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      MY PUNISHMENT STARTS TODAY.

      Refusing marriage isn’t acceptable, not in my world—separated from the rest of Earth by the large stone walls of our own community. To refuse the most legendary prophet of our time in front of the entire congregation was a sentence of twenty lashes. Halfway in, I entered a hallucinogenic state.

      

      A hero came to save me, but he was purple with tentacles. Funny how your mind can blow in such an extreme state of pain. The only aliens I know are the Britonians, and they’re beautiful, physiques like Greek gods, but with gold skin. Not tan. A true gold shade.

      

      Not horrific, imagined purple monsters.

      

      When I wake, the beautiful gold-skinned aliens who are our benefactors enter me in the Match Program. A chance to get away from Earth for six months while I heal. I’ll be mated, sure, but I’m assured he’s noble, fair, and doesn’t expect anything from me. He’s just honored to have a brave “female” to take back home. Because on their planet, bravery is measured by the thickness of your scars, and my back has plenty.

      

      But he hasn’t yet seen my face.

      

      * My Matched Monster contains explicit love scenes, naughty language, and giggles. References to abuse, though all get a happy-ever-after. Intended for mature readers.
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      “River!” The disdain in his voice is always evident when he utters my name.

      For the thousandth time in my life, I watch the rapidly flowing water as it gurgles over rocks. My namesake. The place where I come to often.

      Jump.

      Someone, upon birthing me, had placed me in a waterproof basket and sailed me along the banks. Apparently hoping I would make it to the next city wasn’t as great a fear as birthing a girl-child in whatever town she had lived in.

      But I didn’t make it. Don—Father—fished me from the river, raising me to be a proper Maiden of the Chosen, despite my horrendous name.

      River.

      A name he kept to remind me that it was he who saved me.

      Once when I was sixteen, I became horribly ill. In his panic—not out of concern—Father hospitalized me. I was fed a disgustingly pink, viscous liquid with a sickly-sweet mint aftertaste. I am still given the liquid once a month, a reminder of what he paid to save my life. A stay in a large city’s hospital, the likes of which I’d never before seen beyond the walls of the commune.

      I lift my thick, pink skirt—the same shade of the medicine—and wonder how long it will take for the skirts to become sodden with water and drag me down to the river’s depths. My heart pounds and my palms are so damp, I imagine they’ll leave sweat imprints on the dress where I grip the fabric within my fists.

      Jump!

      I command my body, but it doesn’t obey. My feet don’t move, my heart still pounds, my breast still heaves.

      “River!” The search grows nearer, making my breath grow even faster in my panicked state.

      My dresses are heavier than most. I always preferred the summer wear of the childhood dresses, thinner, soft material that flowed. That breathed. But with each year that passes, Don grows more maniacal in his demands. Our dresses eventually became longer until the toes of our ugly boots didn’t show. The buttons reached higher until even our throats were covered.

      I know the reason for that.

      President Eric Montgomery visited Father once. He had a beautiful woman with him, one who wore a silver choke collar with a gem embedded at the throat. She danced for them, and the rumors of the kitchen staff were that she was going to be the next bride.

      Inwardly, I’d winced. My new mother didn’t even look older than me.

      I haven’t seen her since, though quite a few of my better dresses—the thinner ones—were confiscated for her use.

      I’m stuck with my winter wear, and I wonder if that dreadful president will give Father more of the choke collars that force a maiden to dance. If that’s the reason why my dresses now cover my throat, so the new-fangled contraptions will remain hidden.

      What did they call the woman?

      Ahh, yes. Tera. A nice, normal, if not modern, name for a girl. I should be a Madeline, or a Genevieve. Patricia. Mabel. Barbara.

      Anything but River, a name spoken with disdain. A word that isn’t a name at all, but a rapid flowing sense of freedom that I can’t ever achieve.

      Jump!

      Still, my traitorous feet refuse me.

      Did that girl, Tera, manage to get away? I haven’t heard any rumors since, nor have I seen the president visit again, his eyes always watching me with a spark of interest.

      I would much rather have my father’s disdain.

      The girl was escorted to the limo while Father and President Montgomery argued. Father, silly man, was upset that she wouldn’t look good in the pastel clothing he provided his wives. No one looked good in the rags.

      But when they watched her graceful, beautifully haunting dance, all pretense was off. Father wanted her. And after the performance, the president refused to sell her. He said she’d be attending her marriage mart that weekend instead and Father was welcome to make a bid along with everyone else.

      Father never left for the season’s affairs, and I wonder if he knew the rivalry would be too great? Surely there were more pleasant matches for the girl who danced with so much elegance and fire.

      I heard no more of the situation because with the men occupied, it was the perfect opportunity for me to flee.

      “River.”

      I pull my fishing pole from the bank where I stand and turn, dropping my head as a form of respect. “Father.”

      His eyes narrow. “Didn’t you hear me call, girl?”

      “No, sir,” I lie and make a quick promise to send a longer prayer of repentance later, though lying is a common occurrence for me. “I was lost in my head.”

      He takes a minute to study me. “What are you doing?”

      “Hoping for salmon for today’s supper.”

      “Bah,” he mutters. I can feel the withering of his glare, even with my downcast eyes. “Leave that for the fishermen. I can’t have you smelling of fish. Tonight is a special night. He has risen.”

      I know. It’s why I tried to get myself to jump.

      “I need you to turn yourself in to your mothers. They will see that the staff takes to your care.”

      “Yes, sir.” I make to walk away, careful to step around him lest he decide to reach out.

      “River.”

      I stop in my tracks, my back stiffening. I hate that my back is to him, leaving me...defenseless.

      I can hear his footsteps as he comes up behind me, feel the heat of his body as he presses up against my back.

      “Need I remind you, there is no greater honor for our family,” he breathes, his breath warm on my neck.

      Dear Goddess. I refuse to believe that our Lord is male, but a combination of all and when a woman needs spiritual intervention, our maker will respond in the feminine. I am so sorry I scorned the higher necks of the dresses. Forgive me for not understanding Your divine wisdom.

      The collar blocks the sight of my deepening cleavage, that which is more robust than most.

      He growls, a frustrated groan either that my form is covered or that he loses his never-ending battle against sin.

      “Be gone, temptress!” he barks and that’s the only warning I receive before he flings me away, twisting my ankle under the heavy material of the skirt as I fall to the ground. The snap of the fishing rod creaks in the sudden crash of my fall, and he utters a string of curses.

      But there is no one to whip him for his sins.

      He quickly strides away, leaving me to fend for myself. I wince as I get to my feet—my palms embedded with dirt and rocks. My ankle pains me and I have a feeling the only way I can walk on it is because of my heavy boot keeping the swelling down. Slowly, I make my way home, dread filling me with every step.
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      “He has risen!” My father shouts, the sound barely carrying through the thick panes of the window.

      “He has risen,” all the followers repeat.

      Horrified, I watch the old man who stands, wobbling on a cane, disciples around him as if they are a support system, but it only makes him appear more weakened. He has risen, indeed. He looks like he’s been dead for a while. His skin has a sickly ashen gray shade of...well, of a dead person. I’m assured he has quite a few years left in him, he’s only seventy-one.

      I’m twenty-three. The sight of his wrinkled skin and idea of his papery-fingers skimming over my body sickens me.

      We will have a special license to marry, and when it ripens in a year, I’ll be twenty-four to his seventy-four. Fifty years between us.

      But I should be honored because I am a Maiden of the Chosen.

      All the previous wives of Prophet Josiah have been retired to the commune, where they’ll live out the last of their days in grace and beauty. Their sacrifices for being breeding machines honored.

      And the next batch will be chosen. God, I hope I’m not picked.

      “Close the curtain, girl!” Mother Bertha snaps and I adjust it the barely half-inch I peered through.

      “Weren’t you watching her?” she mutters to Mother Clara.

      “Well, she’s not six!” Mother Clara snips back.

      The two of them have been at each other’s throats for years.

      “We need to pile her hair higher,” Mother Clara says. “The halo has to sit straight.”

      “I know!” Mother Bertha screeches. “Sit down, River!”

      “I will do it.”

      Both mothers freeze as head mother enters the preparation room. I sit quickly.

      “The others shall be arriving shortly and she’s nowhere near presentable,” Mother Eleanor says.

      Neither of the other two say anything. They know better. Mother Eleanor weaves my hair higher and snaps the delicate gold halo around it. Ironic that I dress in rags most days, but now that he has risen, I’m in silk and gold.

      Goddess, please let him not pick me.

      “There. Hand me the makeup palette.”

      Mother Clara scrambles with the makeup, eager to please. She’s always been an ass-kisser. I offer a quick prayer of repentance for my harsh thoughts.

      When she’s done, a sheer coating of iridescent glow covers my face, my brows are darkened, and a glitter trail highlights both cheekbones.

      Then she takes a velvet case and a set of tweezers. “Superglue,” she demands.

      Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum scramble for the tube, wrenching it from each other’s hands in their haste to be the one to hand it to her.

      I watch her carefully, wondering what the hell she’s going to glue. My lips?

      But she opens the velvet case and pulls out a diamond, then dabs glue on it. She proceeds to hold it to my forehead, a little higher than my eyebrows.

      When she pulls the tweezers away, the skin feels tight as the glue dries, and weighted.

      “The diamond is for protection from the non-believers. It offers clarity so you find the one true path inside. The wealth of the stone is shared with you for luck, for the diamond represents your father’s house. He has been most generous in offering this to you,” Mother Eleanor says.

      “Turn yourself ever so slightly onstage so the light may catch the brilliance of the gem,” Mother Clara says. “It will show Father’s generosity.”

      “Make sure you pry it off your forehead tonight and return it to the velvet box,” Mother Bertha says peevishly.

      “Let the glue wear down naturally,” Mother Eleanor says loudly, exerting her authority over Mother Bertha. “It won’t do to mar the skin on such a perfect forehead. Especially if you’re picked. Now, stand, child. We’ll get you dressed and then posed for pictures. Your portrait will be created from the photos to memorialize this eve.”

      I stand straight to allow the corset to be tied to me. It’s a new one, backless, because only the best for the one who has risen. And only tonight will I be allowed to show skin.

      Because tonight, I’m for sale.

      Not only is it the greatest honor to be chosen as bride, but this is First Wife. My palms should not be sweating. I should not have the urge to throw up.

      I should be thrilled that I’m a Maiden of the Chosen.

      My father certainly is. Status, honor, prestige. All from the daughter he fished out of the creek.

      Mother Eleanor makes a motion to one of the guards at the door and the photographer is ushered in. I’m posed in various positions while the camera clicks away, immortalizing several shots for portraits later.

      Finally, the white-lace veil is draped over my face. I ignore the scratchiness.

      Our house anthem begins to play.

      “Ladies, take your places,” Mother Eleanor snaps.

      Mother Bertha and Mother Clara scrabble behind me, and from the corner of my eye, I see them fight for the right side to stand behind Mother Eleanor. She ignores them and takes my arm to “give me away.”

      We make our way down the stairs to join the other mothers and maidens. There are whispers as we go by—jealousy, I’m sure. The ceremony is being held in our house and not the church. The whispers would be normal, but no one dares speak any louder. Our house is the most prestigious.

      The one that contributes most money to the church.

      “She’s so pretty,” one of the other girls says, only to “oomph” when someone elbows her.

      I stare straight ahead. I don’t want to call attention to myself. Not at all. If he has risen, he may have eyes and ears everywhere. I don’t want him to notice me.

      We walk right past the room with the other maidens waiting, our heels clacking on the marble floors, right onto the entry way lit by spotlights. The three mothers take turns air-kissing my cheeks—pretending to not mess my makeup, but honestly, there’s no love lost in our family.

      And then I’m left on stage, cattle led to the slaughter.

      “Our first Maiden of the Chosen—River Templeton, daughter of Donald Templeton of the House of Diamond.”

      Heavy boots frantically stomp the polished floors, the rapid firing showing their appreciation. It grows louder and faster. I should feel honored, pleased...but I’m not. I feel like I’m on display. My breathing quickens. I just want to lay low, come in last place. But this crowd is attracting way too much attention to me.

      Finally, after what feels like forever, the applause dies away and the mothers come back to escort me to the shadows of the backstage, where I stand first in line, before they leave again.

      The next maiden is announced, and she’s brought out by her mothers. I can’t help but notice, with a sinking heart, the applause isn’t as great. One by one, more are introduced and each one is escorted to where I stand. The backstage fills with the line of the Chosen standing on display, dressed like dolls for this one event.

      When the last one is escorted to the line and her mothers leave, the room grows silent. Now it is judgement time.

      “He has risen!” My father’s voice rings out.

      “He has risen,” the other voices repeat.

      I suck in a breath and freeze in place, hoping the terror isn’t strewn across my face.
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      There is utter silence on stage, the only noise coming from my father at the podium and the audience. I’d love to loop my arm with the girl next to me, to hide my face in her shoulder. But a quick glance out of the side of my eye tells me she’s smiling. Her chest is rising and falling with anticipation. She’s happy with this. She hopes she’ll get picked. I’ll have no support there.

      When Father announces the coming of the risen, the prophet enters through the back door. The spotlight shines on him as he’s escorted down the aisle to the front row. It takes nearly five long minutes for him to hobble to the front. His skin is papery-thin and almost pink. What little hair he has lays like white fuzz against his sunken skull. He’s draped in heavy robes of thick, rich, burgundy velvet, and I swear I can almost smell the musty scent of decay from his flesh.

      I’ll have to kiss…that. Surely one so holy would be given some beauty, even if it’s only kindness in his eyes?

      My knees are shaking and my lips quiver, so I clamp them closed. I’m not even sure if I can force a smile, I’m so terrified. Which is probably good. I’ll get yelled at later but if it keeps me from getting picked, I’ll win anyway.

      Carefully, the risen one is escorted up the stairs. He faces us, making a sweeping gaze across the sea of dresses, of faces, and…of bosoms.

      He’s looking at our chests. No, there’s no kindness in his eyes. Just ugliness.

      My heart trips, missing a beat when his gaze lands on me. I try to slink back, to hunker down just a little.

      He’s escorted to the podium that’s set at the front of the stage.

      “Thank you all for this wonderful selection of daughters.”

      Foot stomping ensues.

      “So much beauty gathered on one stage.” He sighs, dragging it out even though he can barely speak as it is. His voice is breathy, and his tone lingers out in the way of preach—a monotone inscription to his speech that’s a cross between droning and sing-song. When I was a little girl, it scared me. As I got older, I kind of liked it. I was able to zone out during the sermons, carried off in fantasies inside my head. Now, it terrifies me that he may use the same voice in the bedroom.

      “As you all know, I will select six wives eventually. Tonight, however, tonight’s selection is for First Wife. A most prestigious honor, for First Wife will come home with me this eve. She will be pure and untouched and will receive the proper training befitting her status so that she may welcome her sister wives with open arms upon the blood moon next year.”

      One of the men hoots and naturally, no one reprimands him for interrupting such a sober moment. If a woman were to have uttered such crassness, she would have been whipped.

      “I would like to thank Mister Templeton for hosting such a lovely event in his magnificent home! And such lovely wives. Come on out here, you three beauties.”

      From behind me, my mothers waltz solemnly onto the stage, surrounding him at the podium, receiving his kiss on both cheeks. I can see how dry his leathery skin is from here; the fuzziness of the few hair that wave in the movement of the air. It makes me cringe as I think about finding one of those feathery white hairs in my bed. On my pillow. He probably sleeps with his mouth open so he can breathe. God, would I have to smell his breath all night?

      First Wife would be absolute torture. The house would be just the two of us until the next blood moon and the others come on board. I’d have to sleep with him every night for a year. Because I’ve suddenly gone cotton-mouthed with horror, I miss what’s happening on stage until everyone looks at me.

      “River!” Mother Clara mouths.

      I blink my eyes rapidly, wondering what I’ve missed. “Ex-excuse me?”

      The prophet smiles, the tight, crinkly skin pulling deeper wrinkles around his mummified lips. His pale-pink, translucent skin has dark liver spots scattered over it, across the forehead, into the wisps of hair.

      “I asked if you’d do me the honor of being my wife.”

      My stomach plunges and sweat breaks out on the back of my neck. My ears are ringing, and I can’t believe this just happened. Not to me. I should have jumped in the river.

      Before I can think about the consequences of my actions, I blurt out, “No.”

      The room goes so quiet I can hear the thundering of my heart as it beats in my chest.

      “What did you say?” he asks.

      This is a make-or-break moment. I can pretend I said yes, and the entire room misheard. I can pretend I was confused.

      But I would have to sleep with this wretched old geezer. I’d have to—spread my legs for his withered old penis.

      Mother Clara cooked chicken sausage once. She didn’t account for the lower fat content. When she was done, the sausage links were dry and shrunken within their skins. I imagine that’s what his will look like.

      And no matter the blessings to my house, God forgive me, I just can’t do it.

      I can’t.

      “I said no.”

      Anger sweeps across his face. Not my mothers’, though. Their faces are still staring in a state of shock.

      My father comes thundering up the steps.

      “How dare you?” he roars. “You ungrateful wretch!”

      The prophet’s hand on his arm puts Father’s temper in check. In the rows of seated congregation, people are shocked at his behavior.

      His voice drops to the flat, emotionless intonation. “You have brought shame upon my house. You will receive twenty lashes for your insubordination. Take her away.”

      Two of the robed members stride across the stage to grip my arms. Twenty lashes. Twenty. Maybe that isn’t so bad. I would have had eleven months of suffering in the marriage before sister wives arrived to relieve some of the strain. Surely, I can get all the punishment out in one night that I might have received in nearly a year. I’m yanked so forcefully, my weak ankle twists, my satin high heel falling off in the middle of the stage like some fairytale princess. The other falls off during the drag down the stairs.

      The men stare hatefully as I’m hauled down the aisle, the women avert their gaze.

      Out in the courtyard, I’m draped over the wooden horse, my wrists locked in place, stretched above the ground. I test the restraints as I wait, shivering in cold and fear, while the rest of the congregation makes their way out into the yard. They hold firm, even as fat snowflakes fall.

      The time ticks by as I hear solemn footsteps slowly fill the yard behind me, the teeth that chatter as the temperature falls. A light dusting covers the ground with the purity of white.

      My father will decide that’s a blessing on his punishment.

      My body is trembling so hard in anticipation. There is soft murmuring as they get ready. The whip is brought out and slowly unwrapped. I can’t stop trembling, my shaking uncontrollable.

      There’s some murmuring of a shooting star that lights up the night sky, but I miss it with my head down over the wooden block.

      At the first crack of the whip, I cry out like a wounded animal.

      “Didn’t like that, did you?” Father murmurs and I can hear the satisfaction in his voice. He’s happy I’m being hurt. Happy to humiliate me after I humiliated him.

      The snap leaves a fiery blaze from my shoulder to waist and God, it burns. Before I can catch a breath, it strikes again. The pain is two-fold this time, as it overlaps the open wound of the previous lash, burning into the damaged flesh.

      “Again,” Father barks and this time when it strikes, I see stars.

      I taste blood; I’m biting my lip so hard to keep from screaming.

      My entire frame tenses, bracing for the next strike and I know that will make it even worse, but I can’t help it. I know the taste of the pain now and my body can’t relax.

      The fourth lash makes me wonder how I’ll survive sixteen more. My head is woozy.

      When boots appear near my hands, deep scarlet velvet robes drape the snow along with the droplets of my blood.

      The hand reaches out and lifts my chin. Casually, the prophet wipes the blood from my lip with his thumb.

      “Will you have me now?” His voice is taunting, the old bastard. Risen, indeed. What a joke, all contrived to have his shot at the youngest daughters of the community. The ripe fruit. The precious plums.

      I feel like cackling. I’m cracking up from the pain.

      “No,” I spit, my blood spattering across his freckled cheek.

      He drops my chin and moves back behind me where he can watch the whip swing.

      “Again,” Father calls out and the lash strikes my ravaged skin. More snow falls, stinging and cooling my back at the same time.

      “Again.”

      Pain.

      “Again.”

      Fear.

      “Again.”

      Burn.

      I can barely hear the enforcer when he says to Father, “I’ll have to lighten the strikes, or she won’t survive twenty.”

      I don’t know what Father’s response is and the next lash doesn’t hurt any less when it slices across my back and sends fresh blood splattering across the white snow.

      I black out but I’m roused by the prophet again. “Fourteen, River. Forego the last six and repent.”

      His voice is strong, the preachy, sing-song we know so well. He acts like he’s being generous, but I know what’s really going on. He’s afraid “his choice” won’t survive long enough for him to consummate God’s will. If I die, the choice he made was flawed. Certainly the prophet can’t make a flawed decision?

      For a minute, I’m lost. What am I repenting? What was it I’ve done? All I know is pain and blood and weakness. A woman screams and there are voices yelling. I black out again and then I’m dreaming as tentacles—purple tentacles—writhe on the ground before me. Someone—some mystical creature—kneels and lifts my head carefully. Standing with him is one of the golden Britonian aliens who landed on Earth. Everyone knows about them, but I’ve never seen one in person. They landed years ago and made an agreement with the President of Earth to clean up our air, soil, and water in exchange for a place to live. I’m not sure why I’m fantasizing they’re here. Perhaps it was the memory of someone saying a shooting star shot across the sky. The images are oddly disproportionate, obviously about good and evil, a face of an angel and that of a beast. Because the one with my face in his hands is horrendous. Yet his touch is so gentle, as if he thinks I’m made of tissue-paper.

      “You have no rights to be here!” Father rings out from behind me.

      “We were invited by the prophet.” There is silence at the newcomer’s voice, also behind me. The Britonian in front of me runs a scanner across my forehead.

      “She’s lost a lot of blood,” he says to the creature next to him. I can’t imagine why I conjured another alien being to be a purple, tentacled heathen, but that’s what he looks like. Black ink scrolls across the side of his face, across his chest, over his arms. And while he looks like a devil, his large hands are tender where they cup my face.

      “They were invited to meet my bride,” the prophet tells Father.

      “Who are you?” The golden Britonian alien asks me.

      I think he’s testing my verbal responses, but my father answers instead.

      “She is my daughter. She is to receive twenty lashes for her insubordination.”

      “How many has she had?” the purple creature snarls, looking dark and dangerous.

      “Fourteen.”

      “If you insist on continuing with this barbaric treatment,” the first one says from behind me, “I insist on us being allowed to treat her.”

      “We treat our own,” Father says.

      “How old are you?” the Britonian in front of me asks.

      “Tw-twenty-three.”

      Our congregation makes sure women are past the marriageable age on the outside to make things a little more acceptable for internal marriages.

      “You are old enough to decide if you want us to treat you away from here,” the Britonian says. “You do not need parental permission.”

      “Yesss.” I wince with the pain of my lip and feel a stroking on my cheek. That’s when I realize the purple one still has his hands cupped around my face.

      “How dare you?” Father asks.

      But I’m not sure what’s going on behind me as the aliens step away. As my head lowers back to the wooden box, I wonder if the whole episode was a figment of my imagination.

      “Again,” Father calls and I bite my lip to hold still.

      I won’t scream for them. Not after the first time when I realized how much Father enjoys this. The prophet enjoys this. And since I manifested friendly, albeit odd, faces in my fantasy, I would like them to think I’m strong. That I’m worth something, if only at the end.

      The whip cracks again, making me flinch. The spray of blood flies over the snow and probably hits the tentacles and feet in front of me, if they were real and not a figment of my imagination. If I had the strength, I’d look up to verify. But even lifting my head is too much.

      “Fifteen,” comes a murmur of various voices. Now the congregation decides to count quietly.

      The whip cracks again, surprising me with the speed.

      “Sixteen.”

      “This is barbaric,” snarls the purple one somewhere in front of my lowered head. My hallucination is still with me.

      Crack.

      “Seventeen.”

      My back feels like hamburger, it’s so raw. My breathing has lightened, and I barely have the strength to tense for the next strike.

      “Crack.”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Stop this,” pleads the voice of the alien from my imagination. “Please. Let me take her place.”

      Crack.

      “Nineteen.” My people ignore him and suddenly I realize I have just one more. I’m not even sure if I’ll make it. I feel half-dead now, all sounds coming from a distance.

      “I’ll give you money.”

      Crack.

      “Twenty.”

      My forehead is on the cool wood now. As my hands are unshackled by the enforcer, Father leans over to lift my hair. He tosses something onto the ground. Vaguely I’m aware of my golden halo laying in the bloodied snow.

      “You think to will get away, daughter? Only long enough for your back to heal. As soon as the skin is covered, you will enter the mental institution. And so that you know where you belong, you will bear the mark of the beast.”

      He slices a knife into my cheek, making me cry out with new pain before the purple man is upon him, his hand on his wrist until the knife clanks to the wooden platform. My head sinks down and then it’s blessed darkness as the pain everywhere disappears.
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      I break the male’s wrist and push him aside to get to the girl.

      “Bring her to the pod,” says Calbin, the medic.

      For a few seconds, I wonder how I’m going to do that. Her upper body is sprawled across a wooden platform, a couple of handspans wide. Her arms are stretched over her head, resting on the ground, her wrists raw from where she pulled against the shackles.

      Her dress is thin and silky and from a distance, looks red. It was only close up that I realized it was once as white as the snow that covers the ground. Now it is soaked with blood, and blood even spatters the snow. Her glorious black hair was up with a thin gold ring, but her patron ripped it out, flinging it to the ground. Now her silken tresses lay in waves over her head.

      The top half of her dress hangs in tatters.

      More than that, her flesh is shredded.

      “She’s unconscious,” the medic says. “She won’t feel a thing. If she wakes, more than likely the pain will put her under again.”

      “Can’t you give her something to keep her out?” I ask.

      “Not without assessing her injuries. I need to know if something is in her blood.”

      I lower myself to her, reaching out with my front tentacles. They have delicate suckers in a triangle formation on the tips that we can taste pheromones with.

      She has plenty of cold, bare skin to brush against.

      Satisfied that she sleeps like the dead, I place my hands under her arms to lift her. Her skin is like ice and suddenly I’m aware that with her dress sliced to ribbons, nothing is going to keep it up in front once I lift her.

      A part of me doesn’t want any of these disgusting humans to see this unconscious female unclothed.

      Creating a shield with my tentacles, I pick her up with my arms and sling her over my shoulder. I hold her flat against me with a palm to the delectable curve of her bottom where her walking appendages begin. I am sure her arms and hair drape down my back.

      The crowd parts for us as Calbin and I make our way toward the pod we arrived in. This one is larger than the usual mode of transports the Brits use because we were traveling farther distances than usual across this miserable planet and wanted comfort for our travels.

      Good thing. It has a small room dedicated to the medic. I can’t imagine what might have happened to this female if we hadn’t arrived.

      “Let me get this straight,” I hear the female’s patron tell the prophet, the male we came to see, as we walk by. “You invited them to meet your bride?”

      The prophet nods, shivering in the cold despite his thick robes. “For the ceremony later! So they can see how blessed the commune is.”

      “Tell this one that,” I mutter, flicking a droplet of blood from my fingers.

      “And where might she be?” Mikhail, the leader of the Britonians and the medic’s third mate, asks.

      I understand what he’s saying. He’d like to get the introduction out of the way so we can get the broken female out of here.

      The prophet clears his throat. “She’s right there.”

      It takes me a moment to realize he’s pointing at me, as we’ve walked past, and my back is toward them. When I turn, I notice Calbin’s mouth drop, and I realize it is exactly what I heard.

      He nearly killed his own bride. And why does it anger me that she belongs to him?

      The father gulps. “She is my daughter. She shirked her responsibilities and must make penance. I have every right to punish her as I see fit.”

      Calbin places his arm on my shoulder, reminding me to get moving toward the pod. He is right. Mikhail can sort this out on his own.

      The doors of the pod slide open easily, and it is still warm from our recent landing. That is good, since the female is nearly frozen. Everyone outside wore thicker clothing, robes and cloaks, except her.

      Calbin leads the way into the small room he uses and pushes a button on the wall. A small bed folds down. He depresses a few more buttons and the bed changes, bending at a slight angle in the middle. A giant hole forms at the front where her face will lay. He removes the section of bed, reaches up from inside it and pulls out a cushioned brace for her forehead to lay against. I stretch her body out, facedown, placing her head against the rest.

      “Sweet Goddess Metanya,” he hisses, staring at her back, then shakes himself.

      He pulls down a holographic keyboard and motions for me to back away from the bed. When I do, a flash of light hisses and then her image comes up on the hologram.

      “Blood copy,” he instructs the computer. Several machines whir. “She’s too cold. I’m warming the bed.”

      Her blood type flashes on the wall, along with her volume. Slicing through her ruined skirt, Calbin attaches a line to the vein in her leg, then straps her ankle to the bed to keep her still. A blue liquid drips in.

      Before I can ask, he says, “It doubles her blood supply, but slowly evaporates while encouraging her body to create more. Now, let’s wash up and start picking the fabric out of her back so I can close her wounds.”

      By the time I wash my hands, he’s placed a holographic screen over her body that magnifies it. In addition to seeing the fabric pressed into the ribbons of her skin, we can see the individual fibers of the silk.

      He hands me a pair of long, needle-like tweezers and we get to work.

      Eventually we’re aware of noises in the main area of the pod, but he and I never stop. Mikhail, the leader of the Britonians, comes in, washes up, grabs another set of tweezers, and begins.

      “Did you call Mindy?” Calbin asks, his eyes still on the girl.

      “Yes. She said not to worry and to take care of things.”

      “What’s to keep him from whipping her again as soon as she’s healed?” I ask, as neutrally as the other two speak. We’re speaking in monotone voices so as not to distract the concentration we have on the procedure. It is nowhere as dramatic and ridiculous as the voices the two males used, the prophet and the father, with the odd intonation they spoke to the rest of their clan.

      “I’m sure he will. Unless we convince her not to return.”

      “Return?” Calbin asks.

      Mikhail sighs. “He heard when Tiran offered money. He’s willing to negotiate with him; to sell her for the diamond Tiran brought us to fuel a pod.”

      “Just one?” I ask. That is all they think this amazing female is worth?

      “To be fair, it’s the largest they’ve ever seen. I had it in my pocket and mentioned there were many more in your people’s land.”

      “Greedy brinyaik,” I mutter. What fools.

      “Yes. But as long as she’s safe and can heal, that’s the important thing.”

      “What was she being punished for?” I ask suddenly.

      “She said no.”

      “To the mating with the old male? Why would that cause punishment? Do females not get a choice?”

      “Not usually and especially not in this commune. Her father assures me she’s been prepared for this day her whole life. Will her back scar?” Mikhail asks Calbin.

      “Yes,” Calbin says. There’s no mincing words. “I can’t seal the flesh without removing the silk threads from the wounds. The edges of her skin are losing too much moisture. By the time I can seal the wounds, the scars will be permanent.”

      “I’ll bet she was beautiful,” I say. “I’ve never seen such bravery. She never uttered a sound.”

      “And nearly died,” Calbin says. “Her blood level was so low. Another few minutes and we wouldn’t have saved her.”

      “But she is free. She did not agree to mate the prophet.”

      “Okay, I think we got it,” Calbin says. “I’m going to irrigate now. Hands up.”

      The warm mist of water collects in the metal gutters of the bed, washing blood down a drain.

      “Computer, test for laser sealing.”

      “Contaminant removal at eighty-five percent. Proceed with seal.”

      Calbin lowers a laser and begins the painstaking procedure of sealing her wounds closed. It isn’t easy, as most of the lashings overlap with each other. He must lock broken pieces of flesh together, even when they no longer fit.

      At last, he folds the bed up to a sitting position so she’s still leaning over, but now semi-upright.

      “Her face,” Mikhail gasps.

      “Holy hell,” Calbin says. “I was so focused on the blood loss from her back, I forgot he cut her cheek.”

      “It was more important to stop the bleeding than focus on aesthetics,” Mikhail says, stripping off his gloves long enough to squeeze Calbin’s shoulders. The two are close, obviously, since they share a mate.

      “But she’s young. The scar will be a reminder for the rest of her days.” Calbin sounds devastated.

      I’m too busy studying the female to tear my eyes away. I was right. Despite her strange alien features, she is exquisite, the unblemished skin smooth and soft. She is as delicate as she is strong. “In my clan, scars are a mark of beauty. Of endurance. Strength. She’ll be fine,” I murmur, my gaze locked to her beauty. I want to memorize every feature she has.

