my burned skin. It soothes it immediately, though the thought of putting my sodden feet in my boots doesn’t fill me with joy.

      “We have no idea where we are,” Khadija says. “We have no idea what planet this even is. We’re lucky we can breathe the air. Who knows what might be living in that….”

      She gestures at the waves.

      “The ocean,” I say. “It’s the ocean.”

      One of the other girls looks up.

      “I’ve heard of the ocean,” she says. “My boss used to tell me stories about the ocean after we…”

      She trails off, blushing. I can fill in the end of that sentence without her assistance. I only hope if he’s been filling her head with tales of the ocean that he was at least kind to her.

      “Nothing dangerous is going to be living in this extremely shallow bit,” I say, but even as the words come out, my mind supplies encyclopaedia entries for poisonous fish and stinging jellies and sharp little urchins that could pierce skin.

      I drop to the floor again, reaching for my boots. Getting them on over the damp socks isn’t easy, but the girls are right. Maybe I should be more cautious, maybe I shouldn’t let the smell of green and the feel of sand between my toes go straight to my head.

      “Okay,” I say, getting to my feet. “I’ll behave from now on, I promise.”

      “We need to think about supplies,” Khadija says. “Mercenia will know the ship malfunctioned. They’ll know they need to go to their aid. But if none of the crew survived, there won’t be anyone to tell them where they sent the escape pod. It might be recorded on the systems, but we don’t know what the malfunction was. If it was something to do with the computer systems…”

      “There might not be any trace,” I finish.

      “But surely there will be some sort of tracker on the pod?” One of the other girls says.

      “We better hope so,” Khadija says, “or we’re stuck here.”

      I suspect there could be worse places to be stuck. At least it’s warm - a little too warm for my taste, but better that than freezing cold. Or somewhere with an atmosphere too thin for breathing, or a desert with no source of food or water available.

      “We have plenty of water at least,” someone says.

      “No,” I say. “You can’t drink sea water. It’s full of salt.”

      Which is a cruelty, I realise. To be this close to such a large body of water and not be able to use it for sustenance.

      “It’s really hot,” I say. “Humid. I think this is a rainforest, which means it will probably rain frequently. We can collect the rain to drink. Use some of the broken bits off the pod. Containers the supplies are in… What supplies do we even have? There must be some emergency provisions on an escape pod?”

      If anyone has an answer to my question, they don’t give it. Their eyes focus on something behind me, fear making them go wide. I turn just as Ellie - one of our little troop of women who I hadn’t noticed was missing - drops the carcass of a large spiky looking thing at my feet.

      “What the fuck is that?” I bark out.

      Ellie just grins, a wildness in her eyes as she looks up at me.

      “Dinner,” she says.
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      Ellie is certain that the monster she’s caught for us is going to make for a delicious meal. I’m not convinced, but after looking at the supplies in the escape pod, I’m game to try anything.

      Because we have almost nothing.

      Sure, there are a few first aid bits that Grace commandeers immediately, but in terms of food supplies, we’ve got maybe three or four portions of synth meats and vitamin supplements. I don’t know how this escape pod could be built for twelve and yet stocked so poorly. Except I do. Fucking Mercenia. They don’t give a damn about the welfare of their crews - there are thousands of bodies back on Earth, ready and waiting to replace anyone they lose out here. The escape pod and supplies are just the bare minimum to make it look like they care. Or perhaps it’s for when they are transporting important people, the supplies ordinarily much more comprehensive. Either way, we don’t even have any bottled water to slake our thirst. There are a couple of flares though, and I think I’ll be able to light a fire using them so we can at least cook Ellie’s catch.

      So, while Grace attends to Lorna, administering pain medication and trying to do something with her arm, the rest of us head for the forest, looking for fallen branches. There aren’t many, but between the ten of us, we manage to scrounge together enough to build a decent sized fire.

      One of the girls, Sam, used to work in food prep, so she takes over the actual building and lighting. Apparently, some of the rich people foods were actually flame grilled - makes them taste better, according to Sam. It seems a very primitive and unnecessary way of producing food, but I’m grateful for the extravagance of the rich, because it means Sam knows how to sort the fire for us. While the damp wood fizzles and pops, I turn my attention to Lorna and her injured arm.

      It’s already going a nasty purple colour, swelling in the wrist and into her hands. Lorna grits her teeth and doesn’t complain, but when she doesn’t think anyone’s looking, her lips start to wobble. She knows she’s going to be in trouble if we don’t get her proper medical treatment soon.

      Hell, we’re all going to be in trouble if Mercenia don’t come for us soon.

      I push it to the back of my mind. No use dwelling on things I can’t control.

      It takes a while, but Sam gets the fire going. The new sticks we feed it spit and crackle as the flames boil out the moisture, and I hope the noise repels rather than attracts any predators. Because there must be some. Earth rainforests were home to big cats and alligators, or was it crocodiles? I always got those monstrous lizards confused as a kid. Whatever. They’re both fast moving, with enormous mouths and too many teeth. And then there are the poisonous insects and frogs, fish with razor sharp teeth, snakes…

      The slice of sand between the water and the trees feels like an island of safety, but I’m keenly aware that we’re going to have to leave it before long. Ellie’s catch might feed us tonight, but it’s not like there’s an abundance of the strange, spiny creatures.

      “I walked a long way down the sand,” she says when I ask her about it. “Just trees and sea as far as the eye could see. Plenty of birds, if only we had a way of catching them. Probably fish, too. But I didn’t see any more of these crawlers. Shame. It was easy to kill.”

      I don’t challenge her about wandering off on her own because no one put me in charge and it’s nice that someone has shown some initiative rather than just cowering together on the sand.

      Sam cooks Ellie’s kill and though some of the others start off squeamish about it, hunger soon wins out. Grace feeds Lorna so she doesn’t knock her bad arm. I accept the leg handed to me and nibble on the flesh that sticks out the end of it. It’s juicy and flavoursome - completely different to the jelly-like synth meats I’m used to eating. I hold it against my tongue, letting the meat melt in my mouth. It’s quite a pungent flavour, but in a good way. Strong and almost a little bit sweet. I rip the hard outer shell of the leg open, pulling the flesh out from inside it, stuffing more of the tender meat into my mouth. When I’ve scraped the leg clean, I suck the juices from my fingers, not even minding the bit of grit and sand that my tongue picks up.

      Silence settles over our little group as everyone eats. I look round at the faces. I haven’t spent much time getting to know them on our flight out here. They’re all lottery winners, lucky recipients of a place on Alpha Colony, Earth’s first colony on another planet. I think they’re all happy to be that, though I know not everyone was.

      Certainly not the woman who traded places with me.

      It shouldn’t have been possible. We’re all ID chipped and logged in Mercenia’s systems. When the back alley butcher took my ID chip from my arm and switched it with hers, it didn’t replace the photographs on records. It didn’t swap her blonde hair for my dark. But she went to my work the next day without incident, and I boarded the ship to Alpha Colony without a second glance from anyone.

      When it comes down to it, I think us bottom tier workers are so disposable to Mercenia Corp, they just don’t give a shit who’s who.

      Which doesn’t fill me with confidence about what their intentions are for us on Alpha Colony. The others talk about the small holdings they’ve won with starry eyed enthusiasm, blessing Mercenia in one breath, while thanking the stars for their luck in another. It’s why I’ve not gone out of my way to befriend them. My face might blend just fine, but my cynicism does not.

      But whatever Alpha Colony holds, I have to get there. Have to.

      Khadija is the only one I’ve spoken at any length to. She’s a cynical bastard like me, and doesn’t hold much hope for Alpha Colony. In whispered conversations late at night, she confessed to me that it was better this unknown - the possibility of change and happiness - than the inevitability of being worked to an early death by Mercenia in the warehouses.

      I get that, and I respect her for having the balls to take the chance, although I think my steady diet of contraband fiction has given me a greater imagination than most. Because I can think of a whole load of terrible things that could be waiting on Alpha Colony that would be far worse than the predictable, short life back on Earth.

      Thinking about the books makes me think of my sister. Sally. She took this same journey ten years ago, back when there wasn’t a lottery, but a contract. Work your ass off getting Alpha Colony set up, and we’ll reward you with a small holding. Her plan was to head out there, get her small holding, then earn the money to fly me out to join her. When I didn’t hear anything from her for six months, I figured she was too busy, that lines of communication were poor, that everything was going to plan and when I did hear, it would be summoning me to join her. I was twelve years old and not yet divorced of optimism.

      When I hadn’t heard from her in two years, I went to Mercenia for answers. I wouldn’t have got them if another family far more important than mine hadn’t been fighting for them, too. Their daughter was a medic - like Grace, but only in title. Where Grace is a medic for the lower tiers, this woman was apparently a trainee doctor, looking to set up a surgery on Alpha Colony. You can disappear a bottom tier worker, but you can’t disappear a trainee doctor.

      Soon, Mercenia’s bigwigs had come out with a story about a collapsed building, along with reassurance that it was a freak occurrence, unprecedented and impossible to predict. Several people had been victims, crushed to death, and my sister was one of them.

      But I don’t buy that for a second. Too clean, too convenient. If it was true, they’d have told that doctor lady’s family straight away.

      I think something, or someone, went horribly wrong out in Alpha Colony. I think my sister was a victim of more than just an unfortunate, freak accident. And I’m going to find out the truth if it’s the last thing I do.

      As we finish eating, the light starts to fade, and we all watch the skies and the tree line with apprehension.

      “We should set a watch,” Khadija says.

      “So we can see the thing that’s going to eat us coming?” One of the others says.

      “Better that than not see it coming,” Ellie says, her grin almost feral. “I’ll take the first watch.”

      She’s clutching the weapon she’s made, the one she used to kill the crawler. It’s a bit of sheared off metal tied to a pole with the ripped sleeves of her jumpsuit. Crude, but scary, and apparently effective.

      “We should do it in pairs,” I say, “there are enough of us. I’ll watch with you Ellie.”

      Khadija volunteers for next watch, and Sam offers to pair with her. The others grudgingly begin to sort themselves into pairs, with only Lorna and Grace left without a shift. Which is fine. The medic needs to be on hand to deal with any problems and Lorna needs her rest.

      The sand doesn’t make for comfortable sleeping. Some of the girls go back in to the escape pod to lie on the chairs, while others try to create a blanket out of the escape pod’s parachute. It flaps about a lot in the slight breeze, but with a number of them lying on it, it doesn’t shift too much, and it beats getting coated in sand. I stay perched where I am, and Ellie comes to sit next to me.

      We don’t talk, not until the bodies on the blanket stop shifting, and the sound of breathing shifts to deep and steady. Even then, we remain quiet a while longer, like we’ve both agreed beforehand not to say a word until we’re sure the others are asleep.

      “So,” Ellie says, eventually. “Chances of Mercenia bothering to rescue our asses?”

      “It’s a very fine collection of asses,” I say, “but...”

      “Zero?”

      “Probably.”

      Ellie’s quiet again for a moment.

      “You know,” she says, “when they announced the lottery program, I was looking for the catch. I figured at best it was a way of keeping the bottom tiers in line, you know? That whole rule about you can’t get a place if you’ve had a sanction of any kind.”

      “Yeah,” I say. I’d had the same thought, but quickly moved on to more sinister explanations. Experimentation, slavery, exploitation.

      “Well, I figure if that’s the best case scenario, us dying out here doesn’t make it any less effective. And rescuing people is surely expensive. So, logically...”

      “We’re screwed.”

      “Yup.” She exaggerates the pop of the ‘p’ sound, staring off towards the forest. “Think we’ve got a chance of surviving?”

      “I’d say it’s greater than our chance of rescue.”

      Ellie gives a dark laugh, but it is a laugh.

      “Screw Mercenia and their Alpha Colony,” she says. “I’m going to survive the hell out of this. Make my own small holding here. Rule as queen of this planet.”

      The firelight glints off her teeth as she grins at me.

      “Can I be queen, too?”

      She pretends to consider me. “We could get married. Rule as partners.”

      “You’re very not my type. In an anatomical way.”

      Ellie laughs. “You’re not mine either, but it’s going to get real lonely out here, just the twelve of us. No men.”

      I think of my not so little green man. I wonder if my brain will be kind enough to conjure him up for me again tonight.

      “There’s always our dreams,” I say.
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      We travel fast, not stopping until the light drops. I take first watch with Anghar, him facing one way, me the other, keeping our eyes on the trees. Not many predators would take their chances on a group of raskarran males, but you can never be too cautious, especially when travelling outside your territory. I do not know where the merka beasts lair round here, whether there are any herds of ensouka nearby. I do not know which tribes have territory out here, whether they are friend or foe.

      Years ago, when there were females, exchanges between the tribes were commonplace and we were all friendly. It was hard to maintain rivalries and feuds when any of your brothers might find their linasha in your rivals’ tribe. When the females died, that all fell apart. Tribes like mine keep to themselves, trying to live as best we can. Others took to travelling, ever in search of females and a better future. Some, like Sarkry’s tribe, have taken to marauding. If we encounter another tribe out here, we will have to hope Lina smiles on us, that they are not one of the marauding variety.

      I am selfish to take the first watch. It is not with thoughts of my tribe brothers that I choose it, but my linasha and her soft, sweet body. I could be asleep and in her arms now, but that would mean being woken by one of the others for my watch. I want my sleep uninterrupted, my time with her uninterrupted.

      This time, I want to taste her. When the elders taught us of the dreamspace and how a good raskarran male uses his time there with his linasha to drive her wild with pleasure, I thought it was a cruel torment. With no females left in our tribe, it was something I believed I would never experience. A piece of history I would have preferred not to know.

      Now, I am glad. I will enter the dreamspace and show my linasha that I can be worthy of her. That she will know endless pleasure at my hands.

      When it comes time for Shemza and Vantos to take their watch, I am eager to bed down. Anghar chuckles.

      “If that little run has exhausted you so, you need to do more hunting, brother,” he says.

      Some chiefs would not tolerate this sort of talk. Some chiefs are fools.

      “I am merely eager to greet the new dawn,” I say, “and to start the running again.”

      I expect my eagerness to hinder me, but my eyes grow impossibly heavy as I settle myself down on the floor. Just as they did before I fell asleep in the hammock back at the village. I wonder if it is the call of my linasha’s spirit, drawing me into the dreamspace. The thought of her waiting for me makes me smile as I close my eyes.

      And then I am gone, out of my waking body and into the dreamspace. It has taken the form of one of our travel tents - the kind we have brought with us but not bothered to assemble. They are for the return journey, when I have my linasha’s comfort to consider. For now, speed is my primary goal, and sleeping on the rough ground encourages a male not to sleep in.

      So does the thought of a soft body in my arms, and the body lying on the pelts in front of me is soft. She is wearing a robe that looks neither warm nor practical, the material so thin I can see through it to her skin beneath. The hollow at the centre of her stomach, the shadowed patch between her thighs. Like before, her hands are bound above her head, tied to one of the tent poles. She is at my mercy, and the thought makes my cock strain against my clothes.

      “There you are,” she says, voice sultry and low as she looked over at me through half lidded eyes.

      Lina have mercy. What did I do to deserve such perfection in a mate?

      I grin as I approach, my heartspace pounding at her nearness. She shifts on the pelts, the material of her strange dress slipping from her legs. Her skin is smooth and creamy, so different to my own. I know it is my duty, my honour, to give her pleasure, but when I kneel down on the pelts beside her, I just run my hand over her leg, cupping the lower part of her limb in my hand, brushing a thumb over the curve of her muscle. The difference between us is striking and strange, but not unpleasant. She is not raskarran, but that is okay. If there are any raskarran females left, they belong to tribes far from mine.

      And after seeing my Linasha, I would not want a raskarran female anyway.

      She is every bit as soft to touch as she looks. Our shapes are similar. Two legs, two arms. Her tail must be very short, for I cannot see it. No matter. She is my linasha. I will tend to her every need. If she has not the tail for climbing, then I will climb for her.

      She is much smaller than me, with tiny little feet and toes. I wonder what she likes, what will make those little toes curl.

      I stroke my fingers down the inside of her thigh. She lets out a soft sigh.

      “Finally,” she says.

      I grin. My impatient linasha. She knows what I owe her, and she wants it. I am happy to oblige.

      I push the fabric from her legs, then spread her wide. The scent of her teases at me, and I breathe deep. I will take her in with all my senses. Touch her soft skin, scent her perfume, taste her with my tongue. Hear her sounds of pleasure as I bring her to climax.

      And slowly. I intend to savour this moment.

      I stroke my fingers down her legs again, teasing my way closer to her core. My linasha tips her head back, closing her eyes, a look of satisfaction on her face. Her hands may be bound, but she still considers herself in charge. Lina has blessed me with a confident, fierce mate. It is fitting and right for a chief such as I. My linasha will have to lead my tribe beside me. She cannot be meek. Lina chose for me well, and I am humbled to be able to call such a fine female mine.

      The thought makes my cock twitch, but I ignore it. Tonight is all about my linasha. Just as it should be.

      I follow my fingers with my lips, tasting her skin with my tongue. When my linasha moans encouragement, I waste no time in heading for her cunt, sliding my fingers through her folds. I watch her as I do. She keeps her eyes closed, but there is a satisfied smile on her face as I explore her. As my fingers graze past the nub at the peak of her cleft, her lips part, a soft gasp escaping them.

      I grin. This is where she likes to be touched, then.

      I circle the nub, moving closer, then further away, paying careful attention to her responses. She does not shy from expressing her pleasure or displeasure, and soon I know just how to please her with my touches. As I repeat her favourite combinations, she grows slicker, her breath coming faster as she writhes against my hand, looking for release.

      “Patience, my linasha,” I tell her. “I will get you there, but only when I am ready.”

      “I’m not a very patient woman,” she responds, a little bite in her voice.

      I grin. “Some things are sweeter when we have to wait to receive them.”

      “You know what’s sweeter than one orgasm? Two. Get me there quickly, and maybe you’ll have time to get me there again.” There’s a flash of challenge in her eyes.

      I grin. Yes, Lina has chosen well for me.

      I am about to give my best efforts to her pleasure when she lies back, muttering under her breath.

      “May as well get a few last kicks in before we all die...”

      Her words make my heartspace freeze, any thoughts of pleasure scattering. I move over her so I can look her in her eyes, my hand moving to cup her face.

      “You are in danger?” I demand, a snarl curling round my words.

      I will kill any who threaten her. I will tear them limb from limb. She is mine. I will not lose her, not now.

      Her eyes are dark with desire as she stares up at me, a little smile curling the edges of her lips.

      “Mmm, are you going to save me, my big protector?” she says, arching her hips upwards so her body presses against mine. I stifle a groan. I can feel her heat, even through our clothes and my cock strains against my trousers. The need to be inside her grows urgent and overwhelming. But not here, not this time. There are things that I wish to save for the waking world, and my linasha is in danger. I cannot be distracted.

      “Who do you need saving from, linasha?” I ask, brushing her hair back from her face. “I will find them and tear out their throats.”

      She does not look overjoyed by this promise. Does she think me incapable? I am one of the fiercest warriors in my tribe. With my tribe brothers at my back, I can take down any enemy. For her, I would fight to my death to take them down alone.

      “Tell me,” I insist.

      She raises one of her dark brows. “You’re killing my lady boner, here. I don’t need a trip into that part of my subconscious, thanks. No point dwelling on things that can’t be changed. I just want to play. You’ve got me here, at your mercy…”

      She tugs against the rope restraining her hands. Her wrists are so delicate, so fragile looking. The sight of her bound for me has my cock harder than I have ever known it to be, but how am I supposed to give myself over to her pleasure when fear has frozen my blood.

      “What danger do you face that makes you think this male could not help you?” I ask, trying to ask it softly, though I want to rage and rail against the very idea that she could be in such danger.

      She shoves at me, hard. Surprise more than her meagre strength makes me tumble away from her. Her hands are free, the rope that bound them vanished. She gestures at me, a fiery rage in her spirit.

      “You going to tear the throat out of starvation, huh? You going to overpower infection and dehydration with your muscles?”

      She grabs at my arm, and I am a bad male, for though her eyes blaze and her mouth presses closed with anger, the bite of her small fingers against my skin makes me groan low in my throat.

      “I will feed you until you can no longer bear the thought of more,” I promise, taking her face in my hand. “I will bring you water to drink and a healer for your ills.”

      Her eyes close and she leans in to me, even as she gives a sharp shake of her head.

      “Don’t,” she says, voice low with command. “Don’t torture me with promises of a rescue that won’t come. Mercenia won’t come.”

      Who is this Mercenia and why would he abandon such a female?

      “Forget Mercenia, I will come for you. I am coming for you.”

      “Stop! This is my dream. I control it.” She speaks as if to another person in the room, and I actually look round, expecting to find someone. But we are still alone.

      “There is only one kind of ‘coming’ I want from you,” she says, softer now, leaning closer until her breath fans over the skin of my neck.

      I am ready with more words to console her, to ease her fears and assure her that no harm will come to her. That I will not allow it to come to her.

      But then she brushes the heel of her palm along my cock and all my thoughts scatter.

      “Make me come,” my linasha demands.

      And I am a helpless male. Powerless to refuse.

      I push her back on the bed, descending on her with all the desire I have been trying to hold back. I rip her dress aside and spread her legs, dropping my face between them and taking a long taste. My linasha moans, her hands sinking into my hair as her hips rise up to meet my mouth, urging me onwards.

      “Yes,” she says, “just like that.”

      I taste her again, running my tongue from her opening, through her slick folds and up to the nub at her peak.

      Possessiveness roars through me as her taste coats my tongue, musky and sweet, her scent filling my nose and driving me wild. I explore her with my tongue, lapping up her juices as I probe at her entrance and run my tongue through her folds. The nub is her most sensitive part, and her whole body jolts when I lap at it. I use these touches sparingly. I am not ready for her to climax just yet.

      “You are mine,” I tell her between long licks. “Only mine.”

      “Only yours,” she moans in response. “Fuck, yes. Keep going. I’m so close.”

      My greedy linasha. She thrills me.

      “No other male will taste this cunt,” I say, then thrust my tongue into her entrance.

      She cries out, back arching off the bed, and I cannot help grinning at the pleasure she takes in my attentions.

      “More,” she moans, “give me more.”

      I press a finger inside her as I suckle at her nub. I feel her inner walls fluttering against my fingers - know this to be a sign she is near her release.

      “Say it,” I growl, “say that you are mine.”

      “I’m yours.”

      I press another finger inside her. She’s panting now, making high little keening noises as her body tightens with pleasure.

      “Only mine.”

      “Only yours. Oh, fuuuck.”

      I swirl my tongue around her nub, revelling in the trembles that shudder through her body.

      “This pleasure is only mine to give you.”

      “Yes. Only you. Only ever you. Give it to me. Please.”

      How can a male deny such sweet demands?

      I curl my fingers inside her and suck on her nub. Her fingers tighten in my hair as she cries out her pleasure, hips bucking and jolting as she rides her climax to its completion. All through it, I keep nuzzling her, stroking her inner walls, coaxing out every last pleasure I can give her.

      When her fingers loosen, I know she is done. I slide my fingers out of her and suck her juices from them. She lounges back on the pelts, one arm across her forehead as she catches her breath.

      “That,” she says, “is more like it.”

      I grin, then move to lie beside her. I trail my fingers along her body, circling the pink tips of her breast.

      “When I find you,” I say, “I’m going to fill you with food, then fill you with my cock.”

      She drops her arm, looking at me with dark eyes.

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” she says, and the dreamspace shatters around us.
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      The sky is a beautiful mix of dramatic pinks and oranges when I wake, the sun still low in its ascent. I lie there for a moment, staring up at it, wondering at the strange potency of my dream last night.

      It’s not like I’ve never had a sexy dream before. But sexy dreams of my past experience have always been more... ephemeral. Good at the time, but gone in the morning. Today, I can still remember the heat of my alien’s body as he pinned me beneath him, demanding to know what danger I was in. I can still remember his scent - woodsy and fresh, like someone who spends a lot of time outdoors. I figure the scent thing is probably my subconscious picking up on the woodsmoke and the ocean breeze, turning real life smells into a delicious fragrance to layer over the smell of skin and sweat.

      What I can’t figure is why the whole damn thing felt so real. Like I wasn’t asleep but just teleported somewhere else. Even thinking about the way he went down on me has my toes curling. I’m feeling simultaneously satisfied and frustrated, like I needed to wake up next to him to close the loop of our encounter.

      This man who doesn’t exist, who I’ve summoned from my imagination.

      Perhaps there’s something in the air - a toxin of some sort. Just to add to our growing list of complications.

      But if anyone else had any strange dreams, they don’t mention it. As they rouse from their slumber, the girls start building the fire up again, collecting more twigs to feed it. Khadija starts sorting out our rations with a girl called Hannah and Ellie heads back down the beach looking for more crawlers.

      We’re about to settle down for the breakfast Khadija has allocated us when the heavens open. Thick gobs of rain fall from the sky - one or two at first and then a torrent. The fire splutters under the deluge and in our shock and discomfort, none of us remember to try to catch any of it for drinking water. When it stops, as abruptly as it started, a short while later, we’re left staring at each other, wringing out our sodden clothes, with only the open box of rations that Khadija had been using with any water collected in it. It feels a little unsanitary, scooping out water with ration packs floating in it, but our mouths are dry, and even those of us who had the sense to turn our face up to the sky haven’t managed to more than wet our lips.

      “Water is going to be an issue if we don’t get prepared for the next downpour,” Grace says. “You’ll die of thirst much faster than you’ll starve.”

      With that little piece of delight ringing in my ears, I set about trying to prepare to catch a bit more of the next downpour, ripping up bits of the escape pod, using sheets of mangled metal as funnels for the boxes I empty. Some of the other girls help, and by the time we’ve finished, the sun is high in the sky and we’re all steaming slightly, dreaming of the cooling effect another good drenching would have.

      Ellie reappears just as we are starting to seriously consider our second round of meagre rations. She’s scratched up, a jagged cut down her face, but she’s carrying something using her t-shirt as a cradle, and drags a carcass of something behind her.

      “Found some nests,” she says, dropping the body before us. It’s a bird of some description - with a rangy body, wide wings and a wicked looking sickle shaped beak. I suspect this is where the scratches have come from. “Quite a few of these birds there, but most of them are a lot bigger. Too dangerous to go after. Got eggs, too.”

      This is the bounty in her t-shirt, and the others take a couple of the eggs each, adding them to the rations.

      “What the hell do we do with this?” Khadija asks, nudging the bird carcass with her foot.

      Ellie gives us a demonstration, and though I can tell most of the group are disgusted by the idea of plucking the feathers from the bird’s body, they pay attention. Like we’re going to learn to survive here and make a life for ourselves. Like we’re not all going to die sooner or later.

      I suppose I shouldn’t begrudge them their fantasy. I have mine, and it’s a seven foot tall alien who knows how to work a girl into a lather. A lot more fun that bird plucking.

      “You aren’t going to take bird plucking class?” Khadija says, dropping down to the floor beside me.

      I shake my head. “You heard Ellie - the birds are too dangerous. Chances are we could catch their young if they have any, but sounds like we’ve missed or not yet reached the season for that. I think this is likely to be the last bird we eat, and therefore learning to pluck one is pointless.”

      “You do love to put a downer on a situation, don’t you?” Khadija says.

      I shrug my shoulders. “Just being realistic.”

      I stare out across the sea, wondering whether the water is safe for a dip. But, though I’m pretty sure I’m going to die here, I don’t want to do anything that might speed up that process. Such as getting in shark infested waters.

      Or whatever the alien equivalent of a shark is.

      “We’ll have to venture in to the forest,” Khadija says.

      For a moment, we both just stare at it - the dark, forbidding tree line that looks like the gateway to a whole other world. The sort of world where even the friendly animals have enough teeth to bite your hand clean off. I suppress a shudder at the thought.

      “We should stay here while we can,” I say.

      “Yeah,” Khadija agrees, and there’s relief in her voice. “No point moving away from the escape pod until we’re completely sure there isn’t going to be a rescue.”

      I’m already completely sure, but I appreciate the excuse to stay out here.

      “Good thinking,” I say, and I think Khadija knows I’m bullshitting. That I’m every bit as wary of the dark, dark trees as she is.
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      That night, I volunteer for one of the early morning watches. I don’t want to take the nicer first watch again, it doesn’t feel fair. I’m also tired. Bone tired. I’m not sure why - I haven’t done particularly more than anyone else on the beach - but my limbs and head and eyes feel so, so heavy. I practically collapse into the big, communal bed that is the escape pod parachute.

      It feels like as soon as I lie down, things shift, and suddenly I’m not sandwiched between several other female bodies, but alone on a very different bed. The animal furs beneath me are softer, more decadent than the parachute, and there’s no sand anywhere. I’m not wearing a sweat stained, rumpled jumpsuit, either but some sort of billowing robe that hangs off my bare shoulder as I sit upright. The material isn’t sheer like the dress I was wearing last night, but it is luxurious, sliding against my skin with the softness of a caress.

      I look around me. I don’t feel like I’m dreaming, but then who remembers their dreams fully when they wake. Perhaps this is what all dreams are like when you’re in them, and the faded, incoherent flashes are just all that’s left once you wake.

      But… that doesn’t feel right. I’m too conscious. Too aware of myself and my thoughts. Dreams just are. And then they’re gone. This feels permanent. Just like my dream from last night, I think it will stick in my mind with far greater clarity than it should.

      It’s the same tent as before, but things feel a little different. Not just my clothes, the fact that I’m not tied up. The layout is a little different, too, and the bed of furs is elevated off the floor, placed on some kind of bed frame. The tent is larger to accommodate it, I realise. This is the difference I’m noticing.

      “I was thinking about the home we will build together,” my alien lover says as he takes a seat beside me. I’m not sure where he came from, but that’s the nature of dreams. People just appear in them. It doesn’t startle me. His arrival just feels like it completes the scene. Almost comforting.

      He strokes a hand down my cheek, pulling the robe back up so it covers my shoulder again.

      “You deserve fine things and a comfortable home. I will do this for you, my linasha. I will make you the happiest female.”

      This must be my subconscious mind’s answer to my primal fears of starving, of dying on a parachute on a beach. Of having my corpse picked over by one of those horrible birds Ellie found. A big, gorgeous hunk of an alien man to come and find me, woo me, and promise me every comfort I could require.

      And eat my pussy like it’s the best thing he’s ever tasted.

      Even thinking about his mouth on me last night has my core growing hot. This morning, I felt almost a bit of disappointment that there hadn’t been any actual boning involved in the dream, but right now I’m feeling all fluttery and needy at the thought of his tongue on my clit again.

      I toss my hair back, letting the robe fall from my shoulder again as I do. He grins, revealing a flash of fang. He clearly recognises the invitation, but doesn’t take it. I have to wonder what my subconscious is playing at here.

      I bite on my lower lip as I look up at him, running my hand from my neck, down to my breasts. His grin widens.

      “I know what you want, linasha,” he says, voice all gruff and heat. “And you will get it.”

      He trails a hand over my thigh - touching me through the robe rather than beneath it. I part my legs a little, the robe slipping from my legs and revealing the naked skin beneath. He groans, but just pulls the robe back into place.

      Why is my dream guy being a prude? What the fuck, subconscious.

      “I want to talk to you first,” he says, brushing his knuckles across my cheek. “I would like to know my linasha.”

