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      Beast. Creature. Monster.

      Dangerous.

      All of these things have been said about Gren.

      Willa doesn’t believe it, though. She knows that monsters can sometimes come in appealing packages. She knows that for all of his snarls and fearsome appearance, he’d never hurt her.

      And she knows she has to get Gren away from the Icehome camp, because no one will ever see him as a person, not when he attacks all who come close. Not when he’s tied and treated like an animal.

      She’s going to save him…or fall in love. Maybe both. Willa doesn’t mind that he’s a beast, as long as he’s her beast.
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      GREN

      When I wake up from a deep, heavy sleep to unfamiliar people staring down at me, I know what has happened—I have been sold to new masters. It is always the same story, new faces, new lies, new cages, same ending. I know that whatever they promise—food, companionship, freedom—will be taken away. There will be injections and medical tests, whips and shock collars and days where I am not fed so I can be in peak fighting form. They will jab me with shockers through the bars of my cage until I'm snarling with rage, and then dump me into the arena so I can take my anger out on my opponent. Then I will be forcibly hauled back into my cage once more, all for this to start over again.

      So when one of the unfamiliar people smiles down at me and utters a greeting, I snarl and lash out with my claws.

      They do not hit; the speaker is female and even though I have been called “beast” and “monster” all my life, I will not harm a female. It is only intended to scare, and it works. The female shouts something and suddenly three males pile onto me. I wait to feel the familiar pain of a shock collar around my throat, but my new owners only grab me and try to hold me down to the ground.

      I fight.

      I always fight. It never works, but someday…someday it might. Someday I might break free.

      Or someday they might snap my neck and end this. Either one works.

      I snarl viciously at them, ignoring the jabber of their words. It is another language I do not know, even though I recognize that some of the faces that swim before my wild eyes are blue, with horns. Mesakkah. Another body presses onto the pile and I jerk my shoulders, trying to lift from the floor. My snarls fill the cargo bay, drowning out their words, and my slaver drips onto the hand of one who gets far too close to me. Someone barks an order.

      Ropes are brought out. I fight harder, because I know what ropes mean—they will hold me down and do things to me. I wear old, scarred brands of former masters on my flanks, underneath my shaggy fur. I have scars from old fights and other times I was not an obedient slave. I hiss and rage at them, and even as I do, even through the stink of their pressed bodies, a newer smell wafts through the ship's hold.

      Fresh air.

      Cold fresh air.

      I am so close to outside. To freedom.

      It makes me fight all the harder. I renew my struggles, ignoring the protests of my muscles, the screaming pain in my bones as I am held down by strong hands of people who have been fed regular meals and have never been starved to ensure a certain weight class. It is cruel of these new masters to bring me this close to freedom.

      I will die to try to get to it, and I raise my claws, trying to reach for the throat of the nearest blue face. The male gives me a thin-lipped look of disapproval, barks a word, and then something hard and heavy is slammed into my head.

      I do not fall unconscious. My head is harder than that. But I'm dazed, and as I stop fighting, I hear the others arguing amongst each other. A lighter voice—female, perhaps? my new owner?—exclaims in irritation at one of the others, who answers with a sharp tone. Perhaps she does not like that her merchandise is damaged. I wait for my wits to return, and as I do, I am flipped onto my belly and my hands are tied behind my back. My feet are lashed together next, and then more ropes are added.

      I am trussed like the beast I am.

      I open one eye, slowly, and glare at the yellow-haired female that leans over me, frowning. She says something to me, her hands on her knees. She expects an answer.

      I will give her one, then. Snarling, I snap my teeth and lunge for her again, only to be pushed aside by a big ugly mesakkah male with warped horns and a scarred visage. He steps between me and the female, glaring, spear butt raised over my head warningly. That must be what hit me before, and he's ready to do it again if I attack once more.

      With a feral grin, I launch myself off the floor and at him.

      Gren has never turned down a dare.
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      WILLA

      I know there are a saying about the kindness of strangers, but as I sit in the hold, naked, clutching a fur to my shivering body as I watch the others subdue the “monster,” I wonder if this is their idea of kindness.

      "Jesus Christ, I thought he was going to eat my face." The pregnant blonde woman clutches at her rounded belly and staggers away a few steps dramatically. She's pale, but she looks more annoyed than frightened.

      At her side, one of the blue aliens hovers over her. He's the tall, lean one with the hard face and scars, the one that smacked the beast man in the head with his spear. "Liz, this is why I tell you to stay back, my mate. This male cannot be trusted."

      "No shit, Sherlock," Liz breathes, and then wraps her arms around his waist and snuggles against his chest as if she didn't just insult him. "Sorry, babe."

      The big blue guy just holds her close, but the expression on his face wouldn't butter a damn biscuit.

      "What's going on?" someone beside me asks. It's the squinty one, the one without glasses. She peers at her surroundings and then looks to me for the answer. Others turn to watch, curious. I haven't counted heads yet, but I've been observing—one of my skills, I suppose, if a gal has a skill set—and I've heard the word “sixteen” come up several times. That must be how many ladies we have here. Sixteen gals, and now they're freeing up the men in them pods.

      "There's a gentleman that woke up," I tell them softly. "And he's right pissed."

      "That's not a gentleman," someone else corrects. "I saw that guy. He's got fangs and red eyes like a werewolf." She shudders dramatically.

      "A werewolf? What the hell?" Someone starts crying.

      I just keep my observations to myself. Way I see it, the guy was just scared and trying to get himself free. I can't blame him. When I woke up, I freaked out and did the exact same thing, although in a slightly less ornery sort of fashion.

      Except no one held me down and hogtied me, I guess because I'm a girl and he's a big guy and all. Still doesn't sit right with me. He looks a little intimidating, yes, but looks shouldn't matter.

      "He's got fangs?" someone else whispers. I don't know all their names yet, but I reckon I will soon enough. This whisperer is a blonde.

      I want to point out that they all have fangs—all except the womenfolk—but I don't say a peep. I'm observin'. If the angry guy's chompers are a bit bigger than the rest, well, maybe they've got a touch of envy. I watch the fallen guy as he lies on the floor, chest heaving. He's stopped struggling for now, but his eyes are red slits and I can tell he's watching everyone. He's taking in his surroundings, figuring out where he is.

      For a moment, his gaze fixes on me, and it’s piercing in its intensity. I'm determined not to show fear, though. So I offer him a faint smile and then break eye contact, just in case he views a staredown like a challenge, kinda like Uncle Dick's pit bulls used to.

      Way I see it, he's been tied up and beat because he's scary looking. I did the same song and dance and was handed a blankie and some trail mix by the fire, but he's being treated worse'n a dog. I don't like that. So while these people are nice and they promise that we're safe and everything's fine and dandy, I smile and nod and I tell myself not to get too comfortable.

      Oh sure, they're nice now, but Mama was nice when she wanted something. And Mama was the prettiest gal in three counties, so appearances don't count for squat, far as I'm concerned.

      Actions are what count.

      I reckon I'll have to wait and see what kind of actions these people take over the next few days, and then I'll figure out how I escape.
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      "This isn't so bad, is it?" the girl next to me says, her voice a soft whisper of hope. Her name's Tia and she's just a little bit of a thing with big, dark curls and big, dark eyes. She huddles next to me under the furs, sharing body heat, as if I can somehow protect her from this new world we're in.

      "Seems all right," I tell her cheerfully, and tuck her closer to me. Okay, so I have a soft spot when it comes to scaredy cats. Sue me. Truth is, I don't know if what I'm speaking is wrong or right. These people do seem nice enough. I think they mean well. They've fed us and kept us warm. They've given us clothing and it looks as if they don't mean to separate me or the other girls from each other. There's been lots and lots of plans discussed, and none of them mention going back to Earth or taking us home.

      We're stuck on this frozen planet forever. And while that's not my favorite, I find I can cope with the news better'n some of the others. Some girls have been weepin' and moanin' all afternoon like that's gonna change things. Some, like Lauren, have decided to be leaders, and she's been all supportive and sweet to everyone, doin' the best she can to be someone the others can lean on.

      I think that's a real good idea.

      Me, I don’t rightly know what I’m going to do with myself just yet. There’s part of me that thinks I should smile and nod and do what I’m told, like a good girl, and see where that leads me.

      But I learned early on not to trust, though, and I’m struggling with that idea. I can’t be like Lauren and assume that everything’s going to be just fine all because these strangers told me that. Actions speak louder than words. I sit up in the swaddle of furs on the ground that make up my bed and yawn, stretching my arms as if working the kinks out of my back. A few others glance over at me—the big blue guys are all on high alert and watching us as if they’re worried we’re going to hurt ourselves. I look around at the small band of survivors. There are twenty of us in all that were pulled out of them pod things, and about a dozen or so of our “helpers.” They called themselves sa-cootie or something, but I don’t suppose what they call themselves matters much if they aren’t as nice as they claim to be. I lift one arm over my head and then bend it, pretending to stretch my triceps, and as I do, I look around at my fellow survivors. Most of the girls are huddled together like puppies, but a few sleep alone. Off to one side, I see the red twin brothers sitting by the fire, their bodies uncovered and gleaming in the firelight. Nudists, apparently. In the middle of the group, the big golden guy sleeps between two women. He has his arm around one rather plain-looking girl—I think her name was Veronica. And of course, Tia cuddles up against me. I continue looking around, yawning. Most of the blue guys aren’t sleeping. They hang out by the walls, talking quietly amongst themselves and watching us. The two women—the pregnant ladies that woke us up—are sleeping, though, and I’m guessing that the big guys sleeping next to them are their respective spouses. While I’m not sure about these people as a whole, I do like that the guys seem to be good to their women.

      Then, I see him.

      In the shadows, a pair of red eyes gleam. I know by the hulking shoulders and the slitted, too-bright-in-the-darkness red eyes that it’s the beast guy. One of the blue aliens watches over him nearby, arms crossed over his chest. The beast guy is still tied up, and he can’t be comfortable. I frown to myself, wondering if I should lie back down and forget I saw anything, or if I need to speak up.

      I hesitate, because I’m scared. But…I’ve also been the trapped one before, and I think of all the times I wanted someone to come and rescue me. So I get to my feet and ignore Tia’s murmur of protest, wrapping one of the furs around my new clothes. Even with a few layers on, it still feels too cold. I tiptoe over the sleeping bodies, heading toward the captive and his guard.

      “Hi there,” I say with a winning smile on my face as I approach. I glance down at the growling, tied-up red-eyed man (can he be called a man?) and then focus on his guard. “I’m Willa. What’s your name?”

      The guard gives me a polite nod. “Hassen. You should go sleep, Wil-lah.”

      “I will.” I smile brightly at him. “I just wanted to make sure our friend is warm enough. He doesn’t have a blanket.” And I gesture at the bound man at his feet. “The floor is cold.”

      Hassen just gives me a puzzled look. “He is covered in fur. Why would he need a blanket?”

      “Bless your heart,” I murmur sweetly. “Because it’s cold and he might not be used to such weather?”

      He scratches his chest, thinking. “Perhaps it is best to leave him alone, Wil-lah.”

      I look over at the beast guy and he gives a low hiss, but it seems to have less oomph to it than before. He’s either tired…or he doesn’t mean it. So I just keep smiling and ignore it, and decide I need to catch me some flies with honey. “So you’ve lived here all your life, Hassen?” When he nods, I can’t help but ask. “You have a human mate?” I heard the others talking about that—how all the men here were brought because they were already mated and wouldn’t be a problem for us. “Is she not here?”

      He puffs up proudly, and a big grin creases his face, making him almost handsome in the darkness. “I do. My Mah-dee. We have a son, Masan. They are back home.”

      I hug the blanket to my shoulders and smile at him. “How did you and Mah-dee meet?”

      “I stole her sister.” His grin turns wicked, and when I look startled, he laughs and launches into a long story about humans in the snow, one that talks with her hands, and how Mah-dee apparently put the moves on him and won him over. It’s clear he’s madly in love with his wife, and I regret my earlier “bless your heart” comment. He’s just a guy trying to do the right thing for his tribe. I can’t be mad at that. It’s clear from the leathers they wear that this is a very different society than the one back home, and so I need to think differently too.

      Hassen continues to talk about his mate, but I admit I’m really not paying attention. I’m smiling in all the right places and giving appropriate little chuckles, but I’m really watching the beast guy. He’s gone very still as I stand here and talk to Hassen, and I’m pretty sure his nose is twitching, as if he smells something. I can’t tell if he’s shivering, but it doesn’t matter. I’m going to give him a blanket, damn it. So when Hassen finally pauses for a breath, I tilt my head at the beast guy. “You think he has a mate back home?” I ask, turning the conversation towards him.

      “Him? No.” Hassen rubs his blue chin. “He is what Mardok says is a glad-hater.”

      I try to digest that, repeating it in my head until I realize what he means. “Oh. A gladiator? A fighter?”

      Hassen nods. “Mardok spoke of them earlier. They are used for fighting and only fighting. He would not have a mate, Mardok says. He would know since he comes from the sky caves.” And then he nods sagely as if all this is totally logical.

      Sky caves. Right. I act as if this makes perfect sense to me. “Ah. So he’s stuck here with the rest of us because he was going to be a slave?”

      Hassen nods again.

      I bite my lip, because I bet this isn’t beast-guy's first rodeo, judging by how fiercely he fights to get free. “If he’s been a slave in the past, don’t you think it would upset him to be tied up again?”

      Hassen narrows his glowing blue eyes at me, his genial expression shifting. “You do not suggest untying him? In a room full of soft, frightened females who have no way of defending themselves?”

      I’m not sure I like his description of us girls, but he does have a point. The beast guy hasn’t shown himself to be super friendly as of yet and what if I’m wrong about him? Even the most docile dog will snap when cornered, and he’s likely feeling pretty cornered at the moment. I sigh heavily, realizing that I’ve lost this round. “Yeah, I guess I don’t know what I’m thinking. I want to give him my blanket, though.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s polite? It’s the least we can do, don’t you think?”

      “It is not the least,” Hassen admits. “We can do much, much less than that.”

      Obviously this figure of speech is not one he grasps. All right, then. When Hassen just shrugs, I decide I’m not going to keep asking and I’ll just do as I please. I shrug the blanket off my shoulders and move carefully towards the beast man. He hisses again, and Hassen puts a warning hand on my arm, reminding me that he’s close nearby.

      “It’s all right, sugar,” I murmur, my voice low and sweet as I can make it. I give him a closed-mouth smile because teeth might be a sign of aggression. And I slowly, carefully reach a hand out to him, palm up.

      He hisses again, but that’s all he does. The narrowed red eyes watch me, but he doesn’t seem to be bristling like when the others held him down. Then, he was barely leashed fury. This just seems…like he’s tired. Defeated. And that makes me sad.

      So I put my hand slowly to my chest and indicate to myself. “Hi, I’m Willa. Do you speak English? Most of these other guys do.” When there are no response, I try for simpler. I tap my chest. “Willa. Willa.” Then I gesture at him, keeping my movements slow and soft.

      “You waste your time, female,” Hassen begins. “He is not—”

      “Gren,” comes the low, growling word, so deep I almost think I’ve imagined it.

      Hassen shuts up.

      I smile. “Hi Gren. I’m going to be your friend, okay? I think we could both use one.” And I very carefully ease forward and put the blanket around his shoulders. This time, he doesn’t even hiss at me. It’s a small win, but I’ll take it. There’s a person under all that fur and snarling, and I mean to make everyone realize it.

      GREN

      The sweet-smelling female puts her blanket on my shoulders and keeps talking. Her voice is soft and sweet, and she looks fragile, all curves and very little muscle. She is not a fighter. The others that keep me tied down, they are fighters. I see other gladiators here, kept separate from the cluster of females, but I am confused as to why this one approaches me. I do not understand her kindness. All I know is that the fur I now wear on my shoulders carries her scent, and it confuses me. I hiss again, and this time, the big blue male pulls her away from me.

      Reluctantly, she goes, giving me sad looks even as she moves away.

      Her name is Willa. I gave her my name, and I will memorize hers. I taste it on my tongue, over and over again. When the big blue guard comes to stand by me again, I bare my teeth at him, but I’m barely aware of him. I’m still breathing in Willa’s scent, remembering the quick brush of her small, soft hands against my shoulders as she put the blanket on me. She knew I was not clothed and must be cold. She has a good, kind heart.

      I wonder if all these females are intended to be prizes for the gladiators. If so, I will fight harder than I ever have before, so I can take my prize.

      I want Willa.

      I have never wanted a female in the past. My cock rises the same as any other’s, but I knew such things would never be offered to me. The only females I have ever encountered came with shock-sticks and cruel smiles, and I would never touch my cock to one of their faces.

      But Willa…

      She is different.

      Even now, I search through the shadowed forms huddled on the floor. I see her settling in next to another female, moving close to share warmth. She has fewer blankets than the others…because she shared with me.

      I breathe deep of her scent, imprinting it into my memory.

      If they want me to fight, I now have something to fight for.
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      GREN

      My extremities tingle with pain in the morning, and I silently twist my hands in the ropes, trying to loosen my bonds without anyone noticing. Most of the others have abandoned this area, heading deeper into the ship, likely to eat and drink and relieve themselves. I need to do all of these things, but somehow I suspect I will not be released for this. I will have to make do. I eye my current guard—a different one than last night—and wonder how he will react if I piss on his boots. Will he break out the shock sticks? A collar? Something stronger? It might be worth it for that moment.

      I forget all about pissing on anyone’s boots when the door opens and Willa returns to the cargo bay. She has a big bowl in one hand and a waterskin in the other, watching her feet as she moves down the three narrow steps and then lands on the floor. She calls a bright greeting to the male next to me, her gaze flicking to my face.

      She is a clever one, this female. She knows she must charm my captors if she is to say anything to me. I am impressed by her quick mind. As she chats with him, it gives me time to study her.

      I have never been around humans. They are a fragile breed and not normally chosen for the arena. I have seen them as pets at the feet of my masters on the rare occasions that I was called before one. Most of the time, I was ignored or despised. Now I wish I had studied those females more closely when I did see them, so I could determine if this one is like the others or if she is as different as I imagine her.

      Her skin is pale compared to mine, with pinkish undertones to the white. She has flecks of a darker golden brown all over her skin, as if dotted with mud, but when she does not brush them away, I realize it is part of her pigment, like the shadowy deep gray of my own hide. Her mane is thick and curly, also a mud color, and her eyes seem bright and intelligent. She is too fragile, though. Her arms are sticks compared to my own, and the only places she looks to be fleshy and full are her buttocks and her teats, but I do not think those are muscle. If they are, she is built very, very oddly.

      Willa's scent is incredible, though. I breathe it deep, inhaling the purity of her body's musk. All of the humans have a particular scent to them, but there is something about hers that I find greatly appealing. Even if our new masters separate us all into cages in the next few hours, I will remember her scent, and her kindness.

      She says something to the guard, her words gentle and sweet, and then she laughs. The sound is soft and throaty and appealing, and I growl to myself, because I do not want her to laugh with him. I want her laughter for myself. But then she gestures at the bowl in her hands and drops to her knees, crouching.

      And then her attention is focused on me.

      Willa.

      I taste her name even if I do not speak aloud. I want to greet her in Praxiian, to tell her that I am not an ignorant animal. That I know words even if no one has taught me how to read or write like they do other slaves. I do not speak human tongues, but I am sure that if we had a chance, we could talk to one another. But the blue male hovers nearby, frowning, and I do not want him to know of my intelligence.

      A clever slave is one with few freedoms. I learned that early on.

      So I say nothing, and when Willa approaches, scooting closer to me, she offers the bowl and then gestures at my tied hands, talking to the guard.

      I go very still. She wants them to free me. She mimes eating, indicating the bowl and looking at me as if to say You just want to eat, right? I give her a quick, curt nod, though I do not like lying to her. If the male frees my hands, I will attack him and fight my way to freedom, no matter how brief that freedom might be.

      The male shakes his head and indicates she should feed me. I watch as her pink mouth flattens in an angry line, and she says something. "Blssurhart." Her tone is sweet, but only I can see her expression, and I think she calls him stupid.

      Oh, I like this female.

      With a long-suffering sigh and a pointed look at the male, she picks up a wooden spoon and moves even closer to me. She takes a mouthful of the food and lifts it to her mouth, and my own fills with saliva. Did she do this to eat in front of me, then? Does she know how long it has been since my belly was full? My last master wanted me lean and hungry, because a desperate slave fights better than a sated one. I do not know the last time I ate, but I will not beg my new masters for food. I would die first.

      As I watch, the female—Willa—blows gently on the spoon, curls of heat wafting up. Then, she holds it out to my mouth and indicates I should take it from her.

      She…feeds me?

      I snatch at the mouthful, my teeth clamping around the spoon quickly before she can change her mind. Flavor bursts on my tongue, and searing heat. I ignore it, chewing quickly even as Willa pulls the spoon back. She's clearly startled by my actions, her gaze on my teeth, and the blue owner says something smug. He probably warns her of the beast. See? Look at how vicious he is.

      I hate him. I hate all of the blue ones.

      Willa says nothing. She scoops another spoonful and carefully blows on it again, this time for longer. I realize she is cooling it for me with her mouth. She does not wish for me to burn myself.

      It…is the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me. How many times have I been offered little more than a trough of scraps as if I were a herdbeast of some kind? Yet she takes careful spoons and cools them with her breath so I can enjoy the meal. This time, when she holds the spoon out to me, I notice the tremble of her hand and I carefully take it from her, trying not to snap my jaws.

      I do not want her to think of me as a beast.

      I want her to think of me as Gren.

      

      WILLA

      I don't know what to do. I sit by the fire with the others, absently rubbing my chest and wondering if I'll ever feel the cootie that's now lodged inside it. The locals call it a khui, and I know it's a parasite that will keep me alive. Feels kinda weird to have a worm inside me, but I suppose if it's all quiet, I reckon I can live with it. Veronica's is noisier than a cat on a tin roof—she resonated to the big golden guy and now both of them buzz and hum like a pair of kazoos. She blushes like crazy, too, but he just looks pleased.

      Mine is quiet, like everyone else's. Some girls are disappointed, I think, but me, I'm fine with it. I'm not quite ready to settle down and start chucking out babies, not when I'm still trying to figure out what my plans are.

      They're nice enough, but the longer Gren is kept a captive, the more I worry about him. I remember my mama raising pit bulls. I remember how sweet the puppies were, their little paws and their liquid eyes and their happy little tails…until Uncle Dick got ahold of them. Within weeks, he'd end up making them meaner than badgers, and they were no longer nice dogs. They were awful, feral creatures who snapped and snarled and fought for scraps, who lunged at every hand thinking they were going to be struck. That was how Uncle Dick wanted them. He wanted them fierce so the moment they were in the ring, they'd tear the throat out of their opponents and win him some money.

      I hated Uncle Dick. I'm glad his ass is in prison now. Mama, too. They can't be mean to any more dogs.

      And me, I can't stop thinking about those poor dogs, because I wonder who's been mean to Gren in the past. Who's taught him to snarl over scraps. Even today, they had to hold him down while he howled and fought against them. All they wanted was to give him a cootie, and yet you'd have thought they were killing him. He doesn't trust them. Never will as long as the ropes are on him. I can't blame him for that.

      But…he can't exactly stay here, either. I know the others are right, too. That I might feel sorry for him, but I don't know how he'll act around young Tia, or pregnant Angie. I don't know that he won't attack Marisol when she quivers in fear.

      So I don't know what to do.

      "You feeling okay?" Angie nudges me with her leg, watching me carefully. "You look…odd."

      I sit upright, beaming at her as if I'm having a great day. "Peachy keen. Just thinkin'."

      "About?"

      "Oh, this n' that." I rub my chest. "Mostly about this." It's as good a distraction as any.

      Angie chuckles, a hand moving over the mountain of her belly. "We've had a lot to adjust to over the last few days, haven't we?"

      "Just a few things," I tell her brightly. "I imagine stuff'll settle down soon enough and then we can figure out what we're gonna do with ourselves."

      “We get to the beach tomorrow," Liz says, overhearing us. She moves through the group, checking on people. "There are caves there, and sheltered areas for tents. We'll set up a temporary home for a few days before we figure out what the plan is.”

      I nod absently. I know part of the plan is for us to join the other tribe, which is apparently several days’ travel from here, but I also think there’s some reluctance to do that. We’re an unknown element and they want to keep us away from their wives and children, which I get. I look over at Gren, who sits away from the group, someone guarding him as usual. And as usual, he’s struggling with his ropes, even though his arms are all tore up. The man just doesn’t know when to quit, and I can see why Vektal—the chief of the blue guys—is reluctant to bring us all home to mama.

      That suits me just fine for now. I haven’t figured out what I’m going to do.

      Angie offers me a pat on the shoulder and then a cup of tea. The stuff on the ship itself is all space-age and crazy, much like the mug she just handed me with its enormous handle and weirdly curved bottom. It feels weird to drink from it sitting in front of a fire in the snow, and knowing that the weird little leaves floating in my tea are because someone just picked ’em. It’s a mix of old and new, but I’ve been told to get used to the “old” because the ship’s going away after we hit the shore.

      “I’m worried,” Angie admits softly to me as I take a sip of my tea.

      “’Bout what?” I glance over at her. She’s a quiet one. Lauren’s busy helping everyone out where she can, moving between all the girls and checking on them, Marisol clinging to her side. Veronica’s blushing and trying to ignore the big gold guy. A few of the others look disoriented or unhappy, but Angie isn’t usually one of the “problem” people. “The baby?”

      The look she gives me is rueful. “I’m trying not to think about it too much, honestly. If I do, I’m going to freak out.” She swallows hard and her cheeks go pale, and I immediately feel like a jackass for bringing it up. It’s obvious that Angie wasn’t pregnant when she was taken, so this is a real shock to her. I try to picture myself in her place and I can’t even imagine. Was she raped? Is she missing a huge part of her memory that she should have? Is the baby human? Alien? What? “The ship,” she murmurs. “I wish we didn’t have to get rid of it.”

      “Why? They said we can’t fly back to Earth anyhow.” It’s one of the things that was drilled into our brains the moment we woke up. This is our home now. No more Earth. I’m okay with it, really. I might miss Hot Springs in the fall when all the leaves are turning real pretty-like, but I won’t miss the uglier sides of things like my mama callin’ from prison because she needs money in her commissary, or hearing news stories of another one of Uncle Dick’s old dogs that attacked a child, or working long hours at the diner only to have my entire check gobbled up by the credit cards my mama opened in my name. The only thing I’ll really miss is being able to visit Isaiah’s grave.

      Tears prick my eyes, as they do every time I think of my brother, even though he’s been gone for fifteen years now. He’d want me to have a fresh start, wouldn’t he? He’d want me to pick myself up off the snow and smile at this new world, to welcome it with open arms. You have a life without Mama and her problems, he’d tell me. It’s all you’ve ever wanted.

      Maybe it’s Isaiah that draws me to Gren. I glance back at him, where he’s desperately shifting in the snow, still trying to get out of his ropes. Isaiah knows what it’s like to be trapped. I do too, even though I try not to think about it.

      He would want Gren to be free.

      I think about Gren a lot. He can’t stay here with the rest of us, but he can’t go off alone, either. Everyone needs someone to trust. I think he needs someone more than anyone I’ve ever met.

      “Oh. Just because.” She sighs, and for a moment, she seems very, very distant.

      “Because of the baby? Because the ship has a medical bay?”

      “No. Maybe I should be thinking of the baby, but it’s actually for me. For the last few days, it’s been one thing after another, and I keep telling myself that we’re still on hold while the ship’s here. That someone will wake me up and this will all be a bad dream. If it’s gone, then I have to start living my new reality, you know?” She cups her mug in her hands and shakes her head. “Right now, I’d rather be stuck in between worlds.”

      “In between worlds?” I watch her, perplexed. That’s a real odd thing to say.

      Angie gazes out at the snow, past the girls huddled near fires, past the blue guys that are our protectors, and I wonder if she’s looking at the distant mountains (which are kinda pretty) or if she’s just staring out into space. “None of this feels real. I keep waiting for someone to wake me up. That this isn’t my body. This isn’t my fate. I just wait…” She shrugs and focuses on her mug. “I keep waiting to wake up.”

      She has me worried. This isn’t like Lauren’s practical approach to things or even the tearful approach of some of the others. I can understand why Marisol wants to hide. I don’t understand this. Angie’s so…blank. So out of it. I can’t blame her, because I can’t imagine how she feels. She went to bed one night and woke up on an alien planet pregnant with an alien baby. That’s a lot to take in, but she’s not hysterical at all. I don’t even know if she’s there. She goes through the motions, but it’s like something isn’t clicking inside. Maybe I should say something to someone.

      I look around the groups of people worriedly. Who do I trust out of all of them? Lauren, sure, but right now she’s busy comforting a shivering Marisol, and a few others are looking to her as if she has all the answers. I don’t need to burden her with anything else. Devi’s looking our way with sympathy from another fire, but…Devi talks. And talks. And talks. I don’t know if a delicate matter is something she can keep under wraps. I look out and see the two bright red men gazing in our direction, their eyes intent on Angie as they slurp down food without looking at it.

      “You didn’t resonate, did you?” I ask, leaning closer to her.

      “How can I?” There’s a stab of resentment in Angie’s tone. “My parking space is already occupied.”

      Oh. She’s got a good point. Still, it’s the first non-vague answer Angie’s given me, so I run with it, pretending to study my tea. One of the blue aliens is gazing at us, a curious look on his face. “Well, I’m not saying that this place needs condiments,” I begin. “But it looks like if you needed some, you could have your choice between Hot Sauce and Ketchup.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sam gives me a puzzled look and I didn’t realize she’d sat down across from us.

      But Angie just giggles, then clutches her belly. “Don’t make me laugh. I’ll pee on myself.” But she can’t stop giggling, her hand over her mouth. “Hot sauce,” she wheezes. “Ketchup!”

      “Only if you want a condiment,” I tell her. “I’m sure if you’d prefer some blueberry filling you could find some of that, too.”

      Sam’s eyes widen as she realizes what we’re talking about. “Wow, this took quite a turn.” She snickers into her tea mug.

      Angie just wipes tears from her eyes, still laughing. “No…blueberry. I think it’s all spoken for,” she manages.

      “Mustard?” Sam suggests, and we all chortle. “No, not mustard,” she continues. “Veronica’s hogging the bottle of that.”

      Then we’re all laugh-crying, especially when one of the blue guys—Aehako, I think—comes over and asks us if we are hungry. He leaves when all we do is howl, his expression mystified.

      It feels good to laugh, even as Tia sits down and demands to know what we’re talking about and Sam leans over to whisper to her.

      “I think you’re into pepper,” Angie whispers shyly to me when she catches her breath.

      “Hmm?”

      “Black pepper,” she murmurs, and to my surprise, she winks at me.

      I can feel my face grow hot. Black pepper must be Gren, even though his fur is more of a dusky gray than black. It can’t be anyone else.

      “He watches you when he thinks no one is looking,” Angie murmurs, pretending to swirl her tea in her mug. “And I know you’ve been trying to take care of him.”

      Maybe Angie isn’t as out of it as I thought. “He needs a friend. Maybe if he can trust someone he’ll calm down.”

      “Do you think so?” She glances at me, worried. “I would imagine any trust he might have had is long gone.”

      I can’t help but wonder if she’s right. I scoot closer to her, leaning in. “I want to help him.”

      “Then help him.” Her gaze is direct. “I would offer to join you, but I have to think for two, now.” And her smile is so sad and melancholy that it hurts me.

      I bite my lip and nod. “I…I might be leaving with him. These people are nice, and I think they mean well, but he can’t stay here.”

      “And you don’t want him to leave alone,” she murmurs, full of understanding. “You’ve got a good heart, Willa.”

      I shake my head. “I just want to do the right thing.” How many times had I wished for someone to do the same for me and it never came? But I squeeze Angie’s hand to reassure her. “Not today, though.”

      Angie sighs. “No, today, I need you to help me find a fresh pair of pants. I giggled myself into a puddle.”

      And then we’re both giggling all over again, because it feels good to laugh.
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      WILLA

      When we get to the beach, I realize it’s time to go.

      It’s not that the beach is awful. It’s wild and crazy and like something out of a horror film, but it’s open and fresh and I think I could learn to love it, just like how I could probably learn to love this winter planet just because it’s a million miles away from Mama and Uncle Dick. It’s that now we’re at the beach, everyone seems to be busy as heck doing a million things. There are people stripping down the ship for parts even as it stands in the shallow water, a long dock serving as the walkway to shore. There are people hunting food in the shallows with nets and spears. There are people erecting tents and cleaning out the small caves to make homes. Even pregnant Angie is by the fire, making stew under Harlow’s tutelage.

      Everyone’s busy, and as long as I look busy, too, no one notices me.

      So I quietly move around camp, putting things into a satchel I snagged when Harlow wasn’t looking. I grab a waterskin, a tightly rolled fur, a bone knife, and some bone fishing hooks and twine. I filch a mug that someone abandons near the fire, and whenever anyone pauses for too long near me, I act real busy and tell them of someone that needs help. Mardok needs help stripping the ship for parts, I tell Lauren. Angie could use some help with the food, I tell Tia and Bridget. Cashol needs another set of hands with the tents, I mention to Sam and Nadine. I basically sound like I’m in the know and people scurry off to help, and that leaves me free to skulk about the camp like the thief I am.

      It’s necessary, I tell myself. I won’t take anything that can’t be easily replaced. I just need supplies so Gren and I can start off on the right foot.

      As I move about, I keep an eye on Gren and his captors. Poor Gren’s still being kept tied. I think they tried to free him at some point last night so he could walk around, because there are a few of the sa-khui covered in scratches. They scowl when they look in his direction. What did they expect? You can’t spit on someone’s head and tell ’em it’s raining, just like you can’t keep a guy tied up like a prisoner and expect to be best buddies.

      I don’t think Gren will attack me, though. He knows I’m trying to help him. I fed him again last night, when all the others were around the fire, sharing stories. Hassen was on watch again, so I chit-chatted with him for a few, real nice like, and then fed poor Gren and gave him some water. His eyes glow blue now—like mine do, I reckon—but they’re just as intense as they were before, and I silently promised him that I was fixing to get him free.

      Today, he’s at the edge of the camp, near where the cliffs split into a bunch of narrow stone valleys before they head off into the snow. The cliffs at the edge of the beach are a bit like a honeycomb, I think. Some are full of caves and some are dead ends, but it’ll make a great place to hide as we sneak away. I notice a tunic—a man’s tunic—discarded near one of the rocks and furtively stuff it into my bulging pack. One of the red guys is buck naked on the beach again. I guess they don’t much like pants where he’s from, and that works for me. Gren might need his tunic.

      “Willa,” Angie calls out, just as I finish stuffing it into my bag, and I go still. Am I caught?

      I straighten and pretend I’m gathering a few sticks for firewood and then shove them into my pack as if it’s used for just that purpose. “What’s up, Angie?”

      She waves me over to the fire, and I notice Tia has her head close to Harlow’s as she points out the proper way to cut a bit of meat from a particularly gnarly bit of bone. Angie’s smile is calm and easy, though, and as I jog over (not an easy task in the pebbly sand of the beach and with my feet in fur boots) her smile grows even broader.

      “Can you take this over to Pashov for his lunch?” She asks, and presses a bulging sack into my hand.

      It’s food. A lot of food. In fact, it’s the trail rations that have been a staple of the diet since we got here—a meaty sort of granola that takes some getting used to—and it’s far more than any one person would eat in one meal.

      “I’d appreciate it if you could take that over to him,” she stresses, and gives me a meaningful look.

      I rack my brain to think of who Pashov is, and then I remember. He’s the one with only one horn.

      He’s the one currently guarding Gren. She’s giving us supplies.

      I clasp her hand, utterly grateful. “Thank you, Angie.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says, turning to stir the pot. “And if anyone asks, I haven’t seen you.” She makes a small gesture with her hand, indicating I should go.

      I glance over at the others by the fire, but they’re not paying a bit of attention. I want to hug Angie for understanding why I have to do this, but there’s no time. I need to get away and get Gren free.

      Isaiah would approve.

      I shove the pouch into my bag and move away. Hurrying down the beach, I move toward the cliffs, the bag slung over my shoulder. I do my best to look like I’m busy, and after a moment’s hesitation, I grab a few pieces of wood and pretend to be picking up debris off the beach for the fire. For some reason, there’s a ton of wood on the beach even though the others say it’s scarce in other parts of the world, but I can’t think too hard about that right now. I’ve got things to do.

      I feel incredibly tense as I move down the beach, toward where Pashov guards Gren. I’m a hundred feet or so from them. Pashov glances in my direction once, and I smile and wave, and then pick up another piece of wood. He waves back, then turns and faces out to the ocean, his back to me. I’m clearly not a threat or a problem, so I’m ignored.

      I’m terrified, of course. What if I can’t pull this off? What if something happens and then I’m the one bound in ropes next to Gren until they figure out what to do with me? The thought makes me break out into a cold sweat, but it’s too late to change my plans. Gren lifts his head, and I see his eyes flicker with recognition. He watches me in silence as I pick my way across the beach. Instead of picking up more wood, though, I’m carefully discarding my armful, bit by bit.

      It’s when I get within twenty feet of Pashov and Gren that I realize I don’t have a plan, not really. Distract him and set Gren free? Sure. But how do I distract someone that’s been set to guard a man they’ve designated as dangerous? Someone screams down the beach, and there’s a shout. As I watch, Pashov’s shoulders tense and he clutches his spear tight, but he doesn’t leave his post.

      Gren just watches me.

      A moment later, there’s laughter, and in the distance, I can see Hannah storming away as someone chases her with a dead crab-thing. The scream was nothing, but it tells me plenty—Pashov’s not going to leave his post, no matter the distraction.

      This is a problem.

      I hunch behind a rocky outcropping a short distance away, watching them. Gren keeps his eyes lowered, but I know he can see me. He’s stopped struggling against his bonds for once, and he remains utterly still. I put a finger to my lips, indicating silence, while I try to figure out the Pashov problem.

      How in tarnation do they handle this in the movies? Seduction and then a knee to the groin? I inwardly shudder. Yuck, no. He’s a married guy and he seems nice to boot. They all do…as long as you’re not Gren, that is. Not seduction, I tell myself. Keep thinking.

      I hesitate, then throw a rock a short distance away. I intend for it to sail across the beach and distract him, but it smacks into a nearby cliff that’s all too close to my hiding spot and pretty much paints a bulls-eye on my back. Damn it, damn it, damn it.

      Pashov turns around for that. He frowns, hesitates, and then starts to move toward my hiding spot. In the space of a breath, he’s going to find me, and he’ll want to know why I’m hiding near Gren with a bag full of supplies. I’ve spoiled my chances.

      Gren’s chances. Crushing disappointment flares through me.

      A split second later, Gren snarls and launches himself at Pashov’s lower legs. He slams into them, and even though his hands are tied behind his back, he’s able to knock Pashov onto his stomach and into the sand. The big blue hunter belly-flops forward, his head practically at my feet.

      And then I see a rock. Big enough to grip with both hands, and heavy enough to knock someone out.

      I snag it, and before I can think, I bring it down on the back of Pashov’s head.

      The hunter goes still, lying in the sand. Blood pours through his dark hair, and he’s so still I know I’ve killed him. A horrified sob threatens to escape my throat, but I bite down on my hand, determined to be silent. I won’t think about his wife and his baby at home, or how kind he’s been to all of us. I can’t. I can’t.

      I look up at Gren, and he’s on his side, twisting violently in his ropes, trying to get free. His teeth are bared, his enormous saber-tooth-like fangs exposed as if he wants to gnaw through his ropes and take the freedom that lies so close.

      Right. I have to focus.

      I move toward him and pull out the tiny shale knife in my bag. He stiffens, and his gaze flicks to my face as he waits, narrow-eyed.

      “Gren,” I say softly, then touch my chest. “I’m your friend, all right?” And with slow, careful motions, I reach for him. I touch one hand to his furry arm and I’m surprised to feel how soft he is. I thought his fur would be coarse, but it’s like the softest down.

      He goes utterly still at my touch.

      “Friend,” I whisper again, moving my hand down his arm toward the ropes. “Friend. Willa friend, Gren friend.”

      “Friend,” he growls low after a moment. “Willa…friend.”

      I hope he realizes what that means. “Gren friend,” I murmur again, and my fingers brush over the ropes. He’s twisted at them so hard that they’re sticky with blood, and I inwardly wince, imagining how raw his wrists must be. I work the edge of the blade against the rope and then begin to saw. “I’m fixing to set you free, friend.”

      “Willa. Friend,” he says again, and then a low groan escapes him when the last rope is sawed free and his hands fly apart.

      I hesitate, waiting to see how he reacts, half-expecting him to turn on me. But he just gives me another look, and I reach for the rope on his ankles and carefully saw through it.

      When he’s free, he gets to his feet and staggers a little, then straightens. Well, straightens as much as he can. He’s still got slightly rolled shoulders, his thick arms braced outward as if expecting a fight. He watches me warily, waiting to see what I do next.

      I swipe at the tears freezing on my face and put the knife away, shoving it into my bag. I pull out the tunic I stole and offer it to him.

      He looks surprised, then shakes his head. He grabs my hand and I jerk, startled, but he only puts it to his furry shoulder, indicating that he’s plenty warm.

      I blush, because I’m a ninny that’s acting frightened of him. “Gren friend,” I tell him softly, as an apology for my skittishness. “I’m a jerk.”

      “Willa friend,” he says, that deep, raspy voice of his so startling to hear.

      I scratch at his fur as if I would a dog, and then I feel like an idiot, because he’s a person, not a pet. I give him an awkward pat instead, slinging my bag over my shoulder. “Let’s get out of here first and then we’ll get you something to eat and drink and we’ll figure out what we do next, okay?”

      He regards me with that ever-watchful narrow-eyed expression, waiting. He still doesn’t know what I’m up to.

      I glance over at Pashov’s fallen body, and my heart hurts, even as I kneel next to him and take the spear from his hand. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper to him.

      The blue alien groans heavily but doesn’t get up.

      I suck in a breath and jerk to my feet, clutching the spear. He’s alive! I’m thrilled—and terrified. If he wakes up, it’s all over.

      Gren begins to growl low in his throat, immediately stepping in front of me. He extends his claws, his shoulders hunching, and he looks as if he’s ready to attack the unconscious man at our feet.

      “No,” I say, and reach for his arm to stop him. Then, I draw back, hesitant. I’m not sure how much touching Gren will allow.

      But he doesn’t hiss at me, and he doesn’t strike at me. He falls back, then watches me, waiting.

      I take his hand in mine and point at the distant hills. “We’re leaving.”

      GREN

      I feel as if I shall wake up and this will all be a dream.

      The human female touches me of her own volition. She is nervous, true, but there is no fear-scent in her, and as we head into the snowy hills, away from the others, the nervousness fades.

      She holds my hand for a time and then leans on the spear to walk. She makes no sign of turning around, scanning the distant hills and then pointing at one before glancing back with worry.

      It takes me some time to realize that she is escaping with me. It is too incredible to realize.

      No one has ever touched me with kindness before her. They have treated her well, these people. She wears their clothes and smells of their food, and when they talked to her, she smiled as sweet and happy as any of the other females.

      But she has left them all to run away into the hills with me, a creature.

      My heart fills with a traitorous joy and yearning. Fraaaand, she said in her strange tongue, indicating me. When she untied my ropes, I realized it meant she was on my side. That she is with me. She chooses me above all others.

      I cannot help but worry that this is a trap of some kind.

      Females do not look at lab mutants like myself except to place bets on how long it will take for me to tear my opponent’s throat out.

      The farther out we go, the more I start to realize that she means to stay with me. That we are fleeing them together. We leave the beach behind, and as we do, the snows get deeper and her feet sink with every step. She pants, her breath puffing out in a fog as she struggles forward, continuing on. The bag on her shoulder starts to drag, and when I reach for her, she bites back a scream, startled. Then, her face turns reddish and she gives me an apologetic look. “Gren friend.”

      I know what she is trying to tell me. She is ashamed I scared her. I understand this, though. I take the pack from her small shoulder and sling it over my own, and she gives me a grateful look, touching my arm fur again.

      Just that small touch is enough to make my loins tighten. This is what it means to want a female, then. I know that in the past I have been pumped full of every drug known to science—adrenaline boosters, steroids to increase my muscle mass, endurance extenders, and a variety of injectable cocktails that would amplify all the traits they wanted to increase in their beast-fighter.

      I know that included in those cocktails were drugs to inhibit arousal. My cock works as well as any other, I imagine, but it has never responded.

      It responds now. I can feel it jutting from my fur, the head seeping with need at that small touch. It would be nothing to push her down into the snow, to push her thighs apart and sink into her, to claim what I have always wanted. To take.

