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      Mads + Odessa = 4EVA

      Except forever ended when Mads kissed Odessa, bit her, and then ghosted her.

      Twelve years later, he’s back and looking to pick up where they left off.

      Um, no thank you. Odessa has more to think about than her own heart. She’s now a single mom and can’t afford to get involved with a man with a track record of vanishing.

      It doesn’t matter that he’s haunted her dreams for years. Or that when they’re together, she feels like she can finally breathe. And it certainly doesn’t matter that her traitorous body craves his touch.

      Besides, Mads hoards secrets like they’re made of chocolate.

      One, he’s an alien shifter. Like he turns into a reindeer with antlers and everything.

      Two, that bite made them bonded mates.

      And the third secret is the most dangerous of all.

      How can they have a second chance at love when the sins of the past threaten to tear them apart?

    

  


  
    
      The authors of Starr Huntress were given a challenge: give readers a reindeer shifter in your holiday story. We all agreed to call our shifters "reilendeer" and decided they bring good cheer to the world around them... and then we went crazy! You might notice differences about the world and abilities of the reilendeer from story to story, and that’s because each author has put her own spin on the challenge. Now it’s time to grab your eggnog, cuddle up by the fire, and enjoy these steamy alien shifters.

      

      Content Warning:

      I normally don’t pay content warnings any mind, but this book has some stuff in it that’s different from my other books. I thought a heads-up would be good.

      ● Physical and verbal abuse of a child

      ● Alcoholism

      ● Violence against women

      ● Abduction

      ● Murder - like four of them.

      ● On page sex (because I like what I like).

      

      The child abuse happens in one scene early on and is referred to throughout the book. Things start out rough for Mads and Odessa but they get their well-earned Happily Ever After.
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      Odessa

      Twenty Years Ago

      

      Following the high silvery sounds of a flute, Odessa stomped through the leaves littering the forest floor. Her mom warned her not to wander too far and made her wear the ugly orange sweater for the hunters, but Odessa wasn’t scared. She walked the deer trails hundreds of times and knew this part of the forest like it had been etched onto her bones. She’d seen loads of interesting things, mostly bunnies, deer, and foxes, but she never heard music like this.

      The thin, wavering notes sounded like something out of a dream, a dream she wanted to remember but forgot when she woke. The music pulled her toward a clearing.

      A boy wearing antlers sat on a fallen log. His eyes were closed as he played. He had dark hair, shaved at the sides but wild on top.

      The song repeated. Odessa wanted to sway in place or dance or sing, needing to be part of what the boy created.

      His eyes opened and he dropped the flute.

      “Don’t stop. I liked it,” she said.

      He grabbed the flute—only the black metal tube didn’t look like a flute but she hadn’t seen a flute in real life, so what did she know—and jumped up from the log, clutching the instrument to his chest.

      “Your headband is really cool. It looks so real,” she said.

      They stared at each other, the girl in the bright orange sweater and the boy with antlers.

      “You can touch them if you want,” he said. His words were clumsy and heavy with an accent, like English was not his first language.

      Her fingers brushed the antlers, finding them soft, almost as if they were coated in velvet. This close, she realized she was a little taller than him and he smelled nice, like pine needles and smoke.

      “I haven’t seen you in school before. Did you just move here? I’m Odessa, by the way. I’m ten and I live over there.” She pointed toward her home.

      “I’m home-schooled,” he said. “I like your sweater. The color, I mean. It’s bright, like you.”

      Odessa smiled because she knew no one liked the ugly orange sweater and he was lying to be nice. “I like you too. Where do you live? Do you want to come to my house? We can play Mario.”

      “My father said I’m not ready to meet humans yet.” He paused, then added, “Or strangers.” The boy frowned, trying to think around the problem.

      “We’re not strangers. I’m Odessa Muller. My parents own the grocery store in town. We know everyone,” she said with authority.

      “I’m Mads Sommerfeldt. Maybe you can come to my house and then we won’t be strangers.”

      The girl with the ugly sweater and the boy with the antlers walked out of the forest, hand-in-hand, friends but also strangers.
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        * * *

      

      Eighteen Years Ago

      

      “Mads, come here for a minute.” Dad popped open the trunk and motioned for Mads to join him.