      “I think you already know me pretty well,” I say, arching an eyebrow at him.

      “I would know your name,” he says, “I would have you know mine.” He leans in close, his face close enough to my ear that he could easily give it a little nibble. “I want you to know what name to scream out when I lick your pretty little cunt.”

      Well, now. That’s more like it.

      “My name is Liv,” I say, even though it feels weird. In the back of my mind I’m still thinking this is a dream and why wouldn’t he already know my name and why does it even matter anyway. But then, dreams are weird. These ones especially so.

      Must be something in the air. Must be.

      He frowns. “Just ‘Liv’?” Do you not have a family name?”

      “I do, it’s Cole.”

      “Livcol,” he says, mulching the two syllables together.

      “Two separate words. Liv. Cole.”

      “Liv. Cole.”

      I roll my eyes. “Just call me Liv, okay?”

      “Liv,” he says again, turning my name into a near growl. I practically whimper at the sound. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. “My Liv, my linasha. I will be the best mate to you. I will provide for all your needs.”

      He nuzzles my neck as he speaks, his voice sending delicious shivers through me, even as his words have me raising my eyebrows. Mate? What?

      The sexy alien hunk thing, I get. Girl in her last few days of life desires a break from the hardships and fear. Nothing is a better distraction that a guy who knows exactly what to do with his tongue. But mate?

      For starters, mate, the word, mate? It makes me sound like I’m an animal and he wants to breed me.

      I could curse my treacherous body for shivering at the thought.

      Okay, maybe this is just some sort of sex fantasy I never knew I had. Not that I’m actually so scared that I’ve conjured myself up a bloke who isn’t just sex on legs, but a saviour, too.

      No. I will not get suckered in to being Miss Positive Attitude. I’m jaded for a reason. Bad things happen. My sister fucking died out here somewhere. Alpha Colony isn’t what the marketing material promises it will be, so even if Mercenia Corp did decide to rescue us, what would they even be rescuing us to? I am going to die out here on this beautiful, beautiful planet.

      I will not get my hopes up only to have them shattered. Dying is bad enough. I won’t put myself through heartbreak over it, too.

      “Your eyes are far away,” my alien says.

      “Yeah, just thinking.” I look up at him. “Weren’t you going to tell me your name so I can start screaming it?”

      I try to flutter my eyelashes alluringly, but I feel detached all of a sudden, like I’m only half here. I’m going to wake up, I think, and when I concentrate on the sensation, I realise why.

      “I can hear screaming again,” I say.

      My alien grabs me by the arm. “Where are you?”

      “What?” I say. I feel like I’m being stretched, one half of me anchored here by his hand, the other half struggling to consciousness.

      “Where are you, linasha, Liv? Tell me where you are so I can find you.”

      “Beach,” I say, and I’m not sure why. He’s not real. He’s not going to find me.

      “I am coming for you. I am coming as fast as I can. Do not lose hope, my Liv. Keep yourself safe. I cannot, I will not, lose you now.”

      Then he draws me in to a sharp hug. For a moment, I feel whole and together and safe. So very safe. Then he lets me go and the dream crumbles around me as I fall back into consciousness.

      And wake in a nightmare.

      There’s a creature on the beach. It looks like one of Earth’s large cats. The kind that went extinct in the wild decades ago, but still exist in menageries of rich people, or the pages of a well thumbed encyclopaedia hidden under the pillow of a young girl in the slums. I can recall the pictures and the names that went with them - leopard, cheetah, jaguar, lion.

      Whatever this creature is, it’s not those. Similar in shape, perhaps, with four legs, a tail and large, predatory teeth. But this creature also has four lashes that stem from somewhere on its neck, barbed at the end. It flicks them outwards kicking up sand where they swipe the ground. It snarls, and I think it must be hungry - I can see ribs beneath its fur. Hungry and desperate. A dangerous combination in any species.

      The other women have scrambled to their feet and away from the creature, but the water is behind us, offering no refuge. A couple have made it to the escape pod, but the side of that is ripped open wide enough for the cat thing to get through. They could climb up on to the chairs, perhaps, but this think has got wicked sharp claws to go with its teeth and I suspect it’s a far more skilled climber than any of us.

      I wonder why we aren’t all mauled to death already. The cat-thing has the claws and the teeth it needs to make quick work of us. I can only think that it is nervous because it’s never seen anything like us before.

      Or that it’s afraid of fire.

      I lunge towards the fire, grabbing the end of one of the branches. Fortunately, whoever was on watch must have just put in more fuel, as there are a number of sticks that are flaming nicely on one end, but not encased in flame entirely. I hold the one I’ve grabbed out in front of me, brandishing it like a weapon.

      The cat-thing snarls at me, but it doesn’t get any closer. I wave the burning branch back and forth, edging closer.

      It’s lashes fly towards me, and I swing towards them, trying to bat them away. I strike one of them, and the cat-thing yowls in pain, but a searing pain in my arm tells me it got a blow in. I have one weapon - it has four. This isn’t going to go in my favour.

      But then Ellie is at my side, swinging her makeshift spear, the blade glinting in the firelight. Khadija steps up on my other side, wielding her own burning branch. Others join us. Girls whose names I don’t know. Seeing their determination overriding their fear makes me regret that.

      The cat-thing hisses, then starts backing up. It could probably still do us some damage if it wanted to, but it’s eyes track back and forth between us, assessing its chances and clearly deciding that it’s not worth the risk. I press forwards, shouting at it to go away, not wanting to give it a moment to change its mind. After a moment of indecision, the cat-thing turns tail and runs.

      The other girls cheer, returning their branches to the fire and exchanging hugs. I watch the edge of the forest a little longer, the trees looming in the darkness, before returning my branch to the fire. Ellie remains with her eyes trained on the trees, hand gripping her spear tight.

      “I don’t like this,” she says when I step up beside her. “It knows we’re here now. If it’s hungry, it won’t stray far.”

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      Ellie turns to me, the light of the fire glinting off her dark eyes. “Because it’s what I would do.”
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      I jolt from my sleep, and I am not the only one. Anghar sits up next to me. I recognise the startled, awestruck look in his eyes.

      “You, too,” I say, keeping my voice low. Happiness and fear war in my heartspace. I am glad for my brother to know the same joy as I do, but we are still more than a day’s travel from the sands before the great salt waters.

      “This was your news to share?” Anghar says. “A linasha?”

      “Yes,” I say. “She came to me in my brief afternoon sleep yesterday.”

      “Afternoon sleep?” Anghar says, eyes narrowing.

      I do not normally come over exhausted in the middle of the day, it is true.

      “I think it was her,” I say. “I think her spirit reached out to mine and pulled me in to sleep.”

      “Is she...” I see Anghar hesitate and know what he means to ask.

      “She is not raskarran,” I say. “She is small and pale. But beautiful and fierce. A fine female for any warrior. I am blessed.”

      Anghar nods, a grin forming on his face.

      “I am blessed, too, brother. I would say no male could be as blessed as I, for that is how it feels in my heartspace.”

      I grin back because I feel the same.

      “Lina smiles on our tribe,” I say. “But we must rise and we must run. My linasha fears for her safety, and we have a long way to go before we reach her.”

      “At the egg?” Anghar says.

      “Yes.”

      The more I think on it, the more I know it to be true.

      Anghar considers this in silence a moment.

      “I am concerned about other tribes,” he says. “Perhaps some will be travelling like us, summoned by their linashas. But others will have seen the smoke trail as we did. If a tribe like Sarkry’s decides to make the journey and arrives first...”

      “My linasha made no mention of other raskarrans,” I say.

      “I am quite sure I am the first of my kind that my linasha has seen,” Anghar says with a hint of a smirk.

      “Then we make sure to reach them first.”

      Anghar nods. “I will rouse the others and we will run. No male will run further or faster than you and I. We know what we run towards. The others will follow our lead.”

      “They will,” I say, glad that I know this to be truth. My tribes-brothers are good males. I hope more of them are blessed as Anghar and I have been.

      The others are groggy as they wake, but they sense our urgency and rise quickly. We pack our things and begin the next leg of our journey.

      Despite the short hours of my sleeping, I feel strong in body, energised by the thought of my linasha waiting for me. Fear drives at me, too, but I have to trust that Lina would not bestow this blessing on me only to take it away. Lina will watch my Liv while I cannot.

      But I will not have my female afraid for a moment longer than necessary.

      If the others notice the increase in pace, the relentlessness that burns in Anghar and I, they say nothing, just push themselves onwards with us.

      We run throughout the day, pausing only for a small meal when the sun reaches its peak in the sky. The air is hot and close, and we have all slowed, the temperature and fatigue getting to us. After, we immediately resume, running and running, paying no heed to the trees or the creatures lurking within them, hoping our numbers and our speed will protect us from anything that might stray across our path. Risky, but I feel Lina’s presence, as does Anghar. We trust her to guide our feet.

      And only when those feet are tired and aching beyond tolerance do we stop.

      “You run as if a merka beast nips at your heels,” Shemza says, handing me a drink that he’s prepared from djenti berries. The tonic will rejuvenate us, heal our aches as we sleep and power us to run again tomorrow.

      “It is not what is behind me that urges me onward, but what is in front,” I say.

      “The egg?” Maldek says. “You know something of it, brother?”

      “Not much,” I say. “But I think a new tribe arrived with it.”

      “A new tribe?” Vantos says. “Hostile?”

      I glance at Anghar, then back to the rest of them.

      “No,” I say. “At least, my heartspace tells me ‘no’. I have been visited in my dreamspace by one of their females.”

      This revelation makes their eyes widen. Maldek and Rardek both lean forwards, their gazes intent on me.

      “Females?” Rardek says.

      “What are they like?” Maldek asks. “Do they have fine faces?”

      “Are they of mating age?” Rardek asks.

      Vantos clips them both on the back of the head, but there is uncertainty in his eyes. I think the questions Maldek and Rardek ask are on his tongue, too, but he knows when to hold it.

      “I have spoken to only one of them. I do not know their numbers, only that my female refers to at least one other when she speaks.”

      “You refer to her as ‘my female’,” Shemza says, voice quiet. “She is yours in what way?”

      His question is echoed in the faces of Vantos, Maldek and Rardek. They have all grown up knowing that they were unlikely to ever see a female, never mind know the touch of their linasha. I know they have dreamed of mating to a female, for they are dreams I have had, too. We all wish for companionship, connection, younglings. I hold their hope for a better future in my hands. I look to Anghar and he nods.

      “She is not raskarran,” I say. “But her spirit met mine in the dreamspace. The elders say there is only one spirit that will meet yours in the dreamspace.”

      “A linasha,” Shemza says, awe and hope in his voice. “Lina blesses you with a mate.”

      “And my mate is in danger,” I say, rising to my feet.

      “Then we will run as if a whole ensouka herd stampedes behind us,” Maldek says, baring his fangs in a wide grin.
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      We run further and later than we did the previous day, but we cannot run through the night. It is dangerous, and we are no good to my linasha’s tribe if we arrive depleted of our strength. But though I am exhausted, I find myself too worked up to sleep. Anghar has no such issue. He drops to the floor and is snoring in a matter of seconds. I hope his linasha’s spirit soothes him.

      Shemza hands me more djenti berry tonic, and I drink it down.

      “You should rest,” he says, “you do not want to keep your linasha waiting for you.”

      But I shake my head. “I will take first watch. I must do my share with the rest of you.”

      “I doubt anyone here would begrudge you,” Shemza says, grinning.

      I grin back and grip his shoulder.  “I hope there are many more females in this new tribe. I hope all of you know the same joy as I do.”

      “We should reach the great salt waters tomorrow,” Vantos says, his expression stern but determined. “Then we shall know if all our fortunes will be changed.”

      Our fortunes. I only hope mine do not turn before we arrive. My linasha believes she is in danger. She spoke of screams. I know part of my restlessness is fear. Fear that I will sleep and she will not join me. Because she is hurt, or worse.

      I watch Anghar as the others settle in to their beds. He sleeps soundly, deeply. I hope this is a sign that his linasha is safe and well, but dreamspace time is strange. It does not follow the same patterns as time in the waking world. The five minutes that have passed here may have been only seconds for Anghar, or several hours. It is impossible to know.

      The night is warm and close. We are well in to the rainy season now, the sun burning hot in the day, the air humid and muggy even in to the early hours. It makes for arduous travel conditions. We are all of us grimy, sweat slicked and dishevelled. Not the best first impression to be making if there are more females. But better to arrive this way than too late.

      I am so lost in my thoughts that the time passes swiftly, and then it is Vantos’s turn to take watch. He rises without complaint, nodding to me. I take the space he had been sleeping in and lie down, willing my mind to calm. It does not take long. Like when I felt myself dragged down in to sleep in my hammock, I feel the same heaviness now. I barely close my eyes and I am in the dreamspace, my linasha, my Liv, waiting for me.

      I rush to her side, checking her face and arms for injuries. I do not know if they would appear here in the dreamspace, or if we leave our wounds behind with our physical bodies. Certainly I have not brought my muscle aches and tiredness with me. I am fresh and strong, here, all the better to show my linasha great pleasures.

      “What are you doing?” she demands, pushing me away. She is not bound today, just sitting up on the edge of the bed.

      “You are not hurt?” I say, equally demanding. I should be more patient, more gentle, but my fear overrides my manners.

      “I’m fine,” she says. “God, for a fantasy, you are no fun.”

      “I can be fun,” I say, trying hard to think of a way to prove it. But my female obviously has something particular in mind, for she slips her arms around my neck.

      “Then be fun,” she says, and presses her mouth to mine.

      I do not understand her actions at first. It is a strange sensation, her lips pressed against mine. I never thought about meeting mouths with my linasha this way. In all my daydreams of ways I would please her, this simple touch never occurred to me. It is pleasant. Warming. Tender.

      Then she moves her lips against mine and it no longer feels warming but heated. I let her guide me through the motions until I think I have them mastered. Then I sink my hands into her hair and take control.

      She moans against my mouth as I do, and I know I have pleased her. Smug, I lower her back into the bedding, my body surrounding hers. I should remove her clothes, lick her sweet cunt, but I am fascinated, entranced by this new form of mating my Liv has shown me. So I just continue to move my mouth over hers, and when she swipes her tongue across my lips, I do not pause to question. I just open my mouth to her.

      When her tongue meets mine, slicking over it, it is as though the heat of the fire in the corner of our dreamspace has shot straight to my cock. I snarl, all desire and need for her that cannot be fulfilled. Not here. I want to feel her writhing beneath me as I slam in to her. Want her sweat slicked body arching into mine as her cunt soaks me with her sweet juices. But some things are not meant for the dreamspace. I will not dishonour my linasha by taking her for the first time here.

      Instead, I wrench my face away from hers, breaking the tangle of our tongues reluctantly. I pin her arms above her head, loving the way her breath catches in her throat, raw desire filling her eyes.

      “When I find you, I am going to pleasure you until you are begging for my cock,” I say on a growl.

      “Is that a promise or a threat?” my linasha responds, her smile wicked.

      Lina have mercy. No raskarran has ever had a mate so fine as mine.

      I growl again, tearing at her clothes until she is bared before me. Then I take my time learning every inch of her so I can make good on my promise or threat once we meet in the waking world.
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      Things continue in much the same way for another couple of days. We ration the food in the morning, we search for more throughout the day, we share out the watches throughout the night. There’s a sense of impending doom that only heightens when Ellie returns from one of her trips to fetch more eggs and shakes her head, or when we decide to divide the remaining rations into even smaller portions, or when the water we’ve collected starts to run dry. We scrape by, but we all know we won’t be able to scrape much longer.

      Ellie appears to be taking this particularly hard, as if she feels somehow responsible for us, just because she caught that creature one time. By day she walks great distances to hunt for food, enough to make anyone exhausted. But night comes and she’s the first to volunteer to take watch, and the others say she sits with them long after they’ve taken over from her.

      “You need to get your rest,” I tell her. “You’ll collapse if you don’t. We need you.”

      But she just shakes her head. “I don’t like to sleep. It makes me feel... unsafe.”

      Sleep for me is the only solace I get. Every night I dream of my alien man. Every night he worships my body like I’m a goddess incarnate. The only thing he never does is put his dick inside me, and though the pussy licking is divine, I’m getting a little frustrated not to have the whole package. But that’s dreams for you , you can only influence them so far. Even when they’re crazy realistic and probably brought on by some hallucinogen in the air.

      This morning, I bring Grace and Lorna their rations when they don’t appear from inside the escape pod. While most of us sleep on the parachute together, Grace keeps Lorna separate so she doesn’t get bashed by someone flailing in their sleep. It’s a hazard when you have so many people sleeping so close together, especially when many of them are also having nightmares.

      Grace looks exhausted when I hand her the meagre breakfast. Lorna is still asleep, her face growing paler every day. Her arm is an angry purple, and black lines have started extending up towards her shoulder. I think this is very much ‘not good’, but none of us have quite had the courage to ask. The air inside the escape pod stinks of sickness, despite the wide rip in the side of it letting in a steady stream of fresh sea air.

      “I don’t think she’s going to eat it,” Grace says, when I try to hand her Lorna’s portion. “We should probably save it for someone else. Someone who…”

      She can’t bring herself to say it, but I know. Someone who will survive. Grace blinks fat tears from her eyes.

      “You’ve done everything you can,” I say to her.

      “I’m a medic, I should know what to do to help her.” There’s a desperation in her eyes and I don’t know if she’s looking for absolution or condemnation.

      “Grace, Mercenia taught you to deal with sprained ankles and sore throats, it’s not your fault you’re out of your depth here.”

      “I can’t save her.” The anguish in Grace’s voice breaks my heart.

      I think about our diminishing food supplies, how if we don’t find something to eat soon, we’re all goners. I squeeze her shoulder, tell her to get some fresh air, then head back out on to the beach.

      I spot Khadija eyeing the trees at the edge of the beach, her mouth pressed into a thin line, and head towards her.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask her.

      “You know what I’m thinking,” she says.

      “That we’re nearly out of food and water and the only resource we haven’t tried to tap is the forest?”

      “You see, it’s like you can read minds,” Khadija says, voice sour. It would be funny in any other situation.

      “That cat thing came from the trees and it ran back in to them. God only knows what else is in there. At least out here we can see where we’re going.”

      “Yeah. See the fat lot of nothing that’s out here. Even if Ellie chances on one of those crawler things again, it’s only going to keep us going another day. If we don’t start trying to find out what else is in the forest soon, we aren’t going to have the strength left to do it. We’ll be easy pickings for predators. We need to go now. Today.”

      There’s logic in what she’s saying, and she clenches and unclenches her fists as if thinking of her own strength. Her climbing strength. I remember thinking about whether those trees at the edge of the beach bore fruits when we first crashed here, but the forbidding look of the forest has kept us from investigating. Maybe now is the time to start thinking about getting over that fear. We can’t subsist on fruit alone, but it would give us time to come up with a better plan.

      Even as I think it, I know my only ‘better’ plan is rescue. And it’s been a few days now. If there was another ship in our area, surely they would have responded to the distress signal our ship sent out when the systems started failing. Surely they would have been heading in our direction before the captain made the decision to eject us, the passengers, in the escape pod. Surely they would have arrived here to collect us by now.

      Every day that passes, my hope grows a little thinner. And it wasn’t particularly thick in the first place.

      “It’s still early,” I say. “Let’s scour the beach first. If don’t find enough, we’ll face the forest this afternoon.”

      Khadija nods, and though she looked determined to head into the trees, I don’t think I’m imagining the hint of relief that I’ve given her an out.

      For the rest of the morning, we search the beach. The smaller, less confident girls stick to combing the shore for any shellfish. Those of us with the inclination to use one of Ellie’s spears grab them and head off in different directions, searching for crawlers. Ellie’s going after the birds she saw, hoping that one will be careless enough to come within her reach. I track vaguely in the same direction. Mostly because I’m interested to see the birds, but also because I don’t like the slightly haunted look in her eyes. I wonder what’s made her transition from her insistence that she would ‘survive the hell out of this’ to the shadow of herself she’s quickly becoming.

      The sun beats down on the back of my neck, hot as all hell. The air is sticky, too, unbearably so at times. We’ve taken to sitting in the shallow edges of the sea, and so far none of us have been bitten or grabbed at by anything, so we think it’s pretty safe. Even if it wasn’t, I think I’d still risk it, just to feel less disgustingly sweaty.

      Of course, now our clothes and hair are crusted with salt. Sand has gotten just about everywhere in our bodies, and the fair skinned among us have burned to a crisp. My own cheeks have blistered. I try to stick to the shade, but there just isn’t much on a beach. The carcass of our escape pod gets so hot inside it’s unbearable to sit in until night falls.

      But worse than all that is how thirsty the heat makes us. Even now, I can feel my throat tight and dry, my tongue rasping in my mouth. The sea water looks so inviting, but it’s full of salt and no help in quenching our thirst. Sometimes, I hold it in my mouth for as long as I can bear, then spit it back out again. It helps a little bit. Maybe.

      Walking on the uneven surface of the sand seems to sap all the energy I have left out of my legs, but I keep pace with Ellie, trying to make it look like I’m not following her by keeping closer to the line of the trees. I scan the floor for fallen fruits, but don’t see anything. I’m still too afraid to cross the threshold into the jungle.

      Ahead of me, Ellie moves with purpose, walking like she’s not operating on less than half the sleep and food a reasonable person needs to function. But I can see she’s struggling - can tell by the way she wanders a little, as if she doesn’t have it left in her to keep to a straight line. I don’t know if I’m more afraid that she’ll get herself killed, or that she intends to do it deliberately. On the one hand, I’m pretty sure we’re all going to die. But on the other, I want to put that off for as long as possible. Just in case there is a rescue.

      We’ve been walking for some time when cliffs loom ahead of us, the beach narrowing down to a point where rocks jut out into the sea, too craggy and uneven to climb. A natural border to our territory. Overhead, birds circle, but their nests are clearly high on the clifftops. There’s no way we can bring them down with spears. Not unless one decides we look like easy pickings and dive-bombs us.

      Although, thinking about that makes me wonder about perspective. Because those birds look fairly harmless from all the way down here. But how high are the cliffs? How far away are the birds? They could be enormous close up.

      I decide I’m not hungry enough to want to find out. Not yet, anyway.

      “You going to come help me, then?” Ellie calls back to me. “Seeing as you followed me all this way.”

      I shake my head and walk over to her.

      “I’m curious what you’re actually doing all the way down here,” I say. “I don’t think you’re going to catch any of those birds.”

      “Rocks,” Ellie says, pointing. “Might be some creatures using them as shelter.”

      They look far too forbidding to me, but not every creature desires a comfortable bed. It’s as good a place to look as any.

      We head over, silent as we go. It’s half out of some attempt to be stealthy for our hunt, half out of a lack of things to say - at least on my part. I won’t apologise for following her, and I’m sure as hell not going to explain myself.

      I think you might be about to lose the plot, babe, I’m just looking out for you.

      Not the sort of thing you want to say to someone who might be about to lose the plot.

      Up close, though, I can see how fatigued Ellie really is. On that first day, coming back from her exploration with the crawler, she’d seemed almost jubilant. Our conversation on the first watch made me think of her as defiant, hopeful. Now she just looks drawn, bags under her eyes dark and puffy. I’m used to seeing eyes like that. My eyes probably looked like that before I boarded the ship to travel to Alpha Colony. It’s the face of someone worn down, overworked, underfed. There’s not a great deal we can do about the ‘underfed’ part, but she could get more sleep.

      I say nothing as we walk along the rocks. I’m dubious about the merit of this idea, but then Ellie points at a small pool of water that has collected in a crevice between several of the rocks. Inside, numerous spiny creatures move about, very slowly, a colourful selection of pointy, unappetising looking things.

      “How do we know they aren’t poisonous?” I ask, looking at the vibrant purple of one of the round, spiky things.

      “We don’t,” Ellie says, slipping a hand in to the water and grabbing on to one of the spines. She gives it a little tug, like she’s meeting some resistance from the creature, then with a pop it comes free of the rocks and the pool. Ellie looks around a moment, then holds the creature out to me. “Take this for a second.”

      Touching it is about the last thing I want to do, but I take it with delicate fingers. Ellie whips off her t-shirt, tying a knot in it at the head end, then opening the bottom out. She holds it towards me, and I drop our little friend in.

      “Let’s see what else we can find,” she says.

      We spend a good hour searching through pools in the rocks. Some of the creatures look so inedible we leave them be, others are suctioned to the rocks and impossible to gather up. But we find a few things that look like snails and some more of the spiny things, which we’re hoping have a soft underbelly to protect. God only knows if any of it is actually edible, and even if it is, we’re only going to have a morsel each all told. But it’s something.

      We start the trek back, Ellie carrying our haul in the bag she’s made out of her t-shirt while I carry our spears. I’m envious of her brown skin - my own pasty white skin would burn bright pink within seconds if I removed my top. I’m not envious of the fact that her t-shirt, the only clothing she has, now probably stinks of fish. It’s going to take some scrubbing in the cool sea water to get that smell out.

      We’re silent again as we walk, but I can’t not bring up the reason I followed her. I chew on how best to approach it for a little while, but as I start to recognise the shape of the tree line - meaning out little ‘camp’ is probably just around the next corner - I decide to just be blunt.

      “You need to get more rest,” I say.

      Ellie’s lips press into a thin line, but she says nothing.

      “We can’t afford to have someone level headed and capable out of commission. Lorna’s arm isn’t getting any better, Grace is permanently occupied with taking care of her. Half the others can barely manage keeping the fire alight…” I sigh, my frustrations bubbling up. It’s not their fault. It’s not any of their faults. We are the products of a society that made us to be good at one thing. Laundry, food prep, waste disposal. Doesn’t matter what it is, we’re not exactly rolling in transferable skills.

      “We need you, Ellie,” I say.

      By which I mean that I need her. Saying as much feels a little loaded, though. Like I’m taking responsibility for the group in more than just the abstract way that people have assumed I’m in charge just because I have a big mouth and opinions.

      I don’t want to be in charge, don’t want the weight of responsibility on my shoulders. It’s more than any of us could bear.

      “Who do you trust to keep watch?” I ask.

      Ellie gives me a confused look.

      “You feel unsafe sleeping, right? Who do you trust the most? I’ll make sure they’re always on watch when it’s your turn to go to sleep.”

      “No, it’s not that…” Ellie says, looking small and uncertain. “It’s what happens when I’m asleep. The dreams…”

      My heart stutters a little. She is the first person to mention anything about dreams. The others have nightmares, but when they talk about it, it’s all vague sensations of terror and barely remembered glimpses, waking up with the heart pounding and a lingering sense of dread. Normal nightmare stuff, not the bizarrely realistic dreamworld I’ve been experiencing.

      But the way Ellie looks right now makes me wonder. My own mind has conjured up a sexy alien, but that’s probably all the contraband books I’ve been reading since I was old enough to follow them. If Ellie hasn’t had that sort of input, perhaps she only dreams of the horrors of her life back on Earth. Of things she’s lost, or things she stood to lose if she’d stayed. Experiencing that with in the same super realistic style as my own dreams would be enough to put a person off sleeping.

      “Super vivid, right?” I say. “Almost like they’re real. I’d been wondering about that. Figured it was something in the atmosphere or the water.”

      Ellie nods, then hesitates. I can tell by the way she opens her mouth and closes it again that there are words she’s weighing up speaking. I open my own mouth to tell her that it’s okay, she can talk to me. Whatever horrors have been making her afraid to close her eyes - surely they would be better shared. But before I can speak a scream rips through the air.

      Ellie drops the bag of creatures we’ve collected and starts an ungainly run towards the camp. It’s hard to move quickly across the unstable sand, but we do our best, pushing our tired legs and pumping our arms as we rush as fast as we can towards our friends. I hold out one of the spears towards Ellie and she grabs it, but the manoeuvre nearly causes me to unbalance. So I’m five or six steps behind Ellie as we arrive at the camp to find three of the strange large cat things attacking.

      Ellie doesn’t hesitate, launching herself towards the nearest creature, a battle cry in her throat so savage, the thing actually hesitates. I know I should follow her, but my eyes snag on a body, the red-dyed sand, a halo of dark hair that obscures a face. All I can see are her eyes - empty, glassy eyes that stare up at nothing and will never see again. I choke on my next breath, my gorge rising.

      Dead. One of the girls is dead. Maybe more. And maybe more will die yet if I don’t move, don’t act.

      I force my limbs to move through the tremor that’s shaking them, stagger towards the creatures. My spear slips in my hands as I heft it, sweat and fear making my skin slippery, my muscles weak. Khadija stands in front of a huddle of the others, brandishing a burning branch in an arc. One of the cats stalks back and forth, watching her, as if waiting for an opening it knows will eventually come.

      And it will. We are tired, thirsty. We don’t have the weapons these creatures have - fangs and lashes and claws. Just the shoddy spears we’ve made and the fire they at least seem to fear. Ellie swipes her spear back and forth frantically, screeching at the animal nearest her. It backs up a little, but it doesn’t turn tail and run. When Ellie lunges forwards, aiming for its face, its lashes arc out, slicing into the skin of her neck and face.

      “No!” The word comes out like a ragged roar and I lurch forwards, swiping my own spear at the creature. Ellie staggers a little, but rallies her strength, blood dripping down her cheek and chest.

      “We need to get round those lashes,” she says, teeth gritted in determination or pain, I can’t tell.

      “How are we going to do that?” I ask.

      My breath comes hard, and the third of the three creatures starts to pad forwards. Khadija’s got one occupied, the second still has its eyes on us. The third one had been hanging back, but it’s approaching now.

      My mind trips over the memory of the dead girl on the sand. I don’t know who it is and I shouldn’t be thinking about that now with two of the creatures advancing on me and Ellie. But those glassy eyes flash before me and that’s going to be me soon. That’s going to be all of us soon. I knew it would happen, but the reality of it is so terrifying it’s like my brain has started shutting down and all I can think is five words over and over and over.

      I don’t want to die.

      I don’t want to die.

      I don’t want to die.

      I see the closest cat creature’s muscles bunch, its knees bend in preparation to pounce. I close my fingers tighter around my flimsy spear, like it will make a damn bit of difference.

      A roar erupts from the jungle. Not an animal roar, but a sound like human voices screaming together as one. It reminds me of the protest footage Mercenia corp used to beam onto all the vid screens everywhere, just so they could show how effective they were at stamping protests out. It’s a wordless roar of rage and pent up energy and the cat creatures pause, turning, as bodies burst out from between the trees.

      Chaos descends. I stand frozen, as if I can’t process all the sounds of human screams, cats hissing, the battle cries of the newcomers, and move at the same time. The newcomers are a blur of movement as they tangle with the cats. I can’t see any of their faces, but I can see the size of them, the dusky greenish brown of their skin, their tails flicking behind them. I know with a sudden certainty that my not so little green man is going to be one of them.

      That somehow, he’s not just a dream or hallucination.

      He’s real.

      What the fuck.
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      There are three merka beasts, two of them rangy, desperate things. The third is better fed, but I know enough from my hunters to know this is not the dangerous one. It will run if it senses a losing fight. It does not need to feed today.

      The others... they are little more than skin and bones. They will starve if they do not catch something soon, and there are many females here. Enough to keep them fed for days.

