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      As an a’ani warrior, my life matters little. Cloned from the same matter as thousands of others, I am but one of many. Here on the ice planet, though, I can start over. I can become my own person, have my own needs, my own wants.

      I know what I want. I have known since the moment I arrived.

      Her name is Angie. She is human, with sad, lonely eyes and a very pregnant belly. To her, I am not just another clone. I am Vordis, the one who laughs at her jokes, tends to her needs, and makes her smile.

      I will do anything to make her mine.

      But my brother and fellow clone Thrand thinks the same way, and he's just as determined to win her. Will I have to destroy my bond with my brother to win my female? Or will he cause a rift between us that's impossible to mend?

    

  



    
      Angie's Gladiator

      A SciFi Alien Romance

    

    




      
        Ruby Dixon

      

    

    
      Icehome Book 5

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Ruby Dixon

      All rights reserved.

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

      Photo by - Sara Eirew, Photographer

      Cover by - Kati Wilde

      Edits by - Aquila Editing

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

        
          The People of Icehome

        

        
          The Icehome Series

        

        
          Other Books by Ruby Dixon

        

        
          Want More?

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      ANGIE

      
        
        Two Weeks After Awakening

      

      

      

      I’m being followed.

      It's not surprising. In the two weeks that we've been “awakened” from our sleeping pods, someone's been at my side pretty much constantly. There are people everywhere, and while most of them are doing their best to help us stay alive and learn the ropes of this brand new, wintry planet, my followers tend to be male and bright red in color.

      I walk along the shore, pretending to not notice that there's someone just a very short distance behind me. Instead, I gaze out at the waters and try to look serene. Calm. Pulled together.

      Inside, though, I'm a real mess.

      It's been a hell of a two weeks. Of course, it's been longer than that, I know. I don't have memories of being kidnapped by aliens, but I do remember a lot of vague, long dreams of conversations that slipped away, of knowing that I'm asleep for far longer than I should be but being unable to awaken. I knew subconsciously that something was going on, and when I woke up, I half expected to be told that I was coming out of a freak coma of some kind. Being kidnapped by aliens wasn't on the radar. Wasn't even in the top ten. But after glimpsing my surroundings (and some of my new friends), I believe every word I'm told.

      Waking up pregnant is a special kind of hell, though.

      Not just slightly pregnant, either. Hugely, enormously, terrifyingly pregnant. Considering that I'd just started dating my co-worker Steven back on Earth and we hadn't even gotten past kissing? It's not his. At least, I'm pretty sure it's not his. But now I'm wondering about that long sleep of mine. What happened? Was I raped? Was I awake and someone stole the memories of the life I’ve been living?

      What happened to me in all that time I was asleep?

      As scary as those thoughts are, I'm slightly detached from them. I should be panicking, but I don't remember any of it, so that helps ease things. There are scarier things to think about…like if the baby inside me is even human.

      I stare out at the roiling, chaotic waves as they crash onto the shore and think that they feel appropriate to my thoughts. They're not peaceful or comforting. They smash against the sand as if they're angry and tired of all the bullshit. I can relate. I’m tired of all the bullshit. I want answers, but there aren’t any. So I do my best to keep my head above water as the situation gets stranger and stranger.

      Footsteps crunch on the sand behind me, and I glance over my shoulder. The big red guy is closer, as if daring to step near enough to have a conversation. That's different. Usually he and his twin brother hover at a safe distance, always together, always watching me.

      Figures that I'd land on a planet with some guys that have a pregnant lady fetish. I just never thought that I would be the pregnant lady. I haven't ever considered having kids before, either. Now it seems like that choice has been made for me. Just thinking about it makes me all frustrated inside once more, and I stare out at the choppy waves, stewing. If I can't rage on the outside, I'll let the beach rage for me.

      The man behind me doesn't come any closer, even when I pause in my walk and just stare out at the water. This happens every day. I never go too far from the main campfire and the scatter of tents that is now our home, but someone trails me anyhow. What, like they think a pregnant woman is going to go racing away into the snow and never return? It's laughable. Normally I just ignore my guards, figuring that one of the big blue alien natives—the sa-khui—have asked someone to watch over me.

      Today, though, I'm in a punchy mood. So instead of ignoring my guard, I turn, slide a hand under my gargantuan belly to steady it, and head in his direction.

      He immediately gets to his feet from his crouch, and I think for a moment that he's going to retreat a few steps, as if there's some sort of invisible boundary and he has to stay twenty feet away at all costs. But he doesn't run. He stands tall and strong and puts his hands on his hips, waiting patiently as I approach.

      I can't help but appreciate his form. I'm pregnant, yes, but in my head, I'm still a footloose and fancy-free twenty-five-year-old woman who's enjoying dating and all that the male form has to offer. This guy has a real impressive male form. Both of the red twins do, naturally. He's over six feet tall, though not as insanely massive as the sa-khui, and muscled enough to make any human man jealous. The arms he crosses over his big chest are huge, and his red-hued skin is dotted with tattoos of alien languages and symbols I don't recognize. They don't take away from his magnificent form, or the fact that his washboard abs have no navel. His brother doesn't, either, so I figure his belly button is just hidden somewhere else on his body, or that's not how his people give birth.

      Of course, where a navel could be hidden on his body is rather limited. He wears a teeny, tiny loincloth that basically leaves nothing to the imagination, and I have a fantastic imagination. I also have a pretty good memory, because I remember on day one how he and his brother strutted around naked, and the size of their very well-endowed dicks. I guess it makes sense. If you're going to have slaves, you wouldn't pick ones with teeny weenies. You'd pick good-looking dudes sporting massive hogs, which is why I'm now on this planet with guys that would put porn stars to shame.

      I guess as a pregnant lady, I'm not supposed to be thinking about those things, but I still do.

      He's hot. Very hot. Even the crimson-red skin isn't a deterrent. It just highlights how dark his hair is and those slashing brows, and makes him and his brother look downright devilish.

      He doesn't smile as I approach, and I study his face, trying to tell which twin this is. They have different tattoos, but I don't pay much attention to those. Instead, I remember that this one has eyes that are set slightly farther apart, and his nose is flatter and has a scar on it, as if it was broken once. His mouth is slightly fuller, too, and so he looks like his brother, but he also looks like his own person if you take a few moments to study him.

      I’m not ashamed to admit that I've been eyeballing this particular alien quite a bit. Being pregnant and unable to do much other than waddle up and down the beach gives a girl a lot of free time, and he’s my favorite thing to watch.

      I raise my hand to my eyes, shielding my gaze from the weak sunlight. "You can talk to me, you know. I don't bite."

      He looks surprised. "I know you do not bite. Your teeth are too blunt."

      I can't help but smile at that. "It's a human saying. Basically what I'm telling you is that you don't have to be afraid to talk to me. I won't be mean to you."

      He nods slowly and then shifts on his feet, looking distinctly uncomfortable. "I did not wish to disturb you."

      "Then maybe you shouldn't follow me?" I suggest, keeping my voice light and comfortable. "You do every day, you know. You and your brother. It's pretty obvious. I figured I'd finally say hello. Vordis, right?"

      Again, he looks utterly astonished. "You know my name."

      "Yes?" Now I'm the one that's puzzled. Why wouldn't I know his name? It's a small group of people and I've picked up everyone's names, even if I haven't shared more than a few words with them here and there. I've paid attention to the two red twins especially, because they've been so focused on me. "You're Vordis and your brother is Thrand, right? Did I say that correctly?"

      He nods. "But you knew it was me."

      "You look different. Just slightly, but I can tell." I tap my nose, indicating his scar. "Did you break this once?"

      A slow smile curves his mouth, showing a hint of fang. For some reason, that smile makes me feel all breathless and hot. It’s the first time I've seen him smile since I arrived, and good lord, it's making me flutter in all the parts that shouldn't be fluttering considering how pregnant I am. "Yes, in an arena battle. I lost. My master was most displeased and had another a'ani beat my face to a pulp. My nose did not reconstruct as well as it could have."

      "Ah." I'm almost sorry I asked, because that sounds awful. I try to think of something to say to break the tension, because it's clear that Vordis isn't much of a conversationalist. He just watches me, his expression eager and hungry, as if he's waiting for something. "I'm Angie."

      "I know."

      "Angie Sullivan." I extend my hand to him. "Short for Angelette, but that’s a hideous, awful redneck name, so Angie is just fine."

      He doesn’t take my hand, and it’s clear he has no idea why I’m sticking it out. After a moment, he tips his head sideways and studies my hand. Eventually, he reaches out and touches a fingertip. "Does…this pain you?"

      How cute. Is that why he thinks I’m holding it out to him? I decide to have a little fun. "It's a greeting. Like this one." I raise my hand in the air and wait. "Gimme five."

      "Five what?" He blinks at me, the prettiest, most confused man on the beach.

      "Five fingers. You slap my hand in greeting, like this." I smack my own hand, and then hold it out again. "Gimme five. Or four, since you only have four." Like most of the other aliens I've seen, he has three fingers and a thumb, and he's got fangs. Humans didn't get those particular traits, I guess, and we might be the only ones.

      Vordis studies me, then my hand, then slowly reaches up and taps his palm to mine in the saddest high five ever.

      "Now, other side," I tell him, and lower my hand, holding it out flat. This is the oldest kid's game in the books, but it's new to him. He smacks my hand again, this time with more force. "In the hole," I continue, making a circle with my fingers. When he reaches out, I slip away, finishing the rhyme. "Too slow!"

      He freezes, and then laughter booms out of him. "Do you play tricks on me, Angie?"

      He says my name with a slight roll of his tongue, almost like he's caressing it, and it sounds exotic and delicious when he does. I decide that I love his laugh and need to hear it more often. "It's just a game. I got you good, though, didn't I?"

      "You did," Vordis admits, pleased. "But what happens if I am not too slow and I get your hole?"

      "Uhhhh…nothing." I feel my cheeks heating because that sounded filthy. Filthy, filthy filthy, and now I'm thinking about all the wrong sorts of things. "So why are you following me, Vordis?"

      He glances down at his hand one more time, flexing his big fingers, before scanning the beach. "I am protecting you."

      I don't ask what from. Ever since we arrived here, it's been clear to me that this place is not Earth. It's bitterly cold, the creatures are nasty and dangerous, and nothing is similar. The mountains are sharper and craggier, the ocean more violent, and even the birds have teeth and look vicious. I don't wander far from camp because it's not safe. I don't swim because I see things lurking in the waters that scare the bejeezus out of me…well, that and it's cold. And I'm pregnant.

      But I'm not dumb. I know this place is dangerous. And his answer is good. I just wonder if that's all that it is. "Well, you can protect me from my side instead of a few paces behind me, you know."

      "I…do not wish to bother you." For a moment, he looks uncertain. "I serve only."

      "You're not bothering me." I ignore the weird comment about serving, because it's probably a translation error of some kind. When we got here, the alien named Mardok gave us all translation devices and it allows us to speak to one another. It's not perfect, and occasionally you'll come across a goofy phrase that you have to pretend you didn't hear so you don't make the other person uncomfortable. "I could use the company."

      Again, he pauses. "If you wish."

      "I do." When he doesn't immediately start forward, I give him my bravest smile. "Please."

      He nods again, as if uneasy, and then moves to my side and waits for me to take the lead. I do so again, and glance discreetly at my side to make sure he's staying with me. He does, and then we start to walk down the beach again.

      "This isn't much like the beach on Earth," I admit to him, watching the murky green waters. "Is it like the beaches on your world?"

      "I do not know."

      I turn to Vordis, surprised. He's watching me closely, that intense look on his face. "What do you mean, you don't know?"

      He shrugs, then spreads his hands. "I am a'ani," he tells me, as if that explains everything.

      "Never visited? Never saw a picture?" When he hesitates and then shakes his head, I change tactics. Clearly I'm prying about something because he looks uncomfortable. "On Earth, the water's very different. In some places, it's kind of grayish blue, but in other places it's so very blue that it looks like the sky."

      He glances up at the grayish, overcast sky overhead.

      I chuckle. "Not this sky. The one on Earth. It's…well, it's as blue as your eyes," I point out, referring to the bright blue glow that comes from within. It's because of the khui, the symbiont that allows us to live on this planet and not let the cold (and other things) kill us.

      "And as blue as yours," he points out.

      I touch my temple, wondering what I look like with the vivid blue glowing eyes. There are no mirrors here, and that's probably a good thing. "Yeah, I guess we're all blue-eyed now, aren't we?" I smile at him and look back at the waters. "At any rate, the waters are a lot more gentle on Earth. The waves roll in almost peacefully, unless there's a storm, and the birds on the beach are small." I point at an enormous, stork-like creature on stilts that's wandering the rough surf on long legs. It's got a deadly scissor bill and doesn't seem bothered by the brutal waves. From here, it doesn't look too big, but I know that if I got closer, it'd be more like Big Bird than a flamingo. "Not like that one. Tiny. Hand sized." I cup my hands. "Seagulls, we call ’em. And they're real aggressive, because people feed them scraps and so they attack you thinking that you're going to give them treats."

      Vordis continues to watch me, as if I'm far more fascinating than the ocean itself. "You sound as if you know that place well."

      "I used to love to go to the beach every summer. It was a bit of a drive, but it was worth it." I think of the sun and sand, of days spent tanning on a blanket in a bikini and relaxing with a piña colada. Those are things I'll never be able to experience again. And I sigh, because the baby in my stomach kicks and at this moment I feel cold and bloated and miserable.

      "You seem sad. This place is not a good place for you to be?" Vordis continues to watch me. "Others are very happy because it means freedom."

      That makes sense, and I feel guilty. I know he has to be thrilled to be here. I know that for all the men who were enslaved, this is freedom from masters and endless rounds of escaping death in battle. Heck, even some of the girls who were kidnapped from Earth woke up here and are delighted. Veronica has been romanced by the big golden hunk since day one, so I'm sure she's loving this. And Sam? Sam is practically gleeful that she's here, which is a little bizarre to me and makes me wonder about her home life. I'm not one to complain, because I'm alive and healthy. But… "You wouldn't understand."

      He grunts. "Even if I do not, I still wish to hear it."

      I study him for a moment, meeting his eyes. Does he really want me to unload? I hesitate, because I suspect that once I start to complain, I'll never stop. When he indicates with his hand that he's waiting, I gesture at my enormous belly. "This is a big problem, for starters."

      Vordis nods. "It is a surprise, yes?"

      I can't help but laugh, because “surprise” feels like such an understatement. "You could say that. It's bad enough that I've been kidnapped by aliens and I don't know what happened between then and now, and I've woken up on a cold iceball of a planet with a bunch of strangers.” When he doesn’t interrupt the rush of words, I continue, talking faster and faster. “I'll never see my home planet again, never experience a summer day, never eat another pizza, never see my boyfriend or my parents or my friends ever again. All of that’s been taken from me. And because I was asleep for so long, I know I should be devastated at losing them, but the part of my mind that processes that feels kind of dull. Like my brain already has grieved it all out while I slept and I’m mad that I didn’t even get to do that. And…I'm pregnant. I'm the only one that woke up pregnant, and I have no idea how or why it happened, if my baby's going to have horns or a tail or even a human face or if this is going to be like something from the movie Aliens."

      Of course, just thinking about that makes me shudder.

      He grunts, indicating I should go on.

      Go on? God, I could go on all day. I splay my hands over the mound of my belly, spreading my fingers. "It's a lot to get used to, and I think I'd do all right if I had friends to lean on, but everyone treats me like I'm made of glass. No one knows what to say to me so they all tiptoe around and talk to me in sweet voices as if I'm going to have a nervous breakdown if someone asks me to help out around camp. Everyone's going hunting and learning skills and making friends and I'm just sitting there on my ass like the world's most pregnant bump on a log." I let it all out with a gusty breath. "That enough for you?"

      "Yes." He nods as if everything I’ve thrown at him is perfectly sensible and not whiny in the slightest. "That is a lot of feelings. Have you told the others how you are unhappy?"

      I shake my head and stare out at the roiling water, tired. "Nah. I'm human. We don't talk openly about how we feel, we just bitch about it in private. Besides, what would I say? ‘You guys aren't including me in the club?’ That would just make things worse."

      "If friendship is the greatest lack you feel," he begins slowly, "then I would be honored to be your friend."

      And he drops to his knee in front of me and kneels.

      Eek. This isn't the first time Vordis (or Thrand) has knelt in front of me as if I'm bestowing them some sort of honor for no reason at all. "Vordis, get up, please." I glance around the beach, hoping no one else saw that. Another red figure shows up on the horizon, and as I watch, Vordis's twin starts to jog in my direction. Well, crap. I gesture at Vordis, wanting him to get up. "If you keep acting like that, I'm going to feel more isolated than ever."

      "Why?" He gets to his feet, but his expression is confused. "Why would my honoring you isolate you?"

      "Because you don't do the same to everyone else," I say desperately.

      "Of course not. You are the one I am dedicated to."

      I hope that just means he has a pregnant lady crush. "Okay, well, if you want to be my friend, act normal, all right? I would love that more than anything. Well, almost anything."

      He brightens, his eyes gleaming. He leans in, and for the first time, I notice that his ears are slightly pointed, like an elf's. "What is it you want more than anything?"

      "I'm pregnant, right?" I pat my enormous belly. "And I always thought it was a joke that pregnant ladies had cravings, but right now, I'd fucking kill for a pickle."

      Vordis's expression turns downright grim with determination. "Say no more."

      "Er, about what?"

      "I will hunt you this pickle," he promises. With another nod of his head, he glances down the beach at Thrand who has almost arrived. "When you see me next, it will be with pickle."

      And he saunters off, heading back to the encampment.

      I…hope he doesn't think he's going to find a pickle there. Of course, if he does, I will love him forever. I watch him go, a little confused and amused at the same time. Talking with aliens is…different. As I watch Vordis pass Thrand, the latter glares at his brother as if he's done something wrong. Vordis ignores him entirely, and that makes me wonder.

      I remain where I am, and I'm not entirely surprised when Thrand moves about twenty feet away and drops to a crouch, watching me from afar like the always do.

      "You know you can come closer," I offer, but he just stares at me. Doesn’t say a peep. He's not the same as his twin, then.

      I sigh and stare out at the ocean, watching the waves crash into the rocky shore.
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      VORDIS

      Angie requires a pickle.

      I storm back to camp, full of purpose. Her words and her soft, gentle voice still ring in my ears and I will be thinking about them—and her—for many days to come. I think of how she reached her hand out to me, a mere clone, as if I am her equal. I think of her faint smile, and the way she brightened with laughter when I was too slow to go “in the hole.” It is the first time I have heard her laugh, and I am enchanted.

      I am the luckiest of a'ani to have such a purpose.

      The beach camp is not much to look at. I have stayed in better arenas and in far more luxurious ship holds, but there are no masters here, and so I like this place best. Angie is here, too, and that also makes it best. I pause, scanning the faces here to assess who will be best to answer what sort of creature a pickle is, and how I can hunt one. This time of day, though, the encampment is mostly empty. Thrand and I were invited to go hunting with one called Bek, but I declined, pretending that my foot is hurt. Thrand immediately said the same, which made Bek scowl with irritation. He did not believe us, but he also did not press the issue. I like the thought of hunting, but I also do not wish to leave Angie's side if she will be alone. Thrand could have gone, but as usual, he follows what I do.

      I want to find it irritating, but I understand it. We are clones. Our primary purpose is to serve a specific task, and that task is protecting Angie. Of course Thrand thinks the same as I do. Hunting, no matter how enjoyable it is, can wait, as long as she is safe.

      Sometimes I wish he would leave her—and me—alone, though. We are a'ani, so we are not supposed to think for ourselves. We have tasks and are to follow them until we are dead or new ones are implanted in our minds. This is how it has always been. I think, perhaps, that as clones go, I am a faulty duplicate. I have…thoughts. Not the same thoughts as Thrand.

      He might be the faulty duplicate, but I am fairly certain it is me. I woke up early this morning so I could spend time with Angie, alone, without Thrand there talking and distracting me. He will be angry when he returns, but how to explain it? I am not supposed to be jealous of the time he spends in her company, and yet I find myself gritting my teeth whenever he moves near her.

      He is just following his primary purpose, as am I. I repeat this to myself, even as I scan the faces in camp. Nothing but females, all of them uninteresting. I do not see the pregnant one that is the hunter, just the pregnant one with red hair and the speckled face. She sits with two females off to one side, scraping hides that are stretched over frames. Her mate, a blue-skinned male, watches nearby. Two other human females sit near the fire, sewing. Their giggles rise into the air, and I notice they do more talking than sewing. I head for them, since they look less busy.

      "Females," I say by way of greeting. "Your assistance is needed."

      One with brown hair frowns at me, while her black-haired friend ducks her head and giggles. "We have names, red boy." She points at herself, then at her friend. "Bridget. Flordeliza. Learn ’em, because this whole 'female' thing gets old fast."

      "Hi," the one with the long name says, the giggler.

      "I do not care about your names," I say truthfully. "I am searching for a pickle. Speak where I can hunt such a creature."

      The one that calls herself Bridget squints at me and then sticks a finger in her ear. "I'm sorry, what did you say?"

      I grow irritated at how difficult she is to talk to. "I hunt for a pickle."

      "Is this some sex thing?" she asks, confused.

      The other just breaks into more giggles.

      "Is it?" I am shocked. Was Angie asking for me to service her and I misinterpreted? I drop to my knees, staggered. I clutch my chest, listening to the pounding of my heart. To honor a clone with such a request…

      And I left her with Thrand.

      A roar of outrage snarls from my throat, and I jump to my feet again. If he has touched her—

      The females scream, flinging their sewing aside and falling backwards in their seats. Before I can turn, the blue-skinned male tackles me and knocks me to the ground, and we roll along the sand. I flip him off expertly and spring to my feet, and the warrior in me is pleased to see that he recovers quickly, managing to return to a low crouch and a bared snarl of his teeth.

      "I do not wish to spar with you," I tell him. "Another time. I must return to the beach before Thrand services Angie."

      "He what?" someone cries out.

      "What's going on?" The heavy-bellied female with the red hair gets to her feet, staggering forward. "Rukh, Thrand, what are you doing?"

      "He attacks the females," Rukh says.

      I snort. "Those females? Not I. They hold no interest for me in the slightest."

      "Damn, dude," Bridget says, sitting upright. She is covered in the pebbled sand, a disgusted expression on her face. "First you scare the shit out of us, and then you insult us? You are not making friends around here."

      "I did not approach you to make friends," I retort, even as Rukh circles me warily. I know he is going to stop me from going back to the beach. "I had a question—"

      "About pickles," Flordeliza chirps in.

      "Pickles?" the red-haired female asks. "What do pickles have to do with anything?"

      "It is a request for sexual pleasure?" I clarify, since she seems to know what pickles are.

      "What?" Her jaw drops. "Um, no. Thrand, I think—"

      "Vordis," I correct sharply. It should not matter, because as a clone, I answer to “servitor” or “A'ani” or “thrall” or anything else my owner designates, but here, they use my name, and I find that I grow too used to it. And as the days pass, I dislike being mistaken for Thrand more and more. "Thrand is another."

      "Right. Sorry." She grimaces as if pained. "You look a lot alike, but I'll get it right soon enough. Vordis," she emphasizes. "A pickle is a food. Not a sexual request."

      I frown, looking to Bridget, who was the one to suggest such a thing. She just gives me a confused look. I hesitate, and when the red-haired female continues to give me a patient expression, I decide I believe her. I move toward her slightly. "These females are mentally impaired, then?"

      "Jesus Christ," Bridget says.

      "Wow," Flordeliza adds. "Just…wow."

      "Vordis," Harlow continues, and moves forward. Her mate starts to her side, but she raises a hand to indicate she is all right. She moves to my side and gives me a patient smile, ignoring the fact that everyone is staring at us. "Sometimes human slang is difficult to follow. I know it can be confusing. Tell you what, if you have a question about something, why don't you come ask me, all right? I will make sure it's explained properly. The girls are new to this planet and to dealing with aliens, and so they might not understand when you ask for clarification."

      So they are mentally impaired. I nod, my suspicions confirmed. "I wish to hunt a pickle for Angie," I tell her. "Tell me where I can slay such a beast."

      "He is something else," Flordeliza whispers.

      "Angie can fucking have him," Bridget adds, louder.

      "Ladies, please," Harlow interrupts, giving them a stern look. "It's all just a misunderstanding. I'm sure Vordis didn't mean to hurt your feelings. Right?"

      I nod magnanimously. "I had no idea you were slow of learning."

      "Wait," Harlow yelps. "No—"

      "Yeah, I'm just gonna pick up my stuff and leave," Bridget says, interrupting. "C'mon, Flor. Let's go find us a short bus."

      Flordeliza just groans and the two women head off, dusting their clothes with their hands.

      I turn back to the red-haired female and see she is pinching a spot between her brows as if it pains her. "Tell me what sort of creature this pickle is so I may hunt it," I begin again. "I wish to please Angie.”

      “You can’t hunt a pickle,” she tells me patiently.

      I wait for her to explain, and as I do, I think of our conversation. Of her request for pickle meat. Of her hand slap and how I was too slow. “If I cannot hunt a pickle, tell me how to be fast enough to get in her hole.”

      Harlow stares at me, her eyes so wide they look like blue pools. She takes my arm and tucks her hand into it. “You and I are going to go for a walk, and you’re going to have to explain to me slowly what you mean. Very, very slowly. Because I’m pretty sure I’m misunderstanding.”
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      A short time later, Harlow and I return to the beach, no pickle in hand. I am vastly disappointed by this, as it seems “pickles” are an Earth food not found here. Harlow has made it clear she was teasing me with her hole, and that pickles are not a thing here. I can only conclude that Angie meant to send me away on a fool’s errand. My pride is wounded that she would do such a thing and choose to spend her time with Thrand.

      But when I get back to the beach, it is empty and Thrand walks the shore, picking up wood instead. I jog to his side, displeased. "Where is Angie?"

      "She has returned to her cave," he says with a shrug. "If she is in the encampment, she does not need watching. We are free to do as we like." Thrand studies a piece of wood, then tests it with a swing. "Would this make an acceptable club, do you think?"

      "If it does not splinter, then yes." I cross my arms over my chest. "She…did she ask you for anything?"

      Thrand looks bored, swinging the club again. "She tried to speak to me, but I respectfully kept my distance."

      I grunt. I do not know if that is good or bad. At least he is not with her, speaking to her. Getting her smiles. A flash of jealousy stabs through me and I ignore it. I must ignore it. I am a'ani. Thrand is my brother clone. I should be pleased to serve at his side instead of wanting to shove him into the water. "I…think I shall see if there is hunting with nets to be done," I say after a moment. "I wish to get Angie something fresh to eat." If I cannot bring her a pickle, perhaps I can bring her something else that will make her smile.

      "A fine idea, brother," Thrand says, and casts his armful of wood aside. "I will join you."

      I fight back the irritation that rises. We are both dedicated to her safety. Nothing more. Such a thing should not worm under my skin like a burr, but when I think of Angie smiling at him, I want to take that club and break it over my knee.

      Then, I am ashamed of myself for even thinking such a thing. This…will not do. I am a'ani. I am made to serve, not to be independent. If my masters heard of such a thing, they would take me to med-bay and wipe my mind of any malignant or unwanted personality traits so I could serve better.

      But…there are no masters here. And I am left with jealousy gnawing at my gut and an unsettled feeling in my bones.

      Angie sent me away. She gave me a fool’s errand so I would leave her alone. It is clear that to her I am just another a’ani, a person who is not truly a person and who does not count.
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      ANGIE

      The next day, after picking at my breakfast, I go for my usual walk on the beach. I check behind me repeatedly, hoping to see a flash of bright red skin. It feels a bit like a silly crush, but it can't be that, because I'm way pregnant. I'm pretty sure my hormones are off limits until this baby arrives.

      It's that I want a friend, I tell myself. Just a friend, and Vordis is nice and likes my corny sense of humor. Nothing more. I take my usual walking stick and poke at things on the beach. There's a distinct lack of shells here—whatever wildlife is in the ocean, it doesn't do much in shells, it seems. Or maybe they have hard cartilage like the sa-khui do. Or maybe something in the deep is eating stuff before the shells can float to the surface. Whatever it is, there's never much to find on the beach other than wood, which is kind of depressing. I poke at a round ball-like thing that looks like an enormous seed, but the ground is too far away for me to bend down and pick it up. I flick it back into the waves and shudder when something immediately snaps it up.

      Glancing around, I see a figure walking behind me. Only one of the red twins, and my heart skips an excited beat. I pause, waiting to see if he's going to come and talk to me. I wave, too, just because I'm lonely and bored and would love to talk to Vordis again. I bet he's never heard a knock-knock joke, and I have a million of ’em. I love the thought, because I can't wait to see his reaction. I want to see him smile again.

      But he doesn't come any closer, and when he's a safe distance away, he drops to a crouch, waiting, like he always does. He doesn't acknowledge my wave.

      Weird. Maybe it's Thrand, then. I study him, trying to tell. I could swear it's Vordis, just because the body language is slightly different. Vordis is more controlled, whereas Thrand is quicker, his motions jerkier as if he's impatient with his body for not being as fast as he wants it to be. But…maybe I'm wrong. I think for a minute, and then turn, heading in his direction. If it's Thrand, I'll try to befriend him again. As I get closer, though, it's clear that it's Vordis. I recognize his nose, the scar there, and the set of his eyes.

      "Not feeling friendly today?" I ask, smiling to hide my confusion.

      "I did not wish to bother you." His expression isn't welcoming in the slightest.

      "Bother me? I thought we were becoming friends." I'm confused.

      "You do not have to talk to me, Angie. I will keep my distance and not speak to you unless you need something." Vordis gives me a grim little nod. "I will protect you either way. It is my purpose."

      I give my head a little shake. "I'm confused, Vordis. Did I say something to offend you somehow?"

      "You cannot offend me. I am a'ani."

      I sigh, because the look on his face tells me that the conversation is done, and I don't know why I'm being stonewalled like this, but it sucks. "Well, I'm sorry if I did something to upset you," I say softly. "It wasn't my intention. If I threw too much at you yesterday, I understand." I rub my belly in an absent motion. "Sometimes it's just nice to talk to someone, you know? And no one seems in a hurry to talk to me."

      Vordis hesitates, as if weighing something. After a moment, he says, "The other females talk to you."

      "No, they talk around me, mostly. Or they ask how I'm feeling, and if the baby kicked." I roll my eyes. "I'm not Angie. I'm a walking stomach that they don't know how to handle. I don't have real conversations with people anymore. They treat me like a problem or like I’m made of glass, not like I’m a person. But it's all right. I'm not trying to unload my problems on you." I smile brightly to hide the fact that I feel more alone now than ever before. I'm being rejected, somehow, and I don't even know what I did.

      He considers this, then asks, "Would you like for me to demand that they speak to you?"

      "That defeats the purpose of things, doesn't it? No, I just want people to talk to me because they want to hear what I have to say. To have friends. That's all." I shrug. "I'll leave you alone now, though." I turn and start to walk down the beach again, feeling stupidly hurt. It was just a brief conversation yesterday, but I can't shake the idea that I've somehow offended him and now he's keeping me at a distance again. I stare at the sand without seeing it, walking—

      —and yelp when I roll my ankle on another one of the avocado-sized seeds. I tumble to the sand, ungainly and clumsy, and flop onto my back, the sky tilting overhead.

      I blink for a moment, afraid to move. Fear flashes through me. Did I hurt the baby? But after a moment, nothing seems amiss, just a throbbing ankle, a sore butt, and lots and lots of wounded pride. Did I think it was impossible to feel more ungainly than I already am? Clearly the universe is testing my limits.

      "Angie!" Big hands scoop me up, and a moment later, before I can even process, I'm hefted into the air by strong arms and tucked against a bright red chest. "You have hurt yourself—"

      "No, I'm fine. It's okay," I promise him, patting his bare shoulder. Even that small gesture feels awkward, because what if he doesn't like to be touched? He doesn't flinch away, though. "Nothing's hurt. I'm just not used to being so big. I rolled my ankle and lost my balance."

      "Do you require healing?"

      "Only my pride."

      He laughs, surprised, and looks at me for what feels like the first time today. Our eyes meet and then it gets awkward. He nods at me, his laugh dying, and then nods at the camp. "I will carry you back there so you can rest your ankle."

      "You don't have to," I tell him, worried. "I'm huge and heavy right now—"

      "No, you are not. You are carrying a child and your body has adjusted to that, but you are not huge, Angie." He looks down at me again, and I could swear his eyes are warmer than they were before, and this time my smile is genuine instead of apologetic.

      Weirdly enough, I want to ask him if he finds me pretty. But that's a bad idea. "Where's your brother this morning?"

      I can practically feel him stiffen against me and I realize it was the wrong thing to say. He looks away, his jaw tightening, and I know I've offended him again. Somehow. "I will sit you down by the fire," Vordis tells me.

      "Okay." I don't say anything else. I'm trying to think of how to apologize, how to get him to be my friend again when I keep somehow screwing things up. I need to talk to someone that knows aliens so I can figure out what I've done wrong. Even if Vordis doesn't really want to be my friend, I don't want him to hate me.

      I’m miserable at the thought of that.
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      After Vordis deposits me by the fire, he tenderly checks me over for any wounds, his fingers skimming over my ankles. It's probably a good thing he checked, since I can no longer see them. My big belly gets in the way. When he's satisfied that I'm whole, he gives me a curt nod and disappears, heading off to do whatever it is that he does when he's not stalking me. I watch him leave, bewildered. It's like he doesn't want to be near me, which is odd, since I'm pretty sure no one's assigned him to be my bodyguard.

      Confused, I take the bowl of food that a blonde woman named Raven pushes into my hands with a shy smile. She doesn’t talk much to anyone except to nod sympathetically about her mismatched name. “Hippie parents,” is all she ever says, as if that explains everything. And then she always finds a way to sneak away before the conversation turns to something deeper. We all have our quirks, of course, so I don’t pry.

      I'm lost in thought as I eat, mentally playing back all the things that I said to Vordis that might have been misconstrued. When I'd left him that afternoon, though, he was smiling and pleased. He went to find me a freaking pickle, he said. And the next time I saw him…he was different. Reserved. Something isn't adding up. I finish my meal, rinse out my bowl before handing it back, and test my sore ankle. It seems to be okay, so I take a walk through the camp, studying faces.

      I turn a corner and see Vordis and Thrand standing with the leader, Vektal, as he explains something, wrapping cord around a spear-head. They have their arms crossed and a wide-legged stance that's identical, but I can still immediately pick out which one is Vordis. He glances over at me, too, but I keep walking, not wanting to interrupt a lesson. Callie and Devi are sitting nearby, mending nets, their heads together as they chitchat and sit across from a patiently working Cashol. Tia's following Harlow around, and Steph, Sam, and Hannah are working on adjusting one of the tents. Liz took Penny, Nadine, Bridget and Flordeliza out for a flora and fauna lesson with her mate, Raahosh. There are others around camp, too, but everyone looks busy. I hate to interrupt.

      I head for the cave, instead. Maybe I'll take a nap. A nice, depressing nap. That's what pregnant ladies do, right? I head in, and as I do, I'm immediately struck by how dark it is. When we first got here, I was relieved that the girls would be staying in the caves while the men and the sa-khui would be staying in tents. A cave seemed more like a house to me, and so I counted myself lucky when I was given a cave room of my own so I could have privacy. Pregnant, you know. Must be treated special.

      But I didn't count on how chilly a cold stone cave would get at night, or how hard it would be on my back. I didn't count on how dark it'd be, or how damp when the weather turned—and the weather always seems to be turning.

      More than anything, my cave is lonely. I'm at the very back of the complex, and all the others are piled together like puppies, more or less. I've seen them sharing small campfires or huddling their furs together like it's a big sleepover. It just makes me feel more left out than ever.

      It's never bothered me to not be included before, but everything's different on this planet. Even my body. I put a hand on my belly and the baby in there kicks in response. I don't know what to think about it, either…so I just try not to. Maybe that's the wrong coping tactic, but it's all I've got at the moment.

      "Ho, Ann-shee," an excited female voice calls out, reverberating on the cave walls. "Har-loh said you might need more pillows, so I brought you mine." Farli ducks into my cave, all smiles.

      I can't help but smile back. She's tall and beautiful and lean…and the only female sa-khui I've seen. Compared to the men, she's lithe and muscular where they're stocky and brutal, but she's a beautiful blue just like they are, and her glossy black hair is tousled with feathers and small, decorative braids. She's dressed like the other sa-khui males, too—which means, not wearing much at all. Today she's got on a necklace and a loincloth, and that's about it.

      Of course, if I looked like her, I'd probably dress the same.

      "Hi Farli. More pillows would be wonderful. Thank you so much." I rub my lower back. "I don't want to hog them, though."

      "Hawg?" she asks, her expression quizzical. "What is this?"

      "Take them all," I explain. "Be greedy. I can share."

      "You are carrying a kit," she says, as if that explains everything, and reaches out to caress my belly. "Besides, I rest my head on Mardok's chest when I sleep. He is all the pillow I need…and he says he does not mind my drooling." She chuckles, a look of pleasure on her face as she mentions her mate.

      Mardok. Of course. Farli's mate is unlike the other sa-khui. I've learned over the last while that though most of the “natives” (or “barbarians” as Liz likes to call ’em) are descended from a people that crash-landed here a long time ago. Mardok's ship visited a few months ago and he resonated to Farli, so he stayed with her. He's from another world full of blue people, and so he's familiar with outer space and all the aliens in it, I bet. "Hey, Farli, is your mate in camp?"

      "Oh, yes. He works on the tiny metal things he stripped from the ship. He says if he has enough time and patience, he can make things we need, like more translators." She shrugs simply, and then a slow smile curves her mouth. "I am just pleased I can be near him through the day, though I will have to go hunting soon enough. He needs to work without being distracted."

      And she giggles like the naughtiest schoolgirl, which makes me laugh, too.

      "Can I talk to him?"

      "Of course." She takes me by the arm. "Come to my tent. We will sit and drink tea and you can ask him your questions. Yes?"

      Farli's tent is messy. In addition to furs and half-woven baskets everywhere, Mardok has what look like computer parts and various bits of metals in piles all over the place. He sits in one corner, a head-lamp that he must have taken from the ship strapped to one horn, providing light as he uses a tool to carefully pry a component free of one circuit board and place it carefully in the slot of another. Farli and I remain quiet until he's done, and I even hold my breath, just a little, because I don't want to distract him. If he messes up, it's not like there's a replacement anywhere. But when he's done, he looks up at us and flicks the light off. "Angie, right?"

      I nod. "I was wondering if you have a moment."

      “Of course,” Mardok answers, putting aside his work.

      Farli pats my arm. "Wait here. I will get you something comfortable to sit on."

      I hesitate, wondering how best to begin. "You're not from here, are you?" I decide to play it casual. Or try to, anyhow. A moment later, Farli drags an overstuffed pillow next to the fire and pats it, indicating I should sit down. Ugh. One of the things I've learned since I woke up pregnant is that my body doesn't act like it used to. I manage to get down to the pillow, but it's not all that comfortable. I cross my legs in front of me and lean forward slightly to keep my balance, but I know that I'm going to need help to get up. One thing at a time, I suppose.

      "Me? No." His mouth crooks into a grin of amusement. "What gave it away? The tattoos? The arm? The horns?"

      I feel silly, because I look at him and realize that other than blue skin, he really looks nothing like Farli and her people. He's even taller than they are. I also notice for the first time that one of his arms is colored slightly lighter than the others, but I don't ask. My tailbone is already throbbing and I don't want to sit here for longer than I have to. "I was wondering what you knew about the red guys. The twins."

      "The a'ani? I don't know much," he admits, putting aside his components.

      "A'ani," I echo. "That's what they are?"

      "That's what their race is called," Mardok agrees as Farli sits next to me with elegant grace. His gaze slides over to her in an almost caressing way, and then focuses on me once more. "Why? Are they bothering you?"

      "Oh no," I say quickly. "They've been very kind."

      "They've been very obvious, too," Mardok says. "Everyone's noticed that they're both obsessed with you. You need to tell us if they're becoming a problem."

      "We do not wish for anyone to feel uncomfortable," Farli adds, watching me. "We know this is all new for you and much to take in."

      "No, really. They've been very sweet and nothing but perfect gentlemen, I promise." I didn't come here to get them in trouble, and now I feel terrible. "I just wanted to know more about their particular race. Their culture. How they think. I was speaking with Vordis the other day, and I worry I offended him, because now he doesn't want to talk to me."

      "How they think?" Mardok chuckles and gives a light shrug of his shoulders. "Who knows how clones think."

      My jaw drops. "They're clones?"

