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      I woke before dawn in Gahn Thaleo’s mountain.

      The air in the sleeping cave was cold, but the fur and brolka wool blankets atop the bed were thick and warm. I wouldn’t be able to stay in my cozy bed burrito long, though. Today was the vaklok, a Deep Sky tradition that I’d been roped into attending with my friends. And not only that – we’d be staying for the entire week afterwards.

      Yesterday morning, Gahn Thaleo had negotiated – no, demanded – that Tilly, Fiona, and I alternate our weeks here and in Gahn Errok’s territory. Like we were toys he couldn’t stand the other Gahn hoarding for himself.

      I rolled onto my back, still holding the bedding tight around me. My eyes skated along the glittering, sapphire-like walls of the cave. The fire in here was down to mere embers, reducing the bold blue of the stone to shades of flame-edged indigo and glossy black.

      The colours made me think of Gahn Thaleo’s hair. It appeared mostly black at first glance, but when the light found it, strands of cobalt gleamed. And of course, there was that stark white streak of hair at the front, emanating from the place the deep, jagged scar on the left side of his face met his scalp…

      Annoyed that I’d somehow gotten lost in thoughts of Gahn Thaleo’s hair, I finally found the will to shove myself out of the wonderfully comfortable bed. Candles, which I assumed had to be made from the hardened innards of the succulent mountain valkiri plants, had been left for me near the fire. I dipped the wick of the largest one towards the embers, letting it catch, and using the flickering light to guide my way into the little nook beyond the bed that served as a bathroom. I peed and then washed up, shivering in my tank top and undies as the cold, clear mountain water hit my skin. I smoothed the excess water on my hands over my hair, trying to tame the thick waves and loose curls that I knew had to be more frizz than anything else right now.

      On a whim, I tried adding a little bit of the natural moss that lathered up and acted as soap in here. When rubbed with water, the moss emulsified into a creamy, slippery substance that felt like it might have some natural oils or waxes I could make use of. My fingers coated, I went to work separating curl clumps and scrunching the stuff into my damp strands. I didn’t have a mirror, but it felt like it was working out alright. My hair was softer, and it smelled nice, too.

      Though the scent was entirely different, I was suddenly rocketed back to my childhood, remembering my mother working sweet almond oil through my locks before braiding it for school in Sydney.

      Detecting movement in the sleeping cave adjoining mine, I knew that Fiona and Tilly must be stirring. I got dressed for the day we’d be spending outdoors, putting my socked feet into my boots and tossing my jacket on top of everything, then moving through my cave into the next, holding my candle aloft.

      Tilly was already dressed. For as long as I’d known her, she’d been an early riser. Like I had been a few moments ago, she was working on her hair. She was Black, with a much tighter curl pattern than mine. When I told her about my moss-hair-oil experiment, she looked intrigued, and headed for her own bathroom nook to try it out.

      Fiona groaned, nothing more than a lump beneath the furs.

      “It’s time to get up,” I told her quietly, poking the lump with my free hand. “We have to cheer on Dalk and the others in the vaklok.”

      That certainly got her attention. When I said Dalk’s name, she tensed, then sat up so fast she nearly knocked the candle out of my hand. I smirked, having watched the banter and tension between friendly, tattooed Fiona and glowering, grumpy Dalk for months now. Dalk and two other Sea Sand males – cheery Oxriel and a quiet Death Plains warrior named Zoren – had been invited to compete in the vaklok, whatever that entailed. We weren’t really sure. But we had all decided yesterday that we would support them. Fiona had even made hand-drawn posters for us to hold up in the audience, each one with a cartoony face easily recognizable as Dalk, Oxriel, and Zoren.

      Fiona swung her legs over the side of the bed. By this time, Tilly had returned. Her hair smelled like mine now, and had been re-tied on top of her head. Since she and I were ready, we left Fiona to get dressed on her own and headed into the outer cave where Dalk, Zoren, and Oxriel had spent the night. Grim and Valeria, who’d slept in another adjoining cave, were there. Dalk’s eyes swept over Tilly and me, and he frowned.