      Even as I grip my spear and assess the threat of the merka beasts, my heartspace sings with gladness. Many females. Perhaps not all for males of my tribe, but I hope at least some more than Anghar and I are so lucky as to find their linasha among them. Even two or three more females for the tribe would be enough to bring us new hope. Younglings. A future to fight for and protect.

      We have all lacked purpose and in these females perhaps we have found it.

      Maldek and Rardek focus on the healthy merka beast, bashing their spears together and making battle sounds. They will have it driven off back in to the forest soon. Vantos aims his spear at one of the other two beasts, while a female wielding fire keeps it away from the others cowering behind her. A fierce one, that one.

      Shemza slips past them and kneels in front of one of the injured females. She clutches her arm and looks at him with terror, but I know Shemza. He will soon have the female’s trust. He is gentle and kind and you can see it in his eyes, as clear as the trees all around us.

      I turn my attention to the final beast. Anghar has its attention, pacing slowly backwards to lure it away from two females. They both grip weapons, but they are only small, not strong enough to take on the merka beast, even with two of them. One has brown skin, her hair - stiff with salt and grime - as wild as her eyes. Next to her, a pale figure. I recognise those slender curves. Like her companion, my linasha is filthy, half wild, but I could never not notice the swell of those full lips, or the strength in her gaze. My heartspace pounds and I heft my spear, ready to strike should the merka beast switch its focus from Anghar.

      But my friend is a skilled hunter, and the creature knows the threat he poses. Knows if it turns its back on him, it will perish on the end of his spear. As long as its lashes flick about in front of it, Anghar cannot strike, and so they remain locked in a battle of wills, edging further and further away from the females. I edge closer to them, wanting to put myself between my linasha, my Liv, and the dangerous beast.

      I watch as she puts a hand to her companion’s arm, gripping her with light fingers. She is a leader among her people then, seeking to reassure. The other female’s eyes are still wide with terror, and she looks over Liv’s shoulder to me and backs up a step. I freeze, not wanting to scare her, raising a hand in what I hope is a peaceful gesture. My Liv turns, and our eyes meet in the waking world for the first time.

      My heartspace pounds a drummer’s rhythm, strong and insistent in my chest. My linasha’s eyes grow wide, her lips parting and I wonder if she will press them against mine again. Once the merka beasts are dead or chased away and her injured friends are seen to and everyone has eaten their fill of our supplies - I am not a selfish male. But, in that moment, even in all the chaos and danger around us, her lips touching mine is all I can think of.

      And the taste of her. Always the taste of her.

      I wonder if it will be even sweeter in the waking world.

      I tear my attention away from her, towards Anghar and the merka beast. He has lured it almost all the way to the trees, now, and Maldek is stalking up towards us, a spear in hand. I catch his eye and gesture for him to flank the creature with me, then look to Anghar, nodding to him. Hunters and warriors all learn the code of speaking without words for moments like this, and Anghar knows without having to look round that his brothers have his back. I edge further round, towards the females, but not looking to them. There will be time for looking, and touching, later.

      “No!” A feminine voice cries out.

      We all of us turn to look. It is our mistake.

      The other female has taken off running towards the forest. It is my linasha who called out, but Anghar’s eyes track the other across the sands. Sensing his distraction, the merka beast pounces forwards, lashes slashing in to Anghar’s face and chest. Maldek roars, jumping forwards, spear stabbing in to the side of the beast, but not hard enough to secure the kill. It swipes at him with large claws, but Anghar has rallied, and thrusts with his own spear, knocking the creature off balance. Its claws miss Maldek by a whisper.

      “Elliecomeback!” my linasha screams at the fleeing female, and I realise I do not understand her words. In the dreamspace we communicate just fine, but here in the waking world, her words make no sense to me.

      Then she takes off running after the other female. Every instinct in my cries out to chase after her, and I step forwards.

      “Gregar, we need your spear!” Maldek calls to me.

      I wrench myself round. My two hunters have the merka beast pinned, but it is fighting like dying animals often do. Ferocious in its final efforts. While Maldek dodges its claws and Anghar pins its lashes, I come up behind the creature and drive my spear through its neck. With a final shudder, the creature goes still.

      I look to Anghar,. He looks to the trees.

      The brown skinned female has disappeared between them, and my linasha is close behind her, shouting as she runs.

      “Ellie! Stop!”

      “Take care of the females here,” I say to Maldek.

      He nods, understanding in his eyes, a seriousness that he and his brother rarely display.

      I turn to find Anghar already running. His feet kick up sprays of sand as he sprints towards the tree line, shooting past my linasha into the forest. The brown skinned female is his then. I can think of no other reason he would chase after her with such single minded purpose.

      “Ellie!” My female calls again, her voice higher, hoarser. She fears for her friend. I wish I could call out to her, tell her that Anghar will find his female and bring her back safe, that he will let no harm come to her. But we do not share the same language. We would have to be in the dreamspace to speak such words and understand each other, and we are a long way from sleeping right now.

      My Liv obviously does not trust Anghar to bring her tribe sister back, for she keeps moving towards the trees. I chase after her, but she is a long way in front of me. She will make it to the forest before I reach her. But she runs without concern for her surroundings. I am no hunter, but my tracking skills are good enough to follow the trail my linasha will leave if she keeps bounding like an ensouka. Still, I pick up my pace, moving faster. The sand shifts beneath my feet, threatening to trip me. I am too big, too heavy for moving quickly on such terrain.

      “Liv!” I call after her, as I stagger and stumble forwards. If she hears me, she ignores me, pushing on into the forest.

      I am almost certain she is in no danger. If there were other predators around they would have joined the merka beasts in their attack on my linasha’s tribe. Everything else will have been scared off by our battle cries.

      But it is still only ‘almost’ and that is enough to make my heart race a little. It is the thought other tribes that most concerns me. We saw no sign of any, but in our haste to get here we were not exactly careful observers. The right decision, it seems, for my linasha and her people would not have held those merka beasts off much longer.

      A shudder goes through me at the thought of what might have been had we not arrived as soon as we did. Pain cuts deep in to my heartspace and urges me onwards after my linasha.

      I made a vow to protect her, that I would not lose her. I will not see that vow broken now.

      With concentrated effort, I start to close the gap between us. The closer I get to the tree line, the more firm the ground grows underfoot, the roots of plants holding the shifting sands in place. I speed up, breaking through into the trees a moment later.

      “Ellie!” My linasha cries. I follow the sound, crashing through the undergrowth in my haste to reach her.

      She is standing in a small clearing, eyes darting round. Her hesitation, her uncertainty over which direction to take, has prevented her getting too far ahead of me. I think my hunting skills would have been sufficient to track her, but I am glad I do not have to test it.

      As I approach, she snaps round to face me, eyes going wide, lips slightly parted. In the dreamspace she is powerful. Even when her hands are bound, she commands me, demanding my touch and her pleasure. Now, as I reach a hand out towards her, she flinches back. She is dirty, her hair lank and greasy, her clothes stained and stinking. Does she think I care about this? Does she think I find her less appealing? I understand now why she was afraid of starving, of dying. She and her tribe are not well prepared for this land. They have no males, and not enough female warriors to keep them safe. I think they have not ventured off the beach, that they do not know the roots that mash into a paste that cleanses the skin, or the berries that heal shallow wounds.

      She is not raskarran and she is not from this place. I have always known this in some way, but it strikes me hard now. Perhaps she does not even understand the dreamspace.

      The thought is like a physical blow to my heartspace. That she might not have understood what we shared there… I am a bad male, and a bad mate. I do not deserve her.

      But I am also selfish. I want her, and will not stop trying to make this right.

      “Urenosupposetabereal.” Words leave her perfect lips and I don’t understand them. By Lina, I wish I could just lie down now and sleep. Speak to her properly. But the day is yet young and we are not safe here so exposed beneath the branches of trees I do not know.

      I point in the direction of the beach. “Back,” I say. “Go back?”

      She watches me, shaking her head. I do not think it is because she understands my words.

      Then Liv turns and cups her hands in front of her mouth, screaming, “Ellie!”

      I leap forwards, closing the gap between us and put my hand over her mouth. She shoves at me, fighting against my grip. I only hold her tighter, afraid that if I release her she will scream again and draw all manner of creatures and other raskarrans down on our location. Those merka beasts were starving. The hunting must not be good here. I do not wish to find out what else is struggling to survive at the edges of the sands.

      I rumble deep in my throat, trying to soothe her. She is breathing hard, and though she has mostly stopped fighting against me, every so often she struggles, as if to test whether I have loosed my grip. I watch the trees, listening for sounds of approaching animals. The air is heavy with the weight of the trees overhead, but it is quiet.

      I relax my hold on Liv. She is still breathing hard, but she does not try to fight free of my arms. I turn her in my arms, taking my hand from her mouth, pressing a finger to her lips. Our eyes lock together and she nods her head.

      “Ilbequiet,” she says, voice low.

      I do not understand her words, but her volume says she understands me. I take my hand back, though I am reluctant to. Holding her against me, even to restrain her, was a reminder of her soft body, how good it feels pressed up against mine. My heartspace aches with need, my cock stiffening. But my linasha’s needs come first, and right now she needs her mate’s patience and understanding, not his physical urges.

      “We need to go back to the sands,” I say, keeping my voice low, gentle. “See to your people. Anghar will find the other female.”

      I point in the direction of the sands. My Liv looks over her shoulder, and I can see the torment in her expression. She does not want to leave her friend, but she knows her other people need her, too. My heartspace swells with pride. I knew her fierceness would make her a strong leader, but her compassion will make her a great one. She is truly the perfect female for me. Lina has blessed me beyond measure.

      “Kay,” she says, with a short nod. “Willgoback.”

      She trudges past me, her whole body tight with frustration. I wish I had words to soothe her, to let her know that Anghar would never let harm come to his female. That he is the best hunter in my tribe and if he cannot find her then no one can.

      Instead, I follow behind her. My tail twitches as I fight the urge to loop it around her leg, to touch her, claim her in some small way.

      Patience, I remind myself as my feet sink in to the sand. Patience.

      Ahead, Vantos stands guard at the edge of my linasha’s encampment, his face even more stern and serious than usual. Shemza sits with two females, tending to the arm of one of them. She has tears in her eyes - from fear or pain, I cannot say. Even Maldek and Rardek look solemn, the two of them stood by what must be the remains of the egg Anghar saw. It is cracked wide open, half buried at points in the sand.

      The rest of the females cluster together by the fire. There are seven of them. The only things they have are a couple of badly put together spears, and some sheets of material - one of which has been wrapped around the body of the female that did not survive the merka beast attack. I see my Liv’s chest hitch as she notices, but she squares her shoulders and goes straight for the brown skinned warrior female.

      “Everythinokay?” she says, her words incomprehensible, but her tone even calm.

      I want to stay by her side, but shadowing her will not do anyone any good. I will not pine at her heels when there is work to be done.

      I go to Shemza first, crouching beside him. He is wrapping the injured female’s arm, splinting it to keep it straight. I look at how pale she is, how grey her skin. It is the pallor of the deathly ill - even raskarran skin turns that shade when Lina is close to taking their spirits. I remember the females of the village each going that shade as the sickness ravaged through them. My heartspace pounds. It is not a colour I wanted to see on one so young ever again.

      “It is a nasty break,” Shemza says, keeping his voice steady and calm, his expression soft and kind. “Made worse because it has not been tended to properly. She has been allowed to sicken, to grow weak with fever. They do not know about the djenti berries.”

      “Will she be okay?” I ask.

      “I think so. The break will be slow to heal, but she will recover in time.” He gives the female a smile. She responds with one of her own, but it is hesitant, uncertain. The other female beside her watches Shemza’s hands with suspicion, but does not intervene or speak. “The fever is already receding. She will need much rest this day before she has the strength to travel, though. Possibly tomorrow as well.”

      I am not keen on the idea of waiting here any longer, but if the female requires rest before she can travel, then we shall have to.

      “Is moving her a greater risk than waiting here?” I ask.

      Shemza looks uncomfortable at the question. “If we wait here an extra day or two, another tribe may not yet reach us before we leave. If they do reach us, they may be well intentioned. These are two good outcomes out of three possible ones. If we move her there are two possible outcomes - she suffers greatly and lives, or suffers greatly and dies. Neither of these are outcomes I would choose for her, but she is but one of her tribe. If a tribe like Sarkry’s arrived, many other lives would be at risk.”

      I feel a swelling of pride in my heartspace. Shemza was barely walking when the females died. He has been raised by what was left of our tribe after his mother passed. Though I was only a few rainy seasons older than him, I count myself among his parents. It pleases me greatly that he has become such a thoughtful, clever male.

      “I thank you for your thoughts,” I say. “I will think on this myself. Keep doing what you can to speed her recovery along.”

      I leave him to it. Healing is a skill I have much respect for, but little understanding of. Shemza is young, but he is well trained. He does not need his chief watching over his shoulder.

      Instead, I head to Maldek, who is examining the strange structure that must be what remains of the egg.

      “I have never seen anything like this,” Maldek says, stooping to look inside the crack in the egg’s shell. “I think they must have lived inside it. Look.”

      I follow him inside the strange structure. He gestures up at the walls, where there are a number of seats that must be fixed to the floor, for they jut out sideways, not falling.

      “It has landed on it’s side,” I say, tilting my head.

      “What strange tribe lives in an egg in the sky?” Maldek says. “And there are no pelts for sleeping in. Do they sleep sitting up?”

      He looks to me for answers and I have none. I think of my linasha writhing beneath me, my tongue flicking through the folds of her cunt. Then I think of her flinching away from me in the forest, of her living in this strange structure, and I feel so distant from her, as if there is a gulf between us.

      “What is this even made of?” Maldek says, poking the seat of one of the chairs with a finger.

      “We will have answers,” I say. “Lina would not have led us to these females without a plan.”

      “She would not have blessed you with a linasha,” Maldek says, a hint of envy in his voice. “Which one is she? I would like to meet my new chieftess.”

      He gives me a grin. I appreciate his immediate acceptance of my Liv, how he does not question the bond, despite all the strangeness of the situation.

      “She is... overwhelmed,” I say. “This is much for her to take in as well.”

      “You mean you wish to keep her for yourself a little while longer?” Maldek grins. “I cannot blame you, brother.”

      He claps my shoulder, then heads back towards the opening.

      “Rardek and I will see about raising some shelters for the females. I think we will be resting here a night at least?”

      “At least,” I say, thinking of Anghar and the female he pursues through the trees. “I will help you with the shelters. Vantos can scout the area, check for any dangers and signs of others approaching. I would like to be prepared if any other raskarrans decided as we did to investigate. Let Rardek put his skills with food to good use. A good meal will help soothe the worries of the females.”

      “And the aches in our own bellies,” Maldek says, then shoots me a mischievous smile. “Though I doubt it will do much for the other aches these females inspire.”

      “No one touches any of the females,” I say, but I put no heat in it. I know that none of my brothers would ever do anything to harm or frighten a female. Fight for them, die to defend them. But never harm them. These females are the future. Not just for us, but for the whole raskarran race.

      Nothing is more important to us than them.
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      Her name is Penny, the dead girl. I vaguely remember having a conversation with her back on the ship, before everything went to hell. I think she said she was excited about starting her new life on Alpha Colony. I think I thought she was a naive idiot.

      God, I feel shitty about that now.

      Khadija lets me know what happened - how they were all sat around talking when the cat creatures came from nowhere. They pounced on the group so fast, they barely had time to scramble to their feet. Everyone panicked. Ran in different directions. Even Khadija did at first. It was just bad luck, she says, that Penny was the one the cats followed. That she was the one they picked off.

      My gorge rises. I want to be sick. I want to cry. But I can’t do either of those things. Instead, I go over to Lorna, who is being tended to by one of the aliens, Grace hovering next to her, a worried look on her face.

      “Is he hurting you?” I ask, watching as he wraps bands of leather around two sticks, Lorna’s arm sandwiched between them. He binds her arm tight, I suspect so it won’t be able to move when he’s done.

      “No,” Lorna says. “Not now. He gave me this drink. It’s made the pain ease off. I feel a lot better.”

      She holds up a canteen with her spare hand. She looks a little flushed still, but she’s no longer sweating, the sickliness she’s been clouded by for days not as thick. I look to Grace. She shrugs.

      “She would have died if we didn’t do something, and it was beyond my training,” she says, a hint of panic in her voice. “We have to trust he knows what he’s doing.”

      There’s something about the calm way that he works, his tail flicking gently from side to side behind him as his hands repeat the wrapping motion, that makes me think he does. He glances up at me, eyes full of warmth, and gives me something like a smile. It’s not the hot, possessive grin that my guy gives me, more brotherly. Kind.

      My guy. Fuck.

      I look over in the direction of the escape pod where he’s talking with one of his other friends. They seem very interested in the pod, ducking inside it. It’s difficult for them - both of them so tall they have to stoop low. I wonder what they’re talking about - whether they’re looking for our supplies, for things to take. They’ll be disappointed. We have nothing.

      He promised he would come for me, that he would save me. I thought it was a fantasy, a creation of my mind. But he’s real.

      What the fuck am I supposed to do about that?

      “What happened to Ellie?” Khadija asks, approaching me again.

      I jump at her words, blushing as I turn to her. I feel ridiculous. And ridiculously on edge. It’s like my whole body is in tune to his. My guy. I don’t even know his name. Is he going to expect me to continue where we left off in our dreams? Because I definitely only let that happen because I didn’t think it was real. He’s every bit as huge and attractive in real life, but it’s different. In the dream, I was in charge. At least, I thought I was. Out here… He could demand anything of me. Take anything from me.

      A little part of me doesn’t even mind the idea. That’s what terrifies me the most.

      “Liv?” Khadija says.

      I jump again, startled back into the present and my friend’s raised eyebrows.

      “Are you okay?” Khadija asks.

      “Ellie ran off into the trees,” I say. “One of the… aliens went after her. I tried to go after her, but the other alien guy made me come back.”

      “Made you?” Khadija says. She grips my arm, lowers her voice. “He hurt you?”

      “No,” I shake my head, though I’m pretty sure my confusion, my inner tumult comes out in my tone, which probably makes my ‘no’ very unconvincing. “I think he was concerned about attracting more predators,” I continue. “He kept asking me to be quiet.”

      “Asking? He can speak English?”

      I shake my head. “By asking, I mean he put his hand over my mouth. But gently. He didn’t hurt me.”

      I’d tried my best to hurt him, to scratch and claw my way out of his arms. Because being pressed up against him just brought me back to all those moments in my dreams, my arms bound, his body over mine. I’d felt him responding to me, the thick bar of his cock at my back, and damn it, I’d wanted to grind back against it, to let his hands wander all over me.

      I am wrong in the head. The crash landing of the escape pod has knocked all the sense out of me.

      “Do you think we’re safe with these guys?” Khadija asks, a note of worry in her voice. “They’re a lot bigger than we are. They fought off those creatures without any trouble. I don’t think…”

      “I don’t think they mean us any harm,” I say, cutting across her. I’m not sure why I’m so convinced of this. Maybe it’s the way the grouchy looking one watches the trees as if daring them to move, as if he’d take on whatever poured out from between them to protect us. Perhaps it’s the way the younger one is tending to Lorna’s injury with such sure hands, calm and professional, despite not even being the same species.

      “They’ve not done anything to hurt any of us,” I say.

      “Yet,” Khadija says, her eyes flicking to the sky.

      I know what she’s thinking. Night is about to arrive, the sky darkening as the sun dips below the horizon. One of the two aliens who look very alike - brothers perhaps - is working with my guy to put up some sort of tent, while the other brother skins the cat carcasses and spits them. The grumpy one speaks briefly to my guy then takes off in to the trees. The young one has finished tending to Lorna and stands watch at the edge of our little group.

      They’ve done nothing but be helpful so far, but will there be an expectation of payment? I know they don’t find us repulsive to look at. Quite apart from the iron rod of my guy’s cock pressed against my back earlier, the others look at our little group with a sort of hungry longing.

      I wonder if any of the other girls dreamed of these guys. Somehow, I don’t think so. None of the remaining aliens seem drawn to any one of the women in particular. None except my guy, who only has eyes for me.

      And the one who chased after Ellie. He’d blitzed past me into the trees without a second glance. He hadn’t been chasing after us. He’d been chasing after her.

      She’d mentioned bad dreams. She’d said she’d not wanted to go to sleep. I assumed nightmares, but what if it wasn’t a nightmare exactly. Just something so strange she couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t deal with it. And now the subject of those dreams is chasing her through the trees.

      God I hope she’s okay. Hope she doesn’t do anything drastic. She hadn’t exactly been rational when she’d run away towards the forest. Panicked. Not by the sight of the aliens in general, but by the sight of one in particular. It made perfect sense.

      And I’d missed my chance to let her know it wasn’t just her, that it was me, too. Maybe she wouldn’t have been so afraid if she knew she wasn’t alone in it. But I’d just dismissed it as not real, as some weird little side effect of all the trauma.

      I look round at the other girls. Like Khadija, they glance anxiously at the setting sun. The night brings terrors for a few of them. Dreams of crashing, dying. They’re anxious always, but tonight it will be heightened. And I’m the only one who can do anything about it. I never asked to be a leader, but right now, I know that’s what I’ve got to be.

      “Khadija, this is going to sound really weird, but I need you to trust me and do as I say.”

      “Okay?” Khadija says

      “I need to talk to the alien leader guy.”

      “That’s great, Liv, but in case you hadn’t noticed, they don’t speak our language.”

      I resist rolling my eyes. “I said it would sound weird. Do you trust me?”

      Khadija looks like she doesn’t want to, but eventually she says, “Yes.”

      “I can talk to him. But I need to be asleep to do it.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “We’re like linked. Psychically or something. I don’t understand it, but I can speak to him in dreams and he understands me just fine. If I can go to sleep, with him-“ I cringe, realising how that sounds “-at the same time as him, I can have a conversation with him. Figure out what they want.”

      “You’re psychically linked to an alien and you didn’t think to mention this before now?” Khadija’s eyes blaze.

      “Well, I didn’t think it was real,” I say, shrugging. “You think if I’d known he was real and coming to find us that I wouldn’t have given you the heads up?”

      Khadija studies me, but I see the moment she relents, softening slightly. “Okay, so you can talk to him. Find out whether they intend to murder and eat us? Or worse.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to murder us,” I say. I don’t think they’re going to rape us either. If that was on the agenda, I’m sure they’d have got straight to it. Besides, my guy has delighted in pleasuring me over and over without taking anything for himself. Nothing about him has given me bad vibes. But I can’t exactly say that to Khadija. I don’t think the ‘I didn’t think it was real’ excuse will fly when it comes to why I let him lick my pussy.

      Khadija sighs. “What do you need me to do?”

      “I need you to keep the situation calm and in control while I go and have a little cat nap for half an hour,” I say. “Think you can do that?”

      “I’ve got your back, Liv, and I’ll do what I can, but you might be asking the impossible there,” Khadija says, but she picks up her spear and gestures for me to lead the way.

      I head over to where the aliens are building the tents. The first is almost up, and there is a pack that looks like it has a second in it. They aren’t enormous, but they’re large enough for several of the girls to sleep in together. Probably more comfortable than the thin layer of parachute we’ve been using as bedding, and the sides will keep the worst of the sea breeze off. It’s not cold, generally, but when a chill wind gets into the gaps between your clothing, it can startle you awake.

      My guy finishes binding a rope to the side of the tent, then turns, spotting me. I see the way his eyes light up, and wonder if Khadija sees the same thing. I can’t help glancing back at her, but her attention is on the other one, who approaches with an interested look in his eyes. She angles her spear in his direction. He grins, as if this amuses him.

      If this little standoff was going to cause any problems, it never gets the chance to, for the grumpy looking one appears again, his skin sweat slicked, his breath coming quick. He looks like he’s just run a race, but he’s not panicked, and my guy simply turns to him and speaks calmly, a jumble of guttural sounds that are so alien, it amazes me that English words could fall from those lips.

      There’s an exchange between the two and my guy looks pleased. The grinning one claps the grouchy one on the shoulder. Then my guy says something else and they both back off, going for the other tents that haven’t been erected yet.

      My guy turns his attention back to me, reaching out a hand. I step back.

      “We need to talk,” I say, gesturing between us, then use my hand to mime speaking. I put my hands to the side of my face, tilting my head like I’m resting it and close my eyes. Any human would understand I mean ‘sleep’, but does he? I open my eyes again. “Go to sleep and talk?”

      I repeat the gestures. Understanding dawns, and he nods, holding open the tent flap and gesturing for me to go inside.

      “Liv, you are not going in there alone with him,” Khadija says.

      “Yeah, I am,” I say, but I gesture to the rest of his men, then touch Khadija’s shoulder, take my hand away and slap it. “None of you touch any of them.”

      I repeat the motion, including the other women in my gesture.

      “You don’t touch them,” I say again, “or Khadija will stab you.”

      I gesture to Khadija, then mime stabbing someone with the spear.

      “Understand?” I say.

      My guy’s expression is solemn, and he nods, barking an order to the rest of his men. They all stand straight, acknowledging whatever he said. The grouchy looking one walks up to us, his eyes on Khadija the entire time. When he reaches us, he sinks down to one knee, bending his head in deference.

      “I think that means you’re in charge?” I say.

      “It better,” Khadija says, not releasing the grip on her spear even a little.

      I turn back to my guy and nod, then walk in to the tent, trying to keep my head high. I hear the collective gasp of the other women, and Khadija’s insistent response.

      “Don’t worry, she knows what she’s doing.”

      I hope for my sake she’s right about that.

      My guy steps in to the tent behind me, letting the door fall closed behind him. It’s not sealed, just the weight of the fabric pulling it into place. It’s warm inside the little tent, and sheltered, like it’s just the two of us, the sounds of the others outside muffled into obscurity. The space is big enough for several of the girls, but with him in it, it feels small. I feel crowded, even though he’s just standing still, not making any sort of move towards me.

      “Okay, let’s just get something straight,” I say, trying to fill my voice with command, like I’m in control of this situation, even though I’m absolutely not. “This is just about talking. No touch. Definitely no touching of the fun parts, because I am still freaking out about that.”

      He just smiles, stepping towards me, clearly not understanding a word, because he raises his hand to my face, brushes a thumb over my cheek.

      “Ey’ahsak Liv,” he says, curling heat around my name.

      I bat his hand away from me. “No.”

      “No,” he repeats. “Fhu’nashaff ska no.”

      He raises his hand towards me again.

      “No,” I say.

      He stops, lowers it. “No,” he repeats, the syllable clipped by his accent.

      Good. We understand each other.

      I point to my chest. “Liv.”

      I point to him.

      “Gregar.”

      It almost sounds like a human name, except the emphasis is all wrong. Instead of emphasising the first syllable, he emphasises the last one. Gre-GAR. It’s familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.

      “Okay… Gre-gar,” I try to repeat the word, try to say it correctly. I must be close, because he beams at me. “Sleep.”

      I repeat the gesture for sleeping, then point to the floor. He steps to my side, but I push him back, pointing to the opposite side of the tent.

      “Uh, over there big guy,” I say, sitting myself down in the furthest spot away from him there is.

      A flash of hurt in his eyes, but he doesn’t protest. Just heads to the other side of the tent and sits down. I wriggle myself down into the floor, trying to get comfortable. There aren’t layers of animal skins in here to pad the floor, but the ground is soft anyway, and the almost muggy heat of the tent has me feeling drowsy quickly. I glance across to check my alien is following my lead. He lies sprawled on his back, but his eyes are closed.

      I take a deep breath, try to force myself to relax. I’m expecting it to take a long time, but almost instantly my eyes feel heavy. I don’t know if that’s a sign of how physically and emotionally drained I am, or just a side effect of my proximity to Gregar, as if our minds want to form that mental connection. Either way, I’m in the strange dream tent in what feels like seconds.

      I’m reclined on the bed again, but my hands aren’t tied. Not that I couldn’t just wish them untied, but I’d done that so instinctively, so convinced of my control of the dream I thought was only mine. Now, I’m not so sure it would work. Fortunately, I don’t have to test my capabilities.

      Gregar is sitting across from me. This tent is bigger than the one we’re in in real life, and I’m grateful for that. Being here is stirring pleasant, but now troubling memories. The things I let him do to me here. No, the things I wanted him to do to me here. I can’t pretend that I wasn’t complicit. I just didn’t know exactly what I was complicit in.

      “You can understand me now?” I say as I sit up. I’m wearing next to nothing again, and there’s a trace of heat in his eyes as he looks at me, but he doesn’t move from his corner.

      “Yes, we can speak freely here,” he says, a low growl to his voice, twisting the words in to strange shapes. It shouldn’t be so attractive, but it is. I remember him over me, insisting that I belonged to him.

      What exactly have I promised him?

      “I didn’t know you were real,” I say.

      My words seem to land like physical blows, but he just nods.

      “Then I am sorry,” he says.

      It’s… not what I was expecting? I don’t know what I was expecting. But not an apology.

      “You’re apologising?” I say.

      Gregar bows his head. “I have behaved dishonourably,” he says. “You did not understand the dreamspace. I should have explained it before claiming you.”

      “I wouldn’t have believed you,” I said. “This,” I gesture round at the tent, “this kind of thing doesn’t happen where I come from. I just thought it was a dream.”

      “You are not from here,” Gregar says, as if he hadn’t quite believed it until the words came out of my mouth. “You came from the sky. In the egg.”

      It takes me a moment to work out what he’s on about.

      “You mean the escape pod. The metal thing on the beach? Yeah, we crash landed in that. It’s not where we came from though. We came from another planet. Earth. It’s a long way from here. We were travelling across the stars to… somewhere else. But our ship ran into trouble. We were put in the escape pod by the crew. To save us.”

      “I do not understand so many of your words, my linasha,” he says.

      He sounds like he feels awful about it.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say, finding myself wanting to assuage him. I don’t like the kicked puppy look he has. “We’re not from here, we don’t know anything about the dreamspace, and I didn’t know you were real. So this is all... a bit of a shock.”

      He looks morose as he nods. “This is why you shy away from me in the waking world. I have frightened you.”

      He says it like it’s absolutely the worst thing he could have done. It reassures me more than any promise he could make.
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      “It’s not that you frightened me, so much as I’m frightened by the whole situation,” my Liv says, and I could shout my relief to the stars.

      I am still at fault, I still did not take the time to explain the situation to her. Caught up in my delight in her, I allowed my own desires, my own expectations to rule our interactions. I will not make that mistake again. I will let her lead in all things from now on, take my time to explain to her anything she needs to understand.

      I will do it gladly, too. Because I never want to be the male whose female fears him. Just the brief taste of that shame was enough to make me want to claw my own eyes out.

      “Ask me anything you need to know, my linasha, and I will explain it,” I say.

      A smile twitches at the edge of her lips.

      “Why do you call me that?” she says. “Linasha?”

      “It is the name raskarrans use for their fated one. The female meant for only them. The goddess of the trees, Lina, grants a male his mate. We take the name for our mates from our goddess.”

      “Your mate?” Liv’s expression is... confusing. I do not know if she is angry or if she does not understand my meaning.

      “Is this not a term your people use?” I ask.

      “It is,” she says, “but not normally in human - in people relationships.”

      “Your people do not form a mate bond?”

      “We get married,” she says. “Or we used to. Before Mercenia outlawed it for most of us.”

      “What is this ‘married’? I do not understand this word.”

      The dreamspace tries to translate, but there must be nothing truly similar in my experience. I get the sensation of celebration, like at a naming ceremony for a youngling. It is something to do with younglings, then? Or something to do with names?