      Odessa saw the pair of ice skates he put in the trunk that morning. Saying nothing, she hauled her own skates over her shoulder and made for the bench.

      “Odessa’s cousin plays hockey. He outgrew these. I thought they might do for you.” Dad held out a pair of obviously not-used hockey skates.

      Mads’ eyes went wide, then narrowed, like he was trying to decide if the gift of skates was amazing or an insult. He clutched his old pair of skates, cracked black pleather held together by pride, to his chest. They barely fit and Odessa just didn’t understand why Mads’ dad didn’t get him a new pair.

      “It’s just a thought,” Dad said, closing the trunk.

      “No!” Mads muttered something in Norwegian—he was so cute when he did that—and nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Hurry up, I wanna skate,” Odessa said, lacing up her boots.

      “Wanna race? I bet I’ll be super fast in these.” Mads flopped down on the bench, already kicking off his worn sneakers.

      “Pfft. I’m so much faster than you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fourteen Years Ago

      

      Evening provided no relief from the sweltering summer heat. Odessa lay on the grass next to Mads, their heated skin nearly touching. She ignored the pricks and pokes as the dry, brittle blades scratched against her bare arms. In the midst of a drought, the world took on a wilted, browning tint. They needed rain, desperately, but the cloudless skies provided the perfect canvas for stargazing.

      “That one is Capricorn. It’s like an upside-down triangle,” he said, pointing to a cluster of stars.

      She tried. She really did, but her imagination couldn’t connect the dots. “I don’t see it.”

      “It’s like a ram’s head with the horns.”

      “Just looks like a bunch of dots,” she said. Beautiful dots, but dots.

      “How about Cygnus? It’s like a cross with wobbly arms.” He oscillated his arms to demonstrate.

      “Nope.”

      “Constellations are really important. It’s how ancient civilizations used to navigate. That’s your heritage up there.” He sounded so serious, so intense that she couldn’t help but turn her head to look at him.

      Soft moonlight glowed on his face, highlighting the sharpness of his cheeks and the fullness of his lips. Black lashes drew attention to icy blue eyes, the dark contrast captivating. His dark hair tumbled over his forehead in uncontrolled waves.

      No one should be that pretty.

      His gaze caught hers and the moment stretched out. He smiled and a warm, melty sensation unrelated to the heat overcame her. Was he going to kiss her? Did she want him to kiss her? Yes. Yes. So much. Panic briefly fluttered in her chest, unsure what to do to let a boy know he should kiss her. She licked her lips, his eyes focused on her mouth.

      “We’ve got GPS now. If I ever have to navigate by starlight, I’m screwed,” she said, wincing at her words.

      Smooth.

      He laughed, turning his gaze back to the stars. Odessa sighed with relief. Crushing on her best friend was stressful beyond belief. She needed to get over it because he didn’t think of her the same way. Well, she assumed so. Not that she’d ever have the balls to confess her feelings. So embarrassing.

      “I wonder which one I’m from,” he said.

      “We’re from Earth, ya dork.”

      “One hundred percent Earthling.” He grinned, turning that overwhelming beauty toward her, and she felt like the most important girl in the universe. There was no getting over that addictive rush.

      His grin vanished and the intensity of his gaze ratcheted up until the air practically vibrated with tension between them. Odessa licked her lips, aware that Mads tracked the progress of her tongue.

      She leaned in. He leaned in. This was it. This was happening.

      “Mads—”

      “But what if I was an alien?”

      He pulled away and ran a hand up the back of his head, mussing his hair. She rolled her eyes and the tension vanished.

      “You’re not an alien. Everyone feels that way.” That was like Teenager 101. Basic stuff.

      “My family’s not from here. Sometimes it feels like I’ll never find my place.”

      “Your family’s from Norway, not Mars.”

      “Something like that,” he muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Thirteen Years Ago

      

      Odessa sipped from the bottle of light beer, grimacing. Mads shoved the bottle in her hand, despite knowing the vile brew did nothing for her.