      “Where is Fiona?”

      I smirked all over again. No morning greeting for Tilly and me. No questions about how we’d slept. The man clearly only had eyes for our friend.

      “I’m coming!” she called. Then another sound – like her tripping and crashing to the floor.

      Dalk was moving instantly, crossing the cave with savage strides as Valeria said, “I’m pretty sure she’s OK, Dalk.”

      He ignored her.

      We stood waiting, gathered in the cave, chatting about the day to come and what might be expected in the vaklok. Eventually, things got a little stilted and awkward. Dalk and Fiona really were taking ages to re-emerge. Oxriel gave up on waiting, shouting, “It is nearly dawn! The vaklok is due to begin, and we must go!”

      Finally, a red-cheeked, harried-looking Fiona emerged, followed by Dalk who had a face like thunder. After confirming that Fiona was indeed alright, we finally left our connected sleeping caves.

      We didn’t need candles or flashlights in the winding halls of Gahn Thaleo’s mountain. Before our arrival, he’d installed flickering lanterns for our benefit, since our human eyes couldn’t see nearly as well in the dark as Deep Sky or Sea Sand eyes could. Someone had already been through this area to light them, as flames licked the glittering crystal that surrounded them, illuminating the gleaming blue halls.

      The sight of the lanterns lighting our way left me feeling cold. Sure, I appreciated being able to see. But everything Gahn Thaleo had done to roll out the welcome mat for us felt so calculated. So political. Maybe even insincere. We all knew he was capable of outright deception. When I’d first arrived with the others in the Deep Sky, (long after Valeria, Chapman, and the Sea Sand Gahns had helped broker an alliance between Gahn Thaleo and Gahn Errok,) he’d invited our group to his mountain. That group included Stephanie, whom Gahn Errok was mated to. Gahn Thaleo knew that by bringing Stephanie into his mountain, he’d be forcing Gahn Errok into a taklok – a fight to the death to retrieve her. We hadn’t expected this violence after forging the alliance with Gahn Thaleo. And Gahn Errok had nearly perished in the fight that followed.

      Gahn Thaleo had used us as pawns to put his enemy Gahn into a dangerous situation, never bothering to warn or inform us of the fact beforehand. He’d brought Stephanie into his mountain, not as a guest. But as bait.

      So, yeah. Yay for lanterns. But also, major fucking side-eye. Because Gahn Thaleo, as far as I could see, didn’t do shit out of the goodness of his heart. Everything was a means to an end.

      Even us.

      Even me.

      But despite my feelings on the lanterns and, by extension, the scarred mountain Gahn who’d installed them, I couldn’t help but admire the astonishing beauty of the Deep Sky mountains in Gahn Thaleo’s territory. We snaked through glittering halls and down winding stone steps until we came into the large, open entry into the mountain and then moved through it outside.

      Dawn in the Deep Sky truly was sublime.

      The sun had just started to rise, the sky blooming pink and anointing the scene with streaks of gold and plum and lavender. The giant circle of aguir stone at the base of Gahn Thaleo’s mountain – which was usually a vivid, translucent turquoise under the high sun – glowed like red rosehip tea that had been freshly brewed, then frozen. Peaks ringed the round aguir clearing, crowding the shuttle we’d taken here with shadows at the far end.

      I tipped my head back, breathing through dizziness as the mountains made their majesty known. Not just dizziness, I realized, but also a sudden, painful wistfulness. I’d always told myself that I’d get to see the Alborz Mountain range in person someday. It sprawled just north of Tehran, the city of my parents’ birth. Mount Damivand, Iran’s highest peak, was there, home to the hearts of poets and the mythological prison of the three-headed tyrant dragon Aži Dahāka.

      I’d never made it there.

      Instead, I was here, in this terrible, beautiful, alien mountain range.

      Even with my friends around me, I was strangely lonely.

      Then, I felt the eyes on me.

      I yanked my chin down, my gaze immediately colliding with the cool stars of Gahn Thaleo’s.