      "I thought you knew? They look alike." He gives a small shake of his head. "That's my fault. I'm assuming far too much, because I just thought everyone knew. All the a'ani are clones. It's an old race, long extinct. Story is that their planet was too near a star that went supernova and the only ones left are clones. They're all clones of each other, all with the same genetic makeup. They're used primarily for functional purposes—I've heard of lords that have manors full of a'ani slaves to do work, or mines full of them because they’re cheap labor. I've seen them in arenas, though usually used as fodder leading up to the main show. And I've heard of a'ani armies who are used in war because they're expendable."

      I stare at him in horror. "That's…awful."

      "It is, isn't it? It's a big universe out there, but not a kind one." Mardok picks up one of the components, as if he can't stop fussing with it, and flips it over in his hands. "I thought I would miss technology if I stayed here, but now I'm thinking that Farli's saved me in more than one way." He looks up from the component and smiles at his mate. "There's something pure and wholesome about this place. It's a hard way of life, but not a bad one."

      I swallow hard, thinking of Vordis and Thrand. Mostly of Vordis. "So you think they were just…bred to be gladiators? The a'ani?" I won't call them clones. That implies that they're not people, somehow, just things. And they're definitely people to me.

      "I suppose so. All of the male slaves we rescued seemed to be gladiators. It's common for them to be bought and sold on the black market, much like, ah, human female slaves." He clears his throat politely.

      "Then maybe they're interested in me because of the baby?" I rub my belly. "Is it possible that they haven't seen a pregnant woman before?" It couldn't be that they're just interested in me because I'm human. Thrand won't talk to me at all unless I ask him a direct question. Vordis is much friendlier—or rather, he was. And there's lots of humans on this beach. Actually, come to think of it, both Liz and Harlow are extremely pregnant, and the two a'ani haven't been excessively attentive to them, either. "But that doesn't explain why I'm the only one they focus on."

      "It's hard to say." Mardok watches me closely. "You do know they don't have their own personalities, right?"

      I’m shocked to hear that. "They don't?"

      "Like I said, they're clones. It could be that they're both fascinated with you for some unknown reason and because they think alike, that's why they both follow you."

      It makes sense…and yet it doesn't, either. Not have their own personalities? I think of Vordis and Thrand. How I can tell them apart simply by their body language. Oh sure, they have some gestures that are the same, and when one gets an idea, the other leaps to his feet at the same time. But…Thrand is all quick, impulsive energy. Vordis is different.

      Vordis smiled at me and laughed at my jokes.

      I don't feel like they're the same, but I don't contradict Mardok. He's the expert. "I see."

      "You're sure they're not bothering you?"

      I give him a reassuring smile. "Not at all. I was talking to Vordis the other day and I thought we had a nice conversation, but the next day he ignored me as if I'd done something wrong. I worried that there was some sort of cultural miscommunication or a boundary I had overstepped."

      Mardok and Farli exchange looks.

      "You…have not resonated, have you?" Farli asks, her hand over her chest. Even now, I hear a gentle, happy purr coming from her and Mardok both. "Neither one of them sings when you are near?"

      "No, nothing like that." I pat my belly when the baby does a little somersault. "There's no vacancy at the hotel, you know?"

      "Resonance can happen even if one partner does not yet have a khui," Farli tells me. "It happened for myself and Mardok this way. Vektal and Shorshie, too. Perhaps one of them has resonated to you and tries to hide it." She reaches out and touches my hand. "If they grow too aggressive with you, come to me. Or to Mardok. Or to any of the sa-khui. We will protect you if they make you feel unsafe."

      "I don't feel unsafe," I protest again.

      "We don't want another Gren," Mardok agrees, and then I'm silent. I think of poor Willa, who was kidnapped by the beast. He was a gladiator too, wasn't he? And Veronica's disappeared with Ashtar. Maybe I'm being too forgiving. Maybe the gladiators are dangerous and I'm just not seeing it?

      But that doesn't feel right to me. I nod anyhow, because they're the experts, not me. "I'll be careful, I promise."
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      VORDIS

      "Spar with me, brother," Thrand demands, giving my arm a good-natured shove. "You cannot sit and just stare all morning. Your body needs exercise."

      I do my best to ignore him, chewing on a handful of freshly smoked meat as I stare grimly ahead from my seat in the rocks. I gnaw on a tough part and then tell him, "I am busy. Leave me alone."

      "Busy staring at the female?" Thrand snorts and elbows me again before snagging a bit of my food and tossing it into his mouth. "She is safe. Look at her."

      I do. Oh, I look at her all the time.

      Today, the weather is miserable. It is cold and icy, the skies overcast with no sunlight. The ice pings from the sky like noisy rain, pebbling the beach with its leavings and making the human females huddle close to the low fire. I sit a short distance away, wearing one of the long, fur-covered tunics to warm my flesh. Angie is there with them, drinking a bowl of hot broth and looking sad. Even amongst the other females, she seems alone. They do not talk to her, which is odd. They are kind and polite when they speak, but no one includes her and it is obvious from her face that she feels it.

      So I watch, and eat, and scowl at the females as I try to think of ways that I can force them to talk to her. Perhaps I will find something delicious to eat on the shore and bring it back to her with a great flourish of my hands. She will have all the best food and they will have no choice but to coax favor from her. Of course, this plan involves me leaving her side to go and find something to hunt, so I try to think of an alternative.

      I'm still thinking and glaring at the circle of people around the fire when Thrand nudges me again. He's all restless energy, as usual, and I turn my scowl on him. "Leave me alone."

      "We should spar," he says again. "You must be ready to fight at all times."

      "Why? There is no arena here, no games." There is nothing of the familiar in this land, not even a city. I like the bleak, open landscape of our new home for all that it is completely alien to me. There are no masters—and no rules for gladiators or a’ani—here. It is perfect, a paradise of freedom.

      Thrand snorts. "They may say that there is no arena, but I wish to be prepared. It could be a lie to force us to let our guard down." He jabs one fist at the air next to me, his expression suspicious. "What better way to fool us than to let us think we are free?"

      He is not wrong. Such things have happened before, though not to us. Thrand might be right not to trust these smiling faces and pretty females, to see it as a trap. It does almost seem too good to be true, the lack of people here, the snowy mountains and the open expanse of beach. I must not get too comfortable, because I cannot shake the feeling that it might all be ripped away one day.

      Still, if it is to be taken from me, I want to use my leisure time in a way that pleases. "Go away," I tell Thrand again. "I wish to spend the day watching Angie."

      She has looked over in my direction once, and smiled at me. I nodded back to let her know I was aware of her attention, but did not get up. If she does not want my company, I will not force it on her. Angie remains by the fire with the other females, sipping the broth and listening to their conversations. Her expression still seems…sad. Remote. It bothers me she is so melancholy. I want to fix it, but do not know how. Pickles are not an option. Perhaps another hand slap? I squeeze my fist, as if I can feel her small, soft hand touching mine again.

      "If you will not spar, I will join you," Thrand says, and gives my side a push. "Move over and share your rock."

      I turn towards him, glaring. If she looks over, she will see us together again. Always together, like we are just two clones instead of Vordis and Thrand. It bothers me to give her that impression. I want her to see Vordis. I want her to see me and only me…I do not want her to think of Thrand.

      At all.

      If she smiled over at him, I might choke him with my bare hands.

      So I do not move on my seat. I brace my legs apart and lean in, determined to hold my seat and not allow him room next to me. Thrand just laughs and shoves back at me, determined to take the seat by force.

      I lean in, countering his weight in a shove of my own. "You do not get to join me," I grit out.

      "Why not?" Thrand sounds amused, not angry as I am. "I am dedicated to her just as you are."

      "I can protect her," I tell him, and when he reaches to put an arm around my neck in a classic grapple, I twist and flip him over, his big body landing in the icy sands with a loud crunch.

      He barks with laughter, amused, even as he picks himself up from the ground. "I thought you said you did not wish to spar?"

      I do not. Not truly. I want to stay here and guard Angie, as I am dedicated to do. I want to watch her and see if she smiles. I want her to look over at me again, to beckon me over with a gentle wave of her hand. In my mind's eye, she watches me with eager intensity and reaches out to touch my hand once more. I hear her laughter and imagine that she puts her hand on my chest, breathing my name—

      Thrand immediately puts his arm around my neck in a chokehold.

      I growl, frustrated.

      "Why are you so angry, brother? We have sparred a thousand times before." He no longer sounds amused. Instead, he sounds…puzzled. As if something he has always known to be true is wrong.

      He does not understand how I am acting. Sometimes I do not understand it myself.

      Thrand is right, though—I am angry over nothing. Of all I have met in my life, he and I have always been together. We came from the same batch of clones in the same station and have been paired together in fight after fight, been sold to master after master. Even in this, we are sworn and dedicated together. Why am I so angry at him, then? Why does the thought of Angie smiling at Thrand fill me with such rage? This should be no different than any other time, any other task.

      "I am not angry," I decide, and get to my feet. "You are right. Let us spar."

      He looks pleased, a bright white grin crossing his face. As I get to my feet, he rubs his hands together and then puts them outward, bracing himself as if I am going to charge towards him. He knows me well, but today, I will not charge. Instead, I race towards him, my booted feet skidding on icy pebbles, and when I get close enough for a grapple, I duck and twist so his arms close around nothing. A moment later, I straighten and slam my fist into his jaw.

      His head snaps backward, and I feel a vicious sense of…pleasure to see him flying backward onto the beach.

      He's right. A good fight will get some of this energy out of our systems. I follow after him, pouncing on him while he is down and wrestling for leverage. Thrand grins at me, his mouth bloody, his eyes fierce. He stabs his elbow into my face and I grunt with pain. It is a good thing a'ani heal quickly—even more quickly with the symbiont in my chest—or we would do real damage to each other. As it is, it is simply roughhousing and something we have done a dozen times over. I flip him onto his back and try to pin him, only to receive a kick in the gut and then it is my turn to go flying backward on the icy beach.

      Someone screams. A female.

      Both of us stiffen, our eyes meeting as we think the same thing. Is it Angie?

      A big blue arm goes around Thrand's neck, and then he is hauled off of my body while another sa-khui male tackles me. "No!" someone barks. "No fighting! This is a peaceful camp!"

      There is a scuffle and then people are at our sides before I can even explain that we are simply practicing, that this is nothing to worry over. But then I see Angie moving to my side, her eyes full of worry. She has a hand on her belly even as she wobbles over to my side, her steps unsure in the icy sands, and she touches my arm.

      She has touched me.

      Again.

      She went to me.

      Not to Thrand.

      "Are you all right, Vordis?" Her voice is soft with worry.

      I am utterly elated. It takes everything I have not to howl with triumph. "It was just a sparring match," I reassure her. "There is no need to worry."

      "You're bleeding," she tells me, and reaches up to touch the corner of my mouth. Sandy grit is there, and it throbs with rawness, but I do not notice it.

      I do not notice anything but Angie's nearness and the delicate caress of her fingertips as she brushes my skin. My cock surges to life, and if she told me to take her on this beach, here and now, I would drop to my knees and ask her how she wants me and how I can best please her.

      I am half convinced I should do that anyhow.

      But a big hand dusts off my tunic, and one of the sa-khui males is frowning in my face. Cashol, I think. "If you and your brother have so much energy," he tells me, "you can come hunting with me."

      Angie retreats, and I touch my mouth, watching her go.

      I suddenly want to punch myself, if being wounded means she’ll put her hands on me once more.
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      We go hunting with Cashol. I would rather stay close to Angie, but the sa-khui male insists. Thrand must go too, and that pleases me. If I cannot stay, he cannot either. We hunt until the wintry light fades away and it is too dark to see animal tracks in the snow. Our breath puffing in the air before us, we trek back to the beach encampment, and I am disappointed to see that Angie is not at the central fire. No doubt she has found somewhere warmer to spend her evening.

      Cashol arrives at the tent I share with Thrand early in the morning, before the suns are up, and insists on taking us hunting again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Every day, he drags us out into the wild and teaches us how to hunt. He shows us the landscape and what places are good to hide with a weapon, which spots are ideal to set up a trap. He finds animal trails in the snow, tucked under scraggly bushes or winding between rocky outcroppings, and is able to follow them to their originator. He shows us how to set snares, how to locate caches, and how to walk so that our feet do not sink into the heaviest of snows. It is a lot to learn.

      It is…enjoyable.

      I know it is something I must learn to do because if what they say is the truth, we are not leaving this planet. We must learn to hunt and feed ourselves and to bring in enough food to provide for all. We must especially provide for Angie and the females. I like hunting, though, and tracking animals. It is a bit like selecting prey in the arena, deciding who to take down and stalking him until the right moment. When I bring down a fat dvisti with enough meat to feed the entire camp that night, I feel a wild, hot rush of victory.

      So at first, I do not want to hunt. After a few days of it, though, I am eager to go out, to walk the open trails and breathe in the fresh, icy air, and to challenge myself against the environment before me. I can tell that Thrand feels the same. His eyes gleam with excitement, and soon enough, both of us are waking before the suns rise so we can be ready to leave with Cashol.

      I do not like that I must leave Angie alone, though, and tell Cashol as much.

      “She is carrying a kit,” he says, broad face amused. “Where do you think she will go that needs protecting?”

      He makes a very good point.

      I do not wish for her to think I have forgotten her, though. I want her to know that even when I am not at her side, I think of her. I want her to know she is foremost in my mind, always. So before we head out, I look for her around the fire. If she is there, I make sure she gets an extra helping of food and that she is bundled up against the weather. I do not talk to her—I have not been invited to—but I still watch over her.

      And as we are out on the trails, hunting game, I look for things to bring back for her.

      Cashol is right. She cannot leave camp, not with her belly so heavy. But if I am enjoying the fresh air and the beauty of this strange new planet, it seems a shame that she cannot. So I think of small things I can bring her that will make her smile. One day, I find a craggy rock in the shape of a perfect circle, but when I turn it over, I see it is hollow and many beautiful crystals are inside it. I tuck it inside my bag, and when Angie is out by the fire, I go to her chamber and put it carefully on her pillow for her to find. Another time, I find a strange, flowering plant with tiny red blooms that clings between rocks and smells pleasant. I pluck it carefully and bring it to her, as well. On another day, I find a spiraling leaf that hangs down like one of Nadine’s curls, and I bring her that, too. I work on a freshly tanned hide of a young snowcat with dark paws, and when I am done, I give it as a gift on a day when it is too unpleasant to go out.

      And when the weather is bad yet another day, I take a bit of bone in my hands and carve it, like Aehako does from time to time. I do not know what to make her, so my first attempt is nothing but a vertebrae shaved down to a hollow circle. I tease my knife against the bone, making patterns and designs on the smooth surface to make it as pleasing to the eye as I can. As days pass, I carve her other small things. A fish. A bird. I put my heart and my spirit into every pass of my knife, trying to imagine beautiful things that she will like to see.

      If she cannot go out and see this world, I will show it to her.
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      ANGIE

      “So, I don’t mean to pry, but did you get any janky carvings today?” Hannah sits next to me, and I notice that Bridget is hovering nearby, her eyes gleaming with quiet amusement.

      “Janky?” I echo, a laugh bubbling in my throat. “Seriously? They’re not that bad!”

      “Girl. I still haven’t figured out what the one from yesterday is supposed to be.” Hannah adjusts her clothing, tucking her furry tunic closer around her body. She scans the beach, looking for Vektal. If the chief is doing what I think he’s doing, he’s probably avoiding her, though. Hannah has appointed herself his assistant and wants to take inventory on a regular basis, much to everyone’s chagrin. I’ve noticed that poor Hannah has spent a lot more time around the fire lately, and I can’t blame the chief. Once Hannah gets an idea in her mind, it’s hard to tear her from it.

      Like my gifts. She’s obsessed with them today.

      Her fixation irritates me. I love them, even if they’re weird. I love how random and sweet and special they are. I didn’t realize they were presents at the beginning. The first one surprised me, and I went around the camp trying to figure out who’d lost a rock with crystals inside it. No one claimed it, so I kept it, and I had to admit, it was something to liven up an otherwise dull day.

      The next day, I got a carefully wrapped bundle of tiny red flowers.

      The next day, a carved bone.

      After that, the items kept coming. Small carvings. Unique-looking stones. A seed in the shape of a star. More carvings. Even more carvings. As the days pass, the carvings become more frequent, and grow in their intricacy. I look forward to what I’m going to get every morning on my pillow while I’m out at the fire for breakfast.

      I know the gifts are from Vordis, and that just makes them all the more special. If they’re supposed to be a secret, he’s doing a terrible job at hiding it. Everyone sees him go into my cave in the morning to drop off. And he watches me so closely that I know he’s waiting to see what I think of the gifts.

      I don’t even mind that they’re weird. I know how his mind is thinking. He’s trying to bring me things to cheer me up and make me forget about how bloated and pregnant and worried I am…and it’s working. Now I have something to look forward to every morning, and I adore it.

      The others find it hilarious, though.

      “Seriously, what is that carving supposed to be?” Bridget puts her hand out, asking to see the newest treasure, and I reluctantly hand it over.

      As she turns it in her hands, I don’t see problems with it. I see Vordis spending time over it, trying to do something to make me smile. So I love it even if the shape is…odd. “I think it’s a cloud? Maybe?”

      The newest sculpture is nothing but fluid, undulating shapes that are covered in stylized hash-marks. I don’t know if it’s supposed to be anything specific, but it’s fascinating to look at and must have taken him hours, which makes me love it all the more.

      “A cloud? If you say so,” Bridget says, and hands it back. “At least you have an admirer. That’s so cute.”

      “Why, are you interested in someone, Bree-shit?” Hannah teases.

      “Shut it,” Bridget retorts, sitting down next to me. “And no, that’s not it. I mean, there’s a lot of man-flesh here, but most of it’s married. The two brothers are the only ones really on the table and they’re…weird.” She grimaces. “Sorry, Angie.”

      “I don’t think they’re weird.”

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’ll take weird at some point,” Bridget says with a shrug. “If I have to. Mostly I’m bummed that there’s no one for the rest of us. I always wanted to get married and have kids at some point, you know? Now that we’re here, the odds of that are looking pretty damn thin.” She spreads her hands. “I’m not saying I want it right now. But it’d be nice to know the option was on the table.”

      “You can always wait for the next generation.” Hannah suggests, smirking.

      Bridget makes a face. “Gross.”

      I turn the carving over in my hands, thinking about what she said. Am I lucky? I don’t know if I feel lucky right now. Heck, I haven’t felt lucky since we got to this planet and I woke up pregnant and confused. “Vordis is nice,” I tell them quietly, rubbing the soft bone of the carving. “I like the gifts. I have to admit that they brighten my day. In fact, the presents he gives me are pretty much the only things I look forward to on a regular basis.”

      “What about the baby?” Bridget asks.

      Hannah subtly kicks her, and when Bridget turns, she glares at her friend.

      I just keep staring at the bone carving in my hand. What about the baby? “That’s…harder to look forward to. I want my body back, of course. But I don’t know what I’m having, so it’s harder to get excited about that.”

      “What you’re having? You mean boy or girl?” Hannah tilts her head.

      “I mean human or other.”

      “Oh.” They both blanch. “Right.”

      The baby moves in my belly, just a little, and I don’t know if the movement is normal or not. What would a baby with a tail—or nonhuman limbs—feel like? Would it feel the same as any other baby or different? I have no basis for anything, so I try not to think about it at all.

      “Well, I think the carvings are sweet and it’s clear he’s got himself a preggo lady fetish,” Bridget says, winking at me. She crosses her legs and leans forward, her foot wiggling with excitement. “So what are you going to do about it?”

      “Do? Nothing.” I trace a finger over the carving.

      “You’re not going to talk to him about it? Flirt a little?”

      Flirt? Is she crazy? I stare at her, open-mouthed. “You do realize I’m pregnant with a mystery baby, right?”

      Bridget just grins, wiggling her eyebrows at me. “You do realize he doesn’t care? I mean, it’s not like you can hide that you’re pregnant. He obviously doesn’t give a shit. He likes you anyhow.”

      “And what do I do if he resonates to someone else?” I ask. “Like you just pointed out, there’s a bunch of single women and only two eligible guys.”

      Bridget waves a hand in the air as if that’s nothing. “You worry about that when the time comes. Until then, you could at least talk to the guy.”

      I run my fingers over the carving, considering her words. “I’m not sure he wants to talk to me. I’ve been trying to talk to him, but we keep getting crossed signals. Now he just avoids me.”

      “He could be shy,” Hannah encourages. “I don’t think he or his brother talk to anyone. Well, no, I take it back. I see one of them occasionally arguing with Nadine. You know how she doesn’t like to be ignored. But everyone else? Might as well not exist. So maybe they don’t know how to talk to women at all.”

      “That’s entirely possible,” Bridget continues, picking up the thread when Hannah pauses. “You should talk to him, Angie. Flirt a little.”

      Flirt? I have never felt less sexy or pretty in my life. I feel bloated and confused and lost. “I don’t think I’m ready to flirt,” I admit. “But it’d be nice to be friends.”

      “Then you tell him you want to be his friend,” Bridget encourages. “And ask him what that carving is, because I swear I can’t tell.”

      Hannah giggles.

      I just clutch the carving to my chest and think. Maybe they’re right. Maybe I do need to talk to Vordis. It’s obvious that he still wants to be friends on some level, that he cares about me. The presents tell a very different story than our interactions. Maybe it’s time for me to take that first step.
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      I decide to confront Vordis about my presents when he returns to camp that night. I wait by the fire, trying to be patient, as I clutch my strange figurine and listen to the others chitchat as they work. I have sewing to do—the baby's going to need clothes—but I haven't been able to concentrate ever since I talked to Bridget and Hannah.

      What do I say to Vordis? I think he likes me and wants to be friends…but doesn't want to talk to me? I can't flirt with him. Not with a strange baby in my stomach. I don't feel like I can make any sort of claim on him at all. I'm in limbo until something happens with this baby, for better or for worse. I touch my stomach. Please be for better, little one. Please don't be weird. Or strange. Or creepy.

      God, now I wish I hadn't watched so many horror movies as a teenager. I hate that I've seen Aliens so many times that I can quote it. Ripley, I am not. Which is a good thing, because I think about what happened to Ripley in later movies and shudder.

      The main fire is busy tonight. It's stew, which isn't surprising—it's stew most nights, and the only variety is the ingredients. Liz is ever practical about the food. "Stew feeds dozens of mouths easily and doesn't require all that much preparation. Unless you're ready to start eating food raw like the sa-khui, learn to like stew."

      Tonight's stew is tasty enough. It's some sort of pale meat, with greens gathered from the cliffs and dried out, and some cubed roots that Liz calls not-potato. A lot of the girls are lurking around the fire, and I'm puzzled at how they all keep watching me. Do they think I'm going to go into labor tonight?

      Then I see Hannah and Bridget, and I know. They've gossiped to everyone that I'm going to talk to Vordis when he gets back from hunting. Since we have no television or books, I'm the entertainment tonight. Eesh. My skin prickles uncomfortably and I feel like I'm on stage and everyone's waiting for me to perform.

      Devi happens to be seated next to me, and she pokes at her food with a carved bone spoon. She watches me, too, and when I shift in my seat for what feels like the dozenth time, she leans over. "You okay?"

      "Just…anxious, I guess."

      "Everyone's staring, huh?"

      "I guess word travels fast." I grimace, and I'm tempted to put it off, since everyone's so intent on nosing into our business. I can talk to Vordis tomorrow, or some other time.

      "You need a distraction," Devi whispers, and she gets a determined look on her face and clears her throat loudly.

      Oh no.

      Devi puts her fists on her chin, leaning forward and focusing her intent gaze on the chief. "Vektal—can I ask you a question?”

      He nods, waving a hand to indicate she should keep speaking.

      “So how did the first-generation survivors cope with this planet? How did you know to bond with the symbiont on this planet? Were they aware there was a toxic element in the air or was that something that was discovered after the fact? I assume the element’s gaseous in form unless your molecules are different than the ones back on Earth. I suppose that’s entirely possible since we can’t rule out unknown aspects to the laws of nature, but you would think that particular one would be standard.”

      “Eh?” Vektal says, frozen in place with a frown on his face.

      Devi continues chattering, waving her hands as she speaks. “And while we’re on the subject of naturally occurring things…there were no supplements you could take to induce the chemical reactions needed to clean whatever this element is out of the air and provide the same response? You went straight to hosting a parasite? And what about the body's thermal regulation? How do we manage to survive the cold without our internal heat destroying brain cells?"

      Vektal looks at her as if she's growing another head.

      Devi blinks, waiting.

      Liz clears her throat. “I think she wants to know about your ancestors.”

      "Ah. That is a good story." Vektal gets to his feet, the relief on his face obvious. "And one you should all learn."

      This is as good a time as any to escape. I'll talk to Vordis some other time. Right now, I just want to retreat to my cave for some peace and quiet. I get to my feet, too, and when everyone looks at me curiously, I rub my lower belly and give a half smile. "Pregnant lady bladder."

      "Boy, don't I know," Liz mutters. She gets to her feet, too. "I'll go with you."

      I hesitate, because I wasn't really heading to the restroom, but decide it can't hurt. "Thanks, Liz."

      Vektal starts up a strange story even as we leave the campfire. I hear him speaking of a flying cave as Liz and I waddle away to the back of the encampment. In a blind canyon, there's a crude outhouse constructed, complete with rickety seat and everything. It doesn't smell terrible, at least, thanks to the herbs that are kept in a basket next to the “toilet” and we've been taught to sprinkle them down the hole every time we go. I'm guessing that if it was up to the others, they'd pop a squat in the snow, but with three pregnant ladies, an outhouse is kind of a blessing.

      I come out of the bathroom once I'm done, wash my hands in a bowl of fresh snow, and wait politely for Liz to go in. She doesn't, though. She just gives me a curious look. "You okay?"

      "Me? Yes." I smile, even though I don't feel it much lately. "I'm fine, why?"

      "Because I have eyes and I don't buy all the smiles you're tossing around?" Liz eyeballs me shrewdly. "You seem unhappy. And while I realize that is an incredibly stupid thing to point out given that you're stranded on an ice planet with aliens, I worry about you. I know this is a lot to take in."

      "It is," I admit after a moment. "I…feel pretty lost." I instinctively touch my belly, but the baby's quiet tonight. Resting on my bladder, sure, but quiet.

      Her face is all sympathy. "I just want you to know we've all been here before. I mean, not surprise-knocked up, but almost everything else. If you have questions, come and talk to me any time, all right? I promise I'm all bark and no bite." She pats her own belly, a delicate little bump compared to my enormous one. "And I've had two half-alien babies before this one, so I'm familiar with the situation."

      I keep smiling, even though I want to tell her that it's not the same, that she knew what she was having, that she knew the father and how the baby got there. But I just nod, because I know she's trying. "It's…difficult," I manage. "I feel very alone." The words are hard to admit.

      "You're not alone," she says bluntly. "That's one thing you're going to notice about living in a camp like this. Everyone's got their noses parked up your asshole. Privacy is a thing of the past. When you get used to it, you're going to notice that having this many people in close proximity is both the worst thing ever and the best support system ever. But you're not alone, I promise you." Her gaze becomes speculative. "And I bet those red bastards would beg to differ. I'm sure they wouldn't mind making themselves an Angie sandwich." When my jaw drops, she puts her hands in the air. "Hey, no judging. I figure if you can't get your damn freak on here at the ass end of the universe, where can you?"

      I manage to choke out a response. "I don't want a sandwich. I'm not interested in both of them."

      "No? Because they are making it pretty damn obvious that they would butter your bread on both sides—"

      "No," I interrupt quickly. "It's not like that." Only Vordis has really taken the time to get to know me. He's the only one I'm interested in…and I'm not even sure I can be interested. Not with my plus one in my belly. I shake my head. "Vordis has just been a really nice friend, you know? It's nice to have that. I feel like I can trust him."

      "Trust him to butter your bread, right?" She wiggles her eyebrows at me, and when I give her another shocked look, she sighs and rubs a hand down her face. "Sorry. I'm at the point in my pregnancy where I'm really freaking horny. I'm guessing you haven't hit that part."

      "I might have passed it, for all I know. This is all new to me."

      "Oh girl," Liz says, and puts a hand on my shoulder comfortingly. "That sucks balls, not gonna lie. I do mean it, though. If you have questions or want help, you can talk to me or Harlow. We've both given birth before."

      "Thank you. I appreciate the offer." I want to say more, but I catch a flash of movement in the shadows, off in the distance. It's near the mouth of the cave where the women are living, and my heart suddenly skips a beat. I try to pay attention to her, but my mind is totally and completely focused on that shadow I suspect is moving toward my cave to leave a present. ”Are you heading back to the fire?"

      “I am.” Liz turns, looks in the direction I'm glancing, and then looks back at me. "Tell Vordis I said hi."
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      ANGIE

      I sneak into the cave, well, as sneakily as a heavily pregnant woman can. I tiptoe past the big cave full of blankets and baskets of possessions that makes up where the other girls live, and head to the very back of the cave itself, where my small nook is. It's dark, but I can make out just a hint of blue light up ahead. That glow has to be his eyes, and I figure mine are giving me away, too. It doesn't matter. I'm not trying to pounce on him. I just want to catch him in the act so he'll be forced to confess.

      Sure enough, I run into Vordis just as he's about to leave my cave. It's too dark to see what I've been left, but there's no mistaking his big form.

      At least…I'm pretty sure it's Vordis. In the near dark, it could be Thrand. But somehow in my heart, I know it's Vordis.

      "Hi there," I whisper, not wanting to disturb the quiet. "I caught you red-handed." And then I giggle at my own bad joke.

      He says nothing, just watching me. After a moment, he nods his head, his glowing eyes bobbing.

      My heart sinks. Are we still doing this? "Vordis, why won't you talk to me?" There's an ache in my throat that feels as if it's growing by the moment. "I don't know what I did, but whatever it is, I apologize. Please talk to me." I want to reach out and touch him, but that feels awfully forward, so I just clasp my hands on top of my big, intrusive belly.

      The big alien hesitates, then finally speaks. "Angie. I am tasked to protect you, but friendship is not a requirement."

      That tells me nothing, and if anything, my heart sinks even more. "But what if I want to be friends?"

      "Then I will do as you ask."

      "It doesn't work if the friendship is one sided," I point out.

      Vordis falls silent again.

      My hands twitch on my belly. For a moment I just want to shake the civility out of his tone. He'll be friends and talk to me only if he has to? That's worse than anything. "What did I say that made you so upset at me? If there's some unspoken rule I've broken, please tell me. The last thing I ever wanted was to offend you."

      I can hear him shift on his feet, and I realize for the first time that he must be ducking slightly—my cave is wider than it is tall, and I can't imagine it's comfortable for him. I don't move out of the way, though. If he's going to be like this and only speak to me when he must, then I'm going to wring every word out of him I can.

      "I do not wish to bother you. Being here, it made me forget my place for a time." He gestures in the darkness, indicating the cave and its surroundings. "It made me forget what I am. But I remember now, and I will not presume again."

      "Vordis," I protest. "You think being my friend isn't your place? Do you know how much I could really use a friend right now?" I choke on the words, my loneliness threatening to swallow me whole. "Do you know how badly I could use someone that wants to talk to me? That I can confide in? It really, really hurts me that you think you shouldn't talk to me. I thought you were different…but I'm not going to beg. I don't want to make either of us uncomfortable."

      He is silent once more, and I feel like weeping.

      "Never mind," I tell him, and try to push past.

      The big red alien doesn't move from the doorway of my cave. "Angie. I…" He hesitates, then continues. "I do not understand what it is you want from me."

      Touch me. "Friendship," I blurt out, a hot blush on my cheeks, because my mind went to a pretty filthy place just then. Pregnancy hormones, I tell myself. Nothing more. "I want a friend, someone that will talk to me because they like to hear what I say. Not just because they feel sorry for me. I thought you wanted to be my friend."

      "I am a'ani," he tells me, but his voice is ragged with emotion. "Such a thing is never asked."

      "I don't care who you are or what kind of past you come from, Vordis." I reach out impulsively, searching for his hand. My fingers run across his belt and I draw back. Whoops. That could have gone badly. "This is a new place and a new start for all of us. Nothing's the same as what we've come from."

      Vordis makes a sound like a grunt of agreement. "It is difficult for me to break from this. In my head, I think there will be another arena, another gladiator to fight, another battle to be won."

      "Oh, don't I know that." I laugh. "I mean, not about fighting or battling, but sometimes I wake up and hope that I'm not going to be…pregnant. And that feels awful to say aloud, but it's just so different. I don't know what to think, and sometimes I just wish I'd wake up back in my own bed at home with all of the familiar things I remember." I touch my belly in a silent apology to the baby in there. "It's been…difficult."

      "You are frightened," he says. "I can see it in your face."

      "Of course I'm frightened. I don't know what's inside me or how it got there." I laugh again, but the sound is brittle. It's either that or start crying.

      I'm surprised when a big hand clasps my shoulder, reaching out. It's Vordis, touching me of his own accord. "I will protect you and keep you safe. It will be all right."

      In his awkward way, he's comforting me, and I feel a little better. "Thank you. You don't know how much that helps."

      "I do not. I have never carried a child."

      This time I laugh for real. I put my hand over his, because I don't want him to pull it off my shoulder. I like the heavy clasp of it, the weight of his hand, the heat of his skin because he's standing so close to me. I can feel him tense, but he doesn't pull back. "Will you tell me what I said the other day that offended you?"

      "I was not offended."

      "Then what was it?"

      His eyes blink down at me in the darkness. They're startlingly bright and just seeing them so close makes me feel less alone. "You said you wished for a pickle. The female called Harlow says they do not exist here."

      "It was just a silly wish. Cravings, that's all. I didn't mean for you to go and get me one." Is this all really over a pickle?

      "Then you did not send me away on a fool's chase because I dared to talk to you?"

      "What? No! Vordis, how many times do I have to say it? I want to be your friend. I want you to talk to me. Any stupid, silly, random thought you get in your head, I want you to come and tell me because I like hearing what you're thinking. Even if we talk about nothing more important than the weather, that would make me so stinking happy. Seriously."

      His fingers move over the furs on my shoulder, almost like he's trying to figure out how to touch me. "And it will not offend you?"

      "Not in the slightest."

      "Others will not be offended at my presumption?"

      "They can go fuck themselves if they are."

      A deep laugh rumbles up in the cave. "Now there is an image. Exactly how does one fuck oneself?"

      "I guess it could be done like assisted masturbation." I can feel myself blushing in the darkness. Perhaps we should change the topic, but he's just now talking to me, and I want it to continue. I don't care if we talk about genitalia for sixteen hours as long as we're talking. "It's a figure of speech, though."

      "I know. It was just amusing to hear it from your lips." He still sounds pleased.

      "Want to hear a joke?" I ask, just eager to hear more of his laughter. "I'm afraid I'm not the best at conversation, but I love a good joke. Well, almost as much as I love a bad one."

      "You love…bad humor?" He sounds puzzled. "Why?"

      "Just try me." I tap my finger on his hand. "Knock knock."

      "You are requesting entrance?" Vordis tries to step backward into the cave, his hand lifting off my shoulder.

      I cling to it, because I don't want him to leave. "Wait. No. That's the start of a bad joke. There's a lot of jokes that begin with 'knock knock.' You're supposed to say 'who's there.'"

      "But I can see who is there. You are standing in front of me."

      "Just play along. Come on." I give his hand a squeeze. "Knock knock."

      "I am here," he announces.

      "You say 'who's there' as if you can't see who is on the other side of the door." I can't help but giggle, just a little. "You're pretty bad at this."

      "Then why do you laugh?"

      "Because it's cute."

      "Cute?" He sounds disgusted. "I am an a'ani warrior. The last thing I need is to be cute."

      "Not even to me?" I ask slyly, and then realize I'm flirting. Oh god. He's not going to want to flirt with a fat pregnant lady. He just feels sorry for me. "Sorry, I guess that got weird, didn't it?"

      "Only because you think I am cute." Vordis is disgruntled.

      I let go of his hand, just because I don't want him to feel like I'm throwing myself at him. I don't want pity—I get enough of that from everyone else. "So…you were sneaking in to my cave tonight? Are you leaving me another present?"

      "I am."

      I like that he doesn't hide it, or pretend like it's not him. There's not an ounce of fakeness in him, and it's refreshing. Once I figure out what makes him tick, I'll know exactly where I stand with him at all times. I just have to get there.

      But first I want to know what he's left me for today's present. "What did you bring?"

      "It is a leaf," Vordis announces, as if it's the most precious thing ever. "I plucked it from the edges of a stream that smelled foul and was warm to the touch."

      "A hot spring?" I ask, breathless, and practically moan with desire. "Oh my god, I would love to visit one."

      "It is a far walk from here," Vordis admits, and I can hear the regret in his voice. "I could carry you, but it would take us a very long time."

      "No, it's all right. I'll save it for after the baby is born, I guess." I try to hide my disappointment, though it's difficult. I would love a hot bath, even if it smelled like sulfur. Sometimes it feels as if I'll never be warm again. This place is always cold, and I feel it seeping into my bones, especially at night. I hate how chilly it is even under the furs. But I have to get used to it. "Strange to think of something that will happen after the baby's born. It feels like I'm in limbo, just waiting and waiting and waiting for it to happen. For the other shoe to drop." Before he can comment on shoes dropping, I add, "It's another figure of speech."

      "It will be all right." The quiet confidence in his voice is lovely to hear. "I will not let you or your child come to any harm."

      I believe him. "You're a good man."

      "I am no man. I am a'ani."

      There's a sad note to his voice that I don't understand and I worry I'm going to insult him again. "A good a'ani, then. So…tell me about this leaf. Where is it?"

      He tugs on my hand, gently pulling me into my own cave, and my heart skips an excited beat. It's just to look at a leaf, I remind my silly heart. No need to get so excited. Nothing's going to happen in my cave. I'm pregnant. Really, really pregnant.

      The reminder of my situation always brings a sobering reality to it. I can't forget that of all the women here, I'm the one that can't resonate. I've already got a baby waiting. Some stranger's baby that they gave me while I was asleep, and I try not to shudder at all the awful implications of that.

      Vordis gives my hand another comforting squeeze, and then we're standing next to my tiny hearth. He releases my hand and bends over, the glow of his eyes momentarily disappearing and then returning a scant second later as he turns to me. "Put your hand out."

      "Thank you."

      He pauses. "Why do you thank me?"

      "Because you keep giving me presents. It's very thoughtful." And because that sounds ridiculously formal, I add, "It makes me feel special."

      He reaches out and takes my hand, but he doesn't drop the leaf in. Instead, his fingers stroke mine, and his shadowy face looks thoughtful. "I want you to enjoy this world as much as I do. To see its beauty." He pauses, and then continues. "I like to see you smile."

      Oh.

      Before I can say anything else, he drops the leaf onto my palm and releases my hand. "I do not know what it is called," he tells me. "But the color is a deep green with hints of blue at the edges."

      "It sounds pretty. Is that why you got it for me?" I stroke it, imagining him taking a moment to pluck a leaf for me and carefully bring it back because he thinks I might like it.

      Vordis is quiet for a moment. "No, I got it for you because it is soft like…" He pauses, and then lets out a few strangled words. "How I imagine your hair is."

      My hair? I pet the leaf in my hand. It is soft, silky like velvet, and as long as my palm even though the width is quite narrow. "You were thinking of me when you saw this?"

      "I always think of you." His voice grows in confidence and defiance.

      I can't help but feel pleased at that, even if the meaning behind it is more innocent than my brain makes it. "Because you're a'ani?"

      He pauses, and I look up at him again. In the near-darkness, his eyes are the brightest things, glowing from within and illuminating the sharpness of his features. "Not always because I am a'ani," he admits. "Sometimes because I am Vordis."

      Oh.

      I gaze up at him, lips parted in wonder. Will he kiss me? I hope he'll kiss me. But as we stare at each other, I realize that I'm thinking of him like human men. I don't know if he knows how to kiss. He's never mentioned living around other women, just arenas and battles and Thrand. It's clear that all of the male ex-slaves that landed on this planet with us are not well adjusted, for lack of a better term. I can't expect him to kiss me, because that's a wholly human thing.

      I'm going to have to make the first move, like Bridget said.

      For a moment, I hate that I'm pregnant. I hate that there's this mystery baby in my belly that might be there because of a rape I don't remember, or a relationship that I've forgotten. I hate that I don't know what I'm carrying, and I hate that I'm here with someone special and I feel like I can't do what I want because I have to think like a pregnant lady.

      Because if it was just me, regular Angie Campbell, I'd grab him and kiss him silly. I'd drag him into the furs for a careless fling that will make me forget all about how lost and alone I feel on this strange, cold planet. But that's the old Angie. The new Angie has an entirely different set of problems…and her lower back hurts. The thought of sex doesn't sound great at the moment.

      Backrub, yes. Sex, no.

      But that doesn't mean I can't hug the guy. And right now? A hug sounds delightful. His arms around me? Like heaven. Just thinking about it fills me with longing—it's been so long since someone's touched me with affection. Really, really touched me. So, leaf in my hand, I spread my arms and move forward toward him.

