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CHAPTER ONE
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Tora 

––––––––
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My scowl deepens as I enter the main gate of the human colony and walk toward the school.

The expression is proficient at preventing the humans from speaking to me, which is exactly my intention. I’ve been coming around enough that most of the humans here know that I will not speak to them. 

My lack of a language translator makes it impossible to understand them anyway.

Could I wear one? Yes. Am I going to? No.

Ducking to clear the doorframe, I relax a bit as the warmth inside chases off the bitter wind. Winter on Asemsa is brutal but the deep freeze does not bother me. Like all Majaki, I can survive without the layers of protection humans need for their frail bodies. I can withstand days in the cold without consequence. 

Yet, for a reason I cannot identify, the wind managed to bite my bare skin on my walk to the colony, and I’d felt an eagerness to reach the warm interior of the school. Likely, my subconscious was focused on the sweet tepe fruits in my pack and how freezing them causes their normally sweet flesh to become unpalatable. 

Nothing grows in Asemsa during the freeze, until now. 

I’ve perfected the heating and lighting inside my growing house and found a way to cultivate fruit bushes to produce heartily as if it were summer. 

Following the familiar route of hallways that lead to the kitchen, I lower the pack from my shoulder and flex my fingers. I deliver fresh produce to the school in the warm months for the schoolchildren’s meals. The little ones are always excited to see me, knowing I have thick, sweet tepe fruits in my pack for them. How happy will they be to see them on the menu this time of year?

My heart flips at the sound of excited voices coming from the room at the end of the hallway on my right, where the youngest children attend school. The same odd chill I experienced on my walk here washes over me but it appears to be coming from the inside out.

I grunt in disapproval of my own body. I am a warrior, thick skinned and lined in protective scales that protect against the weather. Feeling cold does not align with my biology. Perhaps I need to see the healer— 

A soft feminine laugh sounds from the hallway. 

Human.

Sweet.

The sound of my dreams.

The chill bolts down my spine and turns to shocking warmth as it reaches my tailbone and wraps to the insides of my thighs.

Hmm.

I had hoped this would not happen again. Sliding my hood back, I grip the strap of my pack tighter and contemplate walking into the classroom and facing this problem head on as a true warrior does. I planned to drop the fruit off at the kitchen and leave. 

But I have not seen the children since the end of the summer growing season. And despite the time that has passed, I am still bothered by memory of their human teacher, Jash-meen. 

She smiles in a way that makes my insides feel strange. She is small and energetic, and there is a joyful light in her eyes that makes even the cloudiest day feel better.

I enjoy the sight of her body. The lush curves warm my skin and cause me to imagine running my hands over her wide hips and down her full thighs.

A low growl works from my throat. I cannot allow her to torment me any longer. I will look her in the eye and denounce my attraction to her once and for all. 

Turning down the hall, I reach the classroom and pause outside the door.

“Tora?” A small voice calls out to me in Majaki. “Tora!”

My chest grows tight. I’ve been spotted which means that any moment now, I will see her. 

Stepping into the classroom, I catch Jasmine from the corner of my eye. The tightness I my chest squeezes harder. I do not look at her but focus instead on the Majaki children hurrying over. As usual, the human children are not as eager to come greet me. They are intimidated by me. Probably because I am taller and wider through the chest and shoulders than most Majaki males and the deep scar beneath my eye and damaged tissue scare them.

One day, they will accept me. I will keep trying until they do.

“Tora, look, look!” 

The children talk over themselves in Majaki, each of them pointing around the room and bouncing on their toes. 

My gaze drifts past them to the walls. Red paper shapes are plastered around the classroom—humped, pointed things that appear to be a warning of some kind. 

Frowning, I turn to the teacher and immediately regret it. She’s on her haunches, level with a human child she is speaking softly to. 

“Tora!” The child Havol tugs on my sleeve. 

“Should you be sitting and paying attention to your teacher?” I do not wish to interrupt.

“No, we’re having free time. Look!” He thrusts one of the paper shapes into my hand. “We put weapons through these hearts.”

Turning it over, I inspect it more closely. It is thin, smooth and not threatening in any way. But there does appear to be a knife of some sort drawn across the front. What is this human teaching Majaki children?

“This looks nothing like a heart.” 

“It’s how hearts look on Earth, where Ms. Jasmine’s lineage is from. The humans have a special day where they make paper hearts and then stab this weapon through it. She says it’s a symbol of love.”

“Love?” I look closer at the weapon woven through the front of the heart. It has a pointed tip and what appears to be feathers on the other end. “This seems more like an act of war.”