      “Yes, she will,” Mikhail says and there’s something odd in his tone. I look up to see Calbin beaming also. What strange males. “I think it’s best if you take her home with you, Tiran. If we bring her to our underwater compound to recover, where she’s surrounded by what humans think is beauty, she’ll feel ostracized by her differences. It could do a number on her self-esteem.”

      “What are their standards of beauty?” I ask, confused.

      “All that glitters is gold,” Mikhail says, pointing to his own skin and trying to look humble.

      “They think your species is gorgeous? How atrocious,” I say drolly.

      “Wait. What?” Mikhail says with a grin.

      “I wouldn’t mind taking the little one home. But not for free.”

      “What would you like?” Mikhail asks, his tone suddenly wary like I am one of the monsters outside.

      “A match. Just like the Adroki tribe has gotten.”

      “She’s not exactly in a position to agree,” Mikhail says. “And don’t forget, she endured near-death for her choice.”

      “It would have to be different this time. I would like a chance to prepare her. To get to know her. I saw that she was willing to face death before saying yes to the last suitor. I do not wish to be taken down by this fierce little rokata.”

      Mikhail chuckles.

      “Face stitched,” Calbin announces. A hologram appears of the woman’s sleeping face. He speeds it up, showing the effects of time. As we watch, the stitches fade as the skin adapts, swells, and then changes colors. At the end when it returns to normal, the scar remains.

      “A mark of beauty,” I murmur.

      “She won’t think so,” Calbin warns.

      “She will in six lunar cycles when she returns to make her decision. She will know exactly how beautiful she is.”

      “Make sure her decision is to stay,” Mikhail says.

      “I will.”

      “How ironic that she was marked with the number six,” Calbin says. “When it is six months that we can bargain to get her away for, though Tiran will have to get him to agree.”

      I smile at the silly scrolling marks that make up their numbers. While we were given a language download, I decided against the knowledge for reading and writing. I didn’t intend to stay long enough to care. And what a silly thing to bully her with. A number six?

      But nothing can thwart my mood. I nearly have a mate. It is more than I expected when I agreed to join the expedition to Earth so I could report to my brethren of the reception females give our people.

      I merely have to set the bargaining in process with the disgusting male who is her patron. Her father. Perhaps I should begin by apologizing for breaking his wrist.
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      When the last vestiges of sleep wipe away, the pain is excruciating, and I can’t help the moan that falls from my lips.

      “Calbin. She’s waking.”

      “River?” A different voice asks. “Let me get you some numbing relief. It only works for a short time, though, and when it wears off, we’ll put you back out for a few days. We normally wouldn’t bother with it, but you need to make a clear-headed decision.”

      I’m in so much pain, I can barely understand what it is the man is saying. It’s a Britonian, that much I’m aware of by the glimpse of gold hands.

      All at once, the pain is completely washed away. I blink as the bed moves, raising me a bit and dropping the round, circular piece that my forehead rested on.

      “Any pain?”

      There are two gold Britonian aliens and all at once, I wonder why my mind played tricks on me, making me think one was gold and one was purple and tentacled. I must have been crazed from pain and blood loss. The cold. Because these two are gorgeous, which I’ve heard, but the paintings of them we’ve come across in town make them look quite different. Evil and maniacal.

      “No,” I say, my lips numb and stiff. In fact, my cheek also feels swollen and tight. My vision is blurred, and I think the swelling extends to my eye. “No pain at all,” I slur, licking my stiff lips to wet them. “But something’s wrong with my face.”

      “It will heal,” the one on the right says. “You have a black eye, induced from the trauma of your father cutting into your cheek. It’s been stitched. Your lip was bitten and is still swollen.”

      “I want to see.”

      They look at each other, but the medic pulls a mirror out of a drawer to show me. The sight makes me suck in a quick breath. I’m hideous. The right half of my face is swollen, my eye is a grotesque shade of purple, the bottom of the right side of my lip is also bruised and twice its size. The angry red slice on my cheek extends from the corner near my eye, curls around my cheekbone, and into the dimple that I have.

      Father wasn’t allowed to finish.

      It’s just the first six. There should be three of them, side by side.

      The mark of the beast.

      The medic clears his throat. “Good. It won’t last long, unfortunately. I’m Calbin, and this is Mikhail. We came upon you during your punishment yesterday.”

      “I vaguely remember.”

      “Good. We bargained with your father to treat you, remember? But we want to get you away for a longer period. Six months if you agree to enter the Match Program.”

      “The what?” I shake my head and it pulls on the tightness of my back.

      “You haven’t heard of the Match?” Mikhail’s gaze cuts to Calbin’s. “It’s like a marriage ceremony—”

      “No.” I cut him off right there.

      Mikhail blinks.

      “I’m not recovered from the last marriage proposal that was proclaimed to save my eternal soul.” My voice is dry.

      “Tiran, the person who will care for you, who witnessed your whipping, is willing to take you to his planet and allow you to make the choice to get to know him, River. He expects no more than that. Everything will be on your terms. It gets you away from your communal living here so you can heal. All you have to do in return is come back here next May and let us know if you wish to return to the commune or stay on his planet. Those are the rules bargained into the Match Program”

      So, the aliens I remember staying with me throughout the whipping weren’t Calbin and Mikhail standing together? Come to think of it, I think I heard Mikhail speaking behind me, to Father and the prophet. It must have been Calbin standing with someone else.

      I turn to Calbin. “He was the one with you? The one who held my head? Who offered to take my place, who said he had money?”

      “Yes! You remember. That’s Tiran.”

      I nod, and suddenly a flash of pain streaks across my back, then disappears. I breathe deep and when I’m sure it’s gone, I speak again. “Where is he? Like to…meet him.” Especially if he is to be my mate. Another twitch of soreness runs from my eye to my lip.

      “Pain levels are shooting back up. I’m going to have to put you under before it hits fully, so let us know your answer before then, okay?” Calbin asks.

      “Unfortunately, Tiran’s out dealing with your father,” Mikhail says. “It’s taking longer than any of us expected. Probably because he broke the man’s wrist and has more to bargain for.”

      I’m sure Father is extracting as much information from this Tiran as he can—information he can use against him during bargaining. He probably already knows how much there is in the newcomer’s savings account and knows his birth mother’s maiden name.

      A sharp blaze of excruciating fire shoots down my back, making me gasp at the sudden pain.

      “Not much more time to think about it, my dear,” Mikhail says, and he looks compassionate and worried for me. “I can vouch for Tiran. He wants to care for you. He was impressed with your bravery and your strength. I think the two of you will make a great match in time, but right now, just get to know each other. You have nothing to lose. All Earth maidens in the Match Program have six months to decide whether to stay there or return to Earth. Tiran will show you a kindness you have never witnessed from your own people.”

      What choice do I have? The mental institution here in the community? Where Father will insist I belong alone in a padded room, no doubt. And the Britonians aren’t hard on the eyes, for sure. At least he will be closer to my age than the prophet. But he hasn’t seen my face.

      The horrid purple eye swollen shut. The lips that can barely speak. The angry red devil’s mark that takes up half my face, with black stitches still sticking out. I think my father was going to make a giant six on each cheek and the last on my forehead to make it clearly visible, even from a distance.

      I can’t let this gorgeous man—my mate—see it.

      Another shooting pain makes me grit my teeth. When I’m able to unclench my jaw, I utter, “I want a veil.”

      “What?” Mikhail looks baffled.

      “Black lace. Covering. I want it draped over my face.”

      “My dear, we don’t really have time—

      Something soft goes over my head. The other one—the medic—places something sheer but dark over my head. Not lace, but it’ll do. He gets the idea.

      He shrugs. “Mindy’s,” he says to Mikhail.

      I grit my teeth against the ache that flames in my back. The numbness is wearing off. I can’t let them know; they may not let me have the decision if I’m making it under duress.

      “Yes. I agree.”

      “And you make the choice of your own free will?” Mikhail asks formally. “Knowing you will spend six months on Pimeon, returning here this day in May, to decide if you wish to stay?”

      “Yes. I understand. Please thank Tiran for me.” My back arches with pain again—this bout I’m unable to suppress—and Calbin presses a syringe to my neck. “The next time you wake, you’ll be safely on Pimeon.”

      Both men take my shoulders and settle me back down onto the front rest as black spots fill my vision.
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      Our bargaining is nearly complete, even if the male doesn’t realize it. He thinks he has the upper hand, making me grovel for the broken wrist.

      His writing hand, he claims.

      The same writing hand that carved a number six into my future mate’s beautiful skin. But I don’t say it. Instead, I smile, avoiding showing him my teeth, and apologize profusely for the accident.

      He complains about how expensive it is to run a household of his size.

      Three wives, the human term for mate.

      Yet none of his mates are featured on the wood-grained panels of his office walls. Instead, there are multiple images of River.

      My mate to be.

      None of her as a kish, however. All the portraits are of her as a full-grown lush female. In each, she is studded with an array of rather small diamonds and heavy coarse dresses that detract from her beauty.

      All except for the image that is hung behind me, which I noticed before I sat. In that one, she is dressed in a low-cut gown that enhances her delectable cleavage. Odd that the portrait is where only he can view it. If he is ashamed of his daughter’s assets, why does he have the image?

      “She is the only daughter I was blessed with,” he says.

      “Yet your god blessed you with three wives,” I counter.

      “Bah. As I stated, how much of a blessing is that when I have multiple expenses such as clothing, feeding, and housing them?”

      “Then you should not mind if I take your…daughter…off your hands. I will compensate you, of course.”

      He leans back in his chair, studying me, his injured arm held against his body by some sort of sling that reaches around his neck.

      “It’s not entirely about the money,” he says. “But more about the punishment.”

      Nearly killing her wasn’t punishment enough? But I stay silent and allow him to speak, because he seems to enjoy hearing himself.

      He rambles on in his droning intonation, the odd mannerism quite irritating. “She knew her place. She knew she was in the prime spot to catch the eye of the prophet. To earn first wife is an honor that your people cannot understand.” Spittle flies from his lip and I am glad there is a wide berth of wooden table between us.

      “So what more punishment does she deserve?” I lean back in my chair, which stretches out my torso, allowing him to see the large diamond in my bellybutton. It is one of better quality, fit for the leading family and given to me by Bronan for my hunting expeditions.

      He focuses on it, then tears his gaze away to look at the rest of me. A look of disgust washes over his face as he takes in my appendages.

      As if his puny white limbs dotted with furred hair are attractive.

      “Perhaps it will do her good to have six months with you,” he says carefully but I’m aware of what he really thinks. He thinks it is a punishment worse than the horrors of her mental institution.

      “I would be inclined to present payment. I am aware you must pay the…prophet, and the doctor who treats you.”

      But then a gleam comes to his eye. “She is already the property of the Prophet Josiah, you know.”

      “How so?”

      “The symbol on her cheek. It is his, which is what I was writing when you damaged my hand. I will have to finish it when she returns. It marks her as being owned by him. However, as the marriage ceremony was not concluded and the fact remains that I am still her father and responsible for her, I could perhaps rent—er, mate—her to you for the six months until her return. It would be up to you to tell her she does not have a choice when Mikhail of the Britonians asks her for it.” The look in his eye is sly.

      “Why would he ask her for a choice if she does not have one?”

      “Because he thinks she is able to choose. But I am telling you, there is no choice. I will allow you to have her for six months only, on the condition that you get her to understand she has no choice. She is to return to Earth in six months because she is the property of The Risen.”

      “Agreed.” I intend to make sure I can return to Earth with her and live upon this goddessforsaken planet if I must. But at least my mate will be healed and healthy by then. Perhaps even carrying my kish. I have no intention of ever letting the prophet touch her or her patron punishing her.

      “Great. Let’s talk cash.”

      “Five diamonds.”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Some of my traveling diamonds were given to the Britonians. I have only ten on my person.” I open my vest to show him the diamonds stitched like buttons into sheer silk pockets.

      “I’ll take those ten aaand,” he draws out the word, “should she wish to return at any time within the next…shall we say three seasons, you’ll give me a pound of gold.”

      “Should she wish to return, I’ll give you two.” This time when I smile, I show my teeth.
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      My mood isn’t the best by the time I return to the Britonian’s pod.

      “Did she awaken?” I ask, looking at the image of my new mate on the viewing screen of the wall. She is lying on her side, her naked back toward me. A drapery of cloth lies below the mangled flesh, covering her lower half from view. Goddess, she is beautiful. Graceful and delicate. How anyone could sentence her to such a harsh fate is beyond my understanding.

      “She did,” Mikhail says. “She agreed.”

      “She did?” A weight is lifted from my chest.

      “Not at first, naturally. She refused until I explained that you will not treat her the same way that her people do. That you would be mated, but that she would remain untouched if she wishes. It is a different qualification that other brides in the Match Program follow. She understands that it may change once you get to know each other, but it will ultimately be her choice.”

      I nod. It sickens me to think of a female not having a choice in sharing pleasure of the flesh.

      “It went well with her father?” Mikhail asks.

      “After a time,” I say. “While he agreed to an exchange of diamonds, none of which are large enough to fuel your ships”—I know this was a worry for the Britonians. If other species find large diamonds of our quality, the planet might be seized and raided for natural resources— “simply larger than what he has. I paid nearly nothing. Just a few buttons from my vest and a bracelet I wore. Not even one of my favorites. One that I use to travel with because I do not mind if it gets lost.”

      Mikhail nods. “She will be out for about four days. Long enough for the next portal to your world to open. I hope that River wakes before the two of you leave so we can explain things. But if not, know that she may sleep even longer once you cross the portal. Don’t be alarmed if she doesn’t wake. Most first-time travelers from Earth to Pimeon tend to sleep off the effects for quite a few hours.”

      But River sleeps for the next three days, her ravaged body needing time to heal. We spend our time back in the oceans of Earth where the Britonians keep their home inaccessible to humans. Of course, back when they lived on Pimeon, they also resided in our oceans.

      On the last day, Mikhail and Corbin’s mate, Mindy, dressed River in a comfortable sleeping gown with small slippers to wear. It is nothing like what my people wear, nor is it anything like what her own people do. It is probably good for her to have a fresh start.

      We take our leave and fly back to the area of the Presidential House, where Lilaina, mate to Juris of the Adroki clan, resides when she returns to Earth. She has a team of humans who staff it in her absence, including some Adroki who spend half their time here and half their time on Pimeon.

      In the gardens of the yard, the air swirls, creating a benign tornado of leaves and grass.

      “The portal shall close with you inside,” Mikhail says, speaking over the wind. “It is necessary so I can open another within a couple of hours to send her possessions to the traveling port, where you will end up.”

      It would be nice to travel directly to the travel port, but Mikhail doesn’t want any possibility of this portal, exclusive to Earth, to open anywhere else on the planet. Not until Earth joins the Interplanetary Alliance of Protected Planets, to which the Britonians and my own planet belong.

      “Thank you all for your help,” I say to Mikhail and his bodyguard. Calbin stayed home with Mindy, and I thanked him more than once for saving River’s life. “And please thank your mate for preparing River for the journey.”

      “Good luck, my friend,” Mikhail says. “I’ll see you in six months.”

      I step into the strange area of swirling leaves and hold my mate against my chest tightly when the portal closes. All sound stops. The wind stops blowing, and images of other dimensions fly by rapidly, making my eyes dart back and forth as I try to take them all in. Eventually they blank out, leaving me gasping, kneeling on the golden beach of my own planet. There are members of two clans, my Brona clan, and some of the Adroki, waiting for the winds surrounding the portal to die down.

      I glance down at my sleeping bride, a sheer black fabric covering her delicate face. Or at least, half is delicate. The other half is ravaged and all I can see is the bravery she had in taking the pain. Calbin has sped the healing on her back, the new skin knitting and tight, but without the constant itch and burn of ravaged open wounds. Exercise is important to stretch and elasticize her scars. Both of the Britonians said she wants to remain veiled and will remove it herself when she is ready. That I am to remain patient. I must confess to my disappointment. I’d hoped to show her off to my people immediately.

      Perhaps the covering is her culture. There were images of new human matings where the females wore a white veil.

      But my bride wears black.

      It is confusing. I cannot wait for her to awaken so I may ask why. Is she not excited about our mateship? I am sure it is strange, as we have not formally met, but had she met the old male who stood by while she was whipped within an inch of her life? I still find it odd that he did not do everything in his power to take her place.

      “Tiran! My brother. What is this? You already have a bride?” Mejak’s mouth hangs open as soon as he asks the question, his eyes glued to my unconscious mate.

      A smile creases my face. Naturally no one expected me to return mated. I went to the dismal planet to introduce a new culture to some of the other clans of Earth. Some of the peoples who have not met the Adroki from our planet. It was agreed that other clans would take turns in the introduction of other peoples. I was chosen for ours.

      “This is River. It was not a traditional mating under the Match Program, but one chosen. I asked for her while she recovered from a punishment she suffered.”

      “A punishment?” Juris, King of the Adroki, asks.

      I nod. “Her patron wanted her to marry a person they call the prophet.” I can’t help but cringe. “She refused and her punishment was twenty lashes slicing across her back.”

      “Twenty?” Kalrian, of my people, asks, his eyes agog. “That is meant to kill someone.”

      I nod. “Twenty. No mercy.”

      “Why is her face covered?” Mejak asks. “I wish to see her.”

      I shrug. “An Earth custom.”

      “Yes, Lilaina chose that,” Juris says. “It is called a veil. She wore a dress with it, though.”

      I’m relieved that it is indeed a mating custom. “My mate’s dress was shredded during her punishment. This garment is a medical gown provided by the Britonians.”

      “Congratulations,” Juris says, a hand on my shoulder. “Enjoy this time of getting to know each other. Be patient with your mate, their culture is very different from ours. Earth females have had challenges throughout their lives, as you’ve seen.”

      I nod solemnly. To be viciously whipped for a choice made—by one’s own patron, no less. It is beyond comprehension.

      “We will erect a tupik for you and your mate,” Juris says. “She can rest today before the long journey to your village. Unless you would all rather come stay with us until she acclimates?”

      I run my finger along her cheek, feeling the smooth curve underneath the soft fabric. “I would like to get her home, I think. Depending on how she feels. I want her to meet her people and our way of life is very different from yours.”

      “I understand,” Juris says. “Perhaps you will come to our village a few days early for the return to Earth ceremony? She can meet Lilaina and Tessa.”

      “That is agreeable.” I am sure my mate, if she has any qualms about staying with me by then, will be more amenable to it when she sees others of her species on the planet.

      The tupik doesn’t take long to assemble. Juris, Maleek, and Henyon prepare it. I lay my bride on the soft, thick furs of the bed, and we head back out to make a fire and have a meal.

      “How did you get volunteered for the trip?” I tease Henyon. He is the only one of the Adroki who is not a captain.

      “Juris is getting desperate with his lack of leadership,” Henyon grins.

      Juris scowls. “Half my males are on Earth. The other half are taking care of young. I’m trying to coerce Henyon and Jaze into testing for captain status.”

      Maleek barks with laughter. “Half of them are taking care of your young,” he says to Juris.

      “I can’t help it if twins run in the family. You should be careful,” he says with a grin.

      Maleek is mated to Juris’s sister, who is a twin.

      “I know how to control my seed,” Maleek brags. “You, however, spit out doubles like kish without control.”

      “If my sister didn’t love your ugly face, I’d smash it in,” Juris growls.

      “How long should she sleep?” Kalrian asks, eyeing the female in my arms with concern.

      Juris shrugs. “Lilaina slept for hours her first time. Tessa did too, but she was with child.”

      “River is injured. Calbin put her under with medication to speed her healing for the trip. He and Mikhail said she should awaken on the fourth day, but the trip through the portal might add some time onto it,” I say. “That’s why they were hoping she would wake before we entered, but she did not.”

      I think they also wanted to speak with her, but they do not need to worry. I will care for her. I will protect her and make sure she wants for nothing.

      “Your males were bragging about your skills in hunting a byan,” Maleek says. “We were hoping to see that.”

      “It shouldn’t take long,” I say, with a glance down toward the tupik.

      “We will stay here,” Mejak says. “We’ve watched him show off too many times.”

      Kalrian snorts.

      “Jealousy,” I scowl, though it is good natured.

    

  







            Chapter Five

          

          

        

    

    






RIVER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      For the first time, I wake up without any pain. The room I’m is dark, but there’s a hole in the ceiling that shows the night sky, though it looks awfully dim.

      “Hello?” I croak out, but there’s silence. Very slowly I move but my back no longer feels raw.

      It’s dark because I still have my black veil on. Bringing my hand up, I feel the silky soft fabric. It’s not like stiff lace at all, just sheer and smooth. Though, the bottom of the fabric has a decorative band around the edge. At the top of my head, they’ve attached a comb or barrette that holds the veil in place.

      Tentatively, I feel my cheek. It’s tender, pieces of the stitches still jutting out. The threads were black when I saw them, hard to miss against the angry red skin. My eye was swollen and purple, matching my lip.

      I was hideous.

      It didn’t escape me how gorgeous the aliens were. To think I’m here now, mated to one of them, though I have yet to meet him, and I look the way I do.

      No wonder he tucked me away in a room, covered with a veil.

      From outside, a shrill chittering pierces the air. Ice runs through my veins and I hold still, unable to sense if anyone can see my movement. Am I in a tent? Does my silhouette mark my spot? The sound of leaves rustle and then I hear rapid footsteps somewhere.

      Slowly I rise from the round nest-like bed, which is a mass of plush, comfy furs on the ground. They’re soft, not uncomfortable. There’s dim light around a section of the tent, shining in from the top opening, like a vent. There’s a flap of sorts—like a fabric door—and I peer outside. The air smells fresh, a little salty. A bit like fresh rain. I step out of the door and realize I’m barefoot, my toes curling in the cool ground.

      “Hello?” I whisper again.

      I smell the smoky, sweet burn of a campfire somewhere. That’s probably where the Britonians have gathered. I don’t see anything but maybe I need to step out farther from the tent.

      I take a few steps in one direction but I’m sure it’s the wrong way. I don’t get a whiff of the smoke anymore. But something under a tree catches my eye. Movement.

      Horrible, glowing red eyes focus on me and when it snarls, snapping its powerful jaws like I’m dinner, I run. Two of the creatures slither after me but unlike the way a snake would move. Instead, they slide along the bottom third of their body, and the top two-thirds of the monsters stand upright as tall as me, and rather human-shaped. And so fast, they move like a freight train.

      Shrieking, I run through the trees, ignoring the sticks and sharp stones on the uneven ground on the tender soles of my feet. I should have run back to the tepee, but what good are fabric walls and a drawstring flap against creatures with razor teeth? They’ll chew right in.

      The creatures chase after me. I swoop and grab a branch off the ground. When they catch me, I’ll fight back, even if a stick is all I have. I’ll beat them right across their ugly maw, maybe jab one in the eye.

      The ground grows softer beneath my feet, but it’s also harder to run and I feel like I’m dragging through quicksand.

      My world freezes as I stumble upon four more snake creatures up ahead. I can barely make out their yellow eyes and vague waving shapes with the darkness of my veil. Faltering, I stumble, my legs not understanding the abrupt halt.

      It’s easier to take on two than four so I turn around and raise my stick, waiting for the red-eyed ones to catch up. When one gets close enough, I let out a high-pitched screech, and raise it like a baseball bat, then start to swing.

      Only to have it gripped from behind.

      “River. My mate. Shh.”

      That voice. The deep, soothing voice.

      My mate.

      Confusion thick in my mind, I drop the branch he has a hold of and whirl around.

      He is purple. Tattooed. Pierced. Tentacled.

      He’s not a Britonian. My mind wasn’t playing tricks on me that night.

      With a war-like bellow, two more purple, tentacled males run past us to the creatures behind me.

      “Tiran?” I ask.

      “Yes. It’s me.”

      I’m barely aware of the fighting behind us, of sand flying, of grunting, of slithering.

      My new mate has tentacles.

      I don’t even care because I remember that smooth, deep, comforting voice. I close my eyes to savor the familiarity of it, then throw myself in his arms, feeling his slight hesitation from surprise before he wraps me up, holding me to his chest.

      “Shh,” he murmurs. “It’s all right. You’re safe here with me. I promise, mate.”

      I can hear his heart thumping against my cheek. It’s a double heartbeat, ta-tum. Ta-tum. Ta-tum. It’s soothing. It’s relaxing.

      I’m hugging a stranger. No, not a stranger. My mate. The man I agreed to. But he’s not sexy and gold.

      He’s…horrifying. With a strange face and tattoos that scroll down from his temple to his jawline on the side of his head.

      And he doesn’t have hair.

      And he doesn’t have ears.

      And he doesn’t have a nose.

      Does he even have a…a manhood? A husband’s tool? Granted, I hope it’s not withered, like an overcooked chicken sausage.

      Gradually I realize we’re surrounded by others, but Tiran hasn’t let me go. I’m okay with that. He’s huge and muscled and makes me feel protected, despite his strange looks. If I’m held in his arms, I don’t really have to look at his face. His jagged teeth. But all good things must come to an end.

      “River,” Tiran says, his mouth brushing my hair even though the veil covers it. “River, it’s okay. Meet two of my clansmates. Kalrian and Mejak. And these three uglier ones are from the Adroki clan. Juris, Maleek, and Henyon. Juris and his brother, Stratek, are mated to humans like you. Stratek is in their village watching over the mates.”

      Another one snorts. “More like the mates are watching over Stratek.”

      That gets me to raise my face from the spot on Tiran’s chest and peer around. I see one of the aliens nod briefly at me—he must be Juris. The one next to him is massive, and the third is a grinning one.

      They look totally different from the other two. From Tiran. Tiran’s people are terrifying with thick, black-inked tattoos on the sides of their faces, which everyone knows are markings from satanic rituals. Piercings through their nipples. Their bellybuttons contain a black diamond. More barbells on the center skin of their chests. It looks like face paint—eyes blacked out, lips pierced. They’re primitive and terrifying but somehow, I don’t mind it on Tiran.

      Obviously, since I’m clinging to him like a kitten.

      “She is bleeding,” one of Tiran’s clan members says.

      It seems everyone’s gaze falls to my feet and I squeak when Tiran bends to scoop me up in his arms.

      “Let’s get her to the fire. There’s hot water. You can clean her up while we dish out the meal,” Juris says.

      Henyon picks up some sort of fish-creature I think is dinner.

      One of Tiran’s men spreads a blanket near the fire and Tiran settles me there, lifting my feet into his lap. One of the others shoves a pillow behind my back. I’m a bit anxious, angling the right side of my face from him, but his men are standing there, and I don’t want them to notice what’s beneath the veil and tell him how ugly his new mate is, either. Surely, he’ll plop me right back to Earth once he sees. I know it’s dark out, but I haven’t seen the veil so I’m not sure how much coverage it has. It can’t be a whole lot since I can see through it. Maybe it has gradients of darkness and is less around my eyes. Perhaps that’s why they attached the comb to hold it in place. But what if it is less concealing over my cheek and shows my mark?

      “Would you be more comfortable without your face covering?” One of them asks. He must notice me angling my head.

      I physically blanch at the thought of showing my face.

      “Mejak! Be respectful. It is my mate’s custom to cover her face after a mating ceremony,” Tiran says.

      Wait. What?

      Mejak shrugs, rolling his big shoulders. “I apologize. I was merely curious as to what a human looks like.”

      “You’ve seen Laina and Tessa,” Juris says drily. “You were at Tessa’s introduction party.”

      “And they are both so different. I was curious about ours.”

      “Ours?” I squeak. Surely they don’t mean to share me?

      Mejak nods solemnly. “You are Bronian. From the Brona tribe. Our leader is Bronan. His patron named him that to ensure he’d be a fearless leader.”

      Oh. Okay, then. A whisper of air huffs from my lips.

      “Ours is magnificent,” Tiran says, but it sounds like he’s talking to me. “Bravery like you’ve never seen. My first glimpse of her was of a white-robed figure bent over a wooden box, her arms stretched onto the ground over her head. Her hair draped over the side, like a blanket of black silk. She took twenty lashes with nary a whimper. Such strength. I knew I would do anything if I could just see her face once. But that was my undoing.” His voice drops deeper. “I lifted her face and looked into her eyes and even though they were glazed and unfocused from the state of pain, I knew I could never be good enough for her. But I offered to take her punishment and was denied. I offered money to make it stop. It was denied. Finally, on the last day on Earth, her patron agreed to ten diamonds if she chose to mate me.”

      I scowl, even if he can’t see it under the veil. “You gave Don ten diamonds?”

      He nods. “If you find it so abhorrent here that you need to return to Earth for any reason during the next three seasons, he will be awarded a bounty of gold.” The alien scowls. “Though I’ll make it as pleasant for you as possible, if it is your choice to leave early. I promised him extra. Hopefully that will teach him your worth.”

      Maleek brings a bowl of water and a scrap of fabric to Tiran, who dips the rag into the water and begins gingerly cleaning my feet. His touch is so gentle, I can’t believe he’s so marked that he looks like…well, a criminal.

      He continues talking. “It was such a small price to pay. The biggest reward was when Mikhail told me you agreed to be mine. It is a match blessed by the goddess to give such an amazing female to a male like me.”

      He thinks I’m amazing? What will he think when he sees my face? But a tiny bit of comfort comes from him saying goddess. I knew our way of worship wasn’t the only way. I knew there was as much a feminine divine as there was male, despite what my father preached. Despite what the prophet taught.

      But this poor gentle and yet vicious looking alien got screwed. Mikhail said I was due back on Earth in six months to give them my decision. Three seasons is longer than six months. Should I choose to stay here and it doesn’t work out after that, he still has to pay for me to go back home.

      Maybe I can remain covered long enough for him to care about me, not my face. And if he wishes for me to remain in hiding from his friends, I will gladly do so.

      “I will bandage your feet now, River.” The accent in Tiran’s voice makes my name sound much more exotic than dirty water. R’fer? It sounds much more interesting, for sure.

      Kalrian brings a soft strip of fabric to Tiran, who proceeds to wrap each foot, tucking the cloth in at the top of my ankles.

      “I shall carry you anywhere you wish to go, milady.” Tiran gives me a wink.

      “Food’s up,” Henyon says and a round of cheers rings out.

      Everyone except for Tiran and me get up to go to the firepit where the food’s been grilled.

      “Would you like to move closer to me?” Tiran asks softly. “I can help you in case you are unfamiliar with our foods.”

      I smile gratefully, but then voice, “Yes, please,” as I realize I still don’t know whether he can see the lower half of my face or not. He reaches for me and scoots me right onto his…lap, I guess you could say. I’m sitting on top of his tentacles, my legs across him sort of sideways when Kalrian brings a plate over and sets it in my lap. It’s overflowing with food, and I think it’s meant for us to share.

      “This is known as saimhi,” Tiran says, pointing to the pile of meat. “It is a fatty creature that swims in the waters. Difficult to catch.”

      “But it is your mate’s specialty,” Mejak says in a glowing voice. “Everyone wants Tiran, the mighty hunter of our tribe, to catch this when we are this far out.” I can’t help but wonder if he’s building him up. I smile, hoping he can’t see it beneath my veil. It’s a little sweet.

      “You pick it up and dip it into this sauce,” Tiran says, showing me by taking the first bite. “Then you can eat from the sides of the plate between bites. These are all roots and vegetables that grow. This piece? It is zeppa.” He indicates a fluffy sort of cracker in a rolled-up shape. “This is baked at home. Different spices are used by each clan, native recipes depending on their location and traditions. This version comes from the Adroki clan. We can tell by the color. It is lighter than ours and has a sweeter, milder taste.”

      “What does yours taste like?” I ask.

      Kalrian gets up and leaves the blanket.

      “Nuttier. Saltier,” Tiran says.

      “Here.” Kalrian returns and hands over a roll.

      I reach for it hesitantly.

      It dawns on me…they’re going to want to see how I eat with the veil. Can I get away with pretending it doesn’t come off at all? The comb attached to my head at the crown pokes through the fabric, holding it in place.

      As if I’ve done this a thousand times, I tear off a piece of the zeppa and bring it up to my mouth underneath the edge of my veil.

      It works pretty smoothly, and no one says anything. I chew the piece thoughtfully. It’s a little like bread, certainly not as puffy. More dense. It has a faint flavor of herbs interspersed, though I can’t place them. After I swallow it, I take a piece of the Adroki version. Definitely sweeter. More neutral. A bit bland.