      Vordis doesn't move. He just stands stiffly as I wrap my arms around his waist and tuck my head against his chest. "What are you doing?"

      "I'm hugging you. It's a way to show affection, and I'm feeling grateful and happy and lonely and I want to be held." I guess if he can be completely upfront with how he feels, I can, too.

      One big hand touches my shoulder, and then the other moves to my back. "I…will hold you, then."

      "Thank you." I angle my belly to the side slightly so I can keep my cheek against his chest. He's wearing another furry tunic, and for a moment I wish he was as scantily clothed as some of the barbarians are. I know he and Thrand aren't fans of clothing. For the first week, they did their best to strip it off at all times. I'm almost disappointed that he's dressed now. I'll take this, though. Because his big arms are around me, and he's relaxing a bit more with every moment that passes.

      "Am I doing this right?" Vordis asks after a moment. "Or is there more to be done?"

      "This is perfect," I tell him softly, closing my eyes. "You're doing great." I slide my hand up and down his lower back, trying to make him relax.

      "Can I…move my hands? Or is there an appropriate spot in which they should be?"

      "You can touch me however you want," I reassure him. "I won't mind a bit." In fact, I'm hungry for it. I'm starving for a bit of attention. Love. Affection. Whatever he'll send my way, I'll take greedily. It's not that I'm used to being like this, but since we've arrived, I've felt so very isolated and alone that this simple gesture makes me feel…whole.

      Vordis's big hand strokes up and down my furry layers over my tunic. He grunts. "Your clothing does not allow me to touch your skin. Do people not hug with their skin exposed?"

      "They do," I agree, smiling. "But it's very cold here, and if I'm exposed, I won't be very comfortable."

      "I am warm. You could hold onto me."

      Oh, I love that idea. I smile into the darkness as his hand moves up and down my arm, stroking. "That'd be nice." Now I'm imagining nights with Vordis, naked. I imagine tucking my naked body against his and putting my hands all over his bright red skin. He'd be so warm, his body hard with muscle…

      My body prickles with arousal. I wonder if this is the part of pregnancy where I get crazy horny, like Liz said?

      But then the baby kicks and my lower back tightens at the awkward angle, and I reluctantly pull away from Vordis's arms. I've forgotten who I am. I'm not like the other girls with no problems on my plate. I've got a baby on the way, and by the time it gets here, Vordis will probably resonate to someone else. A hot stab of jealousy shoots through me at the thought. Who has he shown attention to other than me? Nadine? Callie? Sam? Sam's so darn pretty—

      "We are done?" Vordis's tone is impossible to read.

      "Yeah, for now," I tell him, and force a smile to my face. I'm reluctant to let go, my hands at his waist even as I pull back just slightly. "I guess we shouldn't tell Thrand about this."

      I feel him stiffen. "Why should we think of Thrand at all?"

      "Oh, I just…" I trail off. "I was making a joke."

      "We are different people," Vordis tells me, his tone clipped with displeasure. He squeezes my upper arm gently. "Do you need more hugging before I rejoin the others?"

      "No, I'm okay," I say softly. I always blurt out the wrong things around him. I don't want him leaving unhappy. I don't want him leaving at all, actually. The thought of him being angry for the next few days—again—is enough to make me reach out and take his hand in mine. "I wasn't trying to hurt your feelings, Vordis."

      I can practically see him relax. "I know, Angie."

      "You know I can always tell you two apart."

      "I know." But he touches my cheek and then leaves anyway.

      I stroke my leaf thoughtfully, trying not to let my sad thoughts overwhelm me. Right now? I could really use another hug, but Vordis is gone.
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      VORDIS

      My thoughts are full of Angie on the next day's hunt.

      The softness of her skin.

      The curves of her body as she pressed against mine.

      The scent of her hair. The feel of her. The way she laughed and reached out for me. The way her eyes shone in the darkness, as if I was the only thing that existed.

      I am a'ani. I am dedicated to her. I am not supposed to think of her in any way save to protect her. She is my one and only task. I am not supposed to have feelings for her, or anything else. I am bred to serve.

      But I think of Angie in ways I am not supposed to. I think of putting my arms around her, with her skin bare against my own. I think of her with the child in her belly and wonder what it would be like if it were mine. I think of Angie, smiling up at me, leaning so close that her breath fans over my face. I think of her pulling apart the laces of her clothing at the neck and exposing her large teats—

      Thrand grabs me by my belt and hauls me backward. "Idiot. Are you going to walk off the side of that cliff?"

      I edge backward, not realizing how lost in thought I was. Sure enough, I am far too close to one of the rocky precipices that dot the landscape here. Our hunting party—Cashol and the human female Nadine—is staring at me.

      "Apologies," I say quickly, and push Thrand's hands away. "I was distracted by a momentary thought."

      "A momentary thought?" Thrand frowns at me as if I am a stranger. "You have been wandering toward that cliff for thirty steps. I have watched you."

      "I was thinking of something else," I say firmly and turn to Cashol. "Are we near the hunting grounds?"

      "The dvisti herd is up ahead," the hunter agrees, turning and pointing. "Over that hill in the distance. There is a valley they like to visit. Come. We are close."

      Nadine gives us a curious look, but when Cashol moves forward, she follows him. She is one of the human females with dark skin and a wealth of curly hair, and she is determined to learn to hunt. Cashol has been bringing her with us recently. She is not good, but she tries hard and so he continues to bring her. I find it annoying, because she slows us down.

      Thrand finds it amusing, I think. He watches her often, a curious look on his face. Normally he tries to walk beside her, but on this day, he scowls at me and waits behind. When I go to follow the others, he grabs the front of my heavy tunic and physically pulls me aside. I shove at him, annoyed.

      "I said I was fine," I snap at him.

      "What bothers you, brother?"

      "Nothing."

      Thrand shakes his head. "You cannot lie to a fellow a'ani. We have the same minds. We think alike—"

      "We are nothing alike," I snarl at him, hating the words that come out of his mouth. They sound far too close to what Angie said. I do not want her to think of him when she thinks of me.

      I do not want her to think of him at all.

      I storm ahead, and when I reach Nadine's side, instead of letting Thrand walk beside her, I stay there, just to irritate him.

      Nadine gives me a quick glance, her attention on her spear and the snowshoes she wears so she does not sink too deep. Her height is slight compared to ours, and so the drifts pose a greater obstacle for her than for us. "Sibling rivalry?"

      "Eh?" I turn to her, scowling.

      "I used to fight with my sisters all the time," she says, her voice mild. "We'd have some massive hair-pulling fights. Kicking, screaming, you name it. It's just a thing siblings go through. You and Thrand the same?"

      "We are not siblings," I tell her curtly. How many times must I tell these people we are a'ani? But they do not seem to listen.

      "I thought y'all were twins?"

      "We are a'ani."

      "That doesn't mean 'twin' in your language?" She casts me a puzzled glance, panting as she struggles to keep up with Cashol's brisk pace.

      "It means clone. He and I are bred from the same genetic material, but we are not related otherwise."

      "Oh." She seems surprised. "You call him brother, though."

      "Every a'ani is a brother to the others. It does not mean we are a family."

      "Huh," is all she says. Thrand jogs up to my side and elbows me, clearly wanting my spot next to Nadine. I ignore him. Eventually, Nadine continues. "So not from the same mama?"

      "No mother. We are cloned on a station designed for such purposes."

      "Huh. The alien equivalent of puppy mills. Okay, then. I—"

      "Why are you talking to him?" Thrand jogs up on Nadine's other side and casts her an angry look before glancing back at me. "You are not supposed to talk to her more than me."

      "It's called being polite," Nadine tells him. "Look into it."

      She seems annoyed by Thrand's demands. I decide I like this Nadine. "Tell me more about puppies and how they are milled," I say to her. "I wish to know." The more I can learn about the human world, the more I will be able to talk with Angie about such things. I want her to be impressed with my conversation. I want her to look up at me, eyes shining.

      Thrand scowls in my direction, then looks back to Nadine. "I want to know, as well. Tell me everything. And tell me first."

      "You're being a little pushy, you know," she tells Thrand. "Girls aren't big fans of that."

      "No?" He looks startled, his steps pausing as if he's truly taken aback. When she laughs, he jogs next to her once more. "What is it females like? Females like you?"

      "Well, for one, we don't like being told not to talk to people," she continues merrily. "And for two, we don't appreciate being told not to set a trap because we are fragile and a weak-limbed species."

      Up ahead, Cashol snorts with amusement, a sign he is listening to our conversation. I bite back a grin as well, because I remember Thrand telling Nadine that earlier and the noise of outrage she made.

      "But you are a weak-limbed species," Thrand interjects. "It is charming that you think you have the strength of a female gladiator, but you could not be more wrong—"

      "Hsst," Cashol says, and raises a hand into the air. He stares ahead, and we stop in our tracks. I am silent, as are Thrand and Nadine. Over the last while, we have learned that if we are to catch prey, when the leader says to be silent, it is best to be immediately silent.

      There is no prey here, though. The breeze turns and a familiar smell wafts through the air. Blood.

      "What's that smell?" Nadine whispers even as Cashol crouches low and creeps forward, to the edge of the cliff. I follow close behind, and Thrand does, too. We exchange a look, our bickering forgotten in the face of danger. This is a scent we know well, and my senses tingle with alertness, as if we are about to join a battle.

      Down below, in the valley, the snows are splattered with red. I squint to sharpen my gaze, and as I do, objects come into focus. The dvisti we have been hunting are down below, all right, but they are already hunted. A dozen of the creatures have been torn apart, ripped limb from limb with their parts scattered over the white snow. Here there is a limb, there a pile of entrails that must have been a young dvisti, once.

      "Holy shit, what happened?" Nadine's voice is full of horror. I look over and she crouches close to Thrand, her eyes wide. He tries to touch her, but she swats his hand aside.

      Odd that he should touch a female other than Angie, who we are sworn to. I mentally store that information away to ask him about later.

      "I do not like the look of this," Cashol says, voice low. "It is the wrong season for such things."

      "Season?" I ask. "You know what this is, then?"

      "Skyclaw. Look at the slash-marks." He points, indicating three parallel runnels in the blood-spattered snow. "They dive from above and attack their prey. They like to toy with it, though, and they kill more than they need." He shakes his head. "Wasteful, terrible things."

      "What are they?" Nadine shivers, and this time when Thrand puts a protective hand on her shoulder, she doesn't bat him away.

      "Large birds," Cashol says, his expression grim. "Bigger than tents. Many teeth. They do not like the brutal season, though, and disappear for long periods of time. I do not understand why they are here." He frowns down at the valley. "I will speak to Vektal. It might be nothing."

      "Nothing?" Nadine squeaks. "How is that nothing? There's blood everywhere!"

      Cashol gets to his feet. "You cannot judge all creatures by how one acts. This could be a stray with a bad wing, unable to follow the others as they avoid the brutal season. Or perhaps it was leaving and will not return. I will tell Vektal, but we must continue as we always do." He turns and gives us a sharp look. "Say nothing to anyone back at camp. We do not wish to alarm them."

      "Are you serious?" Nadine hisses.

      "Say nothing," Cashol repeats, and then gestures at the valley below. "Come. The meat down there is frozen, which means the skyclaw is long gone. Let us go and see if we can salvage what he has left behind. Good meat should not be wasted."
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        * * *

      

      We return early, our packs laden with dvisti haunches left behind by the ravaging creature. Thrand hovers over Nadine, who looks tired of his protectiveness by the time we get back to camp. I immediately look for Angie as we return and am relieved to see her sitting by the fire, lost in thought, a bowl of something steamy in her hands. She looks up as we approach, and her eyes warm at the sight of me.

      I have brought her nothing this day. Regret fills my chest.

      "Say nothing," Cashol tells us once more, and then heads off to find Vektal.

      "Well, shit," Nadine whispers. "I'm no good with secrets."

      "I shall hold it for you," Thrand declares. She rolls her eyes and goes over to the rocky pit that is used to sit and skin kills.

      He starts to follow her, but before he can go, I grab his arm. "The day is young. Once we are done preparing our meat, we should spar."

      "Spar?" he echoes, curious.

      "Yes. To protect Angie," I tell him. "If there is something attacking from the skies, we must be ready."

      He looks at me thoughtfully and then nods.
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        * * *

      

      We spar into the evening. And we spar the next day, and every day after that. We keep our senses battle-honed, because we must always be vigilant to protect Angie. As days pass, though, and no more creatures are killed, the tension in Cashol's body disappears. He relaxes, and we do, too.

      Perhaps it was just one lone skyclaw, after all.
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      ANGIE

      Days blend together into a stream. My days are much the same. I'm too pregnant to go out and do much, and the baby sits heavily. My hips feel spread wide and my back hurts constantly. When I complain of this to Liz and Harlow, they tell me it will not be much longer before I give birth.

      I don't know if I'm looking forward to that or not.

      I wake from my cold bed every morning, shivering, and go eat breakfast by the fire. There's always someone there working on something, but I'm limited in what I can do. If it was up to the others, they'd have me do nothing. Just rest, they're always telling me. They don't understand that all I do is rest all dang day long, and it's making me crazy. After a while, I put myself in charge of tea and stew, making sure that they're always on the fire, hot and ready as people come through the camp and leave again to do daily tasks.

      The weather remains crisp and cold, and snow comes down every day. I think we're shielded from most of it thanks to the craggy mountains just in the distance, but it's still colder than I'd like. And with the snow come changes in the camp. Veronica and Ashtar return, so deeply in love that it makes my heart ache to see them look at each other. Veronica's blossomed into a healer, her khui having additional powers that allow her to help others. And Ashtar is apparently a dragon, which shocks everyone.

      If that wasn’t enough, days after those two return, Lauren and Marisol return from the dead, along with over a dozen strangers. These aliens are a cousin to the sa-khui and hail from a distant island that is now dead. Overnight, the camp doubles in size and the snow changes to snow and a fine ash that covers everything. I spend a few days with a furry scarf covering my mouth as I breathe, just in case.

      With the new members of our tribe here, some of the sa-khui return to their homes. They miss their families, and now that we have more than enough hands to help hunt—and those of us that have been here all along are learning more—they are returning home. Well, some of them. Vektal and several of the men leave, but newcomers arrive. There's Taushen and pink-haired Brooke, who wants to fuss over everyone's hair. There's Gail and Vaza, an older couple obviously in love and they seem nice enough. They also adopt an orphaned baby that was brought with the island tribe, and so now I have Gail's company by the fire most days. Willa and Gren eventually wander in to camp, too, and then we're so bustling and full of people that the mood turns more festive.

      Well, not my mood. I'm achy and tired and somehow restless. My belly cramps regularly, not for long and not hard, but just enough to remind me that I've got a passenger who'll be arriving soon.
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        * * *

      

      One night, one of the girls stands up and clears her throat. "Let's play a game," she says loudly as the last of the stew is polished off. "How about spin the bottle?"

      I look up in surprise, because I know that game. A kissing game? Really? But when it’s met with enthusiasm by the other women, I feel a stab of envy as Tia grabs Nadine’s hand and then drags Sam over to her circle. She pulls in Devi and Callie and then Steph and Penny.

      “That’s enough girls,” she declares. “We need some guys in here or else it’s not much fun.”

      I add some leaves to the tea pouch over the fire and give it a stir with a long, carved bone spoon. I move a little closer to the group, because I’m bored and somewhat fascinated by the fact that Tia’s so bold that she’s going to play a kissing game with the alien men on the beach. Part of me wishes that she’d come over and taken my hand, leading me to the circle. Not that I want to kiss a bunch of strange men. I just miss being included in those sorts of things. But I’m pregnant and miserable—I’m no one’s idea of fun right now.

      Tia moves past some of the people gathered near the fire. “Not so fast, you two. You’re playing our game!”

      To my surprise, she pulls Vordis and Thrand from their spot at the back of the group. I stare, open mouthed, as she leads them in and instructs them to sit down.

      Vordis glances over at me, even as Thrand speaks. “We were about to go spar.”

      “You can spar afterwards,” Tia says, shutting him down. “This is tradition.”

      Get up, I silently plead with Vordis. Don’t sit down and play. But when Sam laughs and pats the sandy beach next to her, Vordis sits, and my stomach feels like one big knot. Of course he’s going to play. Thrand is there, too. He glances at Vordis.

      Vordis stares at me, gaze utterly fixed.

      I turn away as Tia recruits a few of the island men to play her game, too. Sly girl. She drags young Sessah and she makes sure to pull in A’tam, one of the islanders and, I have to admit, a really fine-looking specimen of man.

      Once her little group is full, Tia drops herself between Sessah and A’tam, and then the group changes seating to adjust to boy-girl alternating. I pretend to fuss over the tea, trying to get the flavor just right, but I’m watching them far too closely.

      I want to see who Vordis kisses.

      I want to see how he reacts to it.

      I want to see whose eyes I have to claw out in sheer jealousy.

      Not that I have any claim on him. Or anyone. I’m pregnant. Pregnant, pregnant, pregnant. I put a hand on my belly in frustration again and then just rub my lower back instead because it’s always hurting now.

      I haven’t kissed Vordis. I haven’t even hugged him again. He’s been so busy with hunting and sparring with Thrand that I feel guilty trying to squeeze a few moments of private time with him. We chat on the beach, of course, and he always watches me when he’s in camp, but we haven’t been alone together again. Sometimes I wonder if I imagined that hug in my cave…but he still brings me presents every day. He’s just busy.

      Everyone is, except me.

      Tia grabs a smooth, clean dvisti thigh bone that someone put aside for carving. “We’ll use this as our bottle. The game is simple. Someone spins our bottle, and whoever it points at, they have to kiss. Then it’s that person’s turn to spin. Simple rules, right?”

      “What is a kiss?” someone with a beard asks. I try to remember the name of their clan. Something cat, I think.

      A few of the girls groan, and someone else giggles. “It’s a mouth-on-mouth caress,” Tia declares. “It’s just fun between guys and girls. Nothing more.”

      “What if I kiss a female? Does it mean we are pleasure-mates?” Sessah asks.

      “Uh, no, it just means you kiss someone.”

      I bite back a chuckle of my own at Tia’s horrified response. She might have bitten off more than she can chew with this crew.

      “Kissing is a mating of mouths, yes?”

      My skin prickles at that voice. It’s Vordis. I glance over at him, and I can feel my cheeks flush, because he’s watching me even as he asks the question. For a moment, it almost feels like we’re the only ones on the beach. I know he’s thinking about what it feels like to have his mouth on mine…because I’m thinking of it too.

      “A mating of mouths?” Nadine asks, her jaw dropping.

      “It is what Cashol calls it.”

      “Wow. That’s an intense name for it,” Nadine says, and furtively touches her mouth.

      She’s not wrong. Now that I’ve heard Vordis say it, I’m going to hear those words in my dreams. A mating of mouths. I picture Vordis, his red skin flushed with need as he caresses my cheek and then tips my chin up, leading my mouth to his so we can kiss, our lips brushing, our tongues touching…

      If I wasn’t pregnant, of course.

      “We can call it mouth-mating, sure. You’ll see what it is when it’s your turn,” Tia says. “Just remember the rules. If it points at you, you have to kiss.”

      “Whoever it points at must kiss?” one of the island men asks.

      “That’s what she said,” Devi chimes in with a toss of her long black hair. Is she…flirting? She gives a high-pitched giggle that makes me think yes, she is flirting.

      “What if it lands on two females?” A’tam asks. “Do you kiss?”

      “No, we re-spin,” Tia tells him.

      He grunts. “I would rather see two females kiss than re-spin.” A few of the other men chime in with agreement.

      I bite back my laughter. Guys will be guys, no matter what end of the universe they’re on. I think of all the men back on Earth who loved nothing more than to watch a couple of girls make out in the club.

      “Do you want to kiss a man?” Tia asks sweetly. “If it lands on a man?”

      A’tam frowns. “We re-spin.”

      “That’s what I thought.” She reaches forward and gives the “bottle” a spin. “We’ll use this spin to see who goes first.”

      “Angie, you’ve been standing for a while,” Gail says, pulling my attention away from the game. She pats the stone next to her. “Did you want to sit here with me?”

      “No, I’m okay,” I tell her and rub my lower back. The bottle’s still spinning, but it slows to a stop…right in front of Vordis. The notched end points directly at him, and my heart feels as if it’s stopping, too. I watch his expression. His nostrils flare and his mouth thins as if displeased, but he reaches forward and gives the thing a spin before anyone can say anything.

      I can’t stop staring. I watch the “bottle” spin around and around, wondering with a sick twist in my gut who it’s going to turn to. Flirty Tia, who seems like she’s barely out of high school? Beautiful Sam? Eager Devi, who keeps flipping her dark hair over and over again?

      Quickly, Vordis reaches out and grabs the spinning bone, slamming it to a stop. It points across from him and between Callie and an islander’s shoulders.

      It points directly at me.

      “I must mouth-mate with Angie,” Vordis announces.

      “That’s not how this works,” Tia cries out, frowning at me as if I’ve ruined her game.

      “But she is the only one I wish to put my mouth on,” he tells the group. “Why else would I play this game?”

      “That is not how it works,” Tia repeats stubbornly. “Spin again, and this time, don’t touch it.”

      “I spun,” Vordis says, voice flat. “I will kiss Angie or none other.”

      “She’s not playing.” Tia crosses her arms over her chest. “Ask her.”

      I open my mouth to protest. Everyone’s staring at me, and I can’t tell if they’re offended that I’ve been picked or amused. The baby kicks, reminding me that there’s a reason I wasn’t chosen to join in the game, and the excited fluttering in my heart slows to a stop.

      “I’m not playing,” I say quietly. “I’m going to bed.”

      And I turn and leave the fire, because I don’t want to see how this ends. I don’t want to hear the whispering, I don’t want to see Vordis re-spin, I don’t want any of it.

      It’s sweet that he tried to choose me, but he can’t. Not when I’m pregnant with a mystery baby. He should pick someone else, someone that’s free to resonate to him, free to love him, free to flirt and be as wild as he needs.

      I’m not that girl.

      I’ve been given a bad hand ever since we arrived here, and I’ll have to make the best of it. I rub a hand down my bulging belly as I waddle my way away from the group and back toward the caves. My back twinges with pain, reminding me that everything feels foreign right now. Foreign and uncomfortable. As I head into the cave, I see someone’s already here, hiding in her bunk—Hannah. She resonated and I think she’s unhappy about it. Good. Misery loves company and all that.

      She doesn’t realize how lucky she is or how badly I would love to trade places with her. Let her be pregnant with the mystery child. Let her be the freak, the isolated, alone, confused one. Her problem is that someone wants her too much? Boo fucking hoo.

      Even as I think about it, though, I’m filled with guilt. I touch a hand to my belly. It’s not the baby’s fault I’m terrified of it. And if I were Hannah…Vordis wouldn’t want to kiss me.

      Oh god, I cannot have a crush right now. I just cannot.

      I retreat to my cave, full of conflicting emotions. It’s dark and cramped, but that’s fine. I don’t want a fire anyhow. It’s too much work for the warmth it puts off, and I’m just suddenly so very tired of everything. I ease myself to my pallet of furs and pull them over me. I’m going to sleep, and when I wake up, maybe I won’t be here. It’ll all be a terrible dream and I won’t be pregnant. I’ll be back home on Earth, in my tiny apartment, with my bank teller job and mounds of debt, getting ready to go out on a date with a guy I don’t even like all that much. It’ll be normal, though. So normal.

      “Angie?”

      I tense under the furs. Why oh why does he have to say my name like it’s a caress? “Just leave me alone, Vordis. Please.”

      I wait for him to leave. All is quiet, but then I hear his big body shift, and I can tell he’s still in the doorway. “I will leave if you promise me you are not upset.”

      “I’m not upset.”

      “That does not sound like truth to my ears.”

      I pull the blankets high, to my neck. “Maybe I was just cold and wanted to lie down for a bit.”

      “Then you will not mind if I lie down with you.”

      I frown into the darkness, wondering if he’s really going to do it. Sure enough, I feel him step over my legs and then he slides into bed on the opposite side of me. Or tries to. He’s so big he takes up nearly all of the bedding and pushes me out to the edge. I don’t mind, though. I’m so startled that I have to bite back the laughter that bubbles up in my throat. Why is he picking now to be all obstinate? “Comfortable?” I manage to choke out between smothered laughs.

      “Very.” His voice sounds strained.

      “Oh, you sound it,” I tease. My smile fades, and while I’m grateful that he’s checking on me, I’m starting to feel a little silly. “Seriously, Vordis, you don’t have to do this. I’m fine. I just need a little time to, well, pout.”

      “Why pout?” His big body shifts on the blankets again, and then I feel his hand underneath them. Vordis touches my side and then leans closer. “And this bed has plenty of room for two, but we must be touching.”

      My breath catches in my throat. He’s warm and huge, and for a moment, I feel so comfortable and protected that I want nothing more than to lean back against him and cuddle.

      “I’m pouting because I hate my situation, but that’s on me. You should be out there playing games with the others.”

      “Games.” Vordis snorts. “I do not want to play games with them if it means I have to put my mouth on other females. I meant what I said, Angie. You are the only one I wish to put my lips on.” His hand strokes my arm, and I can feel the calluses catch and rasp against the fur. He makes a disgruntled sound. “Even under the blankets, you wear so many layers.”

      “It’s because I’m always cold,” I whisper, distracted. “I know they gave me this cave for privacy, but it’s always so stinking cold that I can’t get warm at night.”

      “You should have told me. I would be happy to keep you warm.” He rubs my sleeve absently. “And I would be happy to kiss you.”

      I can feel my cheeks heating in a blush. “I shouldn’t be kissing anyone.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m pregnant.”

      “There are rules against such things?”

      “No, not exactly. But…it’s just not a thing you do. I can’t flirt with someone while I’m pregnant!”

      “Again, I ask why not?”

      I bite back my sigh, because it’s clear that he’s not going to understand how I feel. “Because the kissing should be reserved for the girls that can resonate. They’re all young and pretty and flirty. I’m fat and bloated and there is zero chance I will resonate with a baby inside me.”

      “Why this obsession with resonance?” Vordis sounds openly skeptical even as his hand trails along my shoulder.

      “It’s a big deal.”

      “If you say so.”

      Maybe guys aren’t as in love with the idea of a soulmate as girls are. Me, I love the idea of my other half being chosen for me. Sure, I’ve been told that it’s biological, but I see how happy Harlow and Liz are with their men and how much the sa-khui guys miss their wives and children, and I’m so envious I could cry. If I had a resonance mate, I wouldn’t be in this alone. “Resonance is…the universe pointing an arrow toward that perfect person for you.”

      “I suppose that is good…if you need an arrow.”

      “You make it sound like you already know what I want.”

      “Because I do.”

      Is that his breath teasing my hair? My entire body lights up in response. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” Vordis murmurs. “I do not care that you have a child in your belly or that you cannot resonate. I know that my eyes have only ever seen you.”

      With those words, I melt. No one has ever made me feel so pretty when I have felt so very low. “Vordis…”

      “Angie.” He touches my shoulder again. “When I said I would kiss you and only you, I meant it. Do you wish to kiss me? If you do not, I will leave now and keep my distance.”

      I want to roll onto my back and look at him, but the baby’s so heavy now he’ll crush my innards and make me uncomfortable. I sit up instead, the act itself a struggle with my ungainly body. “Vordis,” I say again as he sits up, too. I gaze at him in the dark, loving the look of his handsome face, the intensity burning in his eyes. “With how pregnant I am, I don’t think I can do much more than kiss.”

      “I asked for nothing more,” he says, and reaches out to gently touch my mouth. “But if you will let me, I would like to kiss you.”

      I feel as shy as a virgin suddenly. “Okay.”

      Vordis grins. “Have you kissed before?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I gesture at my belly. “Obviously.”

      His eyes widen. “Kissing makes you pregnant? I thought mating did.”

      I blink at him. “No, kissing doesn’t make you pregnant. It leads to other things, though.” Things that I’m starting to wonder about with him. “Have you ever, er, mated with anyone, Vordis? Any girl gladiator ever get your attention?”

      He shakes his head slowly. “I am a’ani. Such things are not for us.”

      Being a’ani sounds terrible. Clones sound like they’re treated as less than human, and my heart squeezes with sympathy for him. No wonder he has such a hard time believing I want to touch him. I take his hand in mine. “We’ll go slow, then.”

      “Do we require a bone to spin?”

      I bite back the urge to laugh, because his face is so gravely serious. “No, it’s all right. We can do this without a bone.” I shift uncomfortably on my backside. “Perhaps we should stand, though. This stone floor is hard on my butt.”

      “I have a solution,” Vordis says, and pulls one of my pillows into his lap. Before I can say anything else, he tugs my hand, indicating I should move forward into his arms. While it does look inviting, I worry I’ll be too ungainly. I shake my head to clear it of such doubts—if Vordis likes me like this, then he won’t care if I’m heavy.

      I manage—with a tangle of arms and awkward legs—to get into his lap and I put my arms around his neck. He’s not as oversized as some of the other aliens. Tall, yes, muscular, definitely, but he doesn’t dwarf me or loom over me in a way that’s uncomfortable. It’s nice, really, and if it wasn’t for the red skin, fangs, and the pointed ears, I could imagine that he’s just a perfect human specimen. I study his face, biting my lip. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I mean what I say,” Vordis tells me simply. “I would not give you lies.”

      Right. I decide to move things forward before I inadvertently insult him again. “It doesn’t have to be a game, by the way. Most people kiss just because they want to.”

      His gaze is utterly intense as he looks down at me. "I want to."

      Oh, damn. I want to, too. This man is so beautiful and protective that it makes me want all kinds of things that I shouldn't. I don't think about that right now, though. I reach up and touch his cheek, caressing his jaw…and I'm surprised to feel a fine bit of stubble there. "You can grow a beard?"

      "Is that required for kissing?" he asks, confused.

      I chuckle, because I'm getting distracted. I keep stroking his jaw. "No. I'm just surprised. Most of the other aliens don't seem to be able to." There are a few beards on some of the islanders, but the sa-khui are baby smooth on their jaws.

      "If I do not groom myself, it will grow in slowly over time. If you like it, I will keep it."

      "I like it," I tell him shyly.

      "Then it is yours."

      Kind of a weird thing to offer, but it's sweet. I touch his jaw again and then lean in, straining to brush my lips against his. He doesn't lean in to help me out, his body stiff and awkward, so I tilt his chin and give him a gentle tug forward until he gets the picture. My lips skate over his in the barest of kisses, and I'm startled at how good his mouth feels against mine. It sends a surge all through my body that's shocking in its intensity.

      Pregnancy hormones, I decide. My breasts tingle in response and feel heavy.

      He groans, the sound low and delicious in my ears. "I wish to do it again."

      "Oh, we will," I promise him, smiling, and this time, Vordis needs no encouragement to meet my lips. His lips rub against mine with enthusiasm, and then he seems to realize that more isn't always better, and he touches my jaw, holding me against him as he experiments with caresses. He gives my mouth soft little pecks, playful nips, and gentle rubs, and I shiver with how delicious it is to just explore one another.

      "I like this," he murmurs. "But only with you. I cannot imagine doing this to another female."

      I love the thrill that his words send through my body. "You might resonate to someone later on," I caution.

      "No," he tells me, his fingers tracing my jaw. "I am dedicated to you and only you."

      He might need some practice with kissing, but the man needs no practice with flattery. He's got me melting with every word he says, and I sigh happily. "People use their tongues when they kiss, too," I offer, because the light flirty kisses are fun, but they won't be enough. I'm craving everything this man has to give.

      Vordis grunts acknowledgment and then leans in to kiss me once more. Before I can take the lead, his tongue flicks against my lips in a silent demand for entry, and I moan as he sweeps in, taking control of the kiss. He doesn't need practice with this, I realize, dazed as he kisses the hell out of me, his tongue flicking and exploring and teasing in ways that make me hot with need and desperate for more.

      Vordis can kiss the pants off a girl.

      I'm breathing hard and practically mewing like a kitten when he releases my mouth, and my breasts tingle again when he rubs his nose gently against mine. "I like that even better," he murmurs. "Did I do well?"

      "Oh, god, yes."

      He chuckles, the sound rumbling from his chest. "I am glad I pleased you. Can we kiss more, or is that enough?"

      "More, please," I tell him, tilting my face up to meet his, and then we don't speak for a very long time. We kiss so much that I'm dazed with the feel of him, my body throbbing with an easy, sensual pleasure I haven't felt in forever. He seems to kiss just right—no slobber, no overly aggressive tonguing, just a perfect meshing with my mouth. In the space of one kissing session, he rises to the top of my kissing list, surpassing every ex-boyfriend I've ever had in the past.

      The baby kicks at my belly, the movement strong enough to make me wince and pull away. It shifts, turning restlessly in my stomach as if protesting, and I reluctantly pull away as the world slowly sinks in again.

      Right. Pregnant.

      "May I touch your stomach?" Vordis asks, voice reverent.

      "Oh, of course." I feel awkward. It's not something a girl wants to hear when making out, and I feel even more awkward when I realize that my heavy breasts have started leaking inside my tunic.

      Vordis doesn't seem to know or care that I'm feeling awkward. I'm surprised when he reaches under the heavy hem of my fur-lined tunic and puts his hand directly on my taut belly. I force myself to relax, even though the touch is achingly intimate. He doesn't try anything weird, naturally. This is Vordis, who holds himself to some sort of moral code I can't even begin to understand. He spreads his fingers over my belly, his palm flat, and gently caresses the stretchmarks that are hidden in the darkness.

      "It has stopped moving."

      "Give it a moment," I tell him, and I'm waiting, too. I can feel his thumb rub lightly over my skin, and my nipples prick as if he's touching them instead. Should I be aroused by this? I don't know the rules of this sort of thing—I've never read a single baby book and I'm probably the least educated woman when it comes to being pregnant. All I know is that I love his touch and I want to cuddle up against him for the next several weeks and never leave his lap. "Have you ever seen a pregnant woman before?" I ask him, thinking of the way he and Thrand have watched me so closely.

      "Of course. I have seen them in the stands at arena fights. And Liz and Harlow are carrying, are they not?"

      Oh. Good point. "Then why the fascination with me?"

      "Because you are Angie and I am dedicated to you," he murmurs, and his thumb moves lightly again.

      The baby moves slightly, as if shifting into a more comfortable position inside my stomach. I inwardly wince as the new position puts pressure on my bladder, because the last thing I want to do is leave my spot, but the baby has other ideas.

      "I felt it move," Vordis tells me, and there's a sound like pleasure in his voice.

      "So you did." I can't help but smile. We sit there quietly for a while longer, his big hand on my belly, and then the insistence in my bladder becomes too much. "I should get up soon and get to bed."

      "I will sleep with you," Vordis announces.

      I stare at him in surprise. “What?”

      “You said you were cold at night. I do not like the thought of that, so I will share my warmth with you.” Vordis pulls his hand out from under my tunic and then offers it to me to help me stand. “It will not be mating, of course. Just sleeping.”

      “Oh, right.” I don’t know if I’m amused or humiliated because my mind totally went to “mating.”
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      VORDIS

      I help Angie settle into her blankets and get ready to sleep before I lie beside her again. She is embarrassed to have to use the outhouse, and even more embarrassed that I help her out there, but such things do not bother me. I have endured much worse living in slave pits next to twenty other a'ani, waiting for a battle or to be assigned a new task. I have eaten from troughs and shat in the same bucket as a dozen other males. Helping Angie is nothing.

      I strip my clothing off when we return to her cave, and I notice she averts her gaze, as if such things are not to be seen. Humans are curious with their shyness about the body, but she will be warmest if my skin is next to hers, and I tell her so. She changes into a lighter tunic, insisting I turn my back so she can switch leathers, and I do so. When she curls up in bed beside me and puts her cold hands on my skin, she sighs with contentment.

      "Gosh, you're warm," she murmurs, sleepy.

      "Very." I have never been so pleased about my body temperature before now. A'ani are warmer than humans, it seems, though we share many other similar characteristics. She clings to me, then discreetly pushes one of the furs over my naked groin before sighing and snuggling close once more. Her breathing evens out, and I put a hand on her shoulder, feeling her skin against mine for the second time. The leather tunic she wears has no sleeves and a skirt that goes to her knees. I touch her arm, thinking of how soft she is, and close my eyes.

      My cock aches, heated as if fevered. I try not to think about it, because such things are not for a'ani. If I were in the slave pits and my cock hardened, one of my masters would pull me aside and give me an injection of suppressant. A'ani are not treated like other gladiators, who are encouraged into full rut so they can fight for females and breed more slaves upon them. A'ani are tools, and we work best as a team. A distracted a'ani is a useless one, and all a’ani are sterile. Even though I am over thirty years old, I have never felt the urge to take a female.

      I am feeling that particular urge all too hotly at the moment, though, and there are no suppressants on this planet.

      I am not entirely sure how to handle such things. My palms itch and I long to grab myself and rub until I am free of the throbbing torment, but I do not want to wake Angie. I think of things other than mating, trying to distract myself. I think of hunting, of my feet crunching in fresh snow. I think of the way the salty ocean tastes on the air when a brisk wind hits my face. I think of the clouds overhead that hide the stars from view more often than not, and the two weak suns that shine in the sky. I think of the purple, jagged mountains, and how much there is to see in this harsh landscape.

      Eventually, the throb of my loins eases into a dull ache, and I can feel my length receding. Pleased, I relax and rub my thumb over Angie's skin as she sleeps. Her mouth is open slightly, and she snores, just a little.

      It makes my cock hard again.

      I think of the mountains once more, until the need to rut goes away. I have waited many, many years for this. I can wait a few months more. Or a year, if I must. I will wait until Angie is ready for a male. I will wait until she welcomes me with open arms to take me into her body. I can be patient.

      My cock throbs again, reminding me that not all of me is patient, and I think of the mountains that edge the furious ocean until I fall asleep.
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      The next morning, Angie is shy. She keeps her gaze averted as she puts on her layers of clothing, but she lets me help her to put her pants and her boots on. Despite my vows that I only wish to be of service to her, she seems uncomfortable, so I help her out to the fire and then deliberately give her space. She is having more difficulty moving around, and I think I will stay near camp until she has her young. I scoop a cup of hot tea out of the hanging pouch and offer it to Angie, who smiles at me gratefully as she eases herself onto her regular seat. A dark-skinned female with a child in her arms offers my female one of the hard, fatty cakes, and Angie takes it, nibbling on it. Now that she is settled, my thoughts turn to the encampment. There are things I can do here, though I will miss the adventure of hunting. I can fish, though, and repair nets, and scrape hides—

      “Vordis!” Thrand crosses the beach with strong, angry strides, his face a thundercloud.

      I expected this moment. He will be furious that I have spent time with Angie without him. He will want to sleep in her bed and share warmth with her. He will linger around the camp if I do so, and my irritation surges. I deliberately turn away from him, moving to the nets that are spread over an outcropping of nearby rocks to dry. One of the females—I do not know her name—gathers one, gives me a faint smile, and then heads down the beach to meet a friend and fish with her. I take the net that is left, but before I can sling it over my shoulder, Thrand is there. He gives my arm an angry smack to get my attention.

      “Brother, where have you been?”

      “In camp,” I say, knowing the answer is vague.

      His eyes narrow at me. “Cashol took Nadine and Penny and Steph hunting this morning. I waited for you thinking we could catch up, but that was before the suns were high in the sky. We will not catch up with them now unless you want to track them.”

      “You go,” I tell him, gesturing at the roiling ocean waters. “I will fish this day.”

      “Fish?” His lip curls. “Hunting is much better.”

      I agree—hunting is more enjoyable, but if I am fishing, I can watch Angie more closely. Hunting takes me out into the snows all day long. “Then go. I am fishing this day.”

      “I will stay with you,” Thrand says after a moment. “We are a’ani, after all.”

      I grit my teeth. “That means nothing on this world. You can do as you like. Go hunting. I do not care. We do not have to do things together.”

      Thrand studies me, his eyes narrowed. “Is that what you did last night? You deliberately did not return to the tent because you wished to prove you did not need me?”

      I scowl at him. Should I admit that I was with Angie? Taking care of her? He will just insist on doing the same. But Angie has shown no indication that she wishes to spend time with him…just me. Dark, delicious pride swells in my spirit and I cannot resist goading him. “I kept Angie warm under the furs in her cave.”

      His eyes blaze, his body going stiff. “You what?”

      “You heard me.” I toss the net over my shoulder, the wrapped rock-weights that dangle from the edges clacking against my arm. “She is cold in her cave at night. I warmed her. It was nothing more than that.” I do not tell him about the kissing. Such things are for her and me to share alone. “While you played games with the females on the beach, I did my duty to her.”

      Thrand grunts, and when I head down the beach toward the water, he stalks at my side. “You should have told me she needed us. I would have been there.”