      “Uh, it’s a ceremony,” my Liv says. “When two humans choose to be life partners, they say vows - promise to love each other and be faithful. Other people watch and then everybody celebrates the union.”

      This sounds strange and complicated.

      “For raskarrans, such ceremonies would not be necessary. No raskarran needs to vow to love and be faithful to his mate. He just is.”

      “Just like that?” Liv says, a hint of amusement in her eyes, as if such things are unbelievable to her.

      What strange people these ‘humans’ must be.

      “Of course,” I say. “No true raskarran male would do anything to harm his mate. Intentionally.” I add, guilt flaring in my stomach.

      “And you’ve chosen me to be your... mate?”

      “No,” I say. “Lina chooses. I am just lucky she chose so well for me.”

      “Lina chooses?” Liv frowns.

      I gesture around us. “The dreamspace,” I say. “When a male comes near his mate, they are drawn into the dreamspace together. That is how he knows who Lina has chosen for him. Only one female can share the dreamspace with him and she is his linasha. A wise male uses his time in the dreamspace to pleasure his female, this is what we are taught. In this, I should have ignored my lessons.”

      I study her expression, trying to decipher her thoughts. We might share the dreamspace together, but her mind is still a mystery to me.

      “And all your people believe in this? In mates?”

      There is no believing involved. It is knowledge. But perhaps this is me misunderstanding her words again. We might speak the same language here, but it does not mean we always know each other’s meaning.

      “They do.”

      “Are any of them mated to any of my girls?”

      She claims them as hers, my fierce female. She is the chief of her strange tribe. In this way, she is perfect for me. I thank Lina again for her generosity in granting this female to me.

      “Only Anghar,” I say. “My best hunter and a good friend. He will treat his female well. The one who ran in to the trees.”

      “Ellie,” my Liv says.

      So that was the female’s name she was calling earlier.

      “I’m worried about her.”

      “Anghar will find her.” I am sure of this.

      “If she is his mate, he will really want to, won’t he?”

      “Yes,” I say, though I am wary this is not the right answer.

      Liv looks relieved and worried at the same time.

      “You said no true raskarran would do anything to harm his mate?”

      “Anghar will not hurt your Ellie, I swear it.”

      “He won’t... try to make her do anything she doesn’t want to do?”

      “What, like return to the beach?” I ask. “He will want her safe with the group, but if she needs time away, he will not force her to return.”

      “No, I meant...” Liv grimaces. “...he won’t force himself on her? Touch her if she doesn’t want him to?”

      It was one of my concerns for my linasha if another tribe arrived before we did, it is true. But the idea that a raskarran male would do this to his mate - it is so abhorrent, so impossible. It never even occurred to me that is what she meant.

      “Never,” I say, fervour slipping in to my voice.

      Liv nods, apparently satisfied. “And the others? The girls without mates. Are they safe with your people?”

      “No member of my tribe would hurt a female. It is not our way. I had Vantos scout the area for signs of any others approaching. There were none. I do not doubt that others will be travelling towards your… escape pod. But we can leave this place before they arrive. Return to my village where you will all be safe.”

      “You’d take us all on just like that? All those extra mouths to feed, and you wouldn’t want anything in return?”

      I am confused by her question.

      “Do not take this as criticism, my linasha, but you and your tribe do not seem well adapted to living here. I fear if you do not come with me to our village, you will not survive.”

      “No, but that’s my point,” my Liv says. “We don’t really have a choice. We don’t know the first thing about hunting, or fighting off big cats, or where to find water that isn’t rain. If we don’t go with you, we’ll die, but when you’re in that sort of situation and someone shows up, promising to save you - it seems a little too good to be true.”

      “You think I do not speak the truth?”

      “I think most people are not so kind hearted that they would rescue twelve… Eleven. Eleven helpless strangers.” A look of great pain fills her eyes and it takes everything in me not to wrap my arms around her. “Most people wouldn’t do that and not expect some sort of payment.”

      She chews on her lip, reminding me of how wonderful it felt to have her lips pressed against mine. But her thoughts do not turn to mating. She is too frightened. Frightened of the situation, not of me, I remind myself, though that sounds as she put it - a little too good to be true.

      “You want to protect me, and Anghar will want to protect Ellie, but what about the other girls? What if they do not mate to anyone in your tribe? What will happen to them then?”

      “Then they may wish to travel to other tribes,” I say. “Seek their mates among others. Not all the tribes are bad, only some. And we would be sure to keep your females safe. I would not allow one of them to travel alone, unprotected.”

      “I think we are talking about two different things,” my Liv says.

      “I do not always understand your words, my linasha,” I say, shame souring my gut again. “If I misunderstand, then please, tell me as plainly as you can.”

      She looks away from me a moment, then back to me. “I guess I’m afraid that if my girls do not mate with your tribe, you will not want them around. That they would be too… expensive.”

      “Expensive?” This word comes to me more easily than ‘married’, though there is not a literal translation. I get the sense of something being worth much in trade. A fine piece of jewellery carved from pretty stones that would fetch several pelts or many food supplies. Something of great value. Like my linasha. “You are very expensive.”

      I mean to flatter her, but she does not appear to take it this way, frowning at me, her brows knitting together, a flash of her fierce spirit filling her eyes.

      “I know,” she says. “Costs this much to feed, this much to clothe, this much to house, money, money, money. A drain on society! And what does society do to women like me, women like them, huh? It burns us up, burns us out.”

      She spits her words with a rage I do not understand.

      “I think we speak of different things again,” I say, bowing my head.

      “What if my girls do not mate to your tribe, but they don’t want to go to some other tribe. What then? We have nothing we can offer. Except Grace we don’t have any useful skills. We don’t know anything about what it takes to survive here. All of us were trained for one thing, one job back where we came from. Mine was throwing things away. So if I was not your linasha, what value would I bring to your people? What reason would you have for keeping me around?”

      This question I can answer. It is a simple one.

      “Because it is the right thing to do.”

      “I want to believe you mean that,” my linasha says.

      And I want to touch her. Want to bring her the kind of pleasure that will make her cease to doubt me. But I think my linasha will not be persuaded by touches. She did not know the meaning of the dreamspace. She does not understand raskarran ways. I must show her. Prove myself to be the kind of male she can trust. I am not sure how, but I will not stop trying. However long it takes.

      I rise to my feet and step towards her, watching closely for any sign of fear in her eyes. She is curious, cautious, but she does not scramble away from me, nor do her eyes grow wide.

      I kneel before her, placing my hand over my heartspace.

      “I do not know about this marrying ceremony you spoke of, but I make this vow to you now, my linasha, my Liv. I will protect your tribe as if it were my own. I will feed your people and give them homes. I will keep them safe from the beasts of the forest and see them trained in any skill they wish to learn. I will show them the ways of our land so they can thrive here. No harm will come to any of them while I live and breathe to defend them.”

      I think she believes me a little bit, for her shoulders slump, a tension she was holding there vanishing. She looks tired all of a sudden, and I wish so much to hold her, to whisper words of my devotion in to her ear so she knows she can always lean on me.

      “Okay,” she says, her voice a little hoarse. “Thank you.”

      I want to touch my lips to hers, to feel the strange heat the meeting of mouths creates in my belly. But I step back, put distance between us.

      “And I will make up for my errors,” I say. “I will prove to you that I am a good male, that I can be a good mate to you. I know this will take time. I only ask you to give me a chance.”

      “I’ll give you a chance,” she says slowly, and I know there is an ‘if’ coming. I wait for her condition, eager to fulfil it.

      “If,” she says, “you’ll help me look for Ellie if she hasn’t returned tomorrow.”

      My heartspace contracts a little. I am concerned about dividing the tribe further, about leaving only the four of my tribe behind with hers. No one has a better chance of finding Ellie than her mate. He can reach her in the dreamspace, get her to guide him to her location. And if she is too afraid, too overwhelmed and refuses - no hunter in my tribe is better at tracking than Anghar.

      “Anghar will find her, linasha, he will protect her. There is nothing more important to him than your Ellie’s safety and happiness.”

      “I get that,” Liv says. “But humans don’t understand the dreamspace, remember? Before you arrived, Ellie was worried about something. She was unhappy. She didn’t like going to sleep.”

      She says it gently. I think she knows my heartspace will hurt for my brother. My friend.

      “I’m sure they can figure it out,” she says. “I’m sure she’ll give him a chance, just like I am for you. But she’s tired and scared and alone, and I don’t want her to think we’ve abandoned her. If I find her, I can talk to her. Help her to understand what’s going on.”

      My heartspace is still uneasy with this.

      “I would like to begin the journey back to my tribe as soon as is possible,” I say. “As soon as the injured female is well enough to move.”

      “Did your medic say how long that might be?”

      I sense she means Shemza. I remember what my healer said about the possible outcomes. I have given it much thought. It is not an easy choice, but that is the burden and responsibility of chiefs - to make such difficult choices. But I am not alone now, I have my linasha with me. If she is truly the best mate for me, then perhaps she can help me in my deciding.

      “My healer, Shemza, thinks another day at least, perhaps two, before she is well enough to travel.”

      “Then we have no reason not to go looking,” my Liv says, her eyes brightening. “If we have to wait for Lorna to be better before we can leave…”

      “We do not necessarily have to wait,” I say.

      I relay to her the choices before us. The good and bad of each. The risk of moving the injured female, the risk of remaining where we are so she can rest.

      “And if we were to wait, and you and I go in to the trees to search for your Ellie, it would mean leaving your tribe with less protection. We have seen no sign of other tribes approaching - it does not mean that none come. If one of the bad tribes were to arrive, there would be one less warrior to fight them.”

      My linasha’s eyes are no longer bright. Her brow is furrowed with thought as she stares off into the distance - such as is possible in a tent.

      “We’re not moving from here today, are we?” she says.

      “No. Your people need feeding and they need rest. The night will come before we can make good progress. It makes no sense to leave now.”

      “Then Lorna has some time to rest and Ellie has some time to return. It might be that Ellie returns before the morning and Lorna is well enough to travel, and we’ve been worrying over nothing. But if not, making a decision now is making one without all the facts. If Lorna isn’t well enough to move and Ellie isn’t back…”

      “Looking for her would still mean risking leaving your tribe with less protection,” I say. “Staying instead of heading back to the village risks your camp being found by another tribe.”

      She huffs with frustration. “And if another tribe were to come close, we would have to leave whether Lorna is well enough or not, that would make the decision for us.”

      “It would.”

      She glowers at me. “How are you supposed to know which is the right decision?”

      “That is what being chief is, my linasha. Not knowing, but making the decision anyway.”

      Her shoulders slump a little. “I’m not the chief, not really. Just the person with the biggest mouth.”

      Her mouth does not look big to me. Like the rest of her, it is little, dainty.

      “Humans pick their chiefs based on the size of their mouths?”

      She laughs, catching the sound in her palm. It is only a small laugh, but I am pleased that she is relaxed enough to find some humour in our conversation. It is a good sign, I think.

      “Sorry,” she said. “We’re misunderstanding each other again. I meant that I’m not afraid to speak up. To let people know what I’m thinking.”

      “Ah,” I say, grinning. “That makes far more sense.”

      “Some people don’t like that about me.”

      “I like it very much,” I say. “Especially when you demand pleasure from me.”

      Her cheeks turn red, but she glares at me. Heat goes straight to my groin at the look, but I do not touch her. Now is not the time and I have not yet earned the right.

      “You are a fierce female,” I say. “This pleases me greatly. And it makes you a good choice for chief of your tribe. Far more so than the size of your mouth.”

      “Thanks,” she says. “I think.”

      I chuckle. “So, we will rest here tonight, then make our decisions when the sun rises, when we can see how your Lorna fares, whether Anghar and Ellie have returned, whether there are any signs of other tribes approaching. But whatever our decisions, we will leave this place in the next day or so to return to my village. Are you happy with this?”

      Liv nods. “I am. The others? I don’t know. I will do my best to convince them - tell them everything you told me, but I won’t force them. It has to be their decision.”

      I frown. “Do you not make this decision for your tribe?”

      “You forget that they’re not really my tribe,” I say. “We’re just a bunch of girls who happened to end up stranded here together. If they decide to join your tribe with me, then they will have to follow your decisions just like everyone else, but that first decision has to be theirs. I won’t tell them what to do. None of us have ever had choices, Gregar. Can you understand that? I won’t take it away from them by deciding for them now.”

      I nod, my heartspace singing. She is fierce, yes, but she is also kind, wise. She may not see it yet, but she has claimed the other females as her tribe and leads them as their chief. As one chief to another, I must respect her judgement when it comes to her tribe.

      “Then you must let them make that choice,” I say.

      “Thank you,” she says. “Thank you for listening and understanding. I will try to persuade them to come back with your tribe. And…I’ll hear you out about the whole ’mate’ thing, okay? I promise.”

      She still sounds very uncertain about it, but uncertainty is better than fear. I consider it a victory.
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        * * *

      

      When we awake from our brief slumber, Liv looks across to me. I sit up, pressing my hand to my heartspace. We may not be able to speak to each other here, but I know she understands my gesture. The affirmation of my vow.

      I follow her out of the tent. Maldek and Rardek both grin at me. They know nothing has happened in the waking world, but they assume, like any raskarran would, that my time in the dreamspace was spent doing far more pleasurable things than talking.

      Not that talking to my linasha is not a pleasure, especially now we understand each other better. I want to understand her fully, to know how her mind works. Perhaps tonight we will talk some more. Perhaps I can ask her more of her world and her people.

      For now, I head past Maldek and Vantos, who are assembling a third tent. Between the three, there is enough space to shelter all the females. We shall sleep outside, keep watch.

      I arrive at Rardek’s side. He has the two merka beasts roasting. There is not much meat on either of them, the beasts starving in their final days.

      “Is there enough here?” I say.

      Rardek grimaces. “Merka beasts do not make for good eating,” he says. “But there is enough meat on even these stringy ones to feed the females. We need to be closer to our hunting grounds. We will have an easier time of feeding them that way.”

      “I know,” I say. “My linasha has agreed that it would be best for her tribe to join ours, but she will not speak for her people. She seeks to persuade them now.”

      Maldek grins. “If they decide to come, it will be a good day for our tribe.” His grin fades. “And for theirs. Even if the merka beasts had not found them, they would have starved out here, had we not come for them.”

      “I know,” I say, gazing up at the dark night sky, then over at my Liv, who is talking to her warrior, Khadija. “I should not have been able to join minds with my linasha in the dreamspace over such a distance. I sense Lina’s hand in this.”

      Maldek and Rardek both nod, reverence in their expressions.

      “We are blessed as a tribe,” Rardek says. “We must honour these females as they deserve.”

      I smile at my tribe brothers. “We will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve
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      The girls have a lot of questions. I’m not surprised. I’d be freaking the hell out if one of the others said they could magically communicate with an alien in their dreams.

      “I don’t know how it works,” I say. “Just that it does, and that I trust him to keep his word. He said his tribe would take us in, that we can go back to their village with them. He said we’ll be safe with his tribe and I believe him.”

      “You trust the word of an alien?” One of them says. I scramble for her name, regretting every second I’ve spent aloof and separate from these girls.

      “It wasn’t his word, Carrie, so much as how he said it,” I say. “It was unimaginable to him that he or any of his tribe would hurt us. I can’t explain it well - they just think differently to humans.”

      “You can read his mind, too?” One of the others pipes up.

      I shake my head. “It’s not like that. It’s just like being awake, except you’re asleep and for some reason you can suddenly understand the alien language.”

      “What if he’s brainwashed you?” Molly says. She’s the youngest of the group, barely into her late teens. She’s supposed to be eighteen to be in the draw for the Alpha Colony lottery, but if she’s a day over sixteen, I’ll eat my imaginary hat.

      “I’m not brainwashed,” I say.

      They don’t look convinced.

      I cast my eyes round, looking for an ally. But Ellie is gone and Khadija just shrugs as if to say ‘what did you expect?’ Then my eyes land on Grace. She frowns a little, but clears her throat.

      “The one treating Lorna had good medical knowledge,” she says. “He set her break, gave her pain relief, and some sort of paste that reduced the swelling almost instantly. She’s got some colour in her cheeks for the first time in days, and she’s sleeping. Properly sleeping. He was gentle and careful with her and he’s made her better. I think we should trust them.”

      “We have no choice anyway,” Khadija says. “We stay here, we die, we all know it. We’ve always known it. At least if we go with them we’ve got half a chance of getting fed. Maybe they know how to make soap. I’m prepared to do just about anything to get my hands on some soap right now,” she trailed off, muttering.

      “Do they have soap?” Sam says, hope lighting up her eyes.

      “I didn’t think to ask that question, sorry,” I say.

      Sam actually laughs, and it eases some of the bristling tension in the other girls.

      “Look,” I say. “You do have a choice, of course you do. I’m not going to make anyone do anything they don’t want to do. If you want to stay here, you can. But you need to know all the facts to make that decision. Fact number one - we were not going to survive much longer here on our own. We’ve almost run out of supplies from the escape pod, Ellie wasn’t having any luck finding more crawlers. The eggs ran out. I don’t know about you, but I don’t know the first thing about fishing or foraging or hunting. Even if we’d miraculously managed to survive those big cats attacking us, we’d have died in a few days anyway. Fact number two - there are more than just these guys here. Gregar says there are other tribes in the jungle and that not all of them are good news. If any others come to investigate the escape pod, we’ve got no guarantee they’d be nice and respectful like these guys have been. So if you decide to stay here, it’s a roll of the dice whether you starve or another tribe finds you first. Maybe they’re a nice tribe, but then you’re in the same position you’re in now - trying to decide whether you can really trust them.”

      “It’s not just about trusting them or not,” Hannah says. “If we leave here, Mercenia won’t know where to find us.”

      I feel a wave of pity for her that she still thinks Mercenia are coming, but as I look round, I see she’s not the only one still nursing that hope. That expectation that Mercenia will do right by them.

      “You aren’t sure whether to trust these aliens who saved our lives, but you’re prepared to trust that Mercenia are going to rescue you?”

      “They have to,” Carrie says. “They have a responsibility.”

      “Sure,” I say. “In a good world where things make sense and people aren’t forced to work themselves into an early grave, living alone for the duration of their short, miserable lives because Mercenia banned friendships, banned relationships, banned marriage, banned babies…”

      “Necessary measures for the future health of the planet,” Hannah says. “Everyone has to do their part.”

      “Notice how we end up doing a lot of it while the people in the top tiers do almost none?” Khadija mutters.

      “That’s just the system,” Hannah says. “It’s how it’s always been…”

      But she doesn’t sound convinced about it. I wonder again whether our food was laced with something that kept us compliant, kept us from thinking about how shit it all was.

      “We won the lottery!” Carrie says. “Mercenia promised us something better. Our new homes on Alpha Colony. Are you telling me you don’t think they would be better than living in this jungle?”

      I have lots of thoughts and feelings about Alpha Colony, but voicing them now doesn’t seem wise.

      “It doesn’t matter whether it would have been better than this or not,” I say. “You’re never going to get there. You have to let go of it. Decide for the life that you can have here. On this planet. It’s the only one you have now.”

      Silence follows. Some of them look like they’re seriously thinking about this. Some of them look like they’re still in denial.

      “When do we leave?” Khadija asks.

      “Not today. Lorna needs her rest before we can move her. We’re going to review the situation in the morning. Weigh up whether it’s riskier to move her or to stay. I’d like to give Lorna a chance to recover for as long as possible, but there’s always the chance of another tribe arriving. And Ellie. We need to give her a chance to come back.”

      “That other alien chased after her,” Molly says. “Perhaps he’s kidnapped her. Perhaps he has her trapped up a tree somewhere.”

      She doesn’t say it like she’s concerned it might be true - more like it would be an exciting plot twist if it was.

      “He chased after her because it’s not safe out in the jungle,” I say, and though it’s true, it tastes like a lie. Do I tell them about the whole dreamspace mate thing? None of them have mentioned about dreaming of the raskarrans before they arrived and Gregar said it was only Anghar out of his tribe who had also had the dreams.

      No, I decide. One thing at a time. They’ve already had to process so much.

      “We can’t be stuck here for the rest of our lives,” Carrie says, fear and hurt making her voice tremble like a child’s. She stares at the treeline like all manner of monsters hide behind it. And maybe they do. All I know is that I’m much less scared of that possibility now than I was this morning.

      “I think we are,” I say. “But I also think it might not be so bad. Sure, the wildlife is a little terrifying, but the air is fresh, it’s not laden with toxic chemicals. You won’t have to work until you drop in some horrible job. We can learn new skills to make us useful to the tribe. Something we enjoy doing. Maybe even something we love.”

      “What, gutting animals?” Hannah says, disgust twisting her features.

      “I was doing that on Earth anyway,” Sam says with a shrug. “They’re not bothering us. They’ve kept their distance, not even tried to push their luck.”

      “And they won’t,” I say.

      “You don’t know that,” Carrie says.

      She’s bristling. I’ll lose her if I try to push too hard.

      “No, I don’t know that for certain,” I say. “But one thing I do know for certain is that I’m really, really tired of sleeping on a parachute. They have tents. Back at their village, they might even have houses. They have no idea what the escape pod is, so I doubt somewhat it’s going to be an advanced kind of civilisation, but our civilisation back home was advanced, and none of us were living the good life there.”

      I look round at each of them in turn. Khadija made her mind up ages ago, she won’t be hanging around for Mercenia. Grace, persuaded by Shemza’s medical ability, is also decided. Lorna is unconscious for now, but I’m fairly sure she’ll be happy to go, that Grace will convince her if she isn’t. Sam doesn’t look certain, but she watches the aliens with curiosity rather than fear. Molly looks unconcerned - I think she will go wherever the majority goes. I only hope that’s with me. Carrie and Hannah are clearly still in denial about Mercenia, sitting close together, gripping each other’s hands. Which leaves - I struggle for their names - Rachel, the girl who was sleeping with her boss, and Mattie. Neither of them look like they have their minds made up one way or the other.

      “I know it’s a lot,” I say. “I know that. But alone, the odds are stacked against us. At least with the aliens we have a fighting chance.”

      “Easy for you,” Carrie says, resentment ringing in her voice. “You can speak to them.”

      “I can speak to one,” I correct. “And yeah, that does make it easier. Because I saw the look on his face when I asked if any of you girls were in danger of being raped by his men. Saw the horror in his eyes at the very suggestion. That definitely does make it a bit easier to close my eyes.”

      “You asked him that?” Khadija says.

      “Of course I did.”

      “Funny, I didn’t think you much gave a fuck about any of the rest of us.”

      Coming from Khadija, this stings worse. Because I’ve always liked her. Always considered her a friend. The others… yeah, I deserve it where they’re concerned. But Khadija…

      Was less important than finding out what happened to my sister. The only reason I switched my way in to the lottery winner group in the first place. And I need to explain that. Not just because it might help them understand why I’ve behaved the way I have, but because it shows them exactly who Mercenia really are.

      “Ten years ago, my sister came out to Alpha Colony as one of the first settlers,” I say. “Mercenia said she died in an accident, but I always thought that was bullshit. I came out here to find out what happened to her, and that was all that mattered to me. Some stupid idea of getting justice, or maybe revenge, for whatever happened to her. But we’re not going to get to Alpha Colony, and I have to let that go. I’m sorry for being a bitch, for keeping myself separate to you all. I knew that Alpha Colony was going to be a shit show, and I didn’t want to care about any of you. Didn’t want to care about what happened to you. Because I couldn’t save you all. But here, now, maybe I can. I can talk to their leader, I can negotiate a life for us. All of us. I’ll never know what happened to my sister, but you know what? That shit doesn’t matter. She’s dead. She’s dead and we’re not and I’m going to fight to keep us alive any way I can.”

      “Too late for Penny,” Carrie says, a hitch in her throat.

      There’s no accusation in her words, no suggestion it’s my fault. Just grief. I grab her hand, squeeze it, and for a moment we sit together in shared grief for a girl neither of us knew well, but who didn’t deserve to die here.

      “No one has to make a decision right now,” I say. “We’re all exhausted, starving. Let them feed you, then get some rest. They’ll be taking watch. Sleep, and think about it again tomorrow, when it’s not dark and you’re not as tired and hungry.”

      As the last of the light fades, the aliens - the raskarrans - finish cooking the cats over the fire on giant spits they fashioned out of tree branches, carving up the meat with wicked looking knives. They bring some to each of us, making sure we’ve all got a portion before any of them take a mouthful for themselves. The meat is chewy and has a strange taste, but my body cries out for the protein. I think of the paltry offering Ellie and I had found - forgotten on the sands somewhere now. It wouldn’t have been anywhere close to as satisfying as this.

      Full bellies, and the continued distance the raskarrans keep, go a long way to convincing even the most skeptical of the girls that I’m not completely mad. Carrie might shoot me something like a glare whenever she catches my eye, but I saw the way she closed her eyes when she was eating, the rapture on her face at having something substantial to eat. I hope the thought of starving once again convinces her to join Gregar’s tribe. I hope it convinces all of them. I think of Penny rolled up in the parachute. I don’t want to lose another like that.

      When the meal is done, one of the grinning brothers holds open the door of the nearest tent and gestures for some of the girls to get inside. They shoot him slightly wary looks, but he’s handsome in a strange sort of way, and obviously a charmer, even with the language barrier. It’s not long before there are giggles coming from the direction of the tent. There’s just about space for four in each tent, which, with Ellie gone and Penny dead, we number only ten. So Khadija and I end up sharing with Sam, while Grace, Lorna and Molly share, the rest filling the last tent. Despite my earlier nap, I’m exhausted. My eyes feel heavy as soon as I lie down.

      “Sorry for throwing you under a bus like that,” Khadija says.

      I sit up, peering through the darkness at her. “You mean sorry for calling me out on being a bitch?”

      “Yeah,” she says.

      “It’s fine,” I say, even as my heart pinches a little.

      Khadija sighs, pushing her lank hair back from her face. “I’m not angry about it, Liv. You know that. We both knew Alpha Colony wasn’t going to be everything Mercenia promised. Hell, I haven’t bothered getting to know any of the others either, I’m just as guilty. But they were all thinking it. ‘Why should I listen to anything that stuck up bitch has to say? She doesn’t give a shit about me.’ If I didn’t call you on it, we’d lose Carrie, Hannah, Mattie, maybe Rachel, too. I saw that cat thing gore Penny. I… I don’t want to lose anyone else.”

      The back of my throat and my eyes burn. “I don’t want to either. If calling me a bitch is what it takes, I’m glad I’ve got a good enough friend to do it.”

      She meets my eyes in the darkness, holds my gaze a moment. Then nods.

      “Should one of us keep watch?” she asks.

      “Yes,” Sam says at the same time as I answer, “No.”

      Khadija and Sam both stare at me, probably wondering exactly how brainwashed I am. And maybe I am brainwashed, but I can’t help trusting Gregar to keep his word.

      “If we’re going to go to their village, that means trusting these guys. I, for one, do not wish to spend the rest of my life watching my back. If we’re going to live here, I want to live. Not exist in a constant state of fear. Starting now.”

      Khadija and Sam look to each other. Then Khadija shrugs.

      “Wouldn’t mind a night of uninterrupted sleep,” she says.

      “Sounds good to me,” Sam says.

      We settle down into the floor of the tent, and the animal skins they’ve left us as bedding. It’s surprisingly cosy and comfortable, and I drift off immediately.
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      “We should bury the human,” Vantos says to me as the other humans get settled in their tents, my Liv with them. “There are vyka bird nests in the cliffs further down. Those carrion feeders are bold enough to chance our spears for a meal.”

      They pose no real threat to us. We might receive a nasty peck or scratch for chasing them off, but they cannot seriously harm a grown raskarran male. Vantos thinks of the humans and their heartspaces. He does not wish them more distress.

      “I do not know what their customs are for their dead,” I say. “I would not wish to offend them.”

      “They live here now, in our jungle,” Vantos says. “We can honour their customs as much as we can, but they must also adapt.”

      He is right, of course, and I grip his shoulder. “Whoever takes the first watch can pass the time fashioning tools to dig. I will speak to my Liv on this, see what she thinks.”

      Vantos nods. He turns to leave, but turns back to me, an unfamiliar set to his features. It is yearning, I think. He glances at the tents before looking back to me.

      “Do you think when they are less frightened, better fed, that there might be mates for all of us among them?”

      “It is my dearest hope, brother,” I say. “My linasha has brought me joy I never thought I would be so lucky to feel. I wish that for all of you.”

      “They are strange to look at,” he says, his eyes lingering on one with hair like a sunset. “So colourful. And no tails.”

      I sweep my eyes over to where Liv is with her warrior and another of her tribe. I think perhaps I have not earned the right to stare at her body just yet, but I cannot help myself. I know from the dreamspace that she has no tail, but it is still strange to see it in the waking world.

      “They are soft,” I say, “not made for climbing.”

      “Then we shall have to take care of them,” Vantos says, his usually stern countenance returning. I know him well enough to know it is determination, not disapproval, behind it. “I will take first watch.”

      “Thank you, brother,” I say.

      Maldek has kept a couple of pelts back, enough to cover an area of the sands for us to sleep. It will not be comfortable, but it will be enough. We cannot afford to stay here long. Tomorrow. Perhaps another night. And then we will leave the great salt waters behind us. Hopefully, with the females.
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        * * *

      

      The dreamspace draws me in quickly, but it is not a nice comfortable tent, and my linasha is not dressed in beguiling clothes. Instead, it is a small space with solid walls, perfectly flat and straight, a low ceiling overhead. It is like being trapped in a cave, but without the natural variation.

      “What is this place?” I ask, and my voice rings with my unease.

      “I was thinking about home,” my Liv says. She is perched on a bed, staring out of a tiny little slot in the wall. Light trickles through it, barely enough to illuminate the shape of her face.

      “This… is your home?” I say, looking round it.

      “Yes,” she said. “In as much as it’s possible for a bottom tier worker to have a home.”

      She gestures me to her side, and I go, though I am wary. This space is only small and I am big. I do not wish to crowd her. But she pats the bed and then resumes looking through the little slot. The tiny window.

      “Can you see anything out there?” she asks. “I don’t know how this dreamspace stuff works. It must be drawing from our memories, right? You said you were thinking about our future home when the space changed before. And those tents you put up for us today - we were in one of those tents at first, weren’t we?”

      “We were,” I say, taking a seat beside her. “I think you are right. I think it is memories that shape this place.

      I bend my head to the small slot and peer out.

      It is a world of horrors. Grey and unending, smoke rising from shapes that at first I take for trees, but soon realise are buildings. Like ten or twenty huts stacked one on top of the other. They cut a similar shape into the sky as the trees, but with none of the jungle’s softness. Lights flash everywhere, big boards with shapes on that are constantly changing. Creatures I would guess are the size of ensoukas have light up eyes and fly around the buildings, shining those eye lights down on little shapes scurrying around below.

      “Those animals are hunting your people?” I ask.

      “That’s Enforcement,” Liv says. “It’s not an animal. It’s a ship. Like the escape pod, but smaller. It has another human inside it, controlling it.”

      “You hunt each other?” I am aghast at the very idea. Are my linasha’s people really so savage?

