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Chapter 1


Gron snatched Ruth up and held her to
him, putting his mouth over hers the way she had taught him. They were home! He
didn’t know how it had happened, but the trees were the same, the birdsong was
the same, the ground and air were the same, everything was the same! They were
home! 


He remembered being in that forest,
sleeping in that cave after escaping from the cell, growing hungrier every day.
He remembered mating with Ruth, a memory that heated his blood. It was still
new to him, the reactions of a primed male, but Ruth had made it easy for him. 


He remembered the strange sharp
trees, climbing one to examine the area, look for a place they could make their
life, and being pricked in the arm by one of the branches. Had it made him
sick? He knew he had felt feverish. 


Perhaps he had died and this was the
life after. It was good, if that was the case. But thinking that Ruth had died
too upset him. Had she died because of him, because he hadn’t been there to
save her? Perhaps it was a dream, then, but it felt very real. Their time in
the cell and in that other forest felt more like a dream than this. 


Gron decided not to question it. They
had been saved by the spirits, brought home, with food and water in strange
containers, and Ruth had been given more of that strange covering she liked,
but they were home. They were safe. Gron could build them a home, find them
plenty of food and water. Life would be easy now. 


Gron heard the rustling of leaves
being pushed aside. He separated from Ruth and put her down, turning his head
to look in the direction of the noise, and tensed. Three males of his own kind
stepped out of the tree line. Leading them was his older brother, Kranu, and he
recognised the other two from his tribe, Drenz and Troii. His initial reaction
was to be overjoyed to see his family again, but he hesitated in greeting them.
He hadn’t realised he was close to his tribe’s territory. Now he had Bonded
with Ruth, he was of her tribe. They would not welcome him, and their body
language was curious, but primed for a fight. 


He felt Ruth place a trembling hand
against his back and he spared a glance at her. She was staring at the other
males, her eyes wide and her face pale. Was she scared? Was she imagining Bonding
them to her? He knew one male was not enough, but he didn’t like the idea of
sharing her, particularly with his brother. He knew the males would not attack
her, as she was a Queen, but they had a duty to protect their tribe. Queens
poached males from other tribes. Would his own brother chase him away? Away
from his home?


“Gron,” Kranu greeted first. “So it
is true. You were taken by a Queen.” His eyes flicked to Ruth, taking in her
differences. “Has she returned to take more males?”


Gron flicked his tail when he
realised he did not know. In all likelihood, she had. She needed a tribe, a
court. He had been raised to be wary of other Queens not from his tribe, being
loyal only to his own. Ruth was his Queen now, but he knew how the other males
must see her: a thief, and an opportunity. He shifted closer to her,
obstructing their view of her, and hers of them. 


“Gruth did not take me. We were taken
by others, but it is true I have Bonded to her. She has chosen me as her mate,”
Gron answered, straightening his back with pride. Unless much had changed in
his absence, Kranu had not been chosen by Grasta, the Queen, to join her court.



Kranu’s tail flicked and his cheek
gave an almost unnoticeable twitch of jealousy. He had always used his greater
size and age against Gron, who now had something he did not. “Then you should
not have returned,” he said. 


“I would not have, but I... I do not
know how we came to be here. It was not my intention,” Gron answered, feeling
his high ground slip away from him. 


Kranu’s pelt puffed up. “You got
lost, and you led your Queen into danger?” he asked, his voice almost rumbling
with pleasure as he sensed Gron’s weakness. 


“No,” Gron growled back. “But you
declare yourself a danger to my Queen?”


Troii stepped forward. “Calm, both of
you,” he said. He was not of an age to give them orders, but they had grown up
together and he was their friend. “Queen, may I greet you?” he said, looking at
Ruth. 


Ruth did not reply, shielding herself
further behind Gron’s back but continuing to watch. 


“Gruth does not speak our language,”
Gron told Troii, “She is different from us, you may have noticed during your
staring, Kranu.”


Kranu glared at him but was unable to
deny it. “Then how do you know you please her?” he threw back. 


Images of Ruth’s face when they
mated, the sound of her cries and the strange way she would bare her teeth, and
the delightful clasp of her breeding channel around his aching flesh flashed
through Gron’s mind, causing heat to wash over his skin briefly. “We do not
need to speak,” he told Kranu. “We have our eyes, and our hands.”


Kranu visibly fought not to snarl in
jealousy. 


Troii interjected again. “Kranu, stop
antagonising him, he is still your brother. If what he says is true-”


“How can it be true? Taken and Bonded
to a strange-”


Gron drowned out the rest of Kranu’s
sentence with a roar. “You disrespect my Queen?”


Kranu drew himself up, tail lashing
angrily, snarling and ready to fight. 


“Stop it! Stop, both of you!” Troii
shouted, placing himself between them. “Kranu, look at her! She is clearly
using Gron for protection, against us! She trusts him but we are scaring her!
Is that what you want? Is that the kind of male you are?”