      “Both are good,” I say. “I might prefer this one just a tiny bit more.” I gesture to the first sample.

      Tiran’s men cheer and smiles break out on the Adroki’s faces.

      “She’s just saying that because she has to go home with you three,” Maleek says. “She’s going to spit it out and bury it in the sand.”

      “Probably leans toward the first one she tried,” Juris says. “If she’d tried ours first, it’d be the winner.”

      “That might be an easier way to find a human mate,” Henyon says. “Offer her zeppa from different tribes and see whose version she prefers.”

      The guys all snicker.

      With their attention no longer on me, I reach down for a piece of veggie-thing and slide it under my veil.

      Not bad. Kind of crunchy, with a watery aftertaste. Crisp like a green grape, but not sweet.

      I grab another piece and bring it up to Tiran’s lips to try. He takes it from me slowly and I’m careful not to stare at his teeth. They’re…odd. Triangular and the color of clear yellow.

      His lips are outlined in black tats. So very curious. I know they’re tats and not natural because the three men from his clan have them, while the Adroki don’t.

      He’s not attractive by any means. But he’s badass and that’s…kind of attractive.

      “Try this one too,” I say and bring another veggie to his lips.

      “Breshé,” he says. “Can be served grilled or raw. Has completely different flavors depending on if it’s cooked.”

      “It has a short season, though,” Juris says. “Only grows for the span of one lunar cycle. This season, our mates have decided to collect as much as possible and try to preserve some to see how it turns out with various methods.”

      It’s only available for a month? Just my luck it’s my favorite. It has a crisp texture and a cool, watery flavor with a crunch. It probably won’t freeze well, but you never know until you try. Maybe canning might work. Pickling, although it won’t be close to the fresh version.

      “So, what are things like where you come from?” Mejak asks. “You have injuries from your patron, correct? I am baffled as to your culture. We do not draw blood from our children.”

      Everyone stops chewing and there’s sudden silence as all the aliens wait for my answer.
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      “Spare the rod, spoil the child,” Juris says softly when River doesn’t answer right away.

      My mate lifts her gaze to him. I think she uses the veil to hide behind, but with our vision, we are still able to see the bruises on her face. Her eye is no longer swollen like it was when she was kept unconscious, but it is still darkened. The marking cut into her cheek is still angry and red. Instead of being lasered shut like her back lacerations, Calbin used stitches. He said a slower healing would be healthier for her facial movement.

      “That’s a phrase my mate—my wife—used frequently. Her own father struck her, and she thought it was normal.”

      “Th—the president?” River whispers.

      Juris’s lips tighten and he nods. The male—his mate’s patron—was not his favorite person.

      River continues. “That is the way of my community also. We live secluded from others who don’t have the same beliefs that we do.”

      “Do you believe you should have been cut?” Kalrian asks and again, we all hold our breath.

      “No, it was a punishment.” River says. “But I chose it.”

      “How did you choose?” Juris asks.

      “I knew I would be punished for humiliating my father in such an important event.”

      “Then why did you?” I ask her.

      “I-I couldn’t bear to go through with it. I’d hoped and hoped I wouldn’t have been chosen but when it happened, it was like my last chance went out the window. I suddenly knew I couldn’t marry the prophet. But there was no other way to get out of it. I had to refuse and take my whole punishment.”

      “What was your entire punishment?” I ask.

      “After the twenty lashes?” she shrugs. “I’d be sent to a mental institution where Father could save face from my ‘outburst’ or whatever he’ll claim it was. The congregation will pray over my soul and drive the devil from me. However, I’m sure I’d have faced another punishment if I didn’t reconsider my answer after the stay in the facility.”

      “So, if it’s all said and done, you would still do as they say?” I ask harshly.

      She blinks. “Why, yes. I guess so.” Her shoulders slump and she looks so defeated, I’m determined to show her that’ll never happen.

      “Well, I don’t mind that their prayers failed,” I say gallantly. “That the devil still resides inside you.”

      “What’s a devil?” I hear Henyon ask Mejak, who shrugs.

      “It would be a harsher life this time. I’d no longer be honored with the title First Wife. No, this time, if the prophet still takes me, scarred as I am,” River’s hand waves vaguely and I think she means the marking sliced into her cheek, “I will be last wife. It is a slave position.”

      “Why wouldn’t you have just done what they wanted?” Mejak asks. “If the result is all this?”

      “Because I had a choice. I used it to make a stand. Now, forevermore, even if they don’t talk about it or ever mention it, the entire congregation knows I refused. Even when they call me crazy, or possessed, and punish me. I refused. To me, that gives me the upper edge as a person. I won.”

      Brave mate. This female—this is the one I wanted others to see. It isn’t enough to say my mate took twenty lashes with nary a peep. I want them to see her strength. To know she chose this and still won.

      “You heal. Get stronger. We will show you a life of freedom and choice,” I tell her.

      She smiles at me sleepily.

      “Except for right now. Right now, you must bow to your mate’s choice, and I choose bedtime.” I grin at her, forgetting how different my teeth are from hers, but to my surprise, my mate doesn’t flinch.

      “Bringing home a mate might have some consequences,” Mejak says. “It was always assumed Bronan would have the first arrangement of our people.”

      Beneath her veil, River’s eyes grow wide. I want to snap at Mejak for bringing it up. “That is not how it worked in the past. Mikhail matched mates depending on their compatibility. It was just luck that King Juris was drawn first.”

      “And his brother second?” Mejak asks quietly. I understand his point. Many of my clan will look at it as the way of things—the higher-ups should get graced first.

      I am working class. But I will not let her go. She is mine.

      “River is my mate,” I say calmly and quietly. “I shall protect her. I will keep her.”

      A smile breaks out on her face, and she huddles into me, her form small and trembling slightly. I want to roar that she’s been frightened. With that I scoop her up into my arms and head to our tupik. A night bird utters a cry into the night, alerting its flock of nestmates to our presence. River wraps an arm around me.

      “Shh,” I whisper to her. “You are safe here.”

      “Your men,” she says. “Your men seem to think—”

      “Those males are idiots. I brought the dumbest of the lot to escort us home. You are a gem like no other. Others will be jealous.”

      She’d left the tupik door open when she’d come out earlier, but thankfully no creatures have wandered inside. I lay her down gently in the furs.

      “Do you want me to undress you?” I ask. “So we can sleep skin to skin? I will not expect more than that,” I assure her, in case she is worried about mating. Mikhail explained to me about the humans’ reticence, but even at that, I’m well aware of her fear. Of the fact that she would have been forced with the old prophet.

      “I would like that,” she says softly.

      I try not to show my surprise, but a sudden eagerness makes my fingers feel large and clumsy. She honors me.

      The Britonians dressed her in a loose-fitting gown of a soft material that will not chafe her healing back. It buttons down the front from the neckline to the ankle. I work the first button, speaking softly as I do, not sure if it is to distract her from my fumbling or to keep her skittish nature calm.

      “We should probably let your back get some air and a bit of sun for a few minutes each day. I can make you some coverings for your bottom appendages.”

      Second button.

      “It should be easy enough. The gown that you wear? It simply needs stitched from the bottom hem up to your cunt.”

      A gasp follows my words.

      My fingers falter. “Is that term not correct?”

      “I’m not used to calling it…well, I’m not used to anyone referring to it…I guess technically you’re correct. You can call it what you want.” She changes the subject. “But the pants might fit a little funny if you don’t get them measured right.”

      Third button.

      “Pants.” I like the word. “I am an excellent seamstress. Many in my village request my work.” I want her to realize she picked a male with worth.

      My mate’s eyes are large. “Seamstress? But that’s femin—”

      She quiets, her voice trailing off.

      Fourth button.

      “Do you mean a tailor instead?” she asks.

      I snort. “Tailor? What a funny word. You do not have a tail.” Then I grow a little worried. Where might she hide it? “Do you?”

      She giggles and it sounds like the splash of waves tinkling against hollowed stones. “No. I promise. No need to roll me over.”

      I grin because I was indeed wondering how I could casually flip her to check. Intelligent little mate.

      Fifth.

      “So you’re a seamstress.” She can’t seem to let this information go.

      “In my spare time. Not as much as I’d like.”

      “I am too.”

      I smile at her, pleased. “We have that in common.”

      I try to curb my smile when I notice her staring at my teeth. They are somewhat different than her odd, flat, glowing white squares that look strangely filed. Perhaps mine frighten her, even though she didn’t flinch earlier. Perhaps because it was dark, and she didn’t see them properly. Here, with the glow of the fire, the tupik is brighter than it was outside.

      Sixth.

      And I can’t help myself. I let my finger trail along the soft, gleaming skin of her belly, hoping she won’t notice.

      She sucks in her breath because she does.

      I hurriedly move onto the next button. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she replies. “I’ve just never…well, a man has never undressed me.”

      “It is my first time for a mate too. Let me know if there is something I do that you do not like. Or something that you wish I would do.”

      “I know there are certain things I’ll have to deal with, but I appreciate you giving me time.”

      “Deal with?”

      “I knew when I signed up to be your mate, you would expect…things. Things that I couldn’t bear to do with the prophet. I appreciate you allowing me time to adjust to these chores.”

      “River.” I use my mate’s name deliberately, to show her of the bond she and I will have. “What happens between two mates is quite different between my planet and yours, I am sure. On my planet, females have the right to choose. They are pleased, revered by males. I would never force you to do anything you do not wish, nor would I be happy with you thinking you should do it as your duty.”

      “But…but what do you get out of the mating, then?”

      I chuckle. “I get to show you that I am worthy of you.”

      Last button.

      I leave her covered with the gown split down her middle and I remove my knife, placing it near us under the fur. Then I remove my jewelry, the armlet from my arm, the chain around my neck.

      She watches carefully.

      “I will teach you that two people can bring pleasure to each other but only if both want it. There is no enjoyment if we do not enjoy it together. Have you ever pleasured yourself?”

      I remove my vest, draping it over a pole of the tupik. River’s eyes are glued to my physique. Of course, she stares. The puny males of her planet are severely lacking. I can’t help but stretch out a little as I hang my weapons on poles so she may take in the muscles of my back.

      My mate especially likes the ridges of my abs, forgetting to blink as she focuses there.

      She looks blank. “I find pleasure in swimming. Sewing.”

      I chuckle. “That is not what I am talking about, sweet. I am talking about touching yourself.”

      I part my front tentacles to show my nevra, the plate that covers my cock. With her unable to tear her eyes away, I run my palm down the front and inside, my cock stirs to life, making the front of the nevra bulge before my cock extrudes.

      “No,” she gasps, seeming incapable of words.

      “One day I will show you that too. You can pleasure yourself, my mate. I would like to think that I can do a more pleasurable job, but it is probably a cocky male’s thoughts.” I cover my jutting, wayward cock with my tentacles to move forward and help her gown slip off her shoulders.

      Her skin is smooth and creamy; a small tuft of hair covering her cunt. Inwardly, I groan, glad that my cock is covered.

      I slide into bed, pulling the furs over us. I turn her to her side and press my chest against her back. She will probably feel safer this way.

      I wrap her in my arms and tentacles, caressing her walking appendages. Of course, I can’t help but taste her with the suckers. There is confusion and slight fear. But there is also trust and curiosity.

      As I settle my palm flat on her belly, I feel her breath quicken and I do not need my suckers to taste the pheromones that I know signal her arousal.

      But I do.
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      I feel it when my strange mate presses a kiss to my scarred shoulder. It’s in the barely-warm softness—the pressure of his lips. For a minute I bask in the touch, until I realize it feels different not because of his lips but because it’s my thicker, ravaged skin.

      My eyes open immediately. I’m afraid to turn around and see the look of disgust he may have strewn across his face. Because surely he kissed before he looked. He probably felt the bumpy ridged scars under his lips, wondered at the strange smoothness, and then opened his eyes to see the angry red horror.

      He doesn’t seem to notice my withdrawal and his voice is as pleasant as ever. “Greetings of the sun, my mate. Are you ready to rise?”

      “Yes,” I say, grateful when he gets up first. I turn over in bed and watch as he puts on his vest, checks the pockets, attaches his weapons. The open material outlines the muscles of his chest, his utterly perfect, rounded shoulders, and does nothing to disguise his pecs.

      I’ll bet if he squeezed really hard, they’d dance. I’d be enthralled. Earth men don’t have that musculature, not even the younger ones closer to my age who work the fields.

      His biceps are enormous. A tattoo that looks like spiked vines wraps around his left arm, about four inches thick. His skin is rich purple and all shiny…for some reason it makes the deep black tattoos pop.

      “You can look your fill,” Tiran says.

      It makes me blush to get caught staring so I look away quickly. I ponder getting up but I’m naked. While he saw me last night, the bright light of morning is another story. The hideous, jagged red scars before breakfast isn’t easy to take.

      “I made you this.” He holds up a pair of pants. Confusion wars with dawning observation in my sleep-filled mind for a moment before I realize what he’s showing me. Where did he get the fabric? I gasp. Surely, he hasn’t destroyed the only gown I have. But he looks so happy as he waits expectantly for my reaction. It’s then that I notice the intricate stitching. The white gown pops with thick black laces and the pants are tight—more like leggings. I’m not sure what I’ll wear with them, but then he produces a halter. A halter. I’d seen a halter-dress in town once; couldn’t believe the woman showed so much skin. It was an establishment that the mothers averted their gazes from.

      I could never get away with wearing this back home, but haven’t I complained continuously about my hot, heavy dresses and high-necked collars? This is my chance to break free from all the rules imposed upon me.

      The halter top is black, the same material as his vest. He must have made it from one of his spares. His own clothing, the same material that touched his chest, his arms, his back, will touch my skin. It makes me feel warm and tingly inside.

      “It loops around the back of your neck and ties at the waist,” he says showing me the open back style of the halter. “Your scars will have air to heal. In the meantime, you can wear the top of your gown if you start to get too much sun. I stitched the bottom hem where I separated it from the pants.”

      Maybe he wants me to cover up with the loose top when we arrive at his village.

      “Will anyone mind seeing the scars?” I ask.

      He moves from the center of the tepee where the sun shines through the hole at the top down to our bed. The way he moves is so graceful it almost looks like he floats.

      Instead of answering, he asks me a question. “Do you mind seeing my scars?”

      “No!” I protest. Not at all.

      “I feel the same,” he says. “Maybe even a little prouder. We protect females so it’s rare for them to carry scars. You are a legend to have lived through such pain; it shows how strong you are. I’m honored that you chose me.”

      “I’m honored that you chose me too,” I say softly. It hits me how much truth is in that statement. I’m tempted to tell him about my face but then panic hits at the thought. It isn’t just a scar on my cheek. It’s a deliberate mark.

      The mark of the beast.

      But I can’t tell him how he was cheated, and I can’t let him down. I’m determined to be the best mate that I can until he discovers what I look like. Besides he’s so amazingly sweet, he must have been up for hours stitching this for me as a surprise.

      “It’s absolutely beautiful,” I tell him. “Thank you for thinking of me. I would be honored to wear the clothing you took the time to make just for me.”

      The worried crease disappears from his ridged brow. His hand comes out and strokes my jaw just underneath the veil.

      “You’re beautiful,” he replies. He clears his throat again. “Please get dressed. There is warm water for washing. I will wait outside.”

      I scramble up when he closes the door behind him. Tossing my veil up over my head, I quickly run my fingers through my disheveled hair. I give it a quick braid, plaiting it loosely. Though the skin on my cheek is still tight, it feels wonderful to have the veil off. The world looks brighter without it. I splash water on my face and quickly wash my body. Tiran placed a small cloth near the basin that I use to dry with before getting dressed. There isn’t a mirror in the tent, but the leggings fit me perfectly. There are hints of flesh showing underneath the laces down the sides of my legs and it looks tantalizing and sexy.

      Would he find me sexy?

      I bring the halter over my head and it’s long enough to tie low near my tailbone. My entire back is exposed, probably for the first time in my life. I wish Tiran could have seen my skin before it was damaged. When it was smooth. Maybe he would have thought me pretty.

      I head out of the tent just as Tiran turns to face me. At the last minute I remember my veil. I pull it down to cover my face just in time.

      “You look stunning,” he says simply.

      “Because you’re an excellent seamstress,” I tease. “You make me look better than I normally do.”

      “There’s no reason why such beauty should be hidden,” he says. Is that truly how he feels? I’ve never been around a man who doesn’t expect a woman’s assets to be hidden. A woman is temptation after all.

      But isn’t a man? A male? Aren’t the sneak peeks I take of Tiran’s muscles—don’t those tempt me? I think I do find him tempting. Suddenly I’m very confused. Why is it wrong to be tempted by a woman when it isn’t wrong to be tempted by a man? Why can a man show his chest while a woman cannot? Not that I am brave enough to go without a shirt. But I’d like to know that I have the right.

      Tiran clears his throat. “Back through these trees are some bushes with edible berries. I think you will find them tasty.”

      He leads the way, taking my elbow and I find I like that. He wants to touch me, and it makes me giddy inside.

      “Purpleberries,” he announces, showing me an enormous bush with huge…blueberries. Twice the size of a normal berry, but still.

      “They’re blueberries,” I murmur. “Back on Earth.”

      “Hmm. It appears neither of our people are very eloquent when it comes to naming berries. Taste one. Does it taste the same?”

      I pick a berry and it’s the size of a small strawberry. I’m not sure if I should bite it or pop the whole thing in my mouth. But if I take a bite and it squirts juice it might get on my pants, so I pop it in whole.

      He waits until I chew it. “Well?”

      “It’s sweet—maybe sweeter than ours. I think it’s the same as a blueberry? I can’t be sure unless I have them side by side. It’s definitely a lot bigger than ours.”

      He picks one and pops it in his mouth. “Rumors are when my people first evolved from the seas, they plucked the bushes nearly barren. They ate so many berries that the next generation were born purple.”

      “So you weren’t always purple?”

      “We were black. Blended with the depths of the oceans.” He shrugs. “Those are the rumors, anyway.”

      “We came from monkeys.” I giggle. He probably doesn’t even know what a monkey is. “Or at least that’s what some say. My congregation frowns on the stories and says they’re made up.”

      “I can see it,” he says, making me squeal when he picks me up suddenly and I cling to him. My legs clamp around his waist and my arms go around his strong shoulders.

      “Yep. I can see it.”

      I’m clinging to him like a monkey.

      Then, like it’s the most natural thing in the world, he deposits a kiss on my lips, right through the silky fabric of the veil that I can’t help but wish wasn’t covering my mouth.

      “How long do you wear the veil after a mating?” he murmurs in a low, sexy rumble.

      I panic. I just panic and do what I always do when I’m backed into a corner.

      I lie.

      For the first time ever, I lie to my mate. To the male who’s my husband, who’s given so much to me. Diamonds. Food. The clothing from his back.

      “Six months,” I blurt out. A rush of guilt dampens my palms and I push at his broad shoulders, wanting him to let me down.

      He lets me slide down his body. I avert my eyes, afraid he’ll see the guilt and disappointment strewn across my face. I don’t have time for a full prayer, but I can offer a snippet.

      Goddess, forgive my lie. I deserve the mark struck across my face.

      We continue picking the berries, eating our fill, while Tiran tells me of the day’s events.

      “The Adroki will pack up the tupik. It is one of theirs. They brought it for us since their village is closer and easier to get to. Our clan will go to the next mountain where a new traveling system has been built by the Britonians. It will take us halfway across this continent, which will shorten our trip by two thirds. From there we will travel through an underwater tunnel, designed to keep large predators out. Finally, on the other side, we will be met by clan members from our village. We will be home,” he says.

      For some reason, that makes me nervous. This…Bronan, who sounds like their leader, expected first shot at a human bride.

      I’m the first human in their village. Will he be upset? How will the others treat me? I’m quiet, listening to his rumbling voice as we eat our fill of berries. Afterward, he shows me a pack he has hanging on a branch that holds toothbrushes. We scrub our teeth using a plant that tastes like mint, but he rips open the stem and squeezes the cloudy substance inside on the bristles. He offers me water from a canteen and rolls up our toothbrushes in a soft cloth.

      Also inside the pack is the fabric of my blouse—the top half of the gown, with intricate embroidery at the hemline in more heavy black lacing. It’s rolled very neatly, edged laces up, and tucked into a pocket for safekeeping. It’s kind of sweet that he’s keeping it protected for me.

      “Tiran! Heads up. Juris just got word that Bronan has heard you’ve been mated. He sent a team to meet us so we can travel safely.”

      Not this Bronan again. From the look on their faces, I wonder what the protection means. Will it be a safe trip? Or will we need protection from their leader?
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      The fear on River’s face makes me wipe my expression. I’m furious at the thought of guards meeting us like we’re borderline criminals to be escorted home for trial but I don’t want to worry her. Bronan won’t overtly cause drama by trying to take my mate—not like the old days when other leaders did.

      Anyone who tries to take River from me will fail. She is mine.

      Mejak and Kalrian pick up on my unspoken message to keep the worries between us. We travel with the Adroki clan members until they head left for their village, and we head right for the newly created town of Nikkandu, the traveling port. We are moving at a more leisurely pace with River. Her two walking appendages move slower, and they are shorter than our tentacles. She looks amazing in the new outfit that shows off her scars. The bottom half showcases her figure perfectly. Her form is quite different from what we are used to, but graceful and full of delectable curves. She walks with a straight back—the sign of royalty. Elegance.

      The one mar on her form is the covering of her beautiful face. I want my friends to see how gorgeous she is. How her eyes are so deep and gray, surrounded by thick, dark lace that matches the “hair” on her head. The entire effect makes her eyes pop to the point that one hardly notices the protruding appendage that she breathes from.

      But most importantly—the marking of strength on her cheek. I hope to see it expanded with ink into a swirl of my house symbol.

      It would be the greatest honor.

      “Long ago, we didn’t travel much so our clans grew apart,” I say to her. “There was a common enemy called the Tshiki, a giant race that was brutal and chose to eat sentient beings. Thankfully, they only procreate every decade, so we wiped them out when their numbers were low. But one of the side effects of an earlier war was the discovery of the Tiiblets. They were a happy race of peoples who lived in the forests. We didn’t see them much; we kind of equated them to fairy folk. It turns out they had been captured by the Tshiki. They were held in farms.”

      “Oh my God,” River says. “What happened?”

      “The great Tiiblet war happened. All of our clans went to battle to free them, and we realized how low the Tshiki’s numbers were. How it was important to keep them down. The poor Tiiblets were terrified to live alone in the forests afterward, so each clan brought some home to live with us. From them, we learned so much about the Tshiki—how they only procreate every decade. How each generation is birthed to a queen. How the one who carries the egg is so flooded with birthing hormones, he goes insane with the influx. Unfortunately, the Tshiki also realized what a disadvantage they were at. They willingly gave up the Tiiblets to end the war they were losing, but then discovered that we would learn so much more about them. Things they didn’t bother to hide from the little people, since they never thought they would go free. So, they worked on a plan to increase their numbers for that decade by kidnapping hosts of other species to impregnate in addition to their natural queen. Their species would be diluted in strength, but their numbers would increase tenfold. They were creating a front-line army, in essence.”

      “Keep in mind, the Tshiki already had the upper hand in size,” Kalrian calls out to River. He and Mejak are walking ahead of us. “They tower over us by at least six, seven feet. Not to mention they jump. And are poisonous.”

      “So are we,” I growl when River’s eyes grow wide. I appreciate that they’re trying to build up the Tshiki so we look tougher for defeating them, but I also don’t want my mate terrified.

      “What do they look like?” she asks, her eyes darting around underneath her veil.

      “Black, mostly. With large, hooked legs and a smallish body. Their language is indecipherable by humans, at least that is what Juris has shared. It sounds like hideous screeching to you. Lilaina, his mate, called them giant spiders.”

      River shudders. “Hairy?”

      I stop to think about that. There is a wiry fuzz that covers their bodies, and their legs, though it is not soft like hers. It is harsh and bristly. But I guess it could be called hairy, so I nod.

      “And they spit sticky silk fibers,” Mejak adds. “The Tiiblets have learned to process it into a soft, rich fabric. But when it comes directly from the Tshiki, it is a binding glue-like substance.”

      She nods as if she understands. “Like a spider.”

      This story is taking a twist. I meant to give her an understanding of the gentle Tiiblets that live with us because unless one has patience for the delicate creatures, they can be quite annoying. I do not wish for my mate to grow annoyed with them. But in trying to explain about their tragic circumstances, the story became about our prowess against the fearsome Tshiki.

      Even now, the idiot Kalrian is stomping with his tentacles bent at an angle that mimics the Tshiki’s hooked legs as his upper half is bent over to look smaller.

      Mejak is pretending to cower from him.

      They look like idiots.

      “No! Don’t eat me, powerful, deadly Tshiki,” Mejak calls out in a high-pitched voice that sounds like a kish before his balls drop.

      “I will crush you until you realize you are the better, more handsome, and cunning species!” Kalrian says, one eye on River to see her reaction.

      My mate giggles and I don’t blame her. They are poor actors.

      I clear my throat. “Anyway, the Tiiblets live among us. They find joy in the simplest things. Preparing food for us. Stitching clothing for us. Cleaning the huts. Farming.”

      “They’re slaves?” River asks, horrified.

      “What? No! They enjoy doing these things. They consider it a fair price for our protection and for us losing many of our brethren in the war. I am trying to point out that they are humble creatures but have an enormous sense of pride. If you wish to do something nice for them, it has to be small. And you must be grateful for what they give to you, or their little eyes grow watery. Sometimes the gift is worthless. An ugly shell or a twig.”

      River giggles. Finally, the reaction that makes my heart sing.

      “They are smaller than you. About this tall.” I hold out my palm to where her walking appendages connect to her torso. “Some are taller. Some are shorter. They have extra skin and a tail.”

      “The extra skin holds a lot of fat,” Mejak says, his voice mimicking a Tshiki. “Makes them a tasty meal.” He holds up two tentacles to spar with Kalrian, still pretending to be Tshiki.

      “Are you sure the spiders are gone?” she asks me, looking around.

      “We will find out in nine more rotations,” Mejak says. “But it may be worse this time around. After all, will they be civilized, emerging from their eggs? Will anyone have survived to show them the old ways? Or did a few survive, and they have been training to make the next generation honed and more violent than ever before? Did they share the word about the new species of human females that have come? Will they want one to be the host of their next generation?” Mejak says.

      I scowl at him for laying it on so thick. “In the meantime, we are preparing for safety. This traveling port that we are heading to is protected by a giant dome that keeps the Tshiki from entering. The new shuttles travel too quickly for them to catch, and there are no rails to sabotage or destroy.”

      “What about the places the shuttles can’t get to?” River asks.

      “We travel by new tunnels dug deep underground. They fill with water so we can swim, with a gap of air on top so the Tiiblets can float. The tunnels keep out predators—”

      “I can’t swim,” she says.

      “What?” Mejak scowls. “How can a person named River not swim?”

      “I was named River because that’s where Don—Father—found me. He wanted me to always remember he was my savior by pulling me from the waters.”

      All I am focused on is that she does not share genetic material with such a horrible male. “So, he is not of your genetic line?” It pleases me because perhaps she may not wish to return to him.

      “No. I was placed in a waterproof basket by my real parents and floated down river upon my birth.”

      “Can you float in the water like Tiiblets?” Kalrian asks.

      “No.”

      “No worries, my mate. You can hold on to my back while I swim. I will keep you above water. You will be perfectly safe.”

      But something troubles River. I can see her chew her lip, the same habit she had when she tried to keep herself from crying out during her punishment.

      I nudge her and wrap an arm around her shoulders. “I promise.”

      “I know,” she smiles at me, looking forward because she doesn’t think I can see her fully, but I let my tentacle slide across the back of her bare waist. I can taste the worry she emits.

      She pulls away and I let her because I know she is still sensitive about her scars. Perhaps she does not want me to touch them, or to point them out to the others.

      Will she wear her veil in the water? Surely that is not feasible. Finally, my friends will see the beauty of her. The strength she has endured.

      “Sometimes the Tshiki would hide in the trees,” Mejak says suddenly. “Always remember to look up in the branches. Because they jump, one can be upon you like that.” He takes his hands together and claps them loudly in a splat.

      River startles and stumbles. She does not notice a dark stone in her path and twists her walking appendage, nearly falling if not for my arms.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, bringing her to my chest as I lower my tentacles to a crouch. She wraps her arms around my back, burying her face in my chest and exposing her own scars to Mejak and Kalrian. I can see their eyes widen at the fresh, raw look of her back.

      “Twisted my ankle. It’s weak,” she mumbles. “Twisted it before.”

      I pause, lowering us on the path to make her comfortable on my tentacles. “Let me see.”

      I slide a front tentacle, one with suckers, down her walking appendage to the “ankle” she speaks of, and she moans softly. “Just sore,” she says. “I just need a minute.”

      “You stumbled on a blackstone,” I say. “The trail will be littered with them from here on out. I know you do not travel without your veil, but I think the shade of it interferes with your vision.”

      She physically blanches. “I’ll be fine. I swear. I just need a moment.”

      “River,” Kalrian says, kneeling down across from us. “It is important to keep you safe. I understand your culture dictates a face covering after mating, but surely you can modify it slightly for a new environment? Instead of wearing it from the top of your head, perhaps affix it to your side dangly appendages? I can tear holes in the fabric and if it loops over your dangles, then it will cover the front of your face but leave your vision free.”

      She stares at him blankly for a moment. “My…dangles?”

      “These, precious.” I flick one of the odd, shell appendages with my finger and she starts to giggle.

      “Ow. Laughing jars my foot,” she says, but doesn’t curb her laughter and it’s so sweet and pure, like music. I could listen to it for hours. “They’re ears. And my ‘walking appendages’ are legs. My feet are on the ends and the part that connects my foot, which is singular of feet, to the leg is the ankle. This portion”—she points to the lower half— “is called the shin. The back? A calf. This bending joint is the knee. Above it is the thigh. Thighs attach to the hip.”

      “We have hips,” Kalrian says, and he’s blushing because he’s imagining that the cock and cunt are in the vicinity. “What are the round cheeks you sit on?”

      Now River is blushing just as hard, but hers is a strange red color instead of a deeper purple. “My…butt. Also referred to as an ass, but that’s more vulgar.”

      “May I touch it?” Mejak asks.

      “Keep your claws off my mate’s ass,” I snarl. I haven’t even touched the delectable piece yet.

      Mejak backs away with his hands up. “Uncouth barbarian,” he sniffs, which looks ridiculous with his piercings and various scrolls inked on his thick neck.

      River buries her face in my chest and huffs. I realize she’s laughing.

      “Can we get back to the veil problem?” Kalrian asks.

      River sobers and keeps her face in my chest.

      “He can tear a piece off the back of your head with his claw,” I murmur softly, as if consoling a frightened kish. “He can quickly cut the holes in it for your shells—”

      “Mears,” Mejak says.

      “Ears,” Kalrian scowls.

      “And you can try it on underneath your veil. If it fits, you can lift the upper half off and still be covered with the lower veil, but able to see better.”

      “Okay,” she says, her voice muffled because she’s buried against my neck. I can feel the warm breath from her, and it makes my cock harden beneath my nevra. “Maybe he can go ahead and try.”

      I nod at Kalrian and he carefully lifts the bottom edge of the back of her veil. Mejak reaches out and holds the edges up while Kalrian slices through the lifted fabric with a single claw.

      “Hold still while I touch you,” he says carefully, like she is a bug. He doesn’t have to worry about River jumping. She is solid as a statue against my neck, her sweet breath curling against my skin.

      Mejak holds the veil higher and Kalrian skims her ear with his finger to measure, then slices an approximate-sized slit into the edge of the fabric he holds.

      He tests it by draping the soft, skimming veil slit over her ear.

      “Perfect,” Mejak says. “Do the other side too.”

      Kalrian pulls the fabric across to the other ear, leaving some space so it is not too constricting, and then rubs her ear teasingly. “This one is much larger than the other year. I imagine it gives you a dizzying, lopsided appearance.”

      Mejak clucks his tongue as if he agrees. “No wonder you cover up. Poor female.”

      Ahh, my idiot friends are not quite so stupid. They also realize that River clings to her veil irrationally and wish to tease her.

      River stiffens against my chest. “Huh. I’ll have you know I’m perfectly proportionate in all my appendages! And again, it’s an ear. Not a mear. Not a year.”