      “It’s not really hunting,” she says, shaking her head. “They are looking for people who are breaking the law. If they spot someone doing something they’re not supposed to do, they take them and lock them away in prison. They say it’s to keep the rest of us safe, but…” she shakes her head, great sadness filling her eyes. “Most of the people in my tribe didn’t have enough. Not enough food, not enough things - medicines, clothes, whatever. And when you get desperate you steal it. The people being taken away weren’t bad people. Just people with no other choice. The Enforcers weren’t keeping us safe, they were keeping us afraid.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “So we would do our jobs. Not cause any trouble. It’s like this.” She touches her two forefingers and thumbs together to make a triangle shape. “The people at the top have all the power.” She wiggles her forefingers so the top of the triangle moves. “They have good lives, lots of things to make them happy, plenty of food. Family. The people at the bottom…” She wiggles her thumbs. “They have nothing. I was one of those people. But the thing is, there aren’t very many people at the top. There are a lot of people at the bottom. The power that the people at the top have - it’s fragile, and they know it. So they keep us down, keep us scared. Promise us a better life on Alpha Colony if we work hard enough to earn it. All to stop us rising up against them.”

      “They do not sound like wise and fair chiefs,” I say.

      She almost smiles. “They are definitely not.”

      “I do not like the thought of you living in this place,” I say, looking up at the ceiling, so close above my head.

      “It wasn’t nice,” my Liv says, sitting back from the window and turning her eyes on me.

      My heartspace stutters. She is so beautiful. So fierce and strong. Knowing that she comes from such a place only makes me wish to make her life here even better.

      “Alpha Colony, the place we were heading to, was supposed to be a lot better. I know it wasn’t going to be, but some of the others still believe it meant a bright future for them. They don’t want to give that future up by coming with you. They still hope that our old chiefs will come for them.”

      “But they won’t?”

      She shakes her head. “Take another look at my world. Do you think the chiefs of such a place would rescue twe... eleven women? Dammit.”

      She swipes the back of her hand across her cheek, catching the tears that have started falling.

      “You are sad for your fallen tribe sister,” I say.

      “Yeah, I am,” she says. “I don’t deserve to be.”

      Her words confuse me. “I do not wish to misunderstand you again, linasha. Can you explain what you mean more simply?”

      Liv gives me a pained look. “I barely even knew her. I barely spoke to her the entire journey here, the entire time we’ve been stranded here. And now she’s dead and I will never have the chance to make that right.”

      I am cautious as I raise my hand out towards her. I do not want her to be startled, to back away. But she does not. To my selfish delight, she shuffles forwards, allows my arm to go around her. I pull her to me, cradling her against my chest as she lets out her anguish. And though I hate her pain and sorrow, I am glad that I can do this for her. That she trusts me to hold her through it.

      “I think I’ve not been a very good person,” she says after a moment.

      I run my fingers over her soft, shiny hair.

      “I think you have not had much chance to be anything but a survivor,” I say. “I know how that is. Many in my tribe have felt the same. Since the sickness took all our females, we have had no future to live for.”

      “There are no women in your tribe?” she says, drawing back from me a little.

      I shake my head. “It was seventeen rainy seasons ago. A strange plague we have never seen before swept through the tribes. My tribe lost many elders, a few younglings and all our females. Our future as a tribe died with them. For many seasons afterwards, our lot was not so much living as surviving. We found a way to make some peace with it, but now Lina has brought us your tribe. You are hope to us, my Liv. Hope for a better future. Perhaps this is something we can be for your tribe, also?”

      She chews on her lip a little, her eyes soft as she considers me. Then she gives a small nod.

      “Can you take us back to your memories?” she says.

      I close my eyes, think hard about the tents where she is sleeping now. When I open them again, one has formed around us, the light soft, giving my Liv back her glow. Her clothes are still the plain grey she was wearing before, but her expression has shifted to something closer to happiness.

      “That’s better,” she says, then draws me down in to the pelts beside her.

      There is no mating. She just lies in my arms, her head resting over my heartspace. Sometimes we talk, sometimes we just lie in silence together. And all the time my heartspace grows a little more full.
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        * * *

      

      We bury the human Penny the next morning. My Liv agreed to it in the dreamspace, then this morning I watched as she went round each of her tribe in turn and explained it to them. They stand together now, many of them clutching at each other, tears tracking down their faces as Vantos and Shemza lower Penny’s body in to the ground. Maldek and Rardek stand to one side, digging tools in hand, their usually cheerful faces solemn.

      Once the body is in place, my Liv steps forwards and says a few of her musical words. Another of the women, the one with the sunset hair steps up beside her and says some more, struggling through her grief to speak. Then Liv nods to me, and I nod to Maldek and Rardek. They start the task of covering the grave in the sandy soil.

      When it is done, my tribe brothers come to me.

      “What is our plan?” Rardek asks.

      “The injured female, Lorna,” Shemza says the name as if it tastes strange, though it is at least the right shape for a name. Not short like my Liv, or long like her warrior Khadija. “The human healer fetched me to her side last night. She was full of fever. I had to tend to her throughout the night. The fever has broken now, but she is exhausted. Her delirium last night meant she knocked her injured arm again. She will be in much pain. She needs more rest.”

      It makes my decision simple. I will not risk moving her when she is so fragile.

      “Then we wait another night,” I say. “Anghar has not returned yet either, it gives him more time.”

      “The longer we delay here, the more chance that another tribe arrives,” Vantos says.

      “I know,” I say. “We must scout the woods often. Rardek, without Anghar, you are my sole hunter. You are tasked with finding food enough to feed these women well, but keep your headspace about you. Look for signs of others.”

      “I will go now,” Rardek says, nodding to me before heading off to find his tools.

      “Shemza, remain with the females. Do not interfere with their comings and goings unless they stray too far. Keep them close to the fire if you can. Maldek, Vantos, split the patrol of the sands and the scouting of the jungle between you. If you come across a tribe and they look like trouble, then head back to the village with all the females. I would not like to force them, but if it is for their survival…”

      Vantos nods. His heartspace is bigger than his expression suggests. I trust him to do right by the females. I trust all of them.

      “What are you going to do?” Maldek asks.

      “My Liv wishes to look for the human Ellie.”

      “Anghar’s linasha?” Shemza says.

      “Yes. I have assured her that Anghar will find her and keep her safe, but she is worried for her. She wishes me to take her to look for them. I am uneasy about it. I do not like the idea of dividing the tribe further.”

      Maldek casts his eyes over to the females. “Brother, we must consider that even all six of us would not be much defence against a marauding tribe if they decide they want the females. Sarkry and his like do not attack our territory only because they know we outnumber them as a whole, that a victory against us would come at too heavy a cost. Here we are already much divided. If a marauding tribe comes, I will lay down my life to protect the females with gladness in my heartspace. You know this. But you also know it would be for nothing. They would cut through us and take what they want. We have to trust that Lina will protect us, that the injured human will be well enough to travel long before another tribe arrives.”

      “Lina can only do so much to protect fools,” I say, a phrase often said by elders to young males with mischief on their minds.

      Maldek grins. “She has always protected this fool. We can still keep a watch. Still scout the area looking for signs. And if we find any, we can leave, head for the village. Use the cover of the trees to our advantage. We do not need our chief for such things. If your linasha wishes to look for her tribe sister, I say take her.”

      I look to Vantos and Shemza. They both nod agreement.

      “Spend a moment alone with her, brother,” Maldek says, his grin widening. “You know you will not get another once we are back at the village.”

      I grin back. His thoughts are on mating, but I think my Liv is not quite ready for that yet. She did promise to listen about what it means to be mates, though, and being alone with her for a short time would give me plenty of chance. Not to speak - for we have no words we can understand outside the dreamspace - but to show her just how dedicated a mate I can be. I will search tirelessly for her Ellie to show how important her tribe sisters are to me. I will hunt and provide for her as we travel so that she can see how well I am able to care for her every need. The more I think on it, the more I am sure this is the right path. That Lina’s hand is once again showing me the way.
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      I scan the tree line, looking for any signs of Ellie.

      Nothing.

      I drop my hands, stop shielding my eyes against the bright sunlight, and turn back to the group. The aliens - the raskarrans - are huddled together in conversation. One of them slopes off, grabbing a pack before heading in to the jungle. The others continue talking a little while longer before they each go in different directions. The healer, Shemza, heads for the fireside, sitting a short distance from the girls. Grace brings him a scoop of water in one of the twisted bits of metal broken from the escape pod hull. He accepts it, smiling at her as he takes a sip. Some of the others watch this interaction warily, but relax back in to their conversations as Grace resumes her seat beside them.

      They seem chatty this morning. For the last few days, everyone has been subdued, but today, after the solemnity of the funeral, they’re brighter, more talkative. Sam and Rachel have already come to tell me they will join the raskarran tribe. From the way Molly keeps watching Shemza, giggling and ducking her head when he notices, I think she’s found a reason to come along. Which just leaves Carrie, Mattie and Hannah. They’re sat clustered together now, but they don’t look as frightened as they did last night.

      It’s good to feel a sense of hope that all of them will end up joining the tribe. It shores me up against the dread that fills my stomach a little more for every moment Ellie and her raskarran don’t appear.

      Please don’t let her be dead.

      Khadija walks up beside me.

      “Should we be concerned that they’re not back yet?”

      I sigh. “Gregar says no, but… She was so spooked, Khadija. I barely recognised her. I was afraid yesterday when I followed her down the beach that she was going to do something to hurt herself. I’m still afraid of that.”

      “Not afraid that the alien is going to hurt her?” Khadija gives me a questioning look.

      “No,” I say.

      I don’t know how I can explain why without explaining everything. I still haven’t mentioned about the whole ‘mates’ thing to the other girls yet, not wanting to give them any reason to change their minds about joining Gregar’s tribe.

      “He watches you, you know?” Khadija says. “All the time. He can be talking to his alien friends, but he’s always casting his eyes sideways, looking for you.”

      I say nothing. What can I say? That when I thought he wasn’t real, I let him do filthy things to my body. Or that last night he held me in his arms all night long. I’m not even sure which of those two is more intimate. More damning.

      “Is he going to want something from you that you aren’t prepared to give?” Khadija says.

      “He wants me to be his mate,” I say, deciding frank is probably the best way to go. Khadija has always appreciated it in the past, and if there’s anyone who’s likely to hear me out about all this, it’s her.

      “Okay,” Khadija says. “And do you want to be his…mate?”

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      “And the other one wants Ellie?”

      “Anghar,” I say. “The healer one is Shemza. The grouchy looking one is Vantos. The other two are Maldek and Rardek, but I don’t know which is which. They’re brothers. They look very similar. One is a hunter, one is a warrior. Rardek is the hunter. I don’t know what the difference is between those two things, though.”

      “And they’re all big and green and looking for a lady friend?”

      “Pretty much,” I say. “But they won’t take anything we aren’t prepared to give. And they only ‘mate’ with someone they meet in their dreams. If your dreams have been normal, you don’t have to worry.”

      Khadija considers this. “This is some weird shit, you know?”

      “Yup.”

      Then she smirks at me. “How long have you been dreaming about him? Since we arrived? Because I’m pretty sure you said something about a guy giving your breasts exactly the right sort of attention the day we crash landed here.”

      I know I’m blushing, but maybe the sun burn is enough to disguise it.

      “I didn’t think it was real,” I say.

      Khadija laughs. A bright, genuine laugh that seems to surprise her as much as it surprises me.

      “You kinky little bitch, having sleep sex with an alien,” she says, mercifully keeping her voice down. “Is it good? Is his dick like a human one? Does it have any interesting extras?”

      I roll my eyes. “I haven’t actually slept with him. I haven’t even seen his dick. I don’t know if it’s interesting.”

      “Liv you have never been a prude before now, don’t try to convince me you’ve turned in to one.”

      I find I’m smiling. The easy camaraderie we had before had felt strained last night, but it feels close to being normal between us again. We were never really friends, but she was the closest I had to one. Maybe now there isn’t anything to come between us, we can be friends for real.

      “They’ve been taught that time in the dreamspace, the place where you go in the dream, should be spent pleasuring their woman,” I say, keeping my voice down and leaning close to her.

      “What, just pleasuring her? Nothing for them?”

      I shake my head.

      “So every night you’ve been going to sleep and having some alien go down on you?”

      “Pretty much,” I say with a shrug.

      Khadija’s head cants to the side and she looks past me to where the other raskarrans are moving around. “No wonder you’re so keen to go with them.”

      “It’s not just that,” I hiss. “You know it’s for the best for everyone.”

      “I know,” Khadija says, then, “you think any of them might want to go in this dreamspace with me?”

      “I don’t think they get a choice about it,” I say. “You’re not freaked out about the idea?”

      Khadija shrugs. “We’re stuck here, aren’t we? If it comes with the option of a doting lover, I’m all for taking it.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m still running the conversation with Khadija over in my mind when Gregar comes up to me. He touches my arm to get my attention, as gentle as I think it’s possible for him to be, then gives me an enquiring look, pointing towards the trees.

      “Ellie?” I say, the only word I’m sure he’ll understand.

      “Ellie,” he says, his gruff voice making her name sound strange.

      Lorna is still sleeping. Grace said she’d been up half the night with a fever, that Shemza had to sit with her until the sunrise before the fever had broken and she’d settled in to restless sleep. I assumed this meant she was too weak to move, but Gregar’s question confirms it.

      I try to clear my mind of Khadija and concentrate on Ellie. Logically, I know Gregar’s right. Anghar will find her. Even if he’s half as concerned with Ellie’s welfare as Gregar is concerned with mine, there couldn’t be anyone more motivated to find her. And yet, I can’t shake the feeling that I need to be out there in the jungle, looking for her. It’s like an itch beneath my skin, and I just can’t ignore it.

      One day, I think. I’ll give it one day. No one on this beach will leave before tomorrow morning. So we can search until then. It will have to be enough.

      I turn to Gregar and nod, realising as soon as I do it that I have no idea if this means the same to him as it does to me. But he just nods back, then heads towards the pile of supplies the raskarrans brought with them. They only assembled three tents last night, but they were each carrying one with them, so there are spares. Gregar picks one up and starts loading the bag it’s in with other supplies.

      “I thought we weren’t going anywhere,” Grace says, a note of alarm in her voice. “Lorna…”

      “Can’t move until tomorrow at the earliest,” I say. “They know that. Gregar and I are going to look for Ellie.”

      I turn to her. A few of the girls have come with her, each of them watching Gregar pack with looks varying from excitement to fear.

      “You’re leaving us?” Molly says, her eyes going wide.

      “Only for the day,” I say. “I’ll be back tomorrow before we pack the camp up.”

      “But you’re the only one who can understand them,” Hannah says.

      “I can understand one, and only when I’m asleep. The rest of the time, I’ve got no advantage over anyone else.”

      “Who’s in charge while you’re gone?” Rachel asks.

      The rest of them look to me and there’s not a hint of dissent in even Hannah’s expression. I’m in charge. It’s accepted. I’m chief of this little tribe whether I feel like a good candidate for that or not.

      “I’m in charge,” Khadija says. “Me and the grumpy one have an understanding. He knows I’m the boss of him.”

      “Vantos,” I remind her. “Thank you.”

      Khadija shrugs. “If it were me lost in the forest, I’d hope someone came looking for me, too.”

      Gregar walks up beside us, hefting his pack over his shoulder. He looks at Khadija first, a strange formality to the way he slowly dips his head. A sign of respect, I suspect, though I can’t know for sure. Khadija returns the gesture, and Gregar flashes her a toothy smile, pointed fangs bared. It shouldn’t be attractive, but something about those fangs has me feeling all hot and bothered. And I’m about to put myself willingly into a situation where I’m completely alone with him, having promised to give the whole ‘mates’ thing some consideration. Will he have expectations? Do I want him to?

      I don’t know the answer to either question, but Khadija’s earlier assertion about being all for a doting lover keeps whirling round my mind. Doting is the right word for it, and we are stuck here now for the rest of our lives. Is it more crazy to accept him despite him being alien, or reject him just because that’s what he is?

      “Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

      Gregar carries them like they weigh nothing, and I’d feel bad about not taking any of them, but when we get to the forest, he sets off at a pace and I can hardly keep up with him. Days of not eating or drinking enough have caught up with me, and I’m embarrassingly unfit.

      It’s not just that, either. He’s bigger than me, his legs eat up the ground in large, effortless strides. I’m half jogging just to match his ambling pace. He notices after a while, stops, gestures that he will carry me.

      I wrinkle my nose, shake my head. I’m filthy and I’m pretty certain the stink of me has reached ungodly levels. I don’t want to put him off ever coming near me again, just as I’m starting to give being his mate serious consideration.

      There’s a heat in his eyes as he nods at me. I don’t know if it’s anger or admiration. Can’t tell the difference in the alien set of his features. He really is attractive, I think. I didn’t just exaggerate that in my dream. Proud features, gorgeous eyes, cheekbones for miles. But he is different. Unfamiliar. I think of all the ways we fail to understand each other even in the dreamspace. Reading human faces can be hard enough. I can’t hope to understand what’s going through Gregar’s head.

      We keep quiet as we walk. We have nothing to say to each other - nothing that the other could understand, anyway. I remember his warning to keep quiet yesterday, and figure it’s probably a good idea to keep heeding that warning now. When we slow enough that I can concentrate on anything other than his feet moving in front of me, I glance up at the canopy overhead. It’s the middle of the day, but dark as hell, only the barest bits of light sneaking through the branches. Literally anything could be up there, watching us. Every so often, Gregar stops, has a look round, sniffs at the air and checks the ground by the tree trunks.

      I find out what he’s looking for after a couple of hours. He stops, hands me a canteen to have a drink from, then begins his checks. He crouches down at the base of a tree, gesturing for me to come to his side. He points at the floor, where there’s a massive pile of animal droppings.

      I have to bite back a heave.

      Gregar points upwards at the trees, then makes a gesture with his hand like claws scratching. He holds up two fingers on each hand, puts them beside his face, and I think they’re supposed to be the lashes of those cat creatures we were attacked by. This is their territory, then. They live somewhere near here. My heart beats a little harder in my chest, thinking about how Gregar had five of his tribe with him, and they made reasonably quick work of the three cats, but we’re now only two and I didn’t even bring my spear. I thought it would be too awkward.

      I close my hand into a fist, wishing I had the comfort of gripping the spear inside it.

      As if he can read my mind, Gregar reaches a hand down to his boot and pulls out a knife. It’s only small, but with a wickedly curved blade that looks sharp enough to slice through rock. He turns it so the handle is extended towards me, nodding at me. I reach out, hesitant, but he doesn’t pull it away, or make any sort of sudden move. Just holds the knife still until I take it.

      It’s light, fitting into my hand like it was made to be there. I grip the handle, and feel better. Ridiculous. I’d have to be close enough to one of those cats to have all four of its lashes digging in to me to use this blade against it.

      But still, it’s nice to be armed. To feel a little less defenceless.

      Gregar motions for me to follow him, signalling for me to be quiet, like I wasn’t doing that already. I can’t help that I’m breathing harder than I would like, or that I have the grace of an elephant walking through the undergrowth. When Gregar steps it’s like he’s walking on something soft, pillowy. I seem to break every stick, kick every rock and crunch every leaf available.

      And it’s hot. Oppressively hot. I thought it would be better in the shade, but while the absence of the sun’s rays does stop the back of my neck burning, the absence of the sea breeze means there’s a river of sweat dripping down it instead. I’m disgusting. I’m a gross horrible mess.

      I’m an idiot, too. I’d felt so sure back on the beach that this was something I needed to do, my whole body itching with the need to act. But I can barely see a thing here and what I can see looks all the same. Did I really think I’d be able to detect one of Ellie’s footprints on the mulchy jungle floor? Like I’m one of the amazing detectives in the books my sister brought home. If Gregar wasn’t leading the way, I’d be lost inside of a second.

      We’re not going to find her in here. It’s impossible. Gregar thinks I’m a complete fool and is just humouring me with this little excursion. Anything to keep me happy enough to consider his little proposal.

      It’s not fair to think that, and I know it. He went through all the pros and cons with me, talked me through his reservations. Humouring me isn’t a decision he made lightly, and it certainly wasn’t out of any desire to get me in bed. He was trying to do right by me and my ‘tribe’.

      Which just makes it feel all the shittier. I’ve been telling the girls that we can do better than thrive here, that we can survive, but on my very first attempt at doing anything, I’m ready to collapse and give up. I felt so sure earlier that I was right to follow my instincts to come out here. Turns out my instincts aren’t worth shit. And if I’m wrong about this, am I wrong about everything else? I was so, so sure yesterday that Gregar and his tribe would never do anything to hurt us.

      Am I wrong about that, too?

      I don’t know if it’s the darkness of the trees, the constant feeling of being watched by something I can’t see, or just confusion and exhaustion overwhelming me, but I’m crying again, tears streaming down my cheeks. It’s all I can do to keep quiet about it and keep moving.

      Gregar doesn’t notice, mercifully. We walk and walk and walk until I’m pretty sure my feet are going to fall off.

      Because that would just round this whole situation off real nice.
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      My Liv keeps quiet as we walk. Her footsteps are louder than my own, despite her smaller size. She has heavy coverings on her feet, not the supple hide boots that I wear. It makes it harder for her, I am certain, but I do not think she is a natural hunter. She does not know how to use her weight, where to set her feet. She is clever, though, quick in her mind. She understands my attempts at communication, and I see her keeping a close eye on the treetops.

      I take a moment to let my pleasure rule, delighting in my linasha and how perfect she is. But I only allow a moment - I have let her down once, I will not do it again. I must keep my headspace on the task of hunting for Ellie, not waste it thinking about my own luck.

      So I push on, keeping my eyes busy looking for signs that someone came through here, keeping my headspace focused. I search the trees for signs that Anghar has been in the area. Hunters leave markings in the branches, but I do not know if he would have paused to do this as he pursued his linasha. I do not think I would have.

      It is a disappointing morning. We travel far, but I see no sign of anything. They have some hours of head start, could have gone in any direction. My linasha and I do not have the benefit of a mental connection with Ellie as Anghar does. Finding her, I fear, will be more down to luck than skill. But we do not need to find her, perhaps. Just a sign that she passed this way and Anghar did, too. Perhaps that will satisfy my linasha, reassure her that Ellie is alive and that Anghar has or will very soon find her.

      When there is no point traveling deeper in to the forest, I turn to suggest we walk parallel to the beach, loop back round and try to pick their trail up somewhere else. If they had gone in this direction, I feel sure we would have noticed something. My mind is busy with how I can communicate this using gestures only, but as soon as I see my linasha, all thoughts of further hunting leave my mind in a moment.

      She is upset, her cheeks marked with tear tracks, her eyes swollen and red. She said nothing, made no sound. It is no excuse. I did not tend to her carefully enough. I have let her down. Again.

      Aghast, I go to her, but she backs away from me, her arms wrapped around herself. Last night in the dreamspace, she lay nestled against me for hours, but now she rubs her hands over her sleeves, avoiding my eyes. I am wondering what I have done to offend her when I realise I have been an idiot all over again.

      She is filthy, her clothes caked in dirt. She only had the salt water to wash with - it leaves things stiff, scratchy. She does not know this place. Does not know which roots to use for cleaning. It matters not to me - the grime of travel clings to my skin, too. But I should not have expected it not to matter to her.

      I wish I had the words to tell her that she has no need to feel shame in front of me. She could roll in ensouka muck and I would still want to touch her.

      Softly, I approach her. I watch as she considers backing up again, looks round for somewhere to go, resignation when she realises there is not anywhere. It is not how I wish to touch her. I want her to be willing, as she was in the dreamspace last night, not resigned. But this is not about her pleasure or mine. It is about her other needs. Comfort. Cleanliness. I touch my hand to her cheek, brush away the tears there.

      Then I take back my knife, slotting it back in my boot, and scoop her up into my arms. She yelps a protest, hits me once on the chest. But her tiny little fist just bounces off me, and when I set off walking she looks up at me a moment, before her body - stiff in my arms - relaxes. Her hand lays flat against my chest and my heartspace sings. I cannot help it. I will look after her, take care of her. Show her the ways of this world and how to not just survive it, but to flourish.

      I have not yet earned the joy such thoughts bring me. But I will look after her now. Hopefully it will go some way to paying the debt I owe her.

      My desire is to return her to my tribe lands, where I know every stream, every patch of geberren plant, every outpost and supply cache location. But we are a long way from those lands and our tribes await our return. I would not abandon them and neither would Liv want me to. Instead, I pursue my original plan, heading parallel to the beach. With Liv in my arms, I can cover much more ground, though I do not run at full speed, not wanting to make the journey in any way uncomfortable for her.

      Eventually, I find a stream and follow it, heading up its twisting banks towards its source. I do not know this area, but I saw rocky formations in the distance on the beach, and this stream runs from their direction. Where there are cliffs, there are often caves. A nice sheltered cave and a water source would be a good start to making my linasha comfortable.

      And perhaps it’s the sort of place Ellie might have headed for, too.

      After another long while of walking, the stream narrows to almost nothing, then opens into a pool fed by a waterfall. No cave, but enough open ground that I can set up the tent. The water is good - clear and fresh. Which means that predators probably hunt here, waiting on prey to come to drink. I set my linasha down at the water’s edge, then set up some defences. Noise makers are easy to create. I pull vines from the trees then tie them round stones and hang them from branches. Liv watches me, then, after a moment, she starts to collect up stones. She sees what I am doing, I think. Understands my actions. Again, I am delighted by her. She is unhappy, yes, but she seeks to learn the ways of my world. It is a good sign that she wants to do well here, not just give up.

      While I’m hunting for vines, I spy a patch of djenti bush. I take a bowl from my pack and gather them, showing them to Liv. She picks one up and moves it towards her mouth. I shake my head. She can eat it, but it is sharp and bitter. Better to crush it into some water. Less overpowering that way. I show her, taking a small stone and crushing the berries in the bowl, then slipping them into the canteen, shaking it up. I take a mouthful first so she knows it is safe, then hand it to her. She drinks, grimacing at the tang of the berries.

      “Eugh,” she says, swiping the back of her hand against her mouth before handing the canteen back to me.

      She is displeased now, but she won’t be when her aches start to ease, when she wakes up refreshed tomorrow, despite the walking she has done today.

      Next, I dig around in the banks of the pond, looking for geberren root. Eaten, it makes a raskarran lose his wits for a time, but crushed up, it can be used to clean clothes and bodies. I find some, and turn to Liv, gesturing for her to come and look, but she is removing her heavy foot coverings. They are like boots, I realise, undoing at the side by some strange device rather than tying at the front like mine. She pulls her foot out from inside it, wincing, then takes off the additional covering she has on it. She grimaces, lifting her foot towards her face so she can examine it. Even from a distance, I can see her heels have been rubbed raw by her boots.

      “Notgood,” she says, shaking her head.

      I dig out the geberren root and set it to one side, picking up my bowl instead. I collect more of the berries, then set about making a fire. Liv watches, her eyes following my every movement as I strike a spark, nurse it in some leaves, then feed in twigs until it is going nicely. Everything is so wet here, it is hard to get more than smoke from anything at first, but after a while I have it. I take out a cooking pot and put the berries inside with a little water, boiling them down into a thick paste. I set the pan in the shallow water to cool it then gesture for Liv to come to me. She narrows her eyes, but shuffles forwards. I take her injured foot in my hand examining the abrasion. It is only small, but I can tell it will be painful if she keeps walking, keeps aggravating it. I test the temperature of the djenti berry paste, then smear a little over her heel.

      Liv flinches away from me, hissing as the djenti berries do their work. It always hurts, a sharp stinging sensation like lots of little teeth biting in. But then it passes and the skin is healed. When she understands this, she will welcome the hurt of it.

      I see the moment it stops hurting. Liv’s brow relaxes, and she swipes at the paste with her fingers. I gesture for her to come towards the water and she does, dipping her foot in to the cool liquid. I rub the rest of the paste from her heels, then just rub my hands over her feet, trying to soothe her. I watch closely as her eyes flutter shut, her breath releases.

      “I will always care for you like this, linasha,” I say to her, wishing she could understand me.

      She opens her eyes, looks at me. I lift her foot out of the water and show her the healed skin.

      Her eyes widen, and she snatches her foot back, bending her leg again to bring it close to her face. She makes a sound of delight as she runs her fingers over her heel.

      “Theberrijusheals, huh?” she says, then sticks her other foot out towards me.

      I grin, then give her other foot the same treatment. When I am done, I grab the canteen, handing it back to her. This time, she takes several big gulps, tipping the canteen upside down when she is done to show it is empty. Her face still contorts with displeasure at the taste, but she smiles brightly at me as she hands the canteen back and my heartspace soars. It is the first time she has gifted me with such an expression and I am addicted. The rest of my life will be dedicated to making her smile.

      I rinse the bowl clean of any remaining berry juice, then place the geberren root inside, mashing it. I expect Liv to come over and look at what I am doing as she did before, but instead, she shuffles over to the water’s edge and dips her hands into it, sliding her fingers between and over each other, cleaning away the dirt. I was right about her desire to be clean.

      I come to her side as she cups water in her hands and splashes it over her face, holding out the bowl of crushed geberren root towards her. She touches the pulp, then slides her fingers together, smoothing it round.

      “Sthissoap?” she says, her eyes widening.

      In the days when there were many raskarran clans, enough that several different languages were spoken between us, the dreamspace linked our minds enough that we came to understand each other in the waking world. It takes time, and I have not known my linasha long enough, but I hope one day to be able to understand her words.

      For now, I take a piece of the pulp and rub it in my hands until it lathers, showing her. Her eyes widen and she scoops up a handful and lathers it up herself, before rubbing it over her face and neck. When she splashes herself with water this time, the grime comes away, revealing her pale skin. She looks at her reflection in the water as it stills again, touching her face as if she does not recognise it.

      Then, abruptly, she stands, grabbing the bowl of geberren root. She picks her way round the edge of the pool towards the rocks at the back. Bemused, I watch her, then, as she starts to climb over the rocks, I get up, follow her. I am beside her to take the bowl of paste as she goes to set it down. She looks up at me, her eyes narrowing a little, but then she nods and steps under the stream of the waterfall, running her hands over her hair, turning herself until it is wet through. Then she steps back out, grabs a big handful of the paste, and begins to massage it in to her hair.

      I am fascinated by the way her eyes close, her lips part, as if the act of cleaning is an intense pleasure for her. My cock stiffens, the urge to take her in my arms overwhelming. But I remain still as she rinses the lather from her hair, then claims another handful of paste to wash it again. By the time she rinses the lather off again, my cock is aching with need. I shift, trying to relieve the pressure of it pressing against my clothes.

      Then my Liv’s expression grows tentative as she touches the neck of her strange clothes. She glances up at me, hesitation in her expression. Whatever war wages in her thoughts, I see the moment she makes up her mind, resolve hardening her expression. And then she starts undoing her top, opening it up and sliding it from her shoulders. My heart pounds, my mouth dries. I stifle the groan in my throat.

      Beneath her outer layer, she has another - a top that does not cover as much of her, but still keeps most of her luscious body hidden. She has no further layer covering her legs, though, and I admire them as she steps out of her outer layer, removing it completely. Then she drops to the floor, sitting with her feet in the pool of water, and holds a hand out to me. I am tempted to take it in mine, but my mind catches up with her true meaning just in time. She wants the bowl. I pass it to her, and she sets it beside her, taking a big handful of the paste and starting to work it in to her clothes.