      “She did not need ‘us,’” I tell him. “We do not have to be a’ani here. We can be our own people.”

      “But we are dedicated to her,” Thrand tells me.

      “I will remain dedicated to her,” I say. “You are free to do something else.”

      “Something else?” He snorts, and when I pick up the pace, he jogs at my side. “We are clones. If you do something, I should do it, too. Our minds and hearts are the same.”

      Anger boils in my belly. “We are not the same. We may be made from the same material, but we do not have to be the same person,” I snap at him. “We can think differently.”

      “But,” Thrand begins, clearly confused.

      I stop in my tracks, and my annoyance flares when he does, too. There is no malice in his gaze, just puzzlement, as if I am an old gladiator that has suddenly shown a repertoire of new moves. “Thrand. We separated last night. You stayed with the others on the beach. Why is that?”

      His brows furrow together. “I wished to play the kissing game. I wanted to mouth-mate a female.”

      “One in particular?”

      Thrand’s expression grows cagey. “Perhaps.”

      “I did not want to play the game,” I explain to him. “The only female I wish to kiss is Angie.”

      “I understand that,” he says patiently, as if I am making perfect sense. “We are dedicated to her. We—”

      “But you kissed other females, did you not?” I continue, interrupting. When his mouth firms into an angry line, I continue. “I want no female but Angie. When I think of kissing another female, my spirit sickens. When I think of protecting her, I feel complete. Like I am where I should be. How do you feel when you see me with Angie?”

      “I feel the same—”

      “No,” I snap. “You do not. Think for yourself, Thrand. How do you feel when you see me with Angie?”

      He stares at me for a long moment, as if it never occurred to him that we might think differently. “Competitive,” he admits after a long, quiet moment. “Like I should be there, at her side, taking care of her better than you.”

      “Do you know how I feel when I see you with her?” I continue.

      He shrugs.

      “I want to throw you to the ground in anger. I want to push you aside because you dare to look at her. I do not feel like a’ani when I see you with her. I do not want her to think of us as the same. I want to be Vordis. I want to be the only one she sees. Do you understand?”

      Thrand stares at me. “You are jealous.”

      “I am,” I admit grimly.

      “But…we cannot be jealous. We are a’ani—”

      “But I am jealous,” I tell him. “And if we thought the same, you would be, too.”

      “This makes no sense,” Thrand protests. “We are—”

      “I know what we are,” I tell him irritably, and storm away. Thrand needs to realize that we do not have to be tethered together as one. We can be our own people.

      This world is a fresh start for all of us.
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      ANGIE

      My water breaks during a tribal gathering. It’s only been a day, maybe two, since Vordis started sleeping in my furs to keep me warm and the world changes on me again. This planet will not cut me a break, it seems.

      But babies are nothing new to these people. The moment I declare my water breaking, Liz and Harlow rush me away from the crowd—well, as fast as three pregnant women can go—and someone grabs Veronica. I’m taken back to my cave and undressed except for a tunic to cover my breasts and make me feel less self-conscious. A fur is tossed over my hips as I sit down on the floor and I notice my blankets have been swapped out for old, stiff hides that are covered with stains. “Feel free to bleed all over these,” Liz says cheerily.

      I just clutch her arm, shocked. “I’m going to bleed?”

      “Hopefully not?”

      I whimper.

      Liz’s eyebrows go up. “Oh, honey. What do you know about childbirth?”

      “Nothing!” I shriek as a hard contraction rips through my belly. “Why would I know anything about childbirth? I wasn’t planning on having kids for a long time!”

      “Well, there might not be a lot of blood if there isn’t much tearing,” Liz begins, and Harlow gives her a horrified look. “What? Okay. Let’s pretend like you won’t bleed and everything will go as normal. You’re about to have a cascade of gross bodily fluids happen.” She pats my arm. “Lucky for you, if you poop on the blankets, we promise not to laugh…much.”

      I stare at her, open-mouthed, and then burst into tears.

      “Liz, I think your bedside humor might not be what Angie wants right now,” Harlow says gently.

      “Oh, come on!” Liz protests. “I made Claire laugh all through her last birth with that poop joke.” She puts her hands in the air. “Fine, why don’t I get some hot water?”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Harlow agrees, and helps me onto the floor as Liz leaves. “Just pretend she didn’t say any of that. Liz likes to shock people.”

      “Well, I’m shocked all right,” I manage through my tears.

      “God, me too,” Veronica says, her mouth hanging open. “This is my first baby, also.”

      “Yaaaay,” I give a watery cheer. “We’re all completely new to this.”

      Harlow chuckles. “I promise you it’s not that bad. And I’ve done this before. It’s not as dreadful as the movies make it seem.”

      “Wasn’t there a J-Lo movie where she died in childbirth?” I ask, panicky.

      “Oh, I saw that one!” Veronica nods. “Jersey Girl! Or wait, was there more than one where the mom died in childbirth?” She blanches and shakes her head. “You know what? Let’s just table that thought.”

      Harlow makes a humming sound of agreement. She grabs a pillow and helps tuck it under my lower back, her expression utterly calm. “You’ll want to sit until you feel the baby about to come out, and then it’s easier to squat.”

      “Squat?” I echo, horrified. “I can’t squat. I can barely stand upright.”

      I can tell she’s biting back a laugh. “You’ll want to squat, trust me.” Then she takes my hand in hers and gives it an encouraging squeeze. “You’re not alone in this. I promise. We’ll be right here the entire time.”

      Her easy reassurance makes me feel a little better and I relax until the next contraction quickly ripples through my belly. I whimper, because it feels like my entire lower half is staging a revolt.

      “So, I’m pretty new to this whole baby thing,” Veronica whispers, leaning in. “Should I be checking for dilation or some crap like that?”

      “We’re okay,” Harlow says, smiling. “It might be a while yet. When she feels like squatting, we’ll know the baby’s about to arrive. Until then, we can just relax.” She pats my fingers. “Are you excited?”

      “No,” I choke out, wincing as another contraction ripples through me. My pants are gone, but I still feel like I’m all wet down below, and it’s a horrible feeling. All of it’s pretty horrible, actually. I cling to Harlow’s arm. She might be calm, but I’m all panic inside. What if this is a monster baby? What if it’s about to eat its way out of my womb? What if it’s too big and I can’t push it out? Panic spirals through me, and when the next contraction hits, it feels like I can’t breathe. Spots swirl in front of my eyes, and I pant, unable to get enough breath.

      “Calm down,” Harlow says in that gentle voice of hers. “Really, Angie. Just calm down.”

      “I…I…”

      “Angie,” comes a firm voice from just outside my cave’s entrance. I realize belatedly that Veronica’s put up the blocking screen that I never use, protecting us from any onlookers that might want to peep into the cave and gawk at my splayed legs. I know that voice, though. It’s Vordis. “I wish to be at your side,” he calls out.

      Both women look at me. Harlow gives my hand a little squeeze, her eyes full of understanding. “Do you want me to send him away? I can get Rukh.”

      I consider everything for a moment—how awful I feel, how much pain I’m in and how much I’m sweating, how Liz told me I could probably poop on the floor and bleed everywhere. This is not a sexy moment and I should probably send Vordis away…but I really want him at my side. I feel so safe when he’s around. “I want him here,” I tell them. “Please.”

      Before Veronica can get up to move the screen, Vordis pushes his way in. His face is taut with worry for me and he immediately drops to his knees at my side. “Angie. My heart. Tell me what I can do to help.”

      His heart?

      His heart? My jaw drops in surprise. Oh my goodness. I don’t know what to say. “Just…hold my hand and tell me everything is going to be all right,” I ask him in a small voice.

      “Of course it will,” Vordis says in an utterly calm voice. “You are strong and brave.”

      “I don’t feel very strong and brave,” I admit as he sits down next to me. A moment later, he moves closer, and then I realize he’s not sitting down next to me after all, but behind me, so I can lean back against him. It’s thoughtful, because my back is killing me, and the moment he pulls me back against him, I sag backward, letting his strength do all the work.

      “You are strong and brave,” he reassures me. “You have been strong and brave ever since you arrived here. No other female could take all that you have been given.” His breath whispers against my ear. “Strength does not always mean fists, my heart. Sometimes it means waking up to endure another day.”

      I almost start to cry at that, but another contraction ripples through my belly, distracting me, and I clench his hand and Harlow’s both.

      “They’re coming pretty fast together,” Veronica says. “That’s a good sign, isn’t it?”

      Harlow nods. “It might not be a long birth.” She hesitates and then looks at me. “Should we be preparing for Thrand to show up, too?”

      I stiffen, because I don’t want him here. It’s crowded enough as it is.

      “He is not coming,” Vordis tells me. “I insisted he stay by the fire.”

      “Oh, okay.” Harlow seems a little puzzled at this.

      I’m relieved. I don’t want to deal with him right now. I have enough to focus on. “Vordis, what if my baby’s not human?”

      “It will not be human,” he says calmly. “But it will be all right.”

      “You don’t know that,” Harlow exclaims. “Don’t tell her that!”

      He just smooths my hair back from my sweaty brow and strokes my arm. “I am here,” he murmurs, and I get the impression his words are for me alone. “There is no need to be afraid. I will not let you come to harm.”

      Strangely enough, I do feel reassured at his words. It’s like his calm is rubbing off on me, and my panic starts to ebb even as the contractions grow stronger and stronger, moving faster together. Veronica and Harlow take a peek under the fur after a bit.

      “Won’t be long now,” Harlow says. “Whenever you’re ready, Angie, you let us know.”

      Liz returns with water a short time later and her jarring comments from earlier don’t seem nearly as frightening with Vordis at my side. He doesn’t speak to her—to any of them, really—but continues to touch me, stroking my hair and my face, touching my neck and my arm, and murmuring words of encouragement. He lets me know at every moment that he’s right there, and I don’t feel self-conscious or strange that he’s in the room while I’m giving birth. It seems natural and right. Of course Vordis should be at my side for this. Hasn’t he been at my side for every other moment of this bizarre journey?

      My lower half clenches hard, and I groan, shuddering as the need to push starts to come along with increasingly strong contractions. “I need…to squat…now…” I manage to tell the others between puffs of breath.

      “Let’s get this done, then,” Harlow says, all cheerfulness. She unrolls a soft, pale fur that looks like velvet and spreads it in her lap, waiting.

      Vordis helps me to my feet and, using his arm as an anchor, I squat uncomfortably. I’m just about to ask if I should push or not when the feeling overwhelms me, and I start to push regardless of whether I’m supposed to or not. I bear down, groaning, and Harlow and Veronica and Liz are all saying encouraging things. I don’t hear any of them, though. I only feel Vordis’s arm, hear the low timbre of his voice as he speaks to me. I can’t hear anything from the rushing of blood in my ears, though, as my body forces the child out.

      With an immense push, I can feel something move. I groan hard, and then Harlow’s there, catching something slippery that comes out from between my thighs. “Here we go,” she calls out happily, and I fall back, exhausted and dizzy from all the pushing. Vordis has me, of course, and gently lowers me to the ground. He lifts me up and tucks pillows behind me so I can recline comfortably, and brushes tendrils of hair off of my sweaty skin.

      “You did well,” he murmurs, his eyes full of pride, and I smile up at him, weak and exhausted. It’s done.

      An infant’s cry cuts through the air of the tent, and I realize with astonishment that the infant crying is my baby.

      I’m a mother. Oh my god.

      “She’s stunning,” Liz declares. “Holy fuck, what a pretty baby.”

      “She is beautiful,” Harlow agrees, and hands me my child, the umbilical cord still attached.
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      She’s the most beautiful, perfect, tiny baby I’ve ever seen. I stare down at the child in my arms, unable to believe that she came from me. I’ve seen newborn babies that look squished and wrinkled, but this one is gorgeous. Her bones are delicate, her cheeks full and rounded, and her closed eyes are large and slightly tilted. Long, pointed ears are folded back against an absolute wealth of silvery-purple hair that looks like wet corn silk. Her nose is tiny, her mouth a little rosebud, and her skin is a bright, solid red.

      She’s a clone.

      I take one little hand, and as her tiny fingers curl around mine, I see that she’s got the teensiest little webs between her fingers. I imagine they’re between her toes, too.

      “She’s not human,” I breathe out, both startled and full of wonder at this little creature holding onto me.

      “I noticed,” Liz says. “Doesn’t mean she’s not utterly divine.”

      She really is. As I gaze down at her, the little rosebud mouth works, and she smacks her lips. Oh. “Should I feed her?”

      “Did you want someone else to?”

      “No, of course not. She’s mine.” I feel a stunning surge of possessiveness and clutch her close to me. My tunic doesn’t have ties in the front, so I have to pull it up to my neck, exposing my breasts. I don’t care if everyone sees every inch of me; the only thing that matters right now is feeding my baby. My love. My precious, perfect girl.

      I feel guilty for every worried thought I’ve had since waking up and discovering I’m pregnant. Every stab of resentment, every bit of envy, every anxious moment is gone in an instant. Of course she’s beautiful. Of course she’s delicate and lovely and so ethereal it makes my heart hurt to look at her.

      “Did you think of a name?” Harlow asks.

      Oh god, a name. Of course I haven’t thought of a name. I haven’t thought beyond the actual birth itself, because I was so worried and convinced I’d be giving birth to a monstrosity. She’s as far as you can get from such a thing, though. She’s just…perfect. “No, not yet,” I admit. I’m not prepared to be a mother, not really.

      But looking down at this gorgeous little face, I’m going to give it a try.

      When her mouth works again, I put her to my breast and she latches on immediately, milk dribbling down the sides of her mouth as she starts to nurse. It’s an odd sensation, but I just feel like laughing and crying all at once. I’m so happy.

      I’m so…relieved.

      “I hate to be the party pooper,” Liz says. “But we should cut that cord and you’re probably going to have the afterbirth soon.”

      “Sure,” I breathe, and turn to look at Vordis. “You don’t have to see this part.”

      “I am not leaving,” he tells me. “No matter how bad it gets.”

      There’s more to be done, and the next part isn’t glamorous in the slightest, but it’s just another part of giving birth, and with my beautiful baby nearby, it doesn’t seem that bad. Once the baby’s done nursing, Harlow gives her a quick bath, and then her skin looks even more red than before. It’s a startling contrast between the silvery down on her head. She wails, and when they hand her back to me, her eyes open and she gazes at me, full of wonder. Or gas. Or something. Whatever it is, I’m entranced. Her eyes are the same pale, pretty silver-purple as her hair and when she blinks, the pupils contract and for a moment, her eyes look like a cat’s. It reminds me just now very not human she is.

      Then the others depart, slipping away one by one.

      “We’ll bring some extra blankets and butt wraps you can use for diapers,” Liz says just before she leaves. “And if you need anything else, we’re just a short scream away.”

      “I think I’m okay,” I tell them, smiling. The baby’s holding onto my finger again and I just want to cuddle her forever and stare down at her. “Thank you, guys. I mean it.” They’ve cleaned up my cave and given me fresh clothes and blankets, and there’s food and water nearby. They’ve done everything, and all I had to do was give birth. I’m lucky to be stranded with such wonderful people.

      Liz just smiles. “Babies are a regular thing around here. You’ll see.” Then she leaves, and it’s just me and Vordis, who waits nearby, watching me as I lie in the furs with my baby cradled to my breast.

      His expression is impossible to read, so I don’t say anything. I just gaze down at the little one in my arms, utterly fascinated. She’s going to need a special name, I decide. No “Angie” for her. But what? “I never thought of a name,” I admit softly to Vordis. “I didn’t think that far ahead.”

      “You have been worried.” His tone is calm, even. “Do you need anything?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      I glance over at him, rubbing the baby’s tiny red fingers with the pad of my thumb. “I have questions.”

      He inclines his head. “I thought you might. Ask, then. I will tell you what I know.”

      “She’s a clone, isn’t she?” My little love smacks her lips as if agreeing. No crying, which is interesting. I’m sure she’ll cry soon.

      “Yes. The red skin is a genetic marker to let others know that she is a clone. It is mandated by law. All clones have red skin, no matter their race.”

      “Do you know what race she is?”

      He hesitates, then rubs his chin. “I have not seen her kind before, but if I had to guess, she is Qura’aki. I have heard of them, but I have never seen one in the flesh.”

      “What’s a…quora…” I give up on pronouncing it and look at him again.

      “Qura’aki,” he repeats, the sound fluid and beautiful on his lips. “It means ‘the fair ones’ in an old, old language.” His gaze slides to the baby. “They are a famously exotic breed of clone with pale lavender hair and eyes. I heard they also have lavender skin but…” He shrugs.

      Right. She would have red skin because they’re branding her as a thing instead of a person. My heart hurts to hear that. I clutch her tighter to my chest. “So someone made themselves a slave and put it inside me,” I say flatly.

      I hate that he nods.

      “Why put a clone inside me, then? Why not put her in a test tube like you and Thrand? I don’t understand.” I clutch my sweet little one closer to my breast, even though she’s no longer hungry. “Why put her in a human?”

      Vordis’s expression is grave, as if he knows how much this information bothers me. “Some clones are more delicate than others. I have heard that Qura’aki are fragile and fare better when they are carried in a live vessel.”

      “You sure do know a lot about this,” I mutter, even as I touch my precious baby’s cheek. God, she’s beautiful. I can’t stop staring at her. Her skin is less of a fiery, angry red like Vordis and more of a sweet, deep red that makes me think of Valentine’s Day and hearts, of all things. I want her to open her eyes and look at me again, but she’s drifting off to sleep and I don’t want to wake her. I just want to keep touching her and loving her. She’s so tiny. I touch her little hand again and smooth my fingers down her arm, noticing for the first time the delicate little flap on her lower arm. It matches the webbing between her fingers, and I wonder if the Qura-whatever were an aquatic people. In a way, she reminds me of a little mermaid with her cute fingers and perfect face and pointy long ears. A mermaid-elf, I decide.

      “I have told you,” Vordis says, his voice even and low. “I am dedicated to you. Thrand is, too.”

      For some reason, it doesn’t just sound like a vow this time. There’s something more going on that I’m not picking up. His face is troubled, and that worries me. “Vordis, what do you mean?”

      “Do you remember when they awoke us? How your stasis pod was between mine and Thrand’s?”

      I have trouble remembering much of that day. “Was it? I don’t recall.”

      “It is so we can protect you…because we are dedicated to you.”

      A funny feeling starts in my gut. “And being dedicated means…?”

      He spreads his fingers, as if lacking the words to explain. “It means that we have one goal in our lives and one alone—to protect you and your young from harm. We are…” He pauses. “Dedicated.”

      “Like an assignment?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You mean you guys were following me around because I’m some sort of homework assignment?”

      “I do not know what that is. All I can tell you is that a’ani are given a purpose. We are clones with a task. My task used to be to fight in the arena, to win glory for my owner. Now my task is you and your child.”

      I shake my head. This is just worse and worse. “Who assigned you to me?”

      “I do not know.” When I sputter, he continues. “My last memories are of finishing an arena battle with Thrand at my side. We lost, and I know my master was displeased. We were sent to our chambers…and then nothing. I woke up here, as you did. People care nothing for how a clone feels. They think of us as things to be owned and used, not as beings with a spirit. When I awoke here with Thrand, I assumed we were sold by our master, and when I saw you I could feel my new directive, one that had been implanted in my mind. I have no purpose in life except to protect you and your young.” Vordis gives a little shake of his head. “I do not know who bought us, though. I do not know their names or faces any more than you do. I suspect we would have, if we would have made it to our master’s side. Instead, we are here, a cargo that has never reached its destination.”

      Cargo. Slaves. Things.

      My poor baby. Poor Vordis.

      I know that years have passed, years since I was last aware of where I was. In talking with some of the girls the other day, we discussed what year we thought it was—my last memory is of the year 2010, and the last year that others remember is 2015. Liz and Harlow believe the current year is 2023 or 2024 depending on which one of them you talk to. I’ve lost an entire decade—or more. I think of the pod I was in, where I slept. Me and twenty assorted others, shipped like frozen hams out to a grocery store. Was someone stockpiling humans? Have I sat on the back of a shelf somewhere, waiting for my turn to be enslaved, only to end up here? I shudder.

      “Then…I wasn’t raped?”

      Vordis gazes at me for a long time. “I cannot say for certain, but the Qura’aki are an old race. The only ones said to exist are clones. It is far more likely you were purchased simply to act as a convenient vessel for the true prize.” And he gestures at the baby.

      It makes sense. In a way, it’s a relief. I don’t think I was raped. I have no memories of anything like that, and I imagine that it’s far more likely that Vordis’s scenario is the real one—that I’m just a human-shaped incubator for the perfect, beautiful prize that I just gave birth to. I lift my baby and press a kiss to her tiny brow. She stirs, then sucks on her fist and goes back to sleep, quiet and placid.

      “So…they wanted her? For what?”

      He spreads his hands. “Why does anyone wish a beautiful female?”

      “But she’s a baby.”

      “Perhaps someone wished a daughter, then.” But the look on his face tells me that it’s most likely not the case, and I bite back a sound of disgust, holding her tighter.

      My head is spinning. So much information has been flung at me tonight that my head feels ready to burst with all of this. “I can’t believe you knew all this time and didn’t tell me.”

      “I did not mean to keep it from you,” Vordis says, hand over his heart. “I thought your dedication was implanted in you as it was in me. I am not familiar with humans.”

      I shake my head, thinking of all the fears I’ve had over the last while, how worried I’ve been…and Vordis has had the answers all along. I shouldn’t resent him for withholding it—I don’t think he did it on purpose.

      But he doesn’t like me, either. Not like a guy likes a girl. All this affection? The longing glances? They’re not real. I’m just a “directive” to him, a subliminal message that’s been implanted in his mind while he slept. And that’s just as devastating. I gaze down at my baby, focusing on her. “Please leave, Vordis.”

      “Are you angry, Angie?”

      “I shouldn’t be, but I don’t know what to think right now,” I admit. “I need time to process it and I can’t with you sitting there. Just give me some space, okay?” The baby fusses, and it gives me an excuse. I look up at him, waiting. “I’m going to feed her and then take a nap.”

      He gets to his feet, reluctance evident in his movements. “Can I do anything else for you? Food? Drink? Blankets? Protection?”

      I shake my head. “Just space. That’s all we need right now.”

      It feels a bit like kicking a puppy, but he nods, his body stiff, and then he quietly leaves my cave. The screen is put back over the entrance a moment later, and then it’s just me and my beautiful baby, cuddled in blankets near the fire. Her hair’s drying and it sticks straight up from her head like lavender corn silk, and it’s the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen.

      She’s utterly glorious.

      I can’t believe someone cloned her to make her a…thing. A toy. A pet…or worse. Ugh.

      “You’re safe with me,” I whisper to her, and my heart fills with love when she coos back.
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      ANGIE

      Glory is the best baby ever.

      I’m biased, of course, but after the hell of my pregnancy and all the worry? My little love feels like a blessing. I can't stop staring at her, noticing all the beautiful little things about her, like her perfect tiny fingernails, or the delicate little sails on the back of each arm and leg, the tiny points of her ears, the thick, glossy mop of hair that stands completely upright as it dries. She sucks on her fist and yawns, her little cat eyes sleepy, and my heart squeezes every time I look at her.

      She's been a wonderful baby so far, too. Even though it's been a full day since she was born, Glory hasn't cried once. She just makes this sweet little peeping sound when she needs attention, and I'm quick to pick her up and cuddle her.

      I can't believe I ever had a resentful thought about this little darling. I don't even mind that my lower body aches like hell and that I feel all bloated and crampy. For Glory? It's totally worth it.

      I huddle in my cave all day, just nesting with my tiny baby. Veronica drops by in the morning to check on me, and then again in the afternoon. She can't do anything for Glory since Glory doesn't have a khui yet, but she exclaims over how beautiful my baby is and fusses over me instead. Since I don't have a mate to take care of me, all of the women in the camp stop by throughout the day to see the baby and chitchat. Well, they say it's to bring me food and to share hot tea, or to rebuild my fire for me, but I'm stranded without a TV, too. I know how much everyone in the tribe gossips, because that's all the entertainment we have.

      I don't mind, either. I'm excited to show my baby off. I want everyone to see how incredibly perfect she is. Liz and Harlow both fuss over her, rubbing their own bellies and thinking about when their babies are due. They have their kids with them, though, so they don't stay for long. Devi talks so much that Glory starts peeping with distress, and poor Devi looks so upset that she leaves after that. Hannah stops by, too, but she holds Glory so awkwardly and looks so bewildered by the baby that I take her back swiftly.

      Bridget and Sam hang out the longest, making sure my fire stays lit while I nap and sewing tiny little clothes as they do. "I need to do something with my hands," Bridget explains as she shows the little sack-dress she's making. "I should make my own clothes, you know, but I figured you might need baby clothes more, what with disposable diapers not really being a thing here." She shudders lightly.

      "Right." I already had this conversation with Gail. Lots of swaddling and changing it out throughout the day. Fluff from dvisti undercoats, and basically anything that'll absorb. And washing. Lots of washing. "I'll just have to make do." I play with Glory's little tiny fist, unable to stop staring at her.

      "I just can't get over how gorgeous she is," Sam exclaims. "Glory's the perfect name for her. I'm so glad she…" She makes a face and then stops.

      "Doesn't look like Gren?" I guess gently. "I was worried, too."

      "Well, we didn't know what she was going to be," Sam says lamely. "I'm sure you would have loved her no matter what."

      I would have. Looks don't matter. "Willa's happy with Gren. I've talked to him once or twice. He seems nice." I'd love Glory if she had a snout, absolutely. She's my baby. She's mine. I made her with my body. I can't describe to the others how that makes me feel, but I just want to shout from the mountaintops how amazing she is.

      "I'm happy for Willa. It could have been bad for her. I mean, she's so happy with Gren and that's great." Sam hugs her knees and watches as Bridget picks out a stitch. "Hannah's still fighting things, you know."

      "She is? J'shel seems nice. I thought she'd be happy." I haven't talked to the islander much, but J'shel is bright-eyed and eager and strong. Great body, too, though not as great as Vordis's. I frown to myself absently, because I shouldn't notice Vordis's body. I'm out of the running when it comes to resonating. I've got Glory to think about.

      "I don't know what's biting her ass," Bridget says, studying her handiwork. "He's cute, you know? Great hair. Brooke just wants to hold him down and braid him all damn day. And he's so nice to N'dek, too, always carrying him around. I thought she'd be happy she resonated before some of the rest of us."

      "You know how competitive Hannah is," Sam adds. "You’d think she’d be throwing this in our faces, but nope. She acts like she's miserable."

      "I think it's an act," Bridget tells Sam as an aside. "I told her the next time she bitches about him I'm going to tell Veronica to turn off her cootie like she did to Marisol and see how she likes it. That shut her up."

      "Wait," I interrupt, and I'm so startled that my voice is louder than it should be. Glory makes a restless little peep and I pick her up carefully again, moving her to my breast in case she wants to eat. Gail told me earlier that when in doubt, offer the boob, and I've taken her words to heart. I'm distracted, though. "What's this about Marisol?"

      The girls exchange a look. "You didn't know?" Sam asks. When I shake my head, she leans in and continues. "So they resonated on the island, right? But then that guy—T'chai—got super hurt. And then his wounds got infected. Really infected. His cootie's been fighting hard to keep him alive, but he hasn't exactly been getting better. And Mari's ultra-miserable because they can't do the deed and the damn cootie's telling her they need to fuck, right?"

      "So Veronica turned it off," Bridget adds, stabbing her thick bone needle through the tiny garment again. "She did something where she talked to the cootie in that voodoo way she does and made it go quiet. Said it was pulling him in too many directions for him to heal. Mari's is quiet, too. Now T'chai's getting better, but Mari's miserable because she doesn't know what to do."

      "That sounds…awful," I admit, and they nod sympathetically. "I had no idea Veronica could do that."

      "She didn't either," Sam says, leaning forward to poke at the coals with a stick. "Apparently she can. I don't know if she can turn it back on, though, but I guess it was a matter of life or death. At least T'chai's on the mend, right?"

      "Right," I say absently, stroking Glory's little cheek as she snuffles against my breast and starts to nurse. Right. Gosh. I think of Mari, who's been faithfully at T'chai's side since the islanders arrived. She's been so worried for him…and this is what she gets? I wonder if they still feel bonded or if that was turned off, too? Poor Mari. I hug Glory a little closer and I'm suddenly relieved that I got stuck with the mystery pregnancy while the others resonated. To think I was jealous.

      I'm not jealous now. I feel like I won the lottery.

      Someone clears a throat outside of my cave, and we all get quiet. Bridget and Sam turn around, curious, and then giggle when Vordis sticks his head in.

      “May I enter?” he asks, ever-solicitous.

      I hesitate, because after last night’s conversation, I’m not sure what to think of him. Yesterday, I was full of resentment at the thought of being an assignment. Today, I’m just sad. I know Vordis and Thrand think differently than humans, so I can’t be mad for not knowing something that they assumed I already was aware of. I can’t trust him like I did before, though. What if there’s something else he hasn’t told me?

      Living with aliens is complicated.

      “Sure, come on in,” I say, deciding to be gracious.

      He slips inside, his big shoulders hunched over, his hair brushing against the ceiling of the cave. With Vordis inside, things feel cramped and tight. Bridget and Sam exchange a look. “We were just heading out, anyhow,” Bridget says, putting away her sewing. “Hannah’s reorganizing storage again—you know how she gets when she’s stressed—and we promised we’d help.”

      “Right. Help.” Sam smiles brightly. “We’ll just leave you two alone.” And she giggles as they quickly leave my cave.

      Now I’m alone with Vordis and Glory. I shift on my blankets, trying to sit up a little straighter. As I do, the nursing blanket I have tossed over one shoulder slides to my lap and then I’m sitting in front of the big, red-skinned man completely topless, my breasts engorged with milk and Glory nuzzling at one nipple. Vordis’s gaze slides down and he stares for a moment, frozen, then swiftly turns his back to me.

      “Do I interrupt?” His voice is tight.

      “I’m just breastfeeding,” I tell him, blushing. I know it’s natural and I know that there’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’m not ashamed, but I also think he was startled, and I feel a little guilty. Plus, my boobs feel huge at the moment, and well, it’s just awkward all around. I replace the blanket, covering my other breast and then tucking it around little Glory as she nurses at the other. “I’ve covered up a bit more. You don’t have to turn away.”

      “It is…fine.” He shifts on his feet and his hand passes in front of his loincloth.

      I blink at that, surprised. Is he…turned on? I put a hand to my hair. It’s sweaty and tangled, and even though I’ve had a towel bath since I gave birth, I’m not exactly feeling my sexiest. It’s flattering to think he might be turned on at the sight of me, but it just adds to the awkwardness of the entire situation. Everything’s different now that Glory is here. I can’t just think like lonely Angie anymore—I have to think like Glory’s mommy. “So you’re just going to talk to me like that? With your back to me?”

      “For…now.”

      Okay then. “I hope you don’t mind if I feed Glory. She’s hungry. I think. I have to admit I’m still figuring out this whole baby thing.”

      He rumbles with something that might be a chuckle. “I wanted to see what you wished to eat today. I will go and hunt it for you.”

      I frown at his shoulders. “That’s not necessary. The others have brought me a ton of food and drink so I don’t have to leave the cave. I can just stay here with the baby and rest up.”

      "Then I will stay here and protect you." Vordis gestures at the doorway. "I will wait there and will be silent so you can sleep."

      I'm frowning again. I don’t know what to say to make this moment less uncomfortable. Then, it hits me. “Knock knock.”

      Vordis tenses, then moves over to the screen and peeks out, as if checking who’s on the other side.

      I can’t help but laugh. “It’s a joke, remember? I say ‘knock knock’ and you say ‘who’s there.’”

      “Is this where I was supposed to get your hole but was too slow?” he asks, his tone reproachful.

      Oh god—I’m dying. I guffaw so loud that it startles Glory. “Don’t make me laugh so hard,” I tell him between fits. “It makes everything hurt.”

      “Very well.” He waves a hand, not looking over at me. His back is stiff and I can’t tell if he’s offended or just confused, but his tone is patient. “Try this ‘joke’ again and I will pay better attention.”

      “All right. Knock knock.”

      “I am here.”

      “No, you say ‘who is there.’”

      “I did.”

      “No, that’s what you say specifically. ‘Who’s there?’” He is terrible at this, but I have to admit, that’s part of the charm.

      He sighs heavily. “Who is there?”

      “Ken.”

      “I…do not know this Ken.”

      Argh. “You’re supposed to say ‘Ken who,’ and then I say ‘Ken you believe I have a new baby?”

      “But…of course I can believe it?” Poor Vordis sounds mystified, and I just laugh again. “I’m sorry, never mind. Maybe the knock-knock jokes are a mistake.”

      He grunts, his hands on his hips. “I will give them some thought.”

      Poor man. I can’t stop smiling, though. His confusion is so dorky and charming. And oddly sexy, just like his protectiveness is. He continues to hover near the doorway, as if he has to protect us from the world, and I start to wonder if there’s something truly out there. Glory makes this wet little sound, distracting me, and I'm learning that means I should probably burp her unless I want to wear her meal. I pull her to my shoulder, rubbing her tiny red back gently. "Vordis, what are you protecting me from? Is there something bad going on in camp?"

      "No. It is my duty to protect you," he says, glancing over his shoulder at me briefly. "I am dedicated to you."

      Not this again. I continue to rub Glory's little back, her little movements flailing helplessly in the way that only newborns do. "But seriously, what do I need protection from? Someone at the camp? Wild animals? Or do you think the other aliens are going to come back for Glory?" Just thinking about it makes me so tense that I could scream.

      "No. I think we are safe here," Vordis reassures me. "And I protect you…because it is my duty." He sounds confused by my lack of understanding about this. Like I'm the one that's not getting it.

      "Vordis," I say gently, and then I get frustrated when he won't turn around. "Can you look at me, please? I promise I've covered everything."

      He slowly turns around, his body stiff, and sure enough, he's got a tent in the front of his loincloth. It's kind of cute how he's desperately trying to ignore it, his hands fisted at his side even as he tries to stand casually. Like something of that size wouldn't be incredibly obvious? Please. I can't stop the smile curving my mouth because even though I don't feel sexy right now, it's nice to think that I'm floating his boat, even nursing a baby.

      Glory lets out an obscenely loud burp, and I can’t help but laugh. "It still shocks me when she does that."

      "She is…charmingly small."

      I make sure her hindquarters are swaddled with the furs and skins I'll be using as “nappies” and then cradle her in my arms, glancing over at Vordis. He's watching us with such naked fascination on his face that it makes me feel…something. "Do you want to hold her?"

      "Me?" He seems surprised at the suggestion.

      "Well, yeah. There's no one else in here." I carefully hold her out to him. "Just be careful. Support her head and everything."

      Vordis drops to his knees beside my bed. He gingerly takes her from my arms and cradles her against his chest in an imitation of how I held her, and the look on his face is full of astonishment and wonder. It gives me that funny little thump in my heart again to see his expression. One big red hand holds Glory's tiny head, and the floss of her hair seems to stick to his fingers. She looks tiny in his arms, sucking on her fist and blinking her strange, beautiful eyes up at him. Their coloring is nearly the same, I realize. He could be her father.

      Funny how I like the thought of that.

      "Greetings," he murmurs gently down at the baby. "I am to protect you and your mother."

      I grimace to hear those words.

      "No harm shall befall you when I am around," Vordis whispers, and when she coos at him, the dumbfounded look on his face grows. He glances up at me. "Is she agreeing?"

      "No. She's a baby. It'll be a while before she talks, if she's anything like human babies." When he slowly nods, I have to ask. "Is this your first time being around a baby?"

      "I have seen Z'hren in the camp," he tells me, not looking up from Glory's little face. He reaches out and touches one small arm with a big finger, clearly fascinated. "Though I have not gotten too close."

      Seeing a baby around camp is not the same as holding one, but I don't point that out. I'm enjoying this moment too much. "No friends with small children?" I tease, and then feel bad. He was an arena gladiator—if he had friends, they were like Thrand. Other clones, born and bred to fight and die. The thought's a disturbing one. Of course he's establishing himself as a protector. That's all he knows how to do.

      I feel guilty for even being frustrated with him for a moment. That's not really fair to him. He's trying to be the best guy he knows how to be, and I really do appreciate it…even though it's not necessary. Thinking about other clones makes me think of something else, though. "Have you seen Thrand?"

      Vordis stiffens, as if offended, and his gaze flicks to me. "We are not always together."

      "I know," I say gently. "I wasn't implying that. I've just been in my cave and a little busy for the last day or two, so I haven't seen him. I was wondering if you had. I need to talk to him. Actually, I need to talk to you both."

      "Tell me what you need to speak to him about. I will pass it on."

      His words are clipped, abrupt, and I get the impression he's not thrilled with me asking about Thrand. His hands are gentle as he carefully holds Glory back out to me, and I take her from him, our fingers brushing. Funny how that little touch makes me feel as nervous as a teenager…and yet I'm sad when it's over. "It's the same thing I want to tell you—you don't have to look after me or guard me anymore. Just because some aliens implanted in your mind that you need to protect me doesn't mean that you have to. This place is a new start for all of us. You're free to be whoever you want to be. That doesn't mean my bodyguard. It doesn't mean a gladiator. If you want to be a potter or a fisherman or if you just want to spend all your time exploring this world, you can totally do that. You're completely and utterly free." I smile at him, stroking my fingers over Glory's soft hair. "It's not the life you imagined, but it can be an amazing one. Don't let some weird sense of duty to me hold you back."

      Vordis is silent. He watches me for a long moment, unblinking. "You wish me to leave you alone."

      I bite back my exasperation, reminding myself that he's hearing what he thinks because he doesn't understand any other way. "That's not what I said, Vordis. I'm trying to tell you that you can be whoever you want to be. You can protect some other woman, if you feel the need to protect someone. It just doesn’t have to be me.”

      He gazes at me solemnly. “There is no one for me but you, Angie.”

      My heart skips a beat. “You’re just saying that because it’s implanted in your brain.”

      “I am saying it because it is how I feel.” Vordis puts a fist over his heart, his look firm and resolved. “Just because I am dedicated to you does not mean I cannot feel other things.” He watches me for a long moment and then gets to his feet and leaves before I can think to respond.
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      VORDIS

      I storm down the beach in frustration, not seeing the landscape before me. My thoughts are full of Angie. Angie and her child. Angie's teats spilling loose as she leans forward. Angie telling me to leave her alone. Angie touching me as we sleep.

      I do not understand. I do not understand any of this and it angers me. My irritation grows when a familiar red-skinned form jogs up the beach, a net in his arms. "Where have you been?" Thrand's voice is accusing. "You said we were to fish together."

      "I went to see Angie," I tell him. "She does not wish for us to be dedicated to her. She does not want us to guard or protect her."

      His expression is puzzled as he untangles a bit of the net hanging from his arm. "It is not her decision. It is never a slave's decision."

      "We are no longer slaves." I can see that the meaning is lost to him. All of the rules we have been taught are rules that are given to slaves, to people who have only one task in their lives. We are not used to deciding for ourselves. "If she does not wish for us to be around, we must honor those wishes."

      "I will tell her it is not her decision," Thrand says, pushing forward as if to move past me.

      I stop him before I can even think. "No," I say when he looks at me in surprise. "She and her child are sleeping. I will tell her later." I will do no such thing, but I do not like the thought of Thrand going to Angie when I am not there. I do not want to see her face light up in greeting. I do not want her to smile at him more than she smiles at me.

      "Are you keeping me from her?" Thrand asks, incredulous. He gives my shoulder a shove.

      "No. She feeds her child. Leave her alone." And I shove him back.

      "I think you lie to me, brother," Thrand retorts, and gives me another shove, then tosses the net on the ground.

      "Enough!"

      The hard, rough voice is a familiar one. Both Thrand and I look over to see Raahosh stalking forward. While Vektal is gone, the scarred, silent sa-khui male has taken it upon himself to lead us, and he has made it very clear it is not a task he enjoys. He stalks forward, glaring at both of us, and near his feet, his older daughter skips at his side, her hair bouncing as if she has not a care in the world.

      I realize that we are not alone on the beach. There are many others nearby. I see Willa and Gren, the fearsome beast warrior, sitting nearby mending a net. Raahosh's younger daughter sits at Gren's side, petting his arm. Past them a cluster of females watch, and they are accompanied by some of the island males.

      Everyone has seen Thrand and me argue over Angie now.

      "No fighting," Raahosh tells us, voice curt. "That is for kits. You are hunters. Act like them. We do not battle here."

      "Listen to him," Thrand says, and gives me a hard shove. I shove him back, and his grin infuriates me.

      "We are not fighting." I step away before Thrand can shove me again. "We are disagreeing…with our hands."

      Raahosh just gives me a narrow-eyed glare. Thrand pauses, curious. "Why can we not battle? What if we wish to compete?"