      “Are you sure?” Kalrian asks as he slices the veil. “I think this slit is probably twice the size as the one on the left.”

      “They sit rather low on her head, too,” Mejak says. “I don’t remember Laina’s or Tessa’s ears sitting on their necks. Perhaps when we finally visit them, we can line you all up. If you are lacking, there is lots we can do to fix you.”

      “Like what?” she huffs.

      “If we grace your skin, especially your scars, with tribal tattoos, you will be the most beautiful female of the three. You see, when there is a flaw, we detract the attention from it by making it stand out instead. When Stratek, Juris’s brother, realized his mate was slightly ugly, he adorned her with diamonds in her ears.”

      “Yes,” Kalrian agrees quickly. “And he covered up her crooked toes with weird, pointy shoes sprinkled in gold dirt. She thought they were adorable and preened while wearing them but again”—he wrinkles his brow— “sprinkled in dirt, even if it’s the gold dust from the beach.”

      He gives away that we know more of her strange body parts than we let on, but I don’t mind because it is a good distraction while he is eyeing the veil to measure.

      “Her toes were crooked?” River asks, her voice muffled. Kalrian slips the piece of sheer fabric into her hands and she’s sliding it up to her face between us.

      “Like the clawed daggers of a bjiyak as it sails through the sky, looking to snatch prey to hook,” Mejak wails. “I felt bad for the poor thing.”

      Kalrian catches Mejak’s eye and forces a straight face. “Poor female, indeed. Do try not to stare when you meet her, River. It will be hard not to, I know. But Stratek is rather ignorant over it. He thinks his female is…” Kalrian gulps, the movement sounding louder than normal, “lovely.”

      “He is blind, for sure,” I agree.

      River has attached her new veil and moves back from my neck, just a little. “Are you ready, beautiful?” I encourage her. “Would you like me to help you remove the top half?”

      She nods, her fingers clawed as she holds the new piece down as if she is afraid it might get lifted along with the old veil and expose her.

      Very slowly, I take the veil and slide it up over her head, tossing it back over her glorious mane of hair. The fabric drapes across her face, with only her eyes peeking through. At once, the stormy color of her gray eyes marks how beautiful she is, with the color of her black frames of hair on her brow and the smaller lace around her eyes making them pop with more definition. It is how we wear our own inked tattoos around our eyes.

      It marks her as one of our own clan.

      “So fucking beautiful,” I breathe.

      Mejak and Kalrian stare.

      “You are,” Mejak says.

      “The most beautiful female on the planet,” Kalrian says. “I cannot wait until you are marked.” He gestures to the side of our face where the tattoos curl down onto our necks.

      I know what he means. River’s can be a work of art, blending a bit further out and curling like a wicked vine or even a sturdy rose into the scar on her cheek. My brother would do it best, but I would never subject her to that.

      Her brow appendages move together as she frowns. “Marked?”

      “As your culture is to remain veiled,” I say. “Mine is to take the tattoos of your mate’s symbols. But I understand that you are human and may not wish to take on my tradition.”

      Both Mejak and Kalrian gasp. It is a thinly veiled insult not to use a mate’s tats.

      “I really look okay?” she asks me.

      I skim my finger over the smooth skin of her forehead, missing the plating of my people. Her pupils are round, not vertical. The veil lifts from her face because of the bridge of her nose and now I worry how she can breathe, just like I worried before as to how she could see. Her gorgeous, pouty lips are covered.

      But she is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

      “Yes. You are magnificent,” I tell her in a somber voice. “I shall carry you for a while. Mostly to show off my strength. But also, because I do not want to let you escape my arms.” I give her a small peck to her lips and even with the veil between us, she smiles and kisses me back.

      Mejak and Kalrian stand as if disgusted with the show.

      “You’d have to get permission for the mating tats anyway,” Mejak scowls, back to his grouchy self. “And our fearless leader is a dick, so no sense in even asking.”

      “Thank you for the veil, fellas,” she says. “I can see much better now.”

      “Perhaps you might loosen your hair then,” Mejak says. “To cover your crooked years.”

      But River’s eyes twinkle as she glances up at me and smiles, the scar pulling at the edge of her eye.

      My heart grows in my chest and a heavy flutter curls in my lower belly for this amazing female who doesn’t even know how wonderful she is.
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      I’m pretty sure, no matter what, I’m going to get Tiran’s mark. Even if his people find me hideously ugly and I’m sent packing, at least I’ll go home with a piece of him forever. Whenever people stare in horror at my face, instead of noticing the mark of the devil, they’ll stare in horror at the beautiful tattoo that covers the side of my face and looks so foreign and alien. And badass.

      Part of that makes me want to giggle. They’ll be horrified at my beauty, because I don’t doubt that anything these guys produce will be utterly gorgeous and amazing and will manage to frame my cheekbone, add drama to the heart-shape of my face, and pucker my lips.

      I wish he would keep me. I wonder—my breathing deepens as I think out a scheme—I wonder if I can possibly pull off getting someone to tattoo me to where the mark of the devil isn’t noticeable? Dare I hope completely covered? Maybe Tiran will be so enamored with me honoring him with his marks, he’ll never notice I’m tainted goods at all? It’ll only be between me and the tattooist.

      Thankfully, from what I remember of that fateful day, Father had just pressed the tip of the blade into my cheek when I passed out. Tiran knows I have a cut, but he doesn’t know about the horrendous scar that marks me as fallen.

      He doesn’t know he paid for damaged goods. A sold soul.

      It didn’t escape my notice that Mejak and Kalrian were horrified at the thought that I wouldn’t get the mating marks. I think it’s a bigger deal than Tiran says and he’s so sweet to give me a choice. But I won’t leave him hanging that way. Not when he’s done so much for me.

      Spontaneously, I stretch up and kiss his cheek, forgetting about the drape over my lips. I should have lifted it. I want so bad to touch his skin with my lips, to even dare to skim my tongue up his strong neck and taste the salt of his skin. His skin is a little different—thicker. But still sensitive. I can tell from last night, when he pulled me against him and gave a little shudder.

      I think he wants me.

      I know I want him.

      “What was that for?” His deep, sexy voice rumbles as he tucks his face into my hair.

      “Because I think you’re amazing.”

      “As amazing as I am, even I cannot walk with a boner, my mate.”

      The shock of that statement huffs a laugh from me, and I glance up at Kalrian and Mejak, but they’ve wandered up far enough that they don’t know what we’re talking about. It flings me right into sixth grade when the entire school was pulled into the auditorium, and it was explained that men—and boys—get erections beyond their control. It was important to avoid looking at it, to never say a word about it and if a male should press it against you, understand that he has no control over his actions. It is important for a woman to cover up all temptations that could make his erection rise and embarrass him.

      I wish the church had also told the girls about their monthlies. It was awful whenever a girl realized her skirts were bloodied and had no idea why, other than it was the Lord’s will.

      “I think I can walk now.”

      “Are you sure?” He sounds like he doesn’t want to put me down.

      I nod. I’d like to look around at this new world now that I don’t have my vision restricted. He places me gingerly on my feet and I test my ankle.

      “It’s fine now.” I take his hand and link his fingers with mine, squeezing it gently. As we turn to walk, I don’t let go and neither does he.

      Maybe it was thinking about being young and in school, but strange flutters beat inside my ribcage and lower in my belly. I like holding hands with him. His hands are so much bigger than mine and the muscles that wind up his forearms…breathtaking.

      “Your planet is beautiful. I can’t wait to see your home.”

      “Our home,” he grins and there’s a crease in his cheek that’s especially sexy, like it can’t wait to curl into a dimple of laughter. Something about him being such a bad-ass and yet sweet at the same time really does it for me.

      “Our home,” I agree.

      “My maman is going to love you,” he says.

      “Your…mother? Is that what maman means?” How exciting. I’ve always wanted a real mother relationship.

      “It does.”

      “How about your father?”

      “Mine is no longer alive.” Just as I’m about to offer my condolences he continues. “There’s probably something you should know about my family. My maman never mated; instead, she chose to become a breeder.”

      “A what?”

      “A female who has kishren with anyone simply because she wants kish. She wishes to be a maman.”

      “So how many siblings do you have?” I ask, somewhat bewildered at the strange concept.

      “Two,” he says proudly. “I am number three. Unusual for our species to have so many.”

      “I look forward to meeting her,” I say somewhat formally as the wheels turn in my head. “Do you get together often? Your mother and siblings? Like for dinners?”

      “Oh, yes,” he says. “You will meet both my kishlings and maman. You will also meet their patron. He lives in the main dwelling with both of them.”

      This is the oddest situation I’ve ever been in. A woman back home would be imprisoned to have one child out of wedlock, much less three. And to willingly choose this? For it to be her choice? It’s baffling. But Tiran doesn’t seem to notice my trepidation, and for that I’m grateful.

      “Theirs? They have the same father? Your brothers?”

      He nods.

      “Are they both older than you?”

      “One is older. One is younger.”

      He’s the middle child. And the only one without a father.

      “How did your father pass?”

      “I do not know, exactly. He didn’t wish to have kishren. He was one of the hunters, providing food for the tribe. But he did his duty and passed along his seed when my mother wanted it.”

      “So you never met him?”

      “I knew who he was. I’d spoken to him. Just as I knew who my kishlings’ patron was. It was acknowledged that mine provided his seed, but he was not a patron.”

      “And do they have a relationship with their…patron?”

      He nods. “They do. He did wish to be a patron along with my maman.”

      “But he and your mother never mated?”

      “No. Those feelings never developed between them.”

      “I see.” But I don’t. Women don’t get a choice…at least not on Earth. We all seem to do our duty to procreate, though, no matter the planet. I would think such a duty would follow through to raising the child, but then again, his father made it clear that he would “donate” his seed. Part of me feels bad for Tiran because his brothers have their father, and he doesn’t.

      I squeeze his hand.

      “What did you know of your father?”

      “He never had any others besides me. He was a great hunter, one of the best. His name is still spoken reverently to this day. He is much honored.”

      “He sounds much like you,” I say. “You’re very honorable, too.”

      When the sun starts to sink, Kalrian offers up a whistle. At the next curve, we see the lights of a city. I’m dirty, exhausted, and hungry, even though we’ve been nibbling on berries, came across an apple tree, and have some jerky the Adroki smoked all night from the dinner Tiran caught.

      And now, knowing about his father, I wonder if he realizes how he is also a superb hunter? It didn’t make much sense to me before when they bragged about him being a mighty hunter for their clan, but now that I know, I see it clearly. They weren’t exaggerating. They were proud.

      The dome for the travel port—city—has a huge, clear…ish dome over it. It’s a slightly bluish color that differentiates it from the rest of the planet around it.

      “How did they build it?”

      “The Britonians created a hologram made from sound waves, of all things. When the sound met the light, it hardened into a shell, reaching up as high as the waves traveled. Impossible to climb, rain slicks right off. Before it hardened completely, they broke the very top and allowed it to crash down, which allows air, sun, and moisture to still circulate but is too high for anyone to enter. At the bottom, they blocked two smaller door entrances that we can use to travel. Right now, the port is open to all, but should we need to seal it one day, we can move barriers over the openings and keep others in or out.”

      “And the shuttles?”

      “They fly out through the top. They’re programmed to get to certain destinations—other travel ports, and no further. That’s why we have to travel the rest of the way on foot. One day, they’ll be able to connect but we have years to make that happen. This is quite an accomplishment for the short amount of time they’ve been working.”

      “It’s amazing.”

      I’ve never seen anything like it.

      “We’ll have some clothes for you also,” Tiran says. “Mikhail gathered some things from Earth and had them shipped to arrive for you.”

      Oh no. I hope he didn’t raid my closets for the putrid pink dresses.

      “He said you will need shoes for your feet and since he was sending some to Lilaina and Tessa, you would get a shipment also.”

      “Oh, new things? I didn’t expect that. I thought he might go to Father’s home and ask for my old stuff.”

      Tiran snorts. “I don’t think he’d want to deal with your patron.”

      As we reach the dome, there are several open doorways cut into the shield. I’m not worried, Tiran still has hold of my hand. We pass through a door and enter the hustle and bustle of the indoor city.

      “It’s to the pub with us,” Mejak grins, Kalrian at his side. “You’ll be all right?”

      “Yes. We’ll check into our rooms, and I’ll tend to River.”

      “Stay brave.” To my surprise, Mejak leans down and rests his forehead against mine for just a second, then does the same to Tiran.

      Kalrian steps forward. “Until the sun rises, River.” He also taps his forehead to mine, lingers for a few moments and then does the same to Tiran before the two stride down the road. I’ll never get used to the way they move—the way the tentacles rove around the ground, making them appear like they float. But not in a flitting, gentle way. No, it’s more graceful—yet powerful. For as much strength as they have, they’re wicked fast. A deadly combination and I can’t believe those Tshiki people were such a threat that they built a shielded city long after they were gone.

      “Shall we?” Tiran rumbles and holds out his arm.

      I love to touch his skin. His forearms are muscular and bulge beneath my hand, plus it makes me feel like I’m his. Like we’re a couple. He leads me down another street. They don’t just have their own people on this planet, the purple tentacled kind, no matter what clans differentiate them. No, there’s all sorts of aliens and I try not to stare as we go by. It’s difficult because I’ve never seen anyone other than humans before. Well, and I guess the Britonians. But the people living within our commune walls don’t really see them in person. We tended to stick inside our structure unless we had to go out for any reason to one of the major cities. I can count on one hand the times I’ve been outside the walls. One was when I was hospitalized, and a couple of times were for trade. But I knew from those visits that humans were the only ones out and about beyond our brick walls.

      “Are you okay?” Tiran asks.

      “I’ve just never seen so many different people,” I whisper back.

      A look of understanding dawns across his face. “Your planet just got a portal and so far, it only links here. Our traveling port is set up between portals. So, visitors from other planets who wish to get to a place that they can’t get to from their own smaller portal—like yours—will shuttle to our other options.”

      “So, are they out visiting the rest of your planet? Seeing the sights while they’re here?”

      “No. They do not have permission to mingle outside of the traveling domes or the shuttles.”

      I’ve been so entranced with his accent, it dawns on me that he has a stilted manner of speaking. “How do you know English?”

      He raises his brow. “We were given the language by Mikhail. Just like you were given ours.”

      “I was what?”

      He grins. “You’re not speaking English, River.”

      That’s almost enough to blow my mind. “Do I speak stilted?”

      “No, opposite. You combine words sometimes. It’s different, but I’ve gotten used to it.”

      “Are you safe here? With all these others?” I ask and it’s not that I’m worried about him. He seems like he could take on anything he tries. But I don’t have the luxury of being a fighter for another. I’m simply a weakened creature who might distract Tiran as he’s forced to protect me.

      “Yes. Our agreement with the Britonians ensures that the only people allowed through our portals are vetted. Their intentions are scanned into their DNA. There’s no way for them to cheat the system and get through with ill intent to harm.” He squeezes my hand. “You don’t have to worry, River. I will always take care of you. Mejak and Kalrian, as part of my hunter clan, will do the same.”

      How can I tell him that it is those closest to us who we must watch for? The prophets? Our parents? All those in a position of authority?

      “I’ll protect you too,” I say to Tiran. “I just don’t want you to get hurt defending me.”

      “Yet you would hurt yourself to protect me?”

      I nod. There’s no doubt I would throw myself in front of a train for him. Provided they have trains.

      “You are worth it too, River,” he says with quiet strength in his voice. “You are worth defending, you are worth keeping, and you are worth loving.”

      A giddy feeling enters my midsection at the “L” word. I know he doesn’t love me yet, how can he? We just met. But this tells me he’s open to it...if I can figure out how to keep him from realizing the scar on my face is more than a scar. It’s shameful, a marking of the fallen. An identification that will always make me stand out. And I have to keep his people from seeing it because surely they will recognize the shape of the first number six. If my father could have, he would have given me the second and third six also. As it stands, he will probably make me aware that I only have one of them because of his benevolence. I’m not sure why he decided to be generous. I would have preferred to get marked while I was unconscious. Perhaps it was to impress the aliens—the Britonians and Tiran. Father probably thought bartering would go in his favor if he showed some lenience toward me. As it is, if I have to return home, he will finish the mark while I’m conscious.

      We arrive at a building and Tiran ushers me inside the front doors once they swish open automatically. I’d seen automatic doors once before. It was during my hospital stay. There is certainly nothing like this in our commune, though there are whispers that the prophet’s home is magnificent, even more so than my father’s house. That his walls are lined with gold, and he sleeps in a bed of rose petals.

      “It’s all right,” Tiran says pulling me along to the front desk. I barely realize I stopped to stare. He lifts the tablet and holds it up to his eyes for a laser scan. A room number pops up on the screen along with the key code. He taps the key code and a message scrolls across the screen.

      Locker opened.

      Turning, he leads me up a ramp to various floors until we reach our room with the same number. He holds his eyes over the scanner of the front door and then gestures for me to do the same.

      “The door locks automatically,” he says. “To unlock it you just scan your retinas.”

      “What if you don’t have eyes?” I’m still thinking of various aliens.

      His lip twitches. “There are backup methods. Fingerprints. Even a DNA match to body fluids, though that is a last resort. Because yuck.”

      I giggle. I was thinking the same thing.

      We enter the room through a larger door than normal. I wonder how large some of the guests must be. Inside it has a kitchenette, a sitting room area, and double doors that must lead to a bedroom. A smaller door that hopefully is a bathroom. He taps a section of wall, shaped into a square, marked differently from the tan paint of the rest of the walls. It slides open. Inside, sitting on a shelf, are boxes labeled with mine and Tiran’s names.

      “This is the locker that I unlocked downstairs at the front desk. It’s shipped to your individual room once you get checked in.” He’s pulling the boxes out of the wall and setting them on the counter.

      The wall closes again. “It cannot be opened from the inside,” he says.

      Inside, I can hear a mechanism slide like this shelf that held our boxes is pulling back down and heading down to the bowels of the building.

      Using a claw, he slices open the first box and pulls out a folded heavy material. When he unfolds it, it stiffens into a box…no, a suitcase. Tiny wheels barely extend from the bottom so that we can have the option of rolling it along the pathways. He opens it up and then starts shaking out the clothing, showing me each item before folding the piece carefully and placing it inside the case. There are a ton of shoes, at least ten pair. Two are high heels—one matches the set I was wearing the night of my selection. However, they’re not the same, just a mimic because the quality is better. There are ankle boots, moccasins in various sizes, and leather shoes in black. Two pair of sandals, some slippers, and even a pair flip flops. They went all out in the shoe department.

      In a smaller case labeled essentials, there’s a hairbrush and comb and little tubes of creams. Tiran tucks it into the suitcase.

      “We’re only staying overnight,” he says. “This way, you’ll still be packed when we leave in the morning.”

      “Okay.”

      “If you would like to bathe, we can do that before we head to dinner. Your traveling clothes can be cleaned and returned to our room in the locker.” He gestures with his chin back to the magic square in the wall.

      “They’ll return by the morning?”

      He smiles. “Yes. They’ll be returned as soon as they’re cleaned and dried.”

      “Okay.” I grab the bag labeled essentials and a dress with some underwear to take to the bathroom.

      It’s a small room, and half of it is the shower area, encased in a glass door. There are fresh towels laid out on the counters. I reach inside the shower, turning on the water as I undress, leaving my veil draped on a shelf.

      I slide under the shower spray, wetting my hair. The shower door opens softly, but I don’t turn around. Maybe he’s just going to use the toilet. I’m about to reach for the shampoo when I glance over my left shoulder. Tiran slides into the shower behind me.

      While I’m naked.
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      My first thought is to cover up and screech, but the second thought is that my scar will be bared to him.

      I’m about to whirl around when Tiran casually spins me to face the wall. “I’ve always wanted to wash your hair,” he says, taking the bottle from my hand. “I was enthralled with it from the first moment I saw the black cloud spread over the box where you lay.”

      “I’ve never had my hair described as a black cloud.”

      “It’s glorious.”

      I can do this. It’s not a big deal, my back is to him. Tiran washing my hair keeps him from seeing my face. My cheek.

      He pours the shampoo on top of my head… and doesn’t stop. It pours and pours until I make a dismayed sound. He quickly tips the bottle up to stop the flow.

      “Do I not use the whole thing?” he asks.

      I can’t help but giggle. “No, just a small amount in your palm, probably less than you would think since your hand is larger than mine.”

      “Oh, well, I think you have plenty in your hair then.” He starts rubbing his large hands through my hair, scraping his claws gently against my skull. It’s so sensuous, careful, and tender, it makes me moan.

      He stops to shake mountains of suds off his hands, the white foamy clouds rinsing down the drain, and then returns them to my hair. “Definitely too much shampoo,” he says, a hint of laughter in his voice.

      He continues patting my wet strands. Instead of turning and tilting my head back into the spray, I simply step into it face first and allow the water to rinse my entire head.

      He reaches for the next bottle. “What is this one?” he asks.

      I turn sideways, left cheek toward him. “Conditioner. You do the same thing, but you don’t rub it in. You just slide it on and work it through the strands.”

      This time he drops a glob into his hand and applies it to my ends. It works much smoother, like he’s already figured out how to apply a product to hair when he doesn’t even have any. I sigh, loving the touch of his large hands against my sensitive scalp. He massages gently, almost reverently, smoothing my hair down his palms. When he’s done, I step into the spray again, my back still toward him.

      “Turn, please. I’d like to wash your back,” I say, without looking toward him.

      I can sense his movement as he turns. Sparing a glimpse over my shoulder—the left side, without my scar—I make sure he’s settled. His broad back is to me, muscles ripple across it. It’s almost obscene. I lather up my hands and then run them up from his hips to his shoulders. He gives the same groan I did, and a small smile curls my lips. I did this. I bring him the same pleasure he does me. My fingertips smooth up the small bumps of his taut spine and I gently caress the thick muscles of his neck that connect to his rounded shoulders. As I swirl my hands over them, the sheer size astounds me. They’re enormous. It’s like a ball of tight muscle sitting on the end of his arm. He spreads his tentacles to lower himself when I run my soapy hands over his scalp, reach around to wash his throat, and even stroke my hands down the front of him; his sternum, massaging around his pecs, his underarms. Then I twist to change positions. I loop both arms under him so I can get his abs and it presses my breasts against his back. I stroke down his sides to where his hips meet his tentacles. Slowly, I twist around the base of each thick appendage where it connects to his body, feeling when the front two over his groin part, and slide my hand there. There’s a thickened panel that covers his man parts, and as I stroke it, he groans deep.

      “Sensitive,” he gasps.

      “What is it?”

      “My…nevra.”

      The panel parts.

      His cock bursts from the seam of his body, exploding into my hands. I’d like to see it, but instead I use my hands to feel it.

      It’s not at all like overcooked chicken sausage.

      It’s so much bigger and it fills my hands. The shaft has large bulges, three of them as big and round as the head, which I guess would make four. The narrow spaces between the bulges are sensitive for him, if his gasps at my exploring fingers are any indication.

      I feel it thoroughly, alternating my hands to twist around from the base to the tip. I’m touching a man’s cock. I’m curious but I’m also aroused. I feel like I should clamp my legs together and press and maybe that should bring me some relief.

      His cock is thick and feels slick with the internal lubrication from his body. I wash it away. And then I kneel behind him and run my hands along each tentacle twisting down to the bottom. The tips flatten into a point and the skin is harder, almost scaled. Except for the two in front. Those tentacles are thicker from the bottom and have a triangle of suckers.

      When he’s clean, I turn so my back is toward him again and begin to soap myself quickly. I’m sure he wants to do it for me but this way I can say I’m already done. Because it will be too awkward for him to wonder why I won’t face him.

      My heart is pounding with arousal and my nipples are beaded.

      I grab a towel and quickly dry off, scrubbing at my face and holding it against my cheek as I reach for another to hand to him. Then I bend at the waist and use the same towel I dried with to blot my hair. When I rise, I make sure that my wet hair is plastered over my cheek.

      I peek from beneath my lashes, and he looks sad like he missed out on washing me. But I smile because I know what will make him feel better. Mikhail had said this would be my choice.

      Hanging up the wet towels, I reach for his hand, leading him to the bedroom. It’s much darker now and I deliberately leave the lights off. I push him toward the bed.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” His voice is husky, sexy. “Surely you’re not ready for bed yet? I thought we’d go to dinner tonight.”

      “Oh, I’m hungry,” I say. “But it can wait. And no, I’m not ready to sleep.”

      A wicked smile curls his lips. “Do you mean—”

      “Yes,” I say before he can finish.

      I pull him toward me and seal his mouth with mine.

      “River, my River, don’t tease me,” he whispers, and the depth of his voice sends shivers to my core.

      Tease? Oh, God, yes.

      “Lean back and close your eyes,” I say.

      “Why?”

      “Please.”

      He leans back and I quickly scramble off the bed, leaning over to the nightstand table. There’s a book of matches and a candle—and the top of my veil.

      I light the wick. “Keep your eyes closed,” I whisper.

      I grab the veil, quickly folding it into a long strip and crawl back onto his lap. His tentacle winds around my waist and I shudder at the feel of our bare skin together.

      I stare into his face. He’s so alien and it’s so weird…but yet it’s not. It’s familiar too.

      I loosely tie the veil around his eyes. Sure he could open his eyes underneath it, but it reminds him to keep his eyes shut.

      “What are you doing?” he asks.

      “Teasing you.” I rise up on my knees and feed my breast to his mouth.

      He doesn’t move at first, so I trace his full lips with my nipple. He moves suddenly and I’m bombarded by the heat and wetness of his mouth clamped onto my areola. He starts to suck and the feeling shoots down to my pussy. He groans, sucking harder. The pressure escalates and I squeal when it feels like I’m being sucked whole into his mouth. His teeth are sharp; I know this, and the element of danger gives me an excitement that pools liquid heat between my thighs.

      Thighs that are parted, straddling him. From behind me, a tentacle slides between my legs and cups my pussy. Pleasure shoots down along my belly to my core.

      He gives me a wicked smile like he knows what I feel.

      My whole body shudders in reaction. His limb rubs me, back and forth, against my pussy lips, smearing my slickness everywhere.

      Inside me, a coil winds tight.

      He leans forward to kiss the other and it’s so sweet and gentle, it makes my belly clench. My breasts feel heavy, laved with his attention. His tentacle rubs harder, more rhythmically, and I’m gasping as I thrust uncontrollably, trying to get his tentacle to move higher. I need something, need it so bad—

      His mouth pulls on my nipple just as another tentacle winds around and clamps onto my clit. The three little suckers on the end twist together to suck my clit.

      I can’t help the guttural moan that escapes me.

      The coil inside snaps and a web of shocks laces through my limbs as my back arches. Wave after wave of pleasure washes through me.

      He releases my breast with a pop and it’s wet and warm, the nipple swollen in the candlelight. My eyes are wide—so shocked with what just happened. That explosion—it was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. Was that sex? Was that supposed to happen?

      “Okay to keep going?” he asks softly, almost like he can see my confusion.

      “I—I…”

      “You came, sweet.”

      “Was that sex?”

      “Yes. But there’s more if you want it. My cock fits into your pussy and the next time you come, it’ll squeeze all around me. I’ll come too and shoot my release into you.”

      Of course. I want him to come. Seems only fair.

      His tentacle leaves from between my legs and I look down to see the erection I felt in the shower.

      His shaft is shiny with lubrication again. Just like I felt earlier, there are large bulges as fat as the head that make up the shaft. The narrow portion between the bulges have veins shaped like beads that seem to move in a ring around his cock.

      I’m afraid to touch it. I don’t know what he likes, and I don’t want him to be disappointed in me. Will he think I’m strange because I want to lick it like a lollipop?

      He hisses when he grips it by the narrow portion between the bulges and now, I know…they’re the sensitive spots. He smears the fat crown up my slit, parting my swollen lips and pauses it on my clit like giving it a kiss.

      Breath hitches in my throat. Oh, my. That feels good. So good.

      He strokes his cock with his hand, twisting his hand, working it like a pro. Like I aim to be someday for him.

      He’s ruggedly handsome; his taut, harsh purple face, cheekbones so sharp they could cut glass. Tension is in the brace of his jaw, the ridge of his brow.

      “That’s so sexy,” I mutter.

      “Remember that,” he says. “One day I’ll want to watch you play with yourself.”

      Oh, God. That’s kind of dirty. And exciting.

      He’s dripping a clear fluid from the tip of his crown. Knowing he can’t see, I swipe a drop off it. It only looks clear on his skin. On mine, it has a faint, bluish tinge. A shade of periwinkle. I bring it to my lips to taste and at the same time, he groans.

      A burst of sweet flavor hits my tongue. He’s delicious.

      His groan must mean he’s ready for more. I know I am.

      “Can I sit on your cock?” I ask.

      He seems to think about it for a moment. “You’re wet,” he says. “And I’m wet. But you’ll be able to control it, to go slowly.”

      I straddle him and the head of his cock braces against my opening. I lower the tiniest bit and feel myself stretch around him and it’s the oddest sensation…warmth and intrusion, but yet I want him deeper. I can feel my pussy lips wrap around him. My insides clench and everything but the ring of engorged flesh at my opening is empty and aching.

      Something dangerous and predatory flashes across his face and I think he knows how much I ache inside, but he’s careful with my untouched body. He rocks his hips and slides in another inch and while there’s pressure, there’s no pain. I want more. I want him deeper. I don’t even care if it hurts. I just want to be one with him.

      I settle on top, and he glides in until the entire head of his cock is engulfed into me with a wet slurp.

      “Oh, God,” I chant, kissing his lips. “Feels so good. So good. Keep going, Tiran. I want more.”

      But to my surprise, he pulls out slightly. Another press of his hips makes me suck in a breath as he plunges back in, but this time the second bulge goes in. I glance down to see how our bodies look merged together.

      “Describe it to me,” Tiran orders. For a moment I wonder how he knows I’m looking but he must have felt my head shift when I looked down. Maybe he can sense the movement.

      Our first time together and he doesn’t get the visual. For a moment I’m sad that he’s missing this. He was willing to forgo it for me. So yes, I want to describe everything for him.

      “Your cock is huge against me,” I say. “Beautiful. Glistening, and shiny. It’s a brighter purple than the rest of your body, the head looks blustery and wet, kind of reddish like it’s angry. My…pussy is pale compared to your skin, stretched around the second bulge and there’s still more to go. My lips are clamped around this part,” I lightly skim a fingertip around the slender portion of his cock where two bulges meet, and he shudders. “There’s hair on my sex and it’s wet from our combined fluids.”

      He inhales deeply, the shuddery breath entering his lungs. “Smells so good,” he mutters.

      “You want more?”

      Without waiting for a response, I shift to sink down on him another notch. “Ohhh,” I moan, my eyes rolling back in my head.

      “Fuck,” he gasps.

      His long, thick shaft feels perfect inside me. But there’s more to go and I don’t want him to miss this. I blow out the candle with a quick huff, the smell of concentrated smoke escaping the wick and permeating the air, and then pull off the blindfold from around his face and shake my hair around my face.

      Breath saws out of him at the release.

      I blink blindly at the instant darkness, my pupils constricting—my last glance was at the flickering candle, after all.

      I can feel the movement of his head as he looks down at our combined bodies and with a growl that must be from frustration at the dark, he plunges inside me, his balls slapping against my ass. It feels incredible, my body welcoming him like I was made for him, none of the pain I expected beyond a slight burn that was quickly vanished by the lubrication between us.

      He hammers into me and when I arch my back, his tentacles wind around me, lifting me up and down so effortlessly. The coil from earlier is winding inside me, building, pulling so tightly.

      I gasp when he flicks my clit. He repeats it and I explode.

      Stars shoot from behind my eyes and my body convulses, gripping the hot, wet pole inside me like I’m never gonna let him go.

      He groans and his hands on my hips grip so tight, I know I’m going to bruise, but then I feel myself flood with hot warmth, like exploding lava. I almost feel like it leaks out of me.

      “Oh, River, my mate, my love,” he groans, burying his face in my throat.

      I collapse all around him, my body shuddering as I cling to him.

      We’re breathing hard and heavy when he pulls from me and cuddles me next him, side by side. I’m still hugging him so tight to me, afraid of something, but I’m not sure what.

      Oh, God. I’m afraid I might have missed this. If it hadn’t been for that whipping, I might not have ever had the opportunity to be his mate. What a close call it was.

      “You’re perfect, so perfect,” he whispers, kissing my throat, my shoulder, my neck.