      Speaking of⁠—

      Her best friend and invitation to this cool kids’ party had vanished on her. That had been happening more and more often. They no longer hung out in the same social circles at school and new, more popular people wanted his attention. At least he thought to invite her in the first place but giving her a beer bottle to clutch all night wouldn’t make her cool or able to speak without saying something embarrassing.

      Moving like an invisible wraith through the crowd, she found the kitchen and dumped the beer down the sink. She rinsed the bottle out and filled it with tap water.

      She didn’t know how Mads did it. Despite being incredibly dorky, his natural charisma drew people in. Or maybe he always seemed so interested in what people had to say, always asking questions. She didn’t know what it was, but she knew she didn’t have it.

      “What are you doing?”

      Odessa turned around, her cheeks burning, and tried to hide the water-filled bottle behind her back.

      Jamie Becker, Mr. Varsity Football and genetic superstar with his all-American good looks, watched her with amusement. “Are you pretending to drink beer?”

      “No. I mean, I was going to, but I haven’t yet, so technically no,” she managed, stumbling over her words.

      “Technically no.” He grabbed the bottle from her and examined the label. “Well, this is practically water anyway. No harm, no foul,” he said, returning the bottle to her.

      She clutched it to her chest, unsure what to say.

      He planted a hand on either side of her, gripping the counter, and leaned in. He smelled nice. Well, it smelled of cigarettes and stale beer, but under that, the him part of his odor, was nice, like milkshakes and bubblegum.

      “How about we get out of here?” he asked.

      “But the party⁠—”

      “My friends are only interested in drinking until they puke and that’s boring. Let’s go somewhere quiet, where you don’t have to pretend to drink beer. I want to know what goes on in your head, Odessa Muller.”

      Wait, Jamie Becker was interested in her? No way. No freaking way. Popular, good-looking guys like Jamie didn’t give dorky girls like her a second glance, but here he was, practically undressing her with his eyes.

      Odessa shifted, uncomfortable with the sudden attention.

      “There you are!” Mads appeared at her side, frowning at Jamie. “We have to leave.”

      “Now?” She took a swig from the water-filled bottle, trying to play it cool, even though she desperately wanted to go only minutes ago.

      “Now,” Mads said.

      “I can take her home,” Jamie said. He and Mads stared at each other like two wolves working out who was the alpha.

      “My parents will freak out if I’m not home soon,” she said, breaking the tension.

      “Are you sure?” Jamie touched her lightly on the elbow and Mads snarled. “What the hell, man? Relax. I’m just being friendly.”

      “Let’s go.”

      As Mads pulled her away, she tossed a weak smile over her shoulder to a confused Jamie.
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        * * *

      

      Twelve Years Ago

      

      “Dessa, wake up.” Cool breath blew across her face, tickling her nose.

      “Stop it,” she said, refusing to open her eyes.

      “Wake up before I drag you out of this bed,” Mads said. He would. He’d done it before, grabbing her by an ankle and pulling until her butt hit the floor.

      Odessa reluctantly opened her eyes, finding Mads’ grinning face inches from hers. “How the hell did you get in my room?”

      “Through the window.” Mads hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

      “I’m on the fourth floor.”

      He snorted. “Like that was a challenge.”

      “So many questions.” She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “One, some best friend you are. I was sleeping.”

      “Not a question, and you were sleeping the day away. Come on. We have things to do.” He jumped up, wearing worn jeans that hung low off his hips and a thin T-shirt. The shirt rode up, exposing his firm stomach and the dark trail of hair leading down⁠—

      Down, girl. Mads was her best friend and he didn’t think of her that way. Unfortunately. When they were younger, he climbed through her bedroom window and crawled into bed with her—granted, that hadn’t happened since they were twelve—but it always remained strictly platonic. Clothes on, no touching other than fighting for mattress space and the blanket. They weren’t kids anymore.

      Oh, and she was in college now and lived an hour away.

      “Question two, what are you doing here? You should be at work.” She wore reindeer-printed pajama pants and an oversized T-shirt. Super seductive, right?

      Mads grinned at the pajamas. “Work is boring. Everything is boring without you, so I’m taking a field trip. Dress warm. We’re going on an adventure today.”