      But then she would not smile at me and call me fraaand, and I want that, so I ignore the stiff pain of my cock. Perhaps I can do something about it later.

      “Do you speak Praxiian, female?” I ask when she struggles forward another step, panting, only to end up waist-high in snow. I put a hand on her arm and help her forward, hoping she does not notice the parts of me that ache at her nearness. “It is the only language I know.”

      She turns to look at me, then babbles something in that fluid, drawling language of hers. She gestures at the beach and then points at the mountains, and even though I do not understand her words, the message is clear. She is escaping. We cannot stop until we are far away.

      And it is clear she does not speak Praxiian, or she would have answered me thus.

      Willa is also tired. Her steps become more struggling with every drift we cross, and we have barely gone out of the scent range for the slavers’ camp. If they come after us, they will be able to find us. I do not know that she has much more in her, though. She is human and fragile. We need shelter, far enough away that they will not find us, or a place we can easily defend.

      That seems more likely.

      The next time her steps sink deep and she staggers, I haul an arm around her waist. She yelps but then clings to me when it is obvious that I am trying to help her, and her arms go around my neck, her breath whispering against the ruff of fur at my throat.

      My cock extends again, stabbing into the wind.

      She murmurs something even as she clings to me, and I haul her with her weight hefted against my side as I wade forward. I want to tell her that I have endured many a survival arena, where I was dropped onto a dangerous wilderness with no weapons, no supplies, and a dozen enemies. I have come out the victor every time. I can scent better than most, thanks to my enhancements. I know when someone is coming so I can avoid them. I can scale trees—or mountains, as is the case with this barren place.

      I can keep her safe.

      But I cannot tell her any of these things because she will not understand me, so I remain silent, plunging forward. The snow grows deep in certain areas, stinging my still-extruding cock, and it eventually withers and retreats back under my fur. I ignore the female clutching at my fur and concentrate on my surroundings. There are many scents in this world that are familiar to me—the stink of sulphur and distant sound of rushing water that tells me of a hot spring. The scent of felines crossing over a trail that I avoid. Snow. Plants that carry a faint, acrid scent and manage to grow despite the thick blanket of snow. The heavy, musty spoor of another animal.

      And farther, into the hills, the scent of old campfires and ashes and the very old scent of mesakkah feet.

      I veer outward, seeing nothing but snow and more snow and distant, craggy cliffs that will probably take all day to get there, if I continue to slog through the thick layer of snow. It does not matter; that will be our destination. The scents are less strong here, which is encouraging, though the smell of felines remains.

      I can deal with felines. It is slavers I seek to avoid.

      I settle in for a long walk. Willa’s weight is nothing against my side, and she occasionally protests, indicating she wants to get down. I ignore these protests. I know we will make much better time if I am the one doing the walking. She might have the will to do it, but not the strength. So I keep my eyes on the distant cliffs, my senses alert for pursuers.

      Even as I walk, I cannot help but fixate on Willa. Her soft scent fills my nostrils, her fear-scent gone. Instead, all that remains is a pleasant musk from her body and the smell of the leather clothing she wears. Her hair is a fragrant cloud that brushes against my shoulder, and the occasional puffs of her breath that mingle with mine make my cock harden painfully. I cannot help but notice the feel of her teats against my side, the clutch of her fingers in my fur, the clasp of her thighs against my hip.

      My cock spits seed as I walk, dribbling down my length and freezing in the icy weather. I want to reach down and wipe it clean—more than that, I want to reach down and stroke it until the pleasurable ache stops—but I do not dare. If she sees me do so, she will worry.

      I have never touched a female, but I have heard other males talk of mating. I have seen quick, fierce matings in the arena, when a gladiator is given a female prize, but those are few and far between. I try to imagine myself mounting Willa, sinking my cock deep between her thighs, but when I do, I picture her cringing away.

      I do not look like a human. Or a Praxiian. Or a’ani, or mesakkah. I am all of them and none. A beast.

      And Willa is beyond appealing. I think of her gentle eyes and her smile, and I think of her legs clasping against my hip. I am naked. I could push her into the snow and rip the leather leggings off of her body. I could fall upon her like I have seen gladiators fall upon their prizes and rut until my hunger is slaked. A hot tremor flares in my groin, and my sac tightens. I bend over suddenly, panting as need rushes through me, and my cock spurts with release.

      “Gren?” Willa’s hand pats at my mane. “Fraand?”

      I hunch over, dropping her to the ground and hiding my shame. Is this what I have to look forward to? Spilling seed constantly in her presence now that the chemical inhibitors are out of my system? It will be torture.

      More than that, I will frighten her. After all she has done for me, that thought wounds me more than anything.

      I would die for Willa. She has risked everything for me.

      So I crouch, panting, until the need shivering through my body dissipates. I glance down, and my lower fur, shaggy on my thighs and groin, is coated with crystalline ice where snow has melted and refrozen against me. My cock is hidden beneath my pelt once more, and there is no sign of my shame other than a great deal of ice around my groin.

      “Gren?” A gentle hand brushes a thick lock of my mane away from my face, and then Willa crouches next to me. Her expression is troubled and confused. She is not afraid, or ashamed.

      She does not know what I have done, then.

      I straighten as much as I can, and pick her up once more, heading for the cliffs.
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      WILLA

      I worry about Gren.

      Well, there are a lot of things to worry about, like how far we’re possibly going to get before the others come after us. I worry about poor Pashov, who we’ve left with a massive egg on his noggin. I worry that we’re wandering into dangerous lands that we both know nothing about.

      But mostly, I worry about why Gren keeps hunching over and stopping. It happens far too often this day. I’m tired, but I can walk, and I have a spear to use to get me through the worst of the snow drifts. I knew this wouldn’t be easy—I expect “easy” got left behind on Planet Earth—but he won’t let me walk. He just hitches me against him and carries me like a toddler on his hip. Everything’s fine for a time, until he slides me off his side and hunches over in the snow, clearly in pain. After he recovers, he takes a deep, shuddering breath, picks me up, and then continues the relentless grind to get towards the hills. He’s pushing himself too hard, I know. It’s clear he’s in great pain, but he doesn’t want to stop.

      Then he does it again. And again.

      And me, I don’t know what to do. I keep trying to walk, but he ignores that. It’s almost as if he wants to carry me because he wants to touch me. In a way, I get that. He’s all I have now, and I’m all he’s got. If we cling to each other a little hard at the beginning, it’s understandable.

      I’m still relieved when we get to the cliffs and he sets me down, studying them. I study them, too, my hand shielding my eyes from the light despite the milky, anemic sunlight of this place. The cliffs are a little more…forbidding than I anticipated. They’re almost completely sheer, and the striated rock is covered in ice and cuts high above us in what has to be at least fifty to a hundred feet tall. I’m reminded of the crazy plateaus in Arizona, except with a lot more snow and ice. Either way, we’re not crossing that tonight.

      Or ever.

      “Gren, let’s set up camp here,” I tell him, and surreptitiously check his health. He’s not breathing hard at the moment, which is good, and his eyes seem clear enough. But we’ve done enough travel for one day and hopefully I can convince him of that. I reach for the leather pack he has slung over his other shoulder. “Let’s stop here, all right?” I repeat the word “stop” a few times, then the word “camp,” and it isn’t until I pull out the roll of furs that he understands what I’m saying.

      “Stop,” he says, agreeing, and drops to his haunches, studying the area…and me.

      I look around. There are a few plants clinging to the bare rock, but other than that, there’s snow, snow, more snow, and an enormous cliff. None of this screams shelter, so I decide to make my own. I take Pashov’s spear, wander around until I find a spot at the base of the cliff that looks like it’s slightly protected, and start to set up camp. There’s no foliage we can use, but I have the spear, and I use it to prop up one side of the large leather blanket, wedge the other into the rocky cliff face, and then we more or less have the world’s ugliest lean-to. I crawl inside and the worst of the breeze is kept out, so this should do for tonight. Sure, I’m sitting on snow, but beggars can’t be choosers and all that. I dig through my bag, and I have fire-making supplies…but no wood, and no dung chips like I’ve seen Harlow and Liz burn. Whoops. This could be a problem. It’s not too bad out, though. There’s snow, but my new cootie is keeping me warm enough. I’ll probably be a little chilly tonight, but I tell myself it’ll be just like camping.

      Outside of the lean-to, I see Gren crouch in the snow, watching me.

      “Y’all come on in,” I tell him, and when he doesn’t move, I pat the ground next to me. I could swear a flicker of surprise crosses his face before he tentatively moves a bit closer. It’s like he’s not entirely sure he heard me correctly, so I repeat the motion until he joins me under the tent. “You’re breaking my heart,” I tell him as he tensely sits next to me, ready to bolt. “I’m your friend, Gren.”

      “Friend,” he agrees, studying my face.

      “We’re going to rough it tonight,” I tell him brightly. “And we’ll figure more stuff out tomorrow. I figure we can take this one day at a time, you know?” And I pull out the waterskin and offer him a sip. We’ve shared it throughout the day, and if I notice him licking the spot where I had my mouth before he did, I don’t say anything. Maybe it’s a custom of his people. “Who am I to judge, right? You have Southern folk, and country folk, and my mama was the worst of country folk. She put the red in redneck.” I shake my head sadly, thinking of how much I’d love to go back in time and punch a few people in the face, starting with Uncle Dick and Mama. “You can have bad manners around me,” I tell Gren. “Ain’t nobody to care but us.”

      He sips the water and then hands the skin back to me.

      As he does, I snag his hand, because I notice again the dried blood crusting his fur. “Wait,” I tell him softly. “You’re hurt. Oh, I’m such an idiot. Of course you hurt yourself. Here, let me doctor you up right,” I tell him, keeping my voice low and easy like honey so he won’t get freaked out. I take the last of the water out of the skin and wet down one corner of the spare tunic. He’s very still, and I pull his hand toward my breast so I can see the wounds. “You’ve gone and gouged yourself all over, sugar,” I murmur to him. I dab at the wounds, doing my best to extract sticky fur from them and wash them clean. I hate that he’s torn himself up, but I’m glad he’s free now. “Never again.”

      Gren is very still, and when I finish one wrist, he automatically hands me the other. I flash him a smile, and as I do, I find myself blushing even as I look down. He’s watching me with intense scrutiny, and we’re so close that I can feel the warmth emanating off his big body. He’s as tall as any of the other aliens—who aren’t exactly shrinking violets—but with his hunched shoulders, I suspect that if he stood completely erect, he’d be taller. Maybe he can’t, though; maybe he’s as erect as his people get. He’s definitely a different kind of alien, though his tail looks similar and I feel like I’ve seen his big, dark claws somewhere before. The soft fur is less on his hands and feet, I notice, and thicker on his lower arms and thighs. The pelt of him is thick on his head and shoulders, thins out over his biceps and through his waist, and thickens again in vulnerable spots like his groin. It’s interesting in that it looks less like a full body coat and more like adornments to his already impressive body. His fur is the same shade as his skin, or at least I think it is, but when I clean his wounds I notice that his skin is an even deeper shade underneath, and the bare parts are soft and supple. I run my fingers over his knuckles, because he’s got four fingers and a thumb, like me. The other aliens have three fingers and a thumb, but he’s got a tail like they do.

      I look up, feeling shy, and we lock eyes. A jolt flutters through me, and I press my thighs together tightly. There’s something about his face that calls to me. It’s not the beauty of it, not by traditional standards. He’s not like anyone or anything I’ve seen before. His hair cascades around his head in a dark ruff, and he’s got a large nose that is not quite a snout, not quite human. It’s some bizarre cross, and if I had to compare it to anything, I suppose it would be to a cat. He’s got sharp cheekbones and deep-set eyes, and his fangs are so big that they distort his mouth. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they weren’t natural to him or his people, but why would anyone adjust that sort of thing? There’s nothing pretty about his face, no, but his eyes are sharp and intelligent, and I remember the way he carried me all day, even as he collapsed with exhaustion.

      “Friend,” I say very softly. “I’m glad we’ve got each other here.”

      In response to that, he gets up and bolts from the tent. I catch a glimpse of a dark erection before his twisting body moves out of my vision, and I feel terrible. I’ve made him embarrassed, somehow. All that touching made him react, and he’s probably leaving because he finds me unattractive and pushy. I don’t know his culture and I’ve probably violated a lot of alien courtesy laws.

      “I’m real sorry,” I call out. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

      I feel just terrible.

      It’s silent. I hear nothing but the wind whistling. I’ve tried so hard to be his friend and here I’m making it worse. I don’t feel unsafe around him, strangely enough. Maybe I should, considering that it’s just him and me, alone in the snow, but I know instinctively he won’t hurt me. Hasn’t he had a dozen chances to do so already? Instead, he’s held me carefully even as his wrists and ankles bled and he staggered in the snow.

      And here I’m making him uncomfortable.

      Guilty, I get to work in the lean-to, making things comfortable. There are really no blankets, so I set out a few leathers to lie on as best I can, and find a (hopefully) clean patch of snow and fill the waterskin, then put it inside my tunic so the contents will melt. I get out the food Angie sent, and I wait, hoping for my friend to return. “Gren?”

      He returns a few moments later, his fur damp all over, as if he took a bath. I feel even worse at the sight of that, because I worry that he's trying to wash off my touch—or the fact that he was aroused by me. "I just want us to be friends, all right? I would never ask for more. I promise." Even if I wanted to.

      Gren watches me guardedly, then says something in his strange language that sounds like coughs and growls.

      "Why don't we just eat?" I hold out the pouch of food, offering it to him.

      His stomach growls.

      For a moment, I think it's his weird language again. When I realize what it is, I push the bag toward him. "Please, eat." I take a small handful of food for myself, then offer him the bag.

      He very carefully takes a handful as well, then begins to eat. It's quiet, the only sound that of us chewing our food. His stomach continues to growl, and I remember how much he ate back at the camp, and how he practically snatched at the food in his haste to eat. Trying to be discreet, I study his stomach. His abs are washboard underneath the slim line of fur—like an over-enthusiastic happy trail—that goes down his belly, but I wonder if he's too thin, muscles too defined. We finish our food and I offer him the bag again.

      Gren doesn't take it.

      Frustrated, I pour another serving into my hand and then offer it to him. "Seriously, I want you to eat."

      He hesitates, watching me, and then leans in and carefully lowers his mouth to my hand.

      I freeze, startled. Did he think I was trying to feed him like I did back at camp? I'm embarrassed, because all I wanted to do was make sure that he had enough to eat. We need to figure out how to communicate with each other if we're going to be each other's only company. For now, though, I remain where I am, letting him eat because it seems impolite to snatch my hand away.

      Then, his tongue grazes over my palm, and I feel that hot shiver move through my thighs again. My pulse heats up, and I can feel my nipples prick in response as he carefully tongues every crumb off of my skin. I……oh.

      I wasn't expecting that.

      I swallow hard, slowly pulling my hand back when Gren is finished. I imagine he's still hungry—it's not enough to feed a full-sized person, much less one of his stature. I should offer him the bag, let him eat to his fill. That's what a normal person would do, right?

      But instead, I find myself reaching into the bag and getting out another handful, then offering it to him. I watch his tongue flick out as he dines, eating them with enthusiasm. His tongue flicks and rasps against my skin, and I'm fascinated by it. I don't even realize I'm trembling until he captures my wrist and holds my hand steady so he can finish lapping up every crumb.

      "I'm an awful person," I whisper to him, because right now I'm imagining pouring handfuls of trail mix all over my body to see if he'll tongue me everywhere.

      Good lord, what is wrong with me? I barely know the man and here I am wanting to do all sorts of naughty things with him, when it's clear he's not interested in me. It's not like me. I've never been particularly interested in sex, not after I watched Mama taking all kinds of men in her room so she could get her crack fix. That was so repulsive that I never even dated, not once. I didn't want to turn into her. I figured my hand (and imagination) would work just fine if I was getting lonely.

      Now, of course, I'm acting like some sort of wintry jezebel the moment a guy's tongue touches my skin.

      I put a hand between my breasts. Is it my cootie? I remember Veronica and Ashtar, and the sound that they made. It was impossible to ignore, like the drone of a thousand angry bees. But my chest is silent, even as my pussy throbs with heat.

      This is all very strange.

      Gren studies me, and I offer him the bag, blushing. "Sorry. I'm a poor sort of host, aren't I?"

      "Friend," he says gruffly.

      "Absolutely. Friend." And that's all that we are, even if I'm reacting strangely.

      I try not to notice that Gren continues to eat until nearly the entire bag is gone. He's starving, so we'll need to figure out how to hunt for some fresh food. The blue aliens—the sa-khui—made it look pretty easy, so I'm sure we can manage something. That's for tomorrow, though. Yawning, I curl up on the spread-out leathers and tell Gren, "Sleep now. Tomorrow's going to be a new adventure."

      He lies down across from me, his body stiff and clearly uneasy. He watches me.

      I touch one of the leathers I'm lying on. "You want some of these? I didn't even think about making you a bed. I'm a terrible hostess."

      Gren shakes his head and closes his eyes, pretending to sleep.

      All right, then. I close my eyes as well, hoping I'm tired enough to drift off.

      I do sleep, but it's fitful. Every few minutes, I wake up, shivering. It's cold now that we're not moving around, and the temperature has dropped in the night. Every bit of exposed skin feels chilled, and I keep adjusting the leathers, trying to cover myself, but it's no good. I should have brought more blankets, but the one I did bring is currently serving as our tent. I'm already failing at this survival thing.

      "Willa." Gren reaches out and touches me when I wake for the dozenth time.

      "Sorry," I whisper to him between chattering teeth. "Guess I didn't plan this through very well."

      He growls low, and then when he makes the same, dissonant growl, I realize he's trying to tell me something. I struggle to sit up, groggy, and to my surprise, he pulls me across the snowy floor of the lean-to and against his body. I go stiff, but he only tucks my head against his chest and wraps an arm around me, holding me close.

      I can't help the little moan that escapes my throat, because he's so warm. I burrow against him, lacing my fingers in the thick pelt that covers his upper chest and tuck myself against his side. "Thank you."

      "Friend," he says again, and pats my head like a child.

      I fall asleep easily that time, and I don't even mind that his fur's in my face. There's a faint scent of sweat to him, and fur, but I find it comforting and it fills my mind.

      I sleep so good. In fact, I sleep so good that my head fills up with all kinds of naughty dreams, dreams of Gren kissing me carefully despite those big teeth, pulling my leggings off and then pushing my knees apart as he comes over me…

      I jolt awake, feeling hollow and needy and frustrated. My hand is between my thighs, and I can feel the slick heat pouring off of me from there. Gren sleeps, his breathing even, and for a moment, I want to reach over and caress him between his legs so he can take care of this intense need. I want it so badly that I practically shake with it.

      But then I remember how he raced out of the tent when I simply touched his knuckles, and I'm confused. I pull my hand from my leggings and roll away, then do my best to go back to sleep and ignore Gren's presence. That's best for both of us, I think.

      I don't know why I'm acting like this. I put my hand to my chest, but it's still silent. Huh.

      Maybe all this time I’ve just secretly been a big ol’ horndog and never knew until now.
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      GREN

      Willa’s scent changes throughout the night. I sleep lightly, attuned to the faintest of noises, and then after a time, I do not sleep at all. I can survive off an hour or two of rest, and the rest of the evening, I spend holding her close and breathing in her scent, learning her body. I am entranced by her breathing, the sounds she makes while she sleeps, the feel of her against my side. I’ve never been able to sleep next to another, but I recognized her shivering and fitful rest and wanted to share my warmth.

      More than anything, I wanted to touch her. Perhaps she is foolish for eagerly moving into my arms and curling trustingly against my side. I am a mutant beast, a fierce gladiator that has won dozens upon dozens of bloody victories in many arenas. But she holds onto me and gives sweet little sighs as she sleeps, and I know I would fight every ooli, mesakkah, a’ani, drakoni, and szzt if they tried to separate us.

      Willa does not know of my fierce thoughts, though. She slips her fingers through my fur and I find myself craving her touch, hoping that she will wake up and put her hands everywhere on me. That she will caress the stiff pole of my cock and make my seed come forth. But she only sleeps, and eventually my erection dies a slow death, because I will not touch it. To do so is a betrayal of her trust as she sleeps at my side. So I lie quietly and tell myself this is enough.

      But then her scent starts to change.

      I am not sure how or why, but it does. It becomes sweeter, more enticing. Did I think my cock ached before? It is nothing compared to how it feels now. It extrudes again, thrusting into the frigid morning air and she lets out a little moan in her sleep, her hand between her thighs. I am panting, I realize, and I grab a fistful of snow and rub it against my aching length, determined to make it recede once more. Eventually it does, but only when I breathe through my mouth. Something about her scent is making me react this way. I wish I knew more of females, so I could know what would cause this.

      She stirs, and I go very still, making my breathing even as I close my eyes. She wakes, turns over, and then pulls away from me.

      And I feel an intense sense of loss as I gaze at her back.

      I wanted her to turn to me, to see that she slept next to me, and smile. To feel her hands on my body. Instead, she has pushed away as if I disgust her.

      Perhaps in her eyes, I am yet a monster.

      It does not matter. I will be a good protector to her. I vow this even as I grab another handful of snow and place it against my throbbing groin.
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      Later that morning, Willa indicates to me that we need to hunt. She gestures at the food we have left, and then the spear, and it does not take long for me to grasp what she means. “Food,” I tell her, but she only gives me a puzzled smile and indicates the pouch of rations again. I find our lack of communication frustrating. Her words sound very different than mine, her language a musical series of sharp sounds mixed with harsh syllables, whereas mine is growled inflections and low notes.

      But I keep trying. “Hunt. Food.” I gesture at the spear, then at the rations, then at the distant hills. I mime using the spear to stab at something, and then eating.

      Her speckled cheeks grow red. She tries to growl the word for “food” in praxiian, but it comes out garbled and nonsensical, but she understands now that I am speaking to her. We share words, and I teach her praxiian for spear, for food, and for home, since that is our crude shelter.

      “Shhhhpeeeer,” she says slowly, indicating the weapon.

      My teeth get in the way, but I repeat her as best I can, and she looks thrilled at my mangled attempt. She does not care that I am not perfect. It makes it easier to share words, and as we try to communicate, we use gestures and sounds, and it almost becomes a game.

      But we need food, and I cannot spend all day here learning her words, not when she needs to be fed and kept safe. We take the spear down from our lean-to, and I put it in her hands, indicating she should follow me. Then, I begin to hunt. I circle outward from our small camp, searching for scent trails. I crouch low from time to time, my face near the snow, and the human keeps behind me a few steps, her hand on the spear, struggling to keep up with my speed. I slow down my pace, because I cannot leave her behind, nor can I carry her. We must figure out a way to work together and this is foreign to me. I have always fought alone, and thinking of another pricks my frustration even as it fills me with pleasure. If only she were faster, or stronger, or her feet did not sink into the snow…

      Then she would not be Willa, though, and I would not change her for anything.

      So I force myself to be patient. I force myself to creep slowly when I scent a trail, instead of leaping after it. I keep the distance we travel in mind, because we cannot get too far from our camp and our supplies. I smell felines again, and even though I want to steer her in another direction, I head after them. Felines are dangerous, and I do not know how big they come on this world. They can range greatly in size, and it would be smarter to hunt down a plant-eater…but for what I have in mind, I need a carnivore. I sift through scents for what feels like hours, and I know Willa must be getting impatient, but she waits behind me in silence, studying the landscape and watching me with trust in her gaze. I cannot let down that trust. When I find a fresh scent in our vicinity, I pick up the pace, tracking it, and when I locate the source—a den—I pause long enough to indicate to Willa that she must stay safely up on the ridge.

      She nods understanding, and then I disappear into the rocky crevices, hunting down the creature. It is a feline with snowy white fur and scarcely large enough to go to Willa’s hip. If this is the feline wildlife here, we are safe. I push my way into its small den fearlessly, attacking it with my claws and ignoring its swipes at my hide. I smell other felines nearby even as I do, so I make this hunt quick. The creature sinks its teeth into my hand. I smack it against one rocky wall of the den and crush its skull, and then it is dead. Tucking my prey under one arm, I emerge from the burrow, only to see Willa standing at the entrance, her face pale and her scent awash with fear.

      “Gren!” the human female calls out, her gaze barely flicking over the feline in my grip. She runs her hands over my fur, worry on her face. “Yusokay? Sinjurd?”

      I go completely still, aching with hunger at her touches as she moves her hand up and down my arms. My cock thrusts out again, hot need pulsing through me, and the bloodlust still roars through my body. She is soft and vulnerable in front of me, with a body that would be easy to pin down…

      I growl a warning at her when she steps closer, and Willa skitters back, startled, her eyes wide.

      “It is not safe here, female. I warned you,” I tell her, even though it is useless to spit words at her. She will not understand them. She understands my tone, though, and hurt crosses her speckled face. Willa takes a step back, then two.

      Immediately, I am filled with shame. She was worried about me. She touched me, gladly, and I reacted by frightening her. I am angry because my cock aches and throbs and I cannot do anything about it, and I worry that before long, I will just be a walking erection with no relief in sight. I take these frustrations out on her and she does not deserve it.

      “I am…sorry,” I tell her. They are not words I have ever said before. “I do not know what it is to worry over another.”

      She studies me, her expressive face so full of emotion. Her eyes glow a sad blue, and then she reaches up and caresses my face. “Friends?”

      I have never wanted anything more in my life. “Friends,” I agree, and caress her cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      WILLA

      I don’t reckon I’ve ever been so scared as when I saw Gren emerge from the cat’s den, his eyes wild and flashing. He got mad at me for following him, but I heard the howls of the cat and raced forward, worried he was gonna get hurt.

      I should have guessed that someone as big and scary as Gren could take care of himself. He emerged with the dead cat—about the size of a mountain lion—slung under one arm and a fierce scowl for me. It fades quickly enough and he apologizes, but I make sure to keep my distance as we head back atop one of the snowy bluffs. There, Gren crouches over the kill and slits open the belly, letting the organs spill out before grabbing one and offering it to me.

      I swallow hard.

      I know this is food. I really do. I know we’re in a survival situation, and he’s trying to feed me. But when I look at the dead cat with the innards hanging out, bad memories flash through my mind. I close my eyes, and I can still see Uncle Dick’s pit bulls, fighting to the death. I can see one nearly-white dog covered in blood, limping to get away, with her guts dragging in the dirt behind her. Even though she won her fight, Uncle Dick’s dogs never went to the vet, so he took her down with his shotgun a short time later. I remember that day with horrifying clarity, because it was my twelfth birthday, and one of Uncle Dick’s buddies tried to sit me on his lap and squeeze my tits.

      So when I see the wet, steaming organ held out to me, my throat locks up. I give Gren a subtle shake of my head. I can’t.

      Even if it’s a matter of life or death, I can’t. Maybe if it was roasted over a fire, or I didn’t see him claw it out of the critter’s belly, but…I just can’t.

      I try to smile and push it back toward him. “It was your kill,” I manage. “You eat it.”

      Gren nudges it toward me again, growls, and makes a mime of eating.

      Again, I shake my head. “It’s not you, it’s me.” I reach out and touch his cheek gently, then turn away from the dead animal. “I’ll just eat some of the trail mix when we get home.”

      Of course, that thought’s a mite scary, too. Home is now a half-ass tent against the side of a cliff? We can’t survive like that. We’ll have to figure out something better. For the first time, I wonder if I’ve made a mistake—not in freeing Gren, but in us fleeing together. Should I have fought harder for him to be accepted? Shown them that he was no monster and integrated him into the tribe? Somehow?

      It’s too late for that now, and I wonder if I’ve killed us both.

      He takes a frustrated bite, chewing with a show of sharp teeth, and I gaze out at the wintry, desolate landscape. Vektal and Harlow and Liz and their mates all live here. They look happy and well fed, so there must be food and places to sleep that are warm and safe. We just have to figure this out. But as I look out at the endless white landscape, I’m realizing how big this world is and how alone we are, just the two of us. It’s intimidating.

      If I’m going to survive, I’m going to have to learn to adapt.

      So I swallow hard and watch Gren finish off the liver (I think it’s a liver). When he digs into the critter’s belly and pulls out another organ and offers it to me, I swallow hard, take it from his dripping claws, and take a bite.

      I’ve never tasted anything worse or more revolting. It’s chewy and slick and warm. My gorge rises, but I force myself to keep chewing, staring determinedly out at the snow.

      I didn’t come this far to just come this far, and neither did Gren.

      I somehow manage to choke down a few mouthfuls as Gren eats his fill. When I’m done, I wipe my messy, bloody hands in the snow. As I turn around, I see Gren cutting into the creature with his claws, pulling out gobs of meat. “Right, we should figure out a way to carry this back home with us. I’m glad one of us is thinking of survival.” I take the empty pack I’ve brought along with me and begin stuffing it full of snow so the meat will be kept on ice until we can figure out how to build a fire and smoke the rest.

      He finishes with the creature, leaving a steaming pile of meat next to me in the snow, and before I can ask what we’re going to do with the carcass, he grabs it in one hand and begins to drag it behind him.

      “Gren?” I get to my feet, wondering if I missed something.

      “No, Willa.” He learned “no” earlier, and for a moment, I’m proud of how far we’ve come in language in an afternoon, but then he continues gesticulating, and I try to follow his trail of thoughts. He indicates he’s going to pull the carcass behind him, and then touches his snout-like nose. It takes me a few moments to grasp it.

      Scent. He’s leaving a scent trail.

      “But why?”

      When he puts a finger up to his brow and curls it, I realize what he means. He’s putting down a scent trail to mask us from the others, the horned aliens. The sa-khui. My eyes widen. “You’re so smart.” I nod eagerly at him and indicate he should go. When he gestures that I should stay, I nod and go back to packing up the meat. Maybe we’re not so doomed after all. Gren’s clever, and I didn’t think once of disguising any sort of trail we left. I don’t know who’s helping who at this point—I might have assisted him in escaping camp, but he’s going to keep me alive with that sharp mind of his.

      And then I feel terribly guilty because why shouldn’t he be smart? Just because the others tied him up like an animal doesn’t make him one. “Do better, Willa,” I tell myself. “He’s different, but that doesn’t mean he’s less.”

      It’s important that I never make him feel like “less” because he’s not. Not to me.
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        * * *

      

      Once Gren finishes sweeping our trail with his carcass, he abandons it somewhere in the hills and returns to my side. I heft the pack of meat onto my shoulder, but I’m feeling its weight and I know we have a long way to go back to our little camp. Gren tries to take the bag from me and I protest. “You’re the one doing all the work,” I tell him, but he only touches my cheek, calls me his friend, and slings it over his big, brawny shoulder. In the next moment, he hauls me up and pulls me against his side, carrying me once more, and my protests are ignored. With a few subtle gestures and flexes, he tries to tell me that he is strong, that he’s not tired.

      Me? I’m exhausted. So I put my arms around his neck and kiss his lightly furred cheek in a thank you, and then rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Tomorrow,” I tell him as he carries me through the snow, back to our tent. “We need to see about a better shelter, and materials for a fire. We’re going to need fire if we’re going to survive. But that can wait an evening. We ate cat sushi earlier, and I guess we can have cat sushi for dinner again tonight. Yum yum.” I’m not looking forward to my icy dinner, but beggars can’t be choosers and all that.

      “Friend,” is all he tells me.

      Right, because we have a bit of a language problem. “Friend,” I agree cheerily. “And—”

      “WEEEEE-LAAAAAAAAH,” a male voice calls out in the distance, the sound bouncing off of the jagged cliffs.

      Gren snarls and immediately puts both arms around me, clutching me against his chest as he turns and runs in the opposite direction of our camp. In a daze, I cling to his neck, trying to grasp what just happened, when my name is called out again.

      “WEEE-LAH!”

      The sound is distant, and the heavy accent on my name tells me that it’s one of the sa-khui, the horned blue aliens that “rescued” our group, though rescue might be a matter of opinion.

      I can hear the growl rumbling in Gren’s throat as he moves to the nearest outcropping and slams into it, pressing his big body against the rock. A moment later, I’m on the ground and he wedges me behind the wall of fur that’s his back, pinning me against the cliff.

      He’s protecting me.

      I wrap my arms around him from behind, trying to stroke his stomach. “It’s okay, Gren. I’m not leaving you.” I can feel his wild panting, the frantic rise and fall of his chest. His tail flicks angrily against my legs and the growl rises in his belly again. “Shh,” I tell him. “If we’re quiet, maybe they won’t find us.” And I caress him, because in the past my touch has calmed him and made him quiet.

      Gren seems to sag against me, though he doesn’t push me away. I can feel his heart racing under my touch, so I press my cheek to his back and keep stroking his chest and belly, doing my best to calm him. “It’s okay,” I whisper over and over again. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

      “WEE-LAH! Are you out there, female?”

      I don’t recognize the shouter, but I’m angry that they’re only calling for me and not Gren.

      “Stay strong, female! If you are out there, we will find you!” the voice calls again, but it sounds distant, as if wandering away.

      Stay strong? I snort with irritation at that. I’m already strong. I don’t need to be found or rescued. I’m not in danger. I’m with Gren, and he’s going to keep me safe.

      We remain pressed against the rock, and I continue to stroke a hand up and down Gren’s chest, my face pressed to his back. I’m warm like this, and a sleepy contentment rolls through me. The voice disappears, and after a few more calls, we can’t hear it anymore. Still, Gren doesn’t leave. Part of me wonders if he wants to stay here all night, protecting me. I chuckle to myself because it’s definitely warm, but I doubt it’s comfortable for Gren.

      Minutes pass, and I keep soothing him. I murmur soft words, though I know he doesn’t understand them. It doesn’t matter. I need him to calm down. But as the minutes tick past, his pulse is still rabbiting under my hands as if he’s in a race.

      “Gren?” I stroke up his chest and accidentally graze one rock-hard nipple.

      The big alien groans, sagging against me ever so slightly.

      I bite back my gasp, my languidness replaced by heat that pulses deep in my belly. I should stop touching him, I tell myself. I’m working him up and he doesn’t want me. He’s just responding to my touch. I still my hands. “I’m sorry.”

      Gren covers one of mine with his and moves it ever so slightly, indicating that he wants me to continue.

      The breath catches in my throat, and I can feel my pussy get slick with heat. Why is this such a turn-on? I caress his chest again, this time roving a bit more. I’m not just touching to comfort. I’m touching to explore because I like the way he feels, and I like the way he reacts to my touch. I didn’t think I was this person, to be so bold with a stranger, but maybe the old rules on Earth don’t matter. Who’s going to care if I touch someone as lonely as I am and give him pleasure? Has anyone ever touched him because they wanted to?

      I want to give him that.

      “Tell me if you want me to stop,” I murmur, even as I slide my fingers through the thick wealth of hair over his pectorals. It thins out down his belly, and I follow it to his navel…and am surprised to find he doesn’t have one. That’s…odd.

      When I stop, though, he touches my hand again. “Willa.”

      There’s so much need in his voice that it fires up my blood, and I forget all about navels and anyone else that’s on this planet. There’s only Gren, and I want to touch him. I press a kiss to the fur on his shoulder and then continue downward, heading deliberately for his groin. “I want to touch you,” I tell him. “I’ve wanted to since we left. Is that wrong? I keep fighting it because I’m not this person, but I’m tired of fighting it. I just want to touch you and give you pleasure.”

      And I slide my hand lower, seeking his cock.

      It’s not hard to find. He’s as hard as iron, and the size of him is shocking. I’ve known that he likes to go around naked—all of the male “gladiator” aliens seem to, and so I’ve made it a point to never look down when I’m with him, because it’d be impolite. I have no idea how I missed such a beast, though. His cock’s enormous, the skin smooth and heated here, and practically pulsing with life. I can hear him choke my name out even as I press my cheek to his shoulder and continue my exploration of him with touch, learning his shape. I’ve never touched a man like this, and I wonder if they all feel this wonderful. He’s impossibly hard and scorching hot, but when I brush my fingertips over his skin, he feels like the softest velvet. I feel a thick vein along his shaft and follow it from the base of his cock up to the head, and gasp to find that not only is the head of him completely wet with seed, but it’s enormous. This isn’t the normal cock-head I’ve expected, that all the anatomy books show back home. The man has a bulb at the end of his shaft, and it feels hard and rounded and slightly elongated, and I wonder how in the heck any of this can possibly fit inside a girl. But it must work just fine, because people reproduce all the time. That’s just the virginity in me talking.

      The woman in me is squeezing her thighs together tightly because I can’t imagine how this would feel inside but I’m so, so curious. If a big cock feels better than an average one, Gren’s going to put them all to shame. I slide my fingertips around the head of his cock, learning it by touch, and I’m surprised when his hips jerk and he thrusts against my fingers. A groan of need rises from him.

      “Enough play?” I ask, fascinated. “You need more?” And I squeeze the head lightly, because I’m not entirely sure how to give more, but I want to. Maybe I should move to the front, take him into my mouth—

      He pumps against my grip again, and I try to make a fist, to give him something to use, but he groans again, and then my hand is covered in thick, sticky fluid.

      He came already.

      Oh dear. “I don’t suppose I’d have much stamina, either,” I tell him, “If this is all new for you.” I suspect that it is. He always acts surprised when I touch him, which makes me want to do it more.

      Now I have a hand full of rapidly cooling semen, though, and I’m not entirely sure what to do with it. Do I…lick my hand? Do I wipe it off in the snow? Is he going to get offended if I do? I have no idea how one figures out the etiquette for an alien hand-job’s aftermath. I gently pull away from him and discreetly bend down to wipe my hand clean in the snow.

      Gren just stands completely still in front of me. He won’t look in my direction, won’t move, and for a long, dreadful moment, I worry that I’ve done something wrong. That he’s upset, or I’ve missed some sort of signal entirely and now I’ve made him feel awful. That he didn’t want my touch at all and I just violated him.

      “Gren?” I whisper, worried.

      A full body tremble racks him, and then he grabs his cock in his hand, squeezes hard, and groans heavily. I can’t see what he’s doing—I’m still pinned behind him—but it sounds like he’s coming again. Oh. I slide my hands up and down his tense back. “It’s okay,” I tell him. “I’m right here.”

      He collapses forward on hands and knees, panting hard, and I worry if something’s wrong. I kneel next to him, intending to put a hand on his shoulder, but to my surprise he grabs me and pulls me against him, burying his face against my chest and taking long, shuddering breaths. Oh. I stroke a hand through his tangled, dark mane. “I’m here,” I tell him. “You’re all right.”
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      GREN

      I thought my body would be free of its intense, throbbing need once I spent my seed.

      Then, I spent my seed again and collapsed in front of my female like a weakling.

      But it still doesn’t leave. It races through me like the strongest of drugs, an accelerant gone wild. Is it that the nullifiers are finally out of my blood and all of the need blocked for years and years is crashing through me at once? Or is this something else? Whatever it is, it leaves me feeling weak and unsteady after spending my seed…and yet still ready to do so again.

      Over and over and over again.

      She touched me. Of her own choosing, Willa touched me. She petted my chest and pressed her mouth to my shoulders and moved her hands over me in ways that I never thought I would be touched. It was too much to hope that she would reach for my cock, and yet she did so on her own. It felt so good that I came at once, but she did not seem to care. Even now, she plays with my mane and whispers sweet, sing-song words in her language. I can smell her scent changing again, and I wonder what that means. It has gone sweet once more, and it makes my mouth water even as my cock stiffens.

      I will never be able to stand if this continues. They will find me here, a hundred years from now, cock in hand and spurting seed onto the snow as I think of Willa.

      Willa and her freely given touch. Willa and the way she reaches for me without fear, as if I am not an abomination.

      I would destroy entire planets with my bare hands for her.

      I manage to get to my feet, worn to my core and yet somehow still burning inside. She looks up at me with anxious eyes, and I touch her face to let her know I am well. I want to laugh. I am more than well. For all that I came to this planet a slave, I have a female at my side who looks at me as if I am a normal male, and whose caresses fire my blood with such heat that I do not know that I will survive it.

      No matter what comes next, I would not trade a single moment.

      She presses a hand to my chest, her brow furrowed, and then presses to her own chest. After a moment, she shakes her head. “Nttng.”

      I wonder what she means by that. I want to ask her, to manage the question in our pantomimes and the few shared words we know, but the wind shifts and I catch the smell of the native mesakkah on the breeze. They are still far too close, and I frolic with Willa when I should be protecting her.

      That changes now. Ignoring the protests of my curiously weary body—maybe it is also suffering from the lack of accelerants that were part of my daily regimen back in the slave pits—I heft the pack onto my shoulder and pull Willa into my arms. I start the hike back to our encampment, but my thoughts are on her hands and how I can get her to touch me again. Did she like it? Did my shape please her? Though I share many genetic markers of other slave races, I know my form is based off of that of a praxiian male, and my cock is as theirs. An arena slave has seen many bodies, because it is smarter to fight naked and give your opponent nothing to hold onto. I have had masters that shaved my entire body for such a purpose, no matter that it is an insult to a praxiian to be furless. I am not praxiian, not truly, so I did not care. But I have noticed how others are formed, wondering if they are my ancestors. If we are related and they come from the same genetic stock I do.

      None of that matters now, but I do try to think of the humans I have seen in the past. The few I have glimpsed were usually playthings for their masters, and fully clothed. I have never fought a human male in the arena. Do they have cocks? Was Willa shocked to feel mine or did she expect it?

      I am suddenly curious what she looks like without her clothing. Females are built differently, but I have never seen one naked up close. I find myself suddenly burning with the intense need to explore Willa’s body. I know they have teats, and I know that males bury themselves between their thighs, but some males also bury themselves between the thighs of other males, so that does not tell me much. Whatever she looks like, I want to touch her and give her pleasure like she touched me.

      I enjoy that thought, as much as I enjoy that her arms go easily around my neck when I pick her up this time. I am far, far stronger than her and built for endurance—no matter my body’s reaction at the moment—and I can carry her as effortlessly as breathing. With her in my arms, I can take the long way back to our encampment, to ensure that she stays out of scent-range of any mesakkah male who might be hunting her. They have keen senses, but not as keen as my own enhanced ones.

      As I carry Willa, I notice that her sweetened scent continues and grows stronger when her thighs are parted. Does her scent change have something to do with her cunt? I have never seen one up close—only females being mated from afar—but the mouthwatering scent seems to grow stronger as she holds onto me. My cock is stiff again, my sac throbbing with need, but I do my best to ignore it.

      Willa’s safety first.
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      When we return to our camp, the day is growing late, the gray sky darkening. Thick snowflakes fly upon the air, and Willa gives them a worried look. I am secretly glad for their presence, because that means she will cuddle next to me for warmth this night. I move around the edges of our camp carefully, looking for mesakkah scents, but there are none. There are other creatures that have wandered through this area and left spoor behind, but their tracks do not go near my scent or my old tracks. They fear me.

      Good. They should be afraid.

      Even so, I am on guard as I set Willa down, the heated pulsing in my body temporarily quieted by the thought of danger. She goes into our shelter, talking in her musical language as I check the camp one more time. When I find nothing, I shake the thick snowflakes out of my mane and duck under the shelter to sit at her side. Inside, I see she’s laid out the leather clothing as a pallet once more, and she has an icy chunk of meat from our earlier kill in her hand, trying to cut a slice from it. She looks up as I enter, a welcoming expression on her face. She offers me the first cut piece of meat, and I feel like a king in this moment.

      I watch her as I eat, wondering at her sweet scent. It has faded some, and as she eats, I wonder if I can get it to return. My cock is hardening at the thought, and I suspect that I will be able to think of nothing until I discover her scent for myself. Willa yawns, looks uncertainly at the bed she’s made, and then lies down, tucking her hands against her cheek.

      I…do not understand this. Is she rejecting me and choosing to sleep alone despite our touching this afternoon? Did I do something wrong? Miss some subtle clue? I lie down on my side of the shelter, and after a moment’s wait, I grow impatient. With an irritated snarl, I reach across, snag her by the waist, and drag her over to my side.

      Willa’s giggle is pleasant and makes my balls tighten to hear. She pats my chest and murmurs something apologetic, then settles in next to me, her fingers twining in my chest fur. Her breathing slows and she relaxes, and I tuck her against my body, content with this. Maybe we will touch more tomorrow. She turns and settles against me, her back against my side. I turn over on my side as well, looping my arm over her protectively. She shifts, settling in, and then goes quiet.

      I drowse slightly in the half-awake state, attuned to the sound of her breathing and the pleasant feeling of her against me. Her breath hitches slightly and she trembles, and I open my eyes, waiting for her to say something.

      She remains quiet.

      After another moment passes, she twitches, and then the sweet scent touches my nose, filling me with hot need. My mouth waters and my cock hardens, and I wonder at the reoccurrence of the scent even as Willa shudders ever so slightly against me.