      Goddess, please let him always think so.
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      Knowing we’re going to dinner, I wear the top veil over my head instead of the bottom hooked over my ears. Not that I planned to attend without options because I tucked the other into the bosom of my dress. After the meal I can casually loop the lower piece under the top one for extra protection, or I can slide the top one up and off, whichever I feel like, depending on my mood.

      I love this. I love having options. A small part of me still niggles that I’m not being completely honest with Tiran about my mark, but I push that thought away. The meal is marvelous, something that tastes like roast duck even though I know they can’t possibly have duck here. When we’re finished, I wipe my lips and attach my veil, ignoring the long look Tiran gives me, mostly because I don’t want to decipher it. But then I lift my upper so I can see his magnificent face better. My mate smiles gently at me.

      “How about a date? With me?” he asks.

      “What kind of date?” I wonder what he has planned for this strange little futuristic city. We just had dinner, isn’t that a date? Maybe it doesn’t count for mated couples.

      “How about seeing a musical performance?” he asks. “There are a lot of different species performing their own types of music. You’ll get to experience a lot of different cultures.”

      “Of course. I would like to go anywhere, do anything, with you.” I know, deep in my heart, it’s true.

      “You were so beautiful.” His finger skims along my collarbone, barely touching me, but making me want so much more. “I feel like I should show you off. We have all night to come together again but this is the only time we can enjoy this city. So…to a date?” He holds out his hand for me. His fingers are warm, and it makes delicious, possessive feelings squirm in my belly to hold his hand.

      The server approaches the table with a tablet. With his other hand, Tiran presses a fingerprint to the screen. I guess that’s payment.

      With a hand at the small of my back, he leads me from the restaurant and to the streets outside. Streetlamps glow softly, not at all like harsh city lights. The musical performance is held outdoors where it’s dark. Part of me wonders if that’s why he mentioned it. Has he noticed that I prefer the dark? Does he think it’s natural or does he realize I hide? There are bales of hay strewn about to sit on, so he sprawls out on the ground, back up against a bale and pulls me onto his lap. I’m seated comfortably, my back pressed against his muscular chest.

      My ass is nestled against the swell of his nevra.

      “No wiggling,” he teases into my ear.

      Oh, that’s right. His cock could burst out like it did in the shower. I giggle and turn my head a little, remove the veil from my left ear to expose my lips and then give him a kiss. I love this. I love that everything between us feels natural and easy.

      “I’m so glad you picked me,” he says.

      “I’m glad you wanted me.”

      The music begins to softly play. As we watch the first set, Tiran is explaining the various types of instruments to me. When an intermission comes, he asks if I’d like to stay for the next set.

      “I think so,” I decide.

      “Then we will do whatever my sweet mate wants,” he says, nuzzling the side of my neck.

      “Well, look at who it is.”

      I glance up at the deep voice that sounds remarkably like Tiran, automatically looping the left side of my veil back over my ear. There are four men, two strangers along with Mejak and Kalrian, who are standing quietly next to the other two. But they’re obviously of his clan because they are tattooed and pierced, wearing the same strappy leather jewelry studded with diamonds. Same black diamonds in their navels.

      “Bronan! Skiden,” Tiran says, a surprised lilt to his voice. “I didn’t expect you. Sit. Join us.”

      All four men sit down with us, spreading out in the bales of hay. “Meet my mate, River. River, this is my brother, Skiden.”

      The man extends a hand to shake but instead of taking my offered hand, he slides our arms together from elbow down to palm.

      It’s odd. I guess I never asked how they shake hands here. When I met Kalrian and Mejak, I was curled up in Tiran’s arms.

      “This is Bronan.”

      “Bronan? That’s also the name of your clan leader, isn’t it?” I ask teasingly to the second male, who perform the same elbow/forearm wrist slide, but catches my palm at the last minute and turns my fingers up to kiss. It makes me think maybe he’s a little bit friendlier than the other male, despite his harsher looks. “Must be a lot to live up to.”

      “It is.” He places the kiss softly at the top of my hand and everyone is quiet.

      “Bronan is our leader,” Tiran says, his voice suddenly deeper.

      “And so surprised to find my brother mated that we both came ourselves to escort you back,” Bronan says lightly. But there’s an undercurrent there—and he’s still holding my hand. I pull it back, not wanting to offend him. He’s not a titled king like Juris is, but he is a leader, like a president or something. I’m not sure if it’s protocol to allow him to release me first, but I’m going to claim ignorance if so.

      Once I take my hand back, I curl against Tiran’s hard chest.

      “How did you get entered into the Match Program already?” Bronan asks mildly.

      “Technically, I wasn’t entered. River and I weren’t in one of the standard programs. She accepted punishment and I wanted her to be able to heal from it, so I asked her patron if I could have her.”

      He doesn’t mention the payment that exchanged hands and I wonder if he’s trying to spare my feelings.

      “And you, River?” Bronan asks smoothly. “Did you have any say in it?”

      “I accepted,” I say with a smile, then look up to Tiran. He beams back at me. I reach up—and because my right side is away from them—I lift my veil enough to free my lips and kiss him. He accepts, nipping my lips gently.

      Making sure the veil is lowered, I turn back to the others. “How could I not? Has anyone seen this?” I let my fingers run up his muscular forearm, tracing the tattoos that wind up his massive bicep.

      “Thank you,” Bronan says, making me cock my head as to why he’s thanking me for complimenting his brother.

      “This is Bronan’s work,” Tiran says drily.

      “I meant his muscles.” I glare, and they all laugh.

      “We are not as enamored there,” Skiden says, winking at Tiran and then posing to show me his own muscles. Sure, he has as many as Tiran, but on Tiran they’re sexier, somehow.

      “Quit teasing my mate,” Tiran says, and I feel his lips press to the top of my head. “Tell me how maman is.”

      “The old female pines for her favorite son,” Skiden scowls, though there’s not really any heat in it.

      Bronan studies us carefully.

      “The javel’inkt trials are about to begin,” Bronan says, and again there’s an undercurrent of something.

      “Any threats?” Tiran asks.

      “No.” Bronan narrows his eyes. The tension grows thick again. I can’t see Tiran’s reaction from behind me, but I can see Mejak and Kalrian and they both look confused. Skiden looks odd. Guilty? I don’t know what these trials are, but I’ll be sure to ask Tiran later.

      The music starts again and the guys all turn around to enjoy the stage.

      Our date night is ruined. I know during the next intermission, my mate will ask to return to our room.

      That kind of excites me. I’d much rather be alone with him.
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      Bronan and Skiden have always been closer to each other than me, despite the difference in ages. Is it because they share a patron that I don’t?

      Perhaps.

      Though we are closer now than when we were in my maman’s house, I notice a subtle difference when we are in the presence of their patron. When I was younger, I thought it was because Ornan was the leader of our clan. He had to be strong—but yet I watched him become tender with my kishlings. As I grew older I realized I stood out and it was because I was not of his seed. It did not bother me; it was just a fact of life.

      Things started to change after the Tshiki were taken down in the last war. Instead of traveling to various caves, our clan migrated to a fixed community. Why not? It was easier than navigating the weather and avoiding Tshiki. With the strides the Britonians made with travel shuttles, we could use those for traveling from now on.

      A large community home was built into a wall of caves, with several smaller huts on the outskirts. It was primarily set up to ensure the safety of the Tiiblets, who naturally were still wary from their own captivity from the Tshiki. But it also made it more difficult because Bronan, Skiden, and their patron congregated together in the leadership cave built into an ancient mountain. My maman chose to live in a hut closer to the outskirts of our community where she could gather herbs for her poultices—and though she never said so, I don’t think she cared to be around Ornan all the time. I chose to have a hut near her, where I could protect her and at the same time, be nearer to hunting grounds.

      It was more apparent than ever that I did not fit in. Which is why, when Mikhail suggested a representative from our tribe visit Earth so the humans could get used to other beings, I volunteered.

      As soon as I did, Ornan argued that Skiden should be the one to visit the strange new land. But Mikhail chose me.

      Skiden, as I suspected, doesn’t have hard feelings about me going. But whether Bronan is short tempered that I am the first to have a mate remains to be seen. The more he is around his patron, the more unreasonable he becomes. And no matter his feelings on my mate, nothing changes mine.

      I will fight for River.

      She is exquisite. She is perfect. She is everything. Is it too early to tell her I love her? Yes, humans are skittish creatures—with reason to be. But a heart knows what it knows, and I love this female with every ounce of my being. I know she has issues; she won’t let anyone see her face. One day, I’ll get her to believe she’s beautiful.

      I would never have fought my brother to lead the clan. But I will fight for my mate.

      However, this is a side of Bronan I haven’t seen. Around River, he is charming, something rare but that somehow falls naturally to him. Kissing her hand didn’t look awkward or forced, only our leader could get away with it. I can see why my maman agreed to bear his patron’s kish if that charm came from Ornan. I can’t help but wonder if Bronan is trying to impress my River.

      My mate.

      It doesn’t help that she doesn’t know anything of my world, or the dynamics of my clan. That there are those who still follow Ornan’s ways and think that the first available female should have gone to the leader—his son—Bronan. The son who he named after our Brona clan so that the namesake would someday lead.

      When the music stops again, River turns to me, an expectant look on her face. I smile softly, knowing she wishes me to ask her. I can’t help but place a kiss on her neck as I whisper into her ear. “Another set?”

      “No, that’s enough for me. I’m ready to go back.” Her hand squeezing mine lets me know why. My cock hardens at the thought of more lovemaking between us.

      “Enjoy yourselves,” I grunt to the others as River and I scramble up. “I’ll see you in the new dawn’s light before we head to the shuttle.”

      I don’t give them a chance to reply before hurrying my mate to our room.

      She’s rushing just as quickly with her shorter appendages, teasingly brushing against me on the ramps and hallways to our wing. We burst inside, slamming it shut behind us, and knowing how she feels about her face, I leave the lights off.

      It does not matter to me. There is a soft glow of moonlight that shines into the window that lights up our room.

      “I like that you wore this pretty dress for me,” I tell her, flipping the skirt up to her waist. She does the rest, pulling it up and over her head to bare her teats.

      She’s perfect. Soft, smooth skin. A gently curved belly, nipped in waist. Tear-drop shaped teats that are full and round, tipped with large, darker colored disks and jutting nipples that beg to be sucked.

      I should hold myself back so as not to scare her. But I can’t. Without missing a beat, I bend and catch one of her nipples in my mouth. She cries out, slamming her palm on the back of my skull as if she intends to hold me there.

      I give her what she needs, licking her hard, roughing my tongue savagely over the sensitive skin again and again.

      I want to make her wild with need, so wild she matches me. I want to drag the pretty moans and soft gasps out of her, making her sound animalistic and needy. I slide my hand down her trembling stomach, trailing it down to the waistband of the white coverings she wears under her clothes to guard her sex.

      She gasps, jolting up as if it is a shock to be touched there.

      I stop. I think I shall make her beg.

      “Please,” she whimpers, wriggling her hips and moaning again as if she realizes that thrusting her hips feels good.

      I tease my fingers under the delicate band again.

      The only thing that keeps me from ripping the fabric from her body is the fact that my people don’t wear these. And I’m a jealous son-of-a-byarnac because I want a layer underneath her human clothes to hide her wares from my males.

      I slide the strange white coverings down her hips, her slender appendages, and she lifts each one so I can strip it off her ankles and feet. Each movement she makes has me utterly aware of her fascinating body.

      I bury my face against her cunt and she gasps, opening her legs wide for me. Sweet, sweet musk from my mate makes my mouth water.

      “God, that feels good. So good,” she says, as I press the warmth of my cheek against her feverish spot, making her writhe against the bedclothes.

      “You know what else will feel good?” I growl. “My tongue there. Lapping your sweet honey.”

      “Yes, yes,” she breathes. “I liked when you did that before.”

      “Good. Because I liked doing it.”

      Trailing my finger down her waist, I tell her exactly what I see.

      “So gorgeous. A pink, perfect cunt. Bend your knees up and out so I may see you, love.” My voice is thick with desire.

      She doesn’t hesitate, thinking I can’t see much in the dark. But I can see everything. The way her lips are puffy and closed, hiding her secrets, until she angles her knees apart and her cunt opens like an expanding flower, showing the glistening slick inside.

      Thick and heady, I want to lap it onto my tongue and spread it all over her skin. Though her cunt is a delicate pink deep inside, there is a narrow strip of dark shadow that runs in a line all the way down her body.

      At the top of her slit sits the fragrant pearl of flesh that makes her shudder and moan when I lick it. And even higher is a nest of curly hair as dark as her hair on her head, as dark as the night sky without stars.

      Very carefully, I skim the pad of a finger down her slit, so softly she can barely feel it. I’m rewarded with a sweet moan.

      Using two fingers, I part her delectable lips so I can see inside to the sweet pink color that reminds me of a treat to eat. My mate’s fragrant, mysterious place that will take my cock soon.

      Because I can’t help myself, I lift her by cupping the globes of her bottom in my much-larger palms, and delve in. As her honey coats my tongue, a burst of sweetness hits my taste buds, hardening my cock until it bursts from my nevra. I can’t help but thrust against the bed because her needy moans fill the room as I eat her out.

      When her body curls up and she shudders through her release, I calm her down, kissing the insides of her legs. I want to make sure it is her decision as to whether we continue and consummate becoming one.

      “Do you want more, River? Another orgasm?”

      “Did…did you—”

      She blushes adorably.

      “Not yet, sweet mate.”

      “Do I get to lick you too?” she asks tentatively. “The same way you lick me?”

      I look up the line of her body. “You will, sweet. One day. But not tonight. When we are settled into our own place, we will have plenty of time to explore each other. Tonight, I thought you might like to complete our lovemaking with taking my cock.”

      “Yes, yes! I want that. I want to be your mate in every way.”

      “Oh, sweet. You have no idea how much I want you to be mine.”

      “Good,” she breathes, as I settle my weight over her.

      “Do you want this, love? My cock?”

      Her eyes glaze. “Yes, Tiran. I want you.”

      I slowly sink my slick cock into her, the image of the inside of her pussy—her slick pink tissues, weeping with need—still fresh in my mind’s eye. Her tight channel grips me like a glove and I look down to see her plump pussy swallowing my cock. I barely move, not wanting to hurt her with my large size but to stretch her gently. To allow her to adjust.

      I force my eyes up the line of her body, because the sight of our bodies where we join is about to make me come.

      Propping my weight on my forearms, I pull from her, feeling each bulge of my cock slide from her puffy lips before I shove back in, delighted when she raises her hips to meet my thrust. We set up a rhythm as I slide my tentacles to her arms, outstretched where they hold her knees apart. I bring her arms around my neck, showing her that I wish her to lock me to her. Two more tentacles replace where her hands were on her legs and hold her inner knees out.

      I drag the tentacles with the suction cups for tasting along the undersides of her trim arms.

      She tastes of need and lust and wonder.

      “Feels so good, baby. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop…this…”

      I stare at her bouncing teats, movement from each plunge of my cock jiggling the soft flesh. “Rutting. Fucking. Thrusting.” I supply her with a list of words that I would like to see fall from her lips one day.

      She uses one of her hands to cup my jaw, lifting my face to hers. Goddess, she’s fucking beautiful, the reddened scar on her cheek making her look savage and wild in the midst of all that delicate beauty. Such a contradiction, my amazing mate.

      “Don’t stop fucking me,” she says deliberately, looking into my eyes. “Never stop.”

      I can’t help the growl that rumbles from my throat. Such a harsh word coming from such a soft mouth.

      Sweat breaks out along my spine. I need to warn her that I’m about to come. To lose my seed like a young male with no experience. To leave her high and dry and have to finish her off with my mouth. But thankfully, my mate seizes at the same time, her body tightening and clenching around my thrusting cock, gripping it as I try to slide out.

      “Tiran! Yes, yes, make me come. So good,” she hisses as her tight cunt begins milking me.

      I can’t look away from her beautiful face as I groan, my eyes rolling back in my head for just a moment before re-focusing, waves of pleasure contracting and tightening my balls. The spurts erupt from the tip of my cock and fill her cavern with wet warmth even as I feel her own gush of liquid pleasure meeting and mixing with mine, combining our scent, our sex, our pheromones.

      “My mate. My beautiful mate,” I declare, kissing her face everywhere, including the side with the scar, ignoring the way she slightly stiffens.

      Our rutting is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. It is pure magic, and I will never let this female go. No matter what arrangement I made with her patron.

      I tug my mate close to me so we can get some sleep. In the morning we will board the shuttle.
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      “I’m so excited,” River says, making sure her bottom veil is attached despite already wearing the top veil. She sits at the vanity table in front of the mirror, getting ready as I make sure all her boxes are lined up at the entry to our quarters. She braids her hair and poses from various angles, making sure nothing is visible from the veils.

      Poor mate.

      Kalrian thought she would forego her top veil when he created the easier-to-manage bottom, but she tries to wear both every chance she gets.

      It makes me sad that she feels the need to hide her face. Even from me, and she knows that I watched her get cut. She knows that I know the mark is there. Perhaps she hides it from my people. I don’t have the heart to tell her that we can see right through the dark veil—that our vision is much better than a human’s. Our people evolved from the dark waters to walk the land, leaving us with excellent vision to navigate the depths of the oceans and seas.

      “I’m so excited to get there and see your commune. Village? Not sure what the term is. I can hardly wait,” River says.

      “Our home, prittaya.”

      “What’s that?” she asks.

      “It’s a term for an ancient female warrior. You remind me of one, an ancient born into the bloodline. Then trained later to refine her skills.”

      “Is that how you see me?”

      The wonder in her voice baffles me. “That is how everyone sees you, prittaya. Remember I told you that scars are a mark of bravery? Of beauty? Your back has been on display.” I deliberately leave out the mention of the scar on her face because she seems uncomfortable with it. “Your people may stare at your back in horror, but my people with stare in awe, wondering how you endured. And should you add hours of tattooing to enhance your scars? Double whammy.”

      “Tattooing? Me?” she whispers.

      I nod. “All the marks that you see on me are permanent.”

      “What if someone had made a mistake on you while they tattooed?” she asks, looking up at me while she traces the scrolling of my house symbols along the side of my jaw.

      “Easy enough to correct. We either change the color or go over it with another shade. No mistake is bad. Sometimes mistakes enhance strength, character, and beauty.”

      “I-I might like that. If you can tell me more when we get to your village.”

      “I can show you some ideas.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” she says as I pull her to me and lean down for a kiss.

      But it’s either kiss her through fabric or wait as she scrambles through layers to lift carefully, as if avoiding showing me what I see every day. Poor mate.

      I think I’ll try to make it easier for her. “Consider one veil? I’d like to be able to kiss some skin,” I say gently. “If only your forehead.”

      For a moment she looks worried. “Will others—are we going indoors?”

      “Yes. We’ll head to the main portal in the center of the city and ride the lift to the rooftop. The shuttles are parked there, and we will board one immediately.”

      Then she smiles, and the image brightens my entire day. “I guess I can take off the main veil.” She removes the comb from the top of her head, which secures the fabric, and then lifts it. She turns slightly, as if she might accidentally show the side of the face she avoids, makes sure the bottom is intact and then turns back to me expectantly once she’s sure she’s covered enough by the bottom veil.

      “It is easier to see,” she concedes.

      “You are so beautiful,” I whisper reverently.

      A soft look enters her eyes. “You make me feel beautiful.”

      I’m about to lift her veil to kiss her when a sharp rap comes to our suite. I shrug apologetically because our time alone is done. I stride to the door.

      “Hail for the day. Are you two ready?” Mejak asks.

      Kalrian stands behind him and further down the hall are my brothers. Bronan looks bored at the end of the line.

      “We are. Grab some of River’s things, will you?” I pull River from the entryway and out into the hall so they can make their way in to grab her packages lined on the table. She looks like she’s going to protest, but it’s easy enough for them to carry.

      I lead the way, navigating through the city until we get to the travel station. With five people, we take a lift by ourselves. Tentacles cover the floor, some coming too near my mate. I glare at my clan members, though I suspect it is my brothers egging on my anger.

      “River?”

      “Yes?”

      “Feel free to use the sharp bottoms of your new boots to stomp on any slithering appendages that come your way.”

      She looks down just as tentacles quickly pull away.

      “Oh. Okay,” she says. “I will.”

      “Not sure how we’re going to get to know our new human if we can’t taste her,” Skiden says.

      “By keeping your touch off my mate,” I snap. I know the way these two work. Skiden, the more easygoing of my brothers, will attempt something first to see if he can get away with it. If so, it opens the way for Bronan to do it also.

      When the elevator opens, we make our way to the shuttle heading east to the realm of the Slevke caves. Once inside, we are shown to our three rooms, two people per small room. My brothers share one, River and I have one, and Mejak and Kalrian will stay in the last.

      “It will be some time before we depart,” Bronan says. “Why don’t we all head toward the main room?”

      The center of the shuttle is equipped with seats for day traveling. It will take us an entire day of sun, as well as the night, to reach Slevke.

      I nod. “Give us some time. I’ll meet you there.”

      I plan to take River to the room and give her a moment to rest while I seek out Kalrian and Mejak for their opinions on what they think of Bronan’s new attitude.
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      I never thought I’d be alone with Tiran’s brothers, not with the way he and his own friends have stuck to my side since I’ve been here. But Mejak made it clear on the way to the traveling port that the tattoos all went through Bronan and I’m not sure why. I’m not sure if their people need permission from the leader but I certainly don’t want to offend.

      I clear my throat, never more aware of the two of them staring at me, studying me as if they can see through the veil. I almost feel…naked.

      Despite assuring Tiran I intended to rest in our room, I hurried to the main traveling room, set up with tables almost like a lounge. I knew Bronan and Skiden would be there alone since Tiran was heading to visit with Mejak and Kalrian first.

      “Before the others get here, I’d like to ask about tattooing my face. Kalrian mentioned it and Tiran didn’t want me to feel pressured, but I think he’d like to be surprised by me getting it done.”

      “You wish to honor my brother with wearing the mating marks?” Bronan asks me carefully.

      I nod. “Of course, I do. But I want to surprise him. I want to do it without his knowledge and then when I’m introduced tomorrow as his mate, I’ll remove the veils and display them.” I rub my hands together gleefully. “I just don’t know how to go about it.”

      “That part’s not a problem,” Skiden says. “You came to the right people.” He looks at Bronan and I knew it. I knew this was some sort of a permission slip from the leader.

      “You realize you’ll need to wear both layers of veil to hide it? And probably allow your…human hair…to fall over the side of your face for an extra covering?” Bronan says carefully.

      “I can do that. But how long will it take to heal?”

      “Heal?” Bronan asks, looking over at Skiden like I’m a crazy person.

      “You know. The scabbing. The cuts. The bruising.”

      “It is covered with a thin, nearly transparent skin of a plant called a clucomo, with healing properties. The layer binds with the tattoo, nourishing the skin. Eventually it dissolves into the body, but you will never know it,” Skiden says.

      “So I don’t have to worry about it looking awful and bloodied?”

      “What kind of barbaric customs do you practice?” Bronan asks, his ridged brow crinkled.

      I shrug. “I imagine the same as you? We cut into each other and bleed ink into the wounds.”

      Bronan winces. “Are your tattoos as intricate as ours?”

      “Well, no, but they used to be. At some point in time. We still have pictures about how things used to be before the devastating last war—”

      He holds up his hand, halting me. “Doesn’t matter. You’re here now and you’ll do things our way anyway. We can work on a plan with Skiden getting you away from the others for the night.”

      “Let’s get started, then. When can you do it?” I ask Skiden. “How long will it take?”

      “I can’t even draw stick figures. No artistic ability whatsoever. Bronan will,” Skiden says. “He was the one to do Tiran’s symbols. He’ll do yours with the same hand.”

      Part of me doesn’t want—doesn’t trust—Bronan to do it. But he’s the leader of their people. To refuse…would it be a crime? Besides, how perfect is it to have mine done by the one who created Tiran’s?

      “I should think I’d do yours a little more feminine. More scrolling,” Bronan says, narrowing his oddly shaped eyes. “You won’t cry with the pain, will you?”

      “Doubtful,” I say drily. “I’ve taken much more than you’d think.”

      Skiden nods. “Then I shall get our brother drunk so he does not notice his mate is missing for a time. Speaking of which, excuse me. I have to plan more distractions to keep him out later.” He scoots out of his seat and heads to the bar where other purple people have gathered.

      “How long will the work take?” I ask Bronan awkwardly, because now we’re alone and it just feels weird.

      “Maybe an hour or two. I’ve never tattooed human skin before.” Bronan takes my hand and flips the palm up, then runs his claws up the inside of my forearm. He presses sharply into the wrist, using the pad of his finger, as if checking to see the discoloration patterns. It’s weird and intimate, but I guess I’ll have to get used to his touch if he’s going to work on my face. I just hope that we’ll be able to keep what I looked like before between us. His other hand clasps my fingers straight to keep them from curling.

      “Much thinner. I can see your veins. I will need to use a lighter touch. Come to my room as soon as Tiran leaves and I will get you safely back to your bed before he returns.”

      Nervousness flutters in my belly. Alone with him. No Skiden as a buffer. But this is Tiran’s brother, and he is the leader of their people. Why would I be more comfortable with one brother and not the other?

      “What is going on here?” The growl that rumbles from Tiran’s throat startles me and makes me jerk my arm out of Bronan’s touch guiltily.

      “Just getting to know my brother’s mate.” Bronan grins broadly at the scowl on Tiran’s face.

      Despite the innocence of the situation, I feel guilty. I can’t help but swallow and Tiran’s eyes narrow as he watches my throat move. “N—nothing, Tiran.” I reach out for him, but then let my hand drop because it somehow feels dirty to touch him with his brother’s touch still warm on my fingers.

      “Is he threatening you?”

      “No!” I shake my head emphatically.

      Bronan casually leans back, his arms crossed over his chest.

      Tiran’s face whips to Bronan. “I don’t care that I found a mate before you in the Program. It wasn’t supposed to happen, and I didn’t mean for it to happen. But I will not change things no matter what anyone says. River is mine.”

      Bronan leans in, his deep voice so similar to Tiran’s. “Be prepared to fight for her.”

      Tiran looks like he grows. He becomes taller, his limbs thickening. His muscles bulge larger. But Bronan still looks casual, though with the air brimming with tension, surely it’s a façade.

      “Are you threatening me?” Tiran bites.

      “Of course not. Would I do that, brother?” Bronan hisses and moves to stand.

      I jump up and come between them. “I’m ready to go back to the room now,” I tell Tiran, tugging his arm until he drops his stare from Bronan.

      Maybe it’s weird, but Bronan looks pleased with my intervention. I hope he doesn’t think I’m doing this for him. I’m not. I’m doing this for Tiran. I don’t want him to have family issues.

      We walk in silence back to our room and I’m not sure how to fix this. I’m not even sure how I’m going to sneak out later. Maybe it was a bad idea to think about a tattoo. Honestly, it was probably a little selfish. Did I want to do it to be looked at as his or did I want it so people wouldn’t notice it was a number six? I’m not sure. Was I thinking about Tiran’s feelings should I get caught with his brother? Not at all. I’m a horrible person.

      “I’m sorry,” I say as soon as we get inside, fighting the urge to twist my hands together. “I didn’t mean to cause a problem between you and Bron—your brother. Between you and your brother.”

      “River,” he says, sitting on the sofa and pulling me onto his lap. “My sweet River, you’re not the problem. Not at all.”

      His thumb strokes the back of my arm and I tuck my head into the curve of his neck.

      “I never had any siblings. I don’t want to drive a wedge between yours.”

      “You won’t, sweet.”

      “You sound so sure.”

      “As sure as the day I first saw you and knew you were mine. I never thought I’d mate. I never thought I’d care to. But from the moment I knew you were safe in the medic’s pod, I had to acknowledge my feelings for you. They went beyond admiration for your bravery. I wanted to get to know you. I wanted to look into your eyes and share a world with you. I wanted to know that one day you would look at me and love me back.”

      “Oh, Tiran.” I can’t help the breath that hisses from my lungs. “There’s so much I want with you. So much of life I never thought I’d enjoy. Here I am, mated. On a new planet. Going to a new home, where I’ll have a new mother. You brought me everything.” I cup his jaw and turn his face to me. When his eyes flicker shut, I slip the veil off my ear and kiss him, knowing this will lead to the wonderful, amazing sex we have between us. I can’t wait to explore it again and again. I will never tire of our lovemaking.
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      Tiran:

      I’m fighting the jealousy that curls my gut as I stroke River’s pale skin, my fingers skimming the raised skin of her back as the sweat on our naked bodies dries. It didn’t escape my notice that earlier she almost referred to Bronan by name.

      She’s comfortable with him.

      I should feel relieved. It ties my family together in a way we’d been missing. But maybe she finds me lacking. Maybe she agreed to mate with me to get herself off her planet but now that she’s met him, she feels attraction.

      It rips my heart from my fucking chest.

      I can’t let her go. I can’t watch her with him. And I can’t keep her from her happiness. I don’t know what to do. I need advice.

      But for now, I cuddle my mate while her relaxed body, sated from our lovemaking, curls against me. I love this. I will never let this female leave my bed. Even now, I daydream about the days where I make love to my mate in the morning, go off to hunt while she spends the day with my maman, and then return to her in the evening to hear all about what she learned in her new life. Her beautiful gray eyes will glow with excitement. I will ask her if she wishes her back to be enhanced with tattoos, and…

      When a soft tap raps on our door, I kiss River’s head and tuck the cover around her before opening it.

      “You look like you could use some ale.” Skiden leans against the doorway.

      “No. River and I are tucked in—”

      “Go on,” River says softly from our bed. “I’m fine. I’ll have a nap and you enjoy some time with your brother.”

      “See? She’s fine,” Skiden says, showing teeth as he grins.

      I could use the idiot’s advice. No one knows about the serious side Skiden has but me. I could use that side. “Are you sure?” I ask River.

      She sits up, holding the sheet over her shoulders. “Really. I’m very, very fine. I’ll relax because tomorrow will be an exhausting day and I want to be ready for it.”

      “Come on,” Skiden scowls. “Get some clothes on.”

      I attach my waistband, allowing the leather to drape over the tops of my tentacles. My vest goes on next, and I slide a few of my arm bands onto my biceps. Then I lean over River, kissing her lips.

      She doesn’t feel awkward, not like she did earlier. “Are you sure, sweet?”

      She tugs my vest, pulling my face to hers. “Very sure. You have fun with your brother. I’ll barely wake when you slide in bed to cuddle me later.” She grins, letting me know what she wants.

      “If you need me—”

      “I’ll make my way to the bar. If I need you. But otherwise, I’ll be just fine.”

      She slants her mouth over mine. We open at the same time and her tongue licks into my mouth.

      My heart feels full to bursting. She pulls back and smiles at me, then slaps me on the chest. Her hand slows down as she trails her finger down to my nipple and pinches it lightly. “Go on, handsome.”

      Why am I worried again?

      Skiden is grinning broadly as he gives her a two-fingered wave and pulls the door shut behind me, then thumps me roughly on the back.

      “You smell like pussy.”

    

  







            Chapter Fourteen

          

          

        

    

    






RIVER
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      Using the tiny closet that houses a sprayer is the traveling shuttle’s version of a shower, I guess. No matter.  It may not be fancy, but it works. Because I’m in there cleaning off the dried fluids from our sex session, I don’t hear the knocking at the door until I switch it off. Grabbing a robe, I peer out the door.

      Bronan stands scowling in the doorway like he’s been waiting for an hour. “We need to get started.”

      “Oh. Um, I’m not sure…with Tiran catching us earlier, I just don’t think—”

      “My brother will be fine, River. He will see your marks tomorrow and be overjoyed that you did this for him. He’ll also feel like a possessive hrech.” He grins, baring his teeth, and I have to remind myself that it’s not supposed to be aggressive.

      This is my chance to get mine done and surprise him. Probably my only chance. But Tiran was jealous—do I trust that they can keep him occupied?

      It’s the challenging look Bronan gives me that makes up my mind. It’s almost like he expects me to waffle and choose not to wear Tiran’s markings. I do want to wear his marks. Of course, I do. This is my chance, my permission, and my shot at Bronan’s work, to get it done right.

      “Okay,” I nod. “But make it beautiful. In a short amount of time.”

      “No pressure,” Bronan mumbles and holds his arm out, gesturing to his room.