      “Very funny,” she said. He never missed a day of school. “Mister Perfect Attendance is skipping work.” He had never missed a day of school. A thought struck her. “Did you run away from home? Does your dad know you’re here?”

      He shrugged. “I told him I had some things to take care of today.”

      “So, he doesn’t know you drove an hour to break into a girls’ dorm before dawn.” No doubt Mr. Sommerfeldt would pin the blame on Odessa. He’d taken a dislike to her in the last few years.

      “Let’s go sledding.” He picked up a notebook from her desk and flipped through it.

      “Who are you, and what did you do with Mads?”

      “Very funny.” He tossed himself on the bed, arms folded behind his back. “Why is your bed so much comfier than mine?”

      “Girl magic.” Also, her mattress wasn’t filled with concrete and she piled on the fluffiest comforters and blankets.

      Odessa grabbed her clothes and dressed in the bathroom. When she returned, Mads was full-on snooping through her books. “Find anything interesting?”

      He shrugged again. She went off to college that fall and Mads worked with his father. The state university was only an hour away from home, but Odessa and Mads couldn’t hang out the way they used to. They texted every morning and every night, but it wasn’t the same.

      “Hey, I miss you.” She bumped him with her shoulder.

      “I miss you too,” he said, draping an arm over her shoulder. She shouldn’t read too much into this—driving during the night to see her, skipping work, defying his dad, breaking into her room—but she sighed and leaned into his familiar warmth.

      “How are you so warm?” she asked.

      “Dude magic. You should feed me now. I want to see if the cafeteria is really as bad as you claim.”

      Odessa stuck her head out the door to make sure the hallway was empty. She wouldn’t be the first resident of the girls-only dorm to sneak a guy out in the morning, but she’d rather avoid the knowing looks and smirks. They took the stairs to avoid the elevator and nearly made it out the door until, “Muller! Looks like you had a good morning. A very good morning.”

      “Ha ha,” Odessa replied, dryly.

      “I want to meet your friend,” Mads said, twisting around as she shoved him out the door.

      With the cafeteria mostly empty at the early hour, Odessa grumbled into her latte and waited for the caffeine to wake her up. She knew she looked like a mess with her barely brushed hair and the shapeless fleece hoodie she wore. Super attractive. Mads looked like he stepped out of an advertisement for milk: wholesome, handsome and just a hint of a milk mustache.

      He chugged the glass and grinned.

      “You’re ridiculous,” she said, wiping the mustache off with a napkin.

      “I’m trying really hard to impress you, college girl.”

      She rolled her eyes. “How? You gonna burp the alphabet? We’re not ten anymore.”

      The open, playful expression shuttered, and his grin vanished. “I know.”

      She poked at her bowl of oatmeal, finding it hard to rally enthusiasm for the lumpy mess or the super awkward tension between them. “You don’t have to impress me.”

      “I know.” He opened his mouth, wanting to confess why he really drove all the way out to see her, but he said, “You should eat your banana. We’ll need the energy today.”

      “What makes you so sure I’m going to skip class and play hooky with you?” She shoved a spoonful of oatmeal in her mouth, wishing she had added more brown sugar or blueberries. He hadn’t even asked if she wanted to tag along with his adventure—she would, duh, but a girl wanted to be asked.

      “Odessa—” He turned his pale blue eyes on her, the dark lashes making them seem all the more striking.

      “Not the puppy eyes.”

      “Please? Will you play with me?” He batted his lashes, blinking slowly and sweetly.

      “Stop that. Your flagrant manipulation is disgusting.” It really wasn’t and her heart beat faster.

      Fifteen minutes later, she pulled herself into Mads’ truck. He leaned over the bench and double-checked the fastener. It was… sweet? A little insulting, like she didn’t know how seatbelts worked, but sweet that he wanted to make sure she was safe. He tugged on the shoulder strap, his hand nearly brushing her boob.

      “What’s going on?” she breathed.

      “Nothing.”

      “This isn’t nothing.” The air hummed between them. This felt big. Important.

      He shrugged and turned over the ignition. “Let’s go to Devil’s Knob. We can get back before the roads are too bad.”