      Is she well? I touch her arm to wake her…only to discover that her hand is in her leggings, between her thighs. She shifts again and the scent of her overwhelms me.

      Willa is touching her cunt.

      Her cunt is the source of the sweet smell.

      I give a low growl of frustration. She does this with her hand? I want to be the one to touch her. I want to be the one that causes her sweet smell to emerge. I want to be the one who gives her pleasure. “Willa.”

      “Gren?” Her voice is low and breathless. Her hand slides out of her leggings, her scent blooming even as she gives a little shudder. “Guhbktusleep.”

      “You know I do not understand your words, female. Do you hide this from me?” I put my hand over hers, and I can feel the wetness on her fingers, the scent of it incredible. I lift her hand to my nose and inhale deeply, and then groan. Nothing has ever smelled so perfect, nor made me hunger so much. “You say we are fraaand, is this not true?”

      “Oh,” Willa says softly. “Fraands, yes.”

      “Then let me, as your fraaand, touch you.” I put my hand on her belly and when she does not protest, I move it lower, like she did to me. “Let me pleasure you like you pleasured me.”

      She moans and then slides onto her back. In the darkness, I can see the soft glow of her eyes, and the way her legs part ever so slightly in welcome.

      It is enough permission for me. I nuzzle at her neck, burying my face against her hair and breathing in her scent like she did to me. Should I lay her atop me and touch her from behind as she did to me? I do not know how this is done, but she seems to permit my touch well enough this way, so I continue. I push past the waist of her leggings and touch between her thighs, mindful of my big claws and her delicate skin.

      She is hot here, hot and sultry, and she has soft, pettable fur over her cunt. I groan low, surprised at this revelation. “You have been hiding this from me? I feel how wet with need you are, Willa. Let me learn you as you learned me. Nothing would give me more joy.”

      Her breath hitches, and she buries her hands in my fur, holding tightly to me. “Gren,” she pants, and then arches up against my hand. “Tchmee.”

      “I am going to learn your words,” I vow to her, even though I know what she wants. The way she rises up to meet my caress tells me plenty. “And then there will be no misunderstandings between us.” I stroke the little mound of heat that is her cunt, and I’m even more surprised when it parts under my touch. She has folds here, soft and slippery and wet with her scent. My mouth waters again, and I suddenly want nothing more in the world than to taste her. I do not know if such things are allowed, however, and so I will only do what Willa has done to me. I do not want to frighten her with the intensity of my need.

      But I touch her, learning her with fingertips and claw, grazing over the sleek folds of her cunt and running a fingertip through her wet heat. She writhes against me, pulling at my fur and panting with need, but she does not erupt quickly like I did. Perhaps she takes more touching.

      “Gren,” she pants, then babbles out a string of sounds I do not grasp.

      “Show me,” I demand of her. “Tell me what you want. Tell me how to touch you.” I do not stop my gentle exploration, though. I keep touching, hoping I will strike upon the caress that will make her pleasure burst forth from her like a supernova.

      She clutches at my wrist, writhing underneath my hand, and it is the most exciting and frustrating thing I have ever experienced. My own seed boils, ready to erupt, but she does not climax. She pants and pleads and squirms, but I do not know what she is asking for.

      “Show me,” I demand again, and this time I take her hand and push it into her leggings. “Show me what I do wrong.”

      Willa whimpers, the sound utterly intoxicating, and then her fingers push past mine. She touches the apex of her folds, and then rubs there in speedy, jerky motions. I push her hand aside and place mine there instead, and the moment I feel the slight bump nestled in her folds, she arches up with a cry, her hands tugging so hard at my fur that it causes me to come. My seed spills into my lap and down my thigh, but I ignore it, just as I ignore the wild panting of my breath, because Willa is beside herself right now, the thick, rich scent of her filling the shelter. She is so wet that I can hear my fingers as they slick through her folds, and I rub that small bump as if it is the greatest prize in any intergalactic arena.

      She stiffens, and her mouth falls open in a silent scream. Wet heat floods my hand, and then she rocks against me, rubbing at my hand even as she climaxes over and over again. I keep rubbing her, lost in the moment, entranced by the slickness of her cunt and the overwhelming, sweet musk that envelops my senses. “Willa,” I grit out, and when she shudders against me again, I hope that I’ve made her come twice. “Do it again,” I tell her, demanding. “I want to watch you come again.”

      But she only falls back against me, boneless and sated, and pulls my hand from between her thighs. She tucks my arm around her, hugging it to her breasts, and presses her mouth to my upper arm before curling up against me, a happy sigh escaping her.

      “Did I please you?” I murmur, nuzzling at her mane. “As much as you pleased me earlier?”

      “Mmm,” she says, then runs her mouth against my arm once more, a hint of a smile playing on her lips.

      I carefully extract my arm from her grip, but not before nuzzling at her mane again. “I must clean up,” I tell her. “I cannot let my fur stiffen with my seed.” And because she is soft and sweet and now mine, I have decided, I will do the same for her.

      I gather up a handful of snow, and then press it into the front of Willa’s leggings.

      My female shrieks and bolts upright out of our bed.

      Hmm. Perhaps humans do not do that, then.
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      WILLA

      Still no cootie noise.

      I check myself in the morning just in case, and then I listen to Gren’s heartbeat for a bit as he lies in the lean-to next to me. Even after that nasty snow-trick last night, I still cuddled against him for warmth. A girl’s a little more forgiving when she’s been touched until everything inside her squeezed. But nope, still no cootie noises.

      Maybe there’s something in the water in this place that makes a girl crazy with lust. That could be it.

      I mean, sex-crazed Willa is not who I am. I’ve never thought of myself as particularly sexual. It could be because of how I grew up, what with Isaiah dying when we were young and then Mama and Uncle Dick turning into two-bit country kingpins, I was more worried about ending up in the news than whether or not I’d get laid. I’m sure there were boys that were interested, but I never had the time. There was Mama and her shenanigans, and Uncle Dick’s people who wanted a quick grope of his teenage niece. I learned that the men that showed up were disgusting, and that put me off sex. Maybe it’s like the movies for some people, but for me it involved older men with grabby hands and leering. No thanks, didn’t want any of that.

      But with Gren, everything’s different.

      I want to touch him. I wake up and I breathe in his slightly sweaty scent and think it’s just about the best thing since biscuits and gravy. I want to bury my face in his strange fur and kiss those gigantic saber-tooth canines of his and soothe all the worries on his face. I want to explore his body—from the front this time—and see how he reacts if I put my mouth on him. I don’t find him ugly or strange looking anymore. He’s different, but I don’t mind that. There’s fierce protectiveness in his gaze and kindness in his eyes—and dear lord, he’s got great hands—and that makes up for any sort of snout or if he’s a little furrier than some guys. He’s wonderful and to me, those big hands and hulking body are incredibly sexy. There are a million things I want to do with him, and it feels like since we’re alone, we have all the time in the world to do so. It’s exciting, and when I wake up, my pussy feels achy and ready for another round of heavy petting.

      Man, screw heavy petting. I want to grab him and ride him like a pony.

      So yeah, it’s not really me that does that sort of thing. I keep thinking it might be the cootie and maybe mine’s just real quiet, but Gren’s is silent too, so maybe not. It’s a mystery. Maybe there’s something in the water…or maybe it’s just that for the first time in my life, I’m totally free to do whatever I want.

      There’s no Mama, no Uncle Dick, no credit card collectors, no diner wanting me to work an extra shift. I don’t have to worry about anyone judging me or thinking I’m trash. There’s just me and snow and fresh air and Gren.

      Seems kinda perfect to me.

      I touch my mouth thoughtfully. We should probably kiss at some point, though I wonder how that’s going to work with his big teeth. I don’t want him to feel awkward or uncomfortable, or like he’s lacking. He might not have the world’s prettiest mouth, but the man has magic hands and an enormous dick. I’m pretty sure any guy with a pretty mouth would be jealous of him for those things alone. And he’s mine, all mine. I squeeze my thighs together happily at the thought.

      After all, I can’t resonate to someone else when I’m alone with him. And given that there’s only two other single men on the planet other than Gren, and my cootie seems to be silent, resonance isn’t in my future. I’m okay with that, as long as Gren is.

      If things are kind of awesome on that front, though, breakfast is a bit lacking. We have cold cat sushi, which makes me want to puke at the thought, but I force myself to eat a few bites anyhow, because if I don’t eat it, Gren won’t either. He watches me to make sure I’m eating before he takes a bite, and I know he needs to eat. So I grab my hunk of kittycat breakfast, crawl into his lap, and snuggle up against him while we have breakfast, just because I want to be near him.

      He doesn’t quite know what to do with this, but he doesn’t push me away, either. He nuzzles my hair and holds me close, but there’s no frisky petting.

      Darn it.

      I look at the skies, but they’re cloudy and gloomy, and the temperature is colder than yesterday. Even as we eat breakfast, snow starts to drift inside of our lean-to. It’s going to be a stay-inside sort of day, I think. I’m both happy and sad about that—I love the thought of staying “in” with Gren all day, but I know for survival, we need a better shelter, and we need to get away from anywhere that the others might be looking for us.

      Still, today might not be that day, and it means that we can stay in and get to know each other better. Strange how that small thought fills me with such utter joy. Hang out in a shitty tent and eat frozen raw cat? Why does that sound like such an amazing day? It’s all because of my company, and I beam at Gren.

      “Willa,” he says. “Friend.” Then he waits, looking at me.

      “We need to learn more words,” I tell him, reaching for his hand. I give it a squeeze and want to sidle closer, but I wonder if he would deem that too pushy. It’s hard to think that after what we’ve been doing together for the last day or so, but I don’t want him to think I’m grabby. I fight back the urge to plaster myself all over him and gesture at the fat, falling flakes. “Today we should skip hunting.”

      “Hunt?” he asks, picking up that particular word.

      “No hunt,” I correct, then put my hand out to the front of the lean to and catch a few drifting flakes. “Snow.”

      Gren mimics me, though the sound is more purr than anything else. He struggles with the sharper consonants, I think, because of his teeth, but I don’t care. We’re talking and that’s all that matters. He reaches one hand out and captures a bit of snow on his fingers. “Rrrss.”

      I think that’s snow in his language, but it’s more growls and throat-deep sounds and I struggle to repeat them. I try twice, and when he rumbles with laughter, I can’t help but chuckle, too. “You’re doing better with my language than I am with yours,” I tell him cheerfully.

      He bares his teeth, then reaches out and caresses my face, his fingers tracing over my lips.

      “Do you want to know the word for ‘smile’? Happy? Lips? Teeth? Talk?” I feel a little intimidated by how much there is to teach one another. How are we possibly going to communicate when there’s a handful of words for every possible gesture? I was never good at languages in school. Actually, I was never good at school, period.

      But he just touches my lips, tracing them with the pads of his fingers and sending little skitters of pleasure all through my body. Right. It doesn’t matter how many words we learn, as long as we’re in this together. So I take his hand and guide his fingertips over my closed lips, puckering them. “Lips.” I give him a wide smile to show the difference. “Smile.”

      Then I put my hand on his mouth to do the same.

      He draws back slightly, startled, and looks uncertain. It’s as if he doesn’t know how to react to me touching his mouth. I wonder at that. Is there something different about his mouth that troubles him? I know he doesn’t look like me, but I don’t care. Appearances don’t count for shit as far as I’m concerned. Mama was a beautiful, beautiful woman and she had a purely rotten heart.

      I’d much rather an ugly, honest friend.

      I don’t think Gren is ugly, though. Different, yes, but not in a bad way. So I ignore his hesitation and reach for his mouth again. “Lips,” I tell him softly, moving my fingers over the seam of his mouth. Then, “Smile.” And I poke one finger into the corner of his mouth and drag it upward, making the expression for him.

      He snorts with laughter and carefully sets one claw at the edge of my mouth to do the same to me. “Shhhmmmile.”

      After that, the task of learning each other’s words is no longer so stressful. We touch each other and share words, sticking to the simple stuff first. His language is just as tricky for me to speak as mine is for him. The word for “hair” and “skin” in his language sound surprisingly the same, for example, but there might be inflections that I’m missing entirely that differentiate the two. When I ask about his fangs and his tail, though, he shakes his head, indicating that he has no words for them.

      How odd.

      We move on to other things, pointing out the shelter, the spear, the food, the leathers I’m destroying by using them as bedding in the cold snow. “We need blankets,” I tell him, and them mime covering myself with the leathers. “No bed.” I hug my arms and pretend to shiver. “Cold.”

      Gren grunts, fingering the leather tunic. “Food skin,” he tells me. “Gren food skin Willa.”

      “Do you mean you want to hunt something for its fur?” I make a stabbing gesture, then point at the hide, and he nods.

      “We need food and furs, yes. We also need fire.” I rub my hands together and pretend to hold them in front of a fire pit. “Fire, food, fur.” I gesture at our terrible little shelter, which even now isn’t doing a great job of keeping the weather out. It flaps hard with the stiff winds and lets in almost as much as it keeps out, and I find myself scooting closer to Gren every few minutes just to partake of his warmth. “This is all right for now, but we need better.”

      Gren nods. “Willa shelter.” He pauses, and then puts fingers to his head in an indication of horns. “Willa…shelter?”

      I shake my head, not clear what he means.

      He gestures at our tent. “Shelter…no. Willa…” He pauses and then puts the horns on his head again. “Shelter. Food. Fire. Gren no. No food. No shelter, no fire.” He makes the horns again. “Yes food. Yes shelter. Yes fire.”

      He makes the horns gesture again, and it dawns on me what he means.

      We don’t have food here, or shelter, or fire. The others do. He wants to know if I want to go back.

      “Do you want to go back? Gren?” I make the horns sign.

      My big guy is silent for a long moment. Then, he reaches out and takes my hand. “Gren Willa friend. Gren…Willa.” He gestures at himself, making it clear that whatever I decide, he’s going to follow.

      I’m shocked. “I won’t go back to people that tie you down and don’t treat you as human.” I shake my head vehemently and squeeze his big hand in mine. “Willa is Gren’s friend. Not the horned ones. If we need food, we will get our own food. Willa shelter Gren. Willa food Gren. Willa fire Gren.”

      I know it’s baby talk in the scheme of things, but it makes him smile, his lips drawing back over his big fangs with obvious pleasure. “Willa.”

      “Friend,” I tell him, and press my mouth to his knuckles in a silent promise. I’m not going to do anything to jeopardize his safety. I chose him and I don’t plan on changing my mind just because things got hard. “When things get hard, that’s when you show the world who you really are,” I tell him, petting his hand in mine. “After Isaiah died and Daddy left, Mama took the easy way out and sold drugs and let Uncle Dick run the show. It was too hard for her to get a real job because they wouldn’t pay her enough. It didn’t occur to her to get a second job, or to do work on the side. She wanted someone else to just take care of things, and it didn’t matter how wrong they were.” I shake my head. “That’s not who I’m ever going to be. Even if it’s hard, we do the right thing, and we do it together.”

      Gren just watches me with intense eyes, and then touches my cheek.

      The morning passes pleasantly, and I'm surprised at how quickly the hours fly past. Gren is great company, amusing and clever, and I think he's learning more of my language than I am of his, but he doesn't make me feel guilty about it. Every word we learn is another step closer to being able to have a real conversation, and I do my best to remember every growl and hissed syllable. After a while, the skies clear up and the suns come out, twin dots in the bleary gray sky, and we emerge from our cocoon for a bit to stretch our legs. There's a fresh layer of powdery snow on the ground that's blanketed the world in even more dazzling white, and our footprints from earlier are long gone. In the distance, though, I see a few dark specks in the snow, and when I gesture to Gren that we should check it out, he moves to my side and puts a protective hand on my shoulder, determined to take the lead.

      The specks turn out to be shit.

      Literally. They're big cakes of shit. I'm disappointed at first because who wants to find frozen crap all over their pristine snowy valley? But then I remember that Harlow was burning them, and I lean in to peer at the crap. Sure enough, it looks like it’s full of regurgitated straw or plants or something along those lines. Huh. I gesture at it to Gren, who looks at me like I'm crazy. "For fire," I tell him, giggling at his disgusted expression.

      "Willa food?" he asks, and when I shriek in disgust, that clever smile curves his mouth and I realize he was teasing me. I grab a handful of snow and launch it at him, and his eyes gleam with challenge. Oh dear. I turn and slog away, doing my best to run, but I'm not fast enough (especially not in thigh-deep snow) and a moment later, there's a handful of snow down the back of my tunic. I shriek again, and Gren puts a hand over my mouth, chuckling. "Shhh," he tells me, and then murmurs something in his language that's probably all about how we should be quiet and stealthy.

      I don't want to be, though. I love that he's being playful with me. That whatever his past was, he can feel silly joy with me. So I lick his palm, determined to gross him out and continue our teasing game.

      He isn't grossed out, though. Gren goes very still, groaning low, and then the lightness goes out of our game. It's no longer about frolicking in the snow. He doesn't move, but I can hear his breath rasping in his throat, and I can feel the hard stab of his erection against my back.

      It doesn't take much to turn him on, and I feel like a jerk for licking his hand. Of course he gets aroused at that. Something tells me that he's still new to touching overall, and even the most lighthearted play will become more to him. I'm heady with power at the thought of being able to turn him on so easily, but at the same time, I wonder if we shouldn't pace ourselves. Is he going to think our entire relationship is about sex if I keep making it sexual? I don't know what to do.

      I want to kiss him and caress him. Heck, I want to see his reaction to everything. But is that bad? Am I doing a disservice to our “friendship” if we become more than just buddies? How’s he going to feel if I resonate to someone else?

      Of course, I’d have to be around someone else for that to happen, but the threat is always on the horizon. I haven’t forgotten that the others are out seeking us. All that needs to happen is for one of them to run across the same trail we’re on and if a cootie fires off, we’re in trouble. Will Gren understand that?

      Why wouldn’t he understand that, Willa? He’s not an animal. He’s a person that was raised different than you, no more, no less. Now I feel even worse because I stole Gren away from the others to prove he’s not an animal, and then I’m hesitating because I think he might not understand how a relationship works? I can’t have it both ways.

      Unless…what if Gren thinks that I took him away from the others so he could be my sex slave?

      This is complicated.

      I know that I want him.

      I think that he wants me.

      Surely it can’t be more difficult than that, can it? Does it have to be? Or do I need to wait before touching him to prove that we can be friends as well as friends with benefits?

      As I turn to look at Gren, he drops his hand and lets me go. "Fire," he says flatly, turning away from me. He bends and begins to pick up the poop-cakes, collecting them in his big hands and I feel a twinge of guilt. Should I have responded faster? Did he sense my hesitation?

      It's not that I don't want him. I just have to be careful of our relationship. We're both so very new to knowing each other and this planet. We can barely communicate, and it'd be easy to misinterpret things. For all I know, me touching his dick yesterday means that we're married.

      Maybe we should have a long talk when we get back to the tent…right after we make fire.
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      WILLA

      Figuring out how to make fire isn’t as easy as it looks, though.

      When we get back with the fuel—I refuse to think of it as poop—I dig a hole in the snow for our “hearth,” push the poop into a pile, wipe my hands, and then try to figure out the fire-making implements I snatched from the other camp when no one was looking. There's a bit of metal that looks like it came from a spaceship and a rock that's been marked on one end with a reddish dye. I've seen plenty of movies so I should know how this works.

      Theoretically.

      In reality, I can't get it to work at all. I try striking the rock to the metal. Then I try striking the metal to the rock. I try banging both together. I change the angles that I hit them, I even try rubbing them together for friction sparks, but nothing works. I get the occasional spark, but nothing takes on my poop, and after a while, I'm sweaty and tired and I still have no fire. Gren watches me, but he's a bit warier since our playfulness got weird, and I want to tell him that it's me, not him. That I'm just trying to figure out how free I can be around him. That I'm the one blowing hot and cold and I'm the problem. Didn't I want him to kiss the hell out of me this morning? What changed now?

      Nothing. Absolutely nothing has changed. I'm just…skittish and now I'm in a bad mood. My dreams of a hot bath (or at least a hot toweling off) and a cooked dinner are fading quickly. This survival shit is hard. When I knock the rocks together again and nothing happens for the millionth time, I give up and fling them down, then stomp out of our lean-to so I can rage in private.

      Fire’s a fucking staple. If I can’t make fire, how are we possibly going to survive?

      I don’t reckon we will. And then I’m going to be responsible for Gren’s death. I drop to my knees in the snow, weary and tired and cold and just beat down from everything that’s happened. A week ago, I was waitressing with no future other than picking up extra shifts to put down some cash on credit cards that weren’t even mine. It was stressful, but I could handle it. I knew the situation. It wasn’t life or death.

      But here…I’m over my head.

      I feel suspiciously weepy and sniff hard, trying to ignore the overwhelming urge to cry. If I do, the tears will just freeze to my face. The wind is picking up again, and the small window of nice weather is gone, the clouds and snowflakes returning.

      For a self-pitying moment, I wonder if I’ll ever be warm again.

      “Willa?” Big hands close over my shoulders, warm and comforting. “Friend?”

      I close my eyes, ashamed. Here I am being a crybaby about my fate. Yes, it might be hitting me that I’m forced to survive on a wintry planet with no one to help out…but the entire time I’ve been treated better than how Gren was treated. I have no right to complain. I put my hand on his and squeeze. “I’m sorry. I’m having a weak moment. I promise I’ll suck it up and do better.”

      I turn around and look at him, a bright smile on my face. There’s a wariness in his expression, and then it hits me. I know why I’m freaking out at the thought of “using” Gren. Of worrying over how sexual our relationship is so quickly.

      That was how Mama controlled her men. If she wanted drugs, she’d show up at her dealer’s house in sexy clothes, with her lipstick perfect and her hair curled, her high heels on. I’d sit in the car with the radio playing, and she’d come out a little while later, hair mussed and lipstick smeared, her eyes glittering with her new high. If there were bills that had to be paid, Mama would just turn on the charm.

      She used sex to get what she wanted. It was nothing to her to use her body, to tease with a quick touch and a promising look.

      I’ve never, ever wanted to turn into her.

      I’m terrified that’s what I’m doing to Gren, even subconsciously—that I’m using him to comfort myself because I’m stressed about being stranded here on this planet. That the choices I’m making aren’t because I think he wants me or I want him, but because I need to somehow control something in my environment…and he’s it.

      “Willa?”

      I look up at him. I can’t explain everything that’s going through my head. I don’t have the words yet, but I know he’s going to think he’s at fault somehow, and that just makes me more upset. “I wish you got stuck here with a better person,” I whisper to him, and then bury my face against his chest, twining my fingers in his soft fur and wishing I knew my own head better.

      I wish Mama hadn’t fucked me up so bad.

      GREN

      I have done something wrong. Willa has changed toward me. Did I miss a signal? An indication that she wanted to mate with hands again and now she is offended? She seems lost in her own thoughts this day.

      We play word games to learn more of each other's language as we try to build a fire, but the fire proves impossible, and Willa's frustration grows. By the time it is dark, she puts away the two fire-making stones and huddles in one corner of our shelter, her expression sad and thoughtful.

      I want her to reach for me, to curl up against me so she can share in my warmth, but she does not seem to want to do the same. How do I lure her back, I wonder? I think of how she touched me when we hid against the wall of the canyon. I try to recall if she gave me a signal of some kind. All she did was stroke my stomach and murmur words to me, and then the next thing I knew, she was caressing my cock. There was no signal.

      That is the most frustrating thing of all. "Give me a sign, female," I tell her in Praxiian, because my body aches with want for her, but I will not force her. The last thing I want is fear on her face. She is the only one that has ever looked at me with understanding, and I would not have that change for anything.

      So I try to think of ways I can touch her. I pretend to lose the words she has shown me earlier this day so we can go over body parts again. Willa repeats the words for me, but her expression is distant and I do not know how to show her that I want her, other than to push her into the snow and rub my cock against her body until she makes the pleasing noises. I try to think if I have ever seen another gladiator woo his female, but those matings I saw were never truly consensual and the females cried pitifully the entire time.

      That…is not what I want.

      She picks up the fire sticks again and then puts them down, gazing at her hands in frustration. They are reddened and blistered from her attempts, and I take one in my grip, displeased. "I am warm enough, female. Why do you hurt yourself?"

      But she tilts her head and tries to interpret my words. "Food? Boot?"

      I bite back a sigh of frustration. All of the slurred growls and nuances of Praxiian are lost to her. I give up, taking our waterskin and pouring a bit of water onto a bit of soft hide and then washing her hand for her. Willa's eyes go soft and she watches me with a worried expression, even as my cock grows and aches at her nearness. I want her to touch me. I want her to reach for it again. I want to touch her, too, even more than I want her hands on me.

      "Tell me what I did wrong," I ask again. "Show me the signal once more so I can tell you yes."

      "Yes?" Willa asks, her brow furrowing. "Yeswut?"

      I growl again, this time in frustration, and it makes her cock her head once more. "Boot?"

      Grr. Obviously I must learn more of her words.

      I finish washing her hands and she makes no effort to touch me. If anything, she looks away, and that causes me physical pain. Is she realizing how ugly I am now? "Friends?" I ask as she pulls her hands from my grip.

      Her eyes glisten with wetness, and for a moment she looks so sad. "Friends," she agrees, her voice tender. She runs a light knuckle down my cheek, but when I try to lean into her caress, she pulls back.

      I am more confused than ever, now.

      We sit in silence in the small tent, and I watch as her breath begins to puff in the air as it grows darker outside. Even my body heat is not going to keep this tent warm enough for her, and I am secretly pleased. Now she will be forced to come to my side and burrow against me for heat. She is reluctant to do so, though, putting on every piece of clothing she brought instead of lying upon it. She sips water nervously, and then when the wind picks up even more outside, she grimaces and gets to her feet.

      I get to my feet, too. "Do we leave? Hunt?"

      "No," Willa says, putting a hand out to stop me. "Pah-tee."

      Ah. This word I know. It means she wishes to go outside and empty her bladder. I know from experience that she also likes privacy when she does this, though it displeases me. I look at the entrance of the lean-to and the snow that grows higher, the wind whistling.

      She reaches out and pats my shoulder. "No far. Pah-tee."

      I interpret she means she will stay close. Still, it is dangerous in the snow for one as fragile as her. Do her feet not sink with every step? "Gren come?"

      Her cheeks flush brightly. "No. Stay." She gestures that I should remain sitting, and then slips out of the tent, pulling her hood over her head.

      Irritated, I swipe at the now hard-packed snow that is our floor, and I grow even more annoyed when it crunches underneath my claws and sprays ice everywhere. I do not like this distance she puts between us. I do not like how all she does is pat me on the shoulder. For a moment, I wonder what she would do if I’d lie  down in the tent and touched myself like she did to me. Would she see me fondling something that she thought of as hers and decide to take control from me? Would she push my hands aside with a teasing little grin and a breathless call of my name?

      I like that thought very much. Perhaps she does not realize how much I want her? It is possible I have not made it clear enough. She knew my desire when she touched me, but much of the time, I ignore my erection. Maybe this confuses her. So I lie back in the snow, my body tense, waiting for her return.

      I wait for her to come back, see my cock hard and ready for her, and I anticipate her springing upon me with delight.

      A scream pierces the night air.

      I bolt upright and out of the lean-to, any thought of mating or touching out of my head. That was my Willa, and it was not a cry of surprise.

      It was one of terror.

      Suddenly there is no thought in my mind, no instinct save one—protect my female.

      I storm out of the tent. It is dark outside, the wind howling and the snow thick in the breeze, but my vision has been enhanced and I can see almost as well in the dark as in the daylight. In the distance, past a large drift of snow, I can see Willa, hunched over, her body made small.

      Several pairs of eyes gleam in the darkness in front of her.

      Predators. Something hunts her, its scent hidden on the high winds.

      A snarl of pure fury erupts from my throat and I spring forward to protect my female. Even as I move, my thoughts are racing to count the number of opponents. Eight sets of eyes—large numbers to overcome. I have fought just as many in an arena before, but eight with a female to protect will be tricky, and there will be no one to give me healing stims after I am done.

      It does not matter. If I give my life this day for my Willa, I will be glad of it. She must be kept safe.

      I surge forward, my claws extended, my teeth bared in a snarl. The scent of them hits me at the same time as I catch sight of the predators. Felines—more of them, and these bigger than the one that I killed. Are they its pack? Or did they simply smell the hide that I dragged all over our trail to throw off the mesakkah natives? I did not even think of other predators…and now Willa is in danger.

      Rage blurs my mind. I find myself sinking into my old ways, into survival mode. Arena mode. Nothing exists but my enemy, and I must destroy him. I crouch low, growling, and then spring into the fray before the first feline can pounce upon my Willa.

      She screams, the sound carried away by the wind, and the moment I land upon one feline, claws slashing, two others jump upon my back. This will be a battle of attrition—I can and will kill them, but I will be wounded. I do not care. I fling one into the snows even as I reach for another nearby. I want all of them to focus their attention on me. I am the predator. I am the monster they should fear.

      I am the beast.

      One feline latches onto my arm, its teeth digging deep. I bite back, shearing off a hunk of fur and flinging the cat to the side. Another moves to take its place, and then something rakes up my back, tearing it open. I roar again, and then more of the animals pounce on me. I snap necks and break bones, even as my skin is torn to shreds under their claws. They hiss and retreat, only to pounce again. I do not stop, either. I will never stop, not while my Willa screams and screams nearby. I send another feline flying, then attack the next. They seem endless, and as they continue to attack, I grow more savage. I rip at flesh and snap bones with my teeth. I tear and rend and destroy in a haze of fur and blood and snow. I sink my teeth into my newest kill and taste hot flesh, even as I shred it and cast the creature aside.

      Something howls in the distance and I glance up. Blood runs into my eyes, and as I squint, I see Willa, standing over one feline, the spear lodged into it. The lean-to is still attached to her spear - she grabbed the entire thing and came to my aid. I am stunned at her bravery.

      My brave female.

      Blood runs down her arm, her sleeve destroyed, and she looks up at me, panting. A sob catches on her breath, and I wonder at how loud it is. Then, I realize that the animals are dead. I look down at the snow at my feet—it is nothing but blood and guts. There are bits of a feline here…and parts over there. I hold my hands out and see they are covered in spatters of matter and tufts of white fur. One of my claws was ripped from its bed and there is a deep gouge on one hand, so deep I can see a hint of white bone underneath. The wound throbs, but…all of my body throbs. I feel achy all over, but it does not matter. I stagger towards my female. "Willa?"

      "Gren!" She drops the spear and moves toward me, her face shiny in the dark. Her eyes are leaking water onto her face, and as she sobs, she touches my arm and then withdraws again as I hiss at the sharp stab of pain. "Urhrt?"

      "Are you well?" I run my good hand over her body, checking her for injuries. "You should have stayed back and let me fight."

      She tries to move my hands away, and then cries something angry. "Urbleednevrywhr! Gren!"

      “Come,” I tell her. “We need to get you out of the cold.”

      “Gren!” Willa gently puts a hand on my fur. “Blessurhrt.”

      The way she emphasizes the word makes me remember that I have heard that before. She tells me sweetly I am foolish. Maybe I am, but I would do anything to protect her.

      The wind is blowing hard around us and I reach over to scoop up the spear and tent. As I do, dizziness overtakes me. The world slides away and topples, and then there is nothing but darkness.
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      WILLA

      This has been the worst night ever.

      I wipe tears from my eyes, sniffling, as I try unsuccessfully to make a fire again. Dawn is approaching, and light is starting to spill over the world. Thank god. Maybe when it’s bright outside I can see what I’m doing. I gaze at my torn-up hands, but the pain throbbing through them doesn’t matter. I glance over at Gren, who lies in a bloody heap in one corner of the sagging lean-to (that I’ve managed to somehow pull back together). The snow underneath him is dark with blood, and his fur is matted and crystallized with ice.

      His wounds need to be cleaned, but I can’t boil water. I choke back another sob, because I don’t know if it’s worse to leave his wounds as they are or to clean them with melted snow. I don’t know what to do. He’s unconscious and he keeps bleeding and there’s no one around to help.

      My poor Gren.

      When I thought we would escape from the others, I never imagined a scenario like this. Gren’s always been so big and strong that I thought he’d be invincible. That I’d be the problem part of our partnership, and the fact that he’s carried me so many times just increased that feeling.

      But now Gren’s hurt. Badly. And I don’t know how to help him.

      I’m going to fucking try, though. I won’t give up on him.

      There’s so many things that need to be done that I’m feeling slightly overwhelmed with all of it, though. My arm hurts and throbs where one of the snowcats attacked me. I’m hungry—stupidly enough—and thirsty, and neither are prepared. We’re out of chunks of frozen kitty sushi, but there’s plenty of dead animals outside. I can just butcher one and melt some snow, I suppose.

      I also need to drag the other carcasses away from our campsite so other scavengers aren’t drawn here.

      And then there’s Gren. He’s hurt and bleeding and I have to clean his wounds and stitch them and take care of him and…I don’t know anything about doctoring.

      This is all my fault, just because I had to take a last-minute pee last night.

      I sob again, letting myself cry for a moment. I’ll have one good wail to get it out of my system, and then I’ll get to work saving my beast. “You’re not going to die on me,” I tell him stubbornly even as I slap the fire-sparkers together again. “I need you.”

      As if my tears have roused him back to consciousness, Gren groans, stirring.

      I forget all about fire-making and move to his side, crawling over the snow in the small, frigid lean-to. “Gren! Gren, are you all right?” Tenderly, I brush a dark lock of hair back from his face.

      He lifts a hand slowly, reaches up to touch my face. “Friend.”

      “Your friend,” I agree, new tears leaking from my eyes as I press my lips to his palm. “I’m going to take care of you. Just lie down and rest.”

      Instead of listening to me, though, he struggles to sit up. It’s clear that it’s intensely painful for him, and a new round of blood gushes from his wounds when he does.

      “No,” I bellow, and put a hand to his chest, then flinch back, because I’m afraid of hurting him again. “Gren, you have to stay put!”

      “Willa…” he pants, squeezing his eyes shut as if dizzy. “Meat…”

      “I know. I’ll take it away from camp. You lie down and rest.” I touch his jaw, because it feels like that’s the only place he’s not shredded. “Sleep.”

      He gives a half-nod and then collapses in the snow again, unconscious.

      I allow myself one more choked sob, and then I swipe the tears away from my eyes and turn back to my fire. I have until the suns are high to figure out how to get this thing working. After that, I have to tend to Gren’s wounds because I can’t wait any longer.
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      The fire never gets started.

      I give up when my fingers hurt so badly that I can’t hold the strikers any longer. My blisters from yesterday healed overnight—that must be the super-healing cootie at work—but I put so many fresh ones on them that my hands are worse than before. I give up and spend the next few hours pressing sips of water into Gren’s slack mouth and then dragging the dead cats away from our camp. One of them is gone, dragged away in the snow, and I see a lot of tracks that almost look human. That terrifies me even more—if it was the sa-khui hunters, they would have found us. They would have seen the tiny lean-to against the cliff and come for a visit—and helped me start a fire, at least.

      The fact that no one came in tells me that it wasn’t one of the blue-skinned aliens, and therefore it’s an enemy.

      I keep the smallest of cats and butcher it a safe distance from camp, then bury it in the snow and hope that does enough to disguise the smell. With the raw meat in my bag, I race back to camp. I don’t like being gone long because I’m terrified that those scavengers are going to smell Gren’s blood and come after him next.

      Gren doesn’t awaken again, though. He sleeps, and bleeds, and sleeps some more. His breathing is even, at least, but I’m still worried.

      After I give up on the fire officially, I decide I have to clean his wounds. My shallow scratches are already scabbing over, so his need to be cleaned before his cootie kicks in. I melt a waterskin full of snow against my belly, ignoring the discomfort, and then rip the sleeve off my tunic, using it as a fresh towel to clean him. I don’t have soap, either, and I’m full of despair at how primitive we’re living. “What I wouldn’t do for a good aloe vera plant,” I tell him, thinking of Mama’s favorite cure-all. Well, that and a bottle of whiskey. I’d take that, too. A shot for me to brace my shredded nerves and then the rest to disinfect Gren’s wounds.

      His injuries look bad, so bad that I feel completely incompetent and helpless as I reveal them. He’s got bite-marks and chunks of flesh gouged out of his hands and lower arms. Deep, horrible slashes cover almost all of his skin, so I press cool snow to them and hope that it helps ease some of the pain. I’ve never seen anyone so cut up, and as I touch the gouges on his mouth, I try to remember how many of the cats I dragged away. Seven? Eight? Does it even matter? He was outnumbered, but he just waded in to save me. For a moment, I hate everyone back at the old camp who thought he was a monster. That’s not even remotely the Gren I know. The one I know is wary to trust, yes, but so loyal and protective that it takes my breath away.

      This is my fault, I know. He went out to save me and now he’s suffering.

      I keep hoping as I swipe away blood and clean his fur that some of the gore covering him belongs to the cats he killed, but most of it is his. I don’t know how one person can bleed so much and survive, but he continues to hang in there, even if his breathing is weak and rapid. I’m taking that as a good sign. Gren’s a big, strong guy. He’ll have a lot of blood.

      He’ll be fine, I tell myself. Just fine. He’s just resting.

      The wounds look worse the more I clean him, some so deep that I wonder if I should try stitching him up. The problem with that is that I don’t have string—I have leather, and I don’t know what that’ll do for infections. I’m hoping his cootie will kick in and fix things faster than me mucking around will. “Get to work, cootie,” I whisper to it. “I need him back.”

      Not because of sex. Not because I need him to take care of me.

      I just want my friend.

      I keep bathing him over and over, until my hands are numb with pressing snow to his wounds and my stomach hurts from melting the contents of my waterskin. At some point I pass out and wake up with my cheek in the snow, my body sprawled next to his. He sleeps on. The suns have gone down and now it’s completely dark. I shiver, worried, and creep a little closer to him. I hope no more of the cats come here, because I can’t defend him the way he did me. One, maybe. More than one? We’re both fucked.

      “Y’all can just stay home,” I tell any critters outside. “Leave us alone.”

      “Willa,” Gren groans, voice faint.

      “I’m here,” I tell him softly, leaning closer. “Do you hurt?”

      “Stay,” he whispers, and reaches out for my hand in the dark. “Friend.”

      Does he think I would leave him? I’m horrified at the thought. “I’m not going anywhere,” I promise, and gingerly hold his hand. “You and I are together until the bitter end.”

      The “bitter end” part might be coming sooner than I’d hoped.
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      GREN

      I am dying.

      The thought floats through my head as I awaken. Faint morning light trickles into the lean-to. My limbs are heavy and everything aches, and when I try to stand, I feel weak and helpless. Nearby, Willa is curled up, her mouth slack with sleep. She clutches a now-stiff bloody fur that I have vague memories of her using to bathe me. She must have fallen asleep while tending to me. I do not awaken her, doing my best to get to my feet.

      If I cannot walk, I am dead for certain. Worse than my own death, I will take Willa with me, and that cannot be borne.

      I need to get her to safety.

      I manage to get to a low crouch, panting, and blink rapidly to shake the dizziness from my head. I am weak from blood loss, but there is more, I think. I feel overwarm and achy, as if I stand in a swamp instead of on a wintry planet. I stretch, and I can feel my fur sticking to the dried blood oozing out of my many wounds. Willa has tried to cover the best of them—I am bundled in tied bits of leather up and down my arms and thighs, and it looks as if she has destroyed layers of her own clothing to protect me. Foolish female. This is not good. She needs warmth and layers to protect her naked skin. She does not have fur to protect her. I touch one wrapping that aches like a sore tooth, and pain shoots up my arm.

      Infected.

      I will be dead in days, then.

      At least I have had Willa’s kindness and friendship. I touch her cheek gently, thinking of how freely she has given me her touches. No male was ever so lucky. With my dying strength, I must get her to safety so she does not die with me. “Willa,” I murmur.

      She jerks awake, her eyes flying open. There are dark hollows under them and her lips are pale. “Oh! Gren! You’re awake!”

      “Come,” I tell her, wishing I had the words to say that we must journey on. That I must take her back to the beach, to the others that can tend to her. They did not treat her as a slave, after all. She will be safe there.

      “Lidwn,” Willa tells me, her hands fluttering over me. “Urhrt.”

      I point—my arm is so heavy that the movement feels incredibly slow—out at the snow. “Come.”

      “Wht?” Her jaw drops and she scrambles to her feet, sputtering a wealth of words I cannot follow.

      I know she is upset. She thinks I will kill myself if I walk outside. Perhaps I will. Walking anywhere feels like the greatest task I have ever undertaken, but Willa must be brought back to the others if I am to die. This world has no med-bay, no surgical machines to fix wounds, no stims to charge failing organs into new life. I am tired and I am weak, but I will do this for her. She gave up the others for me—I would give up my life for her. There is no question. So I begin to dismantle the lean-to even as she trails after me, uttering protests in her odd language.

      “Gren!” she finally calls. “Plz.”

      I can hear the upset in her voice. I turn—even turning feels like a challenge—and look at her sad eyes, full of water. She does not understand. I reach up and cup her cheek, though it takes an absurd amount of strength. “Willa. Fraaaand?”

      “Friend,” she agrees, her expression troubled.

      “Come,” I tell her, and lean heavily on her spear as I drag the leather lean-to down to the ground. We will take apart our camp, and then I will find a scent trail from the others and lead her back to them.

      WILLA

      I can’t get Gren to rest.

      He refuses every time I ask, even though every step seems to be hard-won. Gone is the boundless strength of the man that carried me and all of our goods through hip-high snow without a problem. I carry our pack now, and Gren leans heavily on the spear. Every so often he sways, and then I support him for the next few steps, until he gets his balance again. He’s silent, putting one foot in front of the other and constantly sniffing the air as if looking for a particular scent.

      He wants to go somewhere. And because I can’t stop him, I go along with him. I’m tired, hungry—I haven’t eaten since he got hurt—and more than anything, I want Gren to put his big, strong arms around me and hold me close. I really, really want a hug. But none of that is possible right now, so I stay at his side, doing my best to be strong and capable as he plods forward, endlessly.

      We leave the cliffs behind, heading into what feels like a valley, and then back up an even steeper slope. The walking becomes difficult, the paths rocky, and the climb so slanted that even my uninjured legs struggle with every step. Gren continues relentlessly forward, though. Every once in a while, he’ll pause to catch his breath, then he’ll say “Come” and keep going.

      So I go with him. I won’t leave his side, even though I worry he’s killing himself.

      Then again, this might be a custom of his people when they’re dying, though the thought chokes me with grief and I want to scream at the unfairness of it. In the next moment, I tell myself that he’s not dying. He’s not. He’s just leading us both safely out of the way of more of the snowcats, and that’s what he keeps sniffing for.

      “Please don’t die,” I whisper to him, and I want to reach out and touch his fur, but his wounds still seep and I’m afraid to hurt him. So I keep my hands to myself, and my fears to myself, and if I want to scream and scream, well, I keep that in, too. Gren needs me as his friend right now, and by golly, I am gonna do it.

      The suns start to go down and I feel a hint of panic as the temperature drops and the world begins to turn a grayish purple with twilight. We’re high up, the paths winding along the side of an even steeper cliff than before. The rocks here are icy, and where they’re not, they’re loose and it’s like stepping on slippery gravel as we move forward. “Can we go another way, Gren? There’s nowhere to set a tent up around here.”

      He growls something under his breath and lifts his arm half-heartedly, trying to gesture at something. Then he stops, panting.

      “Gren?” I move to his side as he hunches over, catching his breath. I touch him on the one spot on his shoulder that doesn’t seem to be torn up, and I’m shocked at how hot he feels. Not his normal toasty warm, but feverishly warm. He’s sick. His cootie isn’t taking care of any bacteria that might have gotten into his cuts. “You’re not well, Gren,” I tell him, trying not to choke on the grief rising in my throat. This is how it started with my brother, Isaiah. Just a fever, and then days later, he was in the hospital, then dead from meningitis.

      There’s no hospital here. We’re all alone.

      And things were never the same after Isaiah died. They went to hell and never came back. Mama got hooked on drugs. Daddy left. Uncle Dick moved in.

      “Please,” I whisper to anyone that’s listening. I’d deal with a hundred Uncle Dicks if it would save Gren.

      He pants for breath, and I see the hair on his head is clinging to his dark, thick brow with sweat. He tries to gesture up the slope once more, then his arm flops back down to his side, his strength nearly gone.

      “It’s all right,” I tell him. “If you want to go up there, we’ll go up there.” I point where he pointed, and nod. “Come.”

      “Come,” he agrees, and struggles to his feet, the effort so difficult that it brings tears to my eyes. I fight them back and slip myself under one arm. Normally I’d be too short to support him, but he’s so hunched with pain that I fit perfectly under his shoulder and let him lean on my strength.

      “Willa, no,” he manages. His words are slurring.