      Once we’re inside and the door closes behind me, it feels awkward to be alone with him in such a small space.

      He points impatiently toward the bed. He’s got the pillows angled on the edge, so he’ll be behind my head, basically. Not exactly an amorous position, so I feel slightly better.

      “One more thing,” I say.

      He raises the ridge on his brow, which looks imperious and haughty, and I can suddenly imagine him as the leader of their clan.

      “I’d appreciate if you keep the look of my…scar to yourself. Of my face. The veil…well”—I’m not exactly up for lying and it’s cutting dangerously close— “the first person who should see me when it gets lifted is my mate.”

      He gives one solemn nod and I lay down on his bed. He pulls a small tray table and a stool toward him and then places his hands on his lap as he sits and waits for me.

      He promised he wouldn’t describe my face to anyone. He won’t take a picture. This will just be between me and him, Tiran’s brother. Despite their wariness over Bronan’s position as leader, there seems to be some warm affection—even if there’s some sort of antagonism—between the brothers.

      “I’ve never done a human before,” Bronan mutters. “I’ll use a very light touch. If the tattoo is too faint a moon cycle later, I can re-do it. Basically, this will get you through the reveal tomorrow.”

      “Okay.”

      He finishes arranging whatever is on his table and then waits.

      I wait.

      Then it dawns on me he wants me to remove the veil.

      I suck in a deep, shuddery breath and pull the veil from my left ear first, then the right ear, slowly revealing the scar. I gather the veil in the palm of my hand and scrunch it into a ball as tightly scrunched as my eyes.

      He hisses. “This isn’t just a scar. This is a…symbol. It wasn’t a scar done by natural means. It was done to you.”

      “Yes.” My voice comes out raw.

      He doesn’t ask any more questions, instead stretching the skin around my cheek as if testing the elasticity.

      My eyes are still closed, though they’re not as tightly scrunched.

      His hands leave my face as he reaches for something. When his finger lands on my cheek again, I jump.

      “Relax,” he whispers. “I won’t hurt you.”

      Huh. I’m about to get stabbed into an intricate facial design with needles.

      He pulls me toward him with hands on my upper arms…and rests my head in his lap.

      In. His. Lap.

      It’s oddly warm and soft and I freeze, aware of how close I am to where his cock would extrude from the little pocket they have underneath their tentacles. The nevra.

      I’m still perfectly still when he speaks.

      “My maman can’t wait to meet you. She always wanted a daughter but was only blessed with three sons.”

      I barely feel the light touch he uses as he scrubs my cheek with something cold. I know better than to talk, so I let him continue the story.

      “She’s the reason Skiden and I were sent to meet with you and Tiran. She wanted only the best to bring you both home safely and those were her other sons.”

      Using a featherlight touch, he traces the scar. He switches to a fine-tipped pen and begins to draw on my face, so gently I can barely feel it. They are long, scrolling, twisting marks, still so light I wonder if he can even see them.

      “Skiden, the lazy bum, tried to tell her if there was a horrible accident, she’d lose everyone at once. Three precious sons and a daughter she had yet to meet. Morbid, I know. She was just as appalled and smacked him upside the head. Then we had no choice but to come. He’s no longer allowed to argue our cause. That fool is the one who would get us extra chores growing up.”

      I do remember not to chuckle and move my face at the last minute, but I’m also much more relaxed. As he switches pens again, I don’t even jump when his hand returns to my face.

      “When we were younglings, those two always ganged up on me. It was because I was the eldest. Probably the better-looking of the three. Definitely the cleanest.”

      Yet again, I refrain from laughing, but twitch. My cheek goes still once more as he brushes a thick wet substance over it. Is he cleaning it after the drawing? Hopefully the faint lines won’t rub off.

      “Your mate was the lankiest ruffian growing up. I didn’t think he’d ever get enough scars to pretty him up. But when he started hunting…whew.” He blows his breath across my cheek. “He could put grown men to shame with his natural skills. It was magical. It just came easy, as if he’d hunted all his life.”

      He pauses for a moment, does some more tracing.

      “It was then that I knew who his patron was.” His hand stills, then starts up again. “Our maman never talked about his, you know. The male didn’t wish to raise kish. Maman respected that. But I knew.”

      I stay quiet, wondering if he’ll tell me. “But those are days long gone. It left Tiran with unparalleled skills and I’m not even sure if he realizes just how magnificent he is.” His tone is so odd. Resigned. Not excited…not saddened…not threatened. Carefully reserved. Waiting for my reaction.

      While I’m glad I can’t show any, alarm grows in my gut. How do I know Bronan will draw Tiran’s marks? What if he gives me…his? Will that marry—mate—me to Bronan instead? Surely he wouldn’t do that to his own brother? Not with the way their mother sent them for us. No, that’s ridiculous thinking.

      “I don’t need a picture for your marks,” he rumbles, the sound emanating from somewhere deep in his chest. Is he bragging about how wonderful a tattooist he is? “I developed Tiran’s. They’re what I felt for him back when I first did his tats. Yours will never be doubted as belonging to his house, though they are more delicate. More feminine. Balanced for your face.

      “When we enter the village, you will stay in the caves. Tiran—and Skiden—both have huts on the outskirts of the village near maman’s. Most hunters do. But Tiran’s will be remodeled now that he returns with a bride.” He smiles; I can almost feel it instead of seeing it. “I look forward to your presence in my home.”

      That shouldn’t send a shiver through me. It’s my imagination going wild. Guilt because even though he’s my mate’s brother, I’m in a stranger’s quarters, on a bed that smells like him, my head in his lap.

      His fingers cover the side of my face and my scar with a thin strip of plastic film and then he’s softly tracing again, scraping gently, the sound crackling loudly near my ear.

      “You’re done, River.” He leans back, removing his hands from my face.

      “Done?” I squawk, sitting halfway up, my hands flying up to my face but not touching. “Did you start it?” I mean, silly question, but there was a lot of prep work and no cutting. No needles. How did I miss it?

      He places a hand on my shoulder, bringing a mirror up to my face.

      “Oh, my God,” I breathe.

      The harsh number is magically gone. In its place is a bunch of scrolling marks that curl toward my mouth, making me look like I’m perpetually happy. The marks do indeed match Tiran—did I really doubt that they would?

      I did.

      But these are magnificent. The color of the scar looks like a winding, twisting flower. It’s beautiful and wild at the same time.

      “You’re the best, Bronan.”

      “I know. It’s why I’m tattooist.”

      I look at him in the mirror but he’s calmly putting his stuff away. “Umm…what should I do to care for it? Salve? Cream?”

      He looks at me like I’m crazy. “Nothing. It has a layer of cocomo over it, remember? The transparent, crackly layer? It will dissolve in a few days. You can get your skin wet, just don’t scrub at it too much. You should be fine.”

      “And here I was impressed that you all were so tattooed! I had no idea it was painless. I hope you don’t mind that I look at you all differently now.”

      He snorts. “Piercing is much more painful. So, I guess, impressive.  Shall I sign you up for that?”

      “Skip,” I say, turning my head to look at the way the vine end of the tattoo elegantly twists under my ear. I’ll wear my hair up to show it off, I think.

      “Again, if you don’t want Tiran to notice, head down, wear both veils and keep your hair over your face.”

      He stresses the word and. I imagine the darker colors…the thicker lines of the tatt will show through the veil?

      “Thanks a ton, Bronan. I’m excited to arrive at your village tomorrow and surprise him with this.”

      “You’re welcome, River. I’m going to the bar. Do you want to come?”

      “No, I’ll head back to my room. I want to study my face some more. You all enjoy yourselves.” Maybe it’s important for the brothers to all be together. Maybe they need to work things out among themselves, and I’ll be waiting for Tiran when he gets back to our room.

      Even though my room is next door to his, Bronan walks me back and makes sure I get inside before he takes off for the bar.

      When it’s all said and done, he was raised by the same mother who raised Tiran. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so skeptical, so afraid. But I can’t wait to meet my future mother-in-law.

      Maman-in-law.

      Maybe she’ll just ask me to call her maman. I practice saying it a few times in front of the mirror, horrified when I can’t pronounce it without a goofy grin breaking out.
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      Tiran:

      Every distraction in the world hits tonight, of all nights. All I wanted was to return to our room and hold my lovely mate. But Skiden seems particularly needy, and then we ran into three others from the Tarjek clan. Not at the same time, all singularly. It was one distraction after another as each male insisted on buying me a drink.

      When I thought it would be safe to slip away, Bronan showed up for the party.

      It was soon after that when I could slip away but the night was later than I thought. Our room is dark when the doors slide open and shut behind me. Of course, that doesn’t necessarily mean River is asleep; she prefers the room to be kept in the dark, under the illusion that I can’t see her. I’m okay with allowing the pretense because if it makes my sweet mate comfortable enough to breathe without the veil, I’ll do it.

      “River?” I whisper, but I’m greeted with deep breathing.

      Just as well.

      After a quick shower and teeth brushing in the grinyel, I slip into the bed with my mate. I tug River against me, smothering her with my tentacles. My front two taste her. She’s dead to the world but with a faint taste of contentment. Of happiness.

      I think back to the lovemaking we did earlier and wonder if I should wake her for more. A soft growl rumbles from my chest as I bury my face in her human hair that I just washed for her earlier.

      And freeze.

      A familiar scent of Bronan washes through me.

      Dawning horror hits first as I inhale deeply just to be sure.

      My mate visited my brother. My mate’s hair is full of his scent. His smell. When? When would she have had time to see him? Then I remember him arriving late to the bar with no explanation. Just a cocky look on his face.

      When she mumbles in her sleep and twists to face me, burying her tiny frame in my arms, I can’t help but wonder who she’s dreaming of.
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RIVER
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      I’m not sure why Tiran’s been so quiet. I wonder if something happened last night while he was out drinking with his brothers. If…something happened when Bronan showed up. Did they fight again?

      Though no one has said anything, I’ve caught the worried glances that come our way.

      Skiden and Kalrian disappeared for a brief time this morning and then showed up with two lightweight, basket-type carriers tied to a long pole. Inside one of the carriers, they stack my boxes of clothes and shoes, which is odd because they leave the other one empty.

      Mejak starts straightening and tying it, stringing the straps every which way and inserting a block that looks like a padded seat until it resembles a chair.

      It resembles a chair.

      Doesn’t Tiran want me to walk with them? I’m segregated from the others like this. Mentally and physically. I won’t be able to enjoy the conversation and I won’t have his focus like we did on the trip up here. Doesn’t he realize what he’s doing?

      He knows what he’s doing. He’s carefully avoiding my gaze.

      “You want me to ride for the rest of the trip?” I ask quietly.

      “It’s safer,” Tiran barks, then catches himself and lowers his voice. “We can move faster through some of the wilder areas.”

      “You don’t have to ride the whole time, River. You can walk to start with,” Skiden says, and his voice is softer than it should be, as if he makes up for Tiran’s mood.

      It makes me feel worse.

      “No, it’s all right,” I whisper softly, looking down so my eyes don’t tear up. Besides, it tosses my hair over my cheek so I can be sure nothing shows. “I don’t want to be in the way or slow you down.”

      Skiden holds out his hand and helps me into the seat. I’m sure it doesn’t escape anyone’s notice that this should be Tiran’s job. Mejak and Kalrian are holding the bags up by the poles and it’s effortless. They’re so strong they don’t even move when my weight maneuvers the adaptable basket.

      “Are you comfortable?” Skiden whispers. “Anything I can get you?”

      “No,” I whisper back, still looking down in the vicinity of his abs. He’s just as muscular as Tiran but for some reason, he doesn’t seem as gorgeous.

      “It won’t be long,” he says. “We’ll move quickly. Then stop for lunch and before you know it, we’ll be at the water caves.”

      I want to ask what the water caves are, but I’m too chicken. And I feel weird with the odd tension in the group.

      At least they weren’t lying. They can travel so much faster without my shorter human legs. I shrink down in the seat as I realize how much I slowed them down. How patient Tiran was, not even telling me I should go faster. He just dawdled along with me. It was like he enjoyed being with me.

      And today he doesn’t. From the corner of my eye, I see him and Skiden come in and relieve Mejak and Kalrian without ever pausing the movement. They just slip in place between me and the pole, and the other guys step out, sliding behind us to walk behind the basket. Now I can no longer see Tiran because he’s somewhere to the right where the thick material of the basket hides him.

      Oh, God. Did Bronan tell Tiran that my scar wasn’t just a cut? Did he mention that it resembled a mark? A hideous branding without fire? Did they figure it out and Tiran is upset because it isn’t the scar he assured me meant bravery to his people? Is he ashamed? Embarrassed? I trusted Bronan as his brother, but I should have realized he’s the leader.

      Would Bronan do that?

      Last night I would have said no. I would have said there was a kinder side to Bronan. But the relationship between him and Tiran is complicated, there are intricacies there that I’m not aware of. Maybe he let the shape of the scar slip. Maybe he taunted him. Maybe he was worried about his brother and knew I tricked him.

      Maybe Tiran regrets going out on a limb for me. Bringing me here, all the way from Earth, for what purpose? To hope that I was the one? I was his mate? Only to find out I’m conniving and manipulative instead of the brave soul he believes me to be?

      Endless miles traipse away. I can hear the slight murmuring of voices behind me and I wonder if they’re going to switch carriers again. I can see Bronan scouting up ahead of us. It doesn’t take much to crank my head around to find him, since he’s about the only one I can see. I’m feeling restless in the chair, but I don’t want to make waves. I don’t want to call attention to myself and I kind of dread lunch when we’re all together and forced to make small talk. Will there be an ugly confrontation? That’s what Don would do. He would announce then and there that I didn’t space out my prayers correctly. Or that my gown had a wrinkle. That my boots—which are never even seen with the length of my skirts—haven’t been polished.

      Ahead in the distance, Mejak and Kalrian appear. Mejak is holding a small animal. I never heard them leave, but now I realize I haven’t heard their whispered murmurings in a while. The entire group swerves off the path and heads toward the trees.

      Mejak is preparing the animal and Bronan is starting a fire when Kalrian comes to me, holding out a hand to help me from the basket. I straighten my spine as soon as my feet hit the ground, stretching out a bit.

      Tiran and Skiden take the contraption to loop the pole on a couple of tree branches.

      “You okay?” Kalrian asks, as I stand stiffly and hesitant of what to say.

      “I’m fine. Just going to wander for a little bit, get some blood flow going. If…that’s all right?” I wince, unsure if they’ll let me walk off by myself.

      He nods, his face studying me curiously.

      I wander off through the trees, deeper into the woods, making sure I’m not so far away that I can’t hear them. The last thing I need is to get lost. But I walk, making my way back and forth, my mind racing.

      What a difference a day makes. I was so happy yesterday. I’m sure Tiran was happy. I was even happy when his brothers arrived. Maybe when I meet their mother, she can shed some light on what’s going on. That is…if she’s not wary of me too. It seems like it’s the pattern for me to meet others…and then they distance themselves.

      “River.”

      I start at the sound of my name, familiar quaking stiffening my spine as I remember Don coming up behind me, sniffing my hair, looking over my shoulders into my cleavage. I always pretended not to hear him calling me and maybe—maybe I’ve tuned out the sounds of someone looking for me.

      “River.”

      Tiran’s hand comes up to my arm but drops away when he feels how stiff I am. How my shoulders shake. “It’s not safe to wander so far out.”

      “I—I didn’t realize how far I’d drifted. I was just walking off the stiffness.”

      “You should have said you were uncomfortable,” he grumbles, instantly irritated with me.

      “We were breaking for lunch when I realized it,” I say, and I hate the way my voice has picked up the conciliatory tone I always used with Father. By the way he bristles, I think Tiran notices it too.

      “You should have walked a part of the way in the beginning,” he snaps. “Now it is too late for you to walk. After lunch we are hitting the danger zones and you’ll have to remain in the chair.”

      “Okay,” I say, dropping my gaze to his chest.

      There’s silence for a few moments and he sighs, his hands fisting at his sides.

      “Do you have to relieve yourself?”

      “Wh—what?” I feel like a child that he has to babysit. No, that he resents that he’s forced to babysit.

      “Do you need to empty your bladder?” he barks. “Go do it now and I will make sure you’re safe.”

      I glance around the forest, looking for a spot. There’s a tree with two trunks shaped into a “V” at the ground. I can sit at the base like it’s a seat and pee. But, gracious, if he were to look, he’d see my bared ass in all its glory because one thing about traveling in pants is I have to remove them or risk peeing on them.

      But he gives me a break and turns his back, so I wander to the tree, take a deep breath and kick off one boot. I pull my leg through the leggings he made me and bunch them around the other ankle, then sit on the little seat and have at it. I use a leaf to wipe and step over the mess to pull my leggings back on. Awkwardly, I straddle the mess again to get my boot back over my foot, the entire time wondering if he impatiently turned around to see how far along in the process I am.

      Thankfully, his back is still facing me.

      I make my way to him, and we walk to the camp, not touching, not holding hands…not anything. We’re two mated strangers who were closer before they ever made love.

      The other guys picked up carrots and potatoes at the travel port before we left and roasted those along with the meat. We eat with our hands, though Kalrian offers me a large leaf to put my food on. Bronan brings me a small metal cup of water, glaring at Tiran, who seems oblivious. I take a small sip, not because I’m ungrateful but because I don’t want the fiasco of needing to pee again.

      “Does your back hurt?” Bronan asks softly.

      “No, it’s fine.” I look up at him, smile, and then remember my face, angling my head back down.

      He winks.

      Skiden, who’s sitting next to me, nudges me. I know he’s letting me know that he sat to my right to hide my face from the other three.

      Tiran jumps to his feet. “Let’s get cleaned up and back on the road. We can make the water caves before dark.”

      I’m the only one who hasn’t finished my food. Surely he did that because of me? Tears flood my eyes, but I choke them back. Before anyone can say anything, I stomp to the fire and fling my lunch into it. Everyone is subdued as they dump dirt on the fire and roll the packs back up, putting their stuff in with mine into the spare carrier. When Mejak and Kalrian pick up the poles, it’s Bronan who helps me in.

      Not Tiran.
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      “Time to navigate the tunnels,” I say, reaching River to give her a hand as she steps from the h’shrawn. She’s hesitant when she places her hand in mine and I fight the urge to grind my teeth.

      She probably wishes it was Bronan helping her out, the same Bronan who’s been smirking non-stop as he travels in the lead, making sure she has a direct view of him. The same Bronan who stepped in to help her get into the carrier after lunch.

      I will fight for her. Just as I told Bronan, she’s mine. I don’t care if she has a little crush on him. She’s known him less time than me and the slight crush will go away.

      If I can just get her away from him.

      I didn’t miss how he walked up ahead, flexing his muscles, knowing she peered at him from the curtain of hair she’s taken to hiding behind since meeting him.

      Even now, she peeks that way.

      “Do you prefer to ride Bronan’s back through the tunnels?” My voice is softer because I do not want the other males to hear, but it comes out raspy and harsh.

      “Wh—what? No.” She shakes her head, still looking down like she avoids me.

      I lean in toward her. “Do you want to ride with me?”

      “Yes,” she whispers so low I can barely hear her.

      “What is that?” I ask, glancing his way to see if Bronan heard. My voice comes out slightly growling.

      “Tiran, I can’t swi—” She places her hand on my arm, but I shrug it off, determined not to get swayed by her sweet scent. Determined to get Bronan to pay attention. It is my mate who chooses to ride on my back.

      “It is settled, River. It is my back you will ride,” I say loudly enough for all the fools to hear.

      “I should hope so,” Mejak says and Skiden, the idiot, snickers.

      He stands near us, removing the pole and rolling up the top of the h’shrawn to keep the contents inside dry. Then he and Skiden grab opposite ends and jump into the ocean to swim with it between them.

      Water splashes, shocking River with the cold droplets. “It is all right. You will get used to the temperature as soon as we get wet.”

      “But I’m afraid I—” She still has her face aimed downward, peering up to look plaintively at Bronan. She wishes he would intervene. She wishes he would offer to swim her through.

      “There’s no reason to have any fear with your mate here.” I stress the word mate, just to remind her of who I am. And who Bronan is not. “Climb onto my back, wrap your leg appendages around my waist and I’ll get us through before you can blink.” I lower myself in front of her and suddenly, the world feels right again when she wraps her body around me. I take a moment to breathe in the feeling of her legs around my waist, of her arms around my neck and her little cheek pressed to the side of my face.

      It feels even better when I hear another splash and Bronan disappears into the water. Good. I hope he realizes she is mine.

      Everything will be fine when we get home. There will be other things to distract her from his presence. Maman will take up her time. The Tiiblets will be underfoot. It will go back to the way it was between us—soft touches, explorations, tender kisses. Showering together.

      I glide into the water slowly, and feel her arms tighten around my neck. I rub her forearm, just the way I would have when we were without Bronan’s presence. “Deep breath. I will swim underneath until we reach the tunnel.”

      Behind us, Kalrian nods, letting me know he will swim last to make sure there are no problems behind us.

      I wait until I hear her take the breath and feel her hold it, and then I dive into the water. But suddenly she jerks, losing her hold on me as she coughs the air she was holding through the water and panics, flailing as she gasps and chokes water. Immediately, I zip her up to the surface, her back pressed to my chest, as she spews the liquid out.

      Kalrian comes up also. “What happened?” he asks as she wheezes.

      “I don’t know. River, love? Relax your diaphragm. Slow breath. Cough the water out if you need to. Slow…easy…there you go.”

      Her coughing subsides and she’s rapidly blinking her eyes. “It burned,” she breathes. “It… went up my nose…even holding my breath…and burned inside.”

      “Have you never been underwater?” I ask.

      She turns to me. “Never. I tried to tell you!”

      Then I remember the story she told us of her patron finding her in the river. Is that why she has never learned to swim? My mouth drops in shock as I take in her face. Kalrian is staring, slack-jawed.

      She is tattooed.

      Her face, even with her red, watery eyes and her blue lips—is fucking gorgeous with my house marks delicately etched from the right side of her hairline, across the scar of her face, and trailing down her slender neck.

      Then she realizes what I’m staring at and she shrieks, flailing, smacking her hand over her head as she searches for her veil. When it is nowhere to be found, she bursts into tears.

      I haul her to me. “River, my mate, don’t cry. Please don’t cry. I am sorry. I am such a jealous, idiot fool.”

      “It—’twas a surprise for you,” she sobs. “I blew it. I wanted to pull the veil off when I was introduced to your people. At your village—”

      “It is still a surprise,” I say wryly. “Of the best kind.”

      “But you were mad at me—”

      “No. Maybe a little. I was jealous. I thought you were interested in Bronan.”

      She stops crying, sniffling as she looks at me incredulously. “What?”

      “I smelled him on you. And I know he’s a better catch—a leader.”

      “No, Tiran! No. It’s you. It’s always been you. Only you.”

      “River, I’m glad you’re all right,” Kalrian says. “And I’m glad you forgive this one. But surely the others have reached the banks. If we don’t head through the tunnel, they’re going to panic and head back.”

      “Are you okay to try again?” I ask her. “I’ll have you face me this time. You can hold your hand over your nostrils to keep the water from going in. Just at the start until we get to the tunnel. Then I’ll hold you up to the top where the air is. You’ll be able to breathe easily, okay?”

      “I can try again now that I know what to expect. It just scared me.”

      “Did you say your patron found you in the river?” Kalrian asks.

      “Yes.”

      “But they never taught you to swim or to breathe the water?”

      “No. I was considered cursed. He told me I could never go in.”

      Of course. No wonder she was so panicked. And instead of focusing on her, I was too busy wondering if she was interested in Bronan.

      I answer Kalrian’s curious question. “Mikhail’s medic, Calbin, told me humans only have lungs. They can’t breathe underwater.” Then I turn back to River. “We can turn water into air. If you panic and can’t breathe—if we’re under for too long, just come up as if to kiss me and I’ll blow air into your mouth, okay?”

      Her eyes are wide. “You can do that?”

      I nod. “Evolved from the sea, remember?” I sink my forehead to hers. “Forgive me, River, sweet River,” I murmur. “I’m an idiot. A fool who can’t believe his good fortune in having you.”

      A splash nearby lets me know Kalrian has given up waiting for us and has headed that way. Normally one would bring up the back—a maneuver commonly used in case there was a problem with getting one’s mate across—but I imagine he’ll give us some time and then come back to see if we need help.

      “It’s not your fault,” she says. “I was being sneaky. I wanted to surprise you. But your brother…he wasn’t out of line, Tiran. He just talked you up the whole time, I swear.”

      It shames me that my mate is defending my innocent brother. “I believe you. It was me, being a brinyaik. The blame doesn’t fall with anyone else.”

      “You’re not totally to blame. I was trying so hard to keep this a secret.” She motions to the side of her face.

      “I love it. It was worth it,” I tell her, though I make a mental note that perhaps our relationship is too new for secrets. Perhaps I should tell her about the agreement I made with her patron to return her in six moon cycles. We can discuss together what to do to thwart the arrangement. “Are you ready, love?” I ask softly instead.

      She nods and reaches up to pinch her nose shut, and I lower us gently into the water, distracting her with a kiss to the back of her hand.

      With her legs wrapped around my waist, I’m able to move slower as I swim. I know she can’t hold her breath long, but I want her to feel safe in knowing I can give her air when she needs it.

      As she starts to squirm, bubbles escape her mouth. When she is depleted of air, she twists, more panicked, trying to bring herself up to me. I lower my mouth, sealing my lips to hers.

      I give her air to breathe, and she calms. After the first round of it, I’m able to swim faster until we reach the tunnel and safety.

      After we enter the narrow entrance, I swim to the top so we can break through the surface. I float more on my back, my tentacles propelling us, as her legs remain locked around my waist, and she rides me.

      “Are you doing all right?”

      She nods. “This is amazing.” She strokes water from my brow.

      “We’ll float through the tunnel, then on the other side, we’ll swim back to the surface again.”

      She smiles. “I won’t be afraid.”

      “Brave girl. Kiss me?”

      She presses her cold lips to mine, and we twine our tongues together. She pulls away when we’re gasping, our bodies heated and hyper-aware of each other.

      “I guess this isn’t a good time,” she says.

      “Home isn’t far from the other side of the caves. We’ll be there in time for the evening meal.”

      “I can’t wait,” she says, the smile huge across her face. “Meet everyone. Have dinner. And then have alone time with my sexy mate.”

      When we emerge at the other side, everyone is waiting for us on shore. Now that River is facing me so I can breathe air for her, I swim slowly to the surface, not wanting our time together to end. Every now and then I rotate positions, sometimes moving forward so her back is toward the clan, sometimes moving so my back is to them and she can look over my shoulder at the rest of the males on the bank.

      During the times when I move forward and can see them, I see the relaxed expressions on their faces and I know Kalrian has explained what’s happened, probably that River and I made up.

      “You’re sure they’ll like it?” she asks, her hand leaving my shoulders to touch the right side of her face.

      “They’re going to love it. They’ll love you,” I assure her.

      Without any warning, she leans up and presses her mouth to mine for a quick kiss, then pulls away, eyes wide like she’s surprised by her own actions.

      “Do it again,” I growl.

      She presses her mouth to mine again, and I can feel the smile on her lips. When she pulls away, she asks, “Again?”

      “Always,” I say, bringing my mouth to hers. Our kiss is longer this time as we float easily toward shore.
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      “You are beautiful, River,” Mejak says, dropping to a knee.

      The rest of the men quickly follow. My hand flies up to my face. “Thank you. It was going to be a surprise.”

      “With the way things were going, I thought you were going to be able to pull it off,” Bronan says, scowling at Tiran.

      “Thank you, brother,” Tiran says and Bronan’s eyes widen in surprise when Tiran grabs him around the neck and yanks him up for a hug.

      “I didn’t do it out of the goodness of my heart,” Bronan mutters. “I figured one day when I have kish, you’ll teach them how to hunt.” He says it like Tiran is the only one worthy enough to teach his children how to hunt and it’s sweet and makes everyone grin goofily.

      “Provided there’s a female on either Pimeon or Earth who might be interested in bearing your young,” Skiden mutters, raising himself up from his crouch, and moving forward to hug me too. He presses a kiss to the side of my temple and pulls me out of the water, leaving me standing, dripping on the bank.

      “You look like a wet goddess,” Kalrian says, bowing before me with a flourish.

      “Better than that,” Mejak says. “It almost detracts from your goddessawful mears.”

      A giggle bursts out of my throat.

      “Quit looking at my mate’s ears,” Tiran says from behind, wrapping his arms around me and leaning down to kiss one.

      “If we can get you to wear your shirts a bit higher,” Kalrian says. “Maybe next we can hunt for a black diamond for your bellybutton? Black diamonds are rare. But there is no way Laina or Tessa will have one. You would stand out.”

      “I gotta think about that piercing thing,” I say, though in my heart, I know I’m probably going to end up with one. At least my belly button, since all the Bronians carry a black diamond in theirs. It does look rather cool.

      “I shall have to do that one for you,” Skiden says. “Afraid Tiran will turn pale and pass out.”

      “I cannot puncture my own mate’s flesh!” Tiran barks, and it sounds so wrong we all laugh.

      Tiran looks confused.

      “Baby,” I whisper into his ear. “You already did, remember?”

      His cheeks turn dark purple.

      “None of that,” Bronan barks, but there’s a smile on his face. “We need to get moving or we’ll never get home.”

      “Can I walk now?” I whisper to Tiran.

      “Yes, my mate. I’m sorry, I really wanted to keep you safe from the danger zones. I should have insisted you walk when we first left the city though so you wouldn’t be in the seat for so long.”

      “Staring at me,” Bronan says.

      The others snicker. Apparently, that’s what Tiran thought, because he looks sheepish.

      But then my mate takes my hand and it’s just like the first time when we left the beach for the traveling port. I’m all gooey inside and I just love him so much.

      I love him so much.

      I love him.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I nod, bemused, but afraid to tell him. Not yet. It’s too soon. Way too soon. He’ll think I’m crazy.

      Their village isn’t far from where the underground swim tunnels let us out. As we approach the caves, there are numerous huts that line the trees. The caves themselves are stacked in the side of a mountain.

      “What is this?” The words fall right out of my mouth.

      “It’s home,” Tiran says. “Each person lives in a cave. One of the many holes in the mountain. They’re all interconnected on the inside. We get in through one main entrance on the bottom. We’ve built stairs and ladders to each individual home. A lot of the hunters take these outer huts. They provide the first line of defense.”

      Bronan moves to where Tiran and I stand.

      “Instead of taking River to your hut, I’ve sectioned off a room in the cavern for you two. And Maman has joined us,” Bronan says. “As a mated hunter, you’re eligible to have your hut upgraded to a family size. You can live in both places if you wish.”

      Something passes between Bronan and Tiran. Tiran bows his head and says, “Thank you, my brother.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      “Wait,” I say, a sudden bout of nervousness hitting my belly. “I’m a mess. I’m about to meet your mom and I’ve been dragged through a river.” I start smoothing out my hair, finding the ratty comb that’s long lost its veil still stuck in the middle of my head. I pull it out and start trying to comb out my hair, but I can tell it’s drying in lumpy waves. I can only hope it doesn’t look like bedhead.

      Of course, none of them have hair, so will they even know it’s a mess?

      My nose is probably sunburnt. I haven’t worn the veil in an entire day. I glance down at my clothes, my once-white leggings, trying to slap away any dust marks. At least the halter Tiran made me is black, it’s still somewhat presentable.

      Tiran’s hand cups my tattooed cheek, breaking my frantic scrambling. “River. My mate. My love. You are beautiful. My maman is going to love you.”

      He called me his love. He called me his love. My smile is huge, tugging at the tightness of my scar, and I slip my hand into his at the same time I reach up for his kiss.

      I don’t care if it’s too soon anymore. “I love you.”

      “Beautiful mate. I love you too.” His eyes soften and his arms tighten around me as he kisses me deeply, ignoring the others as they start to walk toward the village. We’re left alone before he finally pulls back and then leads me by the hand to the wall of caves.

      There are people milling around the main entrance when we reach it. We step inside to see even more people. Great drapes of fabric line the walls, which makes the cave feel like a home.

      Most of the men are tattooed and pierced just like Tiran. The few women I can see are also tattooed, with a black diamond in their belly buttons. There are also little people scuttling about with long lizard tails. They have an overabundance of skin on their bodies and faces, making them look puffy and wrinkled. But they’re adorable, with eyes too large for their faces.