      "No battles," Raahosh snaps again.

      "Papa, you sound as cranky as Mama," his daughter says, holding his hand and gazing up at us. "Do you want a fucking floor, too?"

      The color drains from Raahosh's face. He scoops up his daughter and pulls her to eye level, frowning at her. "We have talked about this before, Raashel. Just because Mama says bad human words does not mean you can."

      "Fucking floor!" cries the little one sitting next to Gren.

      Someone giggles. An adult female. Willa presses her fingers to her mouth, trying to hide a laugh.

      Raahosh turns around and glares at everyone. "All of you, enough. Do not encourage them." He turns back to his daughter, shifting her against his hip. "Now see what you have started? Aayla will never stop now."

      "She's naughty," agrees Raashel, looking smug.

      The sa-khui male's nostrils flare, and he looks as if he is fighting back irritation. He pats his daughter on the back and sets her down again. "Go sit next to Aayla and Gren. Now. Papa is going to talk to the hunters."

      "But what about Mama's floor?" Raashel asks, her little lip quivering.

      "We will make her a floor before your sister gets here, I promise." He thumps her on the backside, and her tail flicks with irritation. "Go."

      With a little flounce, she tosses her hair and storms over to her sister, who has crawled into Gren's lap and plays with a net from there. Raahosh just rubs a hand down his face. "They are a handful. I can hunt for hours with patience, but keeping two female kits occupied for even a morning is trying my nerves."

      "You can help me, Raashel," Willa says sweetly, patting a spot next to her.

      The children watch Raahosh closely, and their attitudes make me curious. I realize I have not seen their yellow-haired mother—and Raahosh's mate—this day. "Is your female unwell?"

      The tall male crosses his arms over his chest. He eyes Thrand and me for a moment, but when we do not erupt into fighting, he sighs and speaks. "My mate is having belly pains that say her kit is on the way. They are too far apart for it to be coming swiftly, but too much for her to handle with the girls this morning, so I have them. She is…in a bad mood."

      "She wants a fucking floor," Raashel says again helpfully. "That's what she told Papa this morning."

      Raahosh's nostrils flare and his body stiffens. "Raashel…"

      "Sorry Papa."

      The child does not sound sorry to my ears. I eye their father, but he just looks tired and frayed. "A floor?" I ask, curious. If she is having a child and wants a floor…perhaps this is something that Angie will want, too? My body floods with eagerness. I want nothing more than to provide for her, to take care of her and her child. If this is something that will please her… I think of her turning to me and smiling, her face alight with joy. She will reach for me, and the furs will fall from her full teats once more and—

      I grit my teeth, trying to focus. I cannot think of such things right now.

      Raahosh gestures at a large pile of wood at the far end of the beach. “A floor,” he agrees. “And possibly walls. We had permanent homes in Croatoan, with stone walls and sturdy floors. She does not like a tent on the beach. The more her belly swells, the less she likes it. She does not like sand, my Liz.” He glances over at us. “So while she chases us away from the tent, I am gathering materials to make her a sturdier dwelling, since there are not enough caves for everyone. We will use wood for the floors since so much of it is washing up from the island, and I will make my mate a hut so she is more comfortable. We spoke of this in the tribal meeting days ago. Were you not listening?”

      As Raahosh speaks, I look at the pile of wood, my thoughts racing. How many times has Angie mentioned that she does not love her cave? That it is cold and damp? She would like a floor, I bet. It would be something just for her and Glory, something to show her how much I can provide for her and her child.

      Perhaps then she will realize just how much she means to me. That I do not do this simply because I am dedicated, but because she is everything to me, her and her child both.

      Raahosh makes an irritated sound. “Clearly you are not.”

      I turn to him. “Eh?”

      “Listening,” he says, voice sharp. “You are not listening.”

      I do not care what he speaks of. I have a new idea, a grand one. “I wish to build a hut, too.”

      Raahosh looks surprised at my words. “You do? For yourself?”

      “For Angie. She deserves a floor for herself and Glory.” I think of the sleep chambers I have used in the past. Many were hard and unpleasant—a’ani are not given comforts—but occasionally there would be one where the bed would be the softest padding and the floors smooth and clean of debris. I think of Angie’s cold, dark cave. A hut with a wood floor would be perfect for her. I think of how her eyes would shine with happiness.

      “Did she ask this of you?” Raahosh’s voice is disapproving and his arms cross over his chest. “She recently gave birth. You should leave her alone.”

      I ignore his reproach, already visualizing how I will set up her hut. It will need to be circular, I think, with a central sunken firepit surrounded by stones so a spark does not touch the wood. I can build a frame underneath of stone so the wood does not sit flat on the sand and shift. The walls—

      “Yes, Vordis.” Thrand is at my side, and there is a fierce frown on his face. “Did she ask this of you?” His tone is accusing.

      I will not be thwarted in this. Thrand does not understand how I feel about Angie, not truly. He simply feels compelled to protect her. It is not the same. This is deeper. This is…me willing to do anything for her smile. Her laughter. Her touch.

      “I wish to court her,” I tell them bluntly. “I want Angie as my mate.”

      Raahosh says nothing. He simply watches me, as if waiting to see if I break underneath his gaze. I meet his eyes, unflinching. I am no slave any longer. I am free to do as I choose, and I choose to court Angie.

      “I will build a hut, too,” Thrand says. “It is my duty.”

      I turn to look at him, incensed. “No.”

      “Yes.” His expression turns challenging. There is nothing Thrand loves more than competition. “You do not own Angie. She has no mate. I am free to court her just as much as you are.”

      Anger flares through me, and my fists clench at my side. I know Thrand. I know he does not care for Angie as I do—he only does this because he likes to compete with me. He would not hold her close as she slept, or touch her as tenderly as I would. He would not rub her feet when they are hurting, or participate in her bizarre knocking jokes.

      He just wants to win.

      “Do not do this, Thrand,” I warn.

      “We shall both build her a hut and she will pick the one she likes best.” He claps his hands together and then rubs them eagerly. “It will be a fierce competition.”

      For a moment, I am so angry at Thrand I cannot speak. He would take Angie from me? He would step between us? Just because he feels the need to win at some unseen competition? My jealousy threatens to spill over and I turn to Raahosh, rage blazing in my eyes. He is the chief. He needs to stop this.

      Raahosh rolls his eyes and turns away. “You are both fools. Leave her alone until one of you—or neither of you—resonates to her.”

      What? I watch as he scoops up one of his daughters, hefting her onto his shoulder. She holds onto his horn, giggling with glee, and then they head toward the pile of driftwood he has made at the far end of the beach.

      “Two huts,” Thrand says, challenge in his voice. “Angie will pick which one she likes best and then whoever wins will be free to court her.”

      “Why do you do this?” I snap at him, but he is already jogging away, heading down the beach and scanning for wood. As I watch, he veers toward a log floating in the surf. The beach has been covered with debris from the island’s destruction for days now, and more washes in with every tide.

      Even so, I push forward. If he is determined to do this, I cannot let him have all the good wood. I am furious at my a’ani brother, even though I understand it. We have been trained all our lives to compete with one another, to focus on one task above all others. What is Angie if not the culmination of both things?

      I hate it, but I understand it.

      With an angry snarl, I strip off my boots and tunic, then wade into the surf to get a bobbing log close to where Thrand turns over a piece of wood already in the surf. Something tries to wrap a tentacle around my ankle, but I kick it aside. I do not have time for it. I must build Angie the most spectacular hut on the beach…and before Thrand does. My competitive a’ani nature flares and I wrap my arms around the enormous log, hauling it toward the sand.

      The male called J’shel leans on a spear nearby, watching Thrand and me work. He gives us a curious look. “You are hunting wood for the fires?”

      “We are making huts,” Thrand calls out to him. “To court Angie.”

      J’shel straightens, giving his long braid a toss over his shoulder. His color ripples, briefly matching the sand before turning back to his normal pale blue. “To court a female, you build her a hut? This is what human females want?” He looks at me, incredulous. “This is what it takes?”

      I just bare my teeth in a snarl. I do not need more males stealing wood when I have a hut to make for my Angie.

      Thrand laughs. “It is a competition.”

      “What is a competition?” asks another male that jogs up, and I am annoyed to see it is one of the furred-jaw males from the island. The handsome one—A’tam.

      “If you wish to court a female, you build her a hut,” J’shel says, and then puts a carrying loop on his spear and slings it over his shoulder. “I am going to make one for Ha-nah so she will pay attention to our resonance.”

      “Any female?” A’tam asks, rubbing his jaw with interest. “Truly?”

      “No,” I snarl, but none of them are paying attention to me. They are already racing down the beach, hunting for wood.

      And now there is more competition for an already rare resource. I turn to glare at Thrand, but he just grins in my direction, a look of fierce challenge in his eyes.
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      ANGIE

      I'm starting to feel like a hermit, staying in my cave all day, but I'm just so tired from taking care of Glory that I can't bring myself to go out and mingle. Others stop by throughout the day, reassuring me that it's normal for a new mom to feel wiped out and for me to take the time I need, but I still feel a little guilty. It's just so easy to get wrapped up in taking care of Glory, of basking in her milky little coos and sweet smiles that are probably gas. I could watch her for hours, but I'm learning that when Glory sleeps, I should sleep, too. So I doze on and off between visitors and work on gathering my strength.

      Liz stops by, her hands planted on her lower back, her face constricted in pain. "Fucking contractions," she tells me. "Too far apart. I swear this baby's taking her sweet time getting here."

      "You know it's a girl?" I ask her as I nurse Glory. "Even after two girls already?"

      "Feels like a girl," she tells me, rubbing her lower back. A wistful look crosses her face. "Too bad—I had the perfect boy name picked out."

      "Oh?"

      "Anakin," Liz says dreamily.

      "Like…the Star Wars character? The bad guy? Darth Vader?" I'm not sure I heard her correctly.

      She looks over at me with a frown. "Well, when you put it that way, it sounds shitty. Guess it's good that it's probably a girl." Liz tilts her head and looks thoughtful. "Do you think Kenobi would work for either gender?"

      "Uhhh…" I don't know what to say to that.

      "I know what you're thinking," Liz tells me with a wave of her hand as she paces back and forth. She told me that she's walking to try and induce the baby to come sooner. "It’s a shitty name. Clearly you’re not a Star Wars fan. It’s just that after Raashel, we kinda ran out of good combinations of our names. You know how everyone does that cute Brangelina thing with baby names here? You try combining Liz with Raahosh. Oh-shiz? Liz-osh? I am not saddling any kid of mine with that crap. And besides, Star Wars is awesome." She shrugs, and it turns into a slow rub of her neck and a grimace. "At any rate, I hope this baby comes soon so we can double up on sa-kohtsk hunting for the cootie."

      "That's the thing you hunted for our cooties, right?” I've been told that they'll hunt one in the next few days for Glory, and one of the big creatures will be brought down and a khui given to my baby so she can survive on this harsh planet. I don't like the thought of taking a parasite from a creature and infecting my child with it, but there's no other option. I cuddle Glory a little closer as she nurses, a little sad that her beautiful purple eyes will go blue. Oh well.

      I look up, but Liz is already pacing away, muttering to herself as she steps through the cave. She's waddling, and even though her belly is slight compared to Harlow's large one, there's no doubt in my mind that she's in the early stages of labor. She looks just as uncomfortable as I was. I wonder if I should go and check on her, but a pair of khui-bright eyes peer into my cave and I’m startled to see that it’s Vordis.

      “Oh,” I say in way of greeting, adjusting the nursing blanket over my breasts. “I-I didn’t realize you were there.”

      “Liz was just leaving,” he replies, as if that explains everything. “I wanted to see if you required food or drink or needed fuel for your fire.”

      Shaking my head, I gesture at my tiny little firepit. “We’re cozy enough.”

      “Warm?” He steps into the cave and squats by the fire, and red skin gleams in the firelight.

      I can’t help but stare a little. He’s sweaty and dirty and covered in sandy grit, which is odd for him. His short black hair is tousled and wild, and the five o’clock shadow on his strong jaw looks…nice. In fact, all of him looks damn sexy. I can’t help but stare as he reaches out to stir my fire with the bone poker and his arm flexes. His biceps are…delicious. Arm porn, I decide. Pure arm porn. He’s practically naked as he kneels in my tiny cave, and as it always does when he’s around, it feels small and cramped and far, far too cozy.

      Vordis watches me closely, and I realize he’s waiting for an answer. I can’t remember what we were talking about, though. All I can think about is his nearness. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, feeling breathless at his nearness. “What?”

      “Are you warm?” he repeats.

      "I'm fine." I study him for a moment. "Rough day?"

      "Why do you ask?"

      I gesture at the sand on his face, his arms, his hair…well, everywhere. "You're a little dirty."

      Vordis grunts. "It has been challenging, yes."

      "A hunt?"

      "No." He pokes at the fire again. "How are you faring? How is Glory?"

      "I'm good. I've mostly slept and taken care of her." The baby chooses that moment to finish nursing, her mouth sliding away. I lift her to my shoulder to burp her, patting her back. "And everyone in the tribe has stopped by for a few minutes today it seems, just to say hello."

      He goes very still. "Thrand, too?"

      "Well no, not Thrand. Just you." I give him a little smile. "It's just a saying."

      The big warrior inclines his head. "Like the knocking."

      Laughter spills out of me. "Yes, something like that."

      "I thought of one. A knocking."

      For some reason, my heart skitters with delight. "Oh?"

      "Yes. Go to knocking." He flicks a hand at me, indicating I should go first.

      Oh man. How many times have we done these jokes and he never grasps the concept? It's so adorably foreign to him but he keeps trying. Smothering my laughter, I manage to choke out a "Knock knock."

      "It is Glory," he tells me.

      "Glory?" I echo, puzzled.

      "Ready to greet her mother." He gives a triumphant nod. "Knocking on your womb."

      That was just…okay, weird. But funny in an awkward way. I laugh anyhow. "I'm not sure she can knock with these little hands." I curl one around my thumb and wave it at him as Glory squirms against my shoulder.

      He watches the baby for a moment, a smile on his face, and then looks at me. "May I hold her?"

      What? "Of course." I'm delighted that he wants to. I love showing her off, but the only ones that have volunteered to hold her so far are the women that are already moms. Everyone else is skittish as if they don't know what to do around babies. I know how that feels, but I wish more people wanted to snuggle her. She's such a snugglebun. I ease her off my shoulder and offer her to him. "She needs to burp, so you will want to put this cloth over your shoulder and rub her back."

      Vordis takes her from me, draping the soft leather over his big, bare shoulder and then gently cradling my tiny red daughter against him. One big hand curls around her back and he holds her carefully as she wiggles, her feet kicking. With his other hand, he runs two fingers up and down her back, and I'm touched at how gentle he is, how careful. Sure enough, Glory immediately gives a fat baby belch and then settles down against him with another happy coo.

      He holds her for a few minutes, quiet, and I wait for him to talk, to hand her back, to declare that he's done fussing over babies. But he only gives me a patient look. "Are you sure there is not something I can help you with while I am here? You know I will give you anything you ask, Angie. You but need to tell me and I will move the moons themselves to make it so."

      There's intensity in those words. I can feel a blush heating my cheeks, and as he carefully shifts tiny Glory on his shoulder, I'm filled with aching longing. It'd be weird if I asked him to kiss me, I bet. Here I am with big, nursing boobs and dirty hair and stretchmarks, only a few days out from the light of my life being born and I probably look like a hot mess. I know I feel like one. But seeing him with Glory sets all my hormones on fire, because in addition to the silly attraction I feel, now I'm speculating over what a great dad he'd be. He's strong, but he's so careful with her, and patient with me. Attentive. Caring.

      Loving.

      "I…" I begin, my lips dry. "Vordis…"

      He looks over at me, and his blue, blue eyes are so intense in his handsome, scarlet face. I'm pinned in place at the hunger in his eyes, the longing.

      Glory peeps, her legs kicking, and his attention flicks back to her. He smiles slowly, his lips curving as he adjusts her on his shoulder, and she stares up at him with wide, unfocused eyes.

      My heart can't take it. I get to my feet, wincing at all the aches that cascade through my body. "If you'll watch her for a moment, I need to run to the outhouse." I don't, really, but my cave feels too small right now.

      "Of course. She will be safe with me."

      I hesitate, because he knows nothing about babies, but Glory's just been fed and she's not the fussy type. I won't be gone but a moment, just long enough to stretch my legs and compose myself. Tugging my tunic closed with a tie at the neck, I nod and touch his shoulder, then slip on my boots and head out of the cave. The cold air hits my face like a wall, shocking me back into reality. There's a low murmur of voices around camp, and someone's laughing by the main fire—Bridget, it sounds like, and there's a man laughing with her. Someone claps and sings a song—a human jingle about burgers and fries—and it's a perfectly normal night on the ice planet. A few days ago, I might have felt lonely to hear everyone having fun around the fire, flirting and enjoying themselves. Now I have Glory, and everything's changing. I don't feel lonely anymore. I feel focused.

      I think of Vordis holding my little Glory and a warm flush of delight moves over me. I hurry to the outhouse, finish up, wash my hands in fresh snow, and then give my face a little scrub with even more snow just to freshen up. I smooth my wet hands down my hair, straighten my clothes, and wonder if Vordis still thinks I'm pretty. Composed, I head back to my cave and peek in.

      Vordis still sits in the same spot, though a handful of minutes have passed. Glory's cradled in his big hands and he holds her in front of him, murmuring low in that silky voice of his. She coos and giggles at him, her little fists waving as she tries to reach his face. I can't make out what he's saying, though, and I head forward, trying to be quiet and overhear.

      It doesn't work, of course. The big red warrior glances over his shoulder at me as I tiptoe in.

      "What are you talking to her about?" I ask, curious. I carefully sit down in my bed again and plump my pillows, and then reach out for the baby.

      He hands her back, his expression impossible to read. "I was telling her about my accomplishments this day."

      "Oh?" I wait to see if he's going to tell me about them, too.

      Vordis nods slowly. His gaze meets mine, searing with its intensity. "And I told her that I shall win. Mine will be best."

      Best? Before I can ask what he's talking about, he gets to his feet, briefly touches my cheek in the barest of caresses, and then leaves my cave.

      The next day, Veronica drops by, along with Harlow and Farli. They all squeeze into my cave and take turns oohing and ahhing over Glory and her chubby cheeks.

      "I can't get over how gorgeous she is," Harlow says, teasing a finger in front of Glory's face while Farli holds her. "She's prettier than any human baby and even all the half-human sa-khui babies. And those little blue nuggets are freaking adorable. But she's something else."

      "Isn't she?" I say proudly, thrilled like any mama as Veronica holds my hand.

      The women fuss over my sweet girl for a bit longer, and then Veronica gives me a little pat. "You're doing great. The cootie's working on mending everything. Your girl parts should be all healed up in a couple of weeks. Gail says back on Earth that it's about six weeks before you can have sex after a baby, but we heal faster and I really don't think it'll be that long.”

      "Just under a month," Harlow says, and then clears her throat, blushing. "In case you were wondering."

      "Oh." I don't know what else to say. They're all giving me sly looks as if I have some gossip to share, but I don't. "Great. Thanks. I'll keep that in mind if I decide to start dating. Instead of using an app, I guess I could just swipe-right on foreheads until I find the right guy.”

      Veronica giggle-snorts. "I’m not saying you have to use the info, just making sure you have it. That's all." She pats my hand again and then gets to her feet. "We should go say hi to Liz. She had her baby last night. Little girl number three for her."

      I didn't realize, but I'm thrilled for her. "Wonderful. What did she call her?" Oh boy, I really hope it's not Kenobi.

      "A-something," Harlow says, frowning to herself. "Do you remember it, Veronica?"

      "Ah-so-kuh," Farli adds after Veronica shrugs.

      “Right. Ahsoka. It's another Star Wars name. You know Liz and her obsession,” Harlow says, then rubs her own belly. "I guess I'm next, but this one's not coming quite yet, I don't think."

      Veronica touches Harlow's belly and then shakes her head. "Few more weeks."

      Harlow sighs and rubs her bulky stomach. "I'm more than ready. This has been the longest pregnancy ever and Liz was early, so that makes me feel worse. I bet I carry late. Like fourteen months isn't long enough."

      I stare at her in shock. "Did…you say fourteen months?"

      “Give or take.”

      “Good lord.” I think of how miserable the last few weeks were of my pregnancy and try to imagine how that must feel for several extra months, and shudder.

      Farli carefully hands me back Glory. "Sa-khui carry their kits much longer than humans."

      "Oh. I wonder how long I carried Glory." I settle her back in my arms. "I guess it doesn't matter. She’s here now."

      "All that matters is that she's healthy. Oh!" Veronica snaps her fingers. "Pashov found the trail of a sa-kohtsk and I'm supposed to tell you that you need to bundle up in the morning because you and Liz are heading out with Raahosh and most of the hunters for the ceremonial kill. We'll get Glory and Ahsoka all fixed up with their cooties and be good to go. I’m told it’s early for Ahsoka to get her cootie because they like to wait a few days, but it makes no sense to kill two critters two days apart. They want to strike while the iron’s hot and I’m just a quick flight away if there’s a problem." She smiles down at Glory and gives her a little poke.

      "Great," I tell them, smiling, but inwardly I'm a bit worried. "Is it safe?"

      "Safe enough as long as you're not one of the hunters," Farli says, her voice cheerful as she slips out of the cave with a wave goodbye. Veronica follows her out.

      Harlow pats my shoulder. "It'll be fine. The hunters will protect you. You're part of the tribe. Do bundle up, though," she continues, rubbing her arms. "There's snow coming in and because it's the brutal season, once we go into the mountains, it's going to be cold as hell."

      "Gotcha." I smile until they leave and then hug my baby close, still concerned. It's not that I need a mate at my side for this, but I wish I had someone to go with me, to squeeze my hand and tell me that everything would be all right. I like Liz, but she's not the most nurturing of souls. She's strong willed and independent and probably wouldn't appreciate me clinging to her, especially with a new baby. Same with the other hunters. They're nice, but…it's not the same.

      I…wonder if Vordis would go if I asked him. Then I blush, remembering Veronica's words. Sex in a few weeks…as if that'll be necessary. It’s not like Vordis has even offered to sleep with me again.

      Not that I’m upset about it.
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      VORDIS

      Building the hut for my Angie is an exercise in patience, because as every hour passes, I want to choke the life out of Thrand and the other males that are busily working on the beach.

      It seems that more and more are starting to build huts. Word has spread that if one wishes to court a female, he should build her a hut. The idea is completely wrong, but some of the island males are so eager to win the approval of unmated females that they do not listen to reason. They race down the beach, hunting for the wood that drifts in with the waves, and I am forced to go further and further out to increase my pile of wood. Every time I return to the spot that I have set up for Angie’s hut, it seems that there is yet another male starting his own, which means even more competition.

      And every time I look, Thrand seems to be ahead of me. I know my brother a’ani is skilled with his hands and determined, but I never thought he would excel at such a task. Yet he finds more wood than anyone else, and trades with some of the other men for pieces that fit his floor perfectly, and as a result, I am not yet even half done and he is almost finished. Thrand is reckless much of the time, but when it comes to building Angie’s hut, he has all the careful precision of a master craftsman.

      Which irritates me all the more.

      By the time the suns go down and the beach empties out, I am full of frustration. The floor I am making looks good, and I am carefully choosing pieces of wood that fit well together and make the floor relatively even, but I will not be done nearly as quickly as Thrand. After the floor is finished, I want to make her a padded bed to place under her furs and a screen so she can separate her furs from Glory’s when the child is older. I want it to be comfortable and pleasant, and I want her to love it. I want her to gaze upon it with that wonderful shine in her eyes and then turn to me with the look on her face that makes me feel as if I am so much more than just a gladiator, a clone who dares to reach above his station for a female. So I work later than the others, not caring that it is dark and icy. I walk along the beach looking for logs that the others might have missed, or that might have washed up in the hours since I last walked these shores. I am exhausted from hauling the large logs all day, plus carefully shaving down the knots with the crude stone tools available. All of this takes time and effort, but Angie is worth it. By the time I head back to the tent I share with Thrand, I want nothing more than to crawl into my furs until daylight so I can start all over again, but I turn toward Angie’s cave instead. I won’t be able to sleep until I know she’s safe and comfortable. I pick my way past the cave where the unmated females cluster in together, sharing warmth, and see that the screen in front of Angie’s cave is cracked and her fire has coals. I duck my head in to see if she is awake, and my eyes meet hers.

      Her smile is brilliant and immediate. “There you are. I was wondering if you were going to come by.” Her voice is a soft whisper, and her arms are empty, Glory tucked into a small basket next to her furs. She waves me in and I enter carefully, sliding the screen over the entrance behind me.

      “It is late. Why are you not asleep?” I kneel beside her fire, stoking the coals to give off more heat. She will be chilled if the fire dies.

      “It is late. Why are you peeping into my cave if that’s the case?” There’s a tease in her low voice, and she pats the furs at the foot of her bed, indicating I should sit with her.

      I shrug and move to where she directs. “I would not be able to rest if I did not check on you and Glory. How does she do this day?”

      Her smile is a little troubled. “She’s been fussy. Well, for her. Just restless and isn’t eating all that well. Harlow says it’s normal, that every baby waiting for a khui gets like that because the atmosphere here starts to affect them. She says it’ll get better when she gets the khui, but…it’s still hard to see.” Discreetly, she pulls the basket a little closer to her, as if needing to reassure herself that the baby is well.

      “Trust Harlow,” I reassure her. “She has done this before. If you need anything, I will get it for you, though. You only have to ask.”

      Angie smiles, her expression distracted, and then picks up one of the leather cloths she uses for the baby. She dips it in a nearby bowl of icy water and then brushes it over my arm. “You’ve got mud on your bicep.”

      I glance down. I am filthy with sand and mud, and I am tracking it into her cave. “I should leave,” I tell her, disappointed. “I do not want to make a mess here.”

      When I start to get up, she holds onto my arm. “No, Vordis, stay.”

      My blood heats, surging through my body. Need roars through me, and I force myself to be calm as I look over at her, at her shy expression and shining eyes. My female. My Angie.

      I will gut Thrand if he tries to touch her.

      The violence of my thoughts is stunning—and shameful. Thrand is my brother and companion. He cannot know how strongly I feel.

      “You can clean up in here,” she’s saying, her beautiful lips moving. Her fingers brush over my skin, and my cock throbs in response. “I…have a favor to ask.”

      “You need me for warmth?” This day is turning out better than I had hoped. Spending tonight curled up with Angie, breathing in her scent, touching her skin? It will be the most exquisite torture.

      “Not if you don’t want to. I’d love that, but…something else, actually.” Angie bites her lip, the charming gap between her front teeth pulling my attention to her mouth. “The sa-kohtsk hunt is tomorrow, to get Glory a khui, and Liz and Raahosh’s new daughter, too. There’s going to be other sa-khui hunters there, of course, but I was wondering if you’d go with me…unless you’re busy. If you are, that’s totally okay.”

      She looks troubled. As if I would refuse her such a simple request. It will mean I will lose a day of working on my hut, and Thrand will pull ahead in the race. He will finish before I am even close…but I can refuse my female nothing. She needs me, and so I will be there. “Of course, my Angie. Anything you ask shall be yours.”

      Her smile widens, and she strokes her hand up and down my arm again. This time…I do not think she is cleaning it. I think she is enjoying touching me, and my heart races at the realization.

      I wait for her to kiss me, to touch me like she has before—or even more arm-stroking. I will take anything she gives me…but she just smiles awkwardly and drops her hand. "So I guess I'll see you first thing in the morning?"

      I almost nod agreement, disappointed she does not want me in her bed. I should tell her that I will greet her when the sun rises, but some of Thrand's craftiness comes out in me and I clear my throat. "Do you find it cold tonight?"

      "Cold?" Angie looks surprised.

      "You were shivering," I say, even though she is not. "It is my duty to keep you warm." I try to keep my expression neutral, guileless, even though the lie hangs in the air. Surely she will see through my selfish plan. "I will not leave your side this night, not when you are so cold."

      Angie looks confused for a moment and then gives me a shy smile. "All right. If you don't mind. It does get cold at night."

      For a moment, I am surprised she is inviting me to her bed. Hot pleasure soars through me, and I find myself grinning. She is beautiful and I am the luckiest of males to be here with her right now. "Excellent." I rub my jaw and then grimace as sand brushes off in my hand. "I should clean first."

      "I have water and cloths," she says, yawning delicately as she gestures. "Feel free to use them."

      "My thanks," I tell her and get to my feet, crossing the small cave. I take the bowl of icy water and move it away from where Glory sleeps so I do not spill any on her. There is a small flat area off to one side that Angie is using as a shelf of sorts, and I move towards it, setting the bowl down carefully. As I do, I see a variety of small objects neatly placed together—the treasures I have brought her. My carvings look terrible, but she has kept all of them, and they are lined up in the order I gave them to her. "You kept everything," I say, surprised.

      "Mm?" When I glance over at her, she cranes her head, trying to see what I'm looking at. "Oh, yes. I love them." Her smile is beautiful in the low firelight. "You always make me feel special." She shrugs and settles down in her blankets. "Are you sure you want to stay here tonight? I, ah, normally have to get up and feed the baby a few times. Is that going to bother you?"

      "I am a warrior," I tell her, secretly pleased she is not objecting to my presence. I wet one of the cloths and wipe water over my arms, washing away grit and sweat as quickly and efficiently as possible. "I have gone days without sleep before."

      "Really? I thought you fought in arena battles."

      "For a time, yes. When Thrand and I were first cloned, we were guards on a prison planet, though. It was run by a corporation who thought that a'ani would be cheaper than paying employees. The prisoners were very crafty, and many times they would try to break out, so there were days upon days that we would work double shifts, just to make sure that there were enough males on guard. And then, of course, there were the survival arenas."

      Her eyes are wide. "Prison planet? Survival arenas?" Her lips part and she studies me closely, her gaze following the cloth as I wash. "Wow, you've really lived an interesting life."

      Now I am the one that is surprised. "No more than any other clone. They are not interesting stories." I am not used to having someone pay such close attention to my tales…Thrand is my only constant companion and he has lived them all beside me.

      "They sound interesting," Angie says, turning on her side to watch me. Her eyes are sleepy, but her gaze is intent, as if she finds nothing more interesting than watching me clean myself. It is…odd. If I were watching Angie, I would be hard with need, thinking of the softness of her skin and how perfect she is. I do not understand why she watches me, though. I am a mere clone, and one of many warriors here. I straighten my shoulders, washing with deliberate motions to draw her attention to my chest, my arm, my stomach. Her gaze follows everywhere I touch myself and my cock is as hard as metal at her fascination. “Then I will tell you more, if you like.”

      Her smile is shy. “I like hearing you talk.”

      I shake my head, because such things are still surprising to me. “I am just a’ani, Angie. Nothing special.”

      “Not to me,” she murmurs, and heat courses through my blood.

      I finish washing and turn to her, my skin damp. Bathing no longer interests me. I want to know if the words she speaks are true, if the smiles she sends in my direction are for me—for Vordis—or just simple politeness. “You kissed me a few days ago,” I say slowly. “Do you remember?”

      She gives a little laugh. “You think I go around kissing so many people that I’d forget? You’re overestimating the wiles of a pregnant lady.”

      Is that all she sees herself as? It surprises me, because there is no other female as desirable and sweet as Angie. She is loving, and beautiful, and strong. The fact that she carried a child just makes her more worthy in my eyes, not less. Are human men so ridiculous? “So you have kissed no one but me?”

      “No one else,” Angie agrees, her face averted.

      “I would like to kiss again.”

      She bites her lip. “I…Vordis, I’m not supposed to have sex for at least a few more weeks after Glory’s birth.”

      I look at her in surprise. “You are offering to mate with me? For a kiss?”

      “I…” Her mouth opens, then shuts. “No, I mean…that wasn’t what I meant.” She grows flustered. “I just wanted to set expectations for the kiss.”

      “All I wish is to touch you and put my mouth on yours,” I tell her. My aching cock demands more, but it is easy to ignore.

      Well…not so easy. But I will endure the throb of it as long as I get to hold Angie.

      “Oh.” She touches her mouth. “Okay. Yes. If you want to.”

      “I would not ask if I did not want to.” I set the towel down carefully and move to her side, my gaze locked on her lovely face.

      Angie gazes up at me, her expression vulnerable. She touches a lock of her hair self-consciously, tucking it behind her ear as she moves over on the bed, a silent invitation for me to join her once more. I sit down across from her, and she puts a finger to her lips, indicating the baby’s basket. “We should be careful not to wake her up,” she murmurs.

      As if I am going to start shouting if I kiss her? But I notice her hands are trembling—she is nervous. I take the finger she has pressed to her lips and bring it to my mouth, kissing the pad. “Do not be afraid,” I murmur to her, kissing her soft skin. “It is only Vordis. We have kissed before. Nothing has changed.”

      Her little laugh is huffed and breathless. “I’ve had a baby since then. I’m not feeling my most beautiful—”

      “Nothing has changed,” I state again softly, and then pull her into my arms. She touches my face, and then her lips are on mine, and then nothing else needs to be said.
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      ANGIE

      Having Vordis in my furs is wonderful. We don't do more than kiss and caress, but it's nice to be held throughout the long, chilly night, and to feel his warmth against me. I wake up twice to feed Glory, and each time, he runs his hand over my body when I get up, as if he's reluctant to let me go. He watches me nurse her, and when I change her soiled wraps, he watches closely because he says he wants to learn.

      A gorgeous, protective man interested in my baby? Be still my beating heart.

      Before I know it, it's morning, and Vordis awakens me with a caress on my cheek. We eat quickly and then dress in our warmest furs. I see that the beach encampment is busy despite the early hour. Some are going with us, and others look busy making new huts. Interesting. But then Liz is at my side and pulls me along, and our group is off to go trekking through the snow after the sa-kohtsk.

      I've been told that traditionally the sa-khui hunt down the enormous things for their khuis. Every creature has a khui, but the sa-khui people believe that the sa-kohtsk have the best ones, the strongest since they are the largest animals in this world. It makes sense, and I figure nothing’s too good for my Glory. Liz’s daughters are back at camp with Gail and the others, so Liz and I double up on a sled with our babies. Raahosh pulls it through the snow while Vordis and several other hunters jog beside it. The air is brisk, and Glory's a little fussy, chirping her distress as the wind brushes against her face. I keep her wrapped as tightly as possible and when Vordis offers me his fur cloak, I take it and pull it over my front like a blanket, tucking Glory underneath it.

      Liz already looks as slender as ever, and if it wasn't for the baby in her arms, I'd never know she'd just given birth. Ahsoka is a cranky child, though. Liz shows her off proudly—she's all pale blue skin and dark hair like her father, and her little mouth screws up with angry cries constantly, which Liz finds adorable. "She looks like her dad and is pissy like me," she says proudly. "Couldn't ask for a better combination in my darling little shit stirrer."

      I just laugh. Here I was thrilled that Glory was such a good baby, and Liz is thrilled to have an angry one. I think of her little family—sly Raashel, huggy Aayla, and now the new baby. Raahosh is clearly a doting papa, and he fusses over Liz despite the fact that they've been mated for years. At one point, Ahsoka's so fussy and unwilling to settle that Raahosh hands the sled “reins” over to Pashov, and he pulls us while Raahosh takes his tiny daughter and walks around with her tucked against his chest.

      "He's got the magic touch," Liz whispers. "They all freaking love being held by him. It's the big hands."

      I smile, thinking of Vordis and his big, crimson hands and how they feel against my skin. Being held by someone so large definitely has a comforting factor to it. I look over at Vordis and notice he's watching me, and I beam at him. I hope he's going to sleep with me again tonight. And tomorrow night.

      And every night.

      And who knows what will happen when I get the all clear to have sex again?

      I blush at my thoughts, but the more I play with the idea, the more natural it feels. I'm fascinated by Vordis and his protective nature. He's always seen me for me, ever since I got here, and he always makes me feel safe. Sure, he's an alien, but less strange than some of the islanders or even Gren…and Gren's mate Willa is ecstatically happy. If I can take a chance with anyone, it's Vordis.

      But I'm getting ahead of myself. I just had a baby. There's plenty of time to figure things out. We're not going anywhere.

      "It is up ahead," someone calls out, one of the trackers jogging back to our small group. "Just over the next rise."

      The hunt begins, and then there's no time to think about anything else. Liz and I sit off to the side, guarded by Raahosh as the others descend into the valley and bring down the massive, ugly creature with spidery legs, stringy fur and too many eyes. The chest is cracked open and the khuis exposed, and then we bring our babies to its side. Since I have no mate, Raahosh is the one that gently cuts Glory's tiny neck and I'm a little sickened when the glowing string of spaghetti that's the parasite wriggles its way into her and she goes limp in my arms.

      "It's normal, I promise," Liz reassures me, holding Ahsoka out for the same treatment.

      Then, we wait. The only thing that keeps the panic at bay is Liz's calmness as she cradles an unconscious Ahsoka against her chest, calmly chatting with her mate. I remember that I got my own khui not so long ago, and I fainted after that, too. It's just a thing, I guess. I won't rest until she opens her eyes and looks at me, though. As I rock her against me, I look around for Vordis's big body and the sight of him, stripped to the waist as he helps the others butcher the kill helps to distract me. We're not eating the sa-kohtsk, apparently, but we're not wasting the meat, either. Some will be used to bait traps, and some will be stored in back-up caches for emergency times. I'm told that the meat is stringy and unpleasant unless smoked, cooked, and smoked again, but when you're hungry enough, it'll do. The people here waste nothing. Vordis and Taushen work on skinning the creature for its massive hide, and it involves dexterity, climbing, and a lot of hard work, and the sight of all those sweaty crimson muscles does a lot to distract me.

      Then, when it seems like forever has passed, Glory stirs in my arms, peeping. Relieved, I look down at her, brushing the blankets away from her sleeping face, and she blinks up at me with bright, khui-blue eyes. My own fill with tears, remembering how beautiful her catlike purple ones were. There's just a hint of cat now in her pupils, but the blue glow overwhelms everything. I feel like she's lost something, and I sniffle, full of emotions.

      But Glory's a baby and like all babies, she recovers quickly. She chews on her fist for a moment, then makes that little fussy sound that tells me she's hungry. I open my tunic, setting her to my breast, and I'm relieved when she sucks lustily. Just like Liz said, now that she's got a khui, she's going to be healthy as can be.

      It's worth losing a bit of eye color for that.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we get back to the camp that night, it's dark and I'm exhausted from being out all day. Even though Liz and I didn't do more than sit out with the babies and chat with the men as they worked to butcher the kill and strip the bones for use, I'm still wiped out. Vordis is at my side the entire time, and he guides me to my cave when my eyes threaten to drift closed even as I walk.

      "You rest," he tells me as he leads me into my cave. It's chilly inside, the fire dead. Vordis helps me take off my boots, then rubs his nose against mine lightly before helping me into my furs. "Tuck Glory under the covers with you. I will return with food and fuel for the fire, but first I must wash the grime from today's hunt off."

      "You'll be back?" I ask him, yawning.

      His eyes glow in the darkness and he touches my hand, then pulls the covers over me and the baby. "There is nowhere I would rather be."

      And even though I tell myself I'm going to stay awake and wait for him, I drift off into sleep, content.

      I have vague memories of Vordis rousing me with a kiss as he woke up at dawn, but I drift back to sleep, determined to get some more rest in before Glory wakes up. Her hungry wails are getting stronger by the day, and now she doesn't sound like a darling little bird when she's fussy—she sounds like a pissy ostrich, and since I'm new to being a mama, I do my best to keep her from getting upset. Eventually she awakens, and I sit in my cave, yawning as I feed her. Near the banked fire are a few baskets, and I pull the lid off of one, not entirely surprised to see that Vordis brought me breakfast, a mixture of trail rations, dried berries, and some roasted seeds. There's a pouch hanging over the fire with a flap pulled over the top to keep the contents warm, and when I touch it, the contents still have a bit of heat to them. Hot tea, or a broth.

      That man is perfect. He spoils me.

      Pleased, I relax in bed with Glory for a little while longer, counting her tiny fingers and toes for the millionth time, and playing peek-a-boo with her even though she's too little to play. I just like seeing her eyes widen when I make silly faces. She watches me, fascinated, and then drifts off to sleep again and I put her in her little basket and decide that I should tidy up my cave and rearrange the furs.

      After all, if Vordis is going to be staying with me for a while, I need to make more room for him. Humming with pleasure at the thought, I creep out to the storage area at the back of the central cave, nab a few of the rolled-up hides, and then start to re-make the bed.

      "Knock knock," a voice says as I smooth one of the furs over my sleeping spot.

      I look over, surprised to see Hannah. "Hi there!" My voice is a little more enthusiastic than I meant—I'm just so surprised to see Hannah out of all people. Bridget and Sam have dropped by several times to see Glory, and Gail, too. Liz and Harlow and Veronica I expect just to check on me.