      “Willa yes,” I tell him. “Come.” And I take a slow step forward. “I’m not leaving you, friend.”

      He groans, leaning heavily on the spear. “Blessurhart,” he mumbles.

      “What?” I’m shocked to hear it, and then a hysterical laugh bubbles up in my throat. He must have heard me say it a few times and is parroting it back to me. I guess the context is pretty clear, but it’s so insane and yet perfect that I can’t stop laughing. “I love you, Gren, you know that?”

      And then I sober, because I realize it’s true. I’m falling in love with the guy and he’s killing himself to go up this stupid cliff path. But then he leans heavily on me again and I draw every bit of strength that I have to support him and move forward, picking my steps carefully as we continue up.

      A few minutes later, I see it.

      There’s a reason why Gren has pushed so hard to come up here.

      There’s a fucking cave.

      We’re saved. Glory, hallelujah.
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      WILLA

      I manage to half-drag, half-support Gren up to the entrance, and then inside. The entrance snakes around a big branch of rock, protecting the interior from the snow and wind that howls outside even now. It occurs to me as the cave opens up from the narrow passageway into a much larger chamber that we might have just walked into a bear’s lair. Or…whatever this planet has that passes as a bear. Too late now.

      It’s all quiet inside, though, the only sound that of Gren’s ragged breathing and my panting. It’s not entirely dark, either—there’s a hole in the ceiling somewhere up ahead, and snow (and watery light) drifts inside. I can see lumps vaguely in the darkness, and for a moment, my body freezes in terror. I instinctively back away, and it takes a few moments for me to realize that nothing’s moving. Of course nothing’s moving. Gren wouldn’t lead me into danger. “This is where we were coming? How did you know?” I ask him.

      He just sags against me, his strength gone. Mine is nearly gone, too, and I help him to the ground, then tuck my pack under his head as a pillow. “You rest,” I tell him gently. “I’ll see what we have here that we can use.”

      It only takes me a few minutes to find out that this cave is a dream come true.

      The lumps? They’re supplies. I find baskets full of the weird trail mix, furry bundles of blankets, and stacks of the weird poop cakes that they use as fuel. Everything we need is here…and someone’s supplied this cave recently, which means they’ll be back. I’ll worry about that problem later. For now, though, it’s ours, and Gren’s safe.

      I make my alien as comfortable as I can, giving him a few sips of water and urging him to eat a handful of trail mix. He doesn’t really seem interested in eating, so I scarf down what he leaves behind and continue to give him water. I unroll blankets and tuck them around his body to keep him warm. “We’ve got supplies now, Gren. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      He reaches for my hand, and I clasp his in mine.

      It’s going to be okay now. I repeat that over and over again to myself, because I need to believe it.
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      The next morning, his fever is even worse, and I feel helpless. He kicks off the blankets, and when I try to put them back on him, I notice they’re soaked with sweat despite the fact that he’s shivering. He won’t eat, and when I try to push sips of water on him, he seems uninterested in that, too. I do what I can to make him comfortable, but fear lodges in my belly and won’t leave.

      He needs more help than I can give him.

      If this cave is full of supplies, that means someone’s coming by here. We’re probably not far from the beach at this point. I could go down to the others and force them to give us help…somehow. But I worry that they’d just rope Gren again, tie him up and treat him like an animal. He’s thrashing in his feverish sleep, and I sometimes have to scoot away or he’ll hit me with one of those oversized, clawed hands. Do I chance getting the others? As the minutes tick past and Gren continues to thrash in his fever, I worry that I’m making the wrong choice.

      But what if they can’t help? They wear skins and carry spears.

      And I know Gren would rather die free than a slave.

      A low growl catches my attention.

      “Willa,” Gren groans, reaching out from the bed and grasping at air as if seeking me.

      “I’m here,” I tell him, and hurry back to his side. He clutches at my hand tightly, and then pulls my entire body against his. “Friend,” he says between pants. “Friend.”

      His skin is sweaty, his fur damp, and he’s so hot that tears spill down my cheeks. Even pulling me against him doesn’t wake him from his troubled sleep. I pat his hand and caress his arm. “I’m here,” I tell him again, even though I doubt he realizes that I am. “I won’t leave you.”

      He growls and continues to growl even as I hold his hand. He doesn’t know where he is, and when I touch his forehead, his skin is even hotter than before.

      That settles it. I think of Gren reaching for me while I try to find the others. I think of him dying, alone, his arm outstretched as he looks for his only friend.

      I’m staying by his side until the very end. Nothing could keep me from him.
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        * * *

      

      Gren shivers off and on through the night, and when I put a blanket on him again, he doesn’t protest. He’s a sweaty mess, and when I try to bathe him, he snaps his teeth as if in pain, lashing out. No more bathing, then. I don’t know if it’s doing any good anyhow. I settle for wetting a bit of fur and squeezing it out over his mouth. I wish we had cotton towels.

      Fuck the towels. I wish we had doctors.

      I barely sleep that night, and when the morning light trickles in from the skylight hole in the ceiling, I peel the blankets back and look at Gren’s wounds. Most of his scratches are gone, healing into faint red lines. Instead of this being good news, it just emphasizes how bad all the bite-marks are all over his body. Worse than that, there’s a sickly-looking fluid leaking from them, and the skin around the bites is puffy and red. I put the blanket back on him, because what else can I do?

      Gren shifts in the bedding, and then his eyes open. They’re glazed with fever, but he focuses on my face.

      “Hey, sugar,” I murmur, caressing his fuzzy cheek. “How are you feeling?”

      “Willa.” He tries to lift a hand to touch my face, and it seems to strain him. I take his hand in mine and put it against my cheek for him.

      “I’m here.” I smile brightly at him, even though I feel like screaming. He looks worse than before. Are these his last minutes? He studies my face, and his gaze is so tender that a huge knot forms in my throat. “I wish I’d pounced on you like I wanted to,” I tell him. “I should have done it instead of worrying about it. Maybe you’d be all right if I’d climbed all over you instead of going out for a tinkle.”

      His nostrils flare, and I inwardly cringe. There’s no way he’s going to miss his own sickly smell, of the infection that’s raging in his wounds. I hate that he has to smell that.

      To my surprise, though, he struggles to sit upright in bed, growling. “Gren?” I ask, putting a hand on his chest. “Lie down, sugar—”

      He shakes off my hand, trying to get to his feet. He can’t, and instead, he just crawls forward, his teeth bared, an angry snarl in his throat.

      I watch for a moment, confused, and then I realize this isn’t his confused-growl or even his communication-growl. This is a growl of protection, and with his feral snarl showing all of his teeth, he’s ready to attack.

      Something’s coming to our cave.

      I race to grab my spear and then push in front of him. If those awful snowcats have followed us up here, I need to defend Gren. Nothing’s hurting him while I’ve got air in my lungs.

      “Willa,” Gren says, and then hisses, like an angry cat.

      “No, you stay back,” I tell him, moving to the front part of our cave, where it narrows into a winding tunnel. I can block anything that heads in this direction. That’s one good thing about our cave—it’s defensible. I get to the end of the tunnel, hold my spear at the ready, and wait.

      Everything is silent. I listen for footsteps, trying to think what it could be. More cats? A pony-creature? Some new horror?

      My worried breathing is overloud in our cave. Then, strange voices drift off the walls, speaking in a language I don’t understand. They’re male voices. I frown into the darkness, and then I hear an amused laugh, and then a question. The word “Mah-dee” is spoken and I gasp with realization.

      Hunters. From the tribe.

      They’ve found us.

      I clutch the spear tighter, my body trembling with fear. “Stay back, Gren. We don’t know if these men are friend or foe.”

      He only hisses at me, lost in the fever. I’m not afraid, though. He would never harm me.

      A male alien comes around the corner, laughing at the companion behind him—and then stops short at the sight of me with my spear out. His eyes widen, and I recognize the long, messy braid of hair. Zolaya, Veronica’s friend. Behind him, Hassen nearly runs into his back when he stops.

      We all look surprised to see each other.

      Gren hisses, breaking the silence, and then growls, shifting on his feet. As I watch, the two aliens reach for their belts…and its then that I see the ropes.

      They’re not here on a friendly meeting.

      “Get the fuck out of here!” I scream at them, shaking my spear in their direction.

      Zolaya murmurs something, putting out his hands to indicate that I shouldn’t attack.

      I jab at him again to show that I’m serious. “You’re not touching him. Go away. No one wants you here!”

      “I just said…we only want to talk,” Zolaya speaks in that soothing voice. Then, he frowns. “Did you not get a translation chip from Mardok?” He repeats the words in the other language, the fluid one of their people, and takes a step forward.

      I stab at him with my spear, this time close enough to make the leather laces on his vest twitch, and Hassen hauls his friend backward. Both of them are scowling, but I don’t care. They’re not touching my Gren.

      Translation chip. I’m irritated that they bring up something like that as if it’s a carrot to be dangled in front of my nose…and then I’m just full-blown angry. Gren hasn’t been able to speak to anyone at all. No one tried to give him a fucking translation chip. “Leave us alone,” I tell them, furious. “No one wants you here.”

      Gren growls again and then ruins the effect by panting heavily. He collapses on the stones at my feet, hisses again, and then tries to crawl forward, as if determined to protect me with his dying breath.

      That breaks me.

      “Y’all get out of here,” I say again, sweeping my spear at them.

      “Wil-lah,” Hassen says. “Come back with us—”

      “Never.” Not when they brought ropes with them. They can turn right around and leave, because we are never going with them. Ever.

      “He is dying,” Zolaya states, his gaze flicking to Gren.

      “Then he’s going to die here. Free.” I shove my spear at them again, getting hysterical. “But you two fuckers are getting the hell out of here!”

      At the wild note in my voice, and the crazy swing of my spear, they both step back. Zolaya exchanges a look with Hassen, and then they both turn to go. “We will go,” Zolaya says.

      “Good,” I call after them as they disappear down the tunnel. I remain where I am, quivering, spear white-knuckled in my grip. I listen to their footsteps retreat, and then they speak again, their voices muffled as they head outside. I hear their boots crunch on the slippery gravel slope, and then they are gone.

      I sag to the ground, exhausted and trembling.

      We’ve been found. I shudder, thinking of the ropes they carried at their waists, and how close Gren came to being tied up by them again. It would be pure torture for him. He’s going to die free, damn it.

      A big hand curls around my wrist, and then Gren strokes his thumb over my skin. “Willa,” he pants. “Friend.”

      “That’s right,” I tell him, weeping. “I am your friend. Let’s get you back into your bed so you can rest comfortably.” If nothing else, I can provide him that.

      It takes a long time to get Gren’s hulking body back into his pile of furs, and by the time he’s settled, we’re both exhausted. I manage to get him to drink a few sips of water, but he refuses food and goes quiet, and I realize he’s passed out. I watch him sleep for a minute, my heart aching as I gently brush the sweaty hair from his brow. Nestled in the wild length of his dark hair, he’s got tiny horns just above his brow. Huh. I keep stroking his head, wishing I could do more for him than just touches.

      “I won’t leave you,” I whisper to him, and then I get up.

      I’m wiped out, but I can’t rest. I glance over at my spear, now lying on the floor, and grab it. Just to be on the safe side, I march to the entrance of the cave and peer down the long, steep, gravel-slick path. Sure enough, I see the two big blue aliens sitting near a fire a short distance away. They’re not coming up…but they’re not leaving, either. Frustrated, I glare down at them as I think. I don’t know what to do. Are they just going to sit down there and wait Gren’s death out?

      That makes me hate them just a little more.

      Eventually, I go back into the cave. There’s nothing I can do about them except stay alert. If they decide to attack, they’ll do it at night, so I have to stay on guard. I rub my tired eyes and return to Gren’s side, because I want to be there if he wakes up. I take his hand in mine and keep my other hand on the spear, turned toward the cave entrance.

      “I’ll keep watch over you, Gren,” I whisper to him.

      I’m half-drowsing when I hear the loud scratch of gravel outside on the path. I jerk awake, my heart hammering, and I race back to the entrance of the cave, down the winding tunnel, spear at the ready.

      “I told you to leave us alone,” I cry out.

      The male alien just raises a hand in the air. It’s Hassen, his hair cropped short and loose at his shoulders compared to Zolaya’s long, sloppy braid. He’s got a torch in his hand. “I brought you fire, Wil-lah.”

      I hesitate. “Why?” I ask warily, not moving toward him.

      “Because you do not have any?”

      “Bless your heart,” I tell him, but I don’t move forward. “I don’t need anything from you. Just go and leave us alone.”

      “Zolaya is gone,” he says as if that answers everything. “I have brought you fire.” He gestures, indicating I should take the torch from him. “And a word of advice.”

      “I said I don’t want anything from you—”

      “There is a basket in the cave,” he continues, talking louder so his voice carries over mine. “It is full of short, green needles that smell foul when you crush them. Put a pouch of water over the fire, add a handful of needles, and let it cook until the smell turns sweet. Then, have him drink it.”

      I eye him warily. “Why?”

      “It is for pain. It will not help his sickness, but it will help him sleep easily.” And he holds the torch out to me again.

      He could be lying. He could be misleading me into drugging Gren so they can tie him up and drag him back to camp. But I’m so tired that I can’t think straight, and I desperately want to help Gren any way I can. “And then you’ll leave?”

      “I will not leave. I will stay below and keep scavengers away from your cave.” He hesitates, then adds, “You left a large scent trail that will bring predators. They like the smell of the weak and will come hunting.”

      I don’t know what to say to that. I hesitate, then move forward and take the torch from him, and retreat back into the cave. I don’t thank him, though it goes against my southern upbringing not to. I still don’t know if this is a trick.

      But I have fire. And Gren might have a pain reliever. It’s more than we’ve had, so I’ll take a chance.
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      WILLA

      Another day passes. Despite the tea, his wounds get worse, until I feel the sickness of it is in my nostrils. I keep the fire going, though, and force tea on him every time he wakes up. Hassen doesn’t return to bother us, at least, but Gren doesn’t awaken much, either. I feel like he’s sinking and it’s just a matter of time. So I curl up next to him and hold his hand, tracing my fingers over the uninjured parts of his knuckles to let him know that I’m here, and I’m with him, and that I won’t ever leave his side.

      I don’t even realize I’m asleep until I hear Gren growl.

      I spring to my feet, disoriented and dizzy. I’m so tired that I’m drifting off to sleep even when I’m not supposed to. I don’t remember the last time I ate more than a handful of trail mix, and I’m weak and tired. I scramble to pick up the spear, even as I hear voices in the tunnel. Different voices.

      “Gren?” a woman calls out, and my alien growls furiously. "My name's Veronica. I'm here with my mate, Ashtar. We're not coming to hurt you, or to try and take Willa away from you. I know you're wounded and we just want to help you. Can we come in?"

      Veronica? The girl from the beach? The one that resonated to the golden guy? What would she be doing here? Confused, I clutch the spear and look at Gren, still in the blankets. His eyes are glassy, and he’s growling furiously, but he makes no attempt to get up. That’s bad.

      “Gren?” I whisper. “How are you feeling?”

      He gives an angry snarl, and then he’s silent.

      My heart hammers painfully in my chest. He’s worse than ever. These might be his last moments. I turn to the tunnel, uncertain. Veronica says she wants to help…do I trust her? I think of her face—unassuming and sweet—and decide to take a chance. “Wait here,” I tell Gren. I slap the spear down on the ground and grab the bone torch from the edge of the fire—it’s the same one that Hassen used, and I think it’s a thigh-bone of some sort of animal with sticky, resin-covered leather on the end that seems to burn for a long period of time. I saved it in case I needed it. Now, I stick it into the fire, wait for it to catch, and then head for the tunnel.

      I go a few steps in, holding the torch high, and then I see them. Veronica’s there, her brown curls wind-tousled, her skin rosy. She has a fur muff over her hands and her leathers look so much cleaner than mine. She smells fresh. I probably look like a crazy woman, and I touch my hand to my filthy hair absently. How long has it been since I bathed? It’s not on the priority list. Ashtar’s behind her, one hand on her shoulder and frowning at me. I ignore him and study Veronica. “You mean it?”

      She blinks. “Which part?”

      “The part where you’re not going to take me from him?” I hold the torch higher, so I can see both of their faces.

      "We're here to see if we can help. That means healing, and it's all that it means. I promise."

      Yeah. I’m not sure I believe that. “You're not here to rescue me?"

      "I guess that depends on if you want to be rescued," Veronica’s expression grows wry. "Ashtar took me away, and I guess that could be interpreted as 'stealing me', except I have no desire to be rescued. I'm not sure that the big blue guys agree, but I figure there's room enough on the planet for everyone to have differing opinions now and then."

      I hesitate. Do I trust them? It sounds good, but…I don’t know anymore. I’m so tired. I rub my face, wishing I knew what to do. "Please, please don't betray my trust."

      "We won’t.” Veronica’s voice is easy, confident, and she steps forward, palms spread to show she has no weapon. "He's injured, isn't he?"

      I fight to speak past the knot in my throat. "He's dying. I don't want him to die thinking he's still someone's captive. Please…"

      “He won’t. I'm a healer, Willa. I can heal him…or at least, I can try. But I can't do it out here."

      A healer? I don’t know what she means by that, but Gren is on his last legs. If he was a dog, Uncle Dick would have put him down days ago.

      I still hate Uncle Dick.

      Anger and frustration rush through me, followed by exhaustion. If I’m going to trust them, I need to move out of the tunnel. “Please,” I say, not entirely sure what I’m asking at this point, and then indicate they should follow me. I head back into the cave that’s been our home for the last two days—or has it been more? I don’t even know any longer. I drop next to Gren’s spot, and I can hear him growling low, even though his eyes are focused on nothing but the fire. He doesn’t see me. I take his hand anyhow. “Gren, friends are here. They’re going to help you, all right?”

      He growls, and I don’t know if he’s answering me or just reacting to different scents.

      Veronica is fearless, bless her heart. She moves to my side and smiles cheerfully. “Hi Gren. I'm Veronica. That guy over there is my mate." She points across the fire to the big golden guy, who has his arms crossed and looks as if he’s ready to snatch Veronica away if Gren makes one wrong move. Veronica doesn’t seem to see it, though. She pats her chest. "You can probably hear us resonating, right? That means there's no chance either of us is going to take Willa from you."

      Bless her heart a thousand times, she actually thinks he can get up from his bed.

      I stroke his hand, and for a moment, I think he can see me. I smile at him, trying to make it seem like all of this is totally okay. I hate that we’re talking around him, though. “He only knows a little of our language. No one gave him a translation chip.”

      “Will he attack if I touch him? I want to help, but I have to put my hands on him to heal him.”

      Faith healing. Yeah, okay. I’ve seen this in a few churches back home. Don’t rightly believe in it, but at this point, I’m willing for Veronica to do anything. I stroke Gren’s knuckles. “Gren, sugar. Veronica’s a friend. You trust me, right? Willa friend, Gren friend, Veronica friend.”

      His eyes focus on me. “Friend.” His gaze flicks to Veronica, and then he snarls as if just now seeing her.

      I lick my lips and don’t let go of his hand, because I need him to trust her. I crawl on my knees, moving to his other side so I can give her room to sit by him. “Ignore the snarling,” I say, my voice soothing as I caress his brow. I don’t know if I’m speaking more for him or for her, or if I’m just tired and babbling. "I had an old feral cat back home that would hiss at you even when she showed up for cuddles. I think he thinks it's normal, and no one's ever tried to show him otherwise. He really is a good guy, though. Very sweet. Very caring. He's protected me and kept me safe. He doesn't deserve to die like this."

      The best guy. I love him. I watch as he closes his eyes, and I want to put his hand to my mouth and kiss his knuckles so he feels my touch…but I don’t want to interfere, either.

      “He’s not going to,” Veronica tells me, all confidence. She reaches for the blankets and peels them back, and someone gags. "What happened?"

      I find myself lying to her. The truth—me taking a stupid pee—seems too ridiculous to share. That’s private, for me and Gren to know. “Snowcats,” I say. “A lot of them. They were hungry and thought I was dinner. Gren saved me.” I feel like crying all over again, and I kiss Gren’s knuckles, thinking of how brave he was. “I was out hunting,” I lie, “Didn’t even realize I’d wandered into a den of them. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for him.” That part’s not a lie, and I give her a defiant look. “The others can call him any kind of monster they want, but he’s been wonderful to me.”

      She doesn’t look up, just continues to study Gren. “Is that why he stole you? Because you two resonated?”

      What? “Stole me? Everyone thinks he stole me?”

      “He didn’t?”

      I’m shocked they would think that. No wonder Hassen and Zolaya came after us with ropes. They think I’ve been abducted. "No! I freed him, and we left. Why would I want to stay with people that treat him so badly? He was scared and they tied him up like he was an animal. I wanted to help him and he didn't want to be alone. No one stole me."

      "I see. We can tell the others about that. Maybe it'll change their minds. Did you two…have you…" She looks uncomfortable. “Are you guys resonating?"

      I wish. I think of how many times I’ve rubbed my chest, wishing it would make some sort of peep towards Gren’s. “No. We're just friends. I think he could use someone that has his back. Does it have to be sexual?"

      "I don't imagine it does, no. I was just curious. Seems like there have been a lot of misunderstandings. We'll do what we can to help and then we'll talk to the others, won't we, Ashtar?" She turns and smiles at the giant by the fire.

      He crosses his arms and looks sour. "No one is taking us anywhere we do not want to go. I did not escape one master to have new ones."

      For some reason, that makes me feel better. I’d forgotten that Ashtar was a slave, too. He’d understand how Gren feels. Maybe Veronica can do something for him after all. I watch as she offers him her hand.

      Gren snarls at her, fever glazing his eyes.

      “Gren.” I squeeze his hand and then touch his chest, careful of his wounds. “Veronica is a friend. Willa friend, Veronica friend, Gren friend.”

      His eyes focus on me, and I hope I’m right. If they betray us…but I give him an encouraging smile, hoping he can see the love in my eyes.

      He looks over at Veronica slowly, at her outstretched hand. "Friend," he says eventually, and then puts his hand in hers.

      The moment they touch, Veronica goes utterly still. Her eyes snap shut, and then she stiffens. Gren does, too. Worried, I keep petting his hand. “It’s going to be all right,” I whisper to him.

      But then his eyes close and he groans, slumping into unconsciousness.

      I panic, looking at Veronica, but she hasn’t moved. She still sits, resting on her folded legs, her hand tightly clenching his, her back ramrod straight. Her eyes move under her eyelids, like she’s having a wild dream. Worried, I glance over at Ashtar.

      “This is how she heals,” he says, his voice terse. He hasn’t moved, just watches Veronica from across the fire as if he’s torn between kissing the heck out of her and snatching her away. “This is normal.”

      “Is it?” I glance down at Gren, who passed out. He’s unconscious, but his breathing does seem to be easier. “She’s really a healer then?”

      “It is something with her khui,” he explains, tapping on his chest. “I have seen her do this to others. She healed my wing, too.”

      I squint up at him. “Wing?” What on earth is he talking about? But he only watches Veronica, ignoring my question. I figure I heard him wrong and turn back to Gren. “Will this work?”

      “If anyone can do it, she can.” There’s so much pride in his voice that it’s reassuring.

      So I watch for a bit longer. Veronica doesn’t reach for him or touch his wounds. She just holds his hand and her cootie gives off this weird song that’s different from before. At first, I think she’s resonating to Gren—my Gren—but I realize Ashtar’s not worried, so this just must be a thing that goes with healing. “Thank you for coming,” I tell him. “I don’t know how you knew—”

      “Zolaya told us. He insisted.”

      Zolaya? I’m surprised. I thought he and Hassen were doing their best to get me away from Gren. Why heal him? I don’t have answers, but if I see Zolaya again, I’ll tell him I’m grateful. Even if he hates Gren, he’s saving him. I think of Gren and watch his beloved face. His snout twitches ever so slightly, but he doesn’t rouse. His eyes are doing the weird dancing thing behind the eyelid like Veronica’s are, and for a moment, I’m terribly, terribly jealous of the bond they’re sharing. Why couldn’t I be the one to save him? Instead, I’m the one that’s caused him to nearly be killed.

      Over a pee break, of all things. I’m glad I didn’t tell Veronica the truth.

      “Does…this take long?” I ask Ashtar as the seconds seem to slide past like hours.

      “Far too long,” he agrees, and again he sounds annoyed, as if he’s not entirely pleased that Veronica’s doing this.

      “Ah.”

      “You can sleep,” he tells me. “I’ll wake you if anything changes.” He doesn’t move from his spot near the fire—close to Veronica, but just far enough away to give her space.

      “No, I’m good,” I say and continue to hold Gren’s hand. I’m not letting him go. Ever.

      So I just hold his hand and watch.

      And wait.
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        * * *

      

      Time passes. I don’t know how much or how long, just that Veronica remains utterly still (except for the flutter of her closed eyes) and so no one else moves, either. Ashtar keeps his vigil by the fire, his gaze glued to her, and I don’t let go of Gren, even though my hand is sweaty in his. At some point I nod off, waking up to see Ashtar leaning over the fire and breathing on it to bring the flames to life again. I scrub at my eyes, not entirely convinced I’m not dreaming, and then drift back off to sleep.

      I wake up again a short time later and neither Veronica nor Gren has moved. I touch Gren’s brow carefully, not wanting to disturb the healing that Veronica is concentrating so hard on. He’s cool. His hair is damp with sweat, but no fever burns any longer. I suck in a breath, shocked and pleased. Hesitantly, I push aside a tuft of fur over one of the worst of the bite wounds and it looks better. Much better. The skin is dimpled and reddened, but no longer broken and scabbed. It’s definitely no longer infected.

      “How the heck did she do that?” I whisper, full of wonder.

      “She is special,” Ashtar says, his voice full of pride. He watches his mate closely. After a moment, he moves forward, to her side. Just as he does, Veronica gives a little sigh, and the ramrod-straight pose she’s been keeping slips away. She slumps over, and Ashtar catches her before she can hit the ground.

      “Is she okay?”

      “She will sleep,” he says. “For a long, long time.” And he carries her quietly to the far end of the cave, into the shadows. I hear him rustling about in the furs, no doubt setting up a bed for his mate, and then it gets quiet. It’s just me and Gren by the crackling fire.

      I turn back to him, stroking his knuckles thoughtfully. “Did she heal you?” I whisper to my sleeping beast. “Are you going to come back to me?”

      To my delight, Gren’s lips part. He opens his eyes and gazes at me sleepily, and then bares his teeth in that grimace of a smile that I’ve come to love.

      “Blessurhart,” he tells me, and pats my cheek sleepily.

      And I cry-laugh and kiss his knuckles with happiness.
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      GREN

      I smell others in our cave. Along with the old scents of mesakkah natives who have been here in the past, there is the vague scent of more recent visitors, and the smell of a mated male and female. The male is not of a species I recognize by scent, but the female is human. I filter through my blurry memories of my sickness, and vaguely recall a golden male and a faceless female with soft, cool hands and a gentle voice.

      And then there is my Willa.

      Even now, she leans over me, carefully bathing my skin with a wet bit of fur. I am exhausted, weak as a Praxiian kitten newly from the womb, but my mind is clear and my body is whole. The bites no longer ache, and even though I am tired, I feel surprisingly well. As Willa tends to me, I realize that while I feel better by the moment…she looks terrible. The curls of her mane are matted and full of debris, her face is dirty, and there are hollows under her lovely eyes. She is thin, too, and I wonder if the others have been feeding her. Are we all slaves once more? Did our masters return? For some reason, that does not fill me with aching dread as it did before. They have left Willa at my side, and if I am indeed to be a slave once more, at least I will have someone to fight for.

      But there is no collar on my neck, and my hands are not bound. Perhaps not. I reach up to touch Willa's beautiful, strange face and she smiles at me, pressing her mouth against my hand as I do. "Gren," she says softly, nuzzling my hand.

      I am tired…but my cock still responds to her touch. It always will, I think. I am too fatigued to do anything about it except to note that it yet stirs. She finishes bathing my face and then pushes a cup to my face. "Tea," she says, and a syrupy smell fills the air.

      I remember this scent. I sip it, grimacing at the taste. She insists that I take several swallows, and I manage as much as I can, and then take a few bites of the natives' hard rations that she has softened with water and feeds me with a spoon. My stomach growls with hunger and I eat several big bites, which makes her face crease with delight.

      When I am fed, she sets the bowl down and starts to get up, probably for something else to tend to me. I reach for her hand and pull her back down and she gives me a curious look.

      "You stayed at my side all this time, did you not?" It is not a question, not really. In all of my fevered dreams, Willa has been right there. She has not abandoned me. I have never known such kindness in my life. "I do not know what I have done to deserve one such as you, my Willa."

      She caresses my hand, her brow furrowing as she tries to figure out my growling words. "Friends," she tells me, and gestures at the far end of the large cave.

      She thinks I mention the others? I glance back at them, but I do not need to see them to know they are there; the scents tell me plenty. The male watches us from afar, his female cradled in his arms. He gazes at Willa and myself for a moment, and then turns his back to us, his chest humming with an unfamiliar sound.

      It is something to do with the parasite they gave us, I think, but I do not know what. I need more words to ask Willa.

      My Willa. She watches me carefully, waiting to see my reaction. Does she think I will attack them for being in our cave? The female healed me. She brought me back to my Willa. I will be forever grateful. So I clasp Willa's hand in mine. "Fraaands," I agree.

      Willa just smiles and offers me more tea, and I grudgingly comply.
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      I sleep. The tea is a sedative, I think. My dreams are full of the blue-skinned mesakkah natives of this world, grabbing Willa and prying her from my side despite her screams of protest. I wake up, hissing and angry, only to find that Willa is asleep next to me. She is still dirty and smells of sweat and smoke, but I do not care. I pull her against my body and tuck the furs around us—at some point I have been given fresh furs—and go back to sleep.

      I drowse through the day, and most of the time when I wake up, Willa is there to feed me and give me sips of water or tea. She helps me stagger to a basket in the corner of the cave that she has set aside for voiding her bladder, and then helps me back to bed. The others in the cave—the golden-skinned male and his mate—are very quiet in their corner, sleeping.

      Willa sleeps very little. She attends to me and every time I stir, she leaps to her feet to see to my needs. When I am stronger, I will make sure she takes care of herself. I do not like the thought of her exhausting her fragile human body just to take care of me. She also seems uneasy that others are nearby. She watches the golden one and his sleeping mate with a slight frown on her face, as if she does not trust them.

      If she does not trust, I do not, either. I hate that I am so helpless.

      Soon enough, though, I will be recovered and then it will not matter. We will go far away from these others, find ourselves a cave to make our home, and then it will just be myself and Willa.

      I like that thought.

      By the time the next morning arrives, I am feeling much stronger. I sit up in bed, even though Willa makes protesting noises, and I feed myself when she tries to do it. I push away the tea she makes and drink plain water. I am tired of sleeping through the day. I flex one arm, and there is no response of pain. That is a welcome relief. Oddly enough, there are no muscle aches, either. My joints do not throb as they sometimes do after recovery from a difficult fight, and there are no random pains in my body that remind me that I am feeling the lack of stims from my old masters.

      I feel better than I have in a long, long time. Strange.

      “Gren, ubettrsuugr?” Willa crouches next to me and pushes a cup of water into my hands. Her worried gaze moves over my face and she absently brushes a lock of mane off my forehead. Just that small touch makes my body stir, and I do my best not to notice how close she is, or how appealingly mouthwatering her female scent is. She is tired and has worn herself out caring for me. The last thing she needs is me pawing at her.

      I think about it, though. I watch as her teats jiggle when she gets up and moves to the fire, then touches a finger to the contents of the pouch warming there. Not tea this time, but a fresh, clean scent of something else.

      “Timfrbath,” she tells me. “Uenmeebof.” She bends over the fire, and then I am gazing right at the rounded curves of her rump.

      My cock stirs.

      Already my body is impatient for her touch. Irritated, I swipe at it and look around the cave. The male with the golden skin lurks in the far corner, attending to his sleeping mate. He glances in our direction once, and then promptly ignores us once more.

      “Libak,” Willa tells me, turning back to me. She has a wet towel in her hand. “Lmmetakcarofu.”

      She puts her hand on my chest, her touch light and gentle. Again, my cock stirs, and I watch Willa’s face, wondering if she will notice…and what she will think.

      “Libak,” she insists again, and I recline on my back once more. Willa moves over me, and then she begins to bathe me with gentle, sweeping motions. She lightly brushes the towel over my face, smiling down at me, and then moves lower, to my chest.

      The water is warm and her touches are caressing, and I bite back a groan, reaching up to caress her face. “Willa.” I do not want a bath—I want to touch her.

      She chuckles and gives me a teasing look. “Urstl recovrn.”

      And then she deliberately goes lower, smoothing the wet towel down my chest and toward my groin.

      “Jstabath,” she tells me, her tone light and airy. Her touch is teasing, and she looks into my eyes as she dips the cloth and then bathes me lower, brushing over my cock. There is promise in her gaze and this time I cannot bite back my groan.

      “Suun,” she tells me. “Gbetterfurst.”

      I know what she says, even if we do not share the words. Not yet. Not until my body is healed. It is a good response, even if I am impatient to touch her. I force myself to remain still as she finishes gently bathing me. I could do so myself, I think. I am regaining strength quickly…but it is a pleasure to feel her wet hands on my fur.

      I’m panting by the time she smooths the towel down my legs and finishes my bath. She picks up the cloth and puts it in the water pouch, and then caresses my cheek before brushing her lips over mine. “Suun,” she says again.

      I relax on the blankets, reaching for her hand. She gives it to me, and I marvel at how free she is with her touches. No one has ever touched me so easily or so readily as her. In her eyes, I am not a slave, or a beast, or a gladiator.

      I am just Gren, and for once, that is a good thing to be.
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      WILLA

      Gren drifts off to sleep again, and I bathe quickly by the fire with the warmed water. Even though Ashtar does his best to give us privacy, I’m still acutely aware of his presence. Veronica hasn’t woken up yet, and I hear the occasional delicate snore from that side of the cave that tells me she’s still resting off whatever she did to heal Gren. Someday I’m going to repay her for her kindness, because I have no doubt in my mind that she’s saved his life. The infection is gone, his bites are almost completely healed, and his eyes are bright with his quick intelligence once more.

      Even his cock responds. I didn’t miss the hard-on he had when I washed him. I was glad to see it, because that meant he was back to his old self…and that also means we have time to finish what we started.

      Gren’s sickness was a wake-up call, far as I’m concerned. Just a few days ago, I dithered about taking things further with him because I didn’t want to turn into Mama, using sex to get what I wanted. Almost losing him has changed everything, though. I don’t plan on waiting any longer. I’m going to snatch at whatever happiness I can find with both hands…and bury them in his soft, soft fur.

      I jump to my feet, taking one of the small baskets of trail mix from the wall. I’ve set up Gren near the supplies, which means that Ashtar is on the far end of the cave, in a nook with Veronica. He’s set up a nest of blankets, but there’s no fire built back there and no supplies. I’ve noticed him come and go, but he hasn’t said anything and I feel a little guilty for being a bad hostess. I’ve just been…preoccupied.

      He gets to his feet as I move over to his side of the cave, a frown on his face as he studies me. “What is it?”

      I can’t help but notice that he stands between me and the sleeping Veronica, as if he’s protecting her even from me. “I wanted to bring over some dried food, just in case she woke up and was hungry.” I offer the small basket to him.

      Ashtar takes it, the look on his face a far cry from the friendly, flirty man I remember from our landing on the beach. “I think she will be asleep for a time yet.”

      “Gotcha.” I hesitate. “Are…you okay?”

      The look he levels at me is irritable. “I will be once my mate is awake. Until then, I would rather be left alone. With her.”

      Right. I sense a wee bit of resentment from him. “She wore herself out, didn’t she?”

      “She did.” His voice is flat, his posture unwelcoming.

      “I can’t thank her enough,” I say softly. “I would have lost him…” I choke on the statement, unable to say it aloud.

      His expression softens a bit. He reaches out and gives my shoulder an awkward pat.

      Just thinking about him makes a little shiver race through my body, and I can feel my pussy getting hot and slick. It’s incredible that he’s able to turn me on so quickly. There’s just something so inherently masculine and protective about him that makes me wild. I feel that hot little shiver race through me again, my nipples pricking, and I hope he wakes up soon.

      I might just pounce on him.

      As if he can hear my thoughts, Gren jerks awake with a low groan, his eyes locking on mine.

      My heart skitters in my chest, and for a moment, I think something’s wrong. He’s relapsing. Veronica didn’t cure his sickness after all. He’s going to die and leave me all alone—

      “Willa.” He reaches for me, and his eyes are scorching hot with need.

      I tremble all over. “Are you okay?”

      He groans, sitting up. His gaze is locked on me and he doesn’t seem like he’s in pain, but something is…strange. He gazes at me, looking me up and down as if seeing me for the first time, and I can hear his heartbeat thudding in his chest, fast and frantic.

      Wait…is that his heartbeat or mine?

      The moment the question crosses my mind, he reaches forward and grabs a handful of my tunic, ripping it with his claws and baring my breasts.

      I gasp, but I’m not scared. I’m…aroused. Trembling so hard my body is shaking… What the hell?

      Then I realize what it is.

      “Gren,” I say again, panting, and push his hands off my clothes so I can press my palm to his breast. Sure enough, his cootie is thrumming wildly in his chest. I’m shivering, too, and when I put my hand to my bare skin, I realize I’m singing back to him.

      Resonance. Of course. So many things make sense now.

      I laugh with wild delight. “Do you know what this means, sugar? It means me and you, together forever.”

      “Willa,” he growls, and claws the rest of my tunic off, then pulls my naked body against him.

      I gasp, startled at the flash of his claws and the fact that I'm completely topless in two seconds. When he reaches for my pants and shreds them, I just gape. I'm shocked at his savagery, and how full of wild need he is. He looks at my naked body, groans, and then buries his face against my breasts, breathing deep of my scent.

      The cootie in my chest just hums and purrs, thrilled by this, and I'm not exactly upset myself. I curl my arms around him, pushing my breasts up so he can give them attention. "Gren," I breathe, utterly entranced. We're resonating. There's no more waiting—for anything.

      "Willa," he grits out, and in the next moment, he's pushing me onto my back. Something hard and hot prods against my inner thigh, and I realize that it's his cock. A low moan escapes me, and I reach between us to caress him, wanting to feel the hot length of him in my hand.

      He growls and grabs my hand before I can touch him, pinning it over my head and holding me down against the floor of the cave. I'm not even scared—I'm just aroused beyond belief. This is so damn sexy I can hardly stand it. After days of skirting warily around each other, he's not being gentle any longer—he's taking what he wants, and what he wants is me. "Go for it, sugar," I tell him, utterly breathless with need. I scrape my nails down one furry arm, encouraging him as he moves his big body over me, and my legs go around his waist. I want this as much as he does—maybe even more, because I can feel how hot and wet I am between my thighs. One big hand releases my wrist and snarls in my messy hair. He holds me down, gazing into my eyes—

      And then thrusts into me.

      I suck in a breath. Everything feels tight and slightly achy, and it's nothing like I thought it would be. He feels huge, but there's no pain, only the clench of my pussy around him and the delicious ache that spreads quicker with every moment. I feel pinned against him, my body speared by his, but instead of freaking me out, it's the hottest thing I've ever experienced.

      Gren groans as if he's dying, his body shuddering as he pushes deeper and deeper, working his way into me.

      "I've got you," I tell him, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      Before I can encourage him more, my beast is moving over me, thrusting. His movements are quick, jerky, and as untamed as he is. It's like he can't stop his hips as he pistons into me, crashing towards a release. Each hard pump feels less tight and more like a promise, and his weight bearing me down onto the furs feels so good and so right that it's giving me almost as much pleasure as his body pumping into mine. There's a pleasurable coil in my belly that feels like it's growing with every moment, and I bite back a moan as he thrusts hard and my breasts seem to bounce into his face. Now he'll touch them. Now he'll touch me all over and then we'll both come, exploding like fireworks.

      Well, one of us does. Gren hisses low in his throat, and then jerks against me. A moment later, I feel his release, his thrusts becoming slicker and more erratic by the moment. Oh. Well now, that's all right, too. I'm just so thrilled that I wrap my legs around him and hold him tight as he shudders and shudders, pouring into me.

      He pants, trying to catch his breath, and I run my fingers through his fur, just loving the touch and feel of him against me. My cootie seems to be purring louder than his, as if it's telling him that I haven't come yet. I don't want him to feel bad, though. Sex doesn't have to be perfect, it just has to be full of love, and right now I'm so full of love and happiness I could burst.

      Gren shudders over me again, his big body so fascinating to me…and then freezes.

      He jerks upright, detangling himself from my grip, and looks down at me with horrified eyes. "Willa…no."

      No? I feel a stab of hurt as he pushes away from me, crouching back a few feet as if he's afraid to get too close to me. "What do you mean, no? Is something wrong?" My voice rises, and then I remember Ashtar's still in the cave. Oh Jesus, Ashtar probably heard all of that. I drop to a whisper and lean in. "Gren, what's wrong?"

      My beast reaches out for me, caressing my cheek with delicate claws. His expression looks downright tortured. "Willa."

      I caress his face. "I don't understand. What's wrong? Tell me. You're scaring me. Is it the resonance?" I put my hand over my breast, tapping, and then move to touch him, indicating the song that's humming in his own chest. "You gotta talk to me, sugar."

      "Willa." He puts a hand to his brow, wild-eyed and looking as if he wants to tear his own hair out in frustration. After a moment, he grabs the shreds of my tunic from the floor and shakes his head. "Gren…no." He points at me. "Gren…no." There's such anguish in his voice. "Willa…friend. Gren no."

      My heart melts. "You think you hurt me? Oh, bless your heart, I—"

      He cocks his head. "Blessurhart?"

      I chuckle. "I guess that was bad of me." I reach for him, and when he puts a hand up to stop me, I push his hand aside, determined. "Gren, you didn't hurt me. Willa, yes. Gren, yes."

      "Gren…no." His voice is ragged, pain in his eyes.

      "Willa, yes," I reassure him. "I wanted that. I loved it. I wanted every moment of it." I crawl forward on hands and knees, ignoring the fact that he's trying to pull away from me. I'm not going to let him feel guilty. Was it quick and filthy and startling? Sure, but that doesn't mean I didn't want it or that it wasn't good. "I didn't tell you to stop," I murmur, my voice dropping to a husky, enticing note. I move forward a bit more, and this time his back hits the wall of the cave, and he stops his retreat. "In fact, I wrapped my arms around you, remember?"

      He reaches for me, the worry still on his face, as if he doesn't deserve to be able to touch me.

      I take his hand in mine and press a kiss to his palm. "You let me be the judge." I want to show him how I'd tell him no, how I know if I flicked his hand away and told him to get off me, he would without protest, but I don't know how to communicate that without muddying the waters further. My cootie's still humming a mile a minute, and I can hear Gren's chest vibrating with the force of his, too. Weren't these things supposed to stop after a mating? I guess mine's on overdrive. Maybe I have to come before mine decides it’s done.

      Whatever it is, I'm happy to oblige. I think for a moment about telling Ashtar to get his gold butt out of the cave, but Veronica's still unconscious, and it's all quiet on his side. Besides…he already heard us once. And it's a big cave. I find I don't really care.

      Let him listen in. Let him tell everyone how much Willa likes touching Gren. Throw it in all their faces. I'm a little shocked at my vicious surge of pride, but I welcome it. Gren needs someone to be his champion, and if Ashtar carries stories back to them about what a big dick he has, maybe that'll do it. "God, you're so big and full," I purr, climbing onto Gren's lap as he watches me with narrowed eyes. "I can't get enough of you and that enormous cock, Gren."

      "Willa?" His breath is rapid, expression tense as he tries to figure out just what I'm saying.

      I wiggle as I settle into his lap, straddling his cock. He's still hard—or maybe he just got hard again that quickly—and we're both a little wet and sticky. I don't care. All I know is that it feels good to touch him like this. It feels good to lower myself and feel my slippery folds glide against his length. I lean forward and my breasts brush against the mat of dark hair on his chest, and my nipples feel so tight with arousal.

      "Gren…Willa yes?" I ask, and then lean in and nip at one of his fangs with my lips.

      He sucks in a breath, and I feel his hips buck under me, as if he can't control himself.

      "Yes," he growls, and then snarl-growls a few words in his language I don't understand. That's fair. If he thinks I'm dirty-talking him in English, I guess he can dirty-talk me in whatever he speaks.

      "We don't have to be done, sugar," I murmur, pressing little kisses along his fangs and then kissing his mouth. His canines are so large that they distort his lips, but I don't see that as unattractive. I only see the man I need to kiss, and wonder how I can do so without making him feel odd about it. I lean in, bury my hands in his thick mane of hair, and tilt his head ever so slightly.