      “Those are the Tiiblets,” Tiran says. “Most of them live here in the main cavern.”

      Bronan and Skiden have made their way further down where people are congratulating them on their return.

      From across the room, a man stares at me. He looks older, his face lined, and his eyes set too close together. I shift, uncomfortable with his aggressive look, and he makes his way across the crowds of people to us. A wary feeling hits me. His face isn’t kind with his thin lips and continuous scowl.

      “Tiran. You have captured a human for yourself?” he asks.

      Tiran snorts. “River has agreed to be my mate. We don’t capture humans.”

      The old man narrows his eyes and I get the feeling he’s not a fan of Tiran’s…or of mine. Kalrian and Mejak suddenly appear.

      “Where is Ornan?” Mejak asks the old man, who shrugs. But I know that name. Ornan is Bronan and Skiden’s father. Now I know who to be wary of.

      “I imagine he’s trying to figure out what’s going on with the latest orders we received,” the old man snarls.

      “What orders?” Tiran barks.

      “The orders to remodel your hut. A complete waste of time! We have males with more important tasks, and we stop everything to rebuild? For you?”

      “Do you dare complain about Bronan’s orders?” A voice asks softly. It sounds familiar—almost like Skiden—but the tone is unlike one I’ve heard come from his lips. The tone sounds more like Bronan.

      But when I turn my head, it is Skiden who’s approached. The laughing, easygoing Skiden is suddenly a force to be reckoned with.

      The old man’s demeanor completely changes. “I did not say anyone refused the orders,” he says. “I merely stated there has been grumbling about wasting resources on someone who is not a leader, nor will he ever be.”

      Skiden is quiet for a moment, then his body swells, posturing for a fight. “That is not for you to determine, Miyeld.”

      The old man drops his eyes and takes a step back. My heart breaks for Tiran; he has probably lived with his treatment all his life, or others would not be so comfortable making these statements. But with the huge smiles on Mejak and Kalrian’s faces I can tell the tables have turned.

      “Master Tiran,” a little voice squeaks. A little Tiiblet creature tugs his hand. The Tiiblet is a lot smaller than the others, almost delicate, but he scowls with the fiercest expression. And his belly is so round I fight the urge to poke it. I know it’s rude but he’s just so darn cute. “Your human is so pretty.” He tucks his head shyly.

      “Thank you, Villi,” Tiran says. “Please meet River.”

      The little creature’s eyes open wide. “I am the first Tiiblet to be presented to her?”

      Tiran smiles. “Of course, you are. You are my favorite, are you not?” Tiran does what I wanted to; he leans in and gently pokes the little guy’s belly.

      “You honor Villi! She is mine. I love her!” He tosses the second sentence out randomly. He must realize it because he clasps a hand over his mouth and runs away.

      “Uh, what just happened?” Skiden says. “Did that have some kind of special meaning in the Tiiblet world?”

      “To be introduced first?” Tiran asks. “Who knows?”

      Mejak snorts. “With them it can mean anything.” He turns to me. “They are a gentle race of peoples,” he says. “Sensitive. Their feelings are easily hurt.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      He grins broadly. “I know you will.”

      “Tiran!” A female voice calls out from the top of the stairs.

      Tiran’s face lights up. “Maman!”

      She’s holding the hand of one of the little Tiiblet people.
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      I’m not sure what’s going on with these Tiiblets, but as maman and her Tiiblet approach, Villi comes running from behind the giant fabric curtains along the walls, throwing himself against my legs and practically burying his face in my crotch.

      I gasp and reach down to pull him away, but his little hand makes its way into mine and he glares at the other Tiiblet.

      Everyone else seems to take it in stride. It dawns on me that with the three other females in the room—each one has a Tiiblet attached to her like he’s a child. Or a pet. It seems these Tiiblets claim people. I wonder if they think we’re the pets?

      “Maman, this is my mate. This is River.”

      She’s tall and elegant, her breasts encased in a rich, green bra studded with diamonds. Her belly button contains a black diamond, and she proudly has winding vines around the skin of her belly. Stretch marks, perhaps? Every finger has a giant ring on it, some fingers have two. A mass of bracelets encircles her arms and around her waist she wears strips of fabric like a split skirt.

      The woman drops the hand of her Tiiblet and grips my hands, making Villi wrap his arms around my leg as he sticks his tongue out at the other Tiiblet. “River. Such a beautiful, wild name.” Her eyes are glued to my tattoo, and she can’t seem to stop smiling. “My name is Sheesla, but you shall call me maman, just as my boys do.”

      Bronan grunts, appearing out of nowhere. “Males.”

      “Males,” she corrects, rolling her eyes.

      He hulks an arm around his mother’s neck and kisses the top of her head.

      “Did they take care of you?” she asks me, reaching for my hands again to pull me from Tiran’s hold. “Feed you enough? I see your travel clothes were stitched by Tiran. I’d recognize his work anywhere.”

      That gets a huge smile out of me. “It was amazing. He did it so quickly and the lighting wasn’t even that great.”

      “So talented, that one.”

      “Puhlease. He’s already snagged her. No need to impress River anymore. She’s already besotted with the fool,” Bronan says.

      “All of my boys are talented. No fools,” Maman says with a frown. Her little Tiiblet snorts like he’s upset. It makes Villi snort too, as if he’s trying to be louder than hers.

      “I see you allowed Bronan to tattoo Tiran’s mating marks. That’s some of his best work. And it was your first time! Was he gentle?” Maman says.

      “Yes. The most delicate touch like that of a fleeting butterfly,” I announce, and I think it sounds rather poetic, following along the lines of the formal way of how they speak. Tiran and Skiden start snickering while Bronan scowls at me, though I think it’s a mock scowl.

      “Exactly,” Maman says. “I knew you would be wise! All the others see in Bronan is the strong demeanor, the tough edge—”

      “The asshole,” Skiden whispers out of the side of his mouth.

      Maman ignores him. “But you, River. You see the same thing I do.”

      “Yes, Maman. Like you, I also see how delicate and gentle Bronan is. Like a  tiny fluttering bird,” I say, using my best Maiden of the Chosen voice, demurely dropping my eyes as I clasp my hands against my belly the way we were taught. I long discovered the actions distract from my words. I could say the planet is about to explode, but as long as I do it calmly and measured, no one would panic.

      All three brothers look stunned. I guess they’ve never seen an actual maiden performance. It almost makes me snicker at how often I can pull this. Even now, Bronan doesn’t notice how I just called him delicate and gentle.

      When Maman turns to Bronan, her eyes are filled with tears. She’s really grateful that someone thinks the ass is wonderful. I stick my tongue out at him. His shocked look changes to calculating as he realizes how I’ve referred to him. He deliberately narrows his eyes at me and grins like he can’t wait to pay me back.

      But Maman reaches out and slaps him upside the head. “Don’t glare at your new sister.”

      “Maman,” Bronan says, exasperated. “You can’t smack the leader of the Brona clan.”

      “I’ll smack you if you glare at her. We must keep her happy and feed her. She’s so thin. Perhaps with a little plumping, she may want to have kish.” She clutches her heart.

      Eek. Kids? My eyes fly to Tiran. We haven’t discussed anything like that.

      “Awkward, Maman,” Skiden chides as my cheeks heat.

      Tiran gathers me into his arms, squishing the Tiiblet between us, who yelps. Tiran talks into my ear. “I will give you kish if you want. But if you’re not ready, that’s okay too.” Then he curls deeper into my ear and whispers, “I can always come on your belly.”

      I snort-laugh and bury my face in his neck.

      “What is this?” A snarly voice grits out from the entrance of the room.

      Our two little Tiiblets take off running, grabbing hands like they weren’t just competing over snorts a second ago.

      “Patron. Come meet Tiran’s new mate, River,” Bronan says.

      Patron. This is their father.

      “Yes, Ornan,” Tiran says, and there’s a sudden edge to his voice. “Meet my prittaya.”

      “Prittaya, eh?” the older male says, eyeing me. He looks vicious, his face and body scarred. None of the tattoos cover his scars because he’d be completely inked. Instead, they share space with his body. When his eyes settle on my tattooed face, his lips thin. “And what makes you a fierce warrior? A painless tattoo to introduce you to the clan as a stolen mate?”

      “Ornan!” Maman gasps.

      Tiran’s eyes narrow and his body grows, tentacles getting thicker. So does Bronan. And then Skiden starts to swell.

      Ornan eyes the three males like it’s not a big deal.

      A sinking realization dawns on me. He thinks it’s two against one. He thinks Tiran grew angry and the other two are posturing to defend their father. How often has he pitted his children against each other?

      “You dare to assume my marks are worthless?” Bronan growls. “Have respect for my work. I don’t dole it out to everyone, but I chose to for my brother’s mate.”

      “River is definitely prittaya,” Skiden says, and his voice is as growly as I’ve ever heard from him.

      Bronan’s eyes are focused on his father.

      “While I normally would let a prittaya defend herself, be warned that she is a guest in the leader’s cave until she becomes comfortable and settled into our clan. Furthermore, she is mated, and her male has the right to defend her,” Bronan says and though his voice is milder than Skiden’s, there’s a dangerous edge in the quietness.

      His father’s mouth drops, but he recovers quickly. “As an unmated male, my son would have the right to defend his patron in a duel—”

      “As a mated male, my brother has the right to ask me to defend his mate,” Bronan snaps. “Don’t you ever forget that I may be leader, but I’m also a kishling to two others. I’ll defend both my brothers.”

      Maman looks proud, Skiden looks amazed and proud. Ornan looks stunned. And Tiran, poor Tiran matches their father in the stunned category.

      “What is wrong with you?” Ornan snaps at Bronan. “He goes off and grabs the first available mate from right under your nose, snubbing your authority as leader, and you don’t even see it?”

      “I think you forget the mate had a choice,” I say. “Or don’t your females get a say in the matter?”

      Everyone falls silent as they look at me. Aware he’s not going to answer, I look over at Maman for the response.

      She nods. “We get a choice. Obviously, or Tiran might have been of Ornan’s bloodline.”

      “I would never create a male so unworthy—”

      “Watch your mouth,” Tiran snarls. “I may not have known my patron, but that doesn’t make me any less than my brothers.”

      “Doesn’t it? Your own patron didn’t want you.”

      The room is quiet for a moment because it’s true. I want to spit and claw at Ornan in defense of Tiran.

      “That’s not entirely true, is it?” Maman says, her eyes narrowed on Ornan.

      “What do you mean?” Bronan asks.

      “Ornan and Mestil had been friends once. At least while we were growing up. Mestil did not want kish, it is true. He knew kishren weren’t for him, and I respected that decision not to force him, or guilt him as his friend did. But he was curious about Tiran. As Tiran left his boyhood and showed the same amazing hunting skills, Mestil wished to get to know him. I think you remember that,” she says softly to Tiran, who nods jerkily. “And Bronan was being primed to take the throne. However, not many knew how that would work out, not with Ornan training him. So Mestil decided to enter the javel’inkt trials. And he won.”

      There’s silence and I look around at the faces, hoping I can get a clue about what’s going on.

      “So he had the right to challenge the leader,” Bronan says. “Knowing that his best friend was the leader.”

      “Former best friend,” Ornan sneers. “What kind of friend tries to dethrone a male?”

      “An honorable male who was disappointed with your leadership,” Maman says softly.

      “How was he so honorable that he discarded his own seed?”

      “He was male enough to know he wasn’t ready to be a patron,” Maman snaps. “Why should he be shamed for that choice? I was the one who wanted another kish so badly. Why am I to be honored for that decision? He planned on winning the trials, challenging the throne, and asking his own seed if he would like to live here.” She waves her hand in the air, indicating the spacious cavern, then turns back to Tiran. “He wanted to get to know you as more than another adult in the clan. As more than another hunter. He knew your childhood was gone, but he wanted to know if you wished another parent as an adult. And if you didn’t, he was okay with your decision. He would have been okay with you treating him as another male in the clan, but still wished for you to consider replacing him one day as leader because it would have been your right.”

      “Exactly,” Ornan sneers. “Your own maman worked to overthrow you,” he says to Bronan.

      “Stop. Don’t do that,” Skiden says. “Maman loves all her children. She was in a terrible position and has never chosen one kish over the other, no matter how much we teased that Tiran was the favorite. I think the deeper question is…why, when a female has the honor of living protected in the leader cave, she chooses to live with the hunters in the outskirts of society.”

      “She knew her son was not welcome here and wanted to cater to him,” Ornan says.

      “It is your choice that my brother was not welcome here!” Bronan yells. “You are the reason why Tiran was uncomfortable! Your subtle stares like everything he does is wrong. Muttering under your breath.”

      His father stands straighter, growing larger like the other males did. “Should I have withheld my protection from you while you were growing up? Obviously, you do not appreciate it.”

      “Tiran grew up without it and he is fine.”

      “A weak male, like his patron! Mestil may have lucked out by winning the javel’inkt trials, but we’ll never know if his challenge to the throne would have been successful, do we? And that protection I gave you enabled you to sit where you are today.”

      “How did Mestil die?” Skiden asks softly.

      “It was never determined,” Maman says. “He became ill after the trials. But not until the day before he was to announce his challenge for the throne.”

      No one says anything.

      “Who knew he was going to challenge?” Bronan asks softly.

      Maman shrugs. “I did. I don’t know if he told anyone else, but he was an honorable enough male that he would not have let Ornan be surprised by a public announcement.”

      “How dare you?” Ornan snuffs. “Are you insinuating he fell ill after telling me he was going to challenge me?”

      “Yes, I believe that is what maman is saying,” Bronan says softly. “And do not forget. As much as it is your right that I challenge a male for your honor, it is also hers. So watch the way you speak to the females in my clan.”

      It doesn’t miss my notice that he included me.

      “As the leader of the Brona clan, I am asking you directly. Did you have anything to do with Mestil’s death?”

      “I did not.”

      “And did Mestil tell you he was going to challenge you for the throne?”

      “He did not.”

      It’s obvious Ornan lies, but there is no way anyone will ever know for sure.

      “Maman, did Mestil tell you he was going to tell patron?” Skiden asks.

      It’s a challenging question. She’d already been fair in saying that Mestil was honorable enough to tell Ornan. But did she have knowledge that he actually planned it?

      “He did,” she says softly. “The night he shared it with me, he said he was meeting Ornan the next day. I did not speak with him to see how it went. He fell ill the following day. And while we cared for him until his entry unto the next world, there was never a thought in my head to ask him how the discussion went.”

      “Why don’t you tell us, Ornan?” Tiran asks softly.

      “He never brought it up,” Ornan spits. “He was always a braggart. I know it is not the male everyone else saw, but he was different with me. We were friends since we were kish. All he talked about was his prowess during the trials, how he defeated each male so easily. By the end of the day, he wanted to meet again. I agreed to meet with him for hunting the next day and that is when he fell ill.”

      “And while he was ill you went hunting anyway,” Maman says.

      “Someone had to feed the clan! You all languished about his bedside as if you could bring him back from the brink of death.”

      “Because how could anyone know a male in the prime of life, at the strongest point in his career, would die within a few hours? No one but you suspected it was the brink of death.”

      He sucks in a deep breath, narrowing his eyes at her, but keeping calm. “Naturally I did not think it was the brink of death then. I thought he had stomach pains, and I would hunt for the clan that day. I was as surprised as anyone when I returned to the news of his death.”

      The entire room is quiet, and I tighten my arms around Tiran’s waist. My head barely reaches his chest in his expanded state, but he still hugs me tight, his tentacle wrapped around my lower half like his arms aren’t enough.

      “We will never truly know,” Skiden says.

      “Of course, you know!” Ornan says. “Your own patron just told you Mestil never once announced his intentions!”

      “The Britonians have the capability to exhume a body and with their technology, figure out what caused the death,” Bronan says.

      I don’t think it’s my imagination that Ornan pales. But then surprisingly, he scoffs. “There is no body to exhume.”

      “No, he was christened to the next world by way of fire,” Bronan acknowledges. “I remember clearly. I was but an early male, holding my maman’s hands while she sobbed at the inevitable. That is when Mestil whispered his final wishes to me. Do you wish to know what he said?”

      We all wait for Ornan’s response. Numerous expressions flit across his face. Dread, then uncaring. Curiosity, more dread.

      No guilt.

      “He said that he regrets not getting to know his son. That he looked forward to rekindling a new relationship with my little brother. And would I someday let my brother know…someday when I felt the time was right. You were wanted, Tiran. By everyone…except for my own patron, who considers you a threat. I suspect he was told that Mestil intended to become leader. In fact, I think the only reason why Mestil hadn’t run before that point is he wasn’t sure he wanted to disrupt the flow and keep me from the throne, which would have happened had he taken over. He was watching Tiran by then and he knew Tiran would make an excellent leader, but that his time was taken by keeping our maman happy. Tiran was the best at everything he did, whether it was making clothing, making weapons, or hunting. But Mestil grew angrier with your decision making until he couldn’t take it anymore and decided to take over.”

      “After all I’ve done for you, you doubt your own patron this way?” Ornan sneers.

      “I do,” Bronan says calmly. “Because one other thing Mestil trusted me with was to place his ashes in a pendant to give to Tiran. If Tiran wishes to wear it. Wrombly,” he calls out.

      A little Tiiblet races into the room carrying a pillow that he holds out for Bronan. As soon as Bronan lifts the necklace, the little creature races away, smiling shyly at me.

      No one misses Ornan’s face when he looks pensively at the pendant, but Bronan approaches us and reaches around Tiran’s neck to fasten it. Then he leans in and locks his forehead to Tiran’s. When he pulls away, he smiles softly at me before bending down and kissing the top of my head.

      He steps back and Skiden comes closer to us, rubbing Tiran’s shoulder.

      “I took the liberty of removing some of the ash,” Bronan says. “It’s on its way to the Britonians as we speak. Their medic, Calbin, will determine what caused Mestil’s death. If Tiran wishes to know the results, he can certainly find out as next of kin.”

      Ornan has turned a sickly grayish shade.

      “I am not sure I wish to do that just yet,” Tiran says thoughtfully, fingering the pendant as he looks down at me. “Because if I should find out that my patron was poisoned, it points to a killing. The logical conclusion is Ornan. Just as I protect my mate and maman, I also protect my brothers. I do not wish to taint Bronan’s leadership with the dishonorable actions of a parent. However, if River and I are to stay here, I insist on Maman moving in. And since poison may have been involved in my patron’s death, I think you should be honorable enough to decide to move to a hunter’s hut far from the caverns. Otherwise, I’d escort you.”

      Ornan’s lips tighten. “A desolate hut on the dregs of society?”

      “I think maman’s would be available. The only reason why she has been separated from her own two kish is because you insisted on living here and she chose to protect me by not leaving me alone out there. It is now time to give her the chance to live among her three kishren. Four,” Tiran corrects, smiling down at me.

      “Perhaps you have grown softer living in the cavern, Patron,” Skiden says. “It may do you some good to join the hunters.”

      “You can live with me,” Ornan says slyly. “Your maman will have two other kishren here.”

      “I give you the benefit of the doubt, Patron,” Skiden says. “Because none of us yet know the results of Mestil’s death. But my adult eye sees how you primed Bronan for this spot. And when you needed backup, you swayed me to jump on board. Just like you cleverly turned to me now that everyone else turns their backs on you.” He leans in toward his father and the scary look on his face makes me shiver. “I do not want to be disappointed to find out the results of the Britonian tests. Because Bronan cannot step into the trial as leader of the clan. Tiran cannot step in because he is a mated male, and his primary responsibility is to protect his mate. So, it would fall to me to kill you. And I won’t hesitate.”
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      Ornan moved out of the caverns immediately. Not sure where he stayed because it took a couple of days to pack up Maman’s belongings and situate her and her Tiiblet in a room near Skiden.

      Apparently a Tiiblet lays claim to a person. Usually a female but once in a while, I’ve seen males go around with a Tiiblet holding his hand. At least until Tiiblets mate, Tiran says. Then they may move away, deeper into the caverns where the others of their kind live.

      But for now, he shows me to the quarters Bronan has set aside for us. We pause outside the heavy wooden door and Tiran pushes it open. Villi squeals, running inside without us. He dashes in and out of floor-level holes in the rock walls.

      Inside, our quarters looks like…well, like a cave. There are odd little glowing areas along the rock ceiling that shine muted light down on the rest of the cave. Like the main part of the cavern, rich fabrics drape along the walls, warming the place up. Tiran takes me inside, showing me heavy rocks that he runs his hands along, waking them up to glow brighter.

      “What makes them work?” I whisper, running my hand along the rough surface of one and feeling a strange zinging pull like static electricity against my palm.

      “I don’t know. The rocks are just something we take for granted. I know it’s darker than what you’re used to, but our hut will have more light. I’ve asked them to add more windows in the expanded section for you.” He tweaks my nose. “I know you cannot see as well as Bronians.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “You thought the dark veil masked your face, mate. We can see through the darkness. You might have used white instead.”

      “Wait. You all could see my face the whole time?”

      He nods. “We wanted you to remove the veil so you wouldn’t hurt yourself by impairing your own vision.”

      It’s kind of…sweet, though I’m horribly embarrassed. “I didn’t want your people to see that you picked an ugly mate,” I admit.

      “You will never be ugly. Look at Villi,” he whispers. “Their kind is very different from ours. Such thickened skin on the face. Do you find Tiiblets ugly?”

      “No. He’s cute.”

      “That’s another thing. Villi isn’t a he. Not in the way you and I understand it. We refer to Tiiblets as male, but they are not.”

      “I don’t understand?”

      “Tiiblets are all one gender. It’s neither male nor female. More of a combination. Some choose to wear skirts. Some choose to wear loincloths. Some choose to wear leathers. Or they wear all three. No rules. They’re such a peaceful species, they don’t take offense at being labeled by something we are used to. A he or a she, for example. They answer to anything and it’s actually comical when they fight, using swear words without any regard to gender. Calling each other horrible genitalia terms.”

      “I will take this one!” Villi shouts out suddenly and runs into a little hole in the far area of the room. His voice echoes from inside. “It’s deeper in here than the rest. I like that the ceilings aren’t too high.” His voice echoes more as he crawls in deeper. “It’s a perfect nest.”

      All at once, I realize that while I was staring into Tiran’s face as he explained things to me, the glowing rocks got a little brighter, as if they warmed up. There are small openings all along the cavern, like little pockets.

      “So you see, there is beauty everywhere. My people believe there is great beauty in carrying scars because they prove you are strong enough to survive whatever life has doled out to you.”

      “But you cover them with tattoos.”

      “Because we know the eye is drawn there. We enhance, not cover.”

      Villi scrambles back out of the little hole, blinking his large eyes.

      “I shall go get my blankies!” he announces and runs from our newly established apartment.

      “Let’s go look at our blankies,” Tiran says, his deep voice wrapping around me as he points to the left.

      Rock “stairs” are on the side of the cave, leading up to the ceiling. When we step through, there’s another room with our bed. The door closes easily enough, shutting the world out.

      “I figure Villi will be distracted by finding his blankies for about a half hour,” Tiran rumbles. “More or less, depending on if he finds someone who makes him jealous like Morky, maman’s Tiiblet. Then Villi may brag that he’s found the perfect nest, taunting Morky into following him to check it out.”

      “Well, we should just be making out way back down the stairs by then,” I tease.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty

          

          

        

    

    






RIVER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dinner is a lavish affair. The few Tiiblets that are present—because most of them stay in their own area deeper in the cave—eat huddled under the table, which is really appalling. But Tiran explains that it makes them feel safe and protected.

      “I know you’re used to living in a hut on the outskirts,” Bronan says to Tiran. “But we hope you’ll spend most of your time at your home here in the cavern with us.”

      Skiden flicks what looks like a pea off his plate at me. “Not a popular opinion,” he teases. “I, for one, am tired of all the lovebird cooing.”

      “We don’t coo!” I scowl, but then deliberately turn to Tiran. “Baby, want me to cut your meat for you?”

      “Sure, beautiful mate. Can I butter your zeppa?” Tiran counters.

      We laugh at the incredulous—and somewhat disgusted—look that roves over Skiden’s face.

      “What will we do about River’s atrocious bare back?” Mejak winks.

      “Bronan and I are going to work on my mate’s back together. It’ll be a masterpiece,” Tiran says.

      “I feel left out of the family circle,” Skiden says.

      “You told me you have no artistic ability,” I say, reminding him of our time on the shuttle.

      “None whatsoever. But I can sign my name in big block letters…”

      “I’m not letting you sign my back,” I laugh. “How about if I let you feed me purpleberries while they tattoo?”

      He rolls his eyes.

      “What about when we need to return River to Earth in six cycles?” Mejak asks and the mood grows somber suddenly.

      “What?” I ask Tiran. “What’s the big deal? We just go back, and I tell them I want to stay with you.”

      But the instant silence at the table lets me know there’s something more I didn’t know about.

      “It’s not that easy. From what your father told me, other Earth females have a choice, but you will not.” He spits the word father out. “He would only let me have you for the half-rotation period. But you won’t go back alone. I’ll be there every step of the way.”

      “How can he bargain for something different?” I ask. “How can I not have a choice in my future? I don’t think he had authority with the Britonians to change the rules.”

      “At the time, the Brits were just focused on healing you. On getting you away from his control because they worried he’d harm you more even after they healed the first round of damage.”

      “And he took advantage of that. Something’s not adding up,” I mutter. Then something dawns on me. “That’s it. Remember when you told me you offered him gold if I returned early?”

      “Yes.”

      “He said three seasons. What he didn’t tell you is six months only equal about two seasons on Earth. I was already set up to return before three seasons were up. So, he told you I didn’t have a choice so he could collect the gold.”

      “So the greedy brinyaik took away your choice so he could collect more? And possibly re-sell you to me after I handed over two pounds of gold?”

      I nod. “But he wasn’t counting on one thing. If you come back with me, it’ll make his life a living hell. He can’t treat me the same way he did before with you there ready to intervene.”

      “Know what would be even more horrible than that?” Tiran asks, narrowing his eyes. “If we had a dozen others camping out on his doorstep.”

      “I would go!” Villi calls out from under the table. “Those Adroki Tiiblets think they’re special because they went to Hearth and got human-married! I want to go and guard my human on that vicious planet. I would use my mighty sword…” his voice trails away as he begins bragging to Morky.

      “I imagine many would like to go,” Bronan says. “Many males would like to look around at the human females and see if any catch their eye.”

      I giggle as I imagine the straight-laced commune being invaded by aliens. They can’t refuse because as a member of the community, I’d have the right to invite them. And didn’t my father make me a member of the community by claiming I had to return?

      “This could be fun.”

      Tiran smiles. “Yes?”

      “So much yes.”
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      Tiran:

      I have many ideas for our return to Earth and they will take many months to execute. No one missed the fear in the community’s eyes when they took in our tribal tattoos or the fact that we show skin, and they do not.

      Of the fact that our lesser clothing showed a mass of appendages so different from theirs.

      River would like to help me create the costumes we will wear for our return voyage, I’m sure. We will start with Villi, our Tiiblet. I think perhaps a black loincloth and maybe a chain fashioned across the chest. The chain will signify fierceness…plus it draws the eye to the chest, defining the chest muscles females love to gaze upon. Not that Villi has any, but if the outfit works, it will be adapted for the warriors.

      My gorgeous mate included. Even now, the beautiful female gazes upon me adoringly as I pull her chair closer to mine.

      “We can have a project together, mate. Model some clothing on Villi for all the volunteers to wear.”

      “Ooh, yes. Something badass? Rambo-style? I mean, you don’t know what that means, it’s a fictional character, but a classic. And you’ll see when I can draw pictures.”

      “Does Rainbow Style mean a lack of fabric to draw fear when they gaze at our muscles?” I ask.

      “Um, yes, sexy,” she agrees, skimming her finger over my chest. “Sure does.”

      “And does Rainbow Style mean showing off our tats and weapons?”

      “Oh, for sure.”

      “And in your case, does it mean shocking your people with showing a lot of feminine skin?”

      She can’t help but snicker and a gleam brightens her eyes. “Oh, yeah. I’ll be as half-dressed as the rest. Good thing it’ll be summertime there in six months. It’ll be scandalous.”

      My cock hardens at the thought of my gorgeous mate, with her long limbs and full breasts.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “A black bikini top. Something to cover my breasts and that’s it. I sort of got the idea from the halter you made me. Just a skimpy leather top, basically. My hair will be up to show my mating marks. And people behind us will see the incredible tattoos you’re going to make to decorate my scars. I’ll also want a very short skirt, maybe just a panel with a slit on the side? I want something to call attention to the diamond I’m going to wear in my bellybutton.”

      She sounds like she’ll be utterly gorgeous. The way I always pictured her in my head. A warrior to be beckoned with.

      “We’ll have matching armbands,” I decide. “Much thicker on me but wearing them on the same arm will mark us as a couple.”

      “So will the fact that I’ll be clinging to you, handsome,” she says, kissing my jaw.

      “Will this be too shocking for your people?” I ask.

      “Yes. I can’t wait.”

      “Villi has six people signed up,” calls Villi from under the table.

      “Good job, fierce warrior,” I say. “Get names and sizes. We will have to uniform everyone properly.”

      “With swords?”

      “With swords.”

      “Aye, aye!”

      River’s smile is beautiful. “His sword won’t be sharp enough to hurt him, will it?” she whispers.

      “No, my love. Just thin enough to whip through the air.”

      “I don’t care what anyone says, Tiran. I’ll never stay there without you,” she says fiercely.

      “I know, my love. If worse comes to worse, we’ll give your patron the gold he wants.”

      “No way,” she says. “An evil man with more money than he needs grows even more evil. I’ll make sure to cut him at the knees. With the source.”

      “What is the source?” I ask her.

      “I’ll make sure the congregation sees the rift between him and the prophet. They’ll eventually have to choose sides.”

      “Is there a rift between the two males?” I didn’t see any such thing, especially not with the fact that her patron was willing to give his own daughter to the old male. Or the fact that the prophet wasn’t about to defend his bride when her patron was willing to whip her to death.

      “Not yet.”

      There’s a ferocity to the smile of River’s sweet mouth. My fierce warrior mate.
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      It takes time and preparation to return to Earth. We didn’t have time to swing by the Adroki village so I could meet Lilaina and Tessa but promised a return visit when we came back to Pimeon. Plus, we’d have stories. Juris said he’d have a traveling party greet us because he was sure our little Tiiblets would be exhausted and would want a carriage.

      We made our way back to the beach with the portal and crammed as many as we could in, and then some more. The portal remained open long enough to send the next batch through, and the batch after that.

      It took two of Mikhail’s traveling pods to load us all in and travel to the commune. But we’ve finally arrived and my family steps from the first pod, standing together while the rest disembark behind us.

      Practically the entire congregation is out in the broad sunlight. I’d never before noticed how harsh my own people—the human people—look. Funny that I used to look at the Bronian clan in horror…but look at us humans. Mary Hilda has one eyebrow that stretches across her forehead in a straight line that matches the straight line of her mouth. There’s a wrinkle in her brow that rivals the other two unhappy lines.

      Mr. Cleavor stands stiff and unyielding, his nostrils flared because that is the only movement—the only expression—he allows himself. He’s about as friendly as a porcupine.

      Dr. Sinka stands blocking the view of his nurses because a woman’s place is behind her man. That includes the women who work for him.

      Not a single person smiles. Not a single person is happy. And that’s how I was, six months ago. Miserable. Tight. Repressed.

      Trying to talk myself into returning to the river. A shiver runs through me at the thought now. At least with Tiran, I don’t have to be afraid of the water.

      Everyone here is horrified that my face is tattooed. That I show skin. That I’m holding hands with a giant purple alien. They can’t tear their eyes away from the sight.

      I don’t care. Because these same people weren’t horrified when I was whipped within an inch of my life. Yet they’re horrified that my face is willingly marked?

      More gasps sound as more of us step from the pods. There’s only sixteen of us, but with all the tentacles, it probably appears like there’s more. After the Bronians come the Tiiblets, waiving their itty-bitty (and rather dull) swords. Villi rushing up to me and inserting his little hand in mine. His tail swishes, quite proud to be dressed in leather chaps like a mini-biker. I don’t have the heart to tell him he looks prettier than he does dangerous.

      Just a little cutie. I blow him a kiss just to watch him blush.