      I didn’t know when he’d gotten there. He certainly hadn’t been standing there a minute ago. But he was there now, a figure so imposing on that frozen rose lake of aguir that I almost thought he stood alone. I barely registered Warrek, the male beside him. And Warrek was not a small man. None of the Sea Sand, Deep Sky, or Bitter Sea males were.

      But Gahn Thaleo…

      Gahn Thaleo was different. He exerted a force of gravity all his own, a power that disturbed me. Like if I stopped paying attention for the smallest slice of a second, if I lost my footing, I’d find myself careening directly towards him, unable to stop. Maybe he sensed it, that sudden shuddering of my balance when he was near.

      Maybe that was why he spent so much time watching me.

      He and Warrek approached us now, the claws of their long, kangaroo-like feet clicking with a metallic quality on the aguir. Gahn Thaleo’s unwavering sight stars were two different colours. His right eye, unaffected by the violent line of scarring down the left side of his face, had bright teal sight stars, not unlike the colour of the stone beneath our feet when lit up with bright sun. His left eye, which sat in the centre of the ripped scar tissue that stretched from his hairline down into his cheek, had sight stars that were paler, and seemed to move a little slower – though they were trained just as relentlessly upon me. His long hair was loose about his shoulders and back, the white streak stark against the violet tint of his hide. Unlike Warrek, who wore a grey vest, Gahn Thaleo wore nothing on his upper body but his bow. The rising sun glanced off the brutal line of his jaw, the ruthlessly honed musculature.

      His was not a body that made excuses.

      Or, I thought, apologized.

      “Good morning, Warrek. Gahn Thaleo,” Valeria said with a short nod.

      Gahn Thaleo glanced her way, finally looking at someone other than me, and I took a slightly strangled breath. I hadn’t realized how shallow my breathing had been before.

      “Indeed,” Gahn Thaleo said, his voice quiet but reverberating with effortless authority. “The morning of the vaklok. I trust you slept well?”

      While I assumed he was asking the question of all of us, his sight stars had once again come to settle specifically on me. I mostly let the others answer, only giving a non-committal mumble that everyone else’s voices drowned out.

      Gahn Thaleo didn’t respond.

      Silence reined. Tilly cleared her throat. Grim scratched idly at the place beneath a ruby-like scale, and Valeria elbowed him.

      “I trust you slept well?”

      Oh, Jesus fucking Christ.

      He was asking me. Only me this time.

      He wouldn’t let any of us go or move on with our bloody day unless I clasped my hands together, batted my eyelashes, and thanked him for the very comfortable sleep I’d had in his beautiful prison of a mountain.

      OK. Prison might have been a bit over the top. We had every luxury at Gahn Thaleo’s disposal available to us here. And I’m sure, if I’d really wanted to leave, I could have…

      Right?

      “Yes,” I said, heat I couldn’t quite account for prickling in my cheeks. “Yes, I did.”

      Gahn Thaleo hadn’t really reacted when the others had responded to his question. But at my reply, I saw the tiniest twitch in his scarred cheek, alongside the subtle flaring of his nostrils. He abruptly turned and said, “Come.”

      A single word. A growl of command. Come. I shivered.

      He and Warrek led us away from the aguir circle and through a short valley between dazzling peaks. As we walked, Warrek let himself drift back a little until he was beside Tilly. He told her that he would be competing in the vaklok – that all the unmated males of the tribe would.

      “And those not of this tribe,” Dalk muttered. Dalk was born in the Sea Sands, and was here as a representative of his own Gahn Fallo.

      All the unmated males…

      Did that mean Gahn Thaleo would compete, too?

      I was certain he didn’t have a mate. His tribe was so much smaller than Gahn Errok’s. I’d counted fewer than ten adult women in Gahn Thaleo’s tribe, and a few of them were elderly. The last young woman, Zaria, had recently been paired off by the Vrika and had a mate of her own.

      There was no one left.

      Except for us. Fiona, Tilly, and me.