      He follows my lead, lifting his chin for me, his eyes glittering with hunger. Underneath me, his cock jerks, the movements almost involuntary, as if he can't control himself.

      And really, that's sexy, too. I've never thought of myself as so appealing that I would make him lose control like this. I love what just happened between us. I can't wait for it to happen again. I'm excited to do everything with Gren.

      My mate. My perfect, feral, brutal mate.

      I lean in, and with the tip of my tongue, I lick him from his chin all the way to his upper lip, right between those enormous fangs.

      He groans as if he's dying, his entire body shuddering under me.

      "Gren," I whisper. "That's a kiss. Sort of. It's going to be for us, anyhow." I move one hand under his chin to hold him steady, and lightly trace my tongue against his parted lips. He opens wider, and I flick my tongue into his mouth.

      His hands clench against my back, and then he thrusts up against me. He stiffens, holding me tight, and then in the next moment, I'm on my back again, my legs in the air and Gren between my thighs, pushing into me.

      Okay, it looks like we're going to do it like that. I don't mind. Maybe he's so full of need that this is how it has to be for the first few times. I wrap my arms around his neck, and when he surges into me again, I suck in a breath. The first thrust feels shocking in its intimacy, but then he pumps into me with insane intensity, and then groans his release a moment later. His big body collapses on top of me, and then he sighs heavily. "Willa."

      "It's fine," I murmur, caressing his oddly handsome face. "We have alllll night, sugar. Until you wear that thing of yours out, I can show you how to touch me, though." I smile at him, loving the intense concentration on his face as he tries to determine my words. His gaze flicks to my mouth, and he probably thinks I'm asking for more kissing. I could sure do with a bit more kissing, yup. So I lick my lips and tilt my head at him, encouraging.

      He surges over me, his cock still buried inside my body, and his mouth is on mine in the wettest, most tooth-filled kiss ever. I can't help but giggle at our clumsiness (because I'm no expert either), but I love this. I love how eager and intense he is.

      And then I stop giggling, because he nips at my lower lip, tugging lightly on it even as he thrusts into me, and I suck in a breath. That was…really nice. "Gren," I breathe, all the playfulness being replaced with need. I twine my fingers into the furry pelt on his chest and tighten my legs around him, quivering.

      He growls, but there's a fascinated look in his eyes, as if he's just figured out how to make me respond and wants to do more. Lowering his head, he nips at my mouth again, and then grazes his tongue against mine. This time, I'm the one that's moaning as I hold him close. He pumps into me again, just as my tongue brushes against his, and then we're kissing as he rocks into me, his movements slower, steadier, with a surer rhythm. It feels different than the last two, frantic rounds, and I sigh happily as it sends little shocks of pleasure through my body. I can feel him so deep inside me that it's stunning in its intimacy, but it's also incredibly good. I love this, and I love him. I've never felt closer to anyone.

      Gren thrusts harder, eliciting a gasp from me, and his mouth rises off of mine as he watches my expression. He pumps into me again, and when my breasts bounce in response, his gaze flicks downward. I take one of his big hands and put it on my breast. "Touch me," I encourage him, wanting it so badly. "Touch me everywhere, sugar."

      He flexes his claws lightly against my skin, utterly careful with me, and then traces the globe with the pads of his fingers. He pets me, exploring, and when his fingertips rub over the nipple, it sends a shockwave of pleasure through my body that's so fierce I can feel my pussy clench around his cock. I suck in a breath even as he groans, and it's clear we both felt that.

      Gren growls, and then his thumb is rubbing my stiff nipple, watching my face as I react. It feels so different to have him filling me up, deep inside, as he caresses me. It makes everything ten times more intense, and I'm gasping for air as I cling to him. I arch against his touch, desperate for more.

      He plucks at my nipple, and when I whimper as he rolls it between thumb and forefinger, that galvanizes him. With a fierce snarl of his own, he thrusts into me, continuing to work my breast even as he licks at my mouth. I cry out, startled at how good it all feels, and my pussy clenches tight as he pounds into me. My toes curl, my legs tightening, and then I'm coming with a hard shudder, a cry wrenched from my throat as the orgasm rolls through me. Everything in my body tenses like a taut bowstring, and Gren's growl of response tells me that he feels it, and he's coming, too.

      This time, when he collapses on top of me, panting, I feel a dreamy sort of bliss. The first two times felt good, yes, but now, I feel…like liquid chocolate. With a happy little sigh, I hug my beast close and snuggle against him, content.
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      GREN

      I have exhausted my sweet Willa.

      She curls up against me as I fall back and stare up at the ceiling of the cave, panting. Willa smacks her lips twice, twines her fingers in my chest fur, and then drops off into a steady slumber that I am loath to wake. My cock is slick with release, and it yet throbs as if ready to take her again, but she is tired.

      I, too, need a moment to collect my thoughts. I press my hand to my brow, still stunned by what just happened. I did not mean for it to occur. One moment, Willa leans over me, and the next, I cannot control myself. I rip her clothing off her body, push her down to the furs, and sink deep between her thighs. I thrust and thrust until my release exploded through me, so hard that it felt as if my heart was trembling in my chest. When I realized what I'd done, my mind filled with memories of other gladiators claiming their “prizes,” crying females that they mounted in front of all who watched. I swore I would never do such a thing, and yet, here I have done so…to my Willa.

      But she does not weep like the other females did. She wiggles against me and touches me, petting my fur, and her hands are all over my body, as if she wants more of my touch. Her smile is radiant, and she reassures me with our pitiful language that she liked my touch. And because I cannot help myself, I take her again.

      It is only during the third round when she puts my hand on her teat that I realize she has not climaxed, either. Then, I make it my goal to see her come, and she goes wild when I rub the small, pinkish-brown bud atop her teat and I lick at her mouth. When she comes, her cunt tightens around my cock so fiercely that it spurs another fierce climax through me, more pleasurable than the ones before.

      As she sleeps, I think about all this. I must remember these things for the next time that I claim her as my victory spoils. I have fought no arena battle, so this feels a bit like cheating an unseen opponent, but I do not care. Willa is mine.

      I think about the touches she liked, because I will need to do them again. She liked her teats played with. She liked it when I licked her mouth, and she shivered when I ran my hands over her skin. I wonder if she is sensitive in other spots as well? Next time, I will explore all of her, I decide. I want to see her clench all over again, the startled expression on her face and the little cry she made.

      I loved that little cry. Just thinking about it now makes my sac tighten, as if it is full of seed once more.

      I rub my chest, my heart still racing and throbbing. I notice Willa's is making the same strange sound, a bit like a low, muffled drumbeat. I do not know what is causing it, but I wonder if that is why I lost control. Willa did not lose control, though. I continue to rub my chest, curious. I will ask her about it when she awakens, but right now, she needs to sleep. I do not like the hollows under her eyes.

      I want to take care of her, and now that I am not dying, I will. Already I feel the strength flooding back into me, as if I have been pumped full of stims. Perhaps that is why my heart races…but that does not explain why Willa's does. It is curious and I have not experienced this before. I inhale sharply, and the scents of the others linger in the cave. I attune to the sounds in the cave, and beyond the drumming of my chest, Willa's chest, her breathing, and the faint drip of water somewhere in the distance…there are other sounds. Two people, also sleeping.

      The healer and her mate. They are still here, across the cave from us.

      They heard us mating, I think. Especially the male. Even in scattered memories, I remember him moving around the cave, helping Willa with the fire as I drifted back to sleep. He will have heard me claiming Willa.

      I bare my teeth at the ceiling in feral pleasure. Good. Let him hear me claim her. Let my audience know that I have won my mate, and I will be keeping her.

      Because Willa is my mate. I do not care what anyone else thinks, only that I will never let her go again. I hold her close, but I am unable to sleep, my mind alert. I listen to the sounds in the cave, picking through the myriad scents here. They seem stronger than before, and I suspect my senses were dulled by the fever when we arrived. The scent of leather is overwhelming. It was the scent I followed to bring Willa here, because I knew where there would be leather, there would be safety. The scent of food is here, too—supplies—and my mouth waters. Perhaps I will eat something while Willa sleeps.

      I carefully detangle myself from my clinging, lovely female, and I feel a surge of pleasure in my chest when she makes a sleepy protest, reaching for me. I notice that her thighs gleam wet with my release, and a vision of her tenderly bathing me flashes through my mind.

      I can tend to her like she has to me.

      I skulk around the cave, avoiding the other male and his mate, and find a waterskin hanging from an outcropping on the cave wall. I take it and grab a bit of leather and wet it, returning to Willa's side. She sleeps peacefully, her cheek resting on one hand, and I hesitate to touch her. The last time I tried to touch her cunt with snow, she shrieked her unhappiness. I crouch next to her head, thinking, and then reach down to caress my mate's soft cheek.

      She shivers but doesn't awaken, snuggling further down into the furs as if seeking their warmth.

      Ah. Perhaps it is the cold that bothers her, then. I think for a moment, then hold the waterskin under one arm, using my body heat to warm the contents. As I wait for it to warm, I watch Willa sleep. I could watch her forever and not grow bored, I think. I imagine her waking up and smiling at me, her small, soft human hand reaching out for my claws, and the thrumming in my chest grows louder, as if pleased.

      Is that coincidence or something else?

      When the water is no longer ice cold, I wet the fur and gently push Willa's thighs apart. She sighs and rolls onto her back, looking up at me sleepily. "Gren?"

      "Willa," I murmur, then show her the towel. I have no word for bath, so I reach down and gently stroke the wet cloth down one thigh to show her what I intend.

      "Mmm. Danku," she mumbles, her eyes sliding shut again. She spreads her legs for me and it almost seems as if she is drowsing back to sleep, full of trust that I will take care of her. Humbled, I carefully tend to my mate, cleaning my seed from her slippery thighs. I freeze when I see a hint of blood. Did I hurt her with my enthusiasm? I panic at the thought…

      And then I remember her smile and welcoming arms. Perhaps a spot of blood—and there is not much—is normal for human females. I will trust Willa’s reactions, though my spirit shrivels at the thought of harming her without realizing it. I clean her gently, carefully noting her female parts as I do. She has pink folds here, some large and some small, framing the opening of her cunt. I want to touch her there, because she still looks wet and inviting no matter how many times I towel her, but I do not. She must sleep, I remind my aching, stiff cock. Her folds are appealing, I decide, as are the dark curls that top them, and they have the most enticing scent of her musk. Tucked between her folds is a button of flesh, and I remember touching it. I want to see her reaction when I caress it like I did the nub on her teat.

      Now I really want to wake her.

      Scowling at my own impatience, I move away from her, wet the towel, and scrub my own aching cock with fierce, angry motions that somehow still feel good.

      It will be a long wait until she awakens, but she is worth it. A noise comes from the far side of the cave, of furs rustling as if in sleep, and I consider the other male still in the cave. Should I chase him out? Declare this territory as mine? But his mate still slumbers, and I wonder if she made herself sick healing me.

      I decide they can stay, as long as they do not stop me from touching my Willa.

      I consider the waterskin and think of Willa trudging out of the lean-to over and over again to fill it with snow while I lay on the ground, sick with infected bites. I can fill this for her. I head to the front of the cave, intending to refill it with snow, and when I go outside, I pick up new scents on the air. Two other males wait below—mesakkah males—and I smell fire. They are camping below.

      Is it because they intend on taking Willa from me? I growl low in my throat at the thought, crouching so I will not be seen in the shadows.

      I will not let them take her. Not now, not ever.
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      WILLA

      I am having the best damn dream. I'm in a pizza parlor, shoving a big slice of sloppy pizza into a tub of ranch and then eating the white-coated tip. There's Dr. Pepper in my frosty mug, and country music plays on a jukebox in the corner. Across from me, Gren sits, scarfing down his own pizza and giving me heated looks from his side of the booth. My pussy aches just looking at him, because he's so big and sexy. The waitress comes over and hits on him—because who wouldn't?—but he pushes her away and reaches for my hand. I squeeze my thighs tight, and then he's on my side of the booth, his hand slipping between my thighs. "Willa," he murmurs. "Come."

      "Oh boy, do I ever want to come." I rub up against his hand, and the jukebox goes silent, just as a marching band starts to pour in through the pizza palace's doors. The drummer sets down his kit and starts to beat in his drum right in front of our table, but I don't care, because Gren locks one arm around my shoulders, hugging me close even as his hand plays between my thighs. The drumming gets louder and louder, and I decide I'm going to tell them to fuck off…

      Just as soon as Gren pulls his hand away.

      "Come," he tells me again in that gruff voice of his, and I do. I come, my pussy squeezing hard over nothing at all, just the thought of him touching me again. He growls low with pleasure, and then just keeps growling—

      I wake up, gasping, as the sound of his growling continues. I sit up, dizzy and disoriented. My hair is a tangled mop in my damn face, and I push it out of my eyes, squinting at the two figures by the fire.

      Ashtar faces Gren, both men stiff with anger, and it looks as if a fight is about to break out.

      "Is everything okay?" I ask, hesitant.

      Gren's bristling stance shifts. He swiftly moves to my side, crouches low in front of me, and puts a hand behind him, as if shielding me from the other man. His growling continues, and I can't tell if he's saying something or issuing a warning. I put a hand on his lower back, reassuring him.

      "I need water and food for Veronica," Ashtar says, his voice flat with cocky disapproval. "That one is very territorial. I would hate to destroy him with my claws, but if he blocks me from feeding my mate, I will do so."

      I shake the last of the fuzziness from my head, pulling the blankets to my naked body and tugging on Gren's arm. "No one's going to destroy anyone. He's just being protective."

      "As am I." Ashtar crosses his arms over his chest, and for the first time, I notice he's buck naked. Then again, so is Gren. I can't take my eyes off him, though, whereas Ashtar, I could care less about.

      "Well, let me get you some food and water. Gren will calm down once he realizes that's all you want." I tug on Gren's arm again. "Gren, sugar, he needs to use this cave, too."

      "Blessurhart," he manages around his fangs, and it turns into a hiss.

      I will not laugh. I will not laugh. Instead, I just tuck the blankets around my body like a dress—since he tore apart my tunic—and get to my feet. Gren makes a displeased sound, but I lean over to give him a kiss of greeting on the cheek. "Food for friends." I say, and can't resist running my knuckles lightly along his fuzzy jaw. "Friends."

      The drumming in my dream returns, and I realize it's coming from his chest. It sounds louder than ever—and mine is almost as loud, to boot. "Friends," he grits out, as if the word offends him. When I move forward, he remains at my side, his hand on my arm—not stopping me, just touching me, as if he needs to use me to keep himself sane.

      "See? All better," I reassure Ashtar. One of the baskets of trail mix looks like it's been eaten down to the scraps, but there's a fresh one behind it in the corner, and I offer it to him. "Do you need the fire for melting some water? I guess we're hogging it."

      The golden guy snorts, all arrogance. "Of course not."

      "Sorry I asked," I murmur.

      Ashtar tucks the basket under his arm, gives Gren a dismissive look, and then growls something that makes Gren jump to his feet. My guy snarls something back, and then Ashtar just laughs, saying more of the snarling words that sound ridiculous coming from his too-human mouth.

      Gren doesn’t look pleased. He steps in front of me again, and his cootie is thrumming up a storm.

      “What is it?” I ask, surprised. “What are you two saying? You can speak his language?”

      Ashtar gives me another arrogant look. “Of course. I have a translator. Praxiian’s not common on this end of the galaxy, but I have run in their circles before. They do love their gladiators.”

      The word—Praxiian—sounds like it’s half choked in his throat. “Is that his language? What did you say to him?”

      Ashtar smirks. “I told him I am tired of listening to him covering you.”

      I gasp. “That is extremely rude, sir.”

      He shrugs. “Veronica may be able to sleep through it all, but I cannot.”

      “You’re welcome to leave any time you like,” I tell the big golden man stiffly. “Go join the others by the fire at the base of the cliff.”

      “And leave my mate up here alone?” He shakes his head. “Just pretend we are not here, human. So far you two have been good at that.”

      I blush, because he’s not wrong. Ashtar was the least of my worries last night as we, ahem, slept together several times. I rub my face again, trying to compose myself. Sharing a cave with such close quarters—in such a sensitive timeframe—isn’t my favorite, but we owe Veronica and Ashtar. It’s just bad timing.

      Actually, I don’t even mind the timing. I just mind him reminding us that he’s there.

      Gren spits a few growled words after Ashtar, who just laughs, retreating to the far end of the cave and disappearing into the shadows again. Then, he looks at me, his eyes still narrowed. He pulls me against him, his big arms going around my body, and he nuzzles at my throat.

      My cootie goes wild. So does my pussy. Heat floods between my legs and I moan, shocked at how strong the sensation is. I thought resonance faded? Right now it feels even stronger than before. “Whoa,” I tell him, even as he licks at the cords of my neck and makes my body pulse with need. “I need to eat before we start again. Food, Gren.”

      “Food,” he admits grudgingly, and then murmurs, “Gren food Willa.” And then he licks my throat.

      I hope that means he’s telling me he likes my taste. I caress his bushy jaw, plant a kiss on that mouth of his, and then go digging in the food supplies.

      There are plenty of roots and herbs, and they all smell great and would probably make a fantastic stew, but that would take time. I’m not interested in a slow-simmered meal. I’m interested in crawling back under the furs with Gren, because the need for him feels overwhelming. “Hope you’re ready for round two, Ashtar,” I murmur under my breath. “Because your ears are about to be destroyed.”

      I manage a few handfuls of the meaty trail-mix, and Gren eats twice as much as I do. It occurs to me we’re plowing through the supplies in this cave at a rapid pace, but Gren still needs to heal, and well, I need to rub on Gren. My cootie’s singing so loud that my entire chest feels as if it’s vibrating, and it makes it hard to concentrate on anything except reaching over and touching my man.

      I eat, messily. I choke down some water, too, because I’m feeling pretty dehydrated after last night’s intense cardio. My cheeks get hot at the thought, and I notice Gren’s drinking a fair amount of water, too, his gaze locked on me. We’re probably thinking the same thing, and that makes me get all hot and bothered. Shoot, right now, everything gets me hot and bothered. It’s like I could think about the unsexiest things ever—like, say, cooties, and survivalism—and I’d get wet between the thighs because I’d think about Gren.

      After food is done, I wash my hands, take a few more swigs of water, and then consider our sleeping arrangements. We’re right by the fire, which means we’re practically shining a spotlight on our nocturnal activities. With that in mind, I eye the supplies stacked against the wall, then begin to drag some of the largest baskets over to the far side of our bedding. Gren watches me, puzzled, but when I finish the first basket and grab another, he pushes my hands aside and does it for me. After that, I point at objects and he moves them, until we have a little fort to give us a bit of privacy while we lie down.

      And I do want Gren to lie down. I’m not entirely convinced he’s at a hundred percent. It seems too soon, and he was far too close to death. He didn’t get much rest last night, either. Not like I did. I have vague memories of him cleaning me between my thighs, and I guess I was too tired or crashed out to be shy. I’m shy now, though. I wonder if he realizes I was a virgin? There wasn’t time to discuss it, and things didn’t hurt like I thought they would. There were a few uncomfortable moments, but nothing worth screaming over.

      I loved all of it, even the fumbling.

      As if my cootie has decided to broadcast to the world that I’m still thinking about sex, it begins to hum even louder, and I feel the singing vibration all the way down to my thighs. Gren’s gaze grows heated as he watches me, and I blush. “I guess there’s no hiding what I’m thinking.”

      He touches his chest and says something, then reaches out to point at mine, a question in his eyes.

      No one ever told him about resonance, did they? He has no idea what’s going on, and I want to shake every single well-meaning person in that blue-skinned tribe for being so woefully clueless.

      “It’s normal,” I tell him, keeping my expression encouraging. “Actually, it’s not all that normal. It’s something special for you and me.” My voice drops and I scoot a little closer to him on the blankets. “Willa and Gren.”

      “Willa and Gren,” he echoes, and then reaches out and caresses my jaw, his gaze devouring me.

      I shiver at that delicate touch, unable to take my eyes off of him. I love how he is so massive, so strong and dangerous, but he’s never been anything but gentle to me. “I love you,” I whisper to him. “I don’t know how we managed to find each other in all this mess, but I’m glad we did.”

      “Willa,” he murmurs, and traces his claw down the column of my neck. I shiver again, and it occurs to me that I’m naked under this blanket because he ripped all of my clothing. I don’t mind, though, because his claw keeps traveling lower, until it hits the edge of the fur blanket that I’m clutching to my breasts. He looks up at me, heat in his eyes, and then pulls it away, tossing it aside.

      I’m suddenly glad for the basket fort. Every freckle on my skin seems to glow in the firelight, and my body prickles in response, goosebumps rising on my arms. I don’t know what to do with myself—cover my boobs? Cross my legs? Preen and show off for him? This is all still new to me, though, so I do what feels natural…I reach for him.

      He snags my hand before I can touch him, and pulls my palm to his mouth, then gently rubs his mouth against it. His teeth brush against my skin, but it’s still the tenderest of gestures and I love it. He licks my palm, making me squirm, and then pulls me into his arms. My breasts brush against his chest fur and I bite back a moan.

      Gren watches my face intently, and then leans in and nuzzles at the side of my neck. More goosebumps skitter up and down my arms, and my breasts tighten in response. I’m panting as he licks at my neck, teasing my tender skin. It’s like I feel every brush of his tongue deep between my thighs, and I’m clenching reflexively every time he touches me.

      “Gren,” I moan when he caresses my throat, and then his hand skims lower, to my breast.

      I know I should be quieter, considering we're not in the cave alone, but when he cups my breast, I can't help myself. I whimper, pushing against his big hand. His touch feels so good that it makes me forget everything but the heat of his big body next to mine and the endless humming of our cooties. I'm half-straddling him in the furs, my thighs slung over his lap as he caresses my breast, and I can feel the enormous, hard heat of his cock pushing against the side of my leg. Where he was ravenous last night, it seems that today he's slowing things down, taking a more thoughtful approach. The expression on his face is that of utter concentration as he touches my breast, and it's like he's focused all that he is into learning my body.

      That thought makes me so aroused that I can hardly stand it.

      "Oh," I breathe when he looks up at me and grazes my nipple with his thumb. His gaze locks onto mine, and as he begins to toy with it, he leans in and nips at my lower lip in one of our playful almost-kisses. It sends a pulse of need straight through me and I forget all about being quiet. I moan against him, welcoming his tongue as it slicks into my mouth, even as he teases my breast into an aching point.

      He murmurs something low under his breath, and then inhales deeply, closing his eyes. I wonder what it is he smells. He breaks our wild kiss, rubs his nose against mine, and then lowers me gently onto the furs.

      Oh. I can't help but tremble with anticipation, lying back and watching him as he looms over me like some sort of dark god. He's gorgeous. I don't care that his face isn't entirely human or his teeth are strange. His eyes are shining with intelligence and pleasure, and he's my Gren. I love his big, furry body and his strong shoulders and careful, oversized hands. I love all of him. "You're perfect to me," I whisper as he regards my body, watching me reverently as if I'm some work of art spread underneath his hands.

      He caresses my breast again, and when I arch and reach for him, he lowers his head and hesitantly flicks his tongue against my freckled skin, then glances up to see my reaction.

      Ooooh. Is it possible for me to get more aroused than I already am? I arch up against the blankets, nodding at him. "Yes, that's good. You can do that. Actually, please, please do that." I decide to avoid being delicate and show him how much I want that. I tangle my fingers in his thick, black mane, and drag his head down to my breast to indicate just how badly I want more.

      The rumble of his laughter sends even more pleasure through me, and I'm smiling myself. Then, he leans down and rubs his face in the valley of my breasts, and I forget all about laughing. I moan again, clinging to him, because he feels so strange and yet so damn good. He nuzzles his way across the mound of one breast and then grazes over my nipple.

      I nearly come out of my skin, crying out. My fingers tighten in his hair and I'm panting again. "Yes. More."

      His growl takes on a sexy, feral edge and then he runs his tongue along my nipple, circling it before latching on and tugging with lips and mouth. I cry out all over again, lost in sensation. Is it possible to feel this much pleasure just from a touch? God, I love it.

      Over and over, he teases my breast, alternating between little nips of skin and rubbing his mouth against me, then more licking and sucking. I can't predict what he's going to do, and it makes me crazy. I'm barely conscious of how loud I'm panting, or how much I'm pleading his name, my heels digging into the furs as I writhe underneath him. All I know is that this is the best, most delicious torture and I both want it to end and I want it to go on forever.

      "Gren," I moan. "Gren. Gren. Gren."

      He hisses as he lifts my head, but I don't panic. His hisses are just another way he communicates, and I know they don't mean he's angry. I reach for him, wanting to touch him like he touches me. My hands move from his hair down to his shoulders, and then I try to find his nipples in his dense chest hair.

      Gren catches my hands and sits up, pulling them to his mouth and pressing a kiss to my grabby palms before pushing them back down to the blanket and over my head. His response is clear—no touching, not right now. I remember how many times it took for him to gain even a smidgen of control last night and nod, breathless. Part of me wants to see him lose control, but a greedy, needy part of me wants to see where he's going with this. So I obediently cross my wrists over my head and gaze down at him, nodding.

      He groans, his big hands sliding to both of my breasts, and he plays with them, caressing both nipples until they're stiff peaks. Then, he tenderly leans in and licks the spot over my heart, where my cootie is singing the loudest. "Willa," he murmurs, and I don't know if that's the sweetest thing I've ever seen, but it might be up there.

      Then, he moves lower, flicking his tongue down my belly, and I forget all about sweetness.

      I make little needy cries as he goes down my torso at an excruciatingly slow pace. My entire body shivers with need, and I’m so damn wet and achy between my thighs that I feel as if I’ll splinter if he touches me there. But, oh god, I need him to touch me there. I need it so badly I could scream.

      He pauses over my belly button and lifts his head. He stares down at it so hard, his dark brow furrowed, that it’s almost comical. It reminds me that he doesn’t have one, and I want to ask about it, but we still don’t have the words. Just like I don’t have the words for “Fuck me now” and “Go down on me” and “Hurry and put your mouth there.”

      This language barrier is a real pain in my ass.

      But then he flicks his tongue over it and is moving lower again, and I moan with anticipation. My thighs feel tight and yet my blood seems to be throbbing as if centered entirely in that region. As he migrates downward, I let my thighs slide apart, and the breath catches in my throat when he hooks one big hand around one leg and pushes it apart from the other. He moves lower, and as he does, he spreads my legs, his big hand on one knee, and then gazes at my soaked, needy pussy that’s bared before his hungry eyes.

      He just stares at me for so long, inches away from my aching flesh, and doesn’t move. I start to worry that something’s wrong, that I look completely different from females of his kind, or maybe he doesn’t like what he’s seeing…all kinds of anxious thoughts start to pop up in my head. I watch him intently, holding my breath, and when Gren inhales, it’s no more than a delicate flare of his nostrils.

      Then, he groans deep and plunges his mouth between my thighs.

      I choke as he does, utterly startled, and then I’m gasping for air as he begins to ravenously work my pussy with his tongue. Did I think all the urgency worked its way out of him last night? Clearly I was wrong, because it’s back, and the new focus is between my thighs. Big teeth scrape delicately over my folds, framing the seeking, licking, teasing tongue that seems to be everywhere at once. Gren’s utterly careful with me, his mouth moving all over as if he can’t get enough of how wet I am. It’s like he wants to lick every fold of skin, delve into every crevice, and taste me all over. He’s forgotten how to take his time, too. There’s a hungry need moving through him as he devours my pussy, and the groans he’s making tell me that he finds the taste of it incredible.

      And god, it feels good. I’m squirming under the ministrations of his mouth, and it takes everything I have to keep my hands pinned over my head and in place, just like he wanted them. His big hands are locked around my spread thighs, holding me against his mouth as he works me over, and I can’t seem to stop quivering. The sound of my cootie is like an impossibly loud drone in my ears, and I’m resonating so fiercely that it’s adding another layer of pleasure to what already exists. There’s a low, insistent vibration that adds to every touch and gives it a bit of added oomph.

      It’s as if Gren remembers to pace himself. He slows down, drags his tongue over my slick flesh, murmuring my name, and gives me a sultry look as he glances up. “Willa.”

      “I’m here,” I manage, though I feel like I’m falling apart, piece by piece.

      He leans down and presses a hot, hungry kiss to my pussy, his gaze still locked on mine, and I swear I feel that in my soul. I shudder with the intensity of it. I don’t think I’ll be able to take much more.

      Even as he watches me, I see his tongue flick out, and then it strokes ever so lightly over my clit.

      Everything in me explodes. The cry I make reverberates through the cave, but I don’t care if Ashtar or everyone on the beach hears me. Nothing has ever felt so damn good.

      I give one incoherent cry after another as he continues to work my clit, licking and sucking and dragging that amazing tongue over it. I'm so sensitized that even the slightest touch feels as if it's making me come, and as he works my pussy, it feels like I'm just climaxing over and over again in the world's longest orgasm. My pussy floods with wetness and he growls, pleased, lapping it up as if I've just rewarded him for his efforts.

      When I can no longer stand my legs clenching with every stroke of his tongue and I'm so sensitive I feel as if I'll crawl out of my own skin if he touches my clit again, I pant his name and push his head away. He nips at the inside of my thigh and my muscles twitch in response. "Willa," he murmurs, and there's such a look of fierce possessiveness that my entire body prickles with heat at the sight. I love how he watches me, like I'm the best thing he's ever seen and he'll destroy anyone who dares to breathe my air.

      "I'm here," I manage again, and then I cling to him as he moves over me, his big body pressing against mine. I love the tickle of his chest fur as his flesh rubs against mine, love the hard length of him as he thrusts into my aching heat. I grab two fistfuls of his fur and hold on as he begins to pound into me, all of his patience vanishing the moment he sinks into my body. I love the snarls he makes against my throat. I don't know if they're more of his strange language or just him losing control, but I love all of it, and I dig my heels into his backside as he thrusts wildly into me. He comes with a savage cry after a few moments, and another pleasurable quiver—like the world's most languid orgasm—adds to my already overloaded senses.

      I lie under him on the ground, like a big dopey human-sized ball of mush, smiling up at the rocky ceiling.

      If this is what resonance is, no wonder Harlow and Liz (and Veronica) seem so happy to be on this planet. I wrap my arms around Gren's sweaty neck, holding him close as he catches his breath. I'm happy to be here, too. It's different, it's cold, and it's not easy, but…I love being with Gren.

      I feel like the luckiest woman alive right now.

      "Willa," Gren murmurs, nuzzling at my neck, and I sigh happily.

      Heck, I know I'm the luckiest woman alive.
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      WILLA

      I must have missed some of the details about resonance. Silly me, I thought it meant that we'd screw like bunnies a few times, he'd knock me up, and then we'd just be a happy couple moving on to our happy ever after and a life of blissful happiness on the snowiest planet in the galaxy. I didn't think that the whole resonance thing might take more than a few rounds.

      That is not the case.

      We make love constantly. Sometimes fast, sometimes achingly slow to the point that I come at least three or four times before Gren does. He's fascinated with giving me pleasure, and I'm all too happy to receive. We make love a dozen times in one day, barely pausing to eat or drink before falling on each other again.

      And we do the same thing the next day.

      And the day after.

      Veronica and Ashtar leave at some point, heading back toward the others who are still on the beach. Gren and I head back to bed, though nothing really changes now that we're alone again. We make love, sleep, make love again, sleep some more, eat, make love, and on and on it goes.

      My cootie doesn't stop in its incessant thrumming. If anything, it's getting louder. Gren's, too. It's a little odd to me because I really thought that things would slow down after a few days.

      I'm not complaining, of course—the sex is amazing. Gren is beyond wonderful and I love touching him. I love exploring his body—strange but familiar, unique and tempting—and watching his reaction. I love it when he touches me, learning what makes me respond, and I love how even his scent seems to make me full of lust.

      But I would like to wake up at least one day and not feel as if I'm going to die if he doesn't bone me right away.

      We run low on supplies after a few more days of endless lovemaking. Through a half-panted discussion, Gren and I talk about hunting, but he tells me in our few words that it would be difficult for him and gestures at his seemingly constantly erect cock.

      Which, of course, makes me climb onto him like a rabid wolverine. Once we're done with each other again, though, I realize he's right. I don't know that I'd be able to do much myself. My thighs seem to be constantly quivering with need and just the thought of leaving our bed makes me feel hollow and achy.

      I wish Veronica had stuck around for a few more days—and that I hadn't been too busy in the furs to talk to her for longer than a few moments. I want to know if she and Ashtar went through this. If everyone's experience with resonance is as intense as ours is.

      I don't mind the intense. I just wonder how long it's going to continue. Surely it'll slow down before we completely run out of food?

      But my need for him—and his for me—doesn't seem to be pacing itself. And as another day passes and our lovemaking becomes more fevered and frantic, I start to wonder if this is a problem.

      I worry this is going to affect Gren negatively. He still needs to rest after his sickness, but every time we look at each other, the wild ache starts, and then we're just hands and mouths everywhere. It's amazing. It's also a little tiring.

      I feel like someone complaining about having an all-you-can-eat ice cream buffet, though. How can I possibly worry over being so attracted to someone so good at sex?

      Because lord have mercy, is Gren good at sex. He gives me toe-curling orgasms every time I turn around. We sleep tucked against each other, exhausted, only to rouse when one partner starts kissing the other. Then, the cycle starts all over again.

      I can't count how many times we've made love in the last handful of days.

      It just…seems to keep on going.

      Gren sleeps, worn out, and I wrap a blanket around my body to poke at the coals of the fire. We're dangerously low on fuel, but with Gren to keep me warm, I guess we don't need it. Still, I'm trying to keep it going because I don't know how to make my own fire just yet. Better to keep the one I've got. We need to go out and gather more of the shit-cakes that act as fuel, but just the effort of leaving the cave and slogging through the snow makes me tired. I'm exhausted from a week straight of nothing but sex. Boneless and delicious, yes, but also exhausted. I feel like I could sleep for an entire day, but I know that won't happen. The itching, crazy need will come upon us again and we'll be on each other like bunnies before a few hours pass, desperate for more. My cootie purrs loudly in my chest, as if agreeing with me, insatiable thing that it is.

      Yawning, I straighten, smacking my lips. My waterskin is completely empty and I slip on my boots, heading toward the front of the cave in blanket and boots to get some more snow to melt. Hydration is important in marathon screwing, after all. The thought both amuses me and makes me tired as I drag myself toward the front of the cave, yawning the entire length of the winding tunnel.

      The cold wind whips into my face before I see sunlight, and before I see that Hassen, the big galoot, is at the front entrance. He's butchering what looks like a long, twiggy-limbed pony and glances over at me as if it's no big deal. "Ho."

      I touch a hand to my hair, inwardly wincing. It's nothing but a curly nest of bedhead and snarls from being constantly rubbed against the furs as Gren drives into me. Just thinking about that makes me all hot, though, and I hug my blanket closer to my chest, frowning at him and already missing my big furry mate. "What are you doing here?"

      "You need fresh meat," he tells me. "How is your fire? Do you need a coal?"

      "Um, no, we're okay for now, I guess. We could use some fuel, but I'll get it later." I hitch the blanket tighter, realizing I almost asked him for help. I don't want to—I don't want to give him a reason to stay. He's nice to me, but I remember how he treated Gren.

      He grunts. "Resonance still rides both of you hard. I can smell it on the breeze. Makes me think of my Mah-dee." He looks up, grinning. "Fresh meat for now, and I will bring you both some fuel so you don't have to leave your cave until it is fulfilled."

      "We don't need the help, but thanks. You can go home now."

      Hassen ignores me, hacking at one leg of the kill. "Would that I could. My Masan is probably giving Mah-dee trouble. I will go home and she will have no mane left on her head, having pulled it all out at our son's high spirits."

      "Why don't you go home, then, if you miss them so much?" I know he does. Every time he speaks, he talks about either his wife or his kid, which makes it hard to hate him. I also hate that I'm looking forward to fresh-roasted meat after a week of eating nothing but chewy, greasy trail mix. I don't want to be indebted to him, though. It'll make detangling ourselves from the tribe that much harder.

      He snorts and shakes his head, turning back to his kill. "One problem solves itself and yet another arises. I feel we will be here on this beach forever." And his smile disappears. When he hacks at the next leg of the critter, it seems to carry frustration with it.

      "What problems?"

      Hassen glances over at me. "Nothing for you to worry over. Or are you and Gren returning to camp with us now?" He brightens at the thought, straightening. "I thought you would be here for another day or two."

      "We're not going back." I tuck the blanket closer around my naked body, shivering in the wind. "Ever."

      "Ever? Ever is a very long time."

      "Ever," I say firmly. "I remember how everyone treated Gren."

      "How should we have treated him? Smiled as he attacked us with his claws? Offered him hugs and pats on the head as he ripped our innards from our bodies?"

      "You could have tried talking to him," I snap, hating that his logic makes sense. It doesn't make it right. "He's not an animal, you know. He speaks just as well as you or I, just in a different language."

      "Ah." Hassen tilts his head, thinking. Then he shrugs and returns to butchering his kill. "This meat is best raw, but if you are like the other humans, you will want to burn it over the fire until all the good blood is gone." He straightens, wiping his knife on a bit of leather, and then glances over at me. "Can I help you with anything else?"

      "I told you, we don't want anything—"

      "I am not here because you want me here." He grins at me, clearly delighting in being an irritating pain in the ass. "I am here because my chief asked it. He told me to look after the two of you and so I shall. You will be as a pair of my own kits." He pauses, and then adds slyly, "A pair of very eager-to-mate kits."

      "Just…go away." I wave a hand at him and turn on my heel to head back into the cave. I'll get fresh water later. God.

      "I will leave this here for you," he calls after me. "And fuel. Speak if you need anything else and it shall be yours."

      The only thing I want is for us to be left alone, but I know he won't grant us that.
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      When Gren wakes up, his nostrils flare and I know he picks up Hassen's scent. He growls furiously, the possessive look in his eyes, and stalks to the front of the cave, claws extended as if he's going to rip the other alien's throat out. I trot behind him, worried, as I try to distract him. "Gren, sugar, he's just trying to help."

      We get to the front of the cave, and I'm relieved to see that Hassen is long gone, the butchered kill neatly spread out on a hide, along with a satchel full of shit-cakes and what look like two fresh waterskins. He is taking care of us, it seems. Gren scowls at the open air, and when I move to his side, he pulls me against him, snarls my name, and then brings me to the cave wall. It isn't until he drops to his knees and puts his mouth on my pussy that I realize what he's doing.

      He's claiming me, right in this tunnel, as if to show the world that I belong to him and him alone.

      I protest—well, only a little—and his wonderful mouth makes me come far too quickly. I'm still panting with my release when he turns me to face the wall, and I gladly put my hands on it, bracing them as he thrusts into me from behind. I come again when he does, our bodies trembling with exhaustion. It's still so good, even after a dozen rounds a day.

      I know this is Gren marking his territory, so to speak, but I don't mind it. I'm his and I want the world to know he's mine, too.

      We're hungry, though, and the supplies left behind are too tempting to abandon. We haul them inside, and I hate that Hassen is right; even this small effort feels like a lot of energy. Our bodies don't seem to want to do anything but have sex, and we're rapidly growing too tired even for that. I watch Gren, worried. He's stronger than me, sure, but he was also close to losing his life just a short time ago.

      Resonance could have really picked some better timing.

      The fresh meat does a lot to help our strength, though. Gren devours an entire leg raw by himself, then starts on the next. I cook mine, though I do try a grudging bite of Gren's raw food. It's not my favorite, but I could eat it if I had to. Good to know, in case fire ends up being too difficult for us to do on our own. I look around the cozy cave, and all I see are supplies from the others. The blanket I hold against my chest, the fuel for the fire, even the cooking utensils are carved from bone by tribal hands. I don't like leaning on them for all this stuff, but at the same time, it makes life so much easier.

      When we leave, we'll have to start from scratch. The thought is pretty daunting.

      I won't think about it right now. One thing at a time.

      Gren takes the water pouch and hangs it over the fire, and when he pulls out a bit of soap and his eyes gleam, I chuckle. "Bath time?" I ask.

      "Willa," he says, and gives that lovely little snarl I'm coming to adore. I don't know what it means, yet, but I will eventually. He takes my hand in his, helps me stand, and then ever-so-gently peels the blanket away from my nude body. His eyes glow in the firelight as he regards the small bruises and light scratches on my skin from our week of marathon sex. A lot of them were because I was too impatient and banged up against something in my haste to tackle him. Gren's cootie is roaring in his chest, drowning out the soft sounds he makes of his own language, and when he reaches for the fur “towel,” heat washes over me.

      "Sexy bath time, I see," I murmur as he wets the cloth and then puts it on one breast, teasing the aching tip even as he washes me. My skin gleams damp in the firelight, and after a moment's consideration, he puts his mouth over my nipple, licking off the droplets of water.

      Something tells me that we're not going to get very far with the whole “bathing” thing, but I find that I don't really care.
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      WILLA

      "Ho," calls an unfamiliar voice, rousing me from my sleep some time later. I blink groggily, gazing up at the “skylight” in our cave as it lets in fresh morning sunlight. Did we sleep through the entire night? I'm curled up against Gren, our limbs tangled together and the blankets smell like so much sex that it's a wonder the scent hasn't permanently embedded itself in our skin. I glance down at Gren, but he's still sleeping, utterly exhausted.

      Should I wake him? Or just get dressed and meet whoever is on their way in? I consider for a moment, then hastily grab the only piece of clothing I have left—an oversized tunic I stole from one of the red guys back on the beach—and slide it over my head. As I'm putting on my boots, Gren stirs awake, even as the other voice calls out again.

      "Ho! Willa? Gren?" The accent is different, the voice echoing off the corridor. "I mean no harm. Is it safe to come in?"

      Gren jerks awake, a growl in his throat, and he leaps to his feet.

      "No, wait, Gren," I murmur, putting my hands up. "It's okay."

      He stills, watching my expression. There's a suspicious look on his face as he crouches low, but he watches me, waiting.

      "It's okay," I murmur. I don't look over at the spear on the wall, because I don't want him to think we need to attack. After Hassen's visit, I'm guessing that this is just another round of friendly interfering, bringing more food and supplies to us while we hide in our cave. Maybe this person will listen to “no” better than Hassen did. "Just…wait here," I tell Gren, gesturing at the blankets. "I'll go talk to him."

      I turn and head for the tunnel, and immediately, Gren is at my side, pulling me behind him.

      "Gren," I protest. "Wait. Let's not hurt anyone."

      My alien looks over at me, cups my face, and then gives me a lick-kiss of affection. "Willa." He steps in front of me again, but I notice that his stance is more erect, his claws not facing outward in attack-mode. He's wary, but he's not going after anyone…yet. Okay, this is a good sign.

      "You…can come in," I call out, wrapping my hands around Gren's bicep in case I have to drag him away (ha, like that'll happen). "But I can't guarantee he'll be friendly."

      "I hope for my sake that he is, then," the man calls out cheerfully, and then pops his head around the corner. It's…Murdock? Or something like that. He's the one with the tattoos and the silver-capped horns, and the short hair. He grins at us, his expression friendly, and then tilts his head. "Farli brought some stuff from the camp, but she won't come in unless I reassure her that no one's going to eat Chompy."

      "Chompy?" I ask, confused.

      "Her pet dvisti. The skinny four-legged thing around camp. You remember?"

      "Oh sure," I answer blankly. I admit I didn't pay much attention to what the locals had with them, but I guess there could have been an animal. "We won't eat it. Hassen brought us food last night. In fact, there's not much reason for y'all to be up here. We're good."

      The big blue alien straightens and looks surprised. "You don't want a translator? Hassen said that neither of you had one."

      Now I feel like a jackass. My cheeks get hot and I squeeze Gren's arm when he starts to growl. "Wait—"

      To my surprise, the alien turns to Gren and lifts his chin, growling back.

      I can feel Gren tense with surprise.

      "What…you understand him?" I don't know why I'm so shocked. I'm also incredibly jealous.

      The newcomer grins at us, showing an elongated pair of canines that look like baby fangs compared to my Gren's. "I'm not very good at Praxiian, but I've learned a few words in my day. Mostly greetings and 'I'm here for the cargo,' but I guess that wouldn't work here." He slings a bag off of his shoulder. "I brought tools to give you both translators if you want them. If not, Farli and I can go."

      I blink. Why are they being so nice all of a sudden? It feels suspicious…but gosh, I do want the translator. I want to be able to talk to Gren. Even now, he looks at me, eyes narrowed, and then gives another growl of response to the other alien, who nods. "Um, I would like that. Thank you, Murdock."