Hearing Troii’s words, Gron looked
quickly at Ruth, appalled to think they were frightening her. She was huddled
tight in on herself, one hand gripping the pelt on his back and the other on
his waist as if she was trying to fold herself into his body. Her eyes were
wide and scared. Seeing him look at her, she said his name questioningly, and
he took a moment to soothe her, trying to ease his expression and stroking her
face. 


“She speaks! You see, it is another
of his stories! He probably found her in the forest and has brought her back to
keep!” Kranu accused, Gron’s affectionate display only stoking his anger
further. 


“She knows my name, that is all!”
Gron corrected him. 


“Gron... Take her and leave here,”
Troii said, sympathy in his voice. 


“No,” Kranu interrupted. “I don’t
think so. I think we should take her to the Queen and let her decide.”


“On what grounds?” Troii demanded,
his calm slipping.


Kranu shifted uncomfortably, and Gron
knew whatever he said next would be nothing but an excuse. “She does not look
fully-grown to me. She looks like a child.”


“Kranu!”


“You would dare?!” Gron
snarled, lunging forward a couple of steps, causing Ruth to give a little
shriek of fear. Never had his brother gone so far, been so despicable. Gron had
always thought his brother was at heart a good male, but his jealousy had
clearly overwhelmed him. He had never been so insulted in his life. 


“Kranu, you are being ridiculous!”
Troii cried, again throwing himself between the brothers to stop them fighting,
but he needn’t have worried because Gron wouldn’t have left Ruth. 


“Am I? She isn’t half the size of
Grasta! You can’t deny that, Troii,” Kranu replied. “And I do not smell her on
him as I should if they have mated.”


Troii looked at Ruth again, and Gron
saw concern flicker in his eyes. 


“Troii, she is mature, how could I
have Bonded to her if she was not? How could she have primed me for her mating
needs if she was not? I’m telling you, she is an adult. Her body does not have
the pelt ours do, it is difficult for her to mark me with her scent. If you
take her to our tribe, Grasta will have the right to fight her for dominance!
She will not survive it, Troii!”


Troii looked torn. He turned to the
last male. “Drenz, what do you think?”


Drenz was a quiet male, preferring
his own company, never displaying any interest in the rest of the tribe beyond
what was expected. When they were young, they had often thought him strange for
it, as he would not join in their games or adolescent wonderings at the world.
As adults, Drenz had proven himself to be harmless, just a careful thinker and
deep feeler. Now Gron hoped for him to see sense. 


Drenz looked at them all, seeming to
consider. Finally he said in his quiet, sedate voice, “It is not for males to
decide what a Queen wants.” He met Gron’s eyes. “She cannot speak. We must
trust in the power that rules us, and let the Queen decide. They are in her
territory after all.”


“I am to be widowed then?” Gron
asked, a vision of that future rising up in his mind’s eye. Males who had Bonded
and then been abandoned or who outlived their Queen were... desolate. He might
be allowed to stay with his tribe, or he might prefer to wander into the forest
to live alone, hoping one day soon to die. “I will not lose her.” The truth was
he would fight even Grasta to protect Ruth. 


 “I believe your mother will defend
you,” Drenz said solemnly. Gron’s mother was Queen before Grasta, and had
stepped down peacefully, so was allowed to stay in the tribe with her aging
court, since taking them with her and all her children would have left Grasta
with very little. “If your Queen is young, Grasta will not hurt her.”


“But she is not,” Gron insisted,
keeping Ruth tucked protectively under his arm where she fit easily, her small
size so unlike the Queens he knew. 


“I will make it known that we brought
you into the tribe for Grasta’s decision only. I will tell her that you did not
want to come, that your Queen does not challenge her,” Troii assured him. 


Gron thought about it. He looked at
them all, Drenz’ expression blank, Troii apologetic, Kranu smug. He looked at
Ruth, who was watching him in fear and confusion. She must be terrified,
understanding nothing of what was troubling him, but still she wrapped herself
around him as if to keep him with her, trusting him to protect her. 


“And if I refuse? You may fight me,
but even you would not use force against a Queen,” Gron challenged.


“I’ll tell our mother you’re out here
keeping a young Queen against her will. Do you think she won’t find you and
strip your hide?” Kranu threatened in reply.


Gron knew his mother would listen to
him and be more understanding than Kranu had been, but he also knew what her
fury would be if he allowed Kranu to tell her that her son, desperate to mate,
had betrayed Grasta and stolen an infant Queen to Bond to. If his mother found
him before she had a chance to look at Ruth, she might very well kill him for
his perceived crimes. And then if she ever found out her mistake, if she found
Ruth, or Troii explained, then her grief and that of his fathers would be
endless. 


He had to take Ruth to Grasta. It was
getting late in the day, and they did not have time to travel away from his
tribe and build a shelter, and find food and water. Ruth would be more comfortable
spending the night with his tribe, as long as he insured her safety. The part
of him that had thought he would never see his home, his tribe or his family
again also longed to see his mother and the Prime Fathers who had raised him,
his younger brother, Mruin, and the rest of his friends. He had cared about
Grasta when he had been a part of the tribe, as a male should care for their
Queen, and he wanted to see her, as if to make sure for the final time that she
was well.