      With that sobering thought in my head, I took in the scene in the new clearing we’d come to. The competing males of Gahn Thaleo’s tribe were gathered together, standing on the ground. The rest of the tribe – the women and the children (the mated males were off hunting or running patrols) – were seated on an ascending set of benches carved into the surface of a sloping peak. Like a glittering set of bleachers.

      I wished Oxriel, Zoren, and Dalk good luck. Tilly gave them some words of encouragement, too. Fiona said nothing, staring at Dalk’s back, apparently stunned into silence by the impressive spread of his lats. Grabbing Fiona by the elbow lest she remain permanently immobilized by Dalk’s bombastic body, I wheeled her towards the rocky blue bleachers with Tilly. The three of us found seats in the second row with Zaria. I was on the end, the bench beside me empty.

      I settled into my place, feeling the icy sear of Gahn Thaleo’s gaze on me the entire time.
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      “Welcome to the vaklok,” I said.

      My tribe, the red Bitter Sea male Grim, and the new women stared back from their places on the benches. The green of Nazreen’s sight stars, deeper than their usual piercing shade in the dawn-dim glow, was all I could focus on. She was seated near the front, towards the end of the second bench.

      “The vaklok,” I continued, “is a Deep Sky tradition wherein the unmated males of our tribe may participate in feats of strength and skill. We are honoured to not only have our mated tribe members and their children here to watch, but also the new women.”

      Perhaps it was disingenuous of me to welcome the new women when I only looked at Nazreen. I did welcome all of them. I truly did.

      But I only cared to look at her.

      She met my gaze steadily with those sight stars of shadow and green. Elegant brows were composed above her eyes, her lips drawn into something that was not quite a frown. Her hair, thick and dark and curling in a way that made me want to reach out and stroke it, to rub the strands between my fingers and my thumb, tumbled luxuriously about her shoulders, not yet hidden by the hood of her cloak.

      It was bewildering, how features so foreign, so entirely strange in every shape and stroke, could come together in such a way as to make a man’s claws curl into fists.

      Otherworldly. That was what she was. Beauty like the unknown darkness between stars.

      She was watching. Waiting.

      They all were.

      Gahn of this place and leader of the vaklok, I went on.

      “The first round of the vaklok will be an archery competition. The second round will be a braxilk-riding race. The third round, after we break for a ceremonial morning meal, will be hand-to-hand combat.”

      The Sea Sand men shifted behind me as I spoke. It was unlikely any of them would fare well against my men in either archery or braxilk riding. But perhaps, in combat, they believed they had a chance.

      “Warrek,” I called to my closest warrior, “you may set up the targets for the first round of events.”

      Warrek jumped to heed my commands immediately, stringing up the targets for the archery competition. I watched him for a moment before turning back towards the benches. There were many empty places among my people. Too many.

      There were not enough of us.

      There was little I could do about that right now. I’d already done what I could to ensure that the new women spent more time here. The rest would be up to the Vrika. For now, all I needed to do was sit and observe the vaklok.

      Sit in an empty space.

      So many choices.

      And only one I wanted.

      It was not often that I flaunted my title. I was not Gahn Errok.

      But now…

      Now, I found myself striding forward, telling myself that I was Gahn, and the Gahn could sit anywhere he so pleased.

      And so, I sat down. Right next to Nazreen.

      I did not touch her. The narrow space between us beat like a heart.

      Even slightly apart from her as I was, I was cuttingly aware of her soft intake of breath, the tension that entered her small frame.

      “I thought all unmated males participated in the vaklok,” she said. Her tone was very smooth and even mildly curious, not betraying any other sort of emotion. If she wished for me to sit somewhere else, she did not express it. I was not sure if this was good or not. Good, that she would tolerate me beside her…

      Or bad, because she hid her true desires from me. Even if those desires were for my absence.

      “Not the Gahn,” I explained to her. “It is already established that the Gahn should be the strongest, that he excels physically over the men in his tribe. It is unnecessary to compete, even if unmated, just to prove what is already known.”