      "Mardok. And fantastic. Have a seat by the fire, and I'll get Farli—"

      "I am here," a cheerful female voice calls out in English. "Chahm-pee was too impatient to wait outside." A beaming blue face and long, delicate black braids appear in the tunnel, and then Farli steps inside. She's easily a foot and a half taller than me, lanky and lean and so graceful that I feel like a dork next to her. She wears brightly decorated leather leggings and a necklace of carved bones to cover her breasts, and when she snaps her fingers, the world's ugliest camel trots into the cave, bleats angrily, and then takes a dump on the floor right in front of us.

      "Good old Chompy," Mardok says with a shake of his head. "Sorry about that."

      "Manners," Farli tsks, but gives the critter's long, hairy snout a kiss. "I will clean up after him, never fear. Thank you for inviting us into your home."

      "Sure," I say, bewildered—and suddenly glad I dressed. I realize that Gren isn't wearing a stitch of clothing and hastily pull a blanket around his loins, then tuck in the edge to make a long skirt. It's not that I think he's embarrassed, but I don't want them looking at my man. I'm feeling incredibly possessive. He says nothing, just gives me a curious look, and relaxes slightly when I tuck my hands on his arm again, determined to hold onto him. I don't think he's going to attack. I'm just…grabby. My cootie hums loudly, reminding me that we're still resonating.

      Farli cleans up after Chompy as Mardok moves towards the fire, pulling out a skin and spreading a few instruments out. He says something a few times in the weird growl-language, and though Gren is regarding him suspiciously, he's calm. I'm jealous all over again, because I want to talk to Gren. I'm suddenly glad they're here. "So, this will work?"

      "Of course." Farli bustles in, her beast trotting after her like a tamed pony, and she pulls a big pack off his back. "My Mardok is very skilled. He has given translators to all of the others. You are the last ones…on this shore." She purses her lips and then gives me a cheery smile, as if changing the subject. "We have brought you both gifts from the others, as well."

      "Gifts?" I'm surprised.

      "Clothes and supplies," Farli says, unpacking. "Do you wish to see?"

      Oh, I do. I know we have supplies here, but I'm curious what the others sent to us. More than that, though, I want Gren to get his translator. So I hesitate, glancing over at him. My big alien watches me, his eyes narrowed, and I can tell from his uneasy stance that he's watching the others more than he is me.

      Mardok pulls out something that looks like the world's longest, deadliest syringe…with a control panel on it. He taps buttons at light-speed, and a light clicks on with a small chiming noise. "I don't suppose you can tell him that I mean him no harm and this will hurt, but only for a second?"

      "I barely have the words to tell him I'm a friend," I admit.

      Gren growls something, then says "Willa friend."

      Mardok nods.

      I hate that we're talking around him. "Do mine first, so he can see that you mean no harm."

      "Is he going to allow that?" Mardok asks.

      Oh. I don't know. "One way to find out, I suppose."

      Mardok and Farli exchange a look. "I have to inject this into your temporal lobe. If he touches you while I'm doing it, it could cause damage, and we don't have a med-bay here. We're roughing it, as your people like to say."

      "It'll be fine," I tell him firmly. "I'll just smile a lot and act like nothing hurts."

      "Oh good, because that won't be alarming," Mardok says drily. "If you're sure."

      "Should I distract him?" Farli asks, a worried expression on her face.

      "No, it's all right, love. Willa knows Gren better than anyone."

      I nod and turn to Gren, and my heart aches at how he watches me, expectant. He knows we're talking about him—heck, his name is peppering our conversation—and I want him to understand us. I want to talk to him. My cootie roars a response, and my body responds, wanting us to mate again, but one thing at a time. I smile brightly at my mate and put my hands on his face, cupping his furry jaw. "Gren, friend." I gesture at Farli and Mardok. "Friend. Friend." Then, I point at the needle. "Friend."

      It's a stretch, but I hope he understands it.

      Gren's brow creases and he looks over at Mardok. He says something with a series of slurred growls.

      Mardok seems surprised, and then nods, making a low snarl that sounds like an affirmative before turning to us. "He wants to know if this is a stim. I guess he's taken a lot of them in the past? All the stims I know of were outlawed on most worlds, though." He taps the needle-gun. "He doesn't seem afraid of them, though, so I told him that's what it is. We can explain more later. Are you ready?" Mardok watches me.

      I nod, and take Gren's hands in mine, holding them lightly. I give him a smile that I hope conveys all of my love and affection, and I try not to tense when Mardok puts a hand on my shoulder.

      "Careful, my heart," Farli murmurs.

      "He's watching but not moving. I think we're all right," Mardok says, voice unnaturally easy. His fingers brush over a bit of my tangled hair, exposing the area behind my ear. "I'm about to inject, Willa. It won't take but a moment, but I need him to be utterly still."

      "He'll be all right," I promise, and the hands I hold in mine aren't tense. In fact, he just waits, watching me. I want to weep at how fucked up his life must have been if injections and people with needles are trusted, but touches are worrisome.

      My poor Gren.

      Something cool touches behind my ear and a sharp pain lances through my skull. I suck in a breath even though I resolved to try and remain unaffected. A second later, Mardok retreats, wiping down his equipment, and I rub my forehead. My head is throbbing.

      Gren runs his fingertips over my brow, one of those low growls coming from his throat. "My poor female."

      My eyes widen, because I understood that. "Gren!" I fling myself into his arms. "I can understand you!"

      Farli chuckles behind us. Gren just gives me a puzzled look, and I realize how frustrating a translator can be when it's only one way. I can babble at him in English all I want, but he won't understand me until he has one, too. I plant a smacking kiss on his face, though. I'm so happy. I want to beg him to speak more, but Mardok's reloading his needle.

      "Gren, friend," I tell him, then gesture at the equipment, and point behind Gren's ear. I indicate that he gets a shot next, and he grunts acknowledgment. My heart squeezes. Why is this normal for him? I hate that.

      He watches me the entire time, not moving as Mardok carefully injects the chip behind his ear.

      Impatiently, I watch as Mardok carefully withdraws the needle and begins to clean his equipment again. I regard Gren, but his expression remains as blank as it did a moment ago. "Tell me when it starts to work," I say to Mardok, impatient as I watch my beloved alien's face. "I can't wait to talk to him."

      Astonishment crosses Gren's face. "Willa? I can understand you?"

      Tears spring to my eyes. I squeeze his hands excitedly, still shocked that his growls and low thrumming snarls make sense to my brain. "Yes! Hi! Mardok came up here to give us translation chips." I fling myself forward, wrapping my arms around his neck and showering his face with kisses. "We can finally talk!"

      I hear Farli's chuckle of amusement as she gets to her feet. "I will unpack your things while you two take a moment. Mardok, my heart, join me."

      "Right. Of course." He gets to his feet and I hear clothing rustle and their voices murmur, but I don't pay attention to them. I'm too entranced at the sight of my Gren, watching me with an expression that is utterly dumbfounded.

      "Hi," I whisper again, suddenly shy. I stroke his fuzzy jaw, noting he's still silent. "Are you happy?"

      Gren's arms tighten around me. "I do not know."

      I'm dismayed to hear that. "You don't want to talk to me?"

      "My Willa…I want that more than anything." He traces a finger along my jaw, his gaze troubled. "But I do not like the promotion."

      "Promotion?"

      "To breeding slaves. That is why they have come to retrieve us, yes? That is why they give us the ability to speak to one another? Because we are going to be sold as breeding slaves?" His arms tighten around me. "I will fight them to the death if they try to separate us."

      My heart aches so fiercely that I feel like crying all over again. "Oh, sugar. We're not slaves." I lean in and press my cheek against his, not caring that his big teeth graze my skin. "We're free. They're giving us the ability to talk out of the kindness of their hearts."

      "No one is kind," he says. "Everyone wants something."

      He might not be wrong, but for now, I'm going to assume we are being treated like every other person in the tribe. "We're not slaves," I reassure him. "You'll never be a slave again. I promise." When the look on his face remains openly skeptical, I continue. "Do you trust me?"

      Gren nods. Once.

      "Then trust me that I will never, ever let anyone do that to you. Ever."

      "You are so fierce in your defense of me," he growls low. "You always have been. Why?"

      "Because you're a person like anyone else."

      "Not like anyone else." His expression grows shuttered.

      Because he looks different from the rest of the people pulled from the pods? My poor Gren. "You're right," I say quickly. "Better than everyone else."

      He makes a low hiss that I realize is amusement, and my heart squeezes all over again. I didn't think it was possible to be more in love with the guy than I already am, but just the sound of his laughter feels like the best thing ever.

      "I love you so much," I tell him fervently, pressing kisses to his face, over and over again. I kiss his huge canines, his mouth, his cheeks, his nose, everywhere I can. "And I am going to talk your ear off when we're alone."

      "I will hear better if you leave my ear on," he says, even as his hand slides under my tunic and runs along my buttock, squeezing lightly. "And your chest is making its rattling noise again." He leans in, his nose rubbing against mine as he whispers. "And I can smell your sweetness between your thighs."

      Oh, mercy. My face feels hot. "That's called resonance—the noise—and it's yet another thing no one ever bothered to explain to you." I bite back my irritation, because Mardok has helped us, and it won't do any good for me to rage at him.

      "No one speaks to a battle slave unless they must," he says simply, and I hurt for him all over again.

      "You're a person," I tell him. "No one's slave."

      Gren's expression remains neutral, and I can see he doesn't believe me. "If they ask," he continues softly, "Tell them I will fight like I have never fought before if they let me keep you."

      He's killing me. He really is. Fiercely, I hold his face fur with my hands and give his mouth a ferocious, heated lick. "You're mine, too," I tell him, not caring how loud I am or if Farli and Mardok can hear me. "We're together in this."

      His hand slides between my legs, a knuckle rubbing between my slick folds and finding my clit. "Together," he agrees, and our cooties are so loud that it sounds as if an entire hive of bees is droning between us.

      "I think that is everything," Farli calls out, her voice deliberately bright and overloud. "You should have enough supplies to fulfill your resonance without anyone bothering you again. Is that not right, my mate?"

      "Right," Mardok says, and his voice is full of amusement, as if he's tickled at how bad Farli's acting is.

      I glance over, and they are on the far side of the cave, back where Ashtar and Veronica slept for so many days. They approach us by the fire again, and I realize belatedly that I'm sprawled in Gren's lap with his hand under my tunic and between my thighs. We're resonating so loud that they can probably hear us three planets away. I should probably squirm out from under his grip—this isn't seemly in the slightest—but I find that I don't care. If I push Gren's hand away while they're in front of us, what will he think?

      That's more important to me than what they think, so I let it stay, and do my best not to squirm when he lightly rubs his knuckle against the side of my clit in the lightest of caresses and grazes his mouth against the column of my neck.

      "Thanks for the stuff," I manage. "We're…ah, having a bit of trouble getting out and hunting right now."

      Farli casts a dreamy look at Mardok, her hands going to his arm and she presses her cheek there. "It was not so long ago that this one and I resonated. It is a good time. Enjoy it."

      Mardok just gives her the most tender look, and if I hadn't already made up my mind to dislike all of the blue guys, I might like these two. As it is, I'm conflicted.

      And distracted, because Gren isn't stopping with the touching. I clench my thighs tightly together and he nips at my throat, goosebumps rising on my skin. "Oh, we will," I promise. And then, because I've been wondering, I ask, "So how long does resonance last? A few weeks? More?"

      She laughs. "Only if you are doing it wrong."

      "A few weeks? Kef me," Mardok says, and mock-staggers. "I wouldn't be able to walk."

      I half-laugh, but I'm no longer amused. Gren and I have been resonating—and screwing—for almost a week straight now. We…must be done soon, right? At least, that's my hope. Not because I'm tired of him touching me, but I want this achy, needy edge taken off of things. "Right. Well, thanks."

      "So once you two are done here, you'll be rejoining the tribe?" Mardok asks, discreetly straightening the pack on Chompy's back as the ugly pony-thing happily takes another shit on our floor. Farli grimaces and immediately cleans up after him again.

      "Rejoining the tribe?" I echo, my brain having a hard time processing his words as Gren continues to touch me. "No, I don't think we'll be doing that."

      Both Farli and Mardok give us a surprised look. "Why not?" Farli asks.

      Why not? Are they kidding? I hold tightly to Gren, doing my best not to frown at them. I know they're trying to help. I know they are. But their cluelessness about why I'm mad grates on my nerves. "When we got here, Gren was treated like an animal. No one tried to talk to him, or reason with his fears. No one tried to understand him. They just tied him up and treated him like garbage. No one told him what was going on, or that we weren't slaves." Anger surges through me again. "No one even told him about resonance. If he's frightened and attacking strangers, whose fault is that? His for being scared? Or everyone else's for treating him like a rabid dog?"

      I notice that Gren's gone very still against me, but he doesn't speak up. That's all right. He doesn't need to—I've got plenty to say for the both of us.

      Farli's mouth is pressed into an unhappy line, and Mardok shakes his head. "It was a confusing time for everyone. Vektal tries to make the best decisions he can, but he can't be everywhere at once, and the good of the group has to outweigh the needs of individuals."

      "No one even tried to talk to him," I emphasize. "They just treated him like he was an animal."

      "No one spoke Praxiian," Mardok explains. "It's not the most common of languages in this end of the galaxy—"

      "You do, or at least you understand it. So what's your excuse?" I lift my chin, defiant.

      Mardok has the grace to look embarrassed. His expression changes to one of sadness. "That was my ship. I flew on it for many years before other pirates took it over. All of my friends who were on that vessel were killed. Then I found out that Vektal wanted to scrap my ship—my old home—for the safety of the people here. I know it was the right thing to do, but it was a lot for me to take in at once. I was…distracted."

      Farli puts a hand on Mardok's neck and kisses his cheek, her eyes full of understanding.

      And okay, I have the grace to realize that I'm being an asshole. I didn't think that it might be difficult for Mardok, and while I'm trying to understand why they treated Gren the way they did, I still can't get past the mental image of him in ropes, snarling and full of fear. "I'm sorry," I say to Mardok. "I'm sorry for your loss, and I understand why you didn't speak to him…but that doesn't mean I can trust everyone to treat him like a normal person if we went back."

      It's Farli that speaks up. "He is different, but that does not mean he will not be welcome. Mardok was not an easy fit when he first arrived, either. He was very strange to many of us." Her smile is gentle. "But we can learn from each other. And you do not have to rejoin. There is safety in the tribe, and companionship, but it is not slavery. You are free to come and go as you please. We hope that you will come back, but if you do not, we will understand."

      I nod at her, twining my fingers in the short, soft fur at Gren's nape. "We'll think about it."

      Her smile grows broader. "Then we will leave you alone to finish your resonance." Farli's expression grows impish and she nips at Mardok's shoulder. "And perhaps revisit ours after visiting you."

      "Kef me," Mardok murmurs, but he plants a kiss on one of Farli's black, curling horns and gives her a heated look. "I knew I should have come alone."

      "But you will be glad you did not," she teases, and he just grins back. She glances in our direction, then taps her pony-thing on the butt and it goes trotting out of the cave, bleating with indignation. "If you step outside of the cave and look to the direction that the suns come up, you will see the beach. We are still there and it is less than a full day's walk. If you need help or have questions, come and visit. You will be welcome. Both of you."

      "Thank you," I tell her, and then nothing else is said as Mardok and Farli link arms around each other's waists and leave us alone.

      I remain perched in Gren’s lap, utterly silent, waiting until I hear the crunch of footsteps on the gravelly path outside. I wait a few moments more, the only movement my curls as Gren’s breath makes them flutter. Then, when I feel like it’s safe, I pull back and look at my handsome beast-alien. “Hi again,” I say shyly.

      “You choose me over the others. Over safety,” he murmurs, the low growling and snarling of his strange, bestial language somehow more pleasing to my ears the more often I hear it. “Why? Why not be with the others of your kind if it’s your choice?”

      “Because I choose to be with you.” I cup his face in my hands. “Just because you’re different doesn’t mean that you’re not worth it.” I smile at him, and my smile grows broader with every moment that passes.

      “What?” he asks, wary.

      “I’m just excited to think we can finally talk to each other, really, really talk. I want to learn everything about you. Who you are and how you came here.”

      For some reason, this makes his expression harden. “You wish to know who I am? I am a killer.”
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      GREN

      I wait for disappointment to change her expression, for sadness to take over her smiles. She can speak to me now, so she will know the truth of who I am.

      She wishes to know who Gren is? I am a killer, a destroyer, a creature unleashed upon the arena to maim and kill others. I have but one goal in life—to win the next battle. If I do not, I will end up sold—or worse. There is no more to me than that.

      But Willa's beautiful smile does not change. She touches my face and shakes her head. "That's not who you are. You were a gladiator, right? You fought in arenas? Like the other males?"

      I grunt, because I suppose there is truth in that. "We are all killers."

      "Did you choose to become a killer?" she asks. When I shake my head, she continues. "Do you want to kill me?"

      "I would die before I let anything harm you," I tell her fiercely.

      "Do you want to kill Mardok?" Willa continues. "The one who gave you the ability to hear me? And for me to hear you?"

      "The mesakkah? No. He can live."

      She wrinkles her nose slightly at my words. "Muh-sackuh?"

      "His people."

      "Oh." She strokes her hands down my chest, full of touches and pettings, always touching me, my Willa. "So let me get this straight. You think you're a killer, but I haven't seen you kill anyone on this planet. Nor do you want to at the moment. So I feel like it's less about killing people and more about surviving."

      "If I am put into an arena with the others, I would not hesitate to kill them," I warn her. I do not want her to paint a pretty picture of me when I am nothing but a monster.

      "You're never going to be in an arena again," Willa says stubbornly, scratching lightly at my chest, under the thick mat of my fur. "I know no one told you what's going on, but the spaceship that had us? It was hijacked by pirates. The pirates came here to this ice planet and were killed by the natives. The ship was destroyed right about when you and I left. There's no 'going back.' There's no leaving this planet. We are here for good, and there are no arenas, no cities, no nothing. There's a couple of tribes and that's it."

      I am not sure I believe her. It sounds too good to be true. "Which ones are the slavemasters?"

      "There are no slavemasters, Gren! You are free. I'm free. Everyone is free." She leans in and nibbles on my lower lip, teasing it. "We are free to do whatever we want. We can leave these people behind and no one will stop us. It can be just you and me…forever."

      My hand—the one slung around her hips to hold her close—tightens against her body. "I do not trust it, Willa."

      Her expression is sad. "I know. Maybe in time you will."

      I do not like her sadness, either. I prefer her pretty face contorted in one of the expressions she makes when I am buried deep inside her. My other hand is still between her thighs, so I rub my knuckle lightly along the little bump that makes her wild with lust, and I can feel her clench and quiver. "I trust what I can touch. I trust what is in front of me." I move closer to her, breathing in her scent as she pants and clings to me. "And I trust you, my Willa."

      "Oh Gren, I love you," she moans, her eyes closing as she leans into my touch. "I need you so much."

      "I need you, too. My hunger for you is unending." I wrap my arms around her, rolling our bodies to the floor and to the furs. A moment later she is under me, her legs spreading to welcome me. I thrust into her, surprised at how good the wet heat of her feels, and how tightly she grips me. A low groan escapes my throat.

      This is what I trust. This is what I believe in.

      "Gren," she pants with every thrust of my cock into her warmth. "Gren. Gren. Oh god. Remind me to tell you about resonance. Oh god. Right there!" She arches against me, her mouth open in a wordless cry as her cunt tightens around my shaft. I pound into her, clenching her hips tight to hold her against me as I drill into her slick heat. Our matings have grown more frantic as the days have passed, as if our bodies cannot stand prolonged touching without climaxing in a rush of need. The moment I feel her body's release, I allow mine to pour forth, my sac tightening as I flood her with my seed.

      Only after we are panting and sated do I lie down on the blankets next to her, pulling her close to me. After a few days of matings, she carries my scent in her mane and on her skin, and I love knowing that if others were to scent her, she would be marked as mine and mine alone.

      Willa sucks in a few deep breaths, and then nestles her head on my chest, twining her fingers in my fur. "I'm going to tell you everything I know about this place, okay? Because you deserve to know."

      "Then speak." I brace myself for the awful truth of this cold place we have found ourselves. There has to be something wrong with it, some sort of “catch” that will destroy the fragile happiness I have found with her. I know I am not meant to be content, and that I must take everything one day at a time, one battle at a time, as I always have done.

      But she tells me of this place, of the glowing worm called a “khui”—or a “coo-tee” as she calls it—that enables me to survive on this planet. She strokes my chest, as if worried this will upset me, but I have had dozens of modifications to increase my fighting prowess, or to alter my senses. It is just another small change. She tells me of the fact that this khui will choose a mate for me by signaling with “resonance”—the buzzing in my chest and the insistent need to mate until I have made the female it has chosen for me pregnant.

      It chose Willa.

      I am…not upset about this. I hold her close and bury my face in her fragrant mane, which smells like sweat and sex and all the good things in life. "Does this upset you? That you were forced to mate with me?"

      She gasps, shocked at my question, and sits up. "No! How could you think that?"

      "I am ugly, Willa. A beast."

      "You are not." Her hand goes to my chest. "Don't you remember how I'm the one that touched you? I've always wanted you. It doesn't matter to me that you look different. Everyone here looks different. I think you're wonderful." She leans in and presses her mouth to mine, even though they do not fit together well. "I could not be happier, and I want your baby. I want us to be a family."

      A baby. I do not know what I think of that. "I am not certain I am a breeding male," I warn her.

      Her brows furrow together. "What do you mean?"

      "I am a slave constructed for violence, for fights." I flex my claws to show her. "For endurance. For harming my opponents. I am not designed to breed."

      Willa still looks confused. "I don't understand. You're just a person, Gren." She shakes her head. "Just like the rest of your people."

      "What 'rest'?" When she looks even more puzzled, I continue. "There is no 'rest,' Willa. I am a…" I struggle to find the right words. "A beast. I have been altered to perform to my master's precise requests."

      She shakes her head. "But—wait, that doesn't make sense. What about people that look like you?"

      "There are none. I was created."

      My female looks…shocked. "Created? From what?"

      I shrug. "No one has ever told me."

      "But what about your family? Your parents? Kin?" When I shake my head, her words become even more upset. "Anything? What about when you were little?"

      "When I was a youth?" I give her a surprised look. "You do not have arena battles amongst the youth in your world?"

      "No," she cries out. "We don't have any of that…least I hope not." Willa looks distressed, and then her hand slides lower onto my belly as her expression changes. "Wait. Is that why you don't have a belly button?"

      "A what?"

      She says the bouncy words again, spoken in that half-melodic, loud way of hers. "A navel. It's where your umbilical cord attaches to your body from your mother." She gasps as it occurs to her before I can say it. "But you don't have a mother. Oh, Gren, sugar. My heart hurts for you." She moves against me and snuggles low once more. "Who touched you with love before me?"

      I brush her mane back from her face. "No one has ever touched me of their own accord…unless it was for medical purposes."

      She sniffs, and I realize she is making water from her eyes. "That hurts my heart. My poor beast." She nuzzles her face against my fur, and then rubs her mouth against my nipple. "I'm so glad you're not stuck in that world anymore. How did you end up on that ship, do you know?"

      "I was being sent for an arena battle, I imagine." I want to shrug, but her small, soft body is pressed against mine and I do not want to disturb her. "No one ever told me where I was going or who I would be fighting. I would know when the doors to my cage would open and I would see my opponent."

      "This is awful. Did they educate you? Anything?" At my silence, she sighs heavily. "Well, you are with me now, and I will cut out the eyes of the next person that tries to hurt you or make you a slave."

      Pleasure spreads through my chest. "You are very fierce in your protection of me. Are you not a gladiator from your own world, then?"

      "Me?" She chuckles. "No. Not at all. I was a waitress, sugar."

      "I do not know this word."

      "People would eat and I would serve them."

      "Ah, a slave then."

      "What? No. They paid me to tend to them and then they would leave. I didn't have a master. I could choose to leave at any time."

      "But you did not? Did you enjoy this wait-resting then?"

      "God, no. People can be real dicks, you know? And it didn't pay great, but it was steady work and I needed the money. Right before she went to prison, Mama opened a bunch of credit cards in my name and ran them up to buy gift cards to exchange for drugs. I didn't find out until it was too late, but I'm payin' it back anyhow." She sighs heavily. "And now Mama gets to spend time in prison just like Uncle Dick, may he rot in hell." She plays with the fur on my lower belly, making my cock stir and my mind turn to mating once more. "You know, I'm all outraged over how people treated you on your world, but then I remember how terrible Mama and Uncle Dick and all their friends were and sometimes I think there aren't any good people in the universe." She sighs heavily. "Maybe that's why I have such a hard time trusting these people. I don't like how they treated you. Still don't."

      I say nothing. She does not need to know that I thought this was an arena challenge of a different scope than I am used to—sometimes I still do—and that I would have torn all of their throats out just to “win.” I do not want her thinking badly of me, so I say nothing. I simply caress her teat, teasing the pinkish-brown tip with my claws and enjoying the way it hardens under my touch.

      She sits up, her curly mane spilling over her speckled shoulders, and looks down at me. "I guess all that matters is that you and I are together and we're happy." Her fingers brush down my chest. "Tell me…are you happy?"

      For some reason, it is hard to speak. I swallow the knot in my throat and take her hand in mine. "Sometimes I wake up afraid that I will find this has all been a dream and that you are not real. The thought terrifies me, because I want this—want you—so very much."

      Willa sighs and slides her leg over my hips, straddling my aching cock and rubbing her slick cunt along its length. "Sugar, I feel exactly the same way. If this is a dream, don't ever wake me up, all right?"

      “Never,” I tell her, and mean it.
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        One week later

      

      

      WILLA

      Gren presses a warm cloth to my aching pussy, his movements careful and tender. “Better?”

      I bite back the hiss that rises in my throat, because it’s both better and worse. The warm water is comforting, but his touch just makes me want him again—which is starting to get a little frustrating. “I just wish I knew how much longer this whole resonance thing was going to go on.”

      He leans in and rubs his face against my hair. “Try to rest.”

      That’s part of the problem, though. It’s been weeks now and resonance is still eating at both of us so strongly that it makes it impossible to sleep. I wake up and I want to jump him, my body aching with need. It doesn’t matter that we make love a half-dozen times a day, trying to sate the itch. The cootie is never satisfied, and there’s not a moment to relax. I don’t sleep for more than an hour or two without being awoken by the hunger racing through my body, and I know it’s the same for Gren.

      We’re both exhausted.

      I worry something’s wrong. I hold the wet towel against my sore girl-parts and try to rest, but the thought keeps playing in my head. It’s something I’ve been worrying about for a while now. I haven’t said anything to Gren, but I keep thinking about his lack of belly button and the fact that it sounds like he was…manufactured. Like a test-tube baby. I wonder if he’s able to get me pregnant at all, or if I’m the problem. If we weren’t compatible, we wouldn’t resonate, I don’t think. As Gren moves to stoke the fire, I shove a thick folded fur under my hips, elevating them, just in case.

      I think about what Farli said—maybe there’s some hidden aspect to this that we’re missing. That we’re doing it “wrong.” That there’s a secret move no one told us about that has to be completed. With every day that passes, sex has gone from delightful to demanding. There’s no time for foreplay, no leisurely exploration, nothing but need. We come together, orgasm, fall to the blankets, and repeat again about an hour later. While I still love sex with him, I’m tired of this relentless need. I know Gren is, too.

      At least if I’m going through this, I’m going through it with him.

      As I lie on the blankets with the cloth pressed to my flesh, I hear laughter float up from the beach. It’s not the first time, and I know that the wind carries sounds up the rocky cliffs, but we’re much closer to the other tribe’s camp than I realized. The path is long, thanks to the cliffs, but as the crow flies? We’re close. They’ve probably heard us mating. A lot. I can’t even be embarrassed. It’s just sex. Good sex. A lot of good sex…which I would like slightly less of.

      I glance over at Gren as he pokes at the fire with one of the pointy bone sticks, and I can’t help but smile. I love my big beast more with every passing day. He’s not really a beast, of course. He’s just a man, slightly more furry than some, with bigger teeth and claws than others. Not a big deal to me. He’s got a generous heart, and he’s utterly tender and caring when it comes to me. And clever. So damn clever. As we talk more and more, I learn all kinds of things…like the fact that he’d play up his growling and beastly appearance to make his opponents underestimate him. He’d pretend to be dumb and without the ability to speak so people would talk freely around him. And he taught himself how to speak Praxiian because no one else did.

      Dumb he is most definitely not.

      I both love and hate his stories. Anything I can learn about Gren feels special, and I want to know everything I can about him…but the more I learn, the more I hate those that had him previously. They treated him worse than a slave, and almost all of his stories involve arenas or battles of some kind and always end with him being forced to murder his opponent to please his owners, who’d promptly inject him with stims and dump him back into a cage or into stasis like a toy they brought out to play with. It makes me hate all the aliens out there in the stars. How can anyone think this is okay?

      But I guess some don’t, because Mardok showed up here to help us out, and Zolaya went and got Veronica when he found out Gren was dying.

      I set the cloth back in the bowl as I think about Veronica. Her healing powers worked wonders on Gren. I wonder if we should have her visit once more. See if there’s something else she can do for us. I don’t want Gren to feel like he’s not enough for me, though.

      “Willa?” Gren touches my arm, then grazes my cheek with one knuckle. His cootie is loud and insistent in his chest, and I realize belatedly that mine is, too. I was so lost in my exhausted thoughts that I missed the sign.

      “Right. Yep.” I turn onto my belly and raise my hips into the air even as he settles his weight behind me.

      His first thrust makes me come, orgasm curling my toes and making me groan so loud that I sound like a dying animal. We’re both so sensitized at this point that it doesn’t take him more than a few quick thrusts before he comes, too—which is good because each thrust sets off a new cascade of orgasms. Then his seed fills me, and my thighs and pussy are wet with his spend as we both collapse onto the blankets again, panting as if we’ve run a marathon.

      Gren pulls me against him, nuzzling at my hair. “I am sorry,” he murmurs, licking my shoulder gently. “Next time I will bring you more pleasure.” He sounds as tired as I am, though, as if the very thought of putting more work into pleasure is beyond his strength. This isn’t who Gren is—he’s big and strong—so powerful that he terrified everyone into tying him up.

      I turn in his arms—and even that small movement feels like effort—and look him in the eye. “I think we should ask Veronica to come back.”

      Alarm makes his body stiffen. His big hand cups my cheek and then smooths down my arm, and his eyes study me with worry. “You are ill? Where do you hurt?”

      “No, sugar, I just…I think this is wrong.” Even after three weeks of marathon sex, I still have it in me to blush. “We’re both so tired and this isn’t stopping. Everyone talks about how amazing resonance is, but we passed amazing well over a week ago. We’re both exhausted and it doesn’t seem to be slowing down any. I want to make sure nothing is wrong.” After a moment, I quickly add, “With me, that is. What if I can’t get pregnant and our cooties don’t know that?”

      “Or I am the problem,” he says, and he touches one claw to my navel, thinking of my fascination with his lack of one, and I know we’re both wondering the same thing.

      “You aren’t,” I tell him fiercely. “I don’t care if they made you by stitching together a bunch of breakfast leftovers—you’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met and I’m so thankful that my cootie chose you. But this thing’s making us too exhausted. We have to rule out that something else isn’t wrong.” I press a kiss to his mouth. “And if it is, maybe Veronica’s healing powers can help.”

      He grunts, but his expression isn’t convinced. “What if she tries to make you resonate to someone that can fill your belly with a young one? I will tear the throat out of any male who looks at you twice.” His arms tighten around me. “You are my mate and mine alone.”

      “I don’t want anyone else,” I tell him, burying my fingers in his fur. “And that won’t happen. Veronica knows we love each other.”

      Gren is silent for a long moment. “If this is what you want.”

      It’s not what I want. I’d love to be free of the need of the others’ charity. We’ve had food deliveries made to the cave several times in the last week because we’re both too distracted to go hunting. It’s just more social obligation, and I know the others are doing it to be kind, but I don’t want to be dependent on them. But…I feel like we need Veronica’s help. “Just a visit from the healer,” I tell my love. “Nothing more.”
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      Later that evening, I hear the sound of someone in the entrance of the cave. I climb out of bed—even though it feels like massive effort, dress in a fresh tunic and leggings (thanks to Farli) and put on my boots to greet our visitor. Gren rouses, brushes his mouth over my ear, and moves to my side, touching my arm in a silent indication that he’ll accompany me.

      I’m not entirely surprised to see it’s Hassen. He seems to have taken on the job of our caretaker, and I smile a greeting at him. “Hello again.”

      “Ho. You both look terrible,” he tells me cheerfully. “Resonance still eating at your guts?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Ah.” He gets a dreamy look on his big face. “Do you know what that reminds me of?”

      “Mah-dee?” I guess, my lips twitching with the effort not to smile.

      “Yes. We did not resonate as long as you, but we were as loud.”

      I cross my arms and do my best not to blush. “Ah. Well, thank you for the meat. How are you?”

      “I miss my mate and my kit, but it will not be long now.” He grins. “Once Ron-ka and her mate return from the village, I am told they will carry the last four of us that are returning back to our mates.”

      “Last four?” I ask, surprised and dismayed. “Veronica’s not here?”

      Gren says nothing, but I know now that is part of his strategy to listen and watch. He touches the small of my back, a silent indication that he hears everything.

      “She has gone back to Croatoan,” Hassen agrees. “To learn more healing from Maylak. She and Ashtar took Rokan, Bek, and Aehako back to their mates. Oh, and Vektal. Our chief was very excited to feast his eyes on Shorshie and his girls once more.” He straightens, dumping another one of the dead pony-things (a “dvisti”) for our meat. “I think he is tired of newcomers showing up on the beach, but that is just me.”

      “Newcomers?” I echo. I want to talk about Veronica some more and when she will be back, but it seems like there’s a lot going on. I’m terrified to hear his words. “What newcomers?”

      “Slavers?” Gren ask-growls.

      Hassen shakes his head, then squats to begin the messy task of butchering our meat. I know I should do it—or try to learn how to do it—but I’m so tired even standing up like this is becoming effort, so I just watch. “Not slavers,” Hassen continues. “Islanders. Lo-ren and Mar-ee-sol are back, and they have brought a strange tribe with them from the island.”

      “Back?” I echo. “Were they gone?”

      Now he’s the one that looks surprised. “They disappeared when the ship sank. We thought they were dead. There was much sadness back on the beach.”

      “Oh.” I hug my arms to my chest, feeling sick. I vaguely remember running into Lauren back on the beach on the day I rescued Gren and telling her to help Mardok strip the ship because I was trying to get everyone away from Gren. It’s probably my fault. “She’s all right? Her and Mari?”

      “They are well,” he agrees. “And Pashov, though you tried to make his brain come out his ears.” He jabs the knife along the carcass, punctuating his words. “You did not ask, but I thought I would tell you.”

      I deserve the reprimand, I suppose. “Thank you.”

      “My mate is a warrior,” Gren growls at him. “She does what she must to win.”

      “There is nothing to win,” Hassen says easily. “No one is competing. But I understand now she was protecting you. This is something I acknowledge. We should have done better by you, though you did not try very hard.” The look he gives Gren is sly and full of humor. “But all is well. No one is dead, and now we have a new mess of people back at the Icehome camp who must be taught how to hunt and take care of themselves.”

      “More aliens?” I ask him, surprised.

      “People,” he corrects. “People from the island. Four arms and skin that changes color and jaws full of fur. He shakes his head. “I thought I had seen everything when your people landed, but it turns out the world surprises me once more.”

      “Wow.” I don’t know what else to say. More people. Strange, strange people. Four…arms? It’s a lot to take in.

      Hassen grunts. “They are as helpless as kits on the beach. I do not envy Taushen and the others with their task of teaching a tribe full of kits how to take care of themselves.” He gives me a grin over his shoulder. “I would help more…but I have put in my time and my mate is waiting for me.”

      “We appreciate the help,” I tell him, and then because I’m impatient to know, I continue. “When will Veronica be back?”

      “A few days?” He shrugs his big shoulders and jabs a knife into the belly of the animal, cutting it open. “She will be coming back, though. She is needed here.”

      Boy, I’ll say. “Um, when she returns, can you give her a message?”

      “Of course,” Hassen says easily.

      I look over at Gren and take his hand in mine, squeezing it. I word my thoughts very carefully, because I don’t want him to feel as if he’s the problem. “Tell her I worry there’s an issue with resonance and we need her help.”

      “It is me,” Gren says, voice quiet. “I am the problem. I am a beast—”

      “No,” I retort quickly when Hassen looks up in surprise. I squeeze my mate’s hand. “You’re not the problem. It could be a hundred different things. And…we just want to ask.”

      Hassen gives us a mystified look. “A problem with resonance? You are not fighting it, are you? We hear you down on the beach. I thought you were both very enthusiastic—”

      “That part is fine,” I bark out, embarrassed.

      Hassen straightens, then tilts his head, watching us. “You do know where everything goes, yes? The cock—”

      “We know,” I tell him shrilly, raising my voice so he doesn’t keep talking.

      “Blessurhart,” Gren agrees, and squeezes my hand, and then I just laugh hysterically, because that’s all I can do.

      Sometimes the people on this planet are entirely too helpful. Bless his heart, indeed.
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      WILLA

      It takes three days for anyone else to come by again. You would think the time would pass swiftly, but it's a mess of naps, heated, quick matings, and somehow managing bodily functions between both of those two things. I feel like a frazzled mess, and I'm too distracted and exhausted to concentrate on anything. When I hear a voice call out "Ho!" from the path outside the cave, I feel like shouting with joy.

      Gren tenses next to me in our bed, squeezing my shoulder. "They are here. Rouse yourself, my mate."

      "I'm awake," I tell him, scrambling from the bed. I drop my tunic twice before Gren takes it and helps me dress. I feel like a junkie tweaking between fixes—my twitching reminding me too much of Mama in later years—and I hate it, because I know that my “fix”—another round of sex—will only give a few moments of relief before the hungry need starts up again. "Thanks, sugar," I tell him, pressing a kiss to his jaw as he puts an arm around my waist. "You're the best."

      He only grunts, but I know my words please him. He's not used to affection or kind words, so I intend on smothering him with both.

      "Knock knock," calls out a cheery, unfamiliar female voice. Human. "Can we come in?"

      I pause, startled, and look at Gren in surprise. That's not Hassen…and it's not Veronica, either.

      Gren snarls a greeting in his language. "Enter."

      A head pokes around the corner a moment later and a pretty woman with faded pink hair—and two inches of brown roots—peeks over at us. "Hi there! Taushen and I volunteered to come and say hello. Hassen's busy today." She enters the cave, waving, and I can't help but notice that her tunic is decorated with little beads and fringe, and it's tied in such a way that it emphasizes her terrific figure. Her hair's braided across the crown of her head in a half-coronet and she looks more fresh and put together than anyone else I've seen on this planet. For a moment, I'm envious…and then I'm just embarrassed, thinking of my sex-snarled mess of hair.

      "Hi," I say tentatively.

      "I'm Brooke, but everyone calls me Buh-brukh for some reason, so I'll answer to either." She steps into our cave, and so does a large male trailing behind her. He carries a dead animal in one hand, wears a vest and loincloth and little else, but his face seems less craggy than some of the others, and his hair is long and smooth. I notice Brooke's got his tail in her hand, and she's all smiles. "And I haven't met either of you. Hello! This is my boo, Taushen."

      Taushen nods at us and holds up a long, furry dead cat. "We bring food. Resonance is difficult work."

      Brooke just giggles and nudges his shoulder. "Like it was that difficult for you."

      Taushen rubs one ear, his expression embarrassed but pleased.

      "This is Gren," I say, gesturing at my mate. "I'm Willa."

      "Oh, we know," Brooke says, and extends her hand. "Nice to meet you both though."

      I shake her hand—awkwardly—and then I'm thrilled when she keeps it extended, clearly offering it to Gren. It's the first time I've seen anyone reach out of their own accord to touch him, and my heart swells when he gingerly takes it, mimicking my shake. She grins at us both, and then snags Taushen's tail again.

      "I don't remember meeting you guys," I confess. "I know it was a mess when we first woke up, but I thought I'd remember pink hair."

      Brooke laughs. "We showed up on the beach after the others. We were busy with some resonatin' of our own." She winks at her mate, who rubs his ear again, and pulls his tail out of her grasp.

      "I will butcher your food for you," Taushen says, tail flicking, and then leans in to kiss Brooke on the cheek before glancing at Gren. "Would you like to come? I can show you how."

      "And I can fix your hair," Brooke says, wiggling her fingers. "I'm itching to touch those curls."

      Gren looks over at me, then rubs his mouth on my cheek in a copy of Taushen's affectionate kiss. As he does, he murmurs, "Will you be safe?"

      "I'll be totally fine," I tell him, pleased. I like that Taushen and Brooke are treating him like they would anyone else. Isn't that all I ever wanted for him? Even in my exhaustion, I'm thrilled that he's not being treated as a beast but as a man. "You go on."

      He nuzzles my cheek again and then takes a step forward. Taushen nods, and then the men disappear into the tunnel. I can hear Taushen speaking in a low voice, though I can't make out his words or Gren's responses. I feel suddenly anxious, and I wonder if I should go with them and act as interpreter. Surely Taushen will know that his growls are language and not aggression—

      "Come sit," Brooke tells me, "And we can hang out for a bit. Also, I can braid your hair so it's not in your face. I've been doing a lot of braids lately."

      "Oh. Okay." She sits down on a big rock by the fire that we've been using as a stool, and I sit at her feet. "I'm a bit of a mess."

      "Girl, it is A-OK. This place is an adjustment for everyone." Her fingers run through my curls loosely, working out a few knots. "I appreciate you letting me play with your hair. I was a beautician back on Earth and I just want to pretty up everyone I run across. Not that you're not already pretty. I love those freckles." She separates a piece of my hair from the rest and I feel a gentle tug as she begins to work on my tangles. "But I know a lot of people are hunting and fishing and making clothes, and prettying people up is something I can do."

      "That's all right," I tell her, hugging my knees as she plays with my hair. "I haven't figured out much of anything yet. There's been no time."

      "Resonance can be a bitch, not gonna lie. I mean, it's fantastic, but it's not always the most convenient." Her tone is sympathetic. "It's good at picking mates, though. I haven't seen one person unhappy with their choice, which is pretty interesting if you ask me. It's like your cootie knows just who you'll jive with regardless of what you're thinking at the moment. I have a feeling we're going to see a lot of them with the new people on the beach." She tugs at my hair again. "Have you met them? The islanders?"

      "No, we've been up here." I pause. "Uh, is Veronica back yet?"

      "Oh! Yes, they just got back late last night." She chuckles. "I still can't believe her mate's a dragon and we get to fly back and forth between villages. If you would have told me that I'd get a chance at dragon-back a few months ago, I'd have said you need to pass me whatever you're smoking, but I guess this is our reality now."

      Dragons? I rub my eyes, not entirely sure I'm awake enough to follow what she's talking about. It's hard enough to concentrate when all I can think about is that Gren is in the next room with Taushen and I miss him desperately and I want to jump his bones…and take a twelve-hour nap. I wonder if resonance will get so bad that at some point we'll be sleep-fucking. At this point, I wouldn't doubt it. "But…Veronica's back?"

      "Yup. Resting up right now."

      "Is she coming up here?" I try not to sound too impatient or jittery, and probably fail. "We need to see her."

      "Hassen told us you asked to see her. I'm supposed to give you guys the bad news." Brooke makes an unhappy little sound in her throat and my heart drops. "She does want to see you guys and she says she's willing to do whatever, but she's pretty exhausted after their run between villages and Ashtar won't let her leave. He's worried she's going to wear herself out looking after everyone, and she does seem kind of tired lately." Brooke sighs. "I'm supposed to tell you guys if you want her help, you have to come to her not the other way around. I'm sorry it's not the greatest message."

      "Oh. It's okay." I don't blame them. If it's true that they're going between two camps and there's a whole bunch of new aliens, I imagine poor Veronica's running herself ragged. That doesn't help me, though. I wonder briefly if we can wait it out, if resonance will finally kick in and we'll be fine.

      And then I burst into tears.

      "WILLA!" I hear Gren's shout a split second after I sob, and the sound of him tearing down the tunnel, back toward me.

      Oh crap. I jump to my feet, ripping a half-done braid out of Brooke's hands and move to intercept him. "I'm okay, sugar! Really." When he appears, I hate the panicky rage in his eyes. He moves to me and immediately pulls me into his arms and holds me close. His body shakes with effort, and I realize I'm not the only one that's exhausted.

      We can't keep going like this. "The healer's not coming," I tell him, feeling defeated. "We have to go to her."

      "Then we will go." He strokes my hair back from my face. "This is a simple thing."

      "What? No, no it's not." I give him an incredulous look. "I don't want you to be forced to go back there. I don't like how they treated you. It wasn't right!"