      And Vordis. I love to see Vordis.

      But Hannah? We haven't really talked to each other much since arriving. For a while, I just drifted around and stared at the ocean waves, trying to cope with all the changes. I tuned out. Hannah coped with changes by declaring herself as Vektal's assistant and then micromanaging all the supplies.

      Sam likes to joke that Hannah's “helpfulness” is one reason why Vektal was one of the first ones to return back to the Croatoan camp. Something tells me she's not entirely joking.

      Poor Hannah means well, though. She just gets frustrated when people don't listen, and I suspect that between the sa-khui, the newly stranded women, the stranded gladiators, and now the islanders, it's a bit like herding cats. Her job as unofficial supplies taskmaster can't be fun right now. "I'm sorry if I took the blankets," I tell her. "I just needed a few extra."

      Hannah frowns, confused, then waves a hand as if she doesn't care. "I didn't come by for that. I thought I'd spend some time here today, say hello." She gives me a faint smile. "Say hi to the baby and all that."

      I straighten, curious. Hannah doesn't look well. Not unhealthy, of course—her eyes are as vivid a khui blue as anyone else’s, which means that her parasite's working perfectly—but she's got circles under her eyes that tell of sleepless nights, and she looks twitchy. Distracted. Her smile doesn't quite reach her eyes.

      "Have a seat," I tell her, gesturing at the big rock near the fire that serves as my visitors chair. "I have some breakfast and tea if you're hungry."

      She shakes her head, her expression distant. "Not hungry. Just came to hang out."

      "Do you mind if I eat?" I ask, checking Glory's blankets and nudging them in place as the baby sleeps. "It's easiest when she's down for a nap."

      "Oh, of course."

      I get one of the little bone bowls, scoop it into the breakfast mix, and then help myself. As I eat, Hannah sits there, silent. She doesn't watch me or the baby, really. She just kind of sits there off in her own thoughts, gazing at the wall as if not really seeing it. I notice her hair is pulled back in a series of pretty braids interwoven with one another, which means she ran into Brooke at some point this morning. Her tunic looks rumpled, as if she's been sleeping in it, and she picks at one of the stitches on the knee of her leggings.

      "So…how's it going?" I venture cautiously. "Are you happy here on the beach?"

      Hannah's brows furrow. "Happy? You make it sound like summer camp in the North Pole. No, I don't like it here. I hate using an outhouse, I hate eating the scorpion-things for dinner, and I hate all this roughing it crap. I'm a city girl." She shakes her head as if to clear it. "This is the last place I want to be, but we're not going anywhere, so I need to learn to like it, right?"

      My eyes widen a little. "I mean, it's not…ideal, sure, but this place isn't all that bad. I've had days where I don't like it, but it could be so much worse, Hannah, it really could. We have clean air, good food, warm beds, and people that are willing to help us survive. I'd rather be here than living as someone's slave."

      She makes a face. "I didn't mean to sound like a bitch, I just…" She buries her face in her hands. "Forget it. I'm just in a mood."

      "O-kay," I say slowly. "Is there something I can do to help? You seem unhappy."

      Hannah's bitter laughter floats out from beneath her hands and she straightens, then looks at me. "I'm hiding in here and avoiding the beach for the same reason you are. Sorry if I'm being a jerk. This is all just so stressful.”

      "Avoiding the beach?" I echo, confused. "What do you mean?"

      She studies me, as if she can’t decide if I’m pretending to be confused or legitimately puzzled. “Uh, the hut building competition?”

      “There’s a hut building competition?” I tilt my head, digesting that. “Why?”

      “Dude, you didn’t know?”

      For a moment, I want to cheerfully strangle her. “If I knew, would I be asking?”

      “Good point.” She purses her lips and then sighs. “Okay, well, I don’t want to be the one to break it to you, but here it is. Vordis and Thrand are competing to see who can build you the best hut so you’ll pick them to shack up with. Everyone else decided that they would play along, too, and so now all the guys are building huts thinking that it’s how you get laid. Basically it’s a goddamn clusterfuck and I want to smack J’shel in the face for joining in.” Her cheeks are bright red with anger, her eyes glittering. “I mean, who does that?”

      “They’re building huts because they think I’ll go with the winner?” I repeat slowly, not entirely sure I’m following. When she nods, I get to my feet and start to put on my boots. “Show me.”

      “Do we have to go out there?” Hannah asks, and when I just glare at her, she gets to her feet with a sigh. “Okay, fine.”

      I scoop up Glory out of her basket and tuck her against my chest, and then we head out of the caves. The moment we emerge, I hear the sounds of people working, the thump of logs, and a hollow-sounding hammering. Surely she’s wrong. They’re just building huts because they want to.

      But then I remember the pickle situation, and Thrand’s competitiveness. I think of how many times Vordis has misunderstood me, and a sinking feeling lodges in the pit of my stomach.

      They’re dedicated to me.

      They’ve said that over and over again, and perhaps I’m not understanding the full depths of just what that means. Maybe it doesn’t mean that Vordis really likes me after all. That the kisses are for Angie, the woman he wants to be with. Maybe he can’t get past the whole “dedicated” thing and thinks he should be with me just because he wants to win me away from Thrand.

      Oh god, I hope I’m wrong. I think of how wonderful last night was, the kisses we shared. The touches. The conversation. The silly, stupid knock-knock jokes that I love and that he tries so hard with. I could fall in love with the guy…but I don’t know that he wants me as much as he just wants to win, and that thought cuts like a damn knife.
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      ANGIE

      As we approach the beach, I see that it’s just as bad as Hannah said. She fusses with the edge of her sleeve, fidgeting as I stare out at the madness spread out on the sand. Did she say it was bad? I think it’s worse.

      Driftwood is everywhere. There are piles of it all over the sand, so much wood that I had no idea that vast quantity had washed up on the shores. Along with the driftwood, the guys are everywhere. Some work together, hauling logs into place with the help of a friend. Another rubs a rough edged rock down one log, smoothing it out. Two others of rival island tribes look as if they’re bickering over the nearness of each other’s half-finished huts, pointing and gesturing. Like Hannah said, there are a cluster of new huts in various levels of completion, and as I walk forward, disbelief on my face, I see a flash of red skin.

      Clutching Glory close, I head toward it. My stomach churns, and I feel nauseated, afraid of what I’m going to see. Sure enough, when I turn past another half-completed hut, I see two huts off to the side, next to one another. They’re both in varying stages of completion, and Thrand works on one, and Vordis works on the other. Their backs are to me and neither has yet noticed that I’m standing a short distance away. I watch them for a moment, gaping with surprise. Both huts are off the ground slightly, on a platform of logs and rocks, and Vordis’s particular hut doesn’t seem to be much more than just a floor. Thrand, however, is grabbing handfuls of a sloppy, mortar-like substance and slapping it onto rocks as he makes a wall, of all things. It’s not a neat wall, but it’s a wall all right, and judging from how much he has done, he’ll be finished way ahead of Vordis.

      Not that it’s a competition. I mean, what the ever-loving fuck is going on? Glory makes a fussy little noise and I automatically jiggle her, looking over at Hannah. She’s not paying attention, though. Her glassy, distressed gaze is locked on an almost completely finished hut a bit farther down, and I can see J’shel’s long braid as he smooths a rock over what looks like a rather impressive porch along the hut he must clearly be building for Hannah. I can hear her chest humming with resonance, but the look on her face is stricken, as if she sees an oncoming train and she’s helpless to stop it.

      I clear my throat, loudly. “What’s going on?”

      Vordis drops the log in his arms and nearly falls backward, losing his balance. He takes a few dancing steps in the sand, struggling to keep his balance, and then manages to catch himself. He turns around, looking at me in surprise—and pleasure. “Angie. You are out this day.” He frowns, brow furrowing as he steps over the log and moves toward me. “There is a bitter wind. You should stay close to the fire and keep warm.”

      I notice he’s sweaty and nearly naked, miles and miles of gleaming crimson skin before my eyes. He’s trying to distract me with all that glorious nudity, but I refuse to be distracted. Not by that, or the way he stalks toward me with predatory grace. Nope. “I want to know what this is about. Someone told me it’s a contest and I thought that must be wrong.”

      Thrand looks thrilled, shooting a triumphant glance over at Vordis. “It is a battle,” he says as he strides forward and gives Vordis a shove. “You shall pick the best hut and that male will win.”

      “I see. And I’m the prize?”

      Vordis’s mouth thins into a line of displeasure at the tone of my voice. “It is not a contest.”

      “Yes, it is,” Thrand insists. He gestures wide, indicating the men who are busy on the beach, constructing their own huts. “All of these males seek to win a female. That is why we are out here. That is why Vordis is here, too. He does it for you.” Thrand nudges his brother. “He cannot say that is incorrect, because we all know it is true.”

      Vordis just gives Thrand a lethal stare and then turns his frown in my direction. “It is cold,” he tells me, stepping forward. “You should not have Glory out here.”

      “Angie can go inside with her kit after she has chosen the victor,” Thrand says eagerly, crossing his arms over his chest. “Now is as good a time to choose as any.”

      “No,” Vordis says, but others are gathering to see the commotion. When I don’t move, he just sighs and then stalks back to his own half-built hut, picking up his fur-lined tunic that’s sitting, discarded, on a nearby rock. He moves toward me and offers it, nodding at the baby. “The breeze is bitter. Make sure she is warm.”

      I take it from him without a word of thanks, because I’m stewing on hurt and anger. A fucking hut contest to win a date. No, not to win a date. To win a freaking mate. That makes me even angrier. Here I’ve been encouraging Vordis and Thrand that there are no masters here, no reason to think they are a’ani slaves any longer, and they’re freaking bartering amongst each other for women? I’m so angry I can’t think straight.

      “So?” Thrand presses. “Which hut do you choose, Angie? Whoever loses can give the rest of his wood to the winner.”

      “You want me to choose?” I repeat, slowly. Deadly.

      Another man jogs up, all muscles and skin slick with sweat. He wears nothing but a brief fur loincloth, and I realize it is A’tam, the gorgeous one from the cat clan. “Are we picking mates now? I want Bree-shit.”

      “Bridget! Goddamn it, it’s Bridget!” shouts a voice down the beach. “Can’t anyone say my fucking name right?”

      I didn’t realize Bridget was nearby. It seems Hannah has followed me out, because I hear her speak up next. “I like how that’s the part you’re upset about,” she says, voice dry. “Not the part about being handed off to a guy, just the name thing.”

      “Dude, have you seen the way A’tam looks?” hisses someone else, voice too low to be identified.

      Bridget just giggles hysterically.

      Thrand puts up his hands, indicating silence. “Angie picks first. Then the other males can decide on their females.”

      “I did not know it was two different hut battles,” someone from Tall Horn complains in a mutter.

      I just want to start screaming at everyone. I look at Vordis, but his face is expressionless, his body stiff as if he, too, is waiting to see who I pick.

      “Well?” calls A’tam. “What say you, female? Pick one of the a’ani so the rest of us may choose our mates.”

      “What do I say?” I echo. “How about ‘how fucking dare you?’”

      Thrand frowns, his triumphant expression disappearing. The beach grows completely silent.

      Everyone's staring at me, and I don't know if it's because I'm about to blow my top, or if it's because they really honestly think I'm going to sit here and choose between the two red assholes in front of me. Either way, they are about to get a damn show. I hold Vordis's tunic closer to Glory, shielding her as if to keep her safe from the anger I'm about to spill. "Shame on you both," I say loudly, and my baby peeps in outrage, her little fists flailing. "I can't believe you, bartering as if I don't have a choice in the matter. As if I'm a prize to be won and not a person. How would you feel if your future was decided for you by someone else? You've had that happen in the past, right? It doesn't feel good, does it?"

      Thrand narrows his eyes at me, scowling. Vordis just looks as if he's carved from stone, his expression impossible to read. I want him to tell me that I'm wrong, that I'm reading things incorrectly, that he's not making a hut in some dick-swinging contest with Thrand.

      But he doesn't say anything.

      I shake my head. "I'm disgusted with both of you. No, I'm disgusted with all of you. These people saved us from slavery. We have a chance to start over again, and instead, you men are acting like women are toys to be divided up amongst you." I hold Glory close as she gives another distressed little sound. "But I'm especially disappointed in you, Vordis. And you, Thrand. I thought you were both better than that. I can see I was wrong, and I'd like for you both to stay very far away from me from now on. I don't want to see you both ever again, but I know that's not likely to happen. It's a small beach and a small tribe. So just…do me a favor and leave me alone."

      And I turn away, my outrage hiding the furious tears that are threatening to spill over. I'm just so dang hurt. After the wonderful kisses we shared last night, the way he held me, and how close we've been getting…he's competing with Thrand to win me? Like I'm a stuffed bear at a carnival? I'm just shocked and offended and I feel betrayed.

      He's always said he felt differently about me than Thrand has, so why are they doing this?

      "I can't believe you guys are such jerks," Nadine calls out. "What a dick move, both of you."

      "Yeah, you guys are real pricks," Hannah adds. "This is so thoughtless of you. Why didn't you just wait to freaking resonate?"

      "But J'shel is making you a hut," Thrand says slowly as I storm away. "A grand one, and I thought you resonated. This is bad, too?"

      "He is? He did?" As I pass by Hannah, she looks flustered, her hand fluttering to her hair. "I mean, not that I care, I just…yeah." She turns on her heel and storms away, her face bright red.

      "Well, I care," Bridget calls out from behind me, then laughs. "Show me your hut, big boy."

      I can hear A'tam chuckle. "It is all yours, Bree-shit."

      "Oh boy," she says. "Just stop talking. Look pretty."

      Conversations erupt on the beach as I leave, the crunch of my heels in the gravelly sand drowning out the rest of it. As I storm away, I pass by R’jaal, the lithe, hard leader of Tall Horn. He leans against a rock, arms crossed on his chest, a sour look on his face as if he’s as disgusted with the situation as I am. Or maybe he’s just disgusted that he hasn’t had a chance to make a hut. Who the hell knows with this crew.

      Glory lets out a little wail, and I cluck to her, soothing her with soft words and caresses as I head back inside, cutting through the women’s cave and then into my nook in the back. Once I sit down on the blankets, I carefully unwrap her, open my tunic, and set her to my breast, where she starts nursing greedily. I stare blankly at the walls, my heart squeezing painfully in my chest.

      A freaking competition.

      Is that all I am to them? A prize to be won? I think of Vordis and how attentive he’s been. He’s always been around when Thrand hasn’t…is it because he’s trying to sway things in his favor? Is it just another tactic to ensure that he wins? I sniff hard, hating that I’m crying. My nose runs as the tears slide down my cheeks, and I reach around for one of Glory’s scraps of leather I use to wash her. Instead, I see Vordis’s tunic tossed down on the bed.

      It’s the one he gave me so I’d keep Glory warm and safe from the wind. If he wasn’t such an asshole, I’d think he’d make a good dad, and that just makes me cry harder.

      Picking up his tunic, I hold it to my face and blow my nose in it, just to spite him.
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      VORDIS

      I watch Angie leave with Glory, my heart aching in my chest. Numbness spreads through my limbs. She thinks I do this to win her like a prize, and now she hates me. As the other females turn away with glares on their faces, I realize they all hate us. I do not care if the rest of them are angry, but Angie's disapproval is like a knife in my gut.

      At my side, Thrand scratches his jaw, a puzzled expression on his face. His gaze lingers on Nadine's back, her dark curls bouncing on her shoulders as she heads away from the beach and away from us. "I do not understand," Thrand says, brows furrowed. "Why are they so mad? Females are impossible. They should be pleased we are building homes."

      He has no idea, and anger blisters in my mind.

      This is his fault. I wanted to build Angie a hut so she would have a good, warm place to live with Glory. Thrand has turned this into a competition, and now he thinks the females are being difficult. He does not realize he has cost me everything.

      With a snarl, I fling myself on him.

      Thrand's fighting instincts kick in and he automatically grabs my arms, rolling the two of us in the sand. His eyes light up with the anticipation of a sparring match, and he bares his teeth with excitement.

      But this is not sparring for me. This is pure, unadulterated rage, and it fuels my limbs, making me faster than him. I kick out of his grip and then stagger away a few steps only to rush at him again. My fist cracks against his jaw, and then I pummel at his chest, raw frustration and anger burning through me. He fights back, but after a few moments when he realizes this is not sparring—this is something far bloodier—he skates back out of reach of my swinging arms and gives me an incredulous look.

      R'jaal is suddenly there, the large islander pushing between us, his hands spread. "No fighting."

      We both snarl at him. "This is between brothers," Thrand tells him. "Stay out of it."

      R'jaal looks to me, as if to see if I agree with Thrand's assessment. He wants to know if I am going to attack again. I can promise nothing, so I give him a tight-lipped glare of defiance. After a moment, he gives his head a shake and then steps away, turning to the others on the beach who stand nearby, watching. "Back to work on your huts. Give them privacy to work this out between them."

      The others scatter, shooting curious glances in our direction, but eventually it is just Thrand and me on the beach, shoulders heaving. I do not move. My fists are tight at my side, and my entire body feels as if it is vibrating with fury. Let him say the wrong thing and I will be on him again.

      "Are you crazed?" Thrand asks, blood trickling from his mouth. He touches a hand to his mouth, shocked to see blood spilled, and then looks back to me. "Why are you attacking me?"

      "Because you have cost me everything," I bellow at him, fists clenched. I hunch over, ready to spring at him again. I want to pound that look of surprise off his face. I want him to realize what he's done. "You have cost me Angie! And Glory!"

      My brother a'ani looks utterly astonished. "What do you mean? We are still dedicated to her!"

      "This is not about that," I snarl, pacing back and forth. It takes everything I have not to lunge at him again, to wipe the incredulous expression off his face. "This is about how I feel for her, as a male feels for a female. This is not about being dedicated as an a'ani."

      "I…don't understand." Thrand frowns, taking a step backward to keep distance between us. "Explain yourself, brother."

      How many times must I say it? Some of my anger dissipates when it is clear he truly does not grasp what I mean. In his eyes, Angie is nothing more than a soul-deep assignment, a source of pride in a job well done. She is a dedicated task, not a person. "I have kissed her."

      The look on Thrand's face is dumbfounded. "But…it is not necessary. We are dedicated, no more."

      To him, Angie is only a task. Utter frustration boils through me again and I slash a hand through the air. "It is not about necessity. I want to be her male.”

      Thrand only gives me an incredulous look, as if I speak nonsense. “Why?”

      Fury explodes through me. Can he not see how amazing she is? Why is he so stubborn? “Fine, then. I will go and find Nadine. I will court her and kiss her dark skin and touch her curling hair and—"

      With an angry snarl, Thrand is on me, and then we are fighting once more. I attack him with jabs and punches, using skills that have gotten rusty with weeks of neglect. Thrand attacks as I do, because we are built similarly and think much the same, and so I find that I am anticipating his moves and countering them before they hit. I ignore all the training I have and slam a fist into his face like an uncouth space station brawler, and I see from his surprised expression that he does not expect this. His movements change, and I grin when his hand slams into my mouth, because he got one over on me. Then it turns into fighting simply for fighting's sake, and we lose ourselves in the task at hand—to win against an evenly matched, equally trained opponent. I laugh with sheer delight when he ducks low and chops a hand at my knees, sending me tumbling to the ground, and then I tangle my legs with his to drop him.

      Before I can tackle him again, R'jaal is there once more, looming over us. His long braid hangs over his shoulder and his color flickers with irritation, changing to the exact shade of the sand before switching back to his normal ice blue. His scowl is heavy. "Are you both done?"

      "No," we answer in unison.

      "You realize beating each other to a bloody pulp will not bring her back?" He watches us as if we are naughty children caught misbehaving.

      "But it feels good," Thrand tells him, grinning. "It clears the mind."

      It does. Now that I have gotten some of the frustration out of my body, I realize I am not angry at Thrand. I am angry at myself, because Angie is right. The moment Thrand turned it into a competition, did I not fight all the harder to win her? I glance over at my brother a'ani and sigh heavily. I sit up, waving off the hand that R'jaal offers. "We are done," I tell him.

      The islander grunts, shakes his head at us, and then stalks away.

      I wipe at the blood on my mouth. My lip is cut where it hit my teeth, but it will heal quickly enough. One eye throbs and the skin around it feels tight. I look over at Thrand and am pleased to see that his lip is swollen and his nose is, too. Good.

      Thrand glances over at me, and there is no smile on his normally eager face. "I do not like that we are fighting," he says, voice low. "I like to fight, do not misunderstand me. But this is not sparring. This is something darker, and something ugly." He shakes his head. "In all the times I have been uncertain, I have always had you at my side. We have always been Vordis and Thrand, no matter how many masters we have seen or arenas we have fought in. And now that we are here, I feel as if I am losing that bond."

      I say nothing. The quiet emotion in his voice is new, and surprising.

      "You tell everyone here we are not brothers," Thrand continues. "But…I have always been proud to be your brother. I know we are a'ani. I know we are clones. But I have always thought of you as my brother, and you as mine. I am sad to lose that."

      I…am a keffing ass.

      In all this, I have been so wrapped up with Angie that I did not think how it would affect Thrand, who has been at my side since we were both sold to our first master as young boys fresh from the labs, in need of training. Thrand is my family, as much as any clone can have family. Perhaps he competes with me so fiercely because he wants things to be as they have always been with us—two clones against the universe.

      I reach out a hand, and when Thrand clasps it, I give it an affectionate squeeze. "My brother," I say, and his eyes seem to brighten with pleasure. "I am proud to be your brother, but we can be a'ani and brothers, and still be two different people. We can be mates to females. We can do whatever we choose." When he looks uncertain again, I free my hand from his and give his arm a playful tap. "If you like Nadine, go and kiss her without spinning bottles. Tell her that you make the hut for her, not Angie. Tell her that she makes your breath quicken. Human females like hearing that, I think."

      "Does Angie?"

      "She did," I admit, thinking of the way her eyes would shine and her cheeks would turn pink as she watched me bathe. That deep ache threatens to overwhelm. "I do not think she likes me anymore."

      Thrand is silent for a long moment, and there is no sound but the low roar of the beach and someone hammering wood into place. "If I had won," Thrand asks, "and Angie chose my hut and me to be her mate, what would you have done?"

      I imagine such a thing, and my mind fills with despair. Angie smiling up at Thrand. Angie offering Glory to Thrand to hold. Glory cooing and clinging to Thrand as if he is her sire, and Angie looking on with pride. Thrand holding Angie at night, kissing her, touching her soft skin. It makes me ache as nothing ever has. "I would walk away and never come back," I tell him in a low voice, staring out at the rocky cliffs. "Because I would want her to be happy, and for you to be happy, and I would honor your choices."

      "You would leave? Forever?" Thrand is shocked.

      "It would destroy me," I admit to him. "I would be dead inside if I lost her." I already feel dead inside right now because she is angry at me, but if she were to choose another…I could not bear it. At least now I can watch over her, even if from afar.

      "Brother," Thrand breathes, and gives his head a shake. "I would not want to win her if it caused that. I…just like winning. You want her as Ashtar wants Veronica." And he sounds dumbfounded.

      "Yes. That is exactly it." I want to shake him, because now I feel he truly understands.

      "Ahhhhh.” He says nothing for a long moment as if digesting this, then shakes his head. “I thought it was simply one more competition between us." He rubs a smear of dried blood off his mouth and glances over at me. "You should tell her I do not want to win anymore."

      I snort. "No. She is very mad at me. I think I will get up and finish her hut."

      "Why? She does not want to be won. The contest is done."

      "It was not about the contest for me," I tell him. "I wanted her and Glory to have a good place to live. It is important to me that they are cared for properly."

      "Hmm," is all Thrand says. After a moment, he gets to his feet, brushing sand and pebbles from his skin. "I will help you, then. Will you help me finish my hut, too? For Nadine?"

      My brother holds out his hand, and I place mine in his and haul myself off the ground, feeling aches and pains from our fights, but they do not ache nearly as much as my heart. "Of course, brother."
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      VORDIS

      Days creep past. I finish the hut for my Angie, with Thrand at my side. Our constant competing and bickering is not entirely resolved, but Thrand spends his time watching an increasingly aloof Nadine when he is not helping me. We complete his hut as well, and before I can work on making padded bedding for Angie’s sleeping spots, the weather changes and fierce storms blow in, dumping snow even on the normally sheltered beach. Ice edges the water, and everything is covered with a layer of white that saps any warmth out of the atmosphere and leaves behind nothing but frost. It means everyone stays inside, huddling near their fires for warmth, and I hate the thought of Angie suffering in her chilly cave. I approach several times to speak to her, but when she sees me, she draws the screen over her cave entrance, a silent refusal. The others glare at me so reproachfully that I retreat.

      I will finish it and then try again, I decide.

      So I set to work filling the hut with a variety of things Angie will need. I make baskets and nets, I carve bowls and cups and eating utensils out of bone when the storms rage outside. Thrand sits with me by the fire, and R’jaal and S’bren of Tall Horn. S’bren’s brother M’tok resonated to the female Callie and she has completely ignored him despite the insistent pull of their khuis, so M’tok spends his days hunting in frustration and S’bren spends his time with us. The Tall Horn clan are quiet ones, and R’jaal is capable and clever, but he watches the females with such a hungry, yearning expression that I feel I understand him well. He wants a mate and his chest is silent. I understand how he feels. I want Angie and she turns away from me.

      When the weather clears for a day or two, we go hunting. The more experienced hunters pair up with the less experienced, and so Thrand goes with Cashol while I go with Taushen. The young sa-khui hunter is exhausting for my weary spirit. He is cheerful and full of endless energy, and with every step he takes, he sings the praises of his new mate, Brooke. Brooke is skilled with weaving. Brooke did his clever braid this morning. Brooke added two types of tea together and made his new favorite brew. Brooke slept late this morning because she is pregnant with his kit. Brooke is looking for plants that will dye hair, so Taushen is on the lookout for a particular type of leaf. Brooke wants fruit from the fruit-cave so he will be going there with her in a few days, because she likes to explore.

      I hear so much about Brooke that I want to snarl. I cannot begrudge him his happiness, though. It is clear he loves his mate, and when we return to camp every day and the pink-haired female is waiting for him at the edge of the canyon, a thick fur wrapped around her shoulders, it is hard to be angry. Their faces light up when they see each other, and then I am just full of bitter envy instead of annoyance.

      I understand, though. I make sure Angie is fed even though she has no mate. I keep a little extra out of caches so she will not go hungry. I leave gifts by the entrance to her cave in the hopes that one will change her mind and she will talk to me when she is ready.

      Until then, I hunt with Taushen, but the young male is eager to return to camp and spend time with his mate. I have learned much about hunting, though, and I talk with R’jaal and Raahosh about hunting on my own. I can do more than the others that are busy, I try to convince them. I have no mate or kit to occupy me, and the sa-khui males have their hands full right now.

      R’jaal likes the idea, but Raahosh is concerned about skyclaw. Twice more, hunters have found slaughtered prey, an indication that the enormous, bloodthirsty avians are in the area. Every time we go looking for them, however, none are found. The skies are clear, and there are many mouths to feed back at camp.

      “I will cover my skin,” I promise them, since I have been told that skyclaw like the color red. And I tug a white furred hood and cloak over my face and shoulders to show them. It conceals everything, and R’jaal grunts approval.

      “Better to lose a male than a life-bearing female,” he says to Raahosh. “Let the fool hunt alone if he wishes to.”

      Raahosh glares at R’jaal as the islander stalks away, but then turns back to me. “You may hunt alone, but if you see more signs of skyclaw, you must return right away to warn us.”

      I nod, and with that, I have approval.

      So I spend all my waking hours hunting. There are no skyclaw to be found, of course. Whatever slaughtered creatures in the mountains has moved on, I think. The herds are thick with dvisti, and the snowcats are fat and lazy during the brutal season (according to Taushen) and they are easy enough to find. Sometimes Thrand comes with me, but for the most part, I am alone in the snows, following familiar paths through the valleys and checking traps. The weather grows so cold that I put on multiple thick layers like the humans do, my arms and legs covered with many thick wraps as I trudge through the snow. Taushen tells me the weather here is mild compared to back “home” at Croatoan, where no one leaves the camp for many turns of the moon because the ice is too terrible.

      Such a thought worries me, so I hunt even more. I do not want our group to be in danger of running out of food. I do not want Angie to be cold, and hunting provides both meat and furs.

      Taushen jokes that I am working myself too hard, hunting all day every day. Thrand says nothing, but I know there is concern on his face when I leave before dawn and return when the moons are high, my fur wraps crusted in ice, only to depart early again the next day to do the same.

      If I cannot have Angie as a mate, I will provide for her in the only way I can. I am dedicated to her and so I must keep her safe, warm, and happy even at my own expense. I do not mind, though. The more tired I am, the less my thoughts turn to her. When I do not think of Angie and her soft smile and warm skin, my heart does not ache so badly I want to tear it from my chest.

      So I hunt.
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      ANGIE

      "I can't get over how good you look," Brooke gushes at me as she admires my new tunic. "I hope that when my baby comes, my body snaps back as quickly as yours has."

      I grin at her—who doesn't love a compliment?—and jiggle Glory on my hip. "Well, it has been a month, right? How long do these things normally take?"

      "Heck, I don't know. I guess we could ask Gail." She hiccups and then burps into her hand. "Okay, this tea the islanders made is strong. It's messing with my head." She peers at her cup. "It's not beer, is it?"

      "I don't know." When she offers the cup, I take a sip and then wrinkle my nose. A taste like sour sweat and three-week-old yogurt touches my tongue. "Oh god, it tastes awful!" I make a face and push it away. "What is that?"

      She shrugs. "Some fermented crap." Her eyes widen and she looks at me in horror. "Oh crap. I'm pregnant. I wonder if I shouldn't be drinking this." She shoves the cup into my hand and then races over to the main fire, where Veronica's sitting in Ashtar's lap. Next to them, N'dek snorts and rolls his eyes, taking a sip of his own brew.

      I bite back a laugh. Something in N’dek’s disgusted face tells me that it's not an alcoholic drink at all and Brooke’s just being panicky. I take another sip and then shudder. Not any better on the second round, no. A big guy from Shadowed Cat passes by, heading for the smoking pit, and I offer the cup to him. He grins, downs it in one swallow, and hands the empty vessel back to me.

      "Problem solved, right, sweetie?" I murmur to Glory and kiss her little brow. I can't stop staring at my beautiful baby. It's been a month and it seems like yesterday she arrived, all beautiful eyes and silvery-purple tufted hair. She's filled out now, her cheeks impossibly fat and dimpled, and the teeny tiny sails on the backs of her arms and legs are unfurling with a hint of iridescence to them. She giggles up at me, her mouth wet with drool, and I've never seen anything so cute.

      "Lemme see that fat baby," Gail calls as I approach the fire. She puts her arms out, indicating I should hand Glory over. Near the fire, Vaza has Z'hren in his arms, and he talks with R'jaal as they both sip more of the brew.

      I sidestep past more tribes-people as I move toward Gail. It's a cold, chilly night, so everyone's huddled up and clustered by the fire despite the clear weather, and it makes it tricky to squeeze in. "Have you seen Harlow's baby yet?" I ask her, since that's the reason for the big party tonight.

      "Not yet, but I'm told she's got bright red hair, pale skin, horns and a tail, and they named her Daya after Rukh's mother." Gail takes Glory into her arms. "Look at you, sweet little thing. Want to come hang out with Miss Gail while your mama gets herself some food?"

      "You don't mind?" I ask. I love holding Glory, but trying to get food from the communal fire can sometimes be a real beast with her in my arms.

      "Girl, please." Gail just hugs Glory closer and moves back to her seat, beaming at my daughter. Gail loves babies and takes every chance she can get to hold mine. And Liz’s. And I bet she can’t wait to hold Harlow’s. It doesn’t matter that Gail and Vaza recently adopted the orphaned Z’hren from the Strong Arm island clan. She always says there's enough love to go around for everyone. I'm glad she's here, because she's another mama I can ask all my weird questions. For all that we're stranded on an icy planet, the support network here is amazing and I've grown to love most of the tribe.

      Shrugging my wraps closer around my body, I glance about the campfire, looking for a flash of red skin. I see none, though. Well, Vordis is probably eating. There's a cluster of hunters by the smoking pit off in the distance, and in the dim moonlight I can't make out who's there. He's probably with them, Thrand at his side.

      I feel the low, melancholy loneliness move over me. I'm still frustrated and confused by him and his actions. I don't know where I stand with him, and I admit that the hut contest hurt my feelings far more than it should have. Just when I thought things might be real between us, he called them into question and made me doubt everything, though. Time apart is good, I tell myself, just like I've told myself every day for the last month. I've deliberately avoided him and while it took a few for him to get the hint, now I never see him. I told myself that was just fine, but the truth is…I'm lonely and I miss him. I want to talk to him. I want to hear him mangle a knock-knock joke. I want him to smile at me or just touch my hand. I want him to hold Glory and see his face light up with how big she's getting, because I know he likes her.

      And I know it's my fault that he's staying away now. Maybe I've been a teensy bit too overzealous with the whole “don't want to talk to you ever again” thing. I do want to talk to him. I want to find out what the heck he was thinking and see where that leaves us.

      I don't want to be alone. I've been alone long enough. And what I feel for him is so strong. I thought time apart would be good for us, but it's been hell. I've missed his scent, his touch, his gorgeous red skin and muscular body…and I've just missed talking to him, hearing about his day and what he hunted. Even the small things felt wonderful because they were with him.

      As I look around the fire, I see couples everywhere. Liz sits by the fire nursing her new baby, her girls at her feet, and Raahosh stands behind her, adjusting the cloak warmly over her shoulders and watching her with a clear, passionate devotion. There’s Willa, who I was close to until she departed with Gren. They’re back and all over each other with happiness, so I don’t begrudge her that, even if I do miss talking to her. Lauren's cuddling with K'thar by the fire, and Veronica's in her usual spot in Ashtar's lap. Even Hannah and J'shel look like they've mended fences, because they're holding hands, their heads close together. Bridget's conspicuously missing from around the fire…and so is A'tam, which means the rumors I've heard about those two sneaking off to hook up are probably true.

      Everyone's so happy.

      I'm not. I feel out of step without Vordis. Like I really, truly am alone in all this. When he’s with me, I feel…happy. Content. Peaceful, knowing that I’ve got someone to lean on and talk to, who likes me and who I like back, too.

      I shiver a little. Okay, so his kisses don’t make me feel all that peaceful. They make me hungry for more.

      It’s hard to sort my feelings from the betrayal, though. I wish he’d come talk to me. I wish he’d have stormed into my cave and told me that he kissed me because he thought I was sexy, not because he wanted to “win” some silly contest.

      But the longer we avoid each other, the more I fear it’s exactly that.

      I stand awkwardly, looking around the gathering to find a good spot to sit down and relax. I could probably squeeze into Gail’s now empty seat, as she’s standing with Glory in her arms and chatting to Vaza, who holds Z’hren. But stealing another woman’s seat while she holds my baby? I’m not that person. She’s got enough room for me to squeeze in, maybe, but she’s next to N’dek, who I don’t know all that well and doesn’t look all that welcoming. On the other side are J’shel and Hannah, who are too kissy-kissy for me to tolerate tonight. Whatever happened between them, they seem to have made up.

      I see a wide-open spot on the far side…just as Pashov slides in next to it. He picks up a drum and begins to sing, and I inwardly wince. Not gonna sit there. These people are very sweet, but they can’t carry a tune in a bucket and I don’t want to spend all night pretending I’m enjoying the caterwauling. I peer farther down the group, hoping for a nice neutral spot when I see a bright red chest and a jaw dusted in black stubble.

      My heart skips a beat and I look up to see him smiling at me. For a moment, I think it’s Vordis, but it only takes a second to realize that they aren’t the wide-set, soulful eyes of my a’ani. It’s Thrand standing across the fire, and disappointment surges through me. I look around, but I don’t see Vordis anywhere. Is he not coming to the gathering because I’m here? How long are we going to keep doing this?

      The evening’s celebration is ruined for me and I suddenly feel like retreating back to my cave and weeping.

      Thrand cuts through the group, heading toward me, and I force myself to remain where I am, not to retreat. I stiffen in anticipation of his approach. Is he going to hit on me now that Vordis isn’t here? Now that he thinks the path is clear? I hate this. I hate this so much.

      “Angie,” he murmurs and comes to stand beside me. “May I speak with you?”

      I notice absently that he doesn’t have the curious little caress in his tone as he says my name, not like Vordis does. “I don’t know,” I manage to say calmly. “Is this about huts? Because I’m not interested if it is.”

      He pauses, thinking. “It is, but I wish to apologize for that.”

      I shoot him a glance, waiting.

      Thrand’s mouth tightens and he watches me, rubbing a hand through his hair in a move that’s so like Vordis that it makes me ache to see it. “I am having a difficult time here on this world.”

      “It hasn’t exactly been a cakewalk for me either,” I murmur. “Join the club.”

      “I shall indeed join this club,” he says with a nod, misunderstanding. “But first I must apologize to you.”

      My eyebrows go up.

      Thrand takes a deep breath, crossing his arms over his chest. He stares down at his boots like a child for a moment, and then looks up at me. “It is difficult for me to try to be my own…person. All my life, I have been Thrand, a brother a’ani. We are not taught that it is good to be individuals. We are not taught that we should have our own…thoughts. When I think of myself, I see Vordis in my thoughts next to me because it has always been so. It is hard to think of myself without him.”

      I study him, frowning. “I’m not sure I follow.” He makes it sound like Vordis is gone, but…that can’t be right. There’s nowhere to go.

      He rubs his jaw. “As a’ani, I excel at a few things in particular. I am dedicated to you, of course, but more than that, I excel at competing.”

      “And?” I wait, curious. “What does this have to do with me?”

      For a moment, he gives me an annoyed look that’s so frustrated and anti-Vordis that I want to laugh in surprise. “I am trying to tell you.”

      “Please continue.” I cross my arms over my chest and glance over at Gail out of the corner of my eye, watching Glory. When I’m satisfied she’s safe, I focus on Thrand.

      “I am a competitor,” he says. “A’ani are taught that rivalry within our brotherhood is good, accepted. So when Vordis told me he cared for you, I assumed it was something we should compete over.” His expression turns unhappy. “I have made Vordis very angry, because every time he has tried to do something for you, I have made it a contest. I do not like you. Not the way he does. But because I like winning, I have tried to come first anyhow.”

      My heart flutters in my chest. “Go on.”

      Thrand shrugs. “I simply wished to tell you that he did not make the huts a contest. I did. I saw him building one for you and decided that we would compete. It was never about winning for him. He was doing it because he wanted you to have a home. He says your cave is uncomfortable.”

      A little thrill shoots through me. “If it wasn’t a contest, then why is he avoiding me? Why didn’t he come and explain himself?”

      The alien’s brow furrows. He looks at me as if I’ve grown another head. “You indicated you did not want that. He is respecting your wishes.”

      “Oh.” Well, that sucks. I clear my throat. “You said you don’t feel the same for me like he does. How…how does he feel?” I’m as nervous as a teenager with her first crush as I ask, but I have to know.

      “I am protective of you, because of my a’ani dedication. That will never go away.” He puts a hand over his heart and gives me a solemn look. “But Vordis…it is different. When he looks at you, it is with hunger. And when other males look at you, he acts as if he wishes to tear their throats out.”

      Is it awful that I’m loving this? I’ve seen that protective look in Vordis’s eye before, and I’m thrilled to hear it’s not my imagination.

      “But now that you will not talk to him, I worry he will leave forever.” Thrand’s expression becomes grave. “I would like for you to ask him not to.”

      Just like that, the excited fluttering in my heart turns to terror. I clutch the furs around my shoulders tightly. “What do you mean, leave forever?”

      Thrand shakes his head. “Vordis has not been the same since the day you confronted us about the huts. The life has gone out of his eyes. He does not want to spar, or spend time with the others. Every day, he retreats more and more. All he wants to do is hunt, now that he has finished your hut. I worry that he will walk along the cliffs and just keep walking. That he will never return.” The look he gives me is mildly accusing. “He has said that he has nothing if he does not have you and Glory.”

      Me and Glory? Oh, sweet Vordis. He doesn’t want just me. He wants my baby girl, too. That beautiful, perfect, stubborn, delicious man. “Where is he?”

      “Where else would he be? He is in the hut he built for you, preparing to go hunting before dawn.” He shakes his head. “He wears himself thin—”

      Thrand keeps talking, but I’m already striding forward to Gail, where she’s retaken her seat next to N’dek. “Can you watch Glory for a bit longer, please?” I try to keep the panic out of my voice. I have to talk to Vordis, right away. I don’t want him to leave. I don’t want this impasse between us to keep going. I just want to kiss him and touch him and be kissed and touched in return.

      I want his smile, his laugh. I want to watch him hold Glory. I want us to be a family.