      Strangely, this was the first time since taking my title that I nearly wished I could compete. My tribe knew me, knew my strengths. They did not need to see it.

      But Nazreen did not know me. What would she think, to see my arrows shoot true, to see my braxilk fly hard, to see me send male after male to the ground? To see me, Gahn, warrior, Thaleo, the man who conquered all?

      Would she turn the obliterating loveliness of those green sight stars on me with something other than her usual guarded wariness?

      Would she smile for me? Would she cheer and call me champion?

      Likely not. And I was more painfully foolish than I’d realized to even contemplate such a thing. Even now, Nazreen held some sort of sign bearing the face of the Sea Sand man Zoren in her hands. All the new women had them. But only Nazreen’s bothered me. I watched her lovely, clawless fingers on the sign, fighting the throttling urge to snatch it from her and tear it into bits.

      Was this jealousy? If it was, I could not name it for certain. Nor did I know what to do with it. My uncle, when he’d been Gahn, had always warned me against the disastrous selfishness of hoarding my emotions for myself. He’d dragged his own knife down my face when I was but a cub, gouging deep from hairline to cheekbone. Then, he’d stood there watching me to make sure I did not whimper or weaken or reach for the Vrika’s blood.

      “You will be Gahn,” he’d told me, my blood dripping from his blade, “and when you are Gahn, you will disappear. There will be no hunger but your people’s hunger. There will be no pain but that which your people feel. You have no wants. No needs. There is nothing but the tribe. You are nothing but your tribe.”

      He’d crouched down in front of me then, his sight stars vivid in the gloom of the mountain cave. “Do you bleed, Thaleo?”

      “No, Gahn,” I’d replied, so much blood coursing down my face that I could not see from my left eye.

      “Do you need Vrika’s blood?”

      “No, Gahn.”

      And I didn’t. I healed on my own, if slowly.

      And even if the scar still ached to this day.

      But the ache did not matter. It was hardly even real. There is no pain but the pain of my people.

      I had not felt anything for myself for so long.

      And what I felt now for the strange, high-nosed, dark-haired new woman beside me…

      It seemed to belong only to me. It was cut off from my people. Had nothing to do with them at all, this throb of unshakeable fixation for a woman not of my tribe.

      A woman not even of my world.

      But she was in my world now. In my mountains, at my vaklok, so close beside me that I could catch the soft shell of her low ear between my fangs if I only bent and tilted my head the right way.

      So close that it hurt.

      But this hurt was only mine, too, and it was not my people’s and therefore it was not real. There would be no healing for it.

      So I would simply sit there beside her and feel it and pretend that I didn’t.

      I would blink fresh blood from my eye and say, “No, Gahn. I do not bleed.”
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      “The first two events of the vaklok are concluded,” I announced, standing up from where I’d been seated beside Nazreen. “The ceremonial meal will now begin.”

      It was harder to say the words than I would have anticipated. I was not looking forward to this aspect of the vaklok. My Deep Sky men all sat, knowing what was to come. The Sea Sand men did not. The brash one, Dalk – who’d caused so much trouble when I’d once taken him prisoner – began striding towards the food laid out in the shade.

      “No,” I called, halting him. “The competitors do not fetch their own food during the vaklok. The traditional meal is to be brought to them…” My throat tightened. The words seemed stuck as I looked down at Nazreen, who stared carefully ahead. “…by the new women.”

      “How can this be tradition if the new women have never even been here for a vaklok until this one?” Dalk asked, his sight stars, an odd, deep orange sort of tint, like late-day sun glinting on dark stone, fixed pointedly on me. I returned his gaze calmly, masking the fact that I was likely just as perturbed about this part of the vaklok as he was.

      “The tradition is that the unmated women of the tribe bring the food to the vaklok’s competitors,” I explained. Nazreen shifted slightly in her place beside me, drawing every one of my senses towards her. My ears strained without moving. My tail just barely twitched as I restrained it from reaching for her.

      “They are not of your tribe,” snapped Dalk.