      “Oh, Devil’s Knob.” The steep hill had the perfect slope for sledding. Devil’s Knob was not the hill’s proper name—that would be the Devil’s Knee—but a centuries-long dick joke couldn’t be denied.

      Twenty minutes later, they parked at the bottom of the hill and trudged upward, each carrying a snow tube.

      Odessa huffed and grew too warm from the climb. She unzipped her jacket. “This sucks. You suck. We could be fighting crime in Hero City.”

      “Fresh air is good for you,” he said, not sweating or panting.

      “My fire blaster is almost level fifty. That’s pretty important to me.” She and Mads spent hours in the online game, blasting their way through street crime in a fictional city and taking down alien invaders. They used to play on laptops in her bedroom, shouting out orders for a fight and cursing when their tactics went wrong. It was the best. Now they played online via voice chat, if she didn’t have to study and if he didn’t have to work late.

      “Your blaster will be there tomorrow,” he said.

      At the top of the hill, bright cloth caught her attention. It looked like they weren’t the only ones playing hooky. “How many people do you think have the same idea?”

      “No one.” He chewed his bottom lip with an annoyed scowl on his face.

      “Could be the local hooligans.”

      “I thought we were the local hooligans.”

      “Then we must defend our street cred from these interlopers,” she said with forced bravado.

      He snorted and Odessa puffed up with pride, knowing she could make him laugh. Handsome and popular, many kids at school had wondered why they were friends. And they were right to wonder. Back when she was the girl who loved to explore the woods and he was the kid wearing antler headbands, proximity made them friends. They were neighbors. Of course, they were friends.

      Their friendship shifted somehow when they reached high school. Odessa grew awkward in crowds and Mads flourished. His smile still made her feel like the most important person in the universe, but jealousy gnawed at her when he shared that smile with others.

      College brought another shift to their friendship, with him still back in their hometown. The distance wasn’t easy. She missed him desperately for the first few weeks.

      It’s not like they were boyfriend and girlfriend. They weren’t dating. She had no reason to be jealous or to miss him so much it made her chest ache with emptiness. They were just friends, and wasn’t that the bitterest pill to swallow? Her crush intensified and he remained as oblivious as ever.

      Or he knew and feigned ignorance to spare her feelings.

      Yeah, there was no good way of looking at the situation.

      Her arms and calves ached by the time she reached the empty summit of the hill. The only bright color she saw was an empty chip bag caught in the bramble. The snow tube landed on the ground and she tossed herself down, ass bouncing in the tube. “I’m not doing this again. One and done.”

      “Ready?” Mads loomed over her, grinning, then placed his hands on the tube.

      “No. I’m not ready!”

      “You look ready.” He pushed, sending her down the slope facing the wrong way.

      “Sommerfeldt!”

      His laughter rang through the cold air as she watched him grow smaller and smaller as she rushed down backward, clutching the snow tube. Throwing one hand over the side, her gloved fingers plowed through the snow and twisted her around to face the correct direction.

      Surprise drifted into laughter when her tube slowed and hit a snowbank. Mads launched his down the hill, whooping all the way down. He came to a stop not far from her.

      “That was a mean trick,” she said and tossed a handful of snow at Mads.

      “Again!”

      “I’m not walking up there again.” She flopped back down in the snow tube and crossed her arms. Lazy? Absolutely.

      “Come on.” He grabbed her hand and pulled Odessa to her feet.

      Nose to nose, their breath hung in the cold air. The scent of pine needles and smoke clouded her senses. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and leaned in, breath hot on the shell of her ear and she shivered. He whispered, “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Ten minutes later, Odessa stood at the top of the hill. Taking the knit hat off her head, she wiped the sweat from her brow like a sweaty snow bunny. Super sexy, right?

      “Hey,” Mads said, stepping closer. Now he was a sexy snow bunny. Hat lost in the last run down the hill, his dark hair stuck up in every direction. Instead of making him look like a disheveled vagrant, he looked like he tumbled out of bed after a fun romp. His cheeks were pink from the cold and his lips were an inviting raspberry.

      “Hey,” she replied.