      In fact, we all wear black leather, even all the Tiiblets who’ve joined the crusade. We’re scarred and tattooed and we’re showing so much glorious skin, it’s insane. I have my long hair twisted into a few braids, but then the weight is pinned on top my head so I can show off my mating marks. I make sure to stand as near Tiran as possible so my people can see our marks match.

      I’m so proud to match him.

      He’s proud of me too, his arm comes round my waist to pull me so close it looks like we’re one.

      We look fierce and scary, and there’s no way in hell the prophet is going to let us live on the grounds while Father bargains for more gold. He’ll command Father ship me off immediately.

      “Good evening, River,” Mikhail says, and I know everyone has finally spilled from the last pod. “I see you’ve been well. You’ve healed quite nicely.”

      “Thank you, Mikhail.” My voice is strong and sure. I refuse to use the Maiden of the Chosen voice. I’ll never use that voice again.

      A woman—the one whose husband owns the bakery—begins fanning herself like she’s about to pass out. Seriously? As different as I look, she’s about to pass out because I sound different?

      “And did you reach a decision about whether or not you wish to stay with your mate or return to Earth?” Mikhail asks.

      “Wait.” Father’s voice rings out. “I believe the rules changed according to our bargaining,” he says. “Didn’t the alien tell you? Underneath all those atrocious tattoos, River is marked as the Prophet’s property. The Risen. His logo marks her cheek. She is still his chosen and while I let these…Pimeons have her for six months, they cannot keep her. She doesn’t get a choice. The Prophet still wants her as last wife.”

      As slave.

      Mikhail turns to us, confused.

      “So you used the Match Program to rent me out?” I ask my father.

      He has the grace to look ashamed but it’s a show because of Mikhail’s glowering stare. “You owed me restitution, girl. All your life I took care of you with the understanding you were to bring honor to the family by becoming first wife! And what do I get out of it instead? A broken wrist by a savage? A wretched, River-rat daughter who will be last wife instead?”

      “Tiran? You agreed to this?” Mikhail asks.

      “It was the only way he would let me have her,” Tiran grits. “But she’s mine. I’ll do anything for her.”

      Father smiles widely as if he’s won.

      I feel mine grow just as wide. Don thinks he’s won? He couldn’t win with Tera, the dancing choke-collared girl. But he thinks he’s won here.

      “If anyone would like to feel the mark on my cheek, it’s the first six in the mark of the beast,” I call out.

      Father’s smile falters.

      Prophet Josiah gasps, his frail hand clutching his heart.

      “Because apparently the Risen’s mark is six-six-six,” I say calmly.

      The crowd titters uncomfortably.

      “How dare you?” Prophet Josiah snarls, but his voice isn’t as frightening any more.

      “How dare I? I’m not the one who said your mark is on my cheek. Father, do I belong to the prophet by signature, or not?”

      A tic works in his cheek.

      I try his patience further. “Does his mark begin with a six? Because that’s clearly what my mark is. Even my brother-in-law noticed when he tattooed over it.”

      No answer but The Risen sounds like he’s about to have a fit, especially when I call an alien my brother-in-law. His face is white, his pale blue eyes are watery and he’s shaking at the insults.

      “Father. You marked my face with the first six of the beast, but only because my mate broke your hand before you could complete it. And you told Tiran it’s the Prophet’s signature because he owns me, and you would finish it when I returned. Is The Risen’s mark six-six-six?”

      “No,” Father snarls.

      “Does anyone here need to feel my cheek underneath the tattoo?”

      Whispers break out across the yard.

      “If your Risen’s signature is not six-six-six, it looks like River Templeton doesn’t belong to Prophet Josiah, nor does she belong to her father, Donald Templeton,” Mikhail booms. “On Earth, women are not considered property and this commune falls under Earth laws. River, will you stay here? Or will you return with your family to Pimeon?”

      My smile stretches the scar on my cheek. “I’m going to Pimeon with my gorgeous mate.”

      “With her gorgeous family,” Skiden snorts.

      “Unfortunately, the portal cannot be opened for another forty-eight hours,” Mikhail says. “We had too many people using it. I guess we’ll set up camp here in the grounds of the church.” There’s a small smile on the Britonian’s face.

      “So we’re going to raise hell in the town!” Mejak says, his arm up in the air. “Humans, feel free to meet and greet us.”

      “Party!” Kalrian agrees. “We have ale!”

      All the little Tiiblets begin stomping their tiny feet, forgetting they’re supposed to be tough guys. One swishes his tail, swinging his hips to make a sort of snow angel in the dirt.

      Mikhail looks appalled at the idea of a party, but Bronan shrugs. “Let’s get a pit dug. We’ll prepare a feast and hope the strange townspeople will join us.”

      The strange townspeople look appalled.

      “Break out the ale!” Someone shouts.

      Mikhail starts to smile. “I guess I’ll show you which animals taste best roasted. I’d hate for you to roast cat.”

      “Is it tasty?” Skiden asks.

      “No! They’re adorable little snuggly creatures,” I say. “Pets!”

      “I’ll take two.” He winks at me.

      “Never fear, my love!” Villi says, taking the tiny sword out of his sheath and slicing through the air. “I shall bring your catfood to you!”

      Eww.

      “Come, Villi,” Skiden says. “Let’s go wrestle the tupiks up for everyone to settle into.”

      “And I shall keep guard tonight,” Villi says excitedly. “Keep my human safe. I’ll take first watch.”

      “First watch is the most important,” Skiden says. “It’s from when the sun goes down to when your human falls into the furs.”

      Aww. He’s giving Villi the easiest watch.

      Despite their brave words, the clan keeps the noise level toned down. They offer food to anyone who passes by and while no one accepts, someone leaves an offering of a basket of bread and mashed potatoes near the pit.

      Tiran whispers to Bronan, who whispers to Mikhail, and I see the flash of a silver scanner as he runs it over the food. I guess with what happened to Tiran’s father, no one wants a repeat.

      But as the sun sinks down and tints the city with a glorious shade of copper, all my clansmembers stare at the sunset bemused. And like a miracle, humans begin step out of the woodwork. They must have been watching us all day. The principal of our school is grinning at a Bronian, who asks if our sunsets are always such a strange color. Then the Bronian begins to explain that our skies are yellow on Pimeon.

      Other curious people step in and start to mingle. Oh, they’re not right in the middle of things, more like on the edges of the grounds, but it’s a start. Curiosity comes before acceptance.

      “River,” Mikhail calls.

      He’s standing near the pods with a woman who’s just an inch shorter than me. Her hair is cut shorter, to her shoulders, and she chews her lip nervously. She wears a bandana over her hair, but the few pieces that are loose are dark, though not as dark as mine. She’s a busty thing, kind of like me. I feel an instant alliance because I’m sure she had the same problems I had of being accused of tempting men. Or maybe it’s because she looks vaguely familiar.

      Tiran and I cut through the crowds to get there.

      “This is Isabel. She moved here about five years ago and cleans the church.”

      “Nice to meet you. I thought you looked familiar. I must have seen you there.”

      She looks down nervously. “I’ve seen you around. But we’ve never met.”

      “We haven’t?”

      Her eyes fill with tears. “No.”

      “Isabel is fourteen years older than you,” Mikhail says gently.

      I’m not sure why he’s telling me her age, but it seems kind of personal.

      “Okay,” I breathe and can’t help but wonder what I’m missing.

      “You look alike,” Tiran whispers softly and it dawns on me.

      “Oh, my God.”

      She’s blinking rapidly, her chest rising and falling as she nods. “I—I wasn’t married, of course. My daddy sent me to my aunt’s to ‘lose weight’ and she lived on the other side of the commune, while we lived to the south of it. She was married and could take care of you. I knew I could float the basket down river and she would get it. But the basket never came, and I couldn’t stand it, knowing I must have drowned my own baby. Even though Aunt Elsa and I had practiced it for months beforehand with a sack of flour. Nothing should have gone wrong. Except then I heard a new addition was added to the commune. A blessing, they said, because the man’s three wives hadn’t borne him any children. He must have watched for months while we practiced floating the basket and decided to intervene that day. But I was married off and my new husband wasn’t interested in commune living. But when Trevor died five years ago, I came.”

      “You were two years past your birthing years, so you didn’t have to take another husband,” I say flatly. At least not by commune standards.

      “No,” she says.

      We’re both quiet for a moment.

      “Did you at least have a happy marriage?”

      She smiles and it’s not an expression of joy. “My daddy made me marry him because he was too poor for more than one wife and his had passed. And…” her voice drops to a whisper as she glances at me. “I was fertile. Obviously.”

      “Did you have any more?” I whisper back.

      “No.”

      “So, he was unhappy.”

      She nods and swallows like she’s glad she didn’t have to say it.

      “You live here now?” I wave behind me. Kind of ironic that she moved here knowing I lived in the commune and now she’s here and I’m gone.

      Again, she nods and bites her lip.

      “Does your aunt still live in the next town?”

      She shakes her head.

      “No one here that needs you?”

      She shakes her head again.

      “As a matter of fact,” Mikhail says, “it’s a little ironic that Isabel is free. Lilaina, the First Lady, has allowed for a family member to travel back and forth. During the last match, there was a woman named Tera who was about to refuse because she worried about her brother remaining here. Lilaina wanted to fix that.”

      “Tera? A dancer? With a silver collar that made her dance?”

      Mikhail looks right at me. “The collar didn’t actually make her dance. She was already a dancer. The collar kept her from leaving her home unless it was turned off. You know her?”

      “Sort of. I didn’t actually get to meet her. She was supposed to be my stepmother, but the President decided she wasn’t to be given to Father after all.”

      “That was your father?” Mikhail looks aghast.

      “Y—yes. You know the woman? I wondered what happened to her.”

      “She’s happily mated to Relion, a captain of the Adroki clan. They have a little one they named Telilah.”

      “The Adroki? We know them.” I squeeze Tiran’s hand.

      “I’m glad she mated.”

      “You know,” Tiran says, rubbing his chin. “With your technology…”

      “Oh, no. I can feel something bad is coming,” Mikhail teases.

      “There’s a portrait of River hanging across from her patron’s desk. It would be nice to replace it. Maybe a portrait of one with me and River standing next to Tera, his lost mate, and her own Adroki warrior? A happy family who have found each other?”

      Mikhail grins. “I’ll send them a message and I’m pretty sure we can get that printed off and wrapped up as a gift.”

      “In the meantime, would you like to come back with us?” I ask Isabel. “I’d like to get to know you a little. If you’re not comfortable with that, I’m sure you could come back here.”

      “There’s nothing here to return to,” she says quickly and for the first time she smiles.

      Oh, God. There’s something so familiar about her lopsided smile. She smiles with the left side of her face—the way I smile now.
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RIVER
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      “Why don’t we have parties like this more often?” Tera asks. She looks stunning in a hot pink bikini that is shocking in both color and lack of fabric. A gift from the Britonians to all their Pimeon mates.

      Me, Isabel, and Tera are lined up on lounge chairs, sucking on cool drinks, watching the others swim. Isabel’s bikini is cobalt blue, mine is a hussy’s scarlet. It’s fabulous.

      I finally met Tera and the other ladies of the Adroki clan. When Mikhail told Tera we were heading to the Adroki village to visit with Lilaina and Tessa before our return to Slevke, she and Relion and another dancer, Anya and her mate, Jaire, decided to come for a visit too. But then Tera’s mother, Christina, heard, and well, she’s married to another Adroki captain named Elex. I guess these are all the famous captains that Juris was complaining he needed more of. It ended up being such a large party that it was almost sad when it was over, and we all left for our separate homes.

      Isabel—my mom—is having a blast for the first time in her life. She’d gotten to meet the Adroki before and has no qualms with being among strangers, which I worried about. It’s hard to think of her as my mom because Maman Sheesla has taken us both under her wing. She thinks of me and Isabel as more like sisters and is happy to have two daughters along with her three sons. Isabel is considering following in Maman’s footsteps and becoming a breeder. According to her, her biological clock is ticking, and she wants to have a few kish to raise before time runs out. But when I mention there are males interested in mating, she gets a wary look in her eye and tells me she’s too old for that.

      She’s in her thirties. It makes me sad, and I know one day we’ll talk about what happened with my birth and her marriage, but for right now, we’re just having fun getting to know each other.

      “Isn’t this why we decided to have this new holiday every six months?” I ask Tera, sucking the cool alcoholic drink up from my straw. We made up our own holiday in line with Mikhail’s Match Program. He allowed Earth maidens a six-month time frame to experience a new life and in celebration of that, every six months we will travel to the Adroki village, our place, or Eden, the city back on Earth where the human dancers live with some of their mates, to celebrate our Match holiday.

      Today, a mere few months after deciding we’d create this holiday, they traveled over to Slevke for the first party, bringing their Tiiblets and babies and as many people who wanted to come.

      It’s summertime here and we’re all camping out in the middle of the valley in tupiks. It’s like a honeymoon all over again for me and Tiran.

      “I mean, I love Mikhail to death, but imagine if he would have set the Match Program probation period at three months. We could have that many more parties,” Tera says and both me and Isabel giggle.

      And then my two brothers-in-mates drift over and I’m sure they’re here to cause trouble.

      “You know you’re the only person in the world who has six mamans, River?” Bronan says, flicking water at me from his tentacles. “Our human is spoiled,” he says to Skiden, who grins.

      “Wait, six?” Tera asks.

      “Mmm. Our maman, you, the three hags dressed in pink vomit from Earth, and…Isabelli.”

      Oh, my. The way he utters her name about makes me shoot up in my seat, but then Tera starts laughing at the idea or the way he said my Earth mothers dressed in vomit, and I think I’m the only one who notices the way he says my real mother’s name in that yearning tone of voice.

      “I’m more like her young stepmother,” Tera says.

      “I’m more like her young mother,” Isabel says and they both cackle. Each one extends a palm to each other, reaching over me, to high-five each other.

      “And the three hags from Earth would just as soon drown me so they don’t count,” I mention, just to keep the attention away from the odd way Bronan considers my mom. Because if Isabel suspects, she’ll start running and never look back.

      Maman comes by with another tray of drinks for us. “Good thing I have Maman,” I say, blowing her a kiss as she hands me a drink. I scoot over on my extra-wide chair so she can sit with me.

      She runs her tentacle up my leg in a comforting gesture, then turns to Bronan. “Make yourself useful! Ask the ladies if they’d like to swim. We don’t want any of the fair Earth maidens to get overheated in this sun.”

      “Well, considering two of the fair Earth maidens are taken, I don’t feel the need to fend off their jealous mates,” Bronan says.

      “Take Isabel then. She doesn’t have a jealous mate,” I say, and look straight at him. I want him to know that I know of his interest. His stare falters briefly.

      “Yes, take Isabel,” Maman says, clapping gleefully. “Like River, she probably can’t swim. And the depths of our waters have so much for her to enjoy.”

      Tera and I shoot each other looks because we both know what Isabel doesn’t—the intimate act of blowing breath into humans.

      Bronan huffs like it’s a big deal and with a scowl holds his hand out for Isabel to take. She laughs and I’m sure the only reason she takes it is because he’s acting like he’s put out with Maman’s instructions. But she’s as casual with him as she is with anyone, and I wonder if she’s the only one unaware of his interest.

      Nope. The twinkle in Maman’s eye as she takes Isabel’s spot on the next chair says it all. “Wanted her chair. It’s wonderful for an old female like me to get off her aching tentacles,” she mutters to me and Tera.

      Tera snorts. “Hard to think of you as an old woman with the way you drink like a sailor.”

      Maman chokes on Isabel’s drink she’s sipping.

      I can’t help but laugh at their antics.

      “Momma!” A purple toddler gasps out between laughs as she comes running by on scrambling tentacles, followed by her uncle, Kenny, who’s giggling just as hard as he chases her.

      And then Tera is swept off the lounge chair by her mate, Relion, who chases after Kenny and their child, Telilah, with Tera in his arms.

      So Skiden takes Tera’s spot. “It’s okay, Maman. I will be the one to help you finish off these drinks when River dumps us too.”

      “I’m not giving up my spot or drink,” I say, and take a long slurp just to prove him wrong.

      He snorts like he knows something I don’t.

      “Are you sure about that, my love?”

      Tiran’s voice comes from behind me. He wasn’t due back until dinner time since he went to get a specialty meat.

      I jump up and fling myself into his arms. “Baby! I thought you were hunting for the food. The saimhi everyone wants to eat?”

      “I got it,” he says casually, making my mouth drop. It’s not easy to hunt the huge creature. It provides a lot of meat, but it swims so deep in the ocean and it’s vicious to take down.

      Skiden snorts. “Showoff. I helped.”

      But Tiran grins. “He helped me by watching.”

      I laugh and curl my legs around his waist as he takes me to the water’s edge.

      “My love. My love!” Villi calls excitedly from the shallow end, where he and other Tiiblets float. He’s waving his little arm up in the air to get my attention.

      I blow my Tiiblet a kiss and he settles down with his little friends, a pleased smile on his face. He’s so damn cute. Tiran laughed earlier because I insisted on smoothing “human sunscreen” into his body before he went out to play with his friends. Their mouths hung open while I massaged my little fellow and I’m not sure why, but when I was done, Villi walked with his back straighter, a little prouder as he joined them with his skin sparkly white, a line of zinc oxide striped across his wrinkly forehead.

      “You’re good with your Tiiblet, sweet,” Tiran says, kissing my nose. “You’re good with everyone around you.”

      “I love my life here. To think less than a year ago, I stood over the river, trying to talk myself into jumping in. It was the lowest point of my life.”

      “The Goddess knew. She brought you to me. And in turn, gave me the greatest gift of mine.”

      “I wish you could have gotten to know your father. I’m sorry he’s gone.”

      “He’s not. I feel him everywhere around me. I like to think he chose to forego a patron relationship in life in exchange for a lingering presence after death. I feel him whenever I hunt, whenever I sew, whenever I swim.”

      It’s so sweet and heartwarming, I lean my forehead to his for a moment.

      “Are you going to get the results from Mikhail?”

      “I already did. He was poisoned, as we all suspected. I’m sure we all know who. But to share the results with the clan doesn’t bring him back. It just dampens Bronan’s regime and brings strife to our people. While it may thrust me into leading the clan, is that what we want? Because I think my brother makes a great leader. Right now, we have Ornan where he can’t do harm. In the outskirts of the village, hunting in his later years when he’d already gone soft. He knows, just like we do, it’s a shorter life sentence. When the Goddess is ready, she’ll take him.”

      “That’s the way your father would have led.”

      He nods. “My patron was a wise man. He always spoke his truth, even when it wasn’t popular. He didn’t want to raise kish and instead of pretending he did, he simply gave my maman what she wanted. The right to raise her own son. I think because of my patron, a lot of the members of the clan no longer worry about speaking their mind, no matter how it goes against social norms.”

      “Do you feel cheated by not having a patron?”

      “No. How can I? My life is full and rich with wealth. And while no one else sees this other side of Bronan, he shows me differently. He speaks of the days of getting to know my patron. Bronan was older and in training to be clan leader. It was his job to mingle with all members. He gives me a first-hand account of my patron like I was the one present getting to know him. I think he knew someday he would pass along the knowledge, and he memorized every detail, every conversation to relay back to me one day.”

      It’s true, Bronan and Tiran have gotten so much closer. The three brothers often go hunting together, leaving me, maman, and Isabel alone. I thought they were letting the girls get to know each other, but maybe they needed to get to know each other too.

      “I love you, Tiran of the Brona clan. I love the male that you’ve become. I love that you make my life complete.”

      “I love you, Mate of the Brona clan. I love your strength, your bravery, and I crave you with every breath I take.”

      When his lips find mine, I’m barely aware of the Tiiblets cheering.

      

      
        
        The End~
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      Thank you for reading Book 6, River & Tiran’s story! I hope you loved it! It was a rough one to get out since recovering from Covid and then falling right into the holidays. But it’s finally here.

      Thank you for all the reviews that you leave! A couple of people wondered what would happen now that the world has been changed by the actions of President Eric Montgomery. It spurred me on to write the world without him, so I hope this book answered that for you!

      Shell left a review and thought book four, Wanting The Monster, had a perfect ending and wanted to see the love that blooms between Christina and Elex next. Right now that’s a short story and I’m considering expanding it when the rights revert to me in a few months.

      Another “Amazon customer” left a review saying she was tired of the drama in these books and doesn’t have the emotional energy to deal with it. May I suggest some of my other works? Try Space Babies and My Alien baby for some silly, comedic romance. If humor isn’t your thing, try Zearn for some alien love without as much drama. Though it’s an older series, I also have my Blue Barbarians you might like.

      There are still a lot of stories to tell but I only know if they’re being well-received by the reviews you leave, so thank you all for taking the extra time to do that! I have a couple of other projects going on (including an Orc collaboration with some amazing authors) but Isabel and Bronan sound like an interesting story, don’t they? We’ll see!

      Feel free to follow on Facebook or Instagram and sign up for my newsletter on my website to get news about upcoming book release dates and even free bonus material exclusive for you. Not to mention contests or books by friends! No spamming, ever. Just an effort to keep you in the loop. And please read on to see if you’d be interested in any of my other books. Thank you again for recommending, sharing and most of all, loving my books!

      Rena

    

  







            The Matched Series

          

          

      

    

    






CATCH UP WITH BOOKS 1, 2, 3, 4, & 5!

        

      

    

    
      The gorgeous species called Britonians had left their planet with a dying sun. They reached an agreement with Earth to clean up our ruined planet with their modern technology in exchange for a new place to live. If it were up to women, we’d allow them to live just to look at them. The Brits are amazing, gold skin, tall and muscular, like avenging angels. Like alien Greek gods.

      When they hear that most of our men died in the third World War, leaving the sexes vastly mismatched, they offer to begin a Match Program with a distant planet in need of females. It will be completely professional, personality-matching, compatibility, and the possibility of procreation. Plus, the human females will have a guaranteed choice after six months: Remain with your alien mate or come home to Earth.

      None of us expected the gorgeous alien species to introduce us to horrifying monsters.

      

      
        	Book 1—Matched To The Monster—Juris & Lilaina’s story

        	Book 2—Matched To The Monster, Too—Stratek & Tessa’s story

        	Book 3—Wanted By The Monster—Jaire & Anya’s story

        	Book 4—Wanting The Monster—Relion & Tessa’s story

        	Book 5—My Monster, My Choice—Christina & Elex’s story (A stand-alone novelette)

        	Book 6—My Matched Monster—River & Tiran’s story
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STRANDED WITH AN ALIEN SERIES (A SCI-FI HOLIDAY TAIL)

        

      

    

    
      A mysterious alien planet celebrates their own version of merry holidays. Their wonderful gift-giving idea? Earth ladies as stocking stuffers.

      Alyssa: As one of the few female Earthians who works in space, I’m not about to give up my career for marriage and babies. I scorn the idiots who created the podcast “Earth Girls Are Horny.” Unfortunately, they’ve gone viral in a whole new way, calling unwanted attention from galaxies far, far away. The planet Thropian is one secretive and unknown planet who are paying big money to have a bride shipped in a pod to drop down in time for their holiday games. And our horny Earth girls? The volunteers are a mile long, even when it’s unknown what the mysterious Thropians look like.

      Just not me. No, my job is to test the pod before the actual prize is sent. I’ll earn a boatload of money for not being a bride.
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      Zearn:  A mate is the last thing on my mind, especially one from a dismal planet who offer themselves to complete strangers as prizes. The utter arrogance is astounding. But when a female lands in the danger zone of our competitive Twelve Days of Cheneca, I’m dispatched as the lead hunter to track her down, and to keep her safe. I do not expect a female who is as much a warrior as me.

      A female who is worthy of me. A prize who marries me in the traditional way during the celebrations of our holidays.

      With her mouth.

      

      * This book is part of the Stranded With an Alien shared world TBR 11/11/22.
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BOULDER BEAR SHIFTERS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She’s on the run from a monster. But I’m here to protect her. No one ever expected me to fail.

      

      

      

      Maddie had a plan to run away from her ex-husband. She never expected to leave late and have to stay at a small mountain lodge last minute. She didn’t expect the owner to be sexy and grumpy–or to shift into a bear right before her eyes. Now that she did see it, though, he isn’t going to let her go. But this time, being held captive has a completely different meaning. He’s caring and protective and she doesn’t want to run. This time, she’s found a family.

      

      Until the life she ran from threatens to invade. Can the bears protect her? Or will she pay the price for daring to leave?

      

      Boulder Bear Shifters – Maddie Mine
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LOST & FOUND SERIES BY RENA MARKS, A. BLAKE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Ivory Bellows fell down a well. Ivory Bellows woke up in hell. Better listen to the big blue giant, zip your lip, and hush. Better not stare at his son who makes you blush.

      

      

      

      …Imagine if you were a giant, fifteen-foot alien from another planet and found a strange being unconscious in a foreign object...a flying pod. The creature is tiny enough to be a child and you’d have such a big heart, you’d want to adopt this poor orphaned child, right?

      Only...what if the full-grown human you found didn’t know she was your child? What if she thought she was your dinner instead?

      The Raza are a people full of honor, faith, and family. Especially Havak of the Jaha clan. His first yun is of his heart, not his blood. But when his mate dies and his beloved yun goes off into the world to study other people and languages, the Creators give him a second chance at life. He happens upon a strange little yun of a species unlike anything he’s ever seen.

      A strange, five-fingered species.

      When the yun wakes and screams, he gives her a bub-bub, wraps her in a pu-pu, and packs her in his sket to bring home.

      His huge heart is filled with love for his second adopted yun.

      Ivory Bellows wakes up in a strange land filled with blue giants. They threaten her in their strange language, shove a plug in her mouth to keep her quiet and take her home to fatten her up. And marinate her. They must marinate her when she sleeps, because she’s swollen and always needs to pee.

      Oh, God. She’s dinner. It’s only a matter of time until they decide when.

      But when a hot new alien arrives, the only way she can keep sane is to pretend he’s her husband and she’s his wife and everything is hunky-dory fine.

      Thank God this new arrival, Iik, doesn’t know her language.

      Yet.
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BOOK 1 OF THE PURPLE PEOPLE SERIES
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        * * *

      

      An antiquated ship, rotating through the galaxy of a deserted planet, bears immediate investigation.

      Helian Six boards the abandoned vessel to find the long-lost inhabitants in a state of stasis. But the systems are failing, and half a dozen have woken up. The planet below shows long dead bodies, poisoned by the scum of space, a species known as Gorgians.

      Strangely, the few who have awakened are much smaller than their planetary predecessors. And not very intelligent. Determined to believe the cute, tiny beings are not pets, the crew of Helian Six decide to train the small warriors to defend the planet. They become the laughingstock of patrol, however, after they commit and realize it will take twenty-two cycles to “rear” the inhabitants.

      So they do what any intelligent males would do. Kidnap teachers. And if the females can’t manage to avert their eyes from their buff physiques, well, score!

      

      
        	Book 1—Space Babies

        	Book 2—Baby Soldiers In Space

        	Book 3—Baby Butterfly Kisses

        	Book 4—Titi

        	Book 5—Rock-A-Bye Babies In Space

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Xeno Sapiens

          

        

      

    

    
      Catch up with the first novel in the series! The original Xeno Sapiens story.

      Futuristic earth finds alien DNA and creates a new species of hybrids in hidden labs. It’s up to two small females to teach these beings they’re worthy, and beautiful, and loved…and to save them from mankind.

      My name is Dr. Robyn Saraven. Earth has changed greatly in recent years, the governments of the world merging into one united front, the Global Government. Disease, starvation, and prejudice have been eradicated from our existence, and it appears our growth as spiritual beings is finally on track.

      But the discovery of alien DNA pairs a prestigious research facility with our government to create new beings. Suddenly our spiritual growth is halted when mankind plays God. Like old Earth, our modern-day world has to deal with prejudice, corruption, and greed.

      Or was it always there, lurking beneath the surface?

      

      Book 1—Xeno Sapiens

      Book 2—Earth-Ground

      Book 3—Siren

      Book 4—Beast’s Beauty

      Book 5—Almost Human

      Book 6—Forbidden Touches

      Book 7—Coveting Ava

      Book 8—For Everly

      Book 9—Assassin’s Mate

      Book 10—Sextet

      Book 11—Tempting Tempest

      Book 12—Falling For Trance

      Book 13—Damaged Goods

      Book 14—Alien’s Bride

      Book 15—Dual Lives

      Book 16—Reson’s Lesson

      Book 17—A Mate For Max

      Book 18—Dragon’s Mate

      Book 19—Fated

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Alien Stolen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rena Marks

      

      

      

      Our world is different from anything we’ve ever known. Years ago, aliens came to live among us. They claim to be the good guys, and yet every day, humans go missing—never to be heard from again.

      Sian and her family resist the leadership of the new regime, along with dozens of other factions across the world. However, without electricity, they’re at a loss as to how to communicate with each other to band together for strength in numbers. For that reason, they fight alone. When her father and best friend are captured by the military, she pretends to be a pleasure worker to infiltrate the base. Unbeknownst to her, a pleasure worker has been summoned to service a new breed of alien—one with a known weakness. Sex drains his strength.

      None of the militia realizes that when a Nisibian comes across his mate, he doesn’t lose his power…but instead transfers it to her.

      Drunk on the power of being a female Rambo, Sian decides to steal the massive alien for herself. This much power at her fingertips could tip the scales in the resistance fight for humans.
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      Book 1 in the Blue Barbarian series.

      Alien abductions are real.

      I was the third female awakened aboard the spacecraft that specialized in kidnapping females. Their mission? To sell us to other galaxies.

      Human female Numbers One and Two didn’t make it, but I was lucky. I was able to comprehend the instruction from Drakar, a caged abductee from the planet Blaedonia. I live only because of his warning to me not to fight the aliens who have me on the table. Together, we formulate a plan for escape for both us and the ten other unawakened Earthlings.

      Lucky for Drakar, the spaceship crash-lands back on his planet. Unlucky for the Earthlings, we’ll never be able to travel back home.

      We’ll have to learn to adapt.

      

      Book 1—Abducted

      Book 2—Stranded

      Book 3—Taken

      Book 4—Captive

      Book 5—Stolen

      Book 6—Betrayed
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      The Sirian galaxy has blown itself up during a war that mimicked that of the destruction of her own planet, Terra. No stranger to slavery, Arian has escaped from the planet Zeta where she’s been raised to breed royalty.

      The Artificial Intelligence is a collective unit from the Sirian Planet B. They’d warned the leaders that a civil war would destroy the galaxy to no avail. In order to escape being destroyed along with the rest, they inserted their intelligence into the computer system.

      Imagine Arian’s surprise when she encounters a huge piece of chipped planet, which her computer claims to have ancient Sirian artifacts buried in its hollowed core.

      Nothing can possibly be alive. The contamination gases from the nuclear war have destroyed everything in sight. But Arian is a scavenger, and these are ancient artifacts…

      Unfortunately, her hacked computer never tells her the artifacts are actually metal skeletons whose bodies need to be grown into dangerously hot men.
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      In 1692, a starship carrying volunteers arrived on planet Earth near a small town called Salem, Massachusetts. The long journey across many light years caused the female inhabitants aboard drastic memory loss. It was already known when they would arrive on Earth, they would have no memories of who and what they really were. They would be as helpless as newborn lambs.

      The goal was to breed with Earthlings, to prevent their own race from dying out. If it was successful, years later more Stargazers would be sent to co-exist with the humans on Planet Earth.

      But alas—the females were slaughtered.

      

      Book 1—The Hunter

      Dante and Kele

      Book 2 —The Enforcer

      Diamond and Felicia

      Book 3 —The Defender

      Hayze and Cassio

      Book 4 —The Protector

      Neo and Jessie

      Book 5 —The Guardian

      Vesta and Bay

      Book 6 —The Destroyer

      Jace and Mia
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      My Matched Monster

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

      MY MATCHED MONSTER

      Copyright December 2022 Rena Marks

      

      
        
        License Notes:

      

      

      

      This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. With the exception of quotes used in reviews, this book may not be reproduced, resold, or given away to other people, or used in whole or in part by any means existing without written permission from the publisher. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      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- except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews- without permission in writing from the author.

      Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded or distributed via the Internet or any other means, electronic or print, without the publisher’s permission. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000. (http://www.fbi.gov/ipr/). Please purchase only authorized electronic or print editions and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted material. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

      This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the authors’ imagination and used fictitiously.
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