      There is little I can do to assist beyond fetching more roots when she runs out, pulping them with a stone ready for her. When she has more than enough, I shuck off my clothes and take a dip in the pool. It is barely deep enough to come to my waist when I am standing, but I fold myself up, dropping beneath the surface, rinsing my own coating of grime and dirt from my skin. When I surface, Liv is watching me, amusement on her face. Then she turns back to her clothes.

      She smiles as she works, a look of satisfaction in her eyes as she holds up the wet material, inspecting it. When she’s finished, I get out of the pool and take the garment from her, hanging it over a low branch to dry. It is warm today, but the air is humid. It will probably take some time for her clothes to dry fully, but I have no intention of doing any further searching for Ellie today. The djenti berries will do their work, but my linasha still needs her rest. I will not risk harming her.

      Liv walks round the edge of the pool to my side, tugging on her top as if to hide more of her body from me. Her eyes skate past my body, as if she does not wish to look on my naked form. I want to tell her there is no need for shyness between mates. That I have seen everything she has and love all of it. That everything I have belongs to her.

      But I have no words to explain this to her. No gesture that would be sufficient. So I shake the water from my hair, put my clothes back on, then turn to her,

      Liv remains still a moment, her brow furrowing in the way it does when she is deep in thought. Then she touches a hand to her stomach, then to her mouth. I need no words to understand the meaning behind this. She is hungry.

      My sadness that we cannot speak is replaced by a pleasure that I can take care of another of her needs. We have supplies, but we also have a long way to travel back to the village soon. I should reserve them - take this chance to hunt something fresh and delicious for my linasha. To show her what a good provider I can be. I may not be a hunter like Anghar, but I have skill enough.

      I take the knife from my boot again and hand it to her. I do not think she will need it, and I will not go far, but it soothes me to know she has it, and I know it soothes her. I motion for her to wait, then pick up a bow from my supplies and head out into the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liv

      

      

      

      Thank fuck for that.

      Gregar takes my hint about food and heads off to go hunting or whatever, and at last I’m alone. That gorgeous, sculpted body is no longer near enough for me to grab.

      And that was a real danger for a moment there. When he was just mucking around in the pool, it was fine. The water distorted my view of anything, so even if my eyes landed on his dick, I couldn’t actually tell that’s what I was seeing.

      But then he got out and just stood there, buck naked, impressive dick on show, along with tightly sculpted buns. Even the tail flicking around couldn’t distract from the mouthwatering deliciousness of the sight.

      For a little while, I thought my panties were going to melt right off, but then I remembered that though my hair was clean, and most of my skin with it, there were bits of my body that hadn’t received any soaping. That turned me off fast enough that I didn’t have to start thinking about whether it’s all kinds of wrong or just perfectly, perfectly right that he’s so goddamned magnificent.

      I’m thinking about it now, though, and the building heat between my thighs tells me my body wants him, even if my brain hasn’t quite caught up with it yet.

      I wait for a while, until I’m sure he’s gone, then put the knife down, stripping off the last of my disgusting clothes. I grab the bowl of root soap, and coat my whole body in it, scrubbing under my arms and in between my thighs, then sluice the whole lot off under the waterfall. The water isn’t exactly warm, but it feels incredible. The sweat and the grime and the stink all washes away and I’m clean. Really, truly clean.

      I scrub my underwear - my ill-fitting bra and panties - and scrub my vest, too. I don’t think it will ever be white again, but it comes up much, much cleaner. Not wanting to stand around in my birthday suit, I pull the panties and the vest back on, but I leave the bra hanging in the branches next to the overalls. The thought of putting it back on wet isn’t appealing. To be honest, the thought of putting it back on at all isn’t filling me with joy. Perhaps I ought to embrace the wild and ditch the bra.

      I finger comb my hair, wishing I had something proper to tease out the tangles and something to tie it back with. Hell, maybe even a blade to hack it off. Then I remember Gregar handing me his knife before he left. It would do the trick. I run my fingers through my hair one more time, considering it.

      Vanity gets the better of me in the end. I like my hair. When it’s clean, it’s shiny and dark and poker straight. If I’m to be doomed to wear this vest and these panties for the foreseeable future, I’m going to do it with good hair, dammit.

      My stomach grumbles loud enough that I clap my hands over it, as if this and not all my splashing around under the waterfall is enough to bring the big cats to my location. I listen, but hear nothing nearby. The stones Gregar hung on vines in the trees don’t clack together, so nothing is approaching.

      I wasn’t lying when I asked Gregar for food - I’m hungry. Hungrier than I was yesterday, somehow, as if a decent meal has woken my stomach up to the possibility and now it just wants more, more, more. Him leaving me alone was just a desirable side effect.

      But now he’s gone and I don’t know what to do with myself. I no longer feel like I’m about to have a breakdown, at least. The despair I felt when we were walking receded the moment Gregar showed me the stinging berry juice and took away the pain in my feet with it. Any lurking feelings of uncertainty about his intentions were well and truly banished as he helped me get clean.

      He’d never tried to touch me inappropriately once. And yeah, I’d noticed the rather large bulge in his trousers that meant he was thinking about it. I can’t blame the guy - he was probably imagining me tied to a bed wearing next to nothing and begging for him to make me come. Because all that actually happened.

      But even when he stood there, completely naked, he never even gave me a suggestive look.

      I get the impression he’s giving me full control over whether or not anything physical again. I remember his words from when we spoke in the dreamspace - how he said he had behaved dishonourably.

      He’s always thanking Lina for choosing me for him. He never once looked at me and thought ‘what the fuck is this strange, skinny little thing’. He’s always called me beautiful. Devotion and desire from day one.

      Why am I even questioning this? Why am I not jumping in head first?

      A warmth fills my stomach that isn’t desire so much as happiness, and I find myself laughing. I got on the ship to Alpha Colony with revenge in mind. I never imagined I’d find something so strange and so wonderful instead.

      I don’t know if Lina’s real, or if she would listen to me, but I thank her for choosing Gregar for me all the same.
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        * * *

      

      Gregar returns when I’m at the stage of tent construction where I am the central pole, the material weighing down on my head.

      In my defence, there aren’t any handy instructions on how to put the damn thing up.

      Gregar is chuckling when he parts the doorway.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumble. “I’m the human idiot who doesn’t even know how to put up a tent. They say it’s the thought that counts, though, right?”

      He sets down whatever he has caught, then steps inside, hefting up the central pole that holds the tent in place. It’s actually several bits of wood that slot into each other so it can be easily dismantled and carried. Very clever, but also a bit unwieldy for someone of my size. I could just about get it up, but couldn’t get it to stay up. By some magic, Gregar gets it done. Then he’s securing the material so it’s tent shaped rather than drooping like old curtains, and all of a sudden it looks like it did yesterday when I was sleeping inside it, or one like it, with Khadija and Sam.

      I miss them with a sharpness that’s as surprising as it is sudden. My girls. My tribe.

      Gregar leaves the tent and returns a moment later with his pack. He pulls out some animal furs from inside it, handing them to me. I layer them on the floor, trying to arrange them in a rough square shape. Something like a bed. It makes me a little nervous. Not in a bad way so much as a jittery, anticipatory kind of way. But Gregar’s attention is on the rest of the supplies. He pulls out a small bundle, opening it out to reveal a selection of knives. He sets this down outside - I guess to prepare his kill with - and sits beside the fire. It has burned low, but there’s still enough heat for him to revive it in a couple of minutes. Then he begins skinning the creature he’s caught - which looks kind of like a rabbit, except enormous and with wicked looking teeth. It’s messy work. Back on Earth with our pre-packaged food supplies, we’re about as divorced from the reality of where our food comes from as it’s possible to be. Only people like Sam, like Ellie, who work within the factories that make the food, see this side of it. And I doubt they were skinning rabbits. I try not to flinch as Gregar guts the creature, pulling out the internal organs, separating them in to two piles. It’s gross, but it’s also honest. I feel better about this in some ways than the anonymous goop we were fed back home.

      So I watch, and try to learn. Try not to be a creeper and give in to my urge to smell his skin.  While I believe Gregar and his people want to help us, we will have to learn to pull our weight. If they are to be my tribe and provide for me, I want to do the same for them in whatever way I can. Perhaps it won’t be much at first, but I’ll do my best to learn.

      Soon, the creature is skinned and set on a spit to roast. The organs in one of the piles get added to the pan he used to cook the berries - cleaned first, so none of their bitter residue remained. The other organs are discarded, apparently not for eating.

      The smell of the cooking meat makes my mouth water, and I’m grateful the hiss and spit of the sizzling meat covers the sound of my grumbling stomach. Gregar hums to himself as he works, a tuneless noise that, together with the smile on his face, suggests he’s feeling happy. Content.

      It’s kind of cute.

      Okay, it’s very cute.

      Finally, the cooking is done, and Gregar serves me all the organs and more than half of the meat, despite the fact that I’m practically half his size. I should give him some back, I know, but I’m so hungry, and it smells so good - once I start eating, it’s hard to stop. I’m embarrassed by my greed, but Gregar just looks pleased as he takes my empty bowl and swills it in the stream.

      And then the jobs of the day are done. The tent is set and we’re not going anywhere. We’re alone together with no means of talking to each other, no distractions, and I have no idea if it’s late or early - the canopy of leaves above us making it hard to trace the path of the sun across the sky. It feels like it should be getting late, but I don’t know how much of that is my exhaustion from walking. I don’t know how long we were travelling for - it all feels like a blur in my mind past a certain point.

      Gregar checks the noise-makers, sets his weapons within grabbing distance of the tent entrance. Then he looks at me as if he, too, has just realised that we are alone and can’t talk and with no further activities to complete, it’s probably going to get awkward. He scratches at the back of his head, considering me for a moment. Then he walks over to one of the trees at the edge of this little clearing and abruptly starts climbing it.

      If I’m supposed to follow - no chance. He scales it like a pro, claws digging in to the bark as he flies up the trunk. I stand at the bottom, unsure my arms are even wide enough to wrap around it. With no shoes to protect my soft little feet, I’ll injure myself before I get any kind of purchase on the bark.

      It’s high, too. So high that when Gregar pushes up into the leaves, I lose sight of him. His greenish-brown skin helps, the perfect camouflage in the forest. But I would have thought for sure a guy of his size couldn’t just disappear among the branches.

      Then he’s heading back down, practically sliding down the trunk, a wide grin stretching across his face as he turns to me, gesturing for me to follow. I wrap my arms around myself.

      “Uh, don’t know how you expect me to climb,” I say, then waggle my fingers at him, with their worn little nails. “No claws.”

      Gregar shakes his head, then comes to my side, close enough to touch me. I catch a hint of his scent, musky and delicious, and can’t help taking another lungful. The air grows charged as we stand close together. He leans in, his head dipping close to mine. I can feel the tickle of his breath over my face and dammit, I want him to lean down and just kiss me already.

      I let my eyes flutter shut.

      Then he’s wrapping my arm around his neck, hefting me on to his back like a child. I yelp, wrapping my legs around his waist, squeezing him in a vice grip, my arms going equally tight around his neck. Gregar just chuckles, then launches us both up the tree.

      I scream, burying my head in the back of his neck, gripping him even tighter. Then he’s slowing, leaves ticking across my skin, and I realise his tail is wrapped tight around my calf, just as I’m wrapped tight around him. It’s strangely comforting.

      The branches are thinner up here, but Gregar climbs the with confidence, no branch he puts weight on bending more than a little bit. Up and up we go until, suddenly, there’s no more tree above us, just sky.

      And the most beautiful sunset I’ve ever seen. A fiery ball of orange lights up the ocean, the sky a canvas of pinks and purples fading in to dark dark blue.

      Down on the beach, most of it was hidden by the tree line. The beach must go round a corner, though it looked poker straight from where we landed on it. I look to my left and see the slow curve of the sand, height giving me a new perspective on the land.

      It is beautiful, this place. I never appreciated that before.

      As I watch the sun descending below the horizon, the fear of heights and the tension in my body just melts away. I relax my vice grip, holding on to Gregar just tight enough to feel safe. He’s so broad and strong. I’m not afraid he’ll tire and drop me, but the thought of the distance between us and the ground doesn’t allow me to relax completely.

      “It’s beautiful,” I tell him.

      “Dro’hvresh,” he answers.

      It doesn’t matter that we can’t understand each other. It still feels like we connect in that moment.

      He points a finger and I follow it with my eyes to a dark shape on the sand. The escape pod. It’s a distance away, but I can just about make out figures around the fire. I feel as though my spirit reaches out to them, connecting with them. Back on Earth, I’d have called this nonsense, but here in a world where dreams can be shared, it doesn’t seem so impossible.

      My girls. My tribe. And Gregar’s tribe taking care of them.

      No, not Gregar’s tribe. Our tribe.

      Perhaps this is why I needed to be out here. Perhaps I just needed a moment of perspective to truly accept everything.

      When the last of the sun slips beneath the horizon, I shiver a little, a breeze tickling at my neck. We are quite high and I am quite underdressed, so despite Gregar’s warmth, I feel a bit chilly. He pats my hand against his chest, then starts the climb down. I think he goes slower on purpose, so as not to scare me.

      When we hit the floor, he swings me round into his arms and carries me across the clearing to the tent. I could protest, but it’s kind of nice. I like the way he handles me like I weigh nothing.

      When we get there, he sets me down inside it, then uses one of the bed furs to bundle me up, wrapping it around my shoulders before heading back outside. There’s no ulterior motive to it - he doesn’t even take the opportunity to feel me up like most human blokes would have. He’s genuinely focused on caring for me, just as he has been all day.

      I thought being stranded here meant dying sooner rather than later. Now, there’s no reason why I can’t live a full life. A good life. A really good life. With Gregar.

      As if he knows I’m thinking about him, he finishes whatever he’s doing with the fire and turns to me. I slip back inside the tent, making room for him to enter. He smiles at me, reaching out to brush his fingers across my cheek. Giant claws protrude from those fingers when he wants to climb trees - vicious looking, strong enough to punch through bark. Yet he touches me with utter gentleness.

      I shiver again, but this time, it has nothing to do with feeling cold.

      Gregar gives me a questioning look, and I don’t think it’s wishful thinking that I see a hint of hope, a hint of desire in his eyes. His hands tense at his sides, as if he’s holding himself back, and his whole body goes very still. I wonder if he doesn’t quite trust himself not to just ravish me. My core pulses at the thought.

      “Linasha,” he says. “Ey’ahsak Liv.”

      And damn if the way he says my name isn’t the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.

      I give myself five seconds to really, really think if this is a line I want to cross.

      Decide I really, really do.

      I drop the bedding he’s wrapped around me and step close to him. Go up on my tiptoes and press my lips to his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gregar

      

      

      

      Fire burns through my blood the moment she touches her mouth against mine, and I have to exercise all my control not to grab her, crush her to me. I want to plunder her mouth with my tongue until she is moaning with need and then throw her on to the pelts and taste her cunt, licking her until she screams.

      Just the vision of this in my mind makes my blood burn even hotter. My cock throbs. I want to sink it in to her welcoming body, to feel her cunt tight around it. I almost moan at the thought.

      But I have not earned this right. I must woo her gently. I must be certain at every stage of our mating that she knows what we are doing, what we are about to do.

      I will not repeat the mistakes I made in the dreamspace.

      So I just slide my mouth over hers, caress her lips with my tongue the way she likes. When she nestles closer, I wrap my arms around her. She is so slight, so tiny, I think I could encircle her twice round and I love it. Love how she feels in my arms. All my life I dreamed of having a linasha to cherish. I am a warrior, protecting is in my nature, and since all the females died and the last of the younglings grew, there has been no one who needed me that way. Until my linasha came to my arms, I did not know how incomplete I was without someone to protect.

      My Liv completes me in so many ways. My fierce, tiny linasha. She is like me, a protector. She protects her tribe, and she will protect mine, too. Perhaps not with a spear, but with her spirit.

      My tribe brothers do not need protecting with spears, anyway.

      Liv steps back from me, looking up with a slight frown.

      “Thortyudbemoreager,” she says.

      The words roll over my ears, musical and incomprehensible. Then she takes my hand and plants it on her breast and her meaning becomes very, very clear. I grin, then scoop her up, lying her down on the pelts. She arches her back as I run my fingers over her stomach, pushing my hand up beneath her clothes to touch her bare skin. When I brush my thumb over the curve of her breast, she moans, sinking her hands into my hair as she tugs my mouth back down to meet hers.

      There is no gentle exploration this time. Our tongues meet in a wild clash of need as I squeeze her breast, rolling the bud of her nipple between my thumb and forefinger. The mewling sound she makes when I do this tells me she likes that sort of touch just fine, but I want her wild. Want her demanding my tongue and my cock as she did in the dreamspace. Just the thought of her looking at me with her eyes hard, demanding pleasure from me, makes my cock jump.

      I draw back from her, tugging at her top. She pushes herself up a little, grabbing the bottom of her top and pulling it up over her head, exposing all her soft, pale skin. The swell of her breasts, her pink nipples all tight and begging to be sucked. I cannot contain a groan as I nuzzle that soft flesh, licking and sucking. Touching her in the dreamspace was incredible, but it is nothing in comparison to this - having her in my arms, warm and willing, in the waking world. She is divine. A goddess. I will worship her for the rest of my days.

      The need to taste her overwhelms me, and I lick and nuzzle my way down her body, unhooking the last of her clothes - the strange garment that hides her cunt from my view. I throw the garment aside, then slide her legs apart, revealing her beautiful cunt to me. It already glistens with her need, and my mouth waters at the thought of her taste, but I look up at my linasha, needing to be sure this is what she wants.

      She has her eyes closed, her head tipped back as if in ecstasy. Her breaths are ragged, her hands gripping the pelts. She is ready, I think. She wants this as much as I do. And still I wait.

      She looks up, her brows dipping in to another frown, eyes hardening.

      “Getonwithitthen,” she says, that demanding note I needed to hear back in her voice.

      Grinning, I do as my linasha asks, swiping my tongue through her folds and circling the nub at the top of them. She moans, her legs tensing, squeezing against my shoulders as her pleasure goes through her. I am delighted by her response, licking her again to coax more moans from her. I want more. I want her calling my name, crying out with the pleasure I give her. I put my knowledge of her, earned in the dreamspace, to use, working her with my tongue until she is gasping, her thighs gripping my head, her fingers tugging at my hair as she pants, breathless with pleasure.

      “Oh, Gregar,” she cries. “Sogood. Feelsogood.”

      I pick my name out of her words, chest filling with satisfaction and smug pride. She has given me everything I wanted. Now I will give her what she needs.

      I plunge a finger into her, swirling my tongue around her nub as I do. She cries out again, back arching off the pelts. I add a second finger, stretching her, feeling her inner walls quiver at the closeness of her release. I thrust them into her, curling the tips round, taking her nub into my mouth and giving it a hard suck.

      Liv screams, her climax making her whole body spasm. A rush of wetness coats my fingers as I continue to stroke her, coaxing as much pleasure out of her as I can. Then her fingers relax in my hair as her climax starts to fade, and I slip my fingers out of her, sucking her juices from them, not wanting to waste a single drop.

      I look down at my linasha. Her hair is tangled with sweat, her chest rising and falling in shallow, rapid breaths. She looks like someone who has been well mated, and I love that look on her. Love that it was me to put it on her. She is the most beautiful creature I have ever seen.

      I tug at my own clothes, pulling them off. My Liv watches me, her eyes fixed on my cock even before I free it from its confines. When it is revealed to her, her tongue darts out, wetting her lips, and another hard throb pulses through my shaft, raising the ache in it to new heights. My tail is whipping around behind me, a reflection of my pent up need.

      My mating node is quiet, though, dormant against my skin as usual. I would love to seed her with my child, but perhaps it is a good thing it has not woken yet. My linasha has much to learn about this world. All that and a youngling, too, would be a lot for anyone.

      I lower myself to my knees, intending to position myself over my linasha’s body. But before I can, she pushes herself upright. My heart tugs as I wonder if I have misread her, if she does not desire further mating tonight. But then she moves towards me, gripping my cock in her hand, squeezing a little as she strokes it up and down. My eyes shut, the pleasure of her touch overwhelming.

      Then feel the hot touch of her tongue against my crown.

      My cock twitches so hard, I am surprised I do not spill my seed right then. Instead, a single bead forms on the tip, and my linasha glances up at me, heat and mischief in her eyes, before she bends down and laps it up.

      I groan sending fervent prayers of gratitude to Lina that she chose this perfect female for me.

      Then Liv takes the head of my cock into her mouth and I can no longer think, just breathe hard as my linasha’s mouth works the head, her hand pumping at the base, the dual sensations making my sac tighten, my whole body thrumming as she pushes me closer and closer to my release.

      The sight of her head bobbing up and down, her lips stretched around my cock, is almost enough to tip me over the edge. I slip my fingers into her hair, wanting to touch her but afraid of how close I am to the edge of control. The urge to tighten my grip, to thrust into her mouth, surges through me, and despite my every muscle being tensed as I try to hold myself still, my hips jerk forwards just a little.

      Liv moans around my cock, the vibration enough to send me over the edge. I continue to jerk my hips in short, shallow thrusts as I spill my seed into my linasha’s mouth, roaring with the pleasure of my release.

      I am breathing hard still as I untangle my fingers from my Liv’s hair. A hint of shame creeps into my heartspace, and I am afraid I have hurt her. But then she looks up at me, a hint of a smile on her lips as she wipes a drop of my seed from the edge of her mouth with her finger and the proceeds to lick it clean, her eyes on me the entire time.

      Beautiful, wicked thing. A new need stirs in my groin, my cock. My linasha, my mate. A blessing beyond anything I could have imagined. I could never be worthy of her, but I will spend my life trying. I am going to build her the nicest hut to live in, trade for the finest clothes for her to wear.

      And I will make sure she is the most well satisfied female to ever walk in Lina’s forests.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liv

      

      

      

      I figured my big alien would be worn out after I blew his mind. That there would be some snuggling and maybe a bit of kissing and then we’d fall asleep. But Gregar just looks at me with this gleam in his eyes and I get the feeling the night is a long way from over, and he’s not going to be done with me for a long while.

      I shiver at the thought, heat pooling between my legs again, despite the recent incredible orgasm. Somehow, he’s even better in the real world than he is when we’re dreaming. I’ve never come so hard in my life.

      Gregar shuffles towards me, lifting me a little so he can put me where he wants me. On my back in the bed. He spreads my legs wide, drinking me in, his enormous dick growing stiffer by the moment. That thing is a serious weapon, but I’m confident he knows exactly how to get my body ready to take him.

      He also has a strange patch of skin somewhere between the base of his cock and his belly button. It’s the same colour as his skin, but looks a different texture, slightly raised. I have questions, but no means to ask them. But I trust him to make this good for me.

      And I need him, my core throbbing with desire. His slow perusal of my body, touching me only with his gaze, is driving me wild. I can see all the heat in his eyes and I want him to set me on fire with it. Want to feel him losing control as he rides me to his own climax. Just as he almost did when I was blowing him, his cock thrusting in to my mouth as if he was only just holding himself back.

      So fucking hot.

      I moan at the memory, squeezing my thighs together against my building need. The thought that I can make Gregar so wild, that it’s me and this body driving him crazy with lust - it’s intoxicating. I feel beautiful and desirable.

      And powerful. Like I could ask for anything and he would do it for the chance to spend the evening with his head between my thighs.

      It would be so easy to use him, I think. To secure a place of safety and comfort within his tribe, giving him just enough to keep him sweet and needy. If I were a little more selfish, a little more afraid…

      But there is power in giving back, too, and I want him to have all of me.

      So I spread my legs wide and try to inject all the heat and desire I can into my voice when I look up at him and tell him, “Fuck me.”

      Apparently he catches my meaning, for he drops his face back to my core, swiping his tongue through my folds from base to tip. He grips my hips, holding me firm against his face as he ravages my pussy and clit until I’m writhing and crying out. Only then does he release me and shift his body over mine, lining his cock up with my entrance, coating himself in my slick before thrusting inside me in one stroke.

      I almost come just from that, his cock filling me, rubbing against all my inner walls deliciously as I stretch to take him. Then he moves, seating himself even deeper as he settles over me, and that strange patch of skin brushes over my clit.

      It’s like a lightning bolt goes through my nervous system. My entire body convulses as my orgasm explodes through me, my legs shaking with the force of it. I cry out, and Gregar slams his mouth over mine, capturing my cries as he kisses me, thrusting his tongue against mine as he grinds his hips into me. His kiss demands a response, and I’m powerless but to kiss him back, tasting myself on him as I do, my orgasm stretching out longer and longer as he refuses to let my pleasure ebb.

      I’m a puddle in the bed by the time he relinquishes his kiss. Sweat matted hair, limp body, and a core still throbbing around his enormous cock. I don’t know where this relentless desire is coming from, but I know I need him to move. So I tell him.

      “Move,” I say, and though I mean to be demanding and powerful, it comes out more like I’m begging.

      Either way, Gregar is happy to oblige. He draws back and thrusts in to me again, the strength of his movement making my breasts jiggle. I dig my heels into his butt, encouraging him onwards.

      He lets loose, pounding in to me, his flesh slapping against mine where our bodies meet. That rough patch of skin works my sensitive clit until I’m screaming again, and this time the orgasm doesn’t stop - just rolls in to the next one and the next as he keeps fucking me harder and faster. Just as I’m reaching the point where I don’t think I can take any more, he comes on another roar, spilling himself inside me with a last few juddering thrusts.

      Then he collapses against me, propping his weight on his arms as we both breathe hard through the aftershocks of our climaxes. Every inch of my skin thrums with the pleasure he’s wrung out of me, and I can’t help but press little kisses to his chest, tasting the salty tang of his sweat on my lips. His head burrows against my neck, his lips curved in a smile that I can feel all the way to my heart.

      He slides out of me a moment later, leaving me feeling suddenly empty and a little achy. I’ll be sore tomorrow, I think, unless the magical healing berries do the same number on my pussy that they’ve done on my leg muscles.

      A girl can only hope.

      Gregar arranges the bedding again, straightening it out where we’ve scrunched it all up. Then he pulls me to him, nestling me in his arms as he covers us both with another animal fur. Now he indulges in the snuggling I expected before he fucked my brains out, kissing the back of my neck and holding me tight against him. He’s so warm and comforting, it’s not long before I’m drifting off.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know why I expect the dreamspace to be different now we’ve connected in real life, but I did, and I’m surprised to be back in the tent, my hands bound above my head. Only this time, I’m on my feet, tied to the central tent pole. I’m back in the strange see-through dress and Gregar watches me from his spot on the bed with a wicked gleam in his eyes.

      “I like how you present yourself for me, my linasha,” he says.

      I’m about to argue that I have nothing to do with it, I just, well, ‘wake up’ isn’t quite the phrase. Come in to awareness like this. But then this is my dream as much as his, and I’ve controlled it before. I must have some subconscious influence over it.

      “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen, my Liv,” he says, crawling towards me. “You do not know how deep my happiness runs now you have chosen to mate with me.”

      “I have some idea,” I say, thinking of the heat in his gaze as he fucked me.

      “I know this is a strange land for you,” he says, running a hand from my calf up to my thigh. “But I swear on my tribe that I will give a good life to you, my Liv. My heartspace belongs to you. Your happiness is my own.”

      He lifts me so my legs are over his shoulders, his face once again pressed to my core.

      “Every night, I will pleasure your body until you fall asleep, and then pleasure you here in the dreamspace.”

      He proves himself, licking me until I’m coming again, and I don’t even know how that’s possible, but somehow, he’s able to wring another climax from me. He stands after, soothing me through the aftershocks with kisses to my neck, caressing my body with his big hands. I think he’s going to let me down, but then the cheeky sod just steps back, grinning, and flops back into the bed, arms behind his head as he reclines, so he can look up at me.

      “I love how you look when you have just been screaming my name,” he says.

      Flushed and slightly sweaty? I didn’t know it was a good look, but there’s nothing disingenuous about Gregar, and he continues to look up at me, a slightly smug smile on his face as he does.

      “I cannot wait to introduce you to the rest of my tribe. To show my brothers how Lina has blessed me with such a fine female. I am definitely the luckiest male in my tribe.”

      “If your friend ever finds Ellie, do you think he might argue that with you?”

      Gregar laughs, a deep, rumbling laugh so good natured and contagious, I’m soon smiling.

      “I think he would say his linasha is the most beautiful and that he is the luckiest. But you and I know he is wrong about that.”

      “I won’t be dragged into a beauty competition with my friend,” I say, voice tart, but I can’t keep it up. I’m grinning before I finish speaking. “We are both gorgeous and you are both lucky.”

      “We are,” Gregar agrees, then smirks. “But I am luckier.”

      I roll my eyes, but I’m still grinning. He looks so handsome stretched out on the bed, buck naked, every chiselled ab on display. His tail is mostly pinned beneath him, but the tip of it flicks about languidly, just in case the green-brown skin and fangs wasn’t enough of a clue that this man isn’t human.

      I consider that the other girls might be a bit shocked that I’ve slept with him. But then I remember Molly watching Shemza with eager eyes and Khadija - Khadija of all people - saying sign me up for a doting alien lover.

      Perhaps it won’t be that shocking at all.

      I imagine myself out of the bindings and they disappear, my hands mine to move again. I crawl up the bed to Gregar’s side. He grins at me, a blazing heat in his eyes, but I drop down into the bed next to him, careful not to touch him in any overly suggestive way.

      Not that I’m opposed to another round. I just need to speak to him first.

      “I think I may have made a mistake,” I say, realising only as the words come out how it might sound to him.

      But he simply rolls on to his side, taking my hand and linking my fingers through his.

      “Tell me about it,” he says. “And we will think together how to fix it.”

      I smile, warmth blooming in my stomach at his words.

      “It’s not really something that needs fixing, but thank you,” I say, pressing my lips to his knuckles. “I thought I needed to be out here to find Ellie, but I’m starting to think that was just the excuse. Really, I think I just needed some time, a bit of space, to work out what I wanted my place to be on this planet.”

      “And you have decided this now?”

      I nestle closer to him, unable to help myself. “What do you think?”

      He chuckles, his arms tightening round me. “I think I am very happy with your decision.”

      “I don’t want you to think I don’t trust Anghar. I know he’s your friend.”

      “It is like you being afraid of the situation,” Gregar says. “You did not mistrust Anghar, you just did not trust anything.”

      “Exactly, nothing personal.” I look up at him, catch his eye. “I know we agreed that we would head back to the beach tomorrow anyway, but that’s what I want to do. I want to go back to the others and start our journey home. I want to trust Anghar to find Ellie and for them to come home, too, when they are good and ready to. I want to be back on your territory where we don’t have to worry about food and other tribes so much. If Lorna isn’t well enough to walk, I was thinking. Where I come from, there’s a thing called a stretcher. It’s like two branches with material between them. You use them to carry people who are sick or injured. Do you have something like that? Do you know what I mean?”

      “We normally carry our sick and injured on our backs, but we are not so small and fragile as your Lorna. I can picture the thing you describe. It would not be hard to make one. I think this is a good plan. We will leave here in the morning, and I will carry you.”

      “Because I’m too slow?” I say, glowering at him, even as I start smiling, unable to keep any sort of pretence up for long.

      “Because I like to have you in my arms,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      I wake early. I know it’s daytime, because light is breaking through the trees and dappling the tent, but I don’t think it’s long after sunrise. There’s a stillness to the world, as if it’s holding its breath.