      "My mate." Gren puts his big hands on my shoulders. "I would willingly enter any arena for you, serve any master. If going to the healer will make your eyes stop their sad watering, it is a small thing—"

      "It's not," I tell him, all choked up again. He's willing to sacrifice himself for me, and it's the most unselfish thing ever. How can I ask him to go hang out with a bunch of people who treated him like an animal? "We'll figure something out here. We don't have to leave the cave. We—"

      "We are tired," he says in that simple, low growl of his. "You do not sleep. I do not sleep. You shake with exhaustion. I do, as well. Your body hurts. It pains me to see this. Do you think the mesakkah that live here mean us harm?"

      I hesitate. "I think they have good intentions, but that doesn't mean anything—"

      "Will they enslave us?"

      "Oh god, no," Brooke says, getting to her feet even as Taushen comes to her side. "No one would ever!"

      I swallow hard, closing my eyes. It's hard for me to see past Gren's initial treatment. I know he confessed to me that he played up his beastlike nature—one of his arena “tricks.” I know Hassen has admitted they didn't know how to protect the rest of us from him and they did what they could. But I'm terrified of being wrong about the others and him ending up tied up once more. That would destroy me.

      "Willa," Gren murmurs. "If the healer can make our resonance better, how can I refuse to go and see her? I trust you," he says simply. "If you believe it is safe and no harm will come to us, then I will return and hope no one ties me up or tries to keep me away from you."

      "You're the bravest man I have ever met," I tell him, and bury my face against his perfect, furry chest.

      "You have always defended me from everyone," he says, stroking my messy hair. "How can I think you would ever stop?"

      How, indeed.
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      Brooke and Taushen do their best to help us get ready to return to the beach camp. We straighten up the cave, and I'm ashamed to admit that Brooke and Taushen do most of the cleaning. Gren and I are just so tired…plus, we hide in a dark corner to try and take the edge off of things. Twice. Neither of the visitors comments on our friskiness. It's like everyone knows that when resonance is hitting, there's no shame involved. Me, I just want the constant need of it to stop. I want to be able to kiss and touch my mate because I want to, not because I feel as if I'm going to come out of my skin if I don't.

      Brooke finishes braiding my hair as Taushen instructs Gren how to wear a loincloth a lot like his. I know my Gren isn't thrilled with the clothing, but I also know he's trying it for my sake.

      They make a stew out of the fresh meat, and when we eat our fill, we pack our things and head down the slope toward the beach. It's a surprisingly difficult journey. It's all downhill, so it should be easy, but I'm exhausted and lean on Gren with every step. Even as we walk, my cootie hums and buzzes with angry insistence, so loud that I feel like Taushen and Brooke are going to say something, but they are discreetly quiet about it. They carry our bags and give us shoulders to lean on in the steeper parts of the descent, and the time passes.

      With every step, the need in me rises, though, and I start to cling to Gren a little bit longer than necessary. "Should we stop before we get to the village?" I ask them, when we take one of many (oh so many) breaks during our walk.

      Brooke hesitates, glancing at Taushen. "I'm sure someone will have room in their tent for you guys. You can take care of business and then say hello to everyone later once you've unpacked your things."

      Stay in someone else's tent? I stiffen in Gren's arms, because I don't like the thought of that. For some stupid reason, my tired brain thought we'd have Veronica help us and then just jaunt back up to our cave by the time dark hit. But we packed bags, so…of course we're staying overnight. I feel like an idiot, because it's as if I realized for the first time that we're going to have to stay. I glance up at the skies and see that the two suns are creeping toward the horizon, and our “easy walk” has taken most of the afternoon. Crap. "Oh. No, I don't like that," I fuss, worried. "I don't want to stay with someone else. We need a cave of our own—"

      "Willa," Gren murmurs, holding me close. "It will be all right."

      "No, it won't be," I tell him, insisting. Worry for him overrides my thoughts and I can feel a frantic edge. "We need our privacy. We—"

      "Speaking of privacy," Brooke calls out cheerfully. "I have to go to the girls’ room. Wanna buddy up with me, Willa?" And she gives me a pointed look.

      Girls’ room? Dazed, tired, I blink at her, and when she continues to give me a meaningful stare, I realize she wants to talk. God, my brain feels like a bowl of grits at the moment. I rub my forehead and then pat Gren's chest as I pull out of his arms. "I guess I do need to hit the ladies' room."

      "Good, we'll go together," Brooke calls out and extends a hand to me. "We'll go behind that cliff over there. Come on."

      Gren frowns, as if trying to figure us out. He glances at Taushen, who has his arms crossed and his tail lightly flicking, utterly unworried. His gaze moves back to me, and I give him an encouraging smile. I can see his shoulders lose their tension, and he drops to his haunches, crouching to wait.

      Brooke grabs my hand and drags me behind her, to a protected spot a short distance away. She doesn't even bother with the pretense of dropping her pants, though. The moment we're alone, she grabs me by the shoulders. "Are you okay?"

      I make a wordless sound. "The village," I begin to protest.

      "It's going to be fine," she tells me firmly. "Repeat after me. I know you're tired, but it will all be fine."

      "But what if it's not?"

      "I have been here a while. I have seen people resonate that could not stand each other. I have seen people with four arms and people who have lived on this land for over a hundred years. You know what I have not seen? One single slave." She gives me a gentle shake. "They saved us. I know it's hard to trust, but no one wants to hurt you or Gren. They just want to raise their kids in peace. You need to have faith that everyone just wants to be left alone, okay?"

      "Okay," I manage.

      "Gren is taking his cues from you," she continues. "The more tense you get, the more worked up he gets. He looks like he's going to snap if you so much as shed a tear. The more suspicious and afraid you are of us, the more he's going to lash out. If you act like everyone here is the enemy, he's going to think that. You need to be happy. You need to be thrilled you're seeing everyone again so he realizes not everyone's a monster. Otherwise, he's never going to blend in. They're going to be too afraid of him if he attacks someone, and if he does, it'll be because he's trying to protect you."

      I blink at her.

      She's right. Gren trusts me, and here I am panicking because I'm so determined to protect him. "Thank you," I whisper. "My brain's fried. I should know better. I’m…just so tired.”

      "It's all right. Just…happy smile, okay?" Brooke puts on the brightest, cheeriest expression. "Happy smiles. You're being reunited with your buddies and you're excited. Happy, happy excited smiles.”

      "So excited," I echo, and smile, even though I'm exhausted.

      I need to try to be calm about this for Gren's sake.
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      GREN

      The beach encampment seems more chaotic than before. My memories of this place are of crying, frightened females, tired mesakkah natives and their mates doing their best to calm everyone, and bitter cold. And Willa, of course. Most of my memories are around her pretty, speckled face as she approached me, no matter how afraid everyone else was.

      Today, the beach encampment is full of laughter and talk. People gather around two large fires, sharing stories and chattering. There is a smell of blood in the air and someone scrapes a hide while another person—a male with four arms—works on a fishing net. The sadness and fear is gone, and there is even a child in a dark-skinned, unfamiliar female's arms. The scents are overwhelming, as is the noise, but Willa's face brightens as she regards them.

      "Willa!" someone cries out happily and rushes toward her, arms outstretched.

      My mate squeezes my hand and then moves forward to embrace the female. "Lo! It's so good to see you!"

      "You, too!" The female beams at my mate, and glances over at me, turning her happy expression in my direction. "And you too, Gren."

      I nod at her, unsure how to act. I have never met others in such a way. It has always been a face-to-face meeting in an arena or a competition. When I talked with others in holding pens, it was to assess the competition, never simply to be friendly. I do not know what to think or what is required. I notice a big male walking up behind the female, one with four arms. As I watch, his skin shifts colors rapidly, mimicking my darker shade as he moves to his mate's side and puts a hand on her waist.

      "Oh," Willa says, startled.

      "Meet K'thar," Lo says proudly, almost defensively. "I met him on the island. Him and his people live here now. Please don't be afraid. I know they look different but they're people just like us."

      Willa looks at me, astonishment in her eyes. Then, she giggles, shaking her head. Water streams from her eyes, but they are not the sad waters. Instead, she just keeps giggling, leaning against me. "Don't be afraid," she gasps. "Oh my word."

      Lauren seems distressed, her shoulders stiffening. She looks to Brooke and Taushen, mystified. "What is it?"

      My mate swipes at her eyes. "I just…sorry. Everything's funny when you're tired." Willa sighs and leans against me, and I can feel her body trembling with laughter—and exhaustion. "I left this camp with Gren because no one saw him as a person. They were too afraid. Now we come back and the entire beach is full of strangers. I bet not a single one is tied up."

      "To be fair, no one from K'thar's clan—or any of the other clans—has attacked anyone. Gren did." Lauren gives me an uneasy look, and I can feel Willa stiffen defensively. My mate would protect me from all who seek to speak badly of me.

      It is…adorable.

      "I did attack everyone," I tell my mate before she can step in and assault her friend with words. "I should have been tied up. My goal was to fight my way out." I touch Willa's mane, then touch her shoulder in a caress. "I assumed it was another arena in which to fight."

      The four-armed alien crosses two of his limbs over his chest and nods. "My people fight in great competitions for the honor of their clan. Or we did, before the Great Smoking Mountain died and took everyone with it." He gives me an assessing look, one I have experienced many times. "You have won many battles, have you not? You have that air."

      I nod. This one understands.

      My mate relaxes. She smiles up at me, and then reaches out to Lauren. "I'm sorry if I seem prickly, sugar. I'm just…real tired." She gives her a wan smile. "We're actually here to visit with the healer."

      "Oh my goodness." Lauren's expression changes from wariness to sympathy. She squeezes Willa's hand. "You look fried, but I didn't want to say anything. And skinny. Both of you are so skinny." Lauren's expression is kind as she looks at both of us. "Are you staying overnight? K'thar and I have an extra tent high up on the beach, with his clan. We've been keeping supplies there and things for the baby, but we can make you two a bed. Just give me a little time to straighten things up. We were going to set it up for Gail and Vaza—you'll meet them, I'm sure—but they brought their own tent and furs. You haven't met them, have you? They've come from the Croatoan tribe and they're living with our clan, too. They're adopting Z'hren and…gosh, it's such a long story." Lauren waves a hand in the air. "I'm going on and on and you both look dead on your feet. Do you want something to eat? I'm pretty sure Veronica's sleeping. She and Ashtar are worn out from flying."

      Willa looks over at me, and just that small look sets off her teats. They shake in a dull roar—the “song” of resonance. Hot need blisters through me, exhausting in its ferocity, and even though my body is tired, my cock is ready and the need to claim my mate makes me shudder. Willa's knees buckle slightly and she collapses in my arms.

      "We need a shelter," I say, speaking for the first time. My language is different than their sing-song one full of loud noises, and I am not entirely sure they will understand me like my Willa does, or if they will think I am attacking.

      But the one known as K'thar nods. "Follow us. Come, L'ren, my mate."

      "Of course. You guys need rest. Come on."

      Brooke hands our things over to Lauren and her mate, and then looks at her male. "We'll get you guys some food and let the others know you're here. If we see Veronica, we'll send her your way."

      "Yes," I tell her, and that seems insufficient. I try to think of what Willa would say. Not Blessurhart, because that word implies the other is stupid. The Praxiians have no word in their language like the one that springs to mind, but it is one I have heard my Willa say before. "Dankall."

      "Thank y'all," Willa murmurs, snuggling up against me. "You're so sweet, Gren."

      Taushen and his mate give us approving looks, and then I follow the others through the cluster of people. Many eyes watch us as I carry my exhausted mate across the beach, but none are angry or frightened. No one tries to take my mate from my claws, or worries I will harm her. There are curious looks, but they seem like normal people.

      I wonder if most of Willa's fear is on my behalf. Is that why she stays away? Does she want to stay here with them? I saw the way her eyes lit up when she glimpsed her friend. She was happy to see her.

      Lauren and her mate bring us to a cluster of tents set between the high walls of a narrow canyon, a short distance from the gathering on the beach. Here, the pebbles give way to rocky chips, and the cliffs look as if they are made of the same crumbly stone as the path that led to our cave. Several hide-covered tents are clustered together, and they point us at one in the back. "We'll get you two set up." Lauren grabs a bundle and pushes the flap back, immediately moving inside. "I'll make a bed. Won't take but a sec."

      K'thar watches his mate, then turns to me, his voice low. "It is good to see another warrior. The females here are soft and need protecting. Every set of hands helps."

      I say nothing, thinking of my Willa. I am looked at as a helper instead of a problem? Strange how things have changed over the course of a few days.

      "Stay as long as you like," K'thar tells us. "Whatever home we have to offer, you are welcome to share."

      "Thank y'all," I say carefully, and when Lauren emerges, I duck into the tent and gently lay my exhausted Willa down. The tent flap hits my tail and then we are alone…or as alone as we can be in an encampment full of strangers.

      Willa whimpers, reaching for the loincloth that took me far too long to put on. “Need you,” she tells me. “Everything hurts.”

      “I am here,” I say to her even as she frees my cock. “I will not leave you.” I undo the knots that hold her leggings on her body and then pull them down far enough to expose her cunt. She is hot with need, and wet, and her whimpers grow stronger as I press my cock into her warmth.

      We mate swiftly and brutally. I hold off on my climax until I feel Willa clench around me, her cunt quivering and squeezing my cock with her release. Only then, do I come, emptying my seed into her.

      It does not take the edge off, and I begin to feel despair. What if the only solution to ease my mate’s pain is for her to resonate to a different male than me?

      I do not like that thought at all. It makes me murderous…but so does Willa’s misery.

      I hope the healer has answers for us.
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      Like every night since we resonated, we do not get much sleep. Need wakes us every few minutes, forcing our bodies together for a quick mating, only to fall back into a restless slumber once more. Dawn comes, and I feel no more rested than I did when I went to sleep, and I can tell from my Willa’s hollow gaze that she feels the same. I would give anything to chase that look from her eyes. She curls up against me, exhausted, and buries her face against my neck.

      “No matter what she tells us,” Willa murmurs, “We’re in this together.”

      I hold her close. She is a gift beyond anything I ever imagined. Even though we are both physically tired and frustrated, I would change none of this. Even my worst day with Willa is better than I ever dreamed for myself.

      Something scratches at the flap of the tent right before I smell Veronica’s scent, mingled with that of her mate’s. “Knock knock,” she calls out. “Can we come in?”

      Willa looks at me, and I nod. “Yes.”

      A moment later, Veronica pulls the tent flap back, smiling at us. “Hey you two! You look…not as good as when I left you, and you were dying,” she says to me. “So that’s rather impressive. Can we sit? Come on, Ashtar, baby.” She gestures at the male behind her and a moment later, the big golden warrior pushes his way into our tent, then drops onto a bundle of furs.

      He casts us an imperious look, then opens his arms up for Veronica. “Your throne is ready.”

      “Dork,” she tells him, but moves to sit in his lap anyhow, her cheeks red. “So, what’s going on, you two?”

      Willa sits up, her hand resting on my thigh. “Our resonance. Something’s wrong with it. We keep mating and…” She shrugs, weary. “Nothing seems to happen.”

      Veronica exchanges a look with her mate. “So the point of resonance is that you’re supposed to make a baby. It’s entirely possible that there’s something…incompatible between yourself and Gren. That’s not how resonance is supposed to work, of course, but there’s a lot of things that aren’t quite right with Gren.” She glances over at me. “No offense.”

      I nod. “Because of how my former masters changed me?”

      She extends her hands out from herself, spreading them and staring at her palms. “When I went inside you to heal you, it felt…different than healing everyone else.”

      “How so?” Willa asks, fear in her voice. I can feel her fingers twining in my fur as she holds on to me. She worries for me.

      “Instead of feeling like one big ‘whole’ thing, you felt like a bunch of fragments stuck together. You’re not, of course. All of your limbs are yours. But if we’re talking scientifically—and I don’t know science, so this is just a guess—your DNA isn’t yours but a whole bunch of DNA strands stuck together. That’s the best way I can think of it. It’s like someone took a bunch of people, cobbled them together and made you.” She leans down and gestures at my claws. “Your hands. You have claws like Ashtar, and horns like him, too. But your tail and your three-toed feet, those are sa-khui. And the cat-like features…I’m not sure what those are.”

      “Praxiian,” I tell her. I remember the feline features of my old master quite well.

      “Okay, Praxiian. It’s like you’re a Starbucks drink that came off the special menu. Someone just started pumping random ingredients in to see what they could make, and no one stopped to think about what the end result would be. And I know that doesn’t make sense to you,” she says, wringing her hands. “But when I touched you, it felt like all those parts were starting to splinter. Like all of the things that held you together were failing, and if I didn’t do something, you were going to die. It was more than the infection. It was something else. Incompatibility.”

      Willa is very pale. I caress her cheek, trying to comfort her. “This does not surprise me.”

      “It doesn’t?” My mate turns to me, shocked.

      I shake my head. “My masters had me on a heavy regimen of augmenting stims and chemical inhibitors. I felt better after each round of stims, but it did not last for long. I would not be surprised to learn that they knew something was wrong. That I was to be short lived.”

      “All gladiators are,” the golden one says.

      I nod.

      Veronica gives me a worried look. “There was something wrong with you at a deeper level, so I tried to fix it. I think that woke up your cootie and made you want to take a mate. I didn’t have anything to do with that, of course, but I think maybe you were supposed to resonate to Willa and your cootie was too preoccupied with keeping you well. Once I fixed what I could, it went to the next step.”

      “But he can’t make me pregnant,” Willa states, and her hand moves to my stomach, where it is flat and undented and has no “button” like hers does.

      Veronica bites her lip and looks over at her mate. “So…I’ve been brainstorming with Ashtar and there might be a way to fix this. Two ways, actually.”

      At my side, Willa tenses.

      I fight the sudden surge of furious covetousness that rages through me. I want nothing more than to grab my mate, haul her over my shoulder, and flee with her into the mountains so no one can ever take her from me. Ever.

      But…she is exhausted. For her sake, I must hear this. I grit my teeth, waiting.

      “I can try and stop the resonance,” Veronica continues. “Basically try to tell your cooties everything’s good and they can stop now.”

      “No,” Willa says immediately. “I want Gren’s baby. I want to resonate to him.” She holds tighter onto me. “If that’s the only way, I don’t want it. I’d rather keep trying for a few more months, even if it kills us.”

      “Willa,” I murmur, holding my precious mate close. “I do not want you to die from this.”

      “No one’s going to die,” Veronica exclaims. “Jesus. Let a girl finish her sentence. The other way is…well…” Her face turns bright red. “I can help.”

      I picture having to move over Veronica, to push into her instead of my Willa—and shudder with disgust. “I will mate no other female but mine.”

      Ashtar jumps to his feet, dropping Veronica on her feet and stepping in front of her. “You will not touch my mate—”

      Willa bursts into tears.

      “Wait, wait,” Veronica yelps, tugging “I’m not fucking anyone but my dragon! Everyone calm the fuck down!”

      Someone coughs discreetly outside, and I am reminded that even though there are walls, we are not alone. Willa buries her face against my shoulder, and Veronica slides an arm around her mate’s waist, dragging him back down to his seat.

      “Let’s all just calm the fuck down,” Veronica states again. “When I say help, I don’t mean like that. I mean that while you two are, ah, mating, I’d go in and coax the cootie along. Make sure sperm and egg meet and don’t reject and all that jazz. Kind of like assisted pregnancy back home, just a little more hands-on.”

      “While we’re mating?” Willa echoes, her expression aghast. “You’d touch Gren?”

      “Well, actually, I’d be touching you.”

      My mate relaxes. “Oh, well, we can do that.”

      “You…do realize I mean just your shoulders, right?”

      “Whatever it takes,” Willa says firmly. “I want Gren and I want our baby. And I want to be able to have sex because it’s fun and I want my man, not because I feel like something inside me is going to tear apart. Gren?”

      “I want you to stop hurting,” I tell her simply.

      “It doesn’t hurt you?”

      “It does, but I am used to pain. Mine is nothing.” I touch her sweet face. “Yours destroys me.”

      “God, I love you,” she breathes, and I can smell her sweetness on the air. She curls her fingers in my fur and gives my mouth a nip. “When do we need to do this, then, Veronica?”

      The healer shrugs. “Now?”

      “No,” her mate says firmly. “Now, you must have food. When everyone has eaten, then you can do this. And I will be here to watch over my mate.” The golden male gives me a challenging look.

      Let them all watch me claim my Willa. I do not care.

      “Well, I suppose it’s not anything you haven’t seen before,” Willa murmurs. “Let’s eat and get this show on the road, then.”
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      GREN

      A short time later, Veronica and her mate return to our tent. Willa and I have both eaten, but the food has not taken the relentless edge off of my body. I am exhausted and yet full of need, and I know from the way my Willa shifts back and forth on the blankets that she feels the same restlessness. The tent feels too small for what we will be using it for, and as Willa slips under the furs, I can sense her uneasiness. It is in the tense set of her shoulders, in the worried gaze, in the way her hands flutter over the blankets. She is fully dressed, and then when she gets under the furs, she shifts and pulls her leggings off, casting them aside. I wear a loincloth, but I know when I join her under the furs it will be cast aside, as well. Veronica is fully covered, and her mate lingers by the tent flap, his arms crossed, his big body naked as I wish to be.

      "I'm going to sit up here by your head," Veronica says to Willa as my mate lies down. "And I'll put my hands on your shoulders."

      "Okay," Willa says, and then blinks as Veronica loosens the neck of her tunic and slips her hands inside. My mate lies flat, the healer's legs crossed and tucked under her inches from her mane. Willa looks up, and I know she is gazing right at Veronica. "So…this is weird."

      "Are you kidding? I'm giving you a neck rub while telling your eggs that they're in need of some serious alien sperm. What could possibly be weird about this?" Veronica says lightly.

      Both women freeze, and then burst into fits of giggles.

      "Lord have mercy," Willa says between choking laughter. "When you put it that way, it does sound mighty strange."

      "Oh, it's definitely strange," Veronica admits. "But I'm starting to roll with the whole 'strange' thing. There's a lot of strange on this planet and there's not much we can do but go with the flow."

      Willa reaches out for me, a hesitant smile on her face. I put my hand in hers, squeezing, and then I let her go to slip under the furs with her. It feels even more crowded in our tent now, and Veronica is so close I can smell her scent all over my mate.

      I…do not like this. Her scent does not appeal to me, nor does her nearness. My need for Willa is constant, but I want Veronica to leave. I force myself to lie carefully next to my mate, propped up on one arm so I do not crush her when I move over her. I do my best to ignore the healer, but it is difficult, especially with her mate glaring at us from nearby.

      "So this just keeps feeling weirder," Willa admits as I settle in against her. She reaches for me and I move atop her, pulling my loincloth off. My cock brushes against the fur of her mound, but I do not move to claim her. She feels comfortable and familiar and as wonderful as ever, but Veronica's scent is clogging my senses and my cock is not as hard as it should be to give my mate pleasure.

      I did not imagine this would be that difficult.

      "Weird for me too, but we can do this," Veronica reassures us. "Just pretend I'm not here."

      Willa chokes on another laugh. "Yeah, sure. Okay." She pauses, stroking her hand down my side and sending shivers through my body. "We appreciate you doing this, Veronica."

      "Hey, what are friends for?" Veronica pats Willa on the shoulder, her hand somewhat trapped by Willa's tunic. "I want you both to be happy and healthy. If this is what it takes, so be it. I'm just happy all I have to touch is your shoulder and not, say, lower."

      "I am happy about that as well," Ashtar says drily.

      My mate just chuckles and continues to caress me, her hands moving over my backside. Her eyes are enticing, her body warm, but…I am struggling.

      With Ashtar and Veronica's focus on our mating, I am uncomfortably reminded of the arena. How many times before did I see a gladiator win the prize of a female? How many times did I watch a gladiator rut upon her on the floor of the arena before everyone, showing off his claiming of his prize as the female wept and struggled?

      Willa does not struggle, but this is different than when we were in the cave together. Even when Ashtar and his mate were sharing quarters with us, they did not watch us so intently. This is different, and my cock threatens to shrivel even as my khui hums louder and angrier, as if displeased with my mind for fighting this.

      But…I do not want to take my Willa like this. Not like she is some prize won in a fight. She is mine, but not like that. Never like that.

      "Gren?" my mate murmurs, and her fingers skate along my fur. "Sugar?"

      I lower my head, seeking out her mouth with mine, but my mane brushes against Veronica's arm and I suppress a shudder. "I am…trying."

      Veronica clears her throat. "I, uh, guess I can help with that—"

      "No," Ashtar says quickly.

      "No," Willa agrees.

      "Right. Okay." Veronica sounds relieved. "I'm going to be completely quiet and just think real hard about eggs and sperm meeting and how badly your eggs want to be fertilized."

      Willa nods, and her focus is on my face. She reaches up and caresses my cheek, her smile sweet. "I'm here," she murmurs to me. "It's just me and you, truly."

      I growl low in my throat, wordless in my frustration. It is…and yet this is different. I press my mouth against her palm, breathing in her scent and trying to cover myself with it.

      Realization flickers in my mate's eyes. "Ah," she murmurs, and then slips her hand between our bodies. I feel her fingers skate down my belly, and for a moment, I think she is going to grasp my cock and manipulate me until I am hard. The thought is enticing, but it is not something I want to share with Ashtar and his mate. "Willa—"

      But my mate's fingers brush past my cock and she shifts. I realize she is touching herself, and my frown deepens. Is she going to climax first, and then hope that I do the same?

      A moment later, her hand moves back up and then she presses it against my mouth. The scent of her cunt, juicy with arousal, floods my senses. My growl turns to one of arousal, and my cock grows impossibly hard in the space of a breath.

      "It's me," she whispers. "It's only me." Her gaze holds mine, her eyes full of love and need. She hooks one leg around my hips and arches up against me, her cunt rubbing against my length.

      I groan and put my hand to her hip, holding her as I seek out her welcoming heat. One thrust and then I am buried deep inside her, and our khuis resonate so loudly that our bodies feel as if they are coming apart. I pump into my mate, my gaze locked onto hers as I feel her clench and tighten around me. Like every mating for the last few days, it is quick and brutal, and within moments, my seed releases in a flood a moment after she shivers around me with her release, my name on her lips.

      Then, panting, I lower my forehead to hers, breathing in her breath, filling my senses with Willa and Willa alone.

      My mate smiles at me, and then her eyes close and she sighs heavily, going limp.

      "That's right, sleepytime," Veronica murmurs. "You both need a nice, long sleep. I'll do the rest."

      The healer brushes a hand over my shoulder, and then I fall into a dreamless slumber, tucking my mate close.
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      I wake up some time later, my body curled around my Willa. The air has grown colder and the tent darker. We are alone, the scents of both Ashtar and Veronica faded and stale. We have slept for some time, it seems. I touch my mate's cheek and she smacks her lips sleepily and then burrows back under the blankets.

      "Rest," I tell her, tucking the furs close around her body.

      I get to my feet, stretching. My muscles are stiff as if I had a long sleep, but for the first time in a long time, I feel…rested. The hard, hungry edge is gone and when I rub a hand against my chest, I do not feel the insistent vibration of resonance, but something sleepier and sated. The sound is soft and gentle, as if finally content. I study my Willa and notice that the pinched look is gone from her brow, the hollowness of her eyes fading. Pleased, I relax. Even though it was unpleasant to have the healer with us during that mating, I cannot regret it.

      As I watch my beautiful mate sleep, doubt begins to creep in. Willa rests, and our resonance must be done. She has not awakened to tend to my body's call, as we have so many times in the last few weeks. What if this means that she does not want to be with me any longer? What if nothing binds her to my side now that resonance is fulfilled?

      She smiles in her sleep, a little sigh escaping her throat. I reach out to caress her, tracing her cheek with one claw, aching with how much I need her—not physically, but in my heart and spirit.

      "Gren," she murmurs, but does not waken. The smile returns to her sleeping face.

      And I am strangely content. My panic is just foolishness. Willa has had many opportunities to leave my side—before and after resonance—and never has. Of course she loves me. Pleased, I rub a lock of her mane between my fingers, content to watch her sleep.

      My stomach growls, and I am reminded of my body's other functions. I lift my head as a scent wafts in from nearby. Hot food, and fire. My ears pick up the low hum of voices, though I cannot make out what they are saying. I ponder staying in the tent, wondering if I will be attacked the moment I step foot outside.

      But no, Hassen promised we are safe. I flex my arms, feeling stronger. If they wish to attack us, they will be dealing with a well-rested beast and not the edgy, exhausted creature I was a short time ago.

      Also, Willa might wake soon. If so, she will be hungry. The need to take care of my mate propels me forward. I quietly dress in my loincloth and then emerge from the tent.

      A wave of scents assaults my senses—not just fire and food, but people. People everywhere. I am immediately reminded of the largest arena battles, in which I would enter and be immediately assaulted by all the smells of my opponents. My body would go on instant alert, readying to attack. But then, someone laughs. A baby cries, and it jars my senses.

      This is not the arena. I am not under attack.

      Willa is here.

      I can feel my shoulders loosen, the tension leaving my body. There is a fire with people sitting at it, and when an unfamiliar person waves me over, I hesitate, but only for a moment before joining them.

      "Greetings, brother," says the male, and he leans forward to stir the fire. As he does, I notice he has four arms. This is one of Lauren's people, then. I am surprised (but pleased) to be called “brother.” It implies I am one of them.

      "I…seek to feed my mate," I tell him, unsure of what I should say in response. Something polite? I have never done this before. After a moment's hesitation, I add, "And greetings, brother."

      "I am called J'shel," he says, flicking a long braid over his shoulder. He gestures at the male sitting next to him, wrapped in a fur. "This is N'dek. L'ren and K'thar are seated by the main fire, and G'hail and V'za have Z'hren in their tent. He is fussy this evening." As if to lend credence to the male's words, the baby lets up a distant wail, only to be shushed again. "We are pleased you and your mate will be joining the Clan of the Strong Arm, even if only for a short time."

      And he gestures at one of the stones gathered near their small fire, indicating I should sit.

      I study him. He seems young for all of his strength. His body is nearly as thick with muscle in the torso as my own, and his four strong arms look as if they could crush heads. But his expression is open and honest, and the long braid over his shoulder tells me he has never experienced combat, not when he would give his enemies such an easy handhold. I look over at the other male. He stares at the fire, then nods at me. The one he calls N'dek seems to be of a slighter build, and when he shifts his weight and pulls the fur over his body, I see the stump of a leg, cut off at the knee. Ah. That explains much…and oddly enough, makes me feel easier.

      This is no slave pit. A slave that cannot walk is a useless mouth. N'dek would not last a day with my last master.

      The baby cries again, and I am reminded yet again of how different this place is. Willa worries so much, but my fears are easing with every moment. I know slavery and brutality, and the small, subtle signs of this encampment tell me that they are many things, but they are not to be feared as slavers.

      So I sit. I rest my hands on my knees, uncertain.

      "Are you of a Shadowed Cat clan?" asks N'dek. "They have their tents across the beach."

      The translator spits their words back at me, and then I shake my head. "I am…" A thing? A male created to fight battles and nothing else? But they watch me with curiosity, not disgust, and it is clear they do not realize I am different from all, not just different from them. Eventually, I say, "I am a male without a clan."

      "You and your mate are welcome to join ours," J'shel says, grinning as he pokes at the fire. "You may only have two arms, but they look quite strong."

      "I will let my mate know we are welcome," I tell him gravely, pleased at such an invitation. "I am not very skilled with hunting yet, though. The only things I have hunted are…other hunters."

      N'dek makes a displeased sound. "Not all must hunt."

      It takes great effort for me not to look at his leg. "I see."

      J'shel elbows his friend. "You are hard on yourself. Are your arms not yet strong, brother? You belong here just as much as V'za and his mate. Strong Arm welcomes all."

      "Mmm," is all N'dek says.

      J'shel frowns at his friend, then scoops a bowl into the pouch hanging over the fire and offers it to me. "Eat. There is plenty of food in this land."

      I take it from his hands, and my stomach growls. Even so, I hesitate. "Enough for my mate?"

      "Of course."

      I sit down and begin to eat. The food is hot, and I am ravenous. I scarcely taste it before I am finishing the bowl, and I lick my claws to get every drop of food. J'shel indicates I should take another serving, and I do. I eat this one slower, glancing at them. "Where are your mates?"

      N'dek glowers into the fire.

      J'shel straightens, an eager expression on his face. "We have no mates…yet. But there are many females in the hoo-man tribe. It will happen. We must be patient, that is all."

      "Is that Gren I see?" a voice calls out, approaching the fire in a crunch of pebbled sand. "Ho to Strong Arm."

      I stiffen, waiting. The voice is friendly, but the firelight blinds my night vision and I cannot make out the face until the male appears next to the fire, his long single horn stirring memories. This is the one that watched over me. This is the one that Willa attacked to free me. I wait to see if he attacks, but his expression is as friendly and open as J'shel's as he kneels by the fire and nods at me in greeting. "I am glad to see you and your mate have returned."

      "I…do not recall your name, but I know your face," I admit to him. My head feels as if it is spinning at so much friendly conversation. So many people, all of them…nice.

      To me. To Gren, the beast. The gladiator who has never had a word of kindness before Willa. Now I feel blanketed in it. I am made to feel welcome. I am given food at a stranger’s fire and no one has looked at me as if I am a monster.

      As I eye the four-armed aliens, I wonder if perhaps I am no longer the strangest male they have ever seen. The “island” people seem to have opened their eyes to different kinds. As I watch, the blue mesakkah thumps down onto a seat next to J’shel, and the four-armed alien’s skin ripples with color, shifting to a shadowy gray and then back to pale blue.

      Definitely not the strangest.

      “I am called Pashov,” the blue one-horned alien says, smiling. “And I did not expect you to remember my name.”

      “Because it is too long,” J’shel teases. “P’shov sounds better to my ears.”

      N’dek just snorts, but it is clear from his expression he is amused.

      I clutch my bowl, wanting to participate in this friendly conversation. To casually speak up the way they do and talk as if it is nothing. As if I have always made friends wherever I go. My mind is blank of words, though, and when they glance over at me, I say the first thing I think of. “I am glad your brains did not come out your ears.”

      Pashov throws his head back and laughs. “I, as well. And how is your mate? The strong one?”

      I smile at that, because my Willa is strong. “She rests. I am going to bring her food.”

      Pashov leans over the stew-pouch and sniffs it. “Dvisti? Did you catch this one yourself?”

      J’shel looks over at N’dek and then rubs his head, a little embarrassed. “No. I tried to catch one standing near camp, but it charged me and then bit me.” He rubs one hand. “I was so startled that I dropped my spear.”

      “It is a good thing,” N’dek speaks up grudgingly. “It was F’rli’s tamed beast.”

      “Chahm-pee?” Pashov slaps his knee and roars with laughter. I chuckle, thinking of the skinny-limbed beast in our cave, and J’shel flat on his back in astonishment. “That female has you turned around, does she not?”

      “Female?” I ask.

      J’shel moves a hand to his shoulder, as if to flick a braid that is already on his back. “I have resonated to a female, but she ignores me. I am being…patient.” He grimaces, as if in pain. “It is very distracting.”

      “Very,” Pashov agrees, and glances over at me again. “Finish your meal, Gren, and I will show you around the camp so you know where all the supplies are if you need anything. It will be good for you to greet the others as well.”

      I get to my feet, surprised at how much the idea pleases me. I am to be introduced to people as if I am as normal as any of the human females or the other males. As if I am Ashtar, golden and perfect, instead of Gren, hulking and ugly. “My mate,” I begin.

      “We will guard her,” N’dek reassures me.

      “I will come and find you if she awakens,” J’shel adds, staring into the fire morosely, his good mood gone. “The camp is not big. No trees to hide behind.”

      I nod slowly, and Pashov gets to his feet, his expression friendly and open. If he was my arena opponent, he would hold his old injury against me. He would be thinking of ways to exact revenge, of ways to torment me for his pain. I hesitate for a moment longer, but…it feels good to be included. To be treated as any other.

      And so I go.

      Pashov leads me from campfire to campfire, introducing me to a blur of faces. There are aliens with face fur and aliens with large, arching horns. There are the deep blue mesakkah and more human females. There are even two a’ani, though they are busy playing a game with giggling human females called “Spinning bottles” even though there is no bottle, but a long smooth cylindrical bone instead. There are several females seated in a half circle with more of the island males. As I watch, one of the a’ani males reaches out and grabs the spinning bone, making it point past all the females in the circle and to a pregnant female sitting by a nearby fire.

      “That’s not how this works,” one indignant female tells him.

      “But she is the only one I wish to put my mouth on,” the a’ani says as we pass by, frowning. “Why else would I play this game?”

      We continue on, and I see several females clustered together. One holds a baby, and the two pregnant ones have other young kits at their side. They are laughing together, and as I watch, a tall male with twisted horns moves and grabs one of the little female kits, swinging her into the air. The little one squeals with glee, and the female looks up and smiles. Another female—this one with a rounded body and a scowl on her face—nearly runs us down as one of the island males—this one with fur on his face—chases after her, grinning.

      No one is being trained for combat. No one is wary and afraid. Even the scowling female looks as if she wants to touch the fur-faced male, though she frowns at him.

      These are not people that are afraid or about to go into battle.

      This…is a good place.

      And Willa left it behind to stay with me. I am humbled at her choice once more, and grateful for my mate’s loyalty. But perhaps there is a way we can be part of this tribe, so Willa will not have to choose between her friends and her mate. Perhaps I will have a people, and friends, and others will smile with welcome greeting when I arrive. Perhaps I do not have to be an outcast forever, shunned by all.

      A scream pierces the night.

      “GREN!”

      That is my mate. “Willa,” I bellow, racing through people to get to her. Nothing else matters but her. Not these people, not having a tribe, nothing.

      If I lose Willa, I lose everything.
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      He’s gone. They’ve taken him from me.

      Betrayal and shock slam through me, followed by anger. How dare they treat him like this? How dare they?

      He’s a fucking person!

      I race from the tent, the only weapon I could find—a headless spear—in my hands. I stare, dazed, at the people gathering on the beach. Two aliens sit by the fire and one jumps to his feet as I stumble forward. Both seem to change colors, blending into darkness as I stare at them. Others move forward, called by my cry. I search familiar faces, looking for one in particular. “Where is he? Where did you take him?”

      “Willa?” I hear Lauren’s curious voice a moment before I realize she’s peering out of her tent at me, curious and sleepy. “What’s going on?”

      “Gren!” I bellow at her, charging forward at the fire. I’m ready to fight everyone on this beach to get my man back. “They took him away while I slept!”

      “What?” Lauren sounds confused.

      “WILLA!” my mate calls, somewhere off on the beach.

      “I’m coming,” I shout back at him, stumbling forward through the pebbled sand and shoving past people that reach out to help me. I’m frantic, ignoring the blue—and otherwise—aliens that seem to be coming out of the woodwork to confront me. If they try to stop me from going to my mate, so help me, I’ll—

      Gren appears a moment later, racing toward me in a spray of sand. A few steps behind him is Pashov, and both of them look concerned.

      With a sob, I fling myself into Gren’s arms. “I won’t let them take you from me,” I tell him fiercely through my tears. “You’re mine.”

      His hands move all over me, frantic. “Where are you hurt?”

      What? “I’m not hurt.”

      He lets out a long breath, his gaze locked on mine. I hear my cootie thrum with pleasure, but it’s a sated, sleepy sort of sound now. “Did something frighten you? Was something in the tent?”

      “Side-walkers,” Pashov suggests, panting from his short run. He puts a hand on his side and shakes his head. “Found one in my tent the other day, hiding in my boot.”

      What on earth are they talking about? “No, I just…” I blink, looking up at my mate. He looks worried, but for me. I touch his wrists, but there are no ropes there. Nearby, others are looking at us in a mixture of confusion and concern.

      Gren touches my cheek. “Did you see something?”

      “I…” I swallow hard, and it starts to occur to me that no one has stolen my mate. “No one dragged you out of the tent?”

      Gren shakes his head. “No. I woke and went to find you something to eat.”

      “Drag him from the tent?” someone snorts. “It would take all of Strong Arm to move that one.”

      And for some silly reason, Gren grins as if this comment pleases him.

      “I am so confused,” I whisper. I dig my fingers into the fur on his lower arms. “No one tried to tie you up? Or keep you away?”

      “No, Willa,” he says gently, and puts his arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. “I am all right. I have attacked no one and they have not attacked me in return.” He rubs his mouth against my hair, then inhales my scent, as if reassuring himself that I’m fine. Then, he says, “Pashov was showing me the camp.”

      “I thought it would be good for him to meet the others,” Pashov says, straightening. “Forgive me if you were frightened.”

      I stare at Pashov even as I cling to Gren. There’s no fear in his eyes when he looks at my mate, no uncertainty. In fact, everyone’s staring at us and the only uncertainty in their eyes is directed at me for being crazy and scaring the dickens out of everyone.

      “I…guess I overreacted,” I admit grudgingly.

      “Come sit by the fire,” a stranger calls out. “There is more than enough food for Gren to have another serving, and for you to eat as well.”

      Another serving, implying Gren has already sat with these people and ate. I look up at Gren, and there is no fear or anger in his eyes, only concern for me. He pulls me close, touching my chin so he can study my face.

      “Are you well, Willa?”

      “I’m all right,” I whisper. “Just worried about you.”

      “And here I am with my heart still pounding out of fear of my mate’s terrified screams.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Do not be sorry. You were afraid for me.” He rubs his knuckle along my jaw. “Always, you seek to defend me. I would be lying if I did not admit I found it pleasing.”

      I can feel my cheeks getting hot. “I just don’t believe people’s words, you know? I believe their actions.”

      “I am the same.” He leans in and nuzzles my mouth in one of our awkward—but perfect—kisses. “We will see what their actions show us, then. Now, come, sit and eat.”
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      If actions are proof, then I’m worrying over nothing. We’re fed by the four-armed islanders who look thrilled to have Gren and me for company. They act as if we’ve joined their tiny “clan” just by showing up, and I don’t correct them, simply because they’re so friendly to Gren—and he seems to like them.

      My honey is also no longer the weirdest alien on the island. Four arms and color changing is definitely weirder. Gren’s just got fur, and some of the other aliens have that, too. It’s definitely a messy mix of a tribe and very different from when we landed a little over a month ago. As we sit by the fire, others come by to say hello and to give me hugs. All of the girls look healthy, Angie looks as if she’s ready to pop, and everyone seems to be doing well enough. No one looks miserable or unhappy like they did in the early days. Even Tia, who seemed devastated to wake up on an alien planet, is flirting lightly with some lanky blue guy in a loincloth who recently showed up.

      It all seems nice enough.

      So why can’t I relax? Why do I frown at every person that talks to Gren, waiting to see the mask slip? Why do I assume they’re all out to get us? Gren doesn’t seem to be holding a grudge.

      But I can’t relax.

      I can’t trust that they mean well. Every time I close my eyes, I see Gren tied up in ropes.

      Lauren and her mate K’thar come out of their tent to sit with us, and then the men are all laughing and talking while Lauren sits on K’thar’s thigh and tries to weave a belt while K’thar’s birdlike pet chews on her hair. She rolls her eyes at some of the conversations and gives me a grin as if to say “boys,” and I have to admit some of the hunting stories sound outrageous. I go very quiet when Gren speaks up, his voice hesitant, as if he’s not allowed to share his own experiences. But J’shel indicates he should continue speaking, and then Gren tells this absolutely awful story of a time he had to hunt down these man-eating beasts on a newly terraformed planet, and I don’t know whether to be horrified at what my man has gone through, or to be pleased that he’s made so welcome. As it is, I want to go and pinch J’shel’s cheek for being such a sweetheart. It’s clear that these newcomers don’t look at Gren as “scary” or “different.”

      And my heart aches at how pleased Gren looks when he’s done sharing his gruesome tale of ripping apart the beasts with their own claws. Because he’s contributing. He’s got friends. He’s being welcomed.

      So why can’t I relax?

      The conversations continue on and I lean against Gren’s arm. He seems to be having a wonderful time, his eyes lit up as the men tell hunting story after hunting story, and so I do my best to listen in even though I’m falling asleep. At some point, I jerk awake only to have Gren pull me into his arms and continue speaking in that soft, growling language of his. I curl up against him and I’m only vaguely aware when we return to the tent for the night.

      I wake up the next morning, immediately on alert, listening as people move about the encampment. I wait to hear voices in hushed tones, or to pick our names up in conversations, but there’s only low laughter and the cry of the ever-fussy baby. Even so, it would probably be wise for us to be prepared to leave again…just in case.

      My cootie starts to purr softly a split second before a warm arm goes around my waist and I’m dragged against Gren’s big body. He buries his face in my hair, rubbing his nose against my ear. “You are awake already?”