      Damn it, I’m going to be really mad at him if he leaves. Tears of anger and frustration prick behind my eyes and I blink them back.

      “Of course,” Gail says, a curious look on her face. “Everything all right?”

      “Everything’s great,” I hurriedly reassure her. I lean in, kiss Glory’s sweet little brow, and then race out of the gathering, my boots crunching down the beach. I know where the new huts are. I’ve avoided going to that particular part of the beach since that day—which isn’t hard when you have a new baby. You don’t explore much with an infant. But now I’m kicking myself, because I see that all of the little huts are finished, and they’re adorable and sturdy. They stand a foot or so off the ground, built up on a platform on the parts of the beach nearest the cliffs where the ground is more rock than sand. Off of the wooden floor, there are mortared walls made from what looks like a mixture of stones and clay mixed with sand. The roof of the hut is a hide teepee with a smoke-hole at the top and I can see a wisp of smoke floating up from one. That must be where Vordis is. I’m so impressed at the sight of the cozy huts that I just stand there, staring for a moment. Several of the huts are dotted down the beach and as I take another step forward, I hear a low female moan.

      And freeze.

      That…isn’t coming from Vordis’s hut, is it? Is he seeing someone now that I’ve turned him away? My heart feels like it’s breaking in my chest, and I frantically try to think who was missing from the gathering around the fire.

      Even as I stand in front of Vordis’s hut, a rock tumbles and falls nearby, and I turn. A hut a few paces away shudders, and another rock tumbles from the mortar. The female giggle rises again. Curious, I creep over a few steps, and then stop when the wood groans.

      “Your hut sucks, dude,” I hear the woman say. “I hope you don’t do everything so half-assed.”

      Is that…Bridget?

      A male voice replies, too low to understand, and then I hear more giggles and they quickly turn into moans. I tiptoe back away, feeling like a voyeur. Somehow I don’t think that’s Vordis there with her. The rumor was that she was hooking up with A’tam, so I breathe a sigh of relief and head back toward Vordis’s hut.

      In a way, overhearing all that was a good thing. If I want Vordis, I have to make it clear to him where I stand. I don’t want him to leave. I don’t want him to hook up with anyone else. I’m falling for the guy and I want to be the one he smiles to, the one he comes home to. I want to be the one to kiss him.

      I want to be his everything. Just like Glory, I can’t imagine my life without him. I used to think that I’d give anything to go back to Earth and the Angie I was before I woke up pregnant on an alien planet. Now? Now I wouldn’t change a thing. I want to be here with Vordis. I want my baby. I want us to be a family.

      So I take a deep breath, steel myself for possible rejection, and then scratch at the leather screen covering the entrance to the hut, the Icehome version of knocking. And just because I’m me, I can’t resist adding a “Knock knock,” hoping he’ll pick up my inside joke. That he’ll respond with a “Who’s there” and I can say something clever or sweet like “It’s the woman that loves you”

      Instead, he pulls the screen off immediately and his gaze meets mine. Vordis’s expression is instantly worried. “Angie? Is Glory well?”

      My heart melts that he’d be so concerned for my little girl. “She’s okay,” I say softly. “I promise. Can I come in and talk?”

      Vordis takes a deep breath, visibly relaxing when he hears that Glory’s well. Dear lord, how can I not love this man with all my heart? He moves aside so I can enter, and as I step inside the hut, I’m surprised at how charming it is inside. I thought it would just be a plain hut inside—four walls and nothing else. Instead, it’s wonderful. The floor is shaped into a crude pentagon of sorts, with a hole in the center where the stone-lined fire flickers merrily. Off to one side is puffy, thick bedding that looks far better than the furs I’m sleeping on back in my cave. Another section looks like a work area, with a hide stretched on a frame and several baskets stacked together. There’s even a screened area off in the far end of the hut which I can’t figure out. Inside, though, I thought it’d be smoky, or dark and gloomy like my cave, but it’s cozy and warm and wonderful. Even the floor under my feet feels surprisingly even, and given that it’s made from driftwood, that’s no easy feat.

      I look over at him, awed. “You were making this for me?”

      He says nothing, his arms crossed over his bare chest. He’s wearing leather leggings, but his feet are bare against the wood and his hair is rumpled. His jaw is fuzzy with dark growth, and even in the flickering firelight I can see there are deep circles under his eyes. He looks thin, too. Hard.

      My poor Vordis.

      “It is not done,” he says after a moment. The words come out slowly, as if he’s struggling with them, or his thoughts. “I wanted to do more for you. To build Glory a play area for when she gets older, and an attached outhouse so you do not have to race out in the snow at night and…” He looks around, shrugging. “I wanted it to be perfect.”

      My heart aches at the thought. He’s making it even though there’s no chance of winning “anything” in the contest. I think of what Thrand said—that he was making this just because he wanted me to have a nice place to live. “Vordis,” I say with a shake of my head. “If you like me so much, you didn’t have to build a damn hut. You could have just kissed me—”

      Before I can finish speaking, the big alien’s cupping my face in his hands, and his mouth is on mine. In the space of a breath he’s crossed the distance between us and he’s kissing me, and it’s so wonderful that my toes curl in my boots. I sag against him as his tongue drives into my mouth with hot, relentless need. He’s never kissed me so hard, or with so much hunger. Over and over, his mouth claims mine, each stroke of his tongue making me feel weak in the knees. Eventually, his mouth breaks from mine and then we’re both panting. I’m clutching at his arms, dazed and a little surprised to feel the hot stirring of desire. It’s been dormant since Glory was born, and I figured that was just another part of having a baby, that my libido would take a long time to recover. I liked kissing him before, but I was content to wait.

      But right now, in Vordis’s arms, my veins feel like liquid heat and I’m hungry for more.

      I touch his jaw and look up at him. “Tell me that kissing me isn’t part of some contest. Tell me that it’s not because you want to win over Thrand.”

      He groans and closes his eyes, his fingers on my cheeks, in my hair. “It has never been about Thrand, Angie. It has always been about you. From the first time I saw you, you made me want too much, things that a clone has no right to want.” His thumb skates over my bottom lip. “For Thrand, it was about a contest, a prize, a victory. For me, it is about Angie’s smile, her soft hands, her gentle nature.”

      I fling my arms around his neck and press my mouth to his again. “I’m sorry I’ve pushed you away,” I tell him between kisses, peppering his face. “I didn’t understand.”

      “I wanted to give you time,” he tells me, his hands gliding up and down my back as if he can’t stop touching me. “If you did not want me, I did not want to press the issue.”

      “I’ve always wanted you,” I admit, breathless. “But I wanted you to want me for the right reasons. Not because I’m a prize.”

      “I want you for my mate,” Vordis suddenly says, voice fierce. His eyes are blazing with need. “This hunger I feel for you, it tells me that you are mine and no one else’s.”

      “I don’t want to belong to anyone else,” I agree eagerly. “I only want you. I’ve only ever wanted you.” And I kiss him again.

      He groans my name and then we’re kissing again for a very long time. His hands slide down to my ass and he clenches me against him, and a pure, sweet thrill shoots through my body. I moan against his lips, heat singing through my body. I no longer feel like a tired, achy woman that just gave birth. I feel like a woman, period. In his arms, I feel sexy and delicious and I love it.

      “I can’t sleep with you,” I whisper to him as our mouths reluctantly part. My lips feel swollen with the force of our kisses, but I want to do more of them. “Not yet. I have to check with the healer.”

      “Angie, my Angie,” Vordis murmurs, kissing my nose and then moving to my eyebrows and then just pressing his lips against every inch of my face. “If you are so tired, I will not stop you, but you should know that when I kiss you, the last thing I think of is sleep.”

      I giggle. “It’s an expression, Vordis. I didn’t mean sleeping. Real sleeping.” I let my hands glide down his back and then rest on his hips, at the waistband of his leather leggings. “It means, well, fucking. Mating. Coitus. Penis in vagina.”

      “Ah.” He gives me a sheepish smile. “I wondered at your sudden exhaustion just as my mouth was on you.”

      “Oh, I’m not tired,” I reassure him. In fact, I feel anything but. Right now, I’m not thinking about sleep in the slightest. I’m thinking about how tight his muscles are under my hands, and how much I want to keep touching him. “We can’t do official penis in vagina until I get the okay from Veronica, but we can do…other things.”

      And I boldly caress the front of his leggings, where his cock is straining against the leather.
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      ANGIE

      Vordis’s breath hisses from his throat and he stiffens against me. He doesn’t draw away, but his hands clench tight against me. “Angie.”

      “Want me to stop?” I whisper, nipping at his jaw.

      “Never.” He closes his eyes, his fingers knotting in my hair as if to hold me against him. “I am yours to do with as you please.”

      I can’t help but smile at that. Mine to do with “as I please”? “What if I please to put my hand all over your cock?” I’m feeling frisky and powerful as I touch him. It doesn’t matter that he’s tall and hard-bodied, stronger than any human and without an ounce of fat on his warrior’s body. I’m the one in control right now and I love watching his face as I touch him. “What if I please to touch you until you come?”

      He makes a guttural sound in his throat that’s half groan, half joy. “I want to touch you, too.”

      “There’ll be time for that,” I tell him softly, and stroke the length of his shaft through the leather again. “Right now, though, I want to touch you. I want to see you come.”

      “I have not done this with a female before,” he says, his tone as stiff as his cock. “What will you have me do?”

      “Take your pants off—” I can’t even get the words out before he’s ripping them off, shoving the leather down his legs and exposing his hot, hard length to my gaze. “Oh my.”

      Vordis and Thrand have never been shy about nudity, so I’ve seen him naked before. Of course, naked and erect is an entirely different thing, and I can’t stop staring at the ruby-red length as I press my palm against him. He’s long and hard, and the crown of his cock is thick, a vibrant, deeper shade than the rest of him. Veins trace up and down his length and his sac is covered with a slight black fuzz, which looks touchable and inviting. There’s no weirdness here, no ridges or spurs like with the sa-khui, and I’m actually really glad for that. I like him just as he is, big, thick, hard and ready for my touch.

      “You do not have to touch me if you do not wish it,” he says when I pause for a moment and take in the sight of him.

      I glance up to meet his eyes, and a little laugh escapes my throat. “You think I don’t want to touch you? Vordis, I’ve been wanting to touch you forever.” I move closer to him, one arm going around his waist and my hand settling on his ass. Oh, mercy, it has to be the tightest ass I’ve ever touched. If I had a quarter, I’d bounce it off one of his cheeks right about now. “There’s nothing I like more than your skin against mine.”

      “But you are dressed,” he murmurs, cupping my jaw even as I stroke his shaft with my other hand. “I want to feel your skin against mine, too, Angie. I have thought about it so many times.” Vordis swallows hard. “I have…even stroked myself to it.”

      “Have you?”

      “Yes, but not for long. I stopped quickly.” The look on his face is one of chagrin.

      I want to giggle again, but I bite it back. I don’t want him to think I’m laughing at him. “You make it sound like that’s a bad thing.”

      “I have never done such a thing before,” he admits.

      “You haven’t?” I’m shocked.

      Vordis shakes his head and caresses my cheek, devouring me with his gaze. “Clones are given sexual suppressants to ensure that they do not focus on anything except the task at hand.”

      I stare at him, open mouthed. Never had sex? “You’re a virgin?”

      “This is bad?” He looks disappointed.

      “No! It’s just…surprising.”

      “Why?”

      I squeeze my hand around his cock, eliciting a hiss from him. “Because you’re so sexy. And wonderful. And caring. I’m surprised some woman gladiator never snapped you up.”

      Vordis shakes his head. “I am a’ani. We are nothing to everyone.”

      “Not true. You’re everything to me,” I tell him softly.

      He groans and then he’s kissing me again, his mouth ravenous on mine. I moan as his tongue strokes deep, and I move my hand against his length. I know from past experience that a dry tug can be painful to a guy, so I just let my fingers lightly dance over his length, playing with the head and tickling the underside of his shaft. When he thrusts against me, gasping, I make a circle with my forefinger and thumb and tighten it just under the head of his cock. They don’t quite meet, but the motion is enough for him. He jerks against me again, his hand tightening against my back. “More,” he grits, then buries his face against my hair, breathing hard. “Angie, more.”

      “Vordis.” I love rolling his name on my tongue, just as I love that sexy, purring way he says my name. “Do you want me to stroke you?”

      “Yes,” he says immediately, voice thick. His hand clasps mine over his cock. “Do it.”

      I just give him a wicked smile and lift my palm to my mouth. I lick it hard, getting it good and wet before putting it back on his cock and giving him a quick, tight stroke. “Better?”

      His hand clenches against my shoulder and his head falls back.

      I’ll take it that’s a yes. I stroke him again, and the breath hisses out from between his teeth even as he thrusts against my hand, pushing harder, demanding more. He pumps into my grip a few more times, and then, with a low cry, his release explodes all over my hand, covering my fingers in sticky warmth. I keep stroking him, his lungs working like bellows and his body shivers with the force of his release.

      Then he goes utterly still.

      “Vordis?” I ask, caressing him one last time before pulling away. “Are you okay?”

      He kisses my brow. “I…it is nothing.” He presses his forehead to mine again, and I can feel his skin is slightly damp with sweat. “Did you find that pleasurable?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t.” I smile up at him.

      “May I service you?” He touches my cheek. “After you wash your hands?”

      I wrinkle my nose. His pillow talk clearly needs some work, but I’ll let it slide since he’s an epic virgin. “Can I stay here tonight? Just sleeping? And kissing? And touching? I’ll go see Veronica in the morning and if she gives me the all clear, we can do more. But tonight I’d be happy to just stay with you.”

      He brushes his lips over mine. “I want you at my side. Always. Forever.”

      Oh, I want that too.
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      VORDIS

      Despite the wonder of my beautiful Angie in the furs next to me, I do not rest easily. She sleeps at my side, her baby retrieved from Gail and now tucked against her for warmth, and my body pressed against her other side. I stay awake, my thoughts wild and chaotic. I cannot stop thinking of last night and our touching, and of the promise of more. Even after we touched and she went to sleep, she woke me up with more kisses and worked my cock until I came again.

      Twice I have been gifted with her touch. It fills me with joy, even though I am full of concern over one part in particular. I have questions, and no answers yet.

      When dawn finally lightens the clouds seen through the smoke-hole in the roof, I extricate myself carefully from our bedding and begin to dress.

      Angie stirs, her eyes opening sleepily. "Vordis? Is everything okay?"

      "All is well, my precious one," I tell her, moving to her side and brushing a knuckle against her cheek. It is pink with warmth, and I want nothing more than to climb back into bed and touch her again. "I must do something and then I will return."

      "With breakfast?" she asks, tucking the blankets tight around Glory as the baby sleeps for a bit longer.

      "Yes, with food," I agree. I am pleased the moment she gives me a tired smile and drifts back to sleep. It is hard to have a new baby. Glory is less fussy than some of the other young children, but she still must be fed and changed and rocked and requires attention constantly. Even now, her fists flail and she wakes up, blinking her bright blue eyes at me.

      Angie stirs with a groan.

      "Sleep," I tell her, leaning down to scoop up Glory. "I will take care of our daughter." Because she will be mine now. Angie will be my mate, Glory will be my child, and I will be the happiest of males.

      "Are you sure?" Angie asks, but she's half asleep before I even answer. She is exhausted.

      I can do this. I tuck Glory against my skin, juggling her carefully as I finish pulling on leggings and boots. It is not easy with an infant in my grip, and I wonder at how Angie makes it all look so easy. Glory sucks in a breath that makes me pause, and her face screws up as if she's about to cry.

      "Shhh," I murmur, giving her another bounce. I touch her head, the soft, soft pale hair on her scalp, trying to comfort her. If she cries, Angie will never go back to sleep.

      Her face scrunches up again and for a moment, Glory has a look of intense concentration on her face. Then, she burps. No, wait. That smell tells me it is not a burp. My nostrils flaring at the horror of the stench coming from such a small, adorable creature, I take her over to the far side of the hut, spread out a skin, and then change her wraps, biting back a choked groan at the disaster inside them. Glory just wiggles her legs and watches me with big eyes, but she's not crying.

      I manage to clean her mess, wash her tender skin, and then spend a few moments scrubbing my own hands with icy water before I wrap Glory in new leathers. The soiled ones I dump outside of the hut to take care of later, and then I hike across the camp with Glory in my arms. She burbles happily at me, her little red face the only thing visible from all the furs I have wrapped her in. Her small mouth is covered in drool, and I absently wipe it away before it ices in the cold weather. "We will visit the healer this morning while your mother sleeps," I tell her. "And then if you are hungry, I will make you…tea." Do infants drink tea? I have never seen her drink anything except for milk from Angie’s teats, but I do not know much about children. If one of the mothers is awake, I will ask her for advice. "Perhaps an egg." I remember the four-armed child sucking on one of those.

      The camp is quiet, but I see N'dek—he of the missing foot—by the main fire, his crutch at his side. He sits on one of the rocks, stirring at the coals, and gives me a silent nod as I pass by. He is always alone, that one, even when he sits amongst the others, and his expression is always that of misery. I am glad that whatever I have had in the past, I am whole of limb and can take care of Angie and Glory.

      I cannot stop thinking of last night and the way Angie caressed my cock. I came twice in one night, spirits have mercy. Surely such a thing is not done.

      I cross the camp and finally arrive at the healer's tent. Veronica and her dragon have set up in the midst of the clusters of the others who camp together to show their allegiance, as if they are unwilling to choose one side or another. Either that or they want quiet as they mate. I can understand that, after listening to A'tam and the human female's soft cries all night long. Those did nothing to ease the ache in my body, especially as I held Angie close and thought of the way she touched me. It made for a very long night indeed.

      I move to the healer's tent and wait outside the entrance. I clear my throat. No one comes out.

      I scratch at the screen.

      "Go away," says an irritable male voice, and I hear a low female murmur, then a gasp.

      Are they about to mate? Is everyone in this land constantly mating? Irritated, I catch one of Glory's waving little fists before she can thump my chin and kick at the screen since my hands are full. "I must speak with the healer."

      "She is busy," comes the surly reply.

      I definitely hear a low female giggle that time. If she is awake, she can hear me, then. I lean in, speaking against the tent leather. "I have ejaculated."

      "What?" the male voice barks out and there is a flurry of noise inside.

      "Twice,” I add helpfully.

      There is a low snarl inside the tent and then Ashtar shoves the screen aside. He is naked, his cock erect, and his face is flushed, his hair mussed. Definitely mating. He glares at me furiously, baring his claws. "You came here to tell my mate this—"

      "It is concerning," I say, offering Glory my finger to hold onto as I sidestep before Ashtar can rush at me. "Clones are sterile."

      The low female laughter starts again, and then Veronica pokes her head out of her tent. She looks even more flushed than Ashtar, holding a fur to her teats. "Dude. You came to tell me this?"

      "Yes." I frown at her. "This is problematic, is it not? Clones are sterile."

      "That doesn't have anything to do with ejaculate," Veronica begins, only to giggle as her mate casts her a fiercely possessive look. "Uh, I'm just speaking from a science perspective, babe. Not from experience."

      "I need to know why I am ejaculating," I tell her, urgency in my voice. I can feel tension increasing through my body. Does she not understand the severity of this problem? "Something is wrong."

      "Oh boy." Veronica scrubs a hand down her face. "Ashtar, let him in before someone else wakes up and sees your magic wand."

      Ashtar just growls, baring sharp teeth at me. He doesn't move. "I do not want to."

      "This is healer shit, I promise." She reaches out and taps his leg. "I'm not going to touch any dangly bits. I just want to talk to him a little."

      The drakoni gives me another mutinous look and then ducks back inside his tent. I follow him in, and as I do, he stands in front of his mate, protecting her from me, and glares in my direction. Veronica just looks amused as she adjusts the furs around her body, hiding it from view.

      "Aw, did you bring Glory for a visit?" She beams at the baby.

      "I wanted Angie to sleep later. She is very tired."

      Veronica's eyebrows go up. "So…okay. I’m going to let that comment slide and focus on the reason that you’re here. The ejaculation. Was it self…administered or did you have help?"

      "Veronica," Ashtar growls, a warning in his voice. She only gives him another pat and watches me.

      "Angie touched my cock," I admit. "Should I…tell her not to do so?" The thought is devastating. I never knew such pleasure as when she touched me like that. But if it will cause my body to malfunction, I suppose we must stop. I cannot do anything that will compromise my health, because I must be strong to take care of Angie and Glory.

      The healer stifles a giggle behind her hand. "Sorry. I really need to work on my bedside manner." She clears her throat and composes her face. "No, you don't have to stop. It's a normal thing when a woman touches a man. When you, ah, work your body up to a climax, you will ejaculate—"

      "Twice," I correct, so she understands the severity of the situation. "In one night."

      She giggles again. "Yes, twice is fine. You can do it more often than that, if you really wanted to. I promise you it won't hurt anything."

      "But…" Glory makes a noise and then sucks on her fist, distracting me. I touch her fat cheek to make sure she does not need anything and then turn back to the healer. "Are you certain it is normal? I have always been told that a clone will not ejaculate. We do not have the capability. We are sterile."

      "Oh, you precious snowflake, I just want to reach out and pinch your cheek." Veronica makes a squeezing motion with her hands. "You have been so very lied to, you innocent thing. If your plumbing works anything like humans—and I bet it does, because you guys look like you could be our cousins—the ejaculation thing is normal when you climax. And you can climax as often as your body allows it. Your sperm count may be lower because you're a clone, but that doesn't have anything to do with jizz. And here I'm talking about a stranger's jizz before breakfast. Wow, my life is weird." She blinks.

      "So…this is normal," I ask slowly, just to be certain. "I am not…malfunctioning?"

      "I mean, if you want a high sperm count, I don't know about that. I'd have to touch you to be sure—" She breaks off with a nervous giggle when Ashtar begins growling. "But you know what? I won't. We'll let the cooties handle that situation. TLDR—whack away, my friend." She waves a hand in the air. "Your dangler is working perfectly normal."

      "I see." I think for a moment, considering. Angie did not seem alarmed by my come. Perhaps it is in fact normal for all males to ejaculate as such. I thought it was another thing that had been adjusted with clones so we would not procreate. Perhaps the suppressants had more to do with it than I thought, and the rest was just arena chatter, rumors spread by men who had never had and never would mate with a female.

      I grunt. Interesting. "Do you think Thrand can ejaculate, too?"

      "Er, I wouldn't speculate and don't want to know other than from a healing perspective." When her mate bristles, she gives him a soothing touch. "But if something's injured I can fix it. Otherwise, what he does under the furs is his own business."

      I nod. Before I can ask more questions, there is a scratch at the half-open door and then my beautiful Angie leans in. Her eyes widen with surprise as she sees me with Glory in my lap. "Oh. Vordis, you're here." Her face goes pale, her eyes flaring with shock. "Glory—"

      "Everything is fine," I reassure her before she can panic. "I merely had questions for the healer. I am done now."

      "Oh. That's why I'm here." Angie's cheeks pinken. "Do you have a second, Veronica? I promise I won't take long."

      "Of course," Veronica says, and smacks her mate before he can say anything.

      Ashtar just scowls and puts a possessive hand on his mate's fur-covered knee, as if laying claim.

      "I will see you back at our hut," I tell Angie, getting to my feet. I adjust Glory on my hip—I'm enjoying carrying her, oddly enough, and touch Angie's shoulder. "I will keep Glory with me so you may have a moment in private with the healer."

      Her eyes grow soft. She touches her daughter as if to reassure herself that she's fine, and then beams up to me. "Thank you, Vordis. That's so sweet of you."

      I nod, and then because I am full of bursting emotions that need to come out, I put a hand behind her neck and give her a fierce, possessive kiss. Her mouth tastes like her favorite morning tea, and of promise, and when I release her, I like the dazed, pleased look in her eyes. "Do not take long," I murmur, touch her cheek, and then am on my way.

      If Angie is mine, I am going to kiss her as often as I like…and I like the thought of kissing very often.
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      ANGIE

      I’m a little surprised—and dazed—as I sit down in Veronica’s tent. Ashtar’s naked as a jaybird (and it’s sad, but I’m starting to get used to that), and Veronica just looks as if she has the giggles. Me, I’m still thinking about Vordis and that fierce kiss. I didn’t think anything would be sexier than my big, crimson hunk of alien holding my tiny crimson baby, but that kiss just might do it. Dreamily, I touch my mouth and think of last night, and how good it felt to sleep with him. How right it felt, like the last pieces of my happiness were clicking into place.

      "So?" Veronica asks, her lips quirking with silent amusement. "How can I help you this fine morning?"

      I blush, because I imagine my feelings are written all over my face. I'm just so…happy. "I want to know if I can have sex yet."

      Veronica throws her head back and laughs, delighted. "Not you, too? Damn, you horndogs. This is adorable. I'd say get a room, but you're way ahead of me." She grins and reaches out to give my hand a squeeze when my jaw drops. "I'm kidding, I'm kidding."

      "What do you mean, me too? What was Vordis asking?" I'm suddenly wildly curious. Did he come to ask Veronica about sex with me?

      "Oh no," she says and puts her hands in the air with a subtle shake of her head. "I remember enough about human laws that you're not supposed to say shit about other people's medical issues. If he wants you to know, he can tell you himself."

      "Vordis has medical issues?" I echo, shocked. "Is he okay?"

      Ashtar just groans and gets to his feet, stalking out of the tent. "I will get you food, my mate, since it is clear you will be a moment."

      We watch him leave, and I glance at the healer. "Is this a bad time?"

      "According to Ashtar, yes. According to me…well, also yes. It was not my favorite moment to be interrupted, but you're here, so we can chat." She smiles at me, her face lighting up with her own joy. "Sorry if Ashtar's a little grumpy. I think it's adorable how protective he is. I mean, he thinks all the guys in this camp are coming to hit on me. Can you believe it?" She giggles. "Like he thinks he has to beat them away with a stick. From me. It's so freaking cute."

      My stomach sinks. "Did Vordis—"

      "Oh, no." She waves a hand in the air. "He gushed about you the entire time. Ashtar just thinks that they're all out to get his woman, the big goof. Sorry, I'm all distract-y this morning. That's what happens when someone arrives at the clinic when the doctor's mid-coitus." She gives a little sigh. "You were saying?"

      "Sex? Do you think enough time has passed?"

      She straightens. "Oh. Right. So you and Vordis are gonna move ahead with things?" She wiggles her eyebrows at me. "Did you see him holding your baby? God, if that wasn't the cutest. Don't tell Ashtar I said that, but men holding babies is starting to really affect me. Must be pregnancy hormones. If I even mention it, though, Ashtar's gonna go around trying to hold every baby in camp." Her expression turns dreamy. "Actually maybe I should mention it."

      "He can hold Glory, if you like. As thanks for you helping me out," I say, trying to gently steer the conversation back. Veronica's in a chatty, distracted mood this morning, gushing about her man. I want to hear about my man, or better yet, about my body and whether or not it can handle my man yet. "Do you think it's been enough time? I was chatting with Liz and Harlow the other day and they said they bounced back pretty fast, but they played it by ear. I don't know if I'm good enough at determining that sort of thing so I thought I'd ask if you could tell me."

      "I can check with your cootie and see how things are shaping up," Veronica agrees, putting out her hands and indicating I should touch her.

      Eagerly, I grasp her hands in mine and wait, studying her face.

      She closes her eyes, concentrating, and for a moment, I feel the insane urge to laugh. To think that I left a place of doctors and machines and science and now “healing” involves holding hands with a woman while she communes with my cootie? It seems so ridiculous…but here I am, waiting eagerly for her answer.

      A funny look crosses her face and she frowns.

      "What?" I ask, unable to wait. "What is it?"

      She opens one eye, squinting at me. "Nothing. Just give me a second." And she closes her eyes again, concentrating.

      Anxious, I wait in silence, holding my breath. Is something wrong? Did my body not heal properly after giving birth? I've felt amazing, other than the sleep deprivation that all new moms feel. Even my breasts don't hurt despite all the nursing I've been doing. I just feel…great. Or I thought I did. Now I'm worried.

      After what seems like forever, Veronica opens her eyes and gives me a steady look. "Hope you like babies."

      Huh? "Of course I like them. What do you mean, ‘hope you like babies’?"

      She gives my fingers a squeeze and then releases my hands. "There's good news and bad news. Which do you want first?"

      Oh god. Bad news? My stomach clenches and for a horrific moment, I wonder if I'm going to vomit. "Bad news?" I whisper, sick at heart. "What kind of bad news?"

      "Oh, I'm scaring you. I'm sorry." She grimaces. "Damn, I really, really need to work on my bedside manner. Okay, the good news is that your body is doing awesome and you can boink Vordis to your heart's content and there shouldn't be any problems. I didn't notice your body in pain or any particular spots in recovery from injury. Your cootie's strong and ready to motor…and that's part of the bad news. Your cootie is really ready to motor." When I just frown, she continues. "You're about to resonate in the next few days, unless I miss my guess. I can feel it building up. It's like the cootie itself carries the vibration in it before it actually happens. I felt it in Gren before he resonated to Willa, and yours feels the same."

      I gasp, snatching my hands out of hers. I'm shocked. This is the last thing I expected to hear. "Resonance? So soon after having a baby?"

      Veronica shrugs. "It's possible your cootie is impatient? I mean, if your body couldn't handle it, it wouldn't happen, but like I said, you've recovered quickly, so I guess everything's ready on that end. But yeah, resonance. Like, really soon."

      "Oh my god." I press my hands to my mouth, utterly surprised. I love Glory, but I never thought resonance was going to be on the table for me. I thought it was going to be something that happened to everyone else, because my womb was already occupied. It was one of those ‘maybe someday’ things. But resonating…now? That means I'd have two very young children close together…

      More than that, it means I'm going to freaking resonate to someone just after I've reconciled my feelings for Vordis. "Who?"

      "I wish I could tell you." She grimaces. "With Gren, it was pretty obvious that his cootie was screaming for Willa. Yours isn't telegraphing quite so much."

      "But…Vordis…"

      She bites her lip.

      I feel utterly deflated. "He's going to leave the camp for good if I end up with someone else." Hell, I'm going to be a wreck if I end up with someone else. I don't want anyone else but my wonderful, caring a'ani gladiator. No one else has ever truly seen me like he has. I know cooties always pair people up happily, but I can’t imagine being happy with anyone but Vordis.

      I open my mouth to speak, but Veronica raises a hand.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she says. “You’re thinking about Mari and T’chai, right? How I turned off their resonance? I would say you need to really, really, really be certain that it's what you want. I mean, so far no one's been matched up with someone they can't stand. Cooties are pretty good at picking out from what I've seen." Her face flushes bright red and I can tell she's thinking about Ashtar. "You don't want to turn something off you might want turned on later, that's all I'm saying."

      I swallow hard. "So if I want more children later, my choice is to let this happen and hope for the best?" When she nods, I get sick as a sudden thought hits me. Oh god, what if it's Thrand?

      Vordis will die if I resonate to Thrand. He won't be able to take it. I don't think I'll be able to take it, either. Grief chokes me. "Oh, Veronica, this isn't fair."

      "I know, honey." She reaches out and squeezes my hands. "That's the shitty part of being the healer. Sometimes I have to deliver bad news. But if you love Vordis and he loves you, go talk to him, okay? Maybe you can make it work? Taushen was telling me that his parents were a three-mating. Something about his mom was already pleasure-mated to someone else when she resonated to his father? They all raised him and were happy together. It's not weird to these people."

      "It's weird to me," I tell her, and try to imagine a happy hearth with both Vordis and Thrand (or some other stranger) sitting there. I can’t do it. The thought makes me sick at heart, but I nod. "I'll talk to Vordis. Maybe…maybe we'll think of something." All the hope has gone out of my soul.

      Why can't this planet cut me a damn break?
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      ANGIE

      Instead of heading directly back to Vordis’s hut, I go walking along the beach, like I did when I first arrived here and thought the world was full of unfairness and misery. Being pregnant with a mystery baby ended up being amazing, because it brought me my little Glory. But if I resonate to anyone other than Vordis, this will be nothing but misery. I feel like this entire world is toying with me, handing me happiness only to pull it away again, like a donkey trying to reach a carrot on a string.

      What will I do if I lose Vordis? How will I stand it?

      I stare out at the crashing waves, but just like before, they don’t give me answers or peace of mind. They drive endlessly against the beach, a stormy reminder of just how fucked up this world is. And they make me sad. When I’m with Vordis, I’m not alone, and now this world wants to take him away from me. I could ask Veronica to shut off my cootie, but what if Vordis resonates to someone else? What if I’m robbing myself of more children—or whoever I resonate to? What if Vordis will stay even if it means sharing me?

      I groan, pressing my hands to my forehead in frustration. What do I do?

      I think of Vordis. His loving kisses and his intense surprise when I touched him last night. I know I shouldn’t say anything to him until I decide my path, but my instincts tell me to confess my new problem to him. I want to hear his thoughts, get his advice, let him hold me as I weep my problems out. When I share things with Vordis, they always seem to end up a little better. He’s been my rock through all of this.

      I’m not alone. Even if it’s devastating news, he’ll want to be there to help me.

      I turn away from the roaring waves and head back to the hut, a little more determined. I’m panicking, but Vordis will help me sort out my mind. He’ll help me see the best way to handle things. Best of all, he can hold me when I freak out. He can stroke my hair and tell me he’s got it under control. He won’t let me end up some other guy’s mate, no matter what my cootie says.

      I know trying to fight a biological imperative seems ridiculous, but when I realize Vordis won’t let anything bad happen to me, I relax. I put a hand over my heart. It’s hammering with nervousness, but there’s no resonance. Not yet.

      Maybe Veronica’s wrong. Maybe it won’t be resonance for a long while, or ever. Didn’t she say that Gren’s cootie felt different than mine? It could just be a mistake.

      Come on, planet, I tell it silently, as if this alien world is to blame for all my problems. Do me a solid. Don’t let this mess up my relationship with Vordis. I want it far too much. I want him far too much.

      The planet doesn’t answer, naturally. I move to the hut, my target in sight, and I see a plume of smoke rising from the roof, a sign that he’s made a fire this morning. I touch a hand to the front of my tunic and grimace when I find that the soft leather is damp, my breasts leaking. Time to feed my daughter.

      The screen’s over the entrance of the hut and I pause, wondering if I should ask for permission to enter. I discard the idea a moment later. I trust Vordis, and he’s been there for me every step of the way, even when I didn’t believe it. He’d want me inside, because I’d be with him. So I push it aside and enter.

      My heart melts at the sight in front of me. Vordis has Glory on the furs, and the baby kicks her little legs in the air, cooing at him as he makes faces at her. Her tiny hand is around one of his fingers, and he’s grinning between each goofy face, screwing up his features and then chuckling when she laughs. “You are a brave girl,” he tells her. “Fierce like your mother and just as beautiful.”

      I put a hand on my throat, as if I can hold back the knot growing there. Brave? Beautiful? I’m neither, but I love that I am those things in his eyes. More than anything, I love that he seems to adore my daughter, too. Most of the other men have completely ignored her—and me—in pursuit of the other women on the island. Vordis has been there a hundred and ten percent of the way.

      “I love you,” I blurt out, unable to keep the words back any longer.

      Vordis looks up at me, mid-squint, and his expression turns to one of pleasure. “My Angie. Is all well?” He lifts Glory into his arms, careful to cradle her head and neck, and smiles. “She was restless, so I thought to distract her.”

      “You’re doing amazing,” I tell him, undoing the laces on the front of my tunic. “And she’s just hungry.” I avoid the whole “is all well” part of the question and hope he doesn’t notice me avoiding an answer. I sit down and put my arms out, and he carefully hands her to me, watching intently as I open my tunic and put my little girl to my breast. She latches on with a hungry sound, and then the hut is silent except for the noisy little grunts that Glory makes as she nurses.

      Vordis just chuckles. “Listen to her. She makes it seem as if she starves.” He moves to sit next to me, brushing my hair off my face since my arms are full of Glory, and then leans in to rub his nose against my cheek and ear. “I am glad you have returned. I missed you.”

      I lean back against him, utterly content with his nearness. I can’t resonate to someone else. It’s a mistake. It has to be. I’m filled with such love and joy right now that the universe can’t take that away from me. “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell him fiercely, and I mean it. I look up at him and there’s such heat in his eyes, such fierce, possessive pleasure that it makes me shiver. “As soon as Glory’s done, I’ll put her down and then you and I get some time together, all right?”

      He just leans in and nips at my ear, then presses a kiss to the bared skin on my shoulder that peeks out from the loose neck of my tunic. “Did the healer answer your questions?”

      “Mmm.”

      Vordis pauses, and then adds, “It is normal for me to ejaculate.”

      Okay, that’s a bit of a conversation turn. I’m stunned into silence for a moment, and then I realize that’s probably what he asked Veronica about. “I didn’t realize that wasn’t a normal thing for you.”

      “I did not either,” he admits. “There is much I do not know about mating. I know the mechanics, of course. I have seen other gladiators cover females after fights, but I have always been told that a’ani are different. Sterile. I did not think…well, it does not matter. I have been told lies.” He brushes his mouth against my collarbone again. “But I am here now with you and nothing else is important.”

      “That’s right,” I agree, and my heart aches for him all over again. How frustrating and strange being here must be for him, too. Here I thought I was the only one struggling with changes and it seems that Vordis has had his own demons. I feel a twinge of guilt and reach up to caress his cheek. “If you need to practice, I’m happy to help.”

      I love the rumble of his laughter against my hand. He presses his mouth to my palm. “I shall take you up on that.”

      “Please do.”

      He nuzzles at my throat again, and I’m filled with need for him. I look up at him, and my eyes meet his bright blue ones. They’re like blue flame against his skin, and hot need shines in them. I want him to peel the tunic off my body and keep touching me, stroking my skin and making love to me with caresses…but I’ve got a nursing baby in my arms. Glory fusses for a moment, so I switch breasts and then the moment is gone. He touches my cheek and then gets up to set the tripod and pouch over the fire, putting on herbal tea and then puttering around while I’m busy with the baby. After she’s done with her meal, I burp her and then rock her gently until she drowses to sleep. Once she’s tucked in her basket, I turn back to Vordis, my hand on the laces of my open tunic.

      “Leave it open,” he murmurs, even as he hands me a cup of tea. “I like to look at you.”

      I take a sip, resisting the urge to girlishly try to finger-comb my hair. I’m like every other new mom in that I’m an utter mess most of the time. Even my tunic has burp-up stains on it. “I’d rather look at you,” I deflect.

      He glances down at his bare chest, frowning. “But you are.”

      I choke back my giggle, because I don’t want to wake up Glory. Instead, I just put my tea cup down safely, then crawl over a few steps to sit with him. “Knock knock,” I whisper, my gaze searching his.

      “Vordis is here,” he murmurs, then gives me a devilish grin.

      I shake my head, grinning back. “You’re not even trying now.”

      “I like your smile when I do it wrong. That is better than any joke.”

      Oh, this man. I reach out and put my hand on his chest, and then feel the insane urge to wrap my arms around him and bury my face against his skin. I don’t want to think about my problems, but now that it’s quiet again, they’re creeping in. “Would you hold me, please?”

      He immediately wraps his arms around me and tucks me against his big body, enveloping me in warmth and his wonderful scent. I cling to him, breathing deep.

      “What is it?” he asks. His hand strokes down my back in a comforting touch.

      “Give me a moment and I’ll tell you. I need to get my head straight,” I whisper, closing my eyes and letting his scent envelop me.

      “Whatever it is,” he murmurs, “We will face it together.”

      The tears I’ve been trying to ignore prick at my eyelids and I just press my ear to his chest, listening to his heart. It drums steadily, quickly, loudly. It’s my nearness, I suppose, and my wonderful Vordis is nervous. That’s why his heart hammers in his chest so. I wish it were you, I tell it. Just a little louder, just a little more, and you’d be resonance.

      As if it can hear me, the pounding in his chest grows.

      I gasp, even as I sit upright, and stare into his eyes.

      It takes Vordis a moment to realize what’s happening. “My khui,” he murmurs, his hand going to his heart. “Did you command it, as you do my cock?”

      “No,” I breathe. “At least, I don’t think so. We don’t have that power, do we?” I shake my head as if to clear it. “I don’t care! All I know is that I’m resonating to you and you’re resonating to me.” A happy laugh escapes me. “Oh, Vordis!”

      He rubs at the skin in the center of his chest, his expression stunned. His gaze focuses on the wall of the hut, but I suspect he is not seeing anything. “Clones are not sterile, it seems,” he says slowly, as if unable to believe what he’s hearing.

      I laugh again, because I’m giddy with delight. “It seems not.” I cup his face in my hands, tilting his head so he looks at me. “Is this all right? Is it what you wanted?” I’m suddenly filled with worry and doubt. “You’re awfully quiet.”

      Vordis’s expression is utterly dazed. “Angie. My Angie. You truly are mine.” He groans and pulls me against him. “I am beyond words right now.”