      He wore a thin jacket, which hung open over a faded black T-shirt, no scarf, no gloves, well-worn jeans that hung on his hips, and hiking boots.

      “How are you not freezing?” Odessa tugged the jacket closed and zipped it up. The act felt intimate and familiar, like they routinely dressed—and hopefully undressed—each other.

      “You keep me warm,” he said. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her forward until their chests touched.

      She looked up at him, blushing furiously and desperately trying to remember how to breathe.

      His head dipped down, his lips pressing against hers in the softest, sweetest suggestion of a kiss. Her first kiss—their first kiss. She gasped and their breaths mingled, breathing as one. His forehead rested against hers.

      That was it? Soft and sweet was all right, but in no way did it satisfy the fire burning in her.

      “I want a do-over.” Odessa grabbed the lapel of the jacket and pulled him down, slamming her mouth onto his. Her tongue licked the seam of his lips and he opened to her. She poured every ounce of longing, every restless night spent dreaming about him, and every bit of frustration when they sat together, watching a movie but not touching.

      Stretching up onto her tiptoes, she gave him everything in her heart because it belonged to him. It always had, since the first day the girl in the forest found the boy with antlers. He was her best friend and she wouldn’t go through this life without him. He had to know. It was obvious.

      He growled, low and rumbling, like thunder, and electricity zipped through her. His arms tightened and they stepped back. She didn’t care, as long as he never let go and never stopped kissing her.

      Her step faltered, slipped, and they tumbled backward. A sharp tooth nicked her lip and the taste of copper flooded her mouth.

      “Are you okay?” He arranged her on his lap, sparing her from sitting in the snow.

      “You bit me.” She pressed the back of her gloved hand to her busted lip.

      “Let me see.” He ran his thumb over her lip. “Should I kiss it and make it better?”

      “Yes. Yes, you really should.”

      Another kiss—their third, but who was keeping track?—and his tongue swept across her lips. Odessa wasn’t sure what to do with her hands. Her fingers flexed, fluttering at her side before settling on the back of his neck. The brushed nylon created an unacceptable barrier. She needed skin on skin. With a shake, the gloves tumbled to the snowy ground and her fingers dug into his dark hair.

      He growled, nipping at her bottom lip, and pulled away. “You’re dangerous, Odessa Muller.” Another kiss. His teeth caught her bottom lip again as he pulled away. “I have to head back before my dad comes home.”

      Just like that, Mads sent her back to campus. During the drive, she kept touching her lips and replaying the kiss. Multiple kisses. Were they dating now? She needed to put on her big girl panties and just ask, especially if it led to more kissing.

      The truck idled outside her dorm. “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I’m great. Thanks for today.”

      “Listen, I’m going out of town.”

      “What?”

      “I have mandatory military service in my home… country,” he said.

      “Norway? I guess I knew that.” Maybe? She couldn’t say if the national service requirement applied to people with dual citizenship.

      “I won’t be able to communicate but I want you to know that you’re my favorite human on Earth.”

      He was always saying weird stuff like that but Odessa replied, “You’re my favorite human too.”

      A tired smile spread across his face and holy hell if it wasn’t sexier than his usual up-to-no-good smile.

      They held each other’s gaze, the moment stretching out between them like caramel, warm and sweet. What was he waiting for? Should she invite him up? She should invite him up. She cleared her throat and he said, hurriedly, “I should go.”

      “Yeah, sure. Drive safely.” Had she known she wouldn’t see him again for twelve years, she wouldn’t have let him get away so easily.
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      Mads

      He had been warned.

      His father warned him not to get too close to the human female but Mads refused to listen.

      It did not matter how the male threatened him, Odessa called to him. She had always done so, since the very beginning when she stumbled across him in the woods, no more than a child unable to control his shift. She was light and color in a dull, flat universe. Being near her sparked his soul, but he had never touched.

      Until today.

      Some of the old bull’s warnings must have permeated Mads’ thick skull but he’d never admit it to his father.

      The taste of copper, bright and earthy, lingered on his lips. Odessa’s blood.

      His mate’s blood.

      His accidental bite started the mating bond. A moment’s clumsiness on a patch of ice tied them together, and he was glad of it. He would always choose Odessa.