      “No, they are not,” I conceded. But with any luck and the Vrika’s will on our side…

      They soon would be.

      “Why can’t everyone help bring the food?” asked the new woman with the dark flowers on her skin, Fiona. “There are twenty hungry guys down there and only three of us. Give some of those kids a job; they’ve got the energy to spare.” She gestured her tiny, clawless thumb towards the cubs seated with their parents on the benches behind.

      Before I could explain why such a thing would be considered a horrific perversion of the tradition, Zaria responded.

      “That would be highly inappropriate! The delivery of the food is symbolic. Symbolic of a potential, future mate bond. By handing over the ceremonial meal, you are handing over a small piece of your future, acknowledging that any one of them might be your mate.”

      And therein lay my own discomfort. Discomfort about watching Nazreen distribute little pieces of herself among my men…

      And not to me.

      “Alright, fair. I see why that would be extremely weird for a kid to do,” Fiona replied.

      “Or a mated woman,” Zaria added. She smiled at Fiona. “You have no idea how glad I am that you are here. At the last vaklok, I was the only unmated woman. I had to hand-deliver each meal to the men.”

      “I mean, we’re glad to help, of course,” the new woman with the black puff of curly hair, Tilly, said. “But I don’t know about this whole symbolic ‘you could be my mate’ thing.”

      Nazreen said nothing. Why had she said nothing?

      “I understand that this may feel foreign to you,” Zaria replied, “but the truth of the matter is that if you do not bring food to them, they will not eat.”

      All three of the new women, Nazreen included, cast their gazes towards my seated men. They were considering it, clearly.

      “Then let them go hungry,” Dalk suddenly growled, a possessive sweep of his sight stars going to Fiona.

      Fiona, it seemed, had other plans. If the new women had taught me anything so far, it was that they did not cower or easily acquiesce to the will of any male.

      Even a Gahn.

      “Knock it off, Dalk,” she called over. “We’re not going to make everybody sit there hungry all morning. You guys need energy for the next rounds of the vaklok. Besides, we haven’t eaten, either. And I’m pretty sure none of us are going to want to sit here stuffing our faces while you’re all watching.”

      “So you would serve these males?” Dalk asked, aiming a violent and disbelieving claw towards my own men, “even knowing what it means to them?”

      What it meant to them. The ceremonial gifting of a tiny slice of the new women’s future.

      “It doesn’t have to mean that to me,” Fiona retorted. “I’m just delivering breakfast over here. That’s it.”

      Tilly and Nazreen moved their heads up and down. An odd gesture, but one I had come to learn meant something like agreement. Dalk did not respond to Fiona, and nor did anyone else say anything.

      The moment became hushed. Waiting. Waiting for me to refute what Fiona had just said. If anyone else had made such a claim – that the ceremonial delivery of the meals meant nothing – it would have been expected that I correct that person. And in previous times, I would have.

      But previous times did not include Nazreen. They did not include the strange and beautiful female – whom I had no right to – walking away from me to serve other men. My own men. The men whose needs were supposed to come before my own, always before my own, because I was Gahn and as Gahn, I had disappeared. I had no wants. I had no needs.

      And yet I needed Nazreen to hold herself back, in some way, from this ceremony. I needed her to deliver food and nothing more.

      I needed her to hold herself for…

      I would not say for me. Even if I felt it.

      And so I said nothing as the Sea Sand men finally sat. Dalk in particular did not seem pleased about it, and it was clear to see it was for the same reason I myself experienced. He wanted Fiona. He wanted her entirely for himself. He could barely summon the will to sit still and watch as she loaded up bone trays for the other men.

      I could barely summon the will to stand still and watch Nazreen do the same.

      The three new women walked, bone trays balanced on their short and slender arms, delivering food to the vaklok’s competitors. My sight stars followed Nazreen’s form with a hunger that shamed me. I could not lie to myself and pretend that gnawing emptiness was for the food she carried.