      I love how sleepy he sounds, how content. “Yeah. Did I wake you up?”

      “It does not matter. I am pleased to be up.” He brushes his mouth against my hair again. “It is nice to lie here and hold you in my arms.”

      I know what he means. For so many days, the cootie has ruled our lives, affecting our sleeping, our eating, our enjoyment of each other’s company. It was all sex, all the time. I never thought I’d get sick of orgasms, but I’m glad to have them stop for a while, strangely enough. “Agreed. I guess that means Veronica’s healing worked and we’re officially pregnant.” I touch my stomach.

      A moment later, his fingers brush mine as they rest on my belly. “I hope our child looks like you and not me.”

      “I do not care one bit what our baby looks like,” I tell him, and mean it. “Appearances shouldn’t matter.”

      He sits up and gazes down at me, curious. “You are angry. Why?”

      Am I? I am bristling a bit, I guess. “I just don’t want anyone here making you feel like you don’t belong.”

      “No one has done such a thing.”

      “They did when we first arrived,” I counter hotly.

      “Because I attacked them. They were right to do so. They have not tried to again.” Gren studies me, surprised. “You wish to leave?”

      “I…I don’t know.” I burrow closer to him, not liking the look on his face. “I just don’t trust them not to change their minds.”

      “Why would they change their minds?”

      “Because that’s what people do,” I tell him, holding him close. “They change who they are when things get difficult.”

      Gren strokes a hand down my belly. “You smile at them and you are friendly, but it seems as if you do not trust them at all. I should be the one with no trust, and yet you are frightened for me. Why is this?”

      My mouth feels dry. “I just…you ever heard the expression, fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice, shame on me?”

      “No.”

      “Well, it’s something I’ve been thinking about.” I touch his fingers, playing with his claws. “You think you know people, and then they just completely destroy your trust, and you never know who to believe again.”

      He presses his mouth to my brow. “And who broke your trust?”

      “My mother.” It still aches to think of it, even though I’ve lived with the pain for a long time now. “I had a younger brother, Isaiah. He got sick with something really bad. Mama was supposed to take him to the hospital, but she went to a friend’s house instead. I think she went to get high or something. Disappeared for hours. At any rate, by the time they got Isaiah to the hospital, it was too late. He died. I was only about ten or so when it happened, but after that, my daddy left. Said he couldn’t look Mama in the face anymore, and I guess that included me, because he left me with her. Mama started doing all kinds of drugs openly, and she changed as a person. She wasn’t sweet, she wasn’t fun, she wasn’t kind. She was mean and cruel and forgetful, and the only thing that mattered were the drugs. She invited her brother to come live with us, and Uncle Dick…” I swallow, thinking of the cruel man with even crueler hobbies. “He was just terrible. Those were the people I grew up knowing. Every time I tried to trust Mama, that she wasn’t as bad as I thought, she proved me wrong. Just because you love someone doesn’t mean that they’re a good person. And just because they’re nice to you right now doesn’t mean they won’t disappoint you later.”

      “I see.” Gren strokes my hair. “And you worry these people speak lies to you?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I think they mean well, but Mama always meant well, too. She just wasn’t a strong person. She didn’t set out to be deliberately cruel, though. It just sort of ended up that way.”

      “Does that mean you wish to leave?”

      I look up at him, at his face that’s so very handsome and dear to me for all of its bizarreness. “What do you want?”

      “That has never changed,” he tells me gently. “I will be happy as long as I am with you.”

      I smile at him, but even as I do, I think of the enjoyment shining in his eyes when we sat around the fire last night. Of how much he liked being included in simple conversation. I swallow hard, because my senses are screaming for us to leave before anyone can betray us. But…I want Gren to have friends. And even though I’m ashamed to admit it, living in the encampment is easier, where chores are split up and I’m not responsible for everything. Just thinking about heading out into the snowy mountains with a backpack to live in a tent again makes me tired.

      “We’ll stay here for a few days,” I say. “And then we’ll decide.”

      “You will decide,” he tells me. “Because I will follow you anywhere.”
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      We rest up for a day, taking naps and sitting around camp getting to know everyone. It seems that there are three mini-tribes amongst the island aliens, each with its own characteristics and not-so-silent rivalry. Clan Shadowed Cat (those of the extra body hair) don’t like that Gren is living with Strong Arm, because they feel he should be one of them. Clan Tall Horn (those of the biggest headgear) feel that because Strong Arm “acquired” Lauren, Gail and Vaza, and J’shel resonated to a human, that they should get Gren because they have the best sleeping quarters—a network of caves along the base of one of the cliffs, and if we do not join them, then the two red twins should, so their numbers will be “even.” This sets off another round of good-natured bickering in which they divvy up people without even asking them. The two red guys say they will only go if Angie joins as well, and Angie declares she is not joining anyone, and then Raahosh has to step in and tell everyone to calm the fuck down.

      Which is pretty much how it goes every day on the beach lately, or so I’m told. No one’s used to living together and the three clans are used to competing with each other, which means there’s a lot of competition back and forth.

      I actually think it’s kind of cute, because they are all enamored with the idea of Gren joining their micro-tribe. Because of that, he’s the most popular man on the beach. They love his strength and his ferocity and his history of fighting in the gladiator arenas. So they woo him with gifts and invitations to come sit at their fires while they cook. I have to admit it’s kind of nice to see the islanders around, because they definitely look different for all that they’re native as well, and they’re as equally lost in all this cold snow as we are.

      The next morning, Vaza (one of the new blue sa-khui aliens from the village) approaches J’shel and Gren. “There is a herd of dvisti in one of the nearby valleys. It will be a good opportunity for you both to do some hunting.” He unslings a bow from his shoulder and holds it out to my mate. “You need to learn to catch food to fill your female’s belly.”

      Gren takes the bow, and it’s impossible for me not to see the eagerness on his face. He hesitates, then hands it back to Vaza. “I will not leave Willa’s side.”

      I feel like a jerk suddenly. How much is my attitude toward the others influencing him? It’s like Brooke said—he trusts me to lead him around the others, and I worry I’m going to make him think they’re all monsters when it’s obvious they’re trying really hard to make us feel included. “You should go,” I tell him, reaching out to catch his swinging tail. “Hunting’s important.”

      Gren turns to me, his expression grave. “Nothing is more important than protecting my mate.”

      “Oh, sugar,” I murmur, getting to my feet. I want him to go and hang with the guys, because it’s clear that he’s craving these friendships. I smile at him and tilt my face up for a kiss. “I’ll be perfectly safe here. I’m going to sit by the fire and rest up.” A baby cries in the distance and it gives me inspiration. “In fact, I might go hang out with Gail and see if she needs help with that little one.”

      “She does,” Vaza says immediately. “It is a very unhappy kit.”

      “See?” I tell Gren, who doesn’t look entirely convinced. “Go,” I reassure him and lean in. “If we don’t stay, it’ll be good to get some hunting pointers.”

      That convinces him. He gives me one of our unique kisses with a lot of tongue and tooth, and a look that makes me melt. Then, my Gren turns toward Vaza and J’shel, as eager as a boy. “So we hunt?”

      “You will need heavy boots and a cloak,” Vaza says. “The snow in the valley is deep.”

      “I am not cold,” Gren tells him, smoothing a hand down the bow covetously. I make a mental note to ask about where I can get him a bow, because it’s clear he wants one.

      Vaza snorts. “The cloak is to hide your coloring. Get a white one. Raahosh has extra if you do not. J’shel, you can change colors, yes?”

      “Of course,” the younger alien says with a toss of his long braid. He glances back at the main fire, his expression distracted. “Shall I do so now?”

      “Save it for the dvisti. I must go kiss my Shail before we go, so she knows she is first in my heart.” He nods at the two, and then turns, heading off.

      I can’t decide if Vaza is sweet or just weird. Maybe both. I get to my feet. “Come on, Gren, sugar, let’s find you some boots.”

      A short time later, Gren, J’shel and Vaza head off into one of the twisty canyons that lead toward the cliffs, and I’m left by the fire with N’dek. His mood seems to be pissy, and when I try to talk to him, he gives me curt, unpleasant answers, and I eventually get the hint. I guess seeing the others leave to go hunting hurt his feelings and he wants to be left alone. I watch until Gren’s big form disappears from sight, and ignore the needy pang of distress going off in my head. He can leave my side. We’re not completely co-dependent.

      Well…not completely.

      I’m being a real idiot, I decide. He’s gonna have fun hanging out with the boys, and he’ll bring home meat and learn something in the process. If we leave again, we’ll be better equipped. This is necessary.

      I already miss him, though. My cootie’s utterly silent with his absence, and I rub my too-still chest and wish it’d give just one little hum. Just one, and it’d tell me that Gren is coming back to spend the day hanging out with me around the fire, doing nothing.

      But it remains quiet. I sigh to myself, get to my feet, and decide to go find Gail after all.

      It’s daylight, and a lot of the time people scatter while the suns are up to do most of the scavenging-type chores. I’m not surprised to see the main fire—the hub of activity for the Icehome camp—is nearly empty except for Angie and Gail. Angie sits near the fire pit on a stone, and I see she’s got a stuffed furry pillow under her butt. Even so, she shifts back and forth as if she can’t get comfortable. Across from her is a lean, tiny black woman with shortish natural curls peppered with gray. She holds a baby in her arms, and it’s clear the baby is not happy in the slightest. He screams in her face, four fists waving, and his color flares back and forth as if trying to show how mad he is. No one else is around.

      “Hi guys,” I say, feeling a little shy. “Can I hang out?”

      “If you don’t mind a bit of screaming,” Gail says over the baby’s crying, doing her best to jiggle him. She shakes something that looks like a bone rattle, but he just bellows in her face again.

      Angie looks miserable. She rubs her back and stares at the fire.

      I want to thank her for her help in our escape, but I can’t bring it up with Gail here. I settle for beaming a smile in Angie’s direction and hope she knows how much I appreciate her. “Where is everyone?” I ask. “Normally there’s a few more people sitting by the fire.”

      “Liz and Harlow decided that since their babies are here and you two came back, and the islanders have joined us, we should have a big party. A feast-slash-luau,” Gail says. “So she has every single pair of hands possible out gathering seeds and greens for side dishes.”

      “Except for Veronica,” Angie adds, with a chuckle. “Veronica’s sleeping. Possibly with Ashtar.”

      Heh. “We do tend to drag her around quite a bit, but those healing powers are handy.”

      “Yep. I’m ready for her to wake up.” Angie inhales sharply and rubs one side of her lower belly.

      I sit down next to her, worried. “Can I get you anything, Ang? Drink? Something to eat? Another pillow? You helped me back in the day. Let me help you.”

      The pregnant woman gives me a weak smile. “How about a chocolate bar, a cup of coffee, and a jacuzzi tub?”

      “I can make some weak-ass needle tea,” I offer instead.

      “Sure.” She keeps smiling, but her uneasy expression is on Gail and the fussy child in her arms.

      “We haven’t really had a chance to talk,” I tell Gail as I put the tea pouch over the coals. “I’m Willa.”

      “Oh, I know who you are, honey.” She grimaces as the baby grabs a fistful of her hair and yanks. “We’ve all heard you.”

      “Heard of?” I ask.

      “No, heard. The valleys around here carry sound.” She winks at me and then hisses in pain when the four-armed baby tugs hard. She carefully detangles his grasping fingers from her hair. “Z’hren, baby, you’ve got to leave some hair on Gail’s head.”

      He responds by screaming outrage in her face.

      Even I wince at that. “Um, you want me to take him for a second?”

      “No, it’s all right. We’re just getting used to each other, him and I,” she says, and even though the child is screeching at the top of his lungs in her arms, she gives him a look of such love that I can’t help but smile. “We’ll figure it out. It’s been a few years since I’ve had a baby, but I know sometimes there’s nothing to do but let ’em fuss it out.”

      “But he’s an alien baby,” Angie pipes in as I find the small basket of needle-like leaves that’s always near the fire and add a few to the pouch. “What if he doesn’t act like regular babies?”

      I glance back at her to see her touching her stomach, worry on her round face.

      “Babies are babies,” Gail says confidently. “They’re simple enough once you figure out what sets ’em off. They want food, a clean diaper, and love. Everything else is secondary.”

      “Mmm.” Angie doesn’t look convinced.

      “Speaking of babies, I guess congratulations are in order,” Gail says, and it takes me a moment to realize she means me.

      I blush. “It’s early yet, but thank you. We’re still figuring out a lot right now.”

      “Like whether or not you’re gonna stay?” Gail asks, and when the baby reaches for her hair again, she gives a small sigh and lets him grab a fistful, wincing. “I heard you weren’t a big fan of the people here.”

      “Everyone’s really nice, actually. I just didn’t like our…welcome, for lack of a better way to put it. Gren was tied up and treated like an animal.”

      “Yeah, some of these men, bless their hearts, don’t really know how to handle humans. Did they tell you how I got here? Some fool bought a bunch of human slaves because he wanted us to be their mates.” She rolls her eyes. “Elly had to explain slavery to him real distinct-like because it wasn’t going through that thick skull of his.”

      I blink at her, surprised. “So you weren’t brought here with the others?”

      “Oh no,” Gail continues. “Bek”—and she rolls her eyes—“decided that he was lonely and needed a woman, so he told Mardok’s old crew to buy him some. Long story short, here we are. But it’s turned out all right. I met Vaza and this little man.”

      I decide I like Gail. I sit down next to Angie while the tea steeps and put my hands on my knees. “And you don’t resent them? For what they did?”

      “Bek was real sorry once he figured out what he did,” Gail says, her gaze focused on Z’hren as he squirms in her arms. “And I prefer this place compared to the place I was before.” Her mouth firms and she shoots me a wary look. “I didn’t come straight here from Earth, if you catch my drift.”

      I don’t, but it must be bad. “I see. And you…trust these people?” The question comes out of me almost as if pried out, I’m so reluctant to speak it, but I need to know. “After what happened to bring you here?”

      “There are all kinds of people in this universe, Willa,” Gail says, and bounces Z’hren on her lap. She’s constantly adjusting the baby, trying to find the right way to hold him to make him stop squirming, but she doesn’t seem to mind. “You meet some good and some bad, and you judge people by their hearts. Some of these people aren’t good with human stuff, but they have real good hearts, and that’s what’s important. You have to look deeper, sometimes, to see intent. And at some point, you have to trust that not everyone is going to hurt you.”

      That’s the part I keep sticking on. I keep worrying that I’m going to mistake smiles and pretty faces for rotten cores, like Mama. How she’d be so very sweet and loving, and then turn around and make me go sit on Uncle Dick’s lap because he wanted to “hold me” even though I was twelve. How every time I desperately wanted to believe her, to love her, she’d disappoint me all over again. I look at Lauren, and Gail, and Liz and their alien mates and I wonder if I can trust them. “How do you get past it?”

      “You have to believe in the good in people again or you’ll die miserable and alone. I’ve been miserable and alone. This is much better.”

      “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

      Gail just smiles.

      Angie shifts on her pillow, and when I glance over, her face is contorted in a pained grimace as she rubs her back again. “How about you?” I ask. “You have just as little reason to trust as I do.”

      The pregnant woman’s expression grows sweet, dreamy. “I believe in love,” she says softly. “And I see a lot of it here on this planet. Even if the cootie’s picking, the results are the same, you know? Everyone’s in love and happy. Maybe I can have that someday.” She rubs her belly and looks thoughtful. “Maybe someone will love me and whatever comes out of my body.” For a moment she looks so sad that my heart breaks for her, and then she smiles, the moment gone. “But most of all, waking up like this—with this belly, on this planet—makes me realize I can’t do this on my own. This isn’t Earth. The rules are different and maybe that’s not a bad thing. Maybe this is the universe telling me that it’s okay to start over completely. Does that make sense?”

      I find myself smiling. “Actually, yeah. That makes a lot of damn sense.”

      Maybe me and Gren can start over, too.
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      WILLA

      The day passes surprisingly pleasantly. I forgot how nice it is to be around other women. Gail and I do our best to keep an extremely fussy Z’hren occupied, while Angie tends the fire. A group of the others return after a time, with baskets full of plants and seeds, and they sit down near the fire pit to shell the food.

      Brooke sees me and immediately gravitates over. “You need a fresh braid. You do my seeds, and I’ll do your hair.”

      I take her basket and Liz shows me how to pop open the seeds to extract the nutty kernels inside. They’re a lot like peanuts, so it goes easily enough, and Liz’s cute little daughters snack on the food while we work.

      “I don’t see why we have to be stuck doing the girly stuff,” Hannah grumbles as she works on her basket. “I swear, this planet is setting back women’s rights by a hundred years.”

      “Don’t start that shit,” Liz says, then taps her toddler’s hand. “Aayla, baby, don’t eat all the seeds. Save some for the rest of the tribe.” She turns back to Hannah. “I hunt. Farli hunts. Nadine’s learning, and so is Penny. You’re welcome to get your happy ass out there with a spear if you’re not wanting to do women’s work.”

      Hannah just makes a face at her.

      “Ignore her,” Devi says with a cheery smile and a teasing look at Hannah. “She’s mad because she’s not getting any from J’shel.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” Hannah grumbles, but her face turns bright red.

      “J’shel?” I look up from my seeds. “The one with the braid?”

      “Someone’s playing a little too hard to get,” Devi continues merrily. “I think our boy doesn’t know what to do. It’s so cute. You should see their faces when they’re together—”

      Hannah abruptly gets to her feet and storms away.

      “Whoops.” Devi glances at the rest of us. “Guess she’s a bit sensitive about it.”

      “Cootie hormones,” Liz says. “She’ll be a beast until she’s getting the good dick.”

      The group titters.

      “I’m going to tell Papa you said a bad word,” Raashel tells her mother smugly.

      “Little narc,” Liz mutters, but gives her girl an affectionate tousle of her blonde hair, clearly proud. “Speaking of beasts and dick, how’s it going, Willa?”

      Somehow I suspected the conversation would come back to me. I ignore Sam, Devi and Flordeliza’s giggles and just smile. “It is great dick, thanks for asking.”

      More laughter. Brooke twists my hair with little tugs, chuckling, and the discussion turns toward when Harlow’s going to have her baby (any day now) and how Bridget caught Tia with a handful of playing cards trying to get Sessah (the new, lanky barbarian from the old tribe) to play strip poker in their tent.

      “He didn’t grasp the concept,” Flordeliza says, chortling as she shells quickly. She shakes her head. “He just wanted to strip down and show her the goods whether he won or lost.”

      We all laugh at that, because nudity is not a problem for these people in the slightest.

      People start to trickle back into the camp as the suns move through the sky. I watch the groups of returning hunters with anxious interest, hoping that Gren won’t return with a scowl…or in ropes. How is he doing without me at his side? Are the others treating him fairly? Why am I so worried?

      “It’ll be fine,” Gail murmurs to me with a pat on my shoulder. She gets to her feet to put a sleeping Z’hren down for his nap. “My Vaza will take good care of him. Just you wait.”

      Waiting’s all I can do. Harlow and Rukh bring another group of women back, these with nets full of tiny fish that cook up crispy and oily. A bit like bacon, someone tells me, and then I’m drooling, waiting with excitement. Bacon fish? Yes please. Rukhar, Harlow’s little boy, sits down by the fire next to Raashel and Aayla, and Liz’s daughters promptly boss him around, which is adorably cute. He’s a quiet little thing, Rukhar, like his stern father.

      A second fire pit is started near the main one and a multi-pronged spit rigged, along with a couple of strips of a seaweed-like plant spread on the rocks. Harlow explains that when it dries, it’ll catch the spatters from the cooking fish and be a nice treat. The shelling group grows, and one of the hunting groups returns with a dead snowcat. I wrinkle my nose, determined to avoid snowcat—I’ve had enough of it for a while. The red twins set down their kill, leaving an annoyed Cashol and a very confused Nadine behind.

      One of them immediately approaches Angie and kneels at her feet. “You look uncomfortable today.” He touches her knee, concern on his face.

      She blushes, looking around helplessly at us. “Just, you know, pregnancy bloat and aches. The usual.”

      “I do not know,” he says gravely. “But I would like to help.”

      “I would, too,” says the other, moving to her side. “Shall I get you food? Drink?”

      Brooke murmurs, “Rut roh,” as she finishes off my braid.

      The first twin—I swear I can’t tell them apart—scowls at his brother. He turns back to Angie a moment later. “Shall I rub your feet to ease them?”

      “Oh, uh, that sounds really nice.” Angie’s face looks as if it’s on fire, but she extends one foot and I can see even through her boot that they’re swollen.

      He takes her foot reverently and begins to unlace her boot.

      “I can do your other foot,” the second twin begins, moving forward.

      “What the hell?” Nadine sputters. She storms toward the second twin and grabs his arm. “You can clean your damn kill is what you can do.”

      “But Angie,” he begins, looking at Nadine in confusion.

      “Is already getting a foot massage.” Irritated, Nadine gestures at a waiting Cashol and the dead cat. “Do your damn job.”

      “Are you jealous?” he asks, astonished. A smile crosses his face. “I can rub your feet as well, though you are not carrying young.”

      “How about you rub the damn feet of that cat with your skinning knife,” Nadine mutters, batting away his attempts to touch her. “Idiot. Damn.”

      The second twin just watches her with a confused expression, scratching at his chest. After one more glance at Angie, he reluctantly follows Nadine back over to Cashol and the waiting kill.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Brooke whispers. “Methinks there’s trouble in twinland.”

      I watch as one kneels reverently in front of Angie and begins to rub her foot. What a mess. I thought my relationship was complicated, but maybe not so much. I’ve never doubted Gren or how he felt. I’ve always been utterly secure in his love for me. Watching Angie, I feel…blessed. Happy.

      Content.

      And I miss my man dreadfully, even though I know he’s just going to be gone for a few hours.

      My anxiety continues to ratchet up notch by notch as other groups of hunters trickle in and more meat is put on to roast. Delicious scents fill the air, and when Brooke is done with my hair, Farli drags me away and helps me into a new, dress-length tunic with pretty, red-dyed quills woven along the neck in a sunburst pattern. It fits better than my last tunic and it’s the prettiest thing I’ve owned since we arrived, and I admit to giving her a teary hug or three. I feel positively glammed up with my new braids and tunic. Brooke’s wrangled my messy curls into two French braids that curve my scalp and have several smaller decorative braids feeding into them from the sides. There are no mirrors here, but she gave Angie the same hairstyle and Angie looks fantastic.

      I wonder what Gren will think, and I feel a flush of pleasure as I consider how he’ll react.

      It’s just about dark and almost everyone is gathered around the fire—even a sleepy Veronica and a surly N’dek—when an unfamiliar voice calls out “Ho!” and Gail looks over at me. “That’ll be Vaza and your man.”

      I jump to my feet, excited, and race out to the edge of the camp to greet him. I’m both worried that he had a bad day and elated that he’s returning, and a brief vision of Gren tied up flashes through my mind. Please, no. I slow down as I see a trio of shapes emerging from one of the canyons, one hunter walking ahead of the others while two carry poles with no less than four dead animals hanging from them.

      “Are we too late for the feast?” Vaza calls out, all good humor. “Where is my pretty female?”

      I race past him, heading for Gren. He carries the front of the poles with J’shel taking up the back, and my breath catches in my throat at the look on his face. Gren is…smiling. No, more than smiling—he radiates happiness and pride. It’s obvious that he’s had a wonderful day, and all of my anxiety fades in a moment.

      He needs this, just as much as he needs me. He loves being included, being part of the group. He’s never had this before and he’s loving every moment of it.

      That decides me. I beam at my mate, wanting to hug him, but his arms are occupied. “Hey there, sugar!”

      “Willa!” His eyes light up as he sees me. “Come and see what we’ve caught.”

      “It looks like a crapload of meat,” I tell him, unable to stop grinning as I move to his side. They pause and I fling my arms around Gren’s neck even as he leans down to kiss me. “Y’all did great, sugar.”

      “Your mate brought down all but one,” J’shel tells me. “He is tireless.”

      “Oh, I know,” I say, and giggle when the look in Gren’s eye’s turns from pride to something sexy. “Come on,” I say, gesturing at the fire that Vaza is heading toward. “You’re just in time for the big feast.”

      And I slide in next to my beast and put my arm around his waist, because he’s mine.

      GREN

      Today has been an amazing day.

      It never occurred to me that hunting could be an enjoyable experience when shared with other hunters. J’shel was distracted for most of the day, but still good company for all that his hunting was poor. Vaza was a very patient teacher, and I learned how to use the bow rapidly. I like it, even though it does not mean getting close enough to my kills to scent their blood. It is a distance weapon, but it requires precision and skill and I enjoy the challenge. When I brought down my first kill with a single arrow, Vaza clapped me on the back and praised my success.

      And I felt…proud.

      I cannot stop smiling for the rest of the day as we bring down more of the dvisti and learn how to chase the herd into shallow canyons, how to interpret from their footprints which way they move. I am tired by the end of the day, but happy, and when I see my mate approach, all smiles, I feel as if I can conquer worlds.

      We rest by the main fire as someone else butchers our kills for us, and Vaza tells everyone of our day. My mate prepares a bowl of tasty things for me, and I feel more powerful than even my most brutal arena victory when she smiles at me. I have provided for her and the others. I have made the other hunters proud.

      It is a strange, welcome feeling.

      Willa curls up next to me on one of the rocky seats and slips her arm around my waist as we eat. She picks tidbits from my bowl, nibbling and listening to the others talk. Someone brings out drums and a fermented drink and then the merrymaking gets rowdier, especially when the Shadowed Cat clan begin to dance. One dances directly in front of a fascinated female, his motions making it quite clear that he wants to take her to his furs. Raahosh steps in, frowning and escorting the male away from the open-mouthed human female, who does not look entirely pleased at the interruption.

      Mardok—the one who gave me the ability to speak to Willa—clears his throat and stands in front of the group. “While we’re all here, I thought we’d talk a little about some things. Vektal and a few of the others have gone back to Croatoan to be with their families. Those of us here with our mates will be staying behind to help you through the brutal season. With Ashtar’s help, Salukh, Pashov, Cashol and Hassen will be returning home in the next moon. That means there will be a lot for everyone to do for the next while. The weather is milder here on the coast, but much of the hunting grounds are covered in ice the farther you go into the mountains. You will need extra food supplies, containers for them, skins for clothing, fuel for fires, and weapons. The land will provide all these things, but we have to work for them, especially with twice as many mouths to feed.” He turns and looks at Farli, smiling. “Tomorrow, my mate will be leading an extended hunt for any that wish to go.”

      “But she is female,” one of the red a’ani says, confusion on his face.

      The dark-skinned human female sitting next to him scowls. “Do not start that shit here.”

      “What?” the a’ani says, bewildered. “Female fighters and male fighters are kept separate in the arena.”

      “You’re not in an arena any longer!”

      As they bicker and Mardok steps in, a small hand touches my knee. I look down to see blue skin and a golden mane—one of Liz and Raahosh’s young. She sucks her thumb, rubbing my knee, and then looks up at me. “You’re soft, like Kate’s kitten.”

      I do not know who Kate is, but I nod slowly, not wishing to scare the little one. “I am.”

      “Can I sit on you?” Without waiting for a response, the girl-child immediately crawls up my leg, moving onto my knee. Willa takes the bowl out of my hands as the girl tucks her small body against my chest and pets me. “Very soft.”

      Willa chuckles, glancing up at me. “Should I be worried about competition?”

      “No,” I tell her, even as the child pets my jaw.

      “Aayla, don’t bother the nice man,” Liz calls out. “He’s trying to eat.”

      “I’ll feed him, Mommy,” she says. “Just like Kate’s kitten.” And she takes a piece of fish from the bowl in Willa’s hand and offers it to me.

      I have no choice but to take the fish from her, though I do so carefully. “My thanks.”

      “Shhh,” Aayla tells me. “Be a kitten.”

      Willa just giggles and holds the bowl out so the child can feed me again. And…I let her. I have never been touched by a child before, and this one is not afraid of me. It is a nice feeling. Her little hands are sticky and not entirely clean, but I eat what she offers anyhow and try to listen to Mardok.

      “For the next moon, Cashol is going to be working on replenishing caches around the encampment. I want everyone to learn how to spot one and to set traps, so he’s going to be taking different people out with him every day. Salukh, Taushen, and Raahosh will be helping you build more permanent bases for your tents so you do not have to worry about side-walkers and sand creatures in your boots.”

      “Hooray!” someone calls out, and there’s a rolling chorus of laughter.

      “Because Liz and Harlow have their children with them, they’re not going to have as much free time. You’re going to need to work more independently, but they’ll be happy to help out and offer advice. Once their kits come, they’ll have even less time, so keep that in mind.” Mardok crosses his arms. “I’m not saying this will be easy, but you’re all smart and hard workers, and you’ll have help. If everyone pitches in, this will be an easy brutal season.”

      “What about Hassen?” someone asks.

      “I will be guarding Gren and Willa’s cave to make sure they are safe and have supplies,” the big mesakkah says. No, I realize, eyeing the differences between him and Mardok. Mardok is mesakkah. Hassen is sa-khui. They are the same…and yet not. And the little one in my arms, shoving a piece of fish between my fangs fearlessly, is something else. She is human and sa-khui.

      I wonder what my child will look like. Willa’s curly mane and my fur? Her speckled skin and my teeth? I hope it is as perfect as her.

      “That won’t be necessary,” my mate says, and squeezes my knee with her hand. “We’re staying here with y’all.”

      “We are?” I look down at my beautiful Willa, surprised. I know she does not trust these people. But I do not see mistrust in her eyes. They shine with the firelight and with joy as she looks up at me.

      “We are,” she tells me softly.

      “Is the speech finished?” a human female with dark hair and a pregnant belly says. She touches her stomach and pants. “Because I think my water just broke.”

      Everyone is distracted after that.
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      GREN

      Much later, when the fire dies down and most of the food has been eaten down to the bones, I hand a sleepy Aayla back to her father, Raahosh, and take my equally sleepy mate back toward our tent. We have had many offers to stay with the other “clans,” but I like Strong Arm. J’shel will be a good friend, I think, and Vaza can teach me much. My Willa enjoys the company of the human called Lauren.

      And I will always remember how they welcomed me to their fire without hesitation. We will stay here, I think, unless Willa objects. I think we will be happy.

      My mate yawns sleepily as we crawl into our tent. “That was a nice party,” she says, pulling her tunic off and tossing it atop a bag of supplies. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

      “I…did. It is still strange to me to be welcomed.” I tug off my loincloth, relieved to get rid of it. That will be one change I do not like about living in the tents, but I will deal with it.

      “I hope one day it’s not strange for you at all,” Willa murmurs, and moves to my side, taking my hands in hers. She smiles up at me and then presses a kiss to my knuckles. “Are you…tired?”

      “I am weary,” I answer, not entirely sure what she is asking. “It was a long day, but a good one. We caught much meat.”

      “Not exactly what I meant,” Willa says, and there’s a low, husky note in her voice. Her khui is humming low, not as ravenous as before but still noticeable, and I smell her sweetness on the air. “Because I’m thinking about how much I missed you today.”

      “I missed you, as well,” I tell her, caressing her neck and leaning down to lick her delicate jaw. “You wish to mate? You are not too tired?”

      “I’m tired, but not that tired,” she admits. “And it’s nice to be able to choose to touch each other instead of the cootie demanding it.” She looks up at me with a sultry smile. “We can be more…creative.”

      “Creative?” I think of my Willa and all the ways we have mated—slowly, quickly, with my hands upon her teats, with my mouth on her cunt, and I cannot imagine it being better than it has. “I do not follow.”

      She grins up at me and drops to her knees, putting her hands on my upper thighs and letting her breath fan over my cock. “I mean…creative. Now that it doesn’t matter where your seed goes.”

      And she takes me in her hand even as she looks up at me.

      I groan, amazed at my female. “Willa,” I growl. “You are going to taste me?”

      “Oh yeah,” she whispers, and then gives my cock the most obscene, intensely slow lick from root to tip as she gazes up at me.

      “You are incredible,” I tell her, wanting to touch her hair and face and not daring to, in case she moves away.

      “I love you,” she tells me softly, even as she licks the head of my cock and laps up the wet beads of my seed there. “I love you so much that it hurts, and I want you to be happy. That’s why we’re staying here. If you’re willing to give them another chance, I am, too.” She moans and squeezes her hand at the base of my cock’s head. “How did we manage to go an entire month without doing this?”

      I have no words. My mind is blank as she takes me into her mouth, feeding my length between her soft lips and sucking on me until I am shuddering. Her hands move all over my shaft, then caress my sac and I am lost in her caresses. I thrust against her hot, teasing mouth, moving my hips in small circles, trying to fuck her face as I would her cunt. I worry about hurting her, but she makes little noises of encouragement and before long, I have a hand on her head, thrusting into her tight, wet mouth as she whimpers pleasure, the scent of her sweetness perfuming the air around us.

      When I come on her tongue, I think there cannot be a more perfect female that exists.

      She pulls back, swallowing, and wipes at her lips as I shudder through my release. “We’re going to have to do that more often,” she tells me, panting. “I loved watching you.”

      I groan, dropping to my knees and pulling her against me. She has made me weak, sucked all of my strength out with her teasing mouth. I stroke a hand over her braids. “You wish to do this?”

      “Blow you? Well, yeah—”

      “Live in the village,” I tell her, distracted at the thought of her on her knees in front of me over and over again. Was any male so lucky? “I will leave with you if you do not feel safe here. I want what you want.”

      “I want your happiness,” she says, reaching up to cup my face in her hands. She gazes up at me, her glowing blue eyes serious. “I think I would be happy wherever we go, but I think you need these people. You need to belong. It feels good to be part of a group. And if we ever feel unsafe or unsure, or they treat you badly, we’ll leave. For now, though, I think we should stay. Make friends, learn how to survive, and be part of the group.”

      It is what I want…but only if she is with me, and happy. “If you are certain…”

      “I have only been more certain of one thing in my life,” she tells me, a wicked smile on her face. “That we’re going to have to do that again very, very soon.”

      Now we are talking about my cock again. She wiggles against me, rubbing her teats against my chest fur, and I growl low in my throat. “I will always give my mate what she wants,” I tell her, and then slip an arm around her waist and drag her down to the furs. When she’s on her back, I slide lower and push her thighs apart. “But I must taste you first.”

      “You won’t hear a peep of argument from me, sugar,” my mate tells me with a happy sigh.

      And when she comes on my tongue a long, glorious time later, we fall into the furs and curl in each other’s arms, content. I put my hand on her belly, thinking of the young—the kit—that will be coming. I think of the others in the camp, and of the plans to build better dwellings, and more food. I think of learning more skills with a bow and of friends around campfires and my Willa’s eyes shining with delight as I come home to her every day.

      Here, I am no longer a beast. I am just Gren, Willa’s mate.

      And I am home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello world!

      It feels like forever since we last talked. My schedule’s been a little wacky over the summer, but slowly (SLOOOOWLY) we are getting back to normal. Writing WILLA’S BEAST felt like coming home. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed my Ice Planet until I spent some time away. Now that I’m dug in again, I’m afraid you’re going to get a few barbarian releases in a row. I love writing this planet and these people, and I kind of wanted to wallow in Willa and Gren for a while. I cannot emphasize enough how much fun they were. Their story might have been a little sexier than the last few, but that’s kind of fun, too. :)

      Up next is GAIL’S FAMILY and I’m hoping that will be out in October. It’s going to be a sweet, short story about her and Vaza and Z’hren and will fill in one of the pieces as we move the story forward.

      After that, I know whose book comes next but I’m not saying!  At least, not yet. I’m also not good at secrets so I imagine the word will be out sooner rather than later if you follow me on Facebook. ;) I’m really looking forward to this next book. Heck, I’m looking forward to all the characters, even the ones we’ve only briefly glimpsed.

      We are definitely going to move the story forward, even if it feels it’s inching along. We’ll see more of J’shel and Hannah, Marisol and T’chai, and some of these poor pregnant ladies will finally have their dang babies. I feel like Harlow and Liz have been pregnant for oh, FOREVER. Poor Liz. Poor Harlow. (and poor Angie!) I’m trying to find the right balance of bringing in characters while keeping older ones around, so bear with me if you have a personal favorite that doesn’t get much play lately. We’ll see everyone again!

      In addition, because I write from a specific character’s point of view, some things will be clearer to some than others. That’s why Willa still thinks of Vordis and Thrand as twins instead of a’ani — but to Gren, they are clones. On the other hand, he thinks of the sa-khui as mesakkah, because those are the blue, horned aliens he’s encountered in the past. At any rate, I hope it’s not confusing and if it is, drop me a line and I’ll do my best to make things clearer as the series goes on.

      I’ve been asked about Marlene’s book (Ice Planet Barbarians) and about the next Fireblood book, and both will be coming soon, but I want to write at least one more Icehome before then. Patience!

      In the coming year, I’m going to do my best to bounce around from series to series less and try to focus in on both dragons and barbarians. I’m hoping there will be a lot less outside stuff going on that drags me away from my schedule.

      I also want to say thank you again to everyone that has sent me spreadsheets of characters, notes about who they want to see a story on next, or just drop me a line on Facebook. I sincerely appreciate and love how much you guys are into the books - as much as I am! - and I hope to be writing stories in this world for years to come.

      Much love,

      — Ruby <3
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        The New Arrivals (Icehome Tribe)

      

      

      Lauren/Lo – Adult female at the beach camp. Once had glasses. Likes to be a problem solver. Resonates to K’thar.

      Marisol – Terrified adult female at beach camp who is fond of hiding. Gets stranded with Lo on the island. Resonates to T’chai.

      Hannah – Vektal’s self-proclaimed assistant. One of the females at the beach camp. Resonates to J’shel when the island tribes arrive.

      Angie – Adult female at the beach camp. Pregnant with mystery baby. Focus of twin fascination.

      Willa – Adult female with a southern twang. Lo’s friend. ‘Stolen’ by Gren…theoretically. Resonates to Gren.

      Gren – Beastly, feral ex-gladiator male. Attacks on sight. Steals Willa away from camp…or does he? Resonates to Willa.

      Veronica – Newest healer on the planet. Resonated to Ashtar upon arrival. Bit of a klutz.

      Ashtar – Flirty golden ex-gladiator and former slave. Drakoni male who can shapeshift to a “battle form” as a dragon and has the ability to communicate telepathically. Resonates immediately to Veronica. Stud.

      Vordis – One of the red “twins,” ex-gladiators of a race called a’ani. Clone of Thrand.

      Thrand – One of the red “twins,” ex-gladiators of a race called a’ani. Clone of Vordis.

      Tia – Teenager at the beach camp. Flirting with Sessah.

      Nadine – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Learning to hunt.

      Callie – One of the adult females at the beach camp.

      Bridget – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Friend to Veronica.

      Steph – One of the adult females at the beach camp.

      Raven – One of the adult females at the beach camp.

      Penny – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Learning to hunt.

      Devi – Chatty adult female at beach camp. Ex-scientist.

      Flordeliza – Adult female at beach camp.

      Samantha – One of the adult females at the beach camp.

      

      
        
        From the Old Tribe (Croatoan)

      

      

      Raahosh – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. Messed up horns. Mated to Liz and has daughters back in the village. Generally unpleasant to be around (except to his mate).

      Liz – Snarky human mate to Raahosh. Her children, Raashel and Aayla, recently arrived at the beach camp. Very pregnant.

      Salukh – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Tiffany.

      Hassen – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Maddie.

      Pashov – One-horned hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Stacy.

      Cashol – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Megan.

      Sessah – Unmated, lanky, teen sa-khui from Croatoan.

      Rukh – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe and ex-outcast. His mate is Harlow and his son Rukhar is back in Croatoan village.

      Harlow – Mate to Rukh, mother to Rukhar. She assists Mardok with technology stolen/looted from the broken ships. Very pregnant.

      Rukhar – Harlow and Rukh’s young son.

      Farli – One of the few sa-khui females. Mated to Mardok and has a pet dvisti named Chompy.

      Mardok – Ex-soldier who has chosen to remain on the ice planet. Technology guru. Mated to Farli.

      Taushen – Hunter and mate to Brooke. Recently arrived at Icehome camp.

      Brooke – recently mated to Taushen. Hairdresser back on Earth, recently arrived at Icehome camp.

      Aehako - Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Kira. Recently returned home to Croatoan.

      Ereven – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Claire. Recently returned home to Croatoan by walking home with Zolaya.

      Zolaya – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Ariana. Recently returned to Croatoan by walking home with Ereven.

      Vektal – Chief of the Croatoan tribe. Mated to Georgie (human) and father of two daughters. Recently returned home.

      Rokan – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Lila. Recently returned home.

      Bek – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Elly. Recently returned home.

      

      
        
        The Island Clans

      

      

      

      Clan of the Strong Arm

      K’thar – Hunter, de-facto leader of Strong Arm, resonates to Lauren/Lo

      J’shel – Hunter of Strong Arm, resonates to Hannah

      N’dek – Hunter of Strong Arm, recently lost a leg in a kaari attack

      I’chai – deceased female, mother of Z’hren

      Z’hren – Orphaned child of Strong Arm, now child of Gail and Vaza

      Fat One/Kki – nightflyer pet of the clan

      Gail – adopted parent of Z’hren, older human female

      Vaza – adopted parent of Z’hren, older sa-khui male

      

      Clan of the Tall Horn

      R’jaal – Clan leader of Tall Horn

      T’chai – Hunter of Tall Horn, resonates to Marisol

      M’tok – Hunter of Tall Horn, resonates at end of LAUREN’S BARBARIAN to unnamed female.

      S’bren – Hunter, brother to M’tok

      

      Clan of the Shadowed Cat

      I’rec – Clan leader

      O’jek – Hunter

      A’tam – Hunter, said to be the handsomest on the island

      U’dron – Hunter

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Icehome Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LAUREN’S BARBARIAN
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        A lush, tropical island on an icy planet makes no sense. Then again, not much makes sense anymore after waking up and finding myself not in bed but on a strange world populated by aliens. Here, I no longer need my glasses to see…which is good, because I’m far too busy staring at a sexy, four-armed alien named K’thar…

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        BOOK 1 OF ICEHOME

      

        

      
        VERONICA’S DRAGON
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        Everyone expects resonance to happen when twenty newcomers are dropped onto the frosty world…and no one expects the gorgeous, golden god named Ashtar to resonate to someone like me, though. He’s fierce. Flirty. Powerful. Disgustingly handsome. I’m…not any of those things.

        But resonance seems to think we’d be great together. And Ashtar does, too…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ruby Dixon Reading List

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FIREBLOOD DRAGONS

      

        

      
        Fire in His Blood

        Fire in His Kiss

        Fire in His Embrace

        Fire in His Fury

        Fire In His Spirit

      

        

      
        ICE PLANET BARBARIANS

      

      

      
        
        Ice Planet Barbarians

        Barbarian Alien

        Barbarian Lover

        Barbarian Mine

        Ice Planet Holiday (novella)

        Barbarian’s Prize

        Barbarian’s Mate

        Having the Barbarian’s Baby (short story)

        Ice Ice Babies (short story)

        Barbarian’s Touch

        Calm(short story)

        Barbarian’s Taming

        Aftershocks (short story)

        Barbarian’s Heart

        Barbarian’s Hope

        Barbarian’s Choice

        Barbarian’s Redemption

        Barbarian’s Lady

        Barbarian’s Rescue

        Barbarian’s Tease

        The Barbarian Before Christmas (novella)

        Barbarian’s Beloved

      

        

      
        CORSAIRS

        THE CORSAIR’S CAPTIVE

        IN THE CORSAIR’S BED

        ENTICED BY THE CORSAIR

        DECEIVING THE CORSAIR

      

        

      
        STAND ALONE

      

        

      
        PRISON PLANET BARBARIAN

        THE ALIEN’S MAIL-ORDER BRIDE

        BEAUTY IN AUTUMN

        THE KING’S SPINSTER BRIDE

        THE ALIEN ASSASSIN’S CONVENIENT WIFE

      

      

      
        
        BEDLAM BUTCHERS

        Bedlam Butchers, Volumes 1-3: Off Limits, Packing Double, Double Trouble

        Bedlam Butchers, Volumes 4-6: Double Down, Double or Nothing, Slow Ride

        Double Dare You

      

      

      
        
        BEAR BITES

        SHIFT: Five Complete Novellas

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More?

          

        

      

    

    
      For more information about upcoming books in the Ice Planet Barbarians, Fireblood Dragons, or any other books by Ruby Dixon, ‘like’ me on Facebook or subscribe to my new release newsletter.

      If you want to talk barbarians on Facebook, there’s also a fan group called Blue Barbarian Babes who love to discuss everything on the ice planet! I’d love it if you check them out.

      Thanks for reading!

      

      
        
        <3  Ruby
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