      Besides, he did not believe one nip of his fangs and bit of blood would create a mating bond. Those were rare and the reason Uncle Karl dragged them to Earth in the first place. The hormonal glands responsible for creating the mating bond had been stunted for the last few generations on Reilen. No one knew why. Without the mating bond, birthrates had fallen. Desperate to maintain the population, algorithms paired breeding-aged couples together to produce their mandated two children.

      That was exactly the population-sustaining romance that produced Mads. Shortly after his birth, his mother left his father to raise Mads on his own.

      A reilendeer and human could not form a mate bond. Humans were primitive, less evolved and inferior, or so Mads had been told since the moment they arrived on the planet. If bonding with a primitive human was impossible, Mads did not know why his father had been so adamant to prevent him from forming any friendship with humans.

      Then again, Uncle Karl had taken a human female—Shelly—as a mate. Mads had fuzzy memories of the female, mostly that she had a powdery scent and made Karl laugh.

      Mads couldn’t recall the last time his uncle laughed.

      His father said it was unnatural, like fucking the family pet. He called Karl a pervert and they argued.

      Then Shelly vanished. No one discussed what happened or where she went but Karl never took another mate.

      Bonding with a human must be possible, no matter what his father claimed.

      Could he feel her now?

      Mads ran his tongue over his lips, savoring the taste.

      He should not have given in to temptation and kissed her but could not find it in himself to regret those actions. Let his father scream about perversion. Let his uncle frown with concern and disapproval. What could they do, send him away as punishment?

      Tomorrow, he would journey to Reilen. He did not want to go but he could see no way around his obligations. He’d return to Odessa when fate allowed.

      Mads wanted to shout with frustration. Problems were simpler in his four-legged form. He’d gore his adversary with his antlers. Problem solved. This was more complex. Obligations pulled him back to the planet of his birth and he had yet to reach the age of adulthood in the eyes of Reilen and thus still subjected to his father’s whims. Brute force could not resolve those issues.

      When Mads returned to the cabin he shared with his father, Arne stood in the driveway, arms folded over his chest and a disapproving frown on his face. “So, you came back. I expected you to run away and hide like a coward.”

      Mads’ hand curled into a fist, but he kept his expression blank. Brute force would not work against his father, who had years of training and experience in the art of violence. Understanding and compassion wouldn’t solve his problems, either. Only patience to wait out his exile would succeed.

      “Was hiding really an option?” Arne would hunt Mads down and wouldn’t rest until he found his wayward progeny. Mads suspected that his father would have merely beaten him and not killed him for the hassle, but he did not wish to take that risk. Arne had a temper and little control.

      How many nights had Arne drank too much and stumbled into Mads’ bedroom, his fetid breath wafting over the sleeping child, and whisper that if Mads stepped out of line, he would kill his own son? Too many to count. The declining birth rate meant that every reilendeer child should be considered a precious commodity—precious to everyone but Arne—and a suspicious death, even one on a far-flung primitive planet, would be investigated. If Mads obeyed, Arne would not end him.

      That was the nature of his relationship with his father.

      A faint shimmer in his peripheral vision informed him that a craft had landed on the lawn. Human tech had yet to attain the necessary levels of advancement to track spacecraft entering and leaving the atmosphere and cloaking technology kept the ships hidden in plain sight.

      Soldiers with bored expressions milled about the lawn.

      “Where is Uncle Karl?”

      “He refuses to leave,” Arne said with a sneer.

      Years ago, Karl had been sent to Earth to research a cure for the hormonal abnormalities plaguing the reilendeer. Only a few days ago did they learn that Karl’s research had been declared a dead end and the scientist, along with Arne who provided security, were ordered to return to Reilen. Karl had been more devastated at the news than Mads.

      Arne cocked his head to one side and narrowed his eyes at Mads. “Something’s different about you, whelp.”

      Mads held his breath. Impossible. A mate bond would be undetectable at this early stage, even if forming a bond with a human was possible. Which it was not. Everyone agreed.

      “You stink of that female. Couldn’t stay away, could you?” Arne stepped closer, crowding Mads
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