      She was taller than the other two human females, though not as tall as Valeria. She moved with a graceful, controlled gait, the gentle curve of her hips swaying slightly as she did so. I still was not used to the lack of tail on the new women. Watching her from behind, my view of her backside completely unimpeded by the flesh of a tail, made arousal stir hot and angry inside me.

      My legs tensed. My foot almost moved to step towards her.

      I sat heavily down upon the bench.

      While my eyes were focused solely on Nazreen, her walking and bending body dragging my sight stars from place to place on the stone, my ears picked up words from all around me.

      “Do you think any of them will be mated to our men?” a child asked in a whisper from somewhere behind me. It sounded like it might be Wanda.

      “I don’t know. It is very exciting, though,” came another whisper, likely from her sister. “I feel like we are watching something special. Like the beginning of three couples’ futures.”

      I ground my fangs together, keeping my expression composed as I vehemently hoped for the opposite, at least in Nazreen’s case. Right now, she was bending down to offer food to one of my very own warriors. Such a sight should have given me only joy. Satisfaction to see a new female among us, participating in our ceremonies, potentially destined for the very man she angled her tray towards.

      But I felt none of those things. Felt nothing worthy of a Gahn.

      At the very least, Nazreen did not pause long in front of any man. She did not offer broad smiles. She did not engage in lengthy conversations with anyone. Not even Zoren, whose painted face looked up at me from Nazreen’s place on the bench where she had left it. She did not linger like Fiona did with Dalk, nor was she the focus of my right-hand man Warrek’s attention as Tilly was.

      Finally tearing my gaze from her, I watched with some interest as Warrek gave Tilly a lusty grin.

      “So, we meet again,” he said, sight stars glinting as they took in Tilly’s small form.

      “Yes!” she replied with a laugh. “I certainly seem to be making the rounds! There’s a lot of food on these trays! Want anything else?”

      “There is something that I want,” Warrek replied, his sight stars never straying from Tilly’s face, “but it is not food.”

      Bold. Bolder than I was used to him behaving. He had never engaged with an unmated female in such a fashion. He hoped for a mate – as all Deep Sky men did – but he’d never demonstrated a desire for any particular female before.

      Until now.

      “Oh?” Tilly replied. “And what is that?”

      Warrek stood, his hard, warrior’s body looming over Tilly like some great thing carved of stone. Tilly was the shortest new woman I had encountered thus far and Warrek among the tallest of my tribe. He leaned down a little, his smile teasing and easy, his sight stars penetrating as he drawled, “I noticed that you bear the face of the warrior Oxriel in your hands while you watch the vaklok.”

      “Oh!” Tilly said, her voice squeaking, “We just… Well, we wanted to cheer them on. There are only three of them compared to, what, fifteen of you competing? Plus, we just didn’t have time to make them for everyone.”

      “You did not need to make them for everyone,” Warrek countered. “Only one other man.”

      This truly was a side of Warrek I had never seen before. He had always been a confident male – and so he should be, considering his strength and competence – but I’d never witnessed him speak to a female like this.

      “I hope that in the next vaklok,” he said smoothly and without hesitation, without shame, “it will be my face you hold up. Or perhaps even more than that, I hope that in the next vaklok I will not be competing at all. And you will not be handing out food with the unmated women as you do now.”

      I felt my sight stars twitch with astonishment. Warrek had, just about as plainly as he could have, declared that he wanted Tilly for his mate. He’d hauled his hopes and desires up into his mouth like it was nothing at all. As easily as he might simply thank her for the food, he told her that he wanted her and wanted her badly. That he’d share his life with her, put cubs inside her, take care of her, and honour her.

      And Tilly, for her part, was smiling about it as Warrek walked away.

      My gaze went back to Nazreen, an involuntary snap of my sight stars, as if my body feared she’d disappeared.

      What would it be like, to approach the reserved Nazreen the way Warrek had just done?

      Not that I would ever do such a thing.

      I do not want and I do not bleed.

      But if that were true, then…

      Why did I feel like there was a wound inside me? Like an arrow had been lodged
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