      “I’d settle for a ‘yes, Angie, this is exactly what I wanted’,” I tell him nervously. I’ve wished for this so much but…he can’t be having doubts, can he?

      He shakes his head, and then an expression of pure joy crosses his face. Vordis gives a loud whoop and tackles me backwards onto the furs, laughing with delight. “Mine,” he calls out. “Mine! All mine. Ah, my sweet Angie, I could not have dreamed of such joy for myself.” He buries his face against my neck, kissing my skin over and over again and laughing wildly.

      I join in, giddy with happiness. Oh my god. This is really happening. Dreams do come true. I kiss him back, planting my mouth everywhere I can, like a woman possessed.

      An angry wail, thready and high pitched, breaks through our laughter and frantic kissing. Glory, utterly indignant at being woken up from her nap, lets out another throaty cry of anger.

      “Oh.” I stop kissing him, ashamed. “We woke up the baby.”

      He presses a hot kiss to my mouth—twice—and then gets up. “I will handle it.” He moves to the baby’s basket and takes her in his arms, a joyous smile on his face that melts my heart. “I am to be your father, Glory. Is this not wonderful?”

      She gives him another angry wail, her fists flailing.

      I can’t help but laugh at the adorable concern on his face when she doesn’t stop her screaming. I’ve never heard her wail so loudly, and for a moment, I’m concerned. I get to my feet and take her from him, and she immediately nuzzles against my chest, grunting, and then latches on for another feeding. I give Vordis an apologetic look. “You have the wrong equipment for soothing babies.”

      “It does not matter.” He beams at me, pure joy, and caresses Glory’s head and then moves behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist as I hold her. “I should not have been so loud, but I could not contain myself.”

      I can’t stop smiling, leaning back against him as Glory drinks for no more than a minute, and then drowses back to sleep. I gaze down at my baby, and even as I do, the cootie in my breast gets louder and louder, as if demanding attention. I can feel Vordis’s chest vibrating lightly against my back. “Maybe I should take her to Gail today. Give us some privacy for resonance. I don’t want to have to be quiet.”

      And I blush.

      He groans low, caressing my jaw as I lean back against him, and then I feel his teeth nip against the shell of my ear. “Do what pleases you. I will be silent if I must, as long as I may touch my mate and claim her.”

      Oh, I like that idea. But I also don’t want to deal with a fussy baby all day long, and if we keep waking her from her nap, my even-tempered little Glory is going to be a beast. “I’ll see if Gail can watch her. We should have some alone time.” I arch back against him. “I don’t want you to be quiet. I want to hear every sound you make.”

      Vordis inhales sharply, and then gently tugs my tunic up over my shoulders. “Then I will make you food, so when you return, you will eat and then we will mate as loudly and as often as we want.”

      I giggle, because he’s so very serious and those words are so very ridiculous. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Of course, being that this is an ice planet and I have a baby, one doesn’t just jaunt across camp, especially in the brutal season. It requires a lot of prep work. Vordis holds Glory while I layer on furs after furs, then put on my boots and over wraps. After that, I pack a satchel of extra butt wraps and blankets for the baby and everything else I can think of. When I have everything ready to go, I take the baby as he hands her to me, and then I hesitate. Am I being a bad mother? I look at Vordis, full of worry.

      His eyes meet mine and he says nothing, but his gaze devours me as if I’m not dressed like a polar bear, but naked instead. As we stare at each other, his khui gets louder in his chest. Mine does, too, and with it comes a wave of heat that pools between my thighs and then it feels as if my cootie is throbbing right on my most sensitive spots.

      Yeah. We are so going to wake the baby if she stays. “I’ll be back,” I promise him, breathless.

      “Hurry.”

      Oh, I plan on it. I tuck my swaddled child against my chest and Vordis helps me down from the hut’s platform. Then, I head out of the hut and down the beach, looking for Gail’s tent. She camps near Lauren and K’thar, so I head for the Strong Arm clan’s cluster of tents and find both Lauren and Gail standing near the fire. Lauren’s holding Z’hren as Gail laughs, and then both notice me and wave.

      “Hi,” I say breathlessly, marching over to them. “I need a big, big favor.”

      Gail puts out her arms. “You need me to watch this gorgeous baby of yours, right? The answer is yes.”

      “How did you know?” I ask, surprised even as I hand Glory over. I feel a twinge of guilt, but the look of bliss on Gail’s face makes it a little easier. She loves babies so much.

      The older woman puts my daughter against her shoulder, smiling. “You marched over here with the Not-Hoth equivalent of a diaper bag on your shoulder. Is everything okay?” She glances over at me, curious.

      “Oh yeah,” I say breathlessly, and put a hand to my chest. My hand shivers against my skin with the force of my cootie.

      Lauren gasps, her eyes going wide. “Did you resonate?” When I nod, she looks surprised. “So soon after baby? Wow.”

      Gail studies my face. “Is…this a good thing? Are we happy about this?”

      “We are ecstatic,” I admit, blushing. “And the baby needs to sleep and we might be noisy.”

      “Oh, girl.” Gail just grins, rocking Glory slightly. “You take as long as you need. You can drop by to feed her if you want, but if she fusses I can help out with that. I’m more than happy to help out.”

      “I have to know,” Lauren chimes in. “Is it hot sauce or ketchup? Or neither?”

      “What?” Gail asks, her brow furrowing.

      I blush, remembering that stupid joke from weeks ago. “It depends, is Vordis hot sauce or ketchup?”

      “You tell me.” She winks, and then it turns into a grimace when Z’hren grabs a handful of her hair. “I can’t keep the two of them straight.”

      “Vordis is the thoughtful one,” I tell her dreamily. “The one with the nice eyes.”

      “Ooookay. As opposed to the clone that has the same eyes, but whatever. You know them better than I do,” Lauren says with a chuckle, extracting her hair from Z’hren’s tight grip. “I’m just happy you’re happy, ketchup and hot sauce aside.”

      “I don’t care what condiment he is as long as he’s mine,” I tell them, pressing my hand to my chest as if I can’t quite believe my cootie’s resonating. “It’s so crazy. Is…is it possible to influence your cootie? Because I was so worried that I’d resonate to someone else and then it’s like it answered my prayers.” I’m still stunned that things worked out so wonderfully. I really do feel like the luckiest woman ever. “It’s almost like it was listening to me.”

      “Maybe?” Lauren shrugs. “I always wonder if it’s one of those chicken-or-egg things. Are you attracted because your cootie knows and pulls you toward that person, or does the cootie realize how you feel and acts accordingly? It looks like it always ends up happily, so does it even matter?”

      She’s got a point. Either way, I’m thrilled. I turn to Gail again and set the bag down on the ground. “You sure you don’t mind? I hate the thought of leaving her if you’re busy…” Actually, I hate the thought of leaving her at all, but I’m also trying to be sensible.

      “Oh, lord, no. Do not worry at all. I get to dote on this beautiful baby all day and you two need some privacy.” She cuddles Glory to her, smiling.

      “I can pitch in with Z’hren,” Lauren adds. “You guys take all the time you need. We’ve got this handled. I know what it’s like to resonate. You’re not going to be thinking babies. You’re going to be thinking about how to make them.” And she laughs at her own joke.

      She has a point. I give Gail a grateful look, check on my daughter one last time, and then awkwardly hug them both. “Thank you so much, both of you.”

      “Enjoy,” Gail murmurs, her gaze on my sleeping daughter. She looks thrilled to have her, and my unease melts away.

      I turn and head back to the hut, stumbling a little as I do. No sooner have I passed off Glory than the full force of resonance flares to life, distracting me. My body’s humming furiously and even the brush of my leather clothing over my body makes everything ultra-sensitive. I think of Vordis and wonder if he’s feeling the same way, and gasp with how much need flares through my body. Just thinking about him nearly makes me double over with lust. I move a little faster, then, eager to get back to the hut and to his arms. Is he going to be naked? Waiting for me under the furs with all that delicious red skin exposed?

      Oh god, why does just picturing that make me ache so deeply? My female parts seem to squeeze in response at the thought, and I keep my head down and my steps quick so no one stops me to chat. I don’t want to talk right now—I already spent too long with Gail and Lauren. All I want to do is get back to the hut and tackle Vordis.

      I will seriously cut a bitch if Thrand stops me and says hello.
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      VORDIS

      I kneel near the firepit, trying to ignore the throb of my erection as I stir the hot tea. I have cakes of trail rations, because I know that Angie does not like stew this early in the day, and she needs to eat. Thinking about Angie just makes my khui drum harder in my chest, and when I press against the length of my cock with my hand, I can feel wetness leaking from the tip.

      This must be normal for clones, after all.

      I am still stunned that my Angie resonated to me. Ever since Thrand and I arrived, the thought of a female has been a constant hope. As the days passed, my desire for a female shifted; I did not want just any female. I wanted Angie. That she will soon be mine is beyond joy. I think of the way she kissed me, her soft, hot mouth on mine, and the way her hand stroked my length.

      I run a hand down my sweaty face. I wish I had asked one of the other mated males for advice on how to please a female. I have very little experience, but my imagination has flared with all kinds of explicit scenarios ever since Angie smiled at me. I can think of dozens of things I would like to do to her, but I do not want to frighten her or do something wrong. More kisses, then, because she likes those. And the way she touched my cock…I could do the same to her—palm her cunt and try to work her to the same heights of pleasure she gave me.

      I hope.

      Females are different, though. She might not want me to explore her body. Is she not always covering her parts from my view as if they are shameful and unpleasant? What if she does not appreciate a touch there? This is troubling. I stir the fire, wondering if I have time to go out and speak to one of the recently mated males. Who would know the most? Taushen, perhaps. Or Ashtar. A’tam has been mating the one female without resonance, so he is clearly doing something right.

      I rise to my feet…and my hand immediately goes to my groin. It aches, so very stiff that walking will be impossible, much less crossing the camp to speak to another male. I drop back into a crouch again, panting. Pressing my hand against my cock does not make the ache better—it only makes me wish for Angie to return that much faster.

      All right, think, Vordis. You have seen females before. You have seen males in the arena mate with the prizes they received. What did they do? I close my eyes, picturing it, and wince. Those females were always crying and unhappy, and I do not remember a single male touching his female with kindness. The other clones and I used to marvel at how rough the other males were with their prizes. Such things were never offered to clones, not even the vids that other gladiators spoke of where males would mate with females for a recording.

      I will have to confess to Angie my lack of knowledge, then. I know the mechanics, of course. My cock goes into her cunt. Beyond the basics, though, I do not know how to pleasure her and it is clear from her expert touches when she caressed me that she knows more. I will ask her to tell me the proper ways to do this, then.

      I want to please her. I want to give her the toe-curling rush of pleasure that she gave me. I’m hungry for it.

      As if my intense thoughts have summoned her, Angie pushes into the hut, then sets the screen back over the entrance. Her hands are trembling, but she smiles at me, breathless. There are a few flakes of snow in her dark hair, but her eyes are bright and sparkling with excitement.

      I rise to my feet, and this time I welcome the throb of my cock. “My mate,” I tell her proudly, and put my hand out.

      “Vordis,” she whispers, and then she flings herself on me, her arms going around my neck, and then we are kissing as fiercely as if it is a battle that must be won with tongues and lips. Her body slides neatly under mine, and then we are on the furs, our mouths still locked together as she tugs at her tunic ties.

      My Angie. In a daze, I remember that I want to touch her like she touched me, to pleasure her with caresses and have her toes curl. With purpose, I slick my tongue into her mouth in hot, claiming strokes until she moans into me and her hand flutters to my neck. I can hear her khui thrumming wildly, as loud and fierce as the one in my chest. When her hips rise against mine, I move my hand to the vee between her legs and press against the leather. I expect her to be soft—what I am not expecting is the sheer heat of her cunt, or that she’s so wet that even her leathers are damp with her arousal.

      A guttural sound rips from my throat.

      Angie gasps, pulling back from me. “What’s wrong?” Her eyes search my face.

      “You…” I pant, trying to compose myself. Hot need surges through me, so fierce it takes every bit of control not to rip her leathers from her body and grind my cock into her. Now I see why the arena gladiators were so fierce with their prizes—having Angie this close and being unable to touch her skin? It is unbearable. I struggle for composure. “You are wet here.” And I press my hand between her thighs again.

      She moans, clinging to my neck. “Yeah. Yeah I am. Did you not think I would be?”

      It never occurred to me that she would grow slick with her arousal like my cock does. My mouth waters as I lift my hand and inhale the scent of her on my skin. “I must taste this,” I tell her thickly, and then seek her gaze. “Is it allowed?”

      “Oh, fuck yeah,” she breathes. “Everything’s allowed, Vordis. I promise.”

      “Good.” I slide lower on the furs and pull at the waist ties of her leggings. I mean to go slowly, to take my time, but need is a hot brand burning in my skull, and it makes me move faster than I should. I rip at her clothing, not pausing when seams tear and the leather shreds under my hands. “I will make you new leggings,” I tell her as I toss scraps aside.

      Angie just laughs, the sound breathless and full of anticipation.

      I love that even now, I can make her laugh. I want to hear her joy, always. I pull away the last of her leathers and gaze down at her exposed beauty. Her thighs are plump and pale, and she has a downy tuft of brown curls between her thighs, hiding her cunt from my gaze. I can see a wet gleam against her skin, though, and her scent is thicker now, making my mouth water once more. When I touch the inside of her thigh, she spreads them for me, and I love how eager she is for my touch. It makes me feel as if no matter what I do, she will take pleasure from it, and I like that. It makes me feel as if I cannot fail her. She is just…perfect.

      Her cunt is even more appealing than I thought it would be. With her legs spread wide, the soft folds of her are pink and inviting, wet and flushed with her arousal. Unable to stand it any longer, I wrap my arm around one of her thighs, pulling it over my shoulder as I lean in and drag my tongue over her for my first taste.

      Pleasure fires through me, hot and sweet. I groan with how intense her flavor is, how musky and delicious. She is slick and quivering under my tongue, and I spear it through her folds, dragging over her cunt and lapping up as much of her taste as I can. “I need this,” I rasp. “All of this.”

      “Oh,” Angie whispers, and her body shudders underneath me. “Oh, Vordis. That feels really good.”

      I grunt my pleasure at hearing that, and then taste her again. My cock throbs in my leathers, the ache of it so intense that it is almost pain, but I ignore it. Right now, I want nothing else but Angie and her cunt pressing against my mouth. I dip into her sweet folds over and over again, as if she is one of the finest desserts served on a posh space station. My sweet, delicious mate. Just one taste of her and I am ravenous. I drag my tongue along her folds over and over, and she quivers and makes little cries underneath me. She does not come as quickly as I remember my climax, though—one swift touch and I spurted all over her soft hand, but Angie needs more. Her fingers thread through my hair and new slickness greets my tongue with every lick, so I know she yet enjoys this, but I have not made her come. There must be more to pleasuring her.

      Slowing down from my ravenous, wild licking, I try to pace myself. The front of my trousers is sticking to my cock, and it is entirely possible I have already climaxed simply from tasting my mate. No matter. I am still hard with need, and right now, all I care about is Angie’s pleasure. So I part her folds and drag my tongue over every bit of her flesh, exploring and tasting, learning her body. She is not just petals tucked into a cleft, I learn. There is a pink button nestled deep in her folds, and I drag my tongue over it experimentally.

      Angie cries out, sitting upright and clinging to my hair. “Oh my god!”

      I bite back a groan of my own, fierce pleasure surging through me at her response. “Shall I do that again?” I ask, pressing my mouth against her sweet skin. I kiss the tiny nub and then trace my tongue over it, encouraged by her responses. She jerks against me, the sounds she makes loud and wild. Her fingers grip my hair so tightly that my scalp stings, but I do not think she wants me to stop. I lick the nub again and then suck on it, and she cries out again, her legs twisting against my grip.

      “Vordis,” she pants, writhing under me where I have her pinned. I have never heard anything as sweet as that. “Oh god, Vordis, please.”

      “Do you have more treasures hidden like this, my Angie?” I murmur, teasing my tongue over the spot before going exploring again. I tease my tongue into her core and she moans, the sound so shuddering and deep that my sac tightens. “Right there?”

      She gasps something incoherent in response.

      I wish I had two tongues, one to press deep inside her here, and one to tease her little nub with. I lick her here again, and then push a finger where my tongue was a moment ago. Her cunt grips it tightly, hot, wet and sucking, and I grit my teeth against the exquisite torture. This is where my cock will go, and her cunt will hold it as tightly as she holds my finger. Need spirals through me, and then I stroke my finger deep, imagining it as my cock claiming her, and I suck on her nub again.

      “Oh,” Angie moans again. “Oh, oh, oh!” Her moans turn into a light trill, and she arches against my mouth, shuddering. A fresh wave of her sweet taste coats my tongue and I have made her climax.

      Thick pleasure moves through me, and I kiss her shivering flesh as I lift my head. “How often may I do this?”

      “Huh?” She looks down at me between her thighs, dazed, her skin flushed. Her lips are plump and red, as if she has been biting them.

      I give her cunt another drag of my tongue. “Taste you. How often may I do this?”

      Her mouth forms a circle, and then she falls back to the furs, as if spent. “Oh, dear lord, you cannot be real. Thank you, Jesus.” She clasps her hands in front of her. “I don’t know what I did to deserve this, but thank you.”

      “Who is this Jesus?” I growl, nipping at the inside of her thigh to drag her attention back to me.

      “Never mind,” Angie tells me, and slides her fingers through my hair. “You…you liked doing that? To me?”

      Is my mouth not wet with her release? Have I not licked every bit of her? Still she doubts? “I have never enjoyed anything more,” I tell her gravely. “But if you were not pleased, I can try again—”

      Her palm presses on my forehead before I can lower my head again. “Whoa there, hot sauce. I need to breathe. You did well. Really well. Fucking amazing.”

      I am skeptical of her praise, but when I sit up and release her leg, I see that her toes are curled. Perhaps I did do as well as she said. “I enjoyed touching you,” I tell her, my own need throbbing a reminder in my cock. “I want to do more.”

      She reaches a hand out. “Come lie beside me for a sec,” Angie says, breathless. “Let me rest for a moment and then we can do more.”

      Her fingers are trembling as I lace mine through hers. She does need time to recover, I realize. I lie down beside her, facing her beautiful, flushed face. Her dark hair is damp at her temples, her skin sweaty, and I want to lick all of her. I run my fingers lightly over her cheek and down her neck, just gazing at her as my khui sings an insistent song in my chest.

      A shy look comes over her face. “What do you see when you look at me?”

      “Happiness. Perfection.” I trace a fingertip along her jaw. “A beautiful female. My beautiful female…and the mother to my daughter.”

      “There will be another baby, too,” she points out.

      “I will welcome it and love it as much as I love Glory.”

      “I’m starting to think getting kidnapped by aliens was the best thing that ever happened to me,” she whispers, and traces her fingers on my lips. “I love you, Vordis.”

      “I love you as well.” The words are human, but they come easily to my lips. What I feel for Angie is more than love. She is…everything. She is the suns in the skies and the fresh air, the perfection of fresh snow on the ground, and the beauty of the stars in the night, and yet she somehow outshines all of them when she smiles.

      Then, she bites her lip and leans over to kiss me.

      I slide my hand behind her neck and cup her head as our mouths meet, and her hand glides over my chest. I let her lead this kiss, since she is still shaky with her climax, and my own need ramps up as her hand moves down my belly and pauses at my waistband. She chuckles and her lips brush against mine. “Did you come, too?”

      “Possibly.” My mind was chaos as I licked between her thighs until she climaxed. It is entirely possible that I lost my own control then, too. “I am still hard with need for you, though.”

      Angie smiles and tugs at the laces of my leggings. “Then get naked for me. I want to look at you again.”

      I rip my own clothing off as quickly as possible, kicking my legs to get the leather off of my body. If she wants to look at me, I want her to look at me, as well.

      She giggles, and that makes me pause. A smile curves my mouth. “What amuses you?”

      “All I have to say is ‘Can you undress’ and then you’re naked two seconds later. I’ve never seen anyone undress so quickly. It’s adorable.” She reaches out for me, and her hand brushes over my cock, sticky with my own furtive release. “I love this, Vordis. I’m so happy you’re mine.”

      “I would be no one else’s but yours,” I tell her, and I mean it. “There has never been another female in my eyes. There is only Angie.”

      Her smile is radiant.

      When her fingers move over my cock, my body tightens and I have to fight the urge not to thrust into her hand. I need her, but I am hungry for more of this with her—this private time with smiles and slow touches. “Not yet,” I caution her. “Or I will lose control.”

      “You can lose control when you’re on top of me,” she promises, reluctantly withdrawing her hand back to my chest.

      I grasp the ties at her neck. “May I finish undressing you?”

      “Of course.” Angie lies back and gives me an expectant look, her fingers trailing over my abdomen. “Do your tattoos mean anything?”

      “They mean clones were bored between battles and wanted something to do,” I admit, amused at how significant I thought them at the time. “I knew an old a’ani that was good with needles and ink on one station. I let him do what he liked to my skin because it made me different than others.” I shrug because those things seem so foolish now. “It was not the art that was important as much as it was being unique.”

      She shakes her head as I tug the laces free. “I don’t see how anyone could possibly think you and Thrand are alike. You look like twins, yes, but you couldn’t be more different in person. Heck, even your faces have subtle differences.” Her fingers skate over the flat muscles of my stomach. “I would know you even in the dark.”

      Those words fill me with unholy joy. Have I not dreamt of being seen as my own person? I raise Angie’s hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles, and then return to unwrapping her as if she is a gift. I push her tunic back and her milk-swollen teats meet my gaze. They are rounded and full, tipped with inviting dark nipples beaded with milk. The undersides have jagged red lines under them, and I brush one with a fingertip. “Do they hurt?”

      “Only if I don’t feed her for a while. The stretchmarks aren’t my favorite.” She sighs and gives a little shrug of her shoulders. “Nothing to be done for it, though. Even if I had a choice, I’d still want to breastfeed Glory.”

      “I see nothing wrong with scars,” I tell her, and mean it. She is beautiful to me.

      Angie smiles up at me and her hand goes to my shoulder. She pulls me down against her and her mouth is on mine once more. We kiss, lips locked as I gently touch one teat and then the other. My mate squirms against me, but when caressing her teats brings her milk forward and she groans with embarrassment, I switch tactics. Pushing my fingers between her thighs, I tease the folds and the nub of her sex until she is panting against my mouth, whimpering with every caress.

      “I would touch you like this all day, every day, if I could,” I murmur between kisses. “No hunting. No fishing. Just my hands on Angie’s cunt, listening to her sounds of pleasure.”

      She gasps, clinging to me, her eyes wide as I pet her softness. “Vordis.”

      Nothing is better than the sound of my name on her lips. “Say it again,” I demand. “Tell me whose hand is on your cunt, slick with your juices. Tell me who makes your toes curl with need.”

      “Vordis,” Angie moans, her nails digging into my skin. “My Vordis. It’s always been you.”

      My breath hisses between my teeth and I’m filled with a wild hunger for her. I give her another hard, devouring kiss, and when she lifts her hips against my hand, I am impatient to be inside her.

      I shift my weight over her and she eagerly wraps her legs around me, one heel digging into my backside. “Yes,” she pants, her expression eager. “Now, Vordis. Please.”

      My beautiful mate. I claim her mouth once more, then guide my cock to her entrance. She is hot and slick, and even though I should go slow, I cannot seem to stop. The pounding of my khui is equal to the pounding of my blood in my veins, and I feed my hard, aching length into her in the space of a breath.

      Angie gasps, her face radiant with pleasure, and she pushes her hips up against me, encouraging me to go deeper. “Oh, god, you feel so good.”

      I bite back a groan of my own. Nothing has ever felt as exquisite as the clench of her cunt around my length, her walls tight around my cock. I pant, full of reckless need as I sink into her. The overwhelming desire to claim, to take, to conquer, pushes through me. This is Angie, my Angie, with her legs around me and her body clasping mine, and I must make this moment last. I press my forehead to hers, my eyes shut tight as I try to compose myself. Somehow, I must find the strength to not climax immediately. I must make sure that she comes first, and that it is as good and sweet for her as it is for me.

      “I’m here,” she whispers, her hand fluttering against my face. “Take as long as you need.”

      How does she know I am close to overwhelmed? But of course she knows—she is my mate, my other half. All this time I have wanted to be my own person, and now I realize the truth of it. Being part of her whole is better than being all of myself.

      “My love,” I tell her, opening my eyes to gaze into hers.

      She smiles sweetly up at me and raises her hips, a silent encouragement.

      I suck in a breath, the slick heat of her cunt around my cock becoming too much. Unable to stop myself, I thrust deep, almost as if my body is moving of its own free will. Then I freeze, worried that I have somehow hurt her, gone too quickly, moved too fast, too hard.

      But Angie lets out a blissful little sigh, her expression nothing but pleasure, and I move again. Pumping into her with slow, even strokes is difficult when I want nothing more than to drive into her like a wild man. The way her composure bleeds away makes it worth it, though. I thrust into her with measured movements, watching as her face changes, going from enjoyment to mindless need, her fingernails digging into my back. She begins to pant, and then moan, and then she’s crying out my name as I move inside her, and her little heels press into my backside as if she can somehow make me move harder, faster, more.

      Sweat coats my skin and my sac feels so tight my body feels as if it will come apart at the seams. Still, my Angie writhes under me, full of arousal. “Tell me what you need to come,” I demand. “What should I give you?” I will not stop, cannot stop until her pleasure is complete.

      “Give me your hand,” she pants, and when I do as she asks, she drags her tongue over it, making me shudder. Then, she slides it between us and rests it on her mound, and I realize what she needs. My fingers seek out the nub that seems to control her climax, and I rub it even as I thrust into her.

      Angie screams, her entire body clenching around mine, her hips rising from the furs.

      With a growl, I pound into her, my movements those of a male driven to the edge. There is nothing that exists outside of this moment, of Angie’s clenching body, the hot clasp of her cunt, and the way she cries out my name as I rub her nub until a shuddering wave moves over her and then her cunt tightens reflexively around my length, squeezing me.

      And then I come, too, my climax exploding forth, filling her with all of the seed that a clone should not have. I drive into her, shuddering as instinct wrings every last bit of pleasure from us both, and then I slide into the furs next to her, boneless and spent. Our bodies are still joined, our legs twined, and I pull her against me, not caring that she’s panting furiously and our skins are damp with sweat. I need to touch her in this moment, reassure myself that this is real.

      Angie gives a breathless laugh and clings to me. “That was…pretty amazing.”

      I nod. I have no words for such things. I only know that I have never experienced such joy, and it is all because of her. I kiss her brow and hold her tight against me, my thoughts chaos. I do not know what to say to her…until I do. “Knock knock.”

      She laughs even more, and the sound is wondrous to hear. “Who’s there?”

      “It is I, your mate,” I tell her proudly.

      She giggles, obvious pleasure in her voice. “You are such a dork.” But she kisses me, and I love her smile.
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      VORDIS

      We mate twice more in quick succession, and then doze, tangled around each other in the furs. When we awaken, our khuis still hum with need, but Angie dresses. Her teats ache and she wants to go feed Glory before we spend the evening in the furs together. I kiss her possessively and tease her cunt until she is breathless, but eventually I let her go.

      I sit by the fire, enjoying the scent of her on my skin, content. I have never been so happy. Not even after the most vicious of victories in the arena, or the narrowest of wins in battle. There is an overwhelming pleasure to the thought of nights with Angie and days at her side, our children in our arms. I want this more than anything.

      Thinking of the arena makes me think of Thrand, though, and guilt makes me rise to my feet. I put on my leggings and boots, and emerge from my hut to look over at his. It is but a few paces away from mine, and at the time I was irritated that he would build his hut so close to the one I built for Angie. Now, I wonder if it is because he simply wanted to be near me, and I am oddly glad for it. The screen is over the door, and I move onto his platform and then give it a scratch. “Brother?”

      “Come in.” Thrand sounds dull. Tired.

      I duck my head and push my way inside. Thrand sits cross-legged by the fire, his elbows on his knees and a morose expression on his face. I sit next to him and say nothing, trying to think of how to approach this.

      “You smell like Angie,” Thrand says. “And sweat. And…something else.”

      “Mating,” I tell him. “We resonated.”

      He nods. “I knew.”

      I glance over at him. “Are you jealous?”

      Thrand frowns into the fire, not looking over at me. “Of the female? No. I am sad that we are no longer Vordis and Thrand. I have always had my brother, before. Now you have someone else. It does not sit well with me.” He looks over at me, finally. “And that shames me. I want your happiness, brother. I am glad that you and Angie have chosen one another. I am just sad for myself.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “Your time will come.”

      He grunts, unconvinced.

      “It will, I swear it. If I am not sterile, that means you are not, either. You will resonate to a good female and make children of your own. Until then, you are always welcome at our fire.” I pause. “Unless we are in the furs, of course. Then you must wait.”

      Thrand snorts, a hint of amusement curling his mouth. “As if I would want to sit nearby and twiddle my thumbs as you mate with her. Bad enough that the wind carries your name to my ears, over and over and over again.”

      “It is your fault you built next to me,” I say, and cannot help but grin. “We were rather loud, weren’t we?”

      “I am surprised Raahosh did not show up and demand to know why you are killing Angie,” he says slyly. “Or R’jaal, since he fashions himself the leader as well.”

      “Bah. They will not bother us. They know what it means to resonate.” I rub my chest, where the humming has slowed down with Angie’s absence…but only slightly. I know the moment she returns, we will be on each other once more, and I cannot wait. “And they know I would never harm Angie.”

      We both just snort with amusement, our thoughts likely similar. Thrand goes quiet once more and then glances over at me.

      “If it bothers you that I have built a hut next to the one you will share with Angie, I can move,” he says after a moment. “Give this hut to someone else and build a new one farther down the beach.”

      “No.” I study him and then put a hand on his shoulder. “You are my brother. That has not changed. I am glad you are here…just as I am glad we are stranded on this planet together.”

      His smile grows, his grin a little wider now. “Just as long as I do not go after your female, eh?”

      “Correct,” I tell him with a slap to his bicep. “Angie is mine. But you are still Thrand, and I am still Vordis, and I am glad we share this adventure together.”

      He nods and extends a hand to me. I clasp it, and I know in that moment that we are good.

      Brothers are always brothers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Sit down. Let’s talk.

      Sometimes I don’t have a lot to say in the author notes other than how much I enjoyed writing this book, but for this particular one, I’ve got a lot of ground to cover and you’ve got questions. So let’s get to it, shall we? :)

      It has always been the plan for Vordis and Thrand to have their own books. Only one was ever supposed to get Angie. I know there’s been a lot of talk among fans about this possibly being a menage, but it is not. I waffled on the idea for a short time because there’s a very vocal element that LOVES the idea of menage for the three of them, but I felt it didn’t work in the world I had established.

      The sa-khui have always been open to polygamous relationships. They’ve been a small group for a long time and always tilted more towards more males than females, so it’d make sense for three-pairings to show up occasionally. The khui only ever selects one person, though, and the thought of giving resonance to just Vordis or just Thrand and still making the other one be part of the pairing didn’t sit well with me. I feel there has to be equal affection on all parties for a triad to work, and if two of the triad resonated, number three is always going to seem a bit like a leftover. I didn’t like that idea.

      As someone else has pointed out on Facebook, identical twins ARE clones of each other. Their DNA is exactly the same. If you’ve ever met identical twins, though, you also know that while they might be ‘identical’ there’s also ways to tell them apart. The features are slightly different, the way they stand or carry themselves might be different, or they might go all-out and do everything they can to look as different from their sibling as possible. I read an article a while back about ‘twinning’ and how a lot of identical twins absolutely hated being dressed up as a matching pair, as if they didn’t have their own identity apart from being a twin, and I thought that was fascinating. That inspired me to create Vordis and Thrand. What if you’d had a shared identity all your life and then suddenly you were put in a place where you didn’t have to? How do you cope with it?

      Vordis immediately loves the freedom it gives him, but Thrand struggles to understand what it means when his identity is no longer just that of another a’ani. To me, that was more fun to play with as an author than a menage, so that’s the angle I went with. I’m sorry to anyone that was disappointed! Thrand will get his own book in time, and he’ll get his own spotlight and his own resonance. I love that idea so much and I’m so eager to write it that I hope you guys understand.

      Speaking of the a’ani - I wanted to point out that their speech patterns are slightly different than those of the sa-khui or the islanders. They didn’t grow up speaking the sakh language (which I imagine mentally as very throaty and deep, full of tongue-twisting syllables) so they have no problems with human names. This is why A’tam will call Bridget ‘Bree-shit’ because of the hard ‘g’ issue, but to Vordis or Thrand she is simply Bridget. In addition, they use the terms ‘baby’ or ‘child’ instead of ‘kit’ because kit is a cultural usage for the sa-khui. Just in case you were wondering!

      And since we are talking about clones, I thought I would also bring up Glory, the Qura’aki (pronounced qwer-ah-akh-ee) baby. The idea for her stemmed from another article I read online (why yes, I DO spend too much time on Buzzfeed, why do you ask?) about people that were cloning their pets. I projected that a little further and thought about what a very powerful, highly technological interstellar society would think about that, and how callous some are to other lifeforms, and it’s not a stretch to imagine an entire race of highly prized, pretty playthings being bred for the ultra rich. I’m sure we’ll see another Qura’aki female pop up in my writing, but not on the ice planet. Maybe…maybe more space corsairs or another alien mail order bride (shivers with excitement). Don’t get me started on new ideas, or we’ll be here all day!

      Talking about Glory leads me to the NEXT segue in this epic-length author letter. Why is this book not as sexy as Willa’s? I just couldn’t do that to my poor Angie. The timing was all wrong for her to have a balls-to-the-wall epic sex-fest. At first she’s super pregnant, and then she’s recently given birth, so I tried to be mindful of how she’d be feeling as a new mom. She might have all kinds of emotions and feels toward Vordis, but she’s going to be slower to act on them sexually because of everything she’s been through recently. I hope you enjoyed a sweeter book. The next one won’t be a sweet, though. Sometimes a girl’s just gotta write some raunchy stuff. ;)

      Speaking of hook-ups! The beach camp is hopping at the moment. In my head, the khui tends to rapid-fire hook people up the moment they realize the compatible mate is nearby, which is why there’s always a flurry of instant resonances anytime strangers meet up. Of course, as an author, THIS IS DUMB. REAL DUMB. Because now I’ve painted myself into a corner where I have a bunch of romances going on over on the sidelines that I haven’t talked about yet. Argh! Don’t be me, people!!! Think this shit through!

      I’m joking (well, mostly) because I love having so much going on in the camp, but I feel bad when I don’t circle back to eagerly awaited pairings as quickly as I want to. Right now, we’re still waiting to see who M’tok resonated to. We’re waiting to see what the deal is with Hannah and J’shel and will-they-won’t-they, and Bridget’s got her hooks into the prettiest man on the island, A’tam. And then there’s poor, long-suffering Mari and T’chai, who have been shut down in the resonance department and might not ever return. I haven’t yet settled on who’s next, but I am leaning toward Hannah and J’shel. That being said - if you’ve got a pairing you’re DYING to see sooner and want me to shove them to the front of the line, feel free to speak up on Facebook! I aim to please and if there’s enough jockeying, I can be convinced. :)

      If you’re still reading this author’s note, FIRE IN HIS VEINS will be next to release. I’m aiming for January for Liam and Andrea’s book, and I’m excited to play around in post-apocalyptic Fort Shreveport for a few. After that, it’ll either be Marlene’s long-awaited book (It was speaking to me for a while and then got quiet! argh!) or another Icehome. Like I said above, if you’re DYING DYING DYING to see something specific, drop me a line. I always try to answer Facebook private messages, but I do occasionally miss comments. Sometimes there’s just an utter flood of them and I get lost!

      As always, thank you so much for your support and love of this series and all of my ice planet novels. It is a true joy to write so many books in a world I love and have them so eagerly received. You guys are the best fans in the world and I hope to never let you down. And if you feel so inclined, I’d love a review on Amazon! They help a book succeed and I welcome your feedback.

      Much love,

      <3 Ruby

      PS - Audio will be coming in a few months! I do get asked why they’re always behind the actual publication and the truth is that the audio company gets the book the same day you guys do. My other option is to sit on the book for a few months and wait for the audio to be ready (to release both at the same time) but as a reader, I would rather have the book early. I hope that makes sense! <3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The People of Icehome

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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, newly pregnant.

      Marisol – Terrified adult female at beach camp who is fond of hiding. Gets stranded with Lo on the island. Resonates to T’chai. Due to his sickness, their resonance is ‘turned off’ by the healer.

      Hannah – 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 when awoken. Gives birth to Glory (a clone female). Resonates to Vordis.

      Glory - A qura’aki clone baby, implanted in Angie. Newborn.

      Willa – Adult female with a southern twang. Lo’s friend. Gren’s most ardent defender. Resonates to Gren.

      Gren – Beastly, feral ex-gladiator male. Attacks on sight. Resonates to Willa. Soft and fuzzy, according to Aayla.

      Veronica – Newest healer on the planet. Resonated to Ashtar upon arrival. Bit of a klutz. Needs to work on her bedside manner.

      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. Longtime friends/brothers with Thrand, another clone. The really devoted one. Hot sauce. Resonates to Angie.

      Thrand – One of the red “twins,” ex-gladiators of a race called a’ani. Longtime friends/brothers with Vordis. Confused by Nadine. The hotheaded, competitive one. Ketchup.

      Tia – Teenager at the beach camp. Flirting with Sessah.

      Nadine – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Learning to hunt. Really irritated by Thrand.

      Callie – One of the adult females at the beach camp.

      Bridget – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Friend to Veronica. Hooking up with A’tam.

      Steph – One of the adult females at the beach camp.

      Raven – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Blonde, despite her name. Hippie parents.

      Penny – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Learning to hunt.

      Devi – Chatty adult female at beach camp. Ex-scientist. Hair flipper.

      Flordeliza – Adult female at beach camp.

      Samantha – One of the adult females at the beach camp. Really fucking loves being on the ice planet, which no one else can figure out.

      

      
        
        From the Old Tribe (Croatoan)

      

      

      Raahosh – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. Messed up horns. Mated to Liz and has 3 daughters, Raashel, Aayla, and now Ahsoka. Generally unpleasant to be around (except to his mate).

      Liz – Snarky human mate to Raahosh. Mother to Raashel, Aayla, and newborn Ahsoka. Star Wars nerd. Salty.

      Raashel - Liz and Raahosh’s oldest daughter. A bit of a tattletale.

      Aayla - Liz and Raahosh’s middle child. Fascinated by Gren.

      Ahsoka - Liz and Raahosh’s newborn daughter.

      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. Has the unfortunate knack of getting hit in the head a lot.

      Cashol – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe. His mate is Megan.

      Sessah – Unmated, lanky, teen sa-khui from Croatoan. Currently dazzled by all the single ladies in Icehome.

      Rukh – Hunter of the Croatoan tribe and ex-outcast. His mate is Harlow. Brother to Raahosh, father to Rukhar and now Daya.

      Harlow – Mate to Rukh, mother to Rukhar and newborn Daya. She assists Mardok with technology stolen/looted from the broken ships.

      Rukhar – Harlow and Rukh’s young son.

      Daya - Harlow and Rukh’s newborn daughter.

      Farli – One of the few sa-khui females. Mated to Mardok and has a pet dvisti named Chompy. Pregnant.

      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. Will braid anyone that sits still for more than five minutes. Pregnant.

      Vektal – Chief of the Croatoan tribe. Mated to Georgie (human) and father of two daughters. 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 – Young hunter of Strong Arm, resonates to Hannah. Very cheerful. Long braid.

      N’dek – Hunter of Strong Arm, recently lost a leg in a kaari attack. Kinda depressed and sits around the fire a lot.

      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, once of Croatoan.

      Vaza – adopted parent of Z’hren, older sa-khui male, once of Croatoan

      

      Clan of the Tall Horn

      R’jaal – Clan leader of Tall Horn

      T’chai – Hunter of Tall Horn, resonates to Marisol. He is attacked by skyclaw on the island and nearly killed. His wounds get infected and he nearly dies, so the healer stops his resonance.

      M’tok – Hunter of Tall Horn, resonates to unnamed female. Who could it be? Why haven’t they boinked yet? Why is Ruby such a tease?

      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. Currently hooking up with Bridget.

      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 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…
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        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…
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        WILLA’S BEAST
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        Beast. Creature. Monster.

        Dangerous.

        All of these things have been said about Gren.

        Willa doesn’t mind that he’s a beast, as long as he’s her beast.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GAIL’S FAMILY
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        Gail’s happy with Vaza, her new world, and her life on the ice planet. But when a chance to become a mom once more arises…will she change her world once more?

        (A novella)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Books by Ruby Dixon

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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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