      Gregar is still wrapped around me, breathing the soft, regular breaths of someone sleeping. I smile at the possessive way he holds me, as if I am the most precious thing on the planet. I suppose in a way, I am.

      I want to slip back in to sleep, but I woke for a reason, and the reason is my bladder. I won’t be able to sleep while it’s full enough to burst, so I wriggle free of Gregar’s grip, slipping out of the tent while he’s still sleeping.

      I could just go in the clearing but it feels a little gross, almost like peeing in our kitchen. So I pull on my socks and boots to protect my feet, grab the knife from Gregar’s pile of weapons, and step over the noise makers out into the forest.

      I only walk a short distance. I’m not an idiot - I know the trees are dangerous. One of those cat things could be lurking somewhere. But I figure if I keep close, I’ll probably be safe, and I’ll be within screaming earshot if I’m not.

      I look around a little while for somewhere suitably private, fully aware of my own ridiculousness. On the beach, we went behind the escape pod, close to the sea so the waves would take away our business. The metal structure between me and the rest of the beach made it feel like a private space. That’s what I’m looking for out here, a gathering of tree trunks that will provide a kind of shelter while I pee. I’m careful to keep my bearings in mind, so I don’t end up wandering further into the jungle when I think I’m going back towards the tent.

      A few moments later, I find somewhere to my liking. Business attended to, I start thinking about the day ahead. Gregar said he would carry me most of the way back so we can travel quicker. We can be at the beach camp before lunch time. Lorna will be another day and night of rest better, hopefully better enough to travel, but if not we can carry her by stretcher. We can start making our way back towards Gregar’s village and the life we are going to make there. The home and the bed that we are going to share.

      It’s a notion so pleasant, I’m not fully paying attention as I walk - my mind travelling down the path of waking Gregar up instead, running my hand down the length of his cock, having him completely at my mercy before he’s even fully alert. Because we do need to get back to the beach, but we have enough time for a little morning fun. Something quick and passionate. I feel all shivery and needy, and not even a little sore - thank you magic berries - and anxious to be back in the warm cage of his arms.

      So I almost don’t notice when a little figure bursts into the path ahead of me. And when my brain does catch up with the message my eyes are giving it, I still can’t process what I’m seeing.

      A toddler. A little boy, no more than three years old, with pale green skin and a short, stubby little tail that swishes about behind him. I think I must be hallucinating, but he looks up at me, a huge cheeky grin on his chubby little face, and toddles towards me, arms outstretched. I look round for someone, anyone who this little boy might belong to, but see no one. Of course, I couldn’t even see Gregar in the trees when I knew he was there, so there’s no reason I’d be able to see someone else if they were trying even a little to stay out of sight.

      As the little boy gets close to me, I sink down to my knees, setting the knife down a safe distance away, the cool damp ground sending a bit of a shiver through me. The sun hasn’t been up long enough to warm everything yet, I think, remembering my feeling that it was still quite early. Perhaps the little boy’s parents are resting, and he’s managed to slip away from them.

      “Where did you come from?” I ask, keeping my voice soft.

      His smile broadens, and he toddles closer, babbling nonsense as he approaches.

      “Ma ma ma ma ma ma,” he says, and my heart melts. He’s so cute and smily and unsteady on his chubby little legs.

      I’ve never really thought about children before. Since Mercenia outlawed procreation without a licence - a licence no one on the bottom tier like me would ever get - I stopped even thinking about it in terms of something I might want. Why torture yourself? But now, seeing this little bundle of cuteness in front of me, I’m suddenly full of broodiness.

      “Where is your family?” I say to him, though I know he can’t understand me. “Where’s your Mummy and Daddy?”

      He just grabs my face in his little hands, pressing on my cheeks and laughing.

      It occurs to me at that moment that Gregar said all the women and children in his tribe died. My brain puts that fact together with the child in front of me, and I realise we must have stumbled on to the territory of some other tribe.

      I should go back. Run back to Gregar and warn him. But leaving the kid behind seems like the wrong thing to do. For a moment, I’m torn by indecision. Leave the kid to fend for himself, or risk the wrath of his parents, who may not have the same generous disposition towards a lone human woman as Gregar does.

      “I should go,” I say to the toddler, drawing back from him, my hand going to the knife. I don’t want him to grab for it. “You stay here, okay? Stay here until your parents come.”

      I stand up, and the little boy reaches up to me, opening and closing his hands like he wants to be picked up. I ache to do so, to hold his little body in my arms and smell his hair, but I can’t. I turn away from him. I have to leave before…

      A twig snaps behind me. I spin round, heart pounding, adrenaline seeming to slow time down. So I see both the arrow flying out of the trees to my left, missing me by a hair’s breadth, and the raskarran male stepping out of the trees ahead of me.
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      Liv is gone when I wake, but it does not worry me. I have slept long and deeply, feeling more rested than I have for quite a time, but now that I have woken, my body’s needs start making themselves known. It was no doubt the same for my Liv.

      I step out of the tent, stretching my limbs. I feel light, like the ground I am walking on is softer, the air sweeter than it really is. It is happiness, I realise. I am happy in a way I have never been before. I smile to myself as I walk towards the tree line.

      The sound of an arrow being loosed hits my ears, and dread fills my stomach. I checked yesterday while hunting for any sign of other tribes and found none. I was clearly not careful enough. Fear for my Liv pulses in my ears and I rush forwards, heedless of any danger to me, wishing I had brought a weapon.

      Not that I would not kill any threat to my linasha with my bare hands.

      I burst out of the trees into a small clearing - little more than a pathway between tree trunks. I see my linasha, her eyes wide with fear, and the raskarran male opposite her. He is small for a raskarran male, but still much bigger than my linasha, and has fired an arrow in her presence. I do not care if it was at her or not, her safety was at risk and this male will not harm or even think about harming what is mine.

      I let out a roar, launching myself at him. I do not recognise him. He is not from one of the tribes near to my village. I have no idea of his skill in battle, but no male will fight more ferociously than I, for no other has what I have to protect.

      My body collides with his and we topple, grappling each other as we fall to the forest floor. He lands a blow to my skull, jarring my teeth as they clack together, but I have caught him by surprise enough that he did not loose his claws.

      I snarl, shifting my weight so I am pinning him down. I am stronger, I think, but he is fast, wiry strength in his arms. His hands close around my wrists, holding me off. I imagine those hands on my linasha, anger descending over all my senses at the thought. His tail lashes at me, but I barely feel it. I overpower him, striking him in the face. He kicks out with his legs, struggling beneath me.

      “Stopit!” My Liv’s voice rings out, breaking through the red haze of my anger. She sounds afraid, upset. I do not like it.

      “She’s telling you to stop,” the male beneath me grits out.

      I hesitate. Because he cannot speak her language, it is impossible. And yet, when her voice sounds again, it is the single syllable word she taught me before.

      “No!”

      I ease back. Every instinct in my body roars at me to fight, to pound my fists in to the male who frightened my linasha, but Liv says ‘no’, and I know what that means. She does not wish me to harm this male, my compassionate, kind mate. I only hope her request will not hurt us, for I can deny her nothing.

      The male pushes himself up into a sitting position, dusting himself off. He is a bit bruised and scratched - as am I - but is not badly hurt by any measure. He watches me with wary eyes, but nods, holding up his empty hands to show he is not armed, before rising to his feet. I rise with him, watching him for a long moment, until I am satisfied this is not a trick.

      “I will not hurt her,” he says.

      “You fired your bow,” I say, but even as I say it, I look round for the weapon and see nothing.

      “That was…” he sighs, glancing up at the trees. “Jassal, come down here.”

      I tense, ready to fight for my linasha once again, but when Jassal appears from the branches, my heartspace thunders, my headspace going blank with shock.

      She is a youngling.

      She is a female and a youngling. Perhaps nine or ten rainy seasons old. The bow in her hands is small - a trainer bow. The arrow she fired likely blunted. It would have hurt my linasha had it struck her, but would not have done serious damage.

      A youngling.

      Footsteps approach my side and I turn to see Liv cradling another youngling in her arms. A small boy - two rainy seasons, at a guess. It has been a long time since I saw younglings. He sucks on his thumb, his little fist tangled in my linasha’s hair, his face nestled against her neck. Her arms around him are protective and I feel a yearning in my gut, an overpowering desire for younglings of our own.

      Is it even possible? We are different, my Liv and I, but I do not believe Lina would bless me with a mate without the chance of younglings. If my mating node is quiet for now, it is just that it is not the right time.

      Liv touches a hand to my arm, her way of letting me know she is okay, I think. Then she turns to the other raskarran and holds out the boy towards him. The little boy burbles nonsense as the male takes him, cradling him in his arms.

      “You were supposed to watch your brother,” he says, a gentle reprimand to the female youngling.

      “I was watching him,” Jassal says, her little voice high.

      “Watch him by the camp, not all the way out here. And firing your arrows near him, too?”

      “I thought the lady was going to hurt him. I didn’t try to hit her. Just scare her.”

      Though he keeps his expression stern, I see the male soften.

      “It was still a risk to fire at all. Your brother is only small. If you had hit him, it would have hurt very much. I’ll take that bow off you if you can’t be responsible.”

      Jassal pouts, but scuffs at the ground with her little feet. She knows she has done wrong. A good youngling. Well raised.

      “I am sorry for my actions,” I say, bowing my head to the other male. “I feared for my linasha’s safety.”

      “As any good male would,” he says, and I notice that he holds little Jassal to his side with one hand, his entire body tensed. He fears I would harm them.

      In days past, no good male would hurt a youngling, but this raskarran has younglings when it is impossible. I understand his caution. His fear.

      “I mean no harm to you or your younglings,” I say.

      He considers me for a long moment, and I do not blame him. I meant him harm moments before, but only out of fear for my Liv. I hope he believes that, for I would ask him questions about his younglings. How he has a female, a linasha of his own.

      “Shelookslikemama,” Jassal says.

      The words are nonsensical to me, but Liv jolts with surprise, her eyes going wide.

      “Youspeekinglish?” she says.

      “Uhuh,” the little female says. “Mamatortme”

      “Shezhyuman?” Liv says, dropping to her knees. “Shezlikeme?”

      I look to the raskarran male.

      “My linasha is like yours,” he says. “Not from here. She arrived ten years ago when her ship crashed. When we saw another crashing a few days ago, my linasha wished to travel to find it - in case it contained more of her kind. You must have reached them first.”

      “A ship?” I say, confusion filling my headspace. “My Liv called it an ‘escape pod’.”

      He shrugs. “Humans have many strange names for things. It came from the sky - that is where my linasha’s people are from. A world across the stars. My name is Jaskry. Which tribe do you hail from, brother?”

      “You are Sarkry’s kin?” I say, thinking of the violent raskarran male who marauds ever closer to my village.

      Jaskry scowls. “By blood, but not by spirit. He rejects Lina’s ways. I left his tribe to protect my family.”

      I sense he is being honest. Like me, he has much to protect, and a good raskarran male protects his female above all else.

      “I don’t know how much my brother has spread his territory in the years since I saw him last,” Jaskry says. “Your voice says you are one of the deep forest tribes. He’s gone that far?”

      “He has,” I say. “Closer and closer every year. If his tribe were in need, we would offer them a place at our hearths.”

      Jaskry shakes his head. “Not Sarkry’s way. He’s only interested in taking, not in being given.”

      “I suspected so. I am Gregar, chief of my tribe. I am pleased to meet someone with knowledge of my linasha’s people.”

      Jaskry’s smile is amused. “I have knowledge of one of her people.”

      “Ten years of knowledge,” I say. “I suspect you know plenty that it would help me to know.”

      His smile broadens. “Are there others with your linasha?”

      “They are with my tribe brothers on the sands before the great salt waters,” I say. “We are heading back to them today and plan to travel to my village with them. It is not safe for them out here.”

      Jaskry nods. “That was my fear, and my linasha’s. She will be relieved to know they’re safe.”

      Then he grimaces, glancing at his daughter before speaking again, quieter. “Not all the humans who arrived with my linasha were good. The males… They would have hurt her.”

      “There were no males,” I say. “Just females. My Liv is their chief. I do not think any of them have ill intent towards each other, or to my brothers.”

      “All females,” Jaskry says, his eyes going wide. I know he is thinking of the possibilities for the future, too. “Any of them mated to your tribe brothers?”

      “Yes,” I say. “So they will be treated well by them. You can trust that.”

      Jaskry nods. “I hope this means more younglings. I would like for mine to have playmates other than each other.”

      He looks to the little boy in his arms. I cannot help myself - I reach out for him. I never thought I would see one such as him again, and my heartspace aches at the sight of him. I stop myself short of touching him, though, not wanting to anger Jaskry. The little boy reaches out and grabs my finger in one of his little hands. It is slightly damp where he has been sucking on it. I do not mind in the slightest.

      “His name is Ahnjas,” Jaskry says. “This is his third rainy season, though he was born only just before his first.”

      “You are a lucky male to have such fine younglings,” I say, unable to keep the wistfulness from my voice.

      “I know,” Jaskry says. “Will you return with me now to our encampment? My linasha will be excited to see one of her own after so many years.” He looks a little pained. “It’s been… lonely for her at times, I think.”

      “I think my Liv would like that, also,” I say.

      I turn to her. She is talking still with Jassal who chatters in the way I recall Shemza chattering, before he became altogether too serious for such a young male. I might not understand her words, but I understand the tone well enough.

      “Waredyucomefrom?”

      “Dyulikethesestonesifound?”

      “Ureharesprettycanituchit?”

      “Jassal,” Jaskry says, warning in his tone. Then, to my Liv, “Sorry.”

      Liv just looks amused as she rises to her feet and comes to stand beside me.

      “You speak her language?” I say, envious.

      Jaskry shakes his head. “I understand it better than I speak it. My linasha speaks our language well. She will speak for you, if there are things you would like to say before tonight.”

      I put an arm round my Liv. She leans in to me a little, following without hesitation when Jaskry turns and walks away from us. Little Jassal puts her hand in Liv’s, beaming up at her with a toothy smile, her tail flicking around behind her. She is a sweet youngling. I cannot be angry with her for shooting at my Liv, much as my instinct to protect my linasha demands it.

      It is not far to Jaskry’s encampment. I suspected it would not be. They are out here because the little one wandered off. He is far too small to have wandered far.

      It surprises me though, how close our tents were. If Jaskry had travelled a little further, he would have come across us last night. Would he have dared to approach? I doubt it, somehow. And though I thought my heartspace would burst with fear when I thought my Liv in danger, I can only be grateful that things have turned out as they did. I am eager to meet Jaskry’s linasha, to see another of my Liv’s people happily mated to a raskarran. I think it will make things go much easier for my Liv’s tribe if they have someone to talk to who has been through what they have already.

      Jassal skips ahead to the tent, diving inside it. I hear voices from inside, though they are too muffled for me to identify words. Then a woman emerges from the tent. She is much like my linasha and the others of her tribe - small, delicate. Her hand cradles her swollen belly. She is far along with another youngling.

      Her eyes go straight to the boy in Jaskry’s arms, a look of relief in her eyes as she scans him, finds him unhurt. Then she looks to Jaskry, noticing the bruises and scrapes on him.

      “What happened?” she says, speaking our language but twisting the words into strange shapes.

      Jaskry touches her face. “It’s nothing. Just a misunderstanding. I’m fine. My linasha, there are people I would like you to meet.”

      He puts a hand to her back and guides her round. She looks at me with some apprehension. If the only other raskarrans she has known are Sarkry and his tribe, I do not blame her. I bow my head respectfully and hope she can sense I mean her and her family no ill.

      Then her eyes slide past me to my Liv. I know the moment she sees my linasha, for her eyes grow wide. She turns to Jaskry, half breathless excitement, half fear.

      “There were other humans?”

      “A group of females,” Jaskry tells her, assuring her that they are safe with my tribe and no harm will come to them.

      “Gregar has a linasha of his own,” Jaskry says. “I do not believe that Lina would grant such a blessing to a bad male.”

      My heartspace thrums with pride, even though this assessment comes from a near stranger. I look to my Liv, smiling - only to find her rigid in my arms, her eyes wide and fixed on Jaskry’s linasha. The other female turns back to face us, a welcoming smile on her face as she heads over. My Liv only lets out a choked cry.

      “Aryouokay?” Jaskry’s linasha says in the musical human tongue.

      My Liv stumbles forwards, holding out a shaking hand towards her.

      “Sally?” she says.
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      She looks older, a little weatherworn, with a tiredness to her eyes that I can only imagine comes from having two young children and a third on the way. But it’s my sister’s face staring at me, confused. Of course she doesn’t recognise me - I was twelve last time she saw me, and she’s had nothing but my memory to hold on to throughout the decade she’s been trapped on this planet. I recognise her, though, and I think my chest might split in two at how wonderful and tragic it is to find her here. Wonderful because she is alive. My sister I thought had died on Alpha Colony. Alive and well and with a family. She always wanted a family. It was a big part of why she applied to Alpha Colony in the first place.

      But it’s also tragic because she has been stuck here. Alone. And Mercenia could have come looking for her. Just like they could have come looking for us. But they didn’t. They’ve never cared about the people at the bottom of the pile like us. So I’ve had to think her dead, and she’s had to think she’d never see anyone human ever again for ten years because our lords and masters didn’t see enough value in her to find her.

      “Olivia?” she says, her voice catching in her throat.

      And I know how that feels, because mine is tight enough that I’m not sure I can breathe. My eyes burn with tears and I want to go to her, but my whole body seems rooted to the spot.

      “Nobody calls me that anymore,” I say. “It’s Liv now.”

      She lets out a small cry, and then we are in each other’s arms and I’m holding her so tight and she smells different to how I remember. Floral and wild and of the root soap that Gregar made for me. Her pregnant belly makes it difficult to wrap my arms around her fully, and she has to stoop a little. And little Jassal - my niece Jassal - is tugging at both our tops asking why we are crying.

      Eventually, Sally draws back from me, wiping the thick of the tears from her face before she turns to her daughter.

      “Because I’m happy, baby,” she says. “This lady here is my family from back home on Earth. She’s my sister, Olivia. Liv. I haven’t seen her since she was almost as young as you.”

      Jassal’s eyes go wide. “But I shot an arrow at her!”

      Sally’s transformation from weepy happiness to angry mom face is so sudden I almost laugh. Jassal quivers, close to tears.

      “I’m sorry mama,” Jassal says, burying her face in Sally’s shirt. “I thought she was stranger danger.”

      Sally softens, stroking her daughter’s hair. “I’m sure your Aunty Liv forgives you.”

      Aunty Liv had forgiven her long before knowing she was an aunty.

      I drop to my knees and hold my arms out to her. Jassal comes to me, wrapping her arms legs and tail around me. Already, my heart is fit to burst with love for her.

      My niece.

      My family.

      “I think I need to sit down,” Sally says, putting a hand to her forehead.

      Her raskarran is by her side in an instant, helping her to a fallen tree that serves as a primitive bench. He sets their son down on the floor, reaching for a small wooden carved toy and handing it to him to placate him. Then his attention is fully on my sister, talking to her in low, soothing tones. She answers him in English, but he seems to understand her anyhow, telling him she’s fine, that she just felt a little faint. Surprise got to her, that’s all it is.

      Gregar touches a hand to my shoulder, turning me to face him. Softly, he brushes a thumb over my cheek, wiping my tears away with a questioning look in his eyes. I smile at him, then press myself against him, his arms going round me in a comforting embrace.

      “How are you even here,” Sally asks after a moment.

      “I was heading out to Alpha Colony,” I say, moving to sit by her. My vest rides up my thighs leaving me rather exposed. When Sally notices, she says something to Jassal in the raskarran language. My niece appears a moment later with a pair of trousers and hands them to me.

      “I tricked my way onto a ship going that way,” I say as I slip my shoes off and the trousers on. They are sturdy feeling, but also light, and far more comfortable than my Mercenia jump suit. “I wanted to find out what happened to you. Mercenia told me you were dead. That you died on Alpha Colony.”

      “I never made it to Alpha Colony, as you can see,” Sally says. “But that place is bad news, I’m not sure if I had made it whether I would have survived long. We crash landed here after a systems malfunction on our ship. Quite a few of the crew died while we waited for rescue. You may have noticed, the fauna here…”

      “Bitey,” I say, thinking of the big cats, the enormous birds.

      “Exactly,” Sally says. “We were being picked off one by one. And then I got kidnapped by a raskarran. Not Jaskry,” she adds, patting her raskarran’s leg. “He rescued me, and tried to bring me back to my crew, despite knowing I was his mate. But when I got there, I overheard my captain talking about selling me off. Decided I’d take my chances here.”

      I absolutely can’t blame her for that. It’s been ten years since she headed out to Alpha Colony. I wonder if things have changed since or if me and the other girls were going to be sold off to someone, too. I don’t even want to think about it.

      “There was a malfunction on our ship, too,” I say. “The captain put us women on the escape pod and set us to crash land here. He said he would send for help, but I never figured Mercenia would come for us. Why would they?”

      Sally nods. “Especially considering their track record with ship safety,” she says. “Quite damning that two of their ships malfunctioned out here.”

      Damning, or too much of a coincidence. The thought makes me a little uneasy, but I brush it aside. There’s no point dwelling on things I have no control over. Not when I’m here, reunited with my sister. I grill her about her life here instead, asking about her children, Jaskry, the planet. She asks me about life back on Earth, and I tell her how it got worse and worse every year, how the restrictions on bottom tier citizens just kept increasing. Breeding licences, curfews, social gathering bans, all the myriad ways Mercenia made our lives miserable.

      “I know it’s primitive here,” Sally says. “I know living in a wooden hut probably doesn’t sound like it’s up to much, but you and the other girls can have good lives here. Lives where you have the freedom to choose how to live it. And, if you’re very lucky, someone to share that life with.”

      She glances over at Jaskry, who’s talking to Gregar in hushed tones while occupying little Ahnjas, her eyes full of such love and adoration I almost feel I’m intruding on a private moment.

      “I thought about you all the time,” she says, turning back to me. “Hoped you were safe, happy. I was going to leave this place behind to get back to you. I only stayed when I heard the captain saying those things about selling me off.”

      “I don’t blame you,” I say, reaching out to take her hand. “I’m glad you’re safe here. I knew Mercenia were lying to me when they said you’d died in a freak accident. Of all the awful things I imagined were the truth, I never dared to even imagine you were still alive, never mind happy. With a family.”

      “And you came out here to avenge me?” Sally says, voice soft.

      It does seem ridiculous now. Why I was so willing to risk everything just for some sort of revenge. But my everything on Earth didn’t include a gorgeous man, the possibility of a family.

      Air that smells of green.

      “It was live a few more years working in Waste Disposal. Die of toxic chemical exposure after a short, miserable existence. Or come out to Alpha Colony and try to get revenge. Or something. I think I thought I didn’t care if I lived or died. Until I came here and came face to face with dying.”

      But even then, maybe I wouldn’t have cared if this planet hadn’t been so beautiful. Hadn’t given me a flavour of what a good life could be. In the waking world and in my dreams.

      We talk for a long while, until the children grow antsy and restless. When little Ahnjas starts climbing up Sally, tugging at her clothes and babbling for her attention, she sighs, smiling down at him.

      “You just can’t sit still, can you, ey’ahsak?”

      Hearing her speak raskarran words is strange. She doesn’t growl them the way Gregar and Jaskry do, but there’s a rough quality to her voice that mimics it. She sounds alien.

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      Sally gives a little shrug. “It doesn’t have a good direct translation. It means something like ‘spirit of my tree’. It’s a term of endearment. Like ‘my love’ but raskarrans don’t really have a concept of romantic love. They have their mates. ‘Love’ as we think of it implies an impermanence. You fall in love with someone, you fall out of love. For raskarrans, mates just ‘are’, there’s not any falling in or out. It’s unconditional. I guess that’s the closest English translation. Unconditional love. For a partner, or for your children.”

      “What about for your nieces and nephews?” I say.

      Sally’s eyes grow watery. “I think it would still be appropriate.”

      “Ey’ahsak,” I say, trying the strange syllables for size.

      “Almost,” Sally says, repeating it again for me, slower.

      “Ey’ahsak,” I try again, and when I glance around, Gregar is watching me with a look of such pride and devotion, it makes me feel all jittery inside. I feel an urge to go to him, to touch him, just to convince myself again that he’s real.

      That he’s mine.
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        * * *

      

      Jaskry prepares food for all of us, and sets Jassal on the task of packing up their supplies. Gregar returns to our camp to pack up our things, telling me through Sally that he is happy to take care of it without my assistance. The translation is a little stilted, my sister frowning in concentration as she listens.

      “The dialect is slightly different,” Sally says afterwards. “The tribes stay in different areas and they all have slightly different ways, according to Jaskry. His tribe lived near a big river, so they were part of the Great River tribes. Gregar is of a Deep Forest tribe. They’re all one people, but it’s a bit like the different tiers back home. Jaskry could be from the bottom tier, while Gregar is from one of the top ones. Not in terms of hierarchy, just…”

      “Just differences,” I say.

      “Exactly,” Sally says. “We’ve been keeping off the radar. Jaskry’s tribe… They weren’t good to him or me. He feared that others would behave the same if they found out about me. That they would try to take me away from him. So we’ve not been around any other raskarrans. I’ve never had to get an ear for the different versions of their language they speak. Sorry.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t apologise. I’m glad to have even half an idea of what’s going on for a change.”

      Sally smiles, then lets out a small laugh. “I remember what that was like - only being able to talk in the dreamspace. It doesn’t take long for your connection to strengthen to the point where you can understand each other. Gregar will not be able to understand me until he learns a little English. But as long as you are talking to him, your meaning will be apparent to him. It’s strange, but it works. Like the minds connect and understand each other on some deeper level than the spoken word.”

      Sounds amazing, and I can’t wait for it to happen to me so I can stop the crazy hand gesture communication.

      When Gregar returns we eat. I’m still so hungry, and I don’t know if it’s because of my week of eating increasingly smaller rations, or last night’s exertions. Either way, it pleases Gregar that I eat so heartily. He keeps topping up my plate with more from his own.

      “Just wait til you’re pregnant,” Sally says when she notices. “You might think you understand the term ‘overbearing’ now, but I promise, you don’t.”

      Still, she smiles at Jaskry, and he smiles back.

      “Are we going to be a tribe now?” Jassal pipes up, her eyes shining with excitement.

      Sally’s smile fades, hesitation in her expression.

      “You’re not coming with us?” I say.

      Sally looks to me. “Liv, I would love to, but that’s Gregar’s decision. It’s his tribe.”

      “And I’m his mate, that means I get some say, right? His tribe have taken in all the other women. They’ll be glad to have you guys, too.”

      There’s hope in Sally’s expression. I think of her living on her own out here with only Jaskry and their children for company for ten years. Jaskry might be devoted, their children sweet, but it’s not exactly a rich, full social life. Surviving just the two of them, especially once children started arriving, must have been a challenge, too. With Gregar’s tribe they’ll have security, a helping hand to look after the kids and company other than each other. I don’t think I’m being selfish in thinking it would be good for them.

      “You’re coming with us,” I say.

      Gregar looks down at me. He clearly doesn’t understand a word I’m saying, but I think he might recognise my determined tone. He strokes his knuckles across my cheek and the touch sends a shiver through me.

      I gesture to my sister and her family. “They’re coming with us,” I say.

      Jaskry says something in the rumbling raskarran language, and Gregar turns to him to reply. They speak back and forth a moment, then Gregar turns to me, pressing a kiss against my forehead.

      “Yes,” he says, twisting the English word with the growling tone of his voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gregar

      

      

      

      Travel is slow with the two younglings and the one Sally yet carries inside her. This is Jassal’s ninth rainy season, but her legs are smaller than I would expect of a raskarran youngling. It is her mother’s blood in her, I think, making her smaller. Softer.

      Two fierce urges war in me. To protect the little female. To carry her in my arms and snarl at any who would approach us. And the other - to abandon the entire family and take my linasha off into the trees and mate her until I have seeded a youngling of my own.

      I do neither, walking beside Jassal as she chatters to my Liv in their language, keeping an eye on the tree branches. Jaskry carries Ahnjas on his shoulders, half an eye on his mate, the other half on the path ahead of us. Every so often, he passes Ahnjas to my Liv to carry, and scouts ahead of us, searching for any dangers that may lurk in wait. But we are lucky. Every time he returns he has no warnings to give.

      He was wary of my offer for his family to join my tribe. I do not blame him. While our linashas talked, he told me of his tribe. How his brother Sarkry demanded that Jaskry hand Sally over to him for the whole tribe to use. It is abhorrent. To go against Lina’s blessing that way, to defile the sacred bond of mates. It makes me sick just to think of it. What would such males have done to a youngling like Jassal? I cannot even let my mind go down that path.

      None of my tribe brothers would dream of doing anything to hurt a female or a youngling. They are good males. But Jaskry only has my word for that, and my linasha’s. He watched her closely, watched our interactions as we ate breakfast. I fed my linasha well at my expense. I would have done this anyway - she has hungered for several days and needs to recover her strength more than I need to maintain mine - but it was also a show for Jaskry.

      See how well I care for my female? See how happy she is with me?

      I wanted him to choose to join me. Because it would be better for him and his family, it would keep his younglings safe. But also, because it would make my linasha happy to have her sister with her. Above all else, I want my linasha to be happy.

      So I am glad Jaskry decided to join his family with my tribe. He tells me of his home as we walk, how he built a hut for his family near to the great river. I think it is not far from our territory - in one of the between places, claimed by no tribe. He is a clever male, I think, and will be a good addition to our tribe. When I tell him such, he gives me a strange look.

      “In my tribe, I was the burden,” he says. “The runt.”

      “Then Sarkry is more fool than I thought him to be,” I say.

      He walks a little taller after that, and I think that it has been difficult for his linasha, living alone, but it has been difficult for him also. Raskarrans are not meant to be solitary. We need our tribe around us.

      And my tribe has more than doubled in size with all the new additions. I hope there are many more mates found for my brothers amongst the females. I hope by next rainy season there are many more younglings taking their first steps across the forest floors. My heartspace fills at the thought, and I cannot help smiling broadly as we walk.
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        * * *

      

      We walk until Jassal tires. Then I carry her, her little body curled in my arms, and we walk some more. I meant to keep no more than half a day’s walk from the human camp on the sands, but that was not accounting for the slow pace of a female carrying a youngling. Sally does not complain or ask for rest, but I know she must be struggling, for Jaskry watches her closely, touching a hand to her at every opportunity. Then little Ahnjas starts to fuss, and we are forced to stop, rest, feed the younglings and the females.

      Jaskry heads off to scout the area, returning a short while later.

      “We’re not far from the encampment,” he says. “I can see it from the treetops.”

      “Does everything look well?” I ask.

      He nods. “The humans look relaxed. Your brothers are vigilant in their watch. We’ll reach them before evening falls.”

      “Good,” I say. “I am eager to be away from the sands and the great salt waters.”

      “It will be tomorrow morning now, I think,” he says, glancing at his linasha where she rests next to mine.

      There is caution in his tone as he says this, as if he expects me to overrule him. I expect his brother would have, but I am not a fool. A good chief cares for all his tribe, and Sally is my tribe now. I will not push her harder than she is able to bear.