Very strange. My close friends Darex and Methic are each mated to humans and none of them have been stabbed through the heart. Is this some kind of ritual or ceremonial rite?

A human male voice suddenly sounds behind me. 

Havol leans to the side and waves. Turning, I follow his line of and see a short human male wave at the child, then make his way to Jash-meen.

Her eyes flick to mine as she stands to her full height and greets the male. 

He lightly touches her arm as he speaks. They each laugh.

I stiffen, my gaze shifting from the male to her, and my heart plunges low in my chest. The muscles lining my spine contract, forcing me to stand taller and my shoulders to grow broader. It is a natural reaction to a threat—an ingrained warrior response meant to instill fear in my enemy.

Snagging Havol lightly by the sleeve, I tug his attention back to me. 

“Who is that?”

“Dr. Hudson. He comes in all the time to talk to Ms. Jasmine.”

Hmm. I narrow my eyes as I assess him. He’s too thin and weak to be a soldier. Perhaps he became a healer because his inadequate size left him with few options. And yet, Jash-meen appears to welcome his company even though he is not nearly enough male for her. 

“What do they say to each other?”

“Dr. Hudson says he has a map to the secret waterfall. He got it from a Majaki, so he thinks it’s accurate. But it’s a long hike.”

The child listens closely, then mimics the doctor’s deep voice, “Do not worry, I will not let you get lost.”

Tension spreads through my chest muscles, biceps, and forearms as my body prepares for a battle. There is no enemy, and yet I feel the urge to strike. I watch through narrow eyes as the teacher responds with a pleasant lilt of interest. Her thick, twisted hair bounces as she nods her head excitedly.

“What do they say now?” 

“He asked Ms. Jasmine if he should pack food. Because it’s a date. Oh! Ms. Jasmine said you have a date with someone you want to know better, then celebrate the special love day with flowers and sweets.”

“And what of this weapon ceremony? When do they impale each other?”

He shrugs one thin shoulder. “Maybe after they eat the sweets?”

A displeased rumble vibrates in the base of my throat. If this male thinks for one moment that he is going to impale her with his weapon... or anything else...

Grabbing Havol by the back waistband of his trousers, I lift him off the floor, so he is horizontal in the air. Jash-meen’s eyes widen as I storm over while the child wildly flaps his arms.

“I’m a bird!”

I grunt. “You are not. Pay attention.”

Inserting myself between Jash-meen and the puny human male, I lift my chin and glance down at the woman whose eyes sparkle... almost as if she’s pleased to see me. The warmth covering my body intensifies with that one look.

She speaks softly to the child as he makes a squawking sound, then giggles.

“Havol, tell her I will take her to the waterfall.”

“Swing me first.”

“I will not.”

“Swing me after?”

I sigh. “Yes.”

Jasmine steps closer as the child translates, her vibrant heat filling my senses and flooding me with tingles. I cannot look away from her. She is so—

“She says no.”

No? 

The male moves beside me and looks all the way up to my face. I do not acknowledge him. But if the teacher is denying me because she has feelings for this healer, then I must step back.

Why am I doing this to myself? It is perfectly acceptable for her to want another male.

I cannot love a human. It is why I’ve avoided the urge to pursue her despite the longing I feel to do so. One full summer growing season of seeing her almost daily and wanting her more each time. What I saw happen at the last human colony I was on is still haunting me after all this time and reminds me why it’s best to leave all humans alone.

Even as I remember, words come from my mouth without my control.

“Tell her that I insist and will not take no for an answer.”

Havol groans impatiently and translates. 

The teacher crosses her arms over her chest and tilts her head at me. Our eyes brush but she looks away. I long to move closer to her, to take her into my arms and run my fingers through her unusual hair. Her lips part slightly, the pretty red hue on her cheeks deepening as if she is anticipating my answer.

“She asks if you know where the pink waterfall is?”

“Yes.”

“Will you show her and Dr. Hudson the way?” Havol kicks his feet. “Swing me now?”

This is not an ideal arrangement, having the human male along. But he will be the buffer that prevents me from getting too close to Jash-meen. 

Swinging the child, I look from her to the male. He will not meet my eyes, as if he knows he is no competition for me... if I intended to compete for her as a mate. 

Which I do not. 

“Yes, I will take them.” I agree gruffly. “When?”

“Tomorrow morning? There’s no school and the weather will be good.”

Remembering that I am holding the sack of tepe fruits, I hand it to Jash-meen. The tips of her fingers softly brush mine as she accepts the bag. Savoring the moment of warmth from her touch, I step back, give the child a wild swing in the air, then set him down. 

There’s a light tap on my leg. 

A human child looks up at me with big, brown eyes, then puts a finger in her mouth and
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