      “It will probably help the other females to rest another day,” I say. “We will leave at first light. Our food supplies are too limited to wait a day longer, and I still fear other tribes arriving with ill intent.”

      “My brother should have learned not to mess with things that fall from the sky,” Jaskry says. “But ten rainy seasons is a long time to forget good sense.”

      “And his is not the only tribe likely to have seen it.”

      “No,” Jaskry says. “It left quite a scar in the sky. I am surprised no others have arrived yet.“

      “We travelled fast and with little caution,” I say. “We have been lucky that this granted us a head start. But I do not expect it will last much longer. I am grateful to have an extra pair of eyes and ears for the watch tonight.”

      Shortly after we set off again, we emerge from the jungle on to the sands. It is easier going, walking along the edge of the great salt waters, the wet sand firmer beneath our feet, and the space around us open, no predators or hunters hiding from our view. The younglings are delighted by the salt waters, little Jassal splashing through the waves with her brother, who chases after her on his unsteady legs, tripping often.

      And then, we are close to the human camp. Vantos spots us first and comes over, his spear raised at first. He lowers it when I hail him, confusion in his expression as he takes in our group.

      “I thought these days could not get any stranger,” he says, looking with wide eyes at the two younglings. “Anghar?”

      I shake my head. “We must leave him to find his linasha. If he has not returned by the morning we will leave without him. He will know to return to the village if he is gone for many sunrises.”

      My Liv goes with her sister and the younglings to the human females. There is much surprise and discussion, but I notice many of the females cooing over the younglings, and I hope it opens their hearts to the idea of raskarran mates. That they desire younglings like Jassal and Ahnjas of their own.

      I wonder if my Liv desires them, if she looks at them and feels the same hunger to be filled with young as I am to fill her. Heat burns in my loins and I wish I could throw her over my shoulder, carry her off in to the woods to find a private space to mate. I will not drag her away from her tribe, though. My needs will have to wait.

      Jaskry joins Rardek on his hunt, and the two return a short while later with a fat ensouka calf.

      “A bit of luck, brother,” Rardek says, grinning. “This little one had strayed far from his mother’s herd. It was being stalked by a merka beast not quite full grown. The merka beast decided it would rather not take on two fine raskarran males, so the ensouka can fill our bellies instead.”

      He slaps Jaskry on the shoulder. The smaller hunter is quiet, still wary, I think. But he will not last long against Rardek. He and his brother will have Jaskry laughing and joining in before the sun goes down.

      While they prep the ensouka for eating, Maldek and Vantos return from their latest scouting with nothing to report. I am pleased. Lina protects us, but she can only do so much to protect fools. It would not be wise for us to linger here any longer than we must.

      “We will be away from here at first light,” I say. “Ensure everything that can be packed up ready is.”
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      I thought explaining the whole dreamspace, mating, sex with an alien thing was going to be difficult, but it turns out I underestimated the power of babies.

      “Oh my god!” Sam cries as we approach, me with Ahnjas in my arms. I’m expecting her to ask what the hell he is or where the hell he came from, but the next words out of her mouth are, “He’s so cute, I want one!”

      And then she’s rushing to my side and fawning over the little guy, asking Sally if she can have cuddles, without even pausing to question who Sally is.

      “I love babies,” Sam says. “I’ve never seen one this close in real life.”

      “He’s not a baby, he’s three,” Jassal says with the disdain of someone who wants to know why she isn’t getting any attention.

      “He’s seen three rainy seasons,” Sally says. “But he was born only just before his first one. That makes him about two in human terms. The rainy season marks the start of a new year here. It’s not quite as concrete as the human calendar, but give or take, a year is about the same as an Earth year. The shortest I’ve measured was three hundred and forty seven days, the longest three hundred and eighty two.”

      She gives a nervous laugh, and I remember that this is the first time in ten years she’s been among other people. I put an arm around her.

      “Oh, he’s wrapped his little tail around my arm,” Sam says.

      “It’s just their way of being affectionate,” Sally says, a note of panic in her voice as she steps forwards, arms outstretched to take Ahnjas back.

      But Sam just presses her face against Ahnjas and snuggles him, kissing his little cheek. He gabbles nonsense, grabbing at her hair.

      “He’s adorable,” she gushes. “I assume his dad is one of the big green guys?”

      “Yes,” Sally says.

      Sam casts a glance over her shoulder at the raskarrans, then leans forwards. “Do you know if any of the others are single?”

      “All of them,” I say.

      “Not all of them,” Khadija says, shooting me a wicked grin. “So, you leave to find Ellie, and come back with a whole family. Care to explain what the hell is going on here, Liv?”

      We all take a seat round the fire and Sam shows off Ahnjas, who is more than happy to be smothered in attention. Even the most reluctant of the girls can’t help but be interested in him, Carrie hesitantly asking if she can hold him. When Sam hands him over, he unhooks his tail from her arm and wraps it around Carrie’s wrist. She looks a little startled, but soon relaxes in to the little guy’s generous affection.

      Jassal comes over all shy until Molly coaxes her out by asking if she can braid her hair. Grace says something to Molly, who nods, then takes Jassal off to one side, just far enough from the rest of us that they’ll not hear the conversation, but not so far that Jassal is out of Sally’s sight. Jassal sits at Molly’s feet, and the youngster starts combing her fingers through Jassal’s long, thick hair, chattering away to her about nothing, leaving the grownups free to talk.

      Introducing the whole ‘it’s possible to have sex with the aliens’ thing isn’t too difficult. Most of them had given it some thought anyway, but in the non-consensual sense. And we might be bottom tier workers, but we all know where babies come from. What most of them can’t quite get their heads round is that sex with a raskarran would be desirable.

      But then, they don’t have the first hand experience I do.

      “It wasn’t weird?” Rachel says, leaning close.

      “Not really?” Sally says.

      I can tell she’s uncomfortable. Whether it’s the line of questioning or the overwhelm, I don’t know, but I step in.

      “Are you telling me you haven’t noticed that they’re all kinds of gorgeous?” I say.

      Rachel blushes to match her red hair, but her eyes dart in the direction of the raskarrans and I don’t think she’s completely immune to their brand of large, muscular charm.

      “You aren’t seriously suggesting we hook up with them?” Hannah says. “Sleep our way to safety?”

      “No,” I say. “They’re going to take us in to their tribe if we fuck them or not. But there are some things you need to know about the way things work round here.”

      I outline the dreamspace, mates, the fact that I am mated to Gregar, that Ellie is mated to Anghar, and they’re off in the jungle figuring that shit out. I tell them it could happen to any of them if we get into close proximity with their ‘mate’ and try to emphasise that this is a good thing. That I have zero complaints, and neither does Sally.

      “We can have families?” Carrie says, a wistful look in her eyes, and I think I might have finally won her over to the whole joining the tribe idea. Hannah and Mattie remain the only holdouts. Hannah in particular looks unimpressed, her arms folded across her chest.

      “We can have families on Alpha Colony,” she says. “And we’ll have a choice about it. Not some crazy dream thing that picks for you.”

      “No,” Sally says, and her voice is quiet, but filled with such darkness that everyone immediately shuts up and listens. “There’s nothing good waiting for you there. Be glad that Mercenia almost certainly won’t come looking for you.”

      “What, just because they didn’t come looking for you?” Hannah says, and there’s a hysterical bite to her voice. “Perhaps they did and you were just too busy fucking some alien in the forest.”

      I don’t know why I expect Sally to cower at Hannah’s wrath, but she doesn’t. She just sits up straighter, her eyes hardening as she looks at Hannah.

      “Mercenia did come looking. Not for me, particularly, for my crew. We crash landed here, and had to survive the dangerous creatures in the forest. We weren’t very good at it, but there were some of us left when Mercenia landed a rescue crew. I was going to go with them. I was going to choose a life on Alpha Colony over staying here. But as I got close, I heard the captains talking about me. Talking about me like an object - a bit of cargo. I was a ‘sample’ they were delivering to a place called The Meat Market. I don’t know what that is, but it certainly isn’t the small holding I was promised. It’s run by aliens, from what I could gather. So go to Alpha Colony and you’ll probably find yourself the property of some alien guy. If you’re lucky, he’ll just want you for his dinner. At least that would be quick. But I suspect they’re buying human women for the other reason, and you’ll be a slave to their desires for the rest of your probably short life. At least here, the raskarrans are devoted to their mates. So if I was too busy fucking some alien in the forest, it’s because I’m not an idiot.”

      Ahnjas, perhaps detecting the distress in his mother’s voice, chooses that moment to fuss. Carrie hands him back to Sally and she soothes him, speaking to him in a low voice, using raskarran words.

      I turn to Hannah, who looks like she can’t decide whether to be contrite or double down.

      “They also have really big dicks,” I say. “And they know how to use them. Plus, they love nothing more than to go down on a girl and lick her until she’s screaming.”

      Khadija snorts, a couple of the others look everywhere but at me. Sam looks like she’s ready to jump whichever raskarran walks past her next.

      “I’m just making sure you have all the facts,” I say to Hannah, catching Mattie’s eye as well. “Because tomorrow we need to leave this camp, head deep into the jungle to Gregar’s village. Like I said before, I won’t make any of you come with me. You want to stay here, take your chances with Mercenia, that’s your choice. But if you choose that, we won’t be coming back for you. We’ve got children and a pregnant woman to think of. Gregar wants to be back on his tribe’s territory sooner rather than later, for everyone’s safety. Because don’t forget, there could still be other tribes on the way here. Tribes that aren’t so nice as this one.”

      “She said raskarrans are devoted to their mates…” Hannah says.

      “Their mates,” I say. “Most raskarrans have never seen a human before. If one of their tribe isn’t mated to you, they aren’t going to know it’s possible. They won’t look at you and see someone’s potential future mate. They’ll see a warm body they can easily overpower. Gregar says most raskarrans would never dream of doing anything to hurt a woman, but he can’t speak for all of them.”

      “Jaskry’s old tribe,” Sally said. “They would have hurt me. That’s why we lived alone for all these years.”

      “I want us to stick together,” I say, mostly talking to Hannah. If I can win her round, there’s no way Mattie is waiting out here on her own. They’ll all come with me. They’ll all be safe. “I want everyone to come with me tomorrow. I don’t want to lose someone else. I won’t take the choice away from you, because people have been doing that to us all of our lives. But I’m not going to hide from the fact that you only have one good choice. I’m sorry if the truth doesn’t align with the world you’ve been lead to believe in. That’s never an easy thing. But don’t let stubborn hope that you have a better future out there somewhere blind you to the better future you could have here.”

      While we’ve been talking, the raskarrans have been out hunting and caught what looks a lot like a baby unicorn. Jaskry and the brother I assume is Rardek get it skinned and roasted and portioned out. Then once again our bellies are full, our eyes heavy with need for rest. Jaskry sets his tent with help from Gregar and Sally fetches a very sleepy Jassal to bed.

      “I should rest, too,” she says, her hand moving over her swollen belly. “I’ll need my strength for tomorrow’s travels.”

      I hug her tight, almost reluctant to let her go. Like she might vanish again in the night. But then Jaskry comes over, cradling a sleeping Ahnjas in his arms and he looks at my sister with such love. I know he’d never let anything happen to her.

      The rest of the girls are standing up, stretching out, heading in the general direction of the tents. I stand nearby, unsure whether I’ll be joining Khadija and Carrie in our tent again, or if Gregar will make up ours to share. Then he’s by my side, his arms around me in an unmistakably possessive way, which I suppose answers that question.

      Some of the girls glance in my direction. It does feel a little bit weird, my love life being the subject of such fascination. But I am somehow their leader, and I need to show them that I’m telling the truth. So I lean in to Gregar a little, rest my head against his side. I feel him stand a little taller and know he’s pleased that I’ve shown him open affection.

      Then, once all the girls have gone past, each of them getting a good look in turn, the raskarrans start coming over, starting with one of the grinning brothers.

      “Maldek,” Gregar says, and I don’t know if it’s so I know who I’m looking at, but I appreciate it all the same.

      He says something in the raskarran language, gripping Gregar’s arm as he speaks. My guy is smiling, and I don’t think I’m misinterpreting his alien features to call the look in his eyes pride. Then Maldek turns to me, bowing his head low before taking my forearm in his hand. I gather this is some sort of greeting, so I watch what he does then do the same to him. He’s very gentle, careful not to move too fast or squeeze too tight. Then he lets me go and his brother steps up. We repeat the process, and I realise I’m being introduced to the tribe. As a new member, but also as their chieftain’s mate. The arm holding thing - it’s a sign of respect.

      I feel a bit weird about it. I haven’t really done anything. Just screwed their boss. But to them, I suppose it’s more than that. We are mates. It goes beyond the way I think about relationships in the conventional human sense.

      Once I’ve been introduced to each in turn, Gregar speaks to them as a group. They listen closely, then immediately start moving around the campsite. Shemza tidies away the fire, putting it out with gobs of wet sand he fetches from further down the beach. Vantos and Maldek start patrolling the perimeter again, while Rardek disappears into the trees. Gregar, meanwhile, goes to the tent bag and begins setting our tent up. I help him, and our cosy little space is up and ready in moments.

      I expect Gregar to settle into bed with me, but he just leans forwards and presses his lips to my forehead, then sits back on his feet. He points to his eyes and then moves his hand around, miming looking. He’s going to take a watch. I nod, understanding, even as my heart sinks a little at the thought of not falling asleep with him curled around me. It’s ridiculous. Of course there needs to be a watch, and of course it’s only fair that he’s one of the people to take one, but my stupid body is all shivery and needy and yearns for the feel of his skin against mine.

      I plan to stay up, to wait for him, but the furs around me are soft and my eyes are so heavy. It’s not long before I’m drifting off to sleep.
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      My tribe brothers insist on me taking the first watch, no matter how I protest that I can take any other.

      “None of us wish to come disturb you later when you are with your female,” Maldek says, shooting me a grin. Then, more serious than I have ever seen him. “She is very lovely, brother. I wish you much happiness and many fat, healthy younglings.”

      I make up the tent and bed for Liv and leave her resting as I start my portion of the watch. The moons hang low in the sky, the stars shining bright around them. The lands feel bathed in a soft glow. It is the kind of light for mysteries. Shadows half seen in the half-light. But I watch until my eyes burn with tiredness and see nothing. For now we are safe.

      Shemza relieves me, and I head back to my tent. Liv is asleep already, taking soft little breaths, curled up in the pelts. I am careful as I lie down beside her not to wake her. Much as I would like to indulge in her, we have a long journey to undertake and she needs her rest. Besides, the dreamspace is more than adequate for sating my needs.

      I touch a finger to my mating node to see if it stirs, my thoughts still full of the younglings my Liv and I will make together. It is silent. The elders taught me and my younger tribe brothers that there are many reasons a female may not be ready to seed a youngling. If she is sick, or weak, or hurt. If she is too soon after birthing another youngling. Sometimes, it is just a matter of timing.

      I will continue to feed my linasha until she glows with health. I will care for her every need and I will have such pleasure doing it, it will not matter if it does not make her body ready for younglings. If she is never able to carry my child, I would not care for her less. She is my linasha. My perfect female. It is my honour and pleasure to tend to her.

      And if younglings are born to us, it will be my honour and pleasure to tend to them, too.

      The dreamspace forms around me, even as I close my eyes, pulling my Liv’s body close to mine. We are still in bed, curled around each other, but the light is different - a soft glow coming through the skins of our tent. My Liv stirs, nuzzling in to me, and she is completely naked, her body warn and soft against mine.

      “My linasha,” I say, finding her lips with mine.

      She smiles, then parts her lips, inviting my tongue to tangle with hers.

      “I love how you kiss me,” she says when we pause for breath.

      “Kiss?” I say.

      “This,” she says, and presses her mouth to mine again. “Kissing. You’re very good at it.”

      “I like this kissing too,” I say.

      “I did try to stay awake,” she says.

      “You need your rest for the journey. I was pleased to find you sleeping.”

      “Pleased?” She pouts. “You mean you weren’t even a little bit disappointed that I wasn’t awake and ready to suck your cock?”

      I groan, her words lighting a fire in my belly.

      “Bold, filthy little female.”

      “You love it.”

      “I do. I love your filthy mouth. Especially when it is sucking my cock.”

      She laughs, a bright, delightful sound. She grows freer with her happiness every day and my heartspace could burst with gladness for it.

      Now that we have mated fully in the waking world, it is no longer dishonourable to mate here in the dreamspace. We take our pleasures in each other for a while, then lie together again. The feeling of completeness that follows release does not arrive here. One moment we are sweaty and spent, the next, it is as if we are freshly arrived again. But that is the gift of the dreamspace. You never tire, never ache. If it is not as satisfying, that is a small sacrifice.

      “This little thing is amazing,” Liv says, tracing her fingers down from my navel. “What is it?”

      “My mating node,” I say. “When your body is ready to seed a youngling, my mating node will respond and attach to yours. You do not have one where a raskarran female would, but you must have one. Your sister has grown three younglings, after all.”

      “No mating node,” my Liv says. “Human women have a period of time where they can fall pregnant. A few days every month when there is a chance. My old tribe - they gave me medicines that made that stop. It will wear off, but I don’t know how long it will take.”

      She sounds a little sad about it. Strangely, it makes me glad.

      “You want my younglings?” I say, stroking a hand across her cheek.

      She sighs, a sparkle coming in to her eyes. “If they are as cute as Jassal and Ahnjas - yes. I want them. So much.”

      “They will be cuter,” I say. “Because they will be ours.”

      I press my lips to her forehead. A kiss. I like this word. It is like the sound my lips make when they touch her skin.

      “I keep thinking how lucky it was that we bumped in to them,” Liv says. “I know they were coming to find us, but if we hadn’t gone looking for Ellie yesterday, we would have left first thing this morning. They would have arrived after we’d gone, wouldn’t they?”

      “Yes. Lina has guided all our hands.”

      “Where I’m from, we don’t really believe in gods or higher powers anymore.”

      “Raskarrans do not believe in Lina. They know.”

      “You know?”

      She sounds skeptical. I just smile.

      “We are here together, are we not?”

      She asks me about my family, and I tell her about my parents, both taken before their time. I tell her of Harton, who raised me as his own, though he had just lost his linasha and a daughter, too. Liv holds me close as I tell her these things, and though I do not mean to upset her, my fierce, compassionate linasha weeps a little for my dead.

      “I am just sad that I’ll never have the chance to know them,” she says. “Sally has always been the only family I have.”

      “Well, now you have Jaskry and their younglings, too. And we will soon make more family of our own.”

      “I never thought I would have the chance to have children. My old tribe had very strict rules. There were too many of us. The place where we lived didn’t have enough space, or food or jobs for people to do. No younglings allowed for most of us. Not until there were less people.”

      “Well, there are very few raskarrans left,” I say. “So you can have as many younglings as you wish. If you want twenty, I will gladly make them all with you.”

      “Twenty?” she says, laughing. “I’m not sure my pussy would recover from that many.”

      “Your pussy?” The word is strange. I do not understand what she means by it.

      “My lady parts,” Liv says. “My vagina. Oh, alright, my cunt.”

      “Why does your language have so many words for it?”

      “I suspect because human men are rather preoccupied with it.”

      I growl a little, but she presses a finger to my lips.

      “Not mine specifically,” she says, laughing. “In general.”

      “Good,” I say. “Your cunt belongs to me.”

      “Only yours,” she says, heat in her eyes. “I remember.” Then, a wicked glint passes through them. “Though, maybe you should claim it again. Just in case.”

      I am glad to oblige.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, we pack our things quickly. I heft the pack with our tent, while Liv helps Sally with the little ones. We do not wait to eat our morning meal, instead heading straight into the jungle. In the end, all the females decide to come with us, and I am glad. For my tribe, yes, but for my linasha, also. I know it would have been hard for her to leave any of her tribe behind.

      It feels like days and days since we ran down this path, weighted down with supplies we barely stopped to use, rushing to reach our destination before anyone else. My heartspace is full of gladness that we have had no trouble from other tribes, and though our tribe is not quite complete without Anghar and his Ellie, I am confident that my friend can find his own way home with his female when they are both ready.

      We take turns to scout ahead and behind, keeping an eye on our tails as much as the road ahead. But all morning there is no trouble. We have several days of travel ahead of us, but every step takes us closer to our own territory, the invisible line after which we can start to relax a little.

      While we walk, Liv tells me the names of her tribe sisters. Most have name shaped names - Carrie, Mattie, Lorna, Rachel, Molly, Hannah. Others are like my Liv - Sam, Grace. The one called Sam walks next to Maldek and chatters away to him, her words melodious and incomprehensible. The one called Molly, who looks barely older than a youngling herself, walks with Jassal, holding the little one’s hand. Shemza stays close to Lorna, who did not desire to be carried in the end, checking she is not overheating and making her drink djenti berry water regularly. It is true that the human Lorna is still injured and in need of care, but I think perhaps Shemza’s attentions are a little above the requirements of a healer. I smile to myself, hopeful that his interest is returned, that another mating may take place.

      I am not used to feeling so much hope. My heartspace aches with it, my headspace full of plans for the home my linasha and I will share, the younglings we will grow. And beyond just myself and my Liv, my tribe brothers - there are other tribes out there made up of good raskarran males who may find their linasha among my Liv’s people. Selfishly, I hope that many of them mate to my tribe brothers, but if they do not, I will have to find ways to meet with other tribes. To spread the joy and hope that these females bring.

      If that is what the females wish, of course. I would be a bad chief and a bad raskarran if I did not put the wishes of my new tribe sisters first.

      Tribe sisters. Even the words make my smile grown wider.
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      We pass into Gregar’s territory a few days later. I know the moment we arrive. It’s obvious from the way the tension the raskarran’s have been holding is suddenly gone. Joking brothers Maldek and Rardek smile more, Maldek teasing Sam, the two of them having few problems communicating, despite not speaking each other’s language.

      Vantos agrees to run ahead to prepare the village for our arrival, and though I’m a little nervous at the thought of having one less raskarran around, Gregar doesn’t seem at all concerned about it. He walks even taller now we are back under trees he sees as his.

      We’re packing up after lunch when I start to suspect something is up. At first it’s just Maldek and Rardek shooting grins in my direction, and I pay them no heed because they grin at everybody. But when quiet healer Shemza joins in, I give Gregar a questioning look. He just smiles and keeps walking.

      “Do I need to be concerned?” I say to Sally, who can understand what they’re saying when they all start talking to each other. She found it tricky at first, but the more she’s listened to the different cadences of the Deep Forest dialect, the better she’s been able to understand them.

      “I don’t think so,” she says, shooting me a grin that’s not unlike the kind Maldek and Rardek have been giving me all morning.

      I don’t have a great sense of time, but I think it’s mid afternoon when Gregar suddenly comes up behind me and swings me up in to his arms. I cry out a protest, but he silences me by smothering his lips over mine. And I can’t even manage to be mad about the little public display of affection, because damn, the guy can kiss like a demon.

      When I’m good and flustered and hot and aching between my thighs, he draws back, turns to his tribe brothers and speaks.

      “He says he’s taking his linasha somewhere private for the evening,” Sally says. “And not to be worried if he’s not back before morning. He wants to spend plenty of time between… I am not repeating that.”

      Sam laughs and Khadija whoops.

      “Well,” I say, “looks like I’ll see you tomorrow morning then.”

      “Try not to have too much fun,” Rachel says.

      “I’m making no promises on that front,” I call back as Gregar carries me away.

      Once we’re a fair distance from the others, I turn in his arms, slipping mine around his neck.

      “You are a brute, you know that?” I say, knowing full well he can’t understand me. “And I look forwards to the day when the dreamspace joins our minds enough that we can actually talk, so you can know when I’m insulting you and not just have to guess from the tone of my voice.”

      He says something in response, but the only thing I understand about it is the way the vibration of his voice in his chest seems to go through my whole body, intensifying the ache in my core.

      But if Gregar’s in any rush to get down and dirty with me, he doesn’t show it, just ambling through the trees with me in his arms, humming in that contented, tuneless way of his. I could groan with frustration, but then we come to a clearing and my eyes go wide with delight.

      Somehow, here in the middle of the trees, there is a cave formation. It’s like a hill has risen out of the ground ahead of us, several openings in the cliff face large enough for a human and her raskarran to duck inside. There’s no break in the canopy overhead, as the trees on our ground level grow every bit as tall as the ones that grow atop the cliff. It’s dark and moody and private.

      Gregar guides me to one of the central caves, ducking inside it. The entrance is a little tight, but it opens out into a wide, tall space where even Gregar can stretch to his full height. Luminescent plants grow on the walls, casting a soft blue glow around everything. Gregar sets down his pack and goes to a stash at the back of the cave. It’s obviously one of the tribe outposts - well supplied with pelts and foodstuffs. He gets me a little parcel - a leaf wrapped around a substance that crumbles in my hand. He scoops some of it up on the end of his finger, then holds it up to my mouth.

      I wet my lips, the sudden intensity of the moment making my pussy throb with need. Slowly, deliberately, I take his finger into my mouth and suck the substance off.

      I vaguely register that it’s some sort of sweet treat. A flavour a bit like bread and honey.

      But then his body is against mine pressing me up against the cave wall as he growls against my throat, the sweet treat knocked out of my hand, forgotten on the floor.

      “Gregar,” I moan, running my hands up his chest.

      He grabs them, pinning my arms above my head. I grin, reminded of our time in the dreamspace in the most delicious way. I arc my body towards him, the movement almost involuntary. Now he’s stopped me touching him, there’s nothing I want to do more.

      “My Liv,” he says, still growling, and I realise he wasn’t speaking English, but I understood him anyway.

      The next words out of his mouth could be gibberish for all I understand them, but it doesn’t matter. I understood that. The bond is starting to forge.

      He kisses a trail from my ear to my shoulder, savouring every taste of my neck on his way down, scraping his fangs lightly against my skin. His cock is an iron bar in his trousers, torturing my clit with every move he makes. By the time he’s nuzzling my collarbone, I’m gasping and so, so wet.

      “Fuck me,” I say, breathing the words. “Fuck me, Gregar.”

      Something twines around my wrists, pinning them to the wall of the cave. I look up, and see he’s using his tail to do it. Then his hands are running over my body, and I’m powerless to do anything as he strips me out of  my clothes, only releasing my arms momentarily to remove my vest.

      For a long moment, his eyes drink in my naked body, the heat in them so intense I can almost feel it against my skin. Then he runs his fingers through my folds, spreading my juices before driving a finger inside me. I cry out, my head dropping forwards to rest against his chest as I’m quickly overcome by the pleasure he’s giving me. My legs feel weak, my whole body wracked with spasms as he pushes me towards climax with relentlessness. Then I’m coming apart, keening my release as my hips buck, my core clenching around his fingers.

      He gentles me down, massaging the last few jolts of pleasure from my inner walls. He caresses my face, kissing my mouth as his free hand works his trousers down. Pearls of precum bead on the tip of his cock when he releases it, and my core flutters at the thought of it inside me. His hands grip my thighs as he lifts me, positioning himself at my entrance. My hands over head still bound, I’m completely at his mercy. And I love it.

      He presses into me slow, the sensation of my body stretching around him achingly sweet. When he’s seated all the way inside me, he presses a whisper of a kiss against my lips. And then he draws back, slamming into me. I cry out at the sensation of him penetrating me so deep, that little patch of skin stimulating my already sensitive clit. Over and over he drives in to me. I moan and writhe against him as he works my body ever closer to another shattering orgasm. Then I’m coming and he’s only moments behind me, roaring his release as he continues to thrust against me.

      I feel deliciously used as his tail unwinds from my wrists, and I wrap my arms around his neck, breathing hard in time with him. Between everyone sleeping practically on top of each other in the various tents, and the exhausting pace we’ve been keeping on our travels, I haven’t felt much like sex in the waking world. While we’ve been screwing all night long in the dreamspace, this is only the second time we’ve done it for real.

      It’s every bit as incredibly good as I remember it being, and it seems it’s not over yet. Gregar is still rock hard inside me, and despite the fact that he’s not moving, I can feel pleasure rippling through me in waves, building me up and up.

      Which… how? Because last I checked, just standing still and panting never got anyone off.

      Then Gregar draws back from me a little, creating enough space between us that we can look down at where our bodies are joined. That rough little patch of skin - his mating node - has changed. Where it was flat before, it’s now swollen, and pulsing - spreading out and then drawing back. Trying to attach on to something, I think, remembering Gregar’s description of raskarran impregnation. The male’s node attaches to the female’s. Except, I don’t have one, so his is just trying over and over again to attach to something that isn’t there.

      Right where my clit is.

      I moan as the pleasure starts to overcome me again. Then Gregar is lifting me away from the cave wall and carrying me towards the back of the cave. He grabs some pelts from a stash and throws them down on the floor before laying us down together on them. I grip him tight, my whole body trembling as waves and waves of intense pleasure rip through me. He kisses my neck, my jaw, my mouth, stroking my hair back from my face and staring at me with such reverence. He’s not moving, I realise, not thrusting against me. But it feels like he is, and I realise it’s not just his node that’s pulsing, it’s his dick, too. The dual sensations make me come so hard, for a moment, my vision goes white.

      And Gregar continues to cradle me through it, kissing my face and murmuring to me gently, his tail twined around my thigh. He doesn’t seem to be close to a climax of his own, and nor does he do anything to move himself towards one. Just holds me, nuzzling my neck and peppering my skin with little kisses as I come apart beneath him again and again.

      When his mating node finally stills, the pulsing of his cock slowing, then stopping, he pulls slowly out of me, lowering himself down into the bedding beside me. I stare up at the ceiling, so well fucked I don’t think I’m going to be able to move ever again. Then Gregar straightens my legs for me, massaging my aching muscles a little. I should ask him for some of the magic berry juice, I think, but I also don’t want him to go anywhere, want his body pressed up against mine still. The feeling of contentment, of safety, that being in his arms brings feels more now, somehow. As if what we just shared has forged yet another bond between us.

      When Gregar strokes a thumb across my lower belly, I realise what that bond is.

      A child.

      We just made a child.

      I smile up at him, heart bursting with happiness. And I don’t need words, don’t worry that I can’t interpret the look in his alien features.

      Despite living most of my life in shitty bottom tier conditions back on Earth, I know what joy looks like.

      And it is pure joy that smiles back down at me.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Stranded! I hope you enjoyed it. It would mean the world to me if you could leave a short review. It’s one of the best way readers can help their favourite authors.

      

      What’s Next?

      The next book will be Ellie and Anghar, because I can’t leave them out in the forest indefinitely! If you want to know when the next book is available you can:

      Follow my Facebook Page

      Join my Newsletter (And get a Sally and Jaskry’s story FREE)

      

      Want to talk more about Stranded?

      You can join my reader group for discussions, sneak previews, other book recommendations and general shenanigans. It’s a brand new group, so come and get the party started :)

      

      Want to be a member of my ARC team?

      Leave an honest review for Stranded on Amazon and email me a link or screen shot to: hfoxauthor@gmail.com
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      Heather Fox has been inhaling science fiction romance for years and decided it was high time she wrote some of her own. She writes books with devoted alien males who love to tend to their female’s every need. Because what girl wouldn’t want a devoted, sexy partner with extra abilities and, ahem, appendages?

      She lives in England with her husband (who is not an alien, but sure behaves like one sometimes) and politely asks American readers to forgive her British-isms. She’s always available on the other end of an email if you ever need a translation!
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