“Very well,” Gron conceded. “We’ll
come.”


He gently led Ruth the way the other
males had come, and she didn’t object. Perhaps she could sense that a decision
had been made and there would not be violence, not now at least. 


Kranu let them pass him, Gron keeping
himself between Ruth and his brother, so that the older male could follow them
and block their retreat. As they passed, his brother leant towards Gron in
order to stick in a final jibe. 


“Mother is going to be so
disappointed in you,” he said. 


Gron stiffened. Let her be, he
thought. Let them all think he had betrayed them. They weren’t him, they didn’t
know what he and Ruth had gone through together, what she meant to him. So what
if they didn’t believe him? It was true, and Ruth knew it was true. Even if
they couldn’t speak to each other, they still shared that secret, that reality
that existed only between them. There was a lot he didn’t know about her, but
he knew she had crawled into his arms in that cold cell, and pushed his hand
between her legs in that sunlit stream, and stroked his face at night, and
shared her food when she was hungry. 


Gron tightened his arm around Ruth.
He knew where his allegiance lay. She was his Queen. Ruth owned his body and
spirit because she had earned them and he gave them gladly. 











Chapter 2


Gron’s heart twisted as the tribal village came into view.
Home – where he shouldn’t be. It was dangerous, for him and his Queen, but he’d
thought he’d never see it again. It looked just as it had the day he’d been
taken, nothing had changed, but he saw it all with new eyes. He tilted his head
back to look up into the trees, at the vast network of platforms stretching up
through the branches, the highest ones invisible from the ground. His people
were up there, he thought. 


The ones who weren’t in the trees were noticing their group
arrive, slowly stopping in their tasks to watch. Gron wished the three males
who had found them weren’t surrounding them as if they were dangerous. There
was a shout as they progressed among the tribe and Gron rumbled happily to see
an older male rushing towards them. Troii obligingly stood aside as he joined
the group.


“Gron! You’re back!” Brur said, seizing Gron’s shoulders
affectionately. Brur was one of his mother’s two Prime Fathers, and still wore
the string of large wooden beads that denoted his position. He had helped to
raise Gron, and was very important to him. Brur looked to Ruth and dropped his
hands. “Oh! My apologies, Queen!”


“She doesn’t understand you, Brur,” offered Kranu helpfully,
with the intention of being anything but. 


“Oh?” Brur looked to Ruth again, then offered her a slight
bow, clearly presuming it was a gesture universally understood. Ruth stretched
her mouth thin and made a small noise, presumably acknowledging Brur’s
deference, but she did not let go of Gron. It was clear she still did not feel
safe. 


“So it is true, you left to join a Queen. I must say, your
mother was quite upset when you left without saying anything to her,” Brur
chastised. 


“I did not leave, Prime Father, I was taken, as was Gruth,”
Gron explained, but that was as far as he got before Griss, his mother’s other
Prime Father joined them, also wearing the honourable wooden beads. 


Of the two, Brur was the slighter male, with a light heart
and a lot of charm. He had always made their home a happy one. Griss was
larger, fiercer, and sterner. His dark fur was dappled with grey now, but he
took his responsibilities no less seriously. He had always considered
protecting their family to be his one priority, and he had never slackened in
his execution of his duty. 


Gron did not know for sure which of the two males had
fathered which of the children, only his mother knew that, but he often
suspected he had been the child that earned Brur his beads, as they shared a
similar pelt pattern. If Griss had fathered Kranu, that might explain his
brother’s aggression and humourlessness, but as far as Gron knew, Brur had been
made Prime Father before Griss. 


Really, it didn’t matter. Both men had raised him and his
siblings, they were both devoted to his mother, Gryla, and they were both
honourable males to whom he owed a lot. 


“Gron,” Griss intoned sternly as he approached. “You should
not have returned. Your place is with her now,” he said, staring at Ruth,
understandably baffled by both her physical differences, and the fact that she
was cowering against him. “Queen, are you ill? Have you come here for
assistance?” he asked her seriously.


“Apparently she doesn’t understand us, Griss,” Brur said as
if he found the situation an intriguing and amusing puzzle, laying his hand on
his partner’s arm. Griss scowled and took a step back away from Ruth, showing
deference in his own way. 


“Gron, why are you here?” Griss asked. 


“Kranu insisted,” Gron answered. 


“Kranu?”


“She doesn’t look like any Queen I’ve ever seen. I wanted to
get Grasta’s opinion on the matter.”


Griss growled. “Kranu, you have no right-!” he snarled taking
a step toward his son. Kranu and Griss had fought for years. Kranu was the only
male in the tribe foolish enough to test the older male, and the only male who
could get away with it, as Griss would never lay a hand in anger on his
children. 


“It is for the Queen’s own good! How do we know what Gron
says is true, that they’ve Bonded, when she neither speaks nor understands us?
He could have found her anywhere, and she is small too, she might be staying
with him out of fear!”


Griss growled again, his exceptionally deep voice usually
enough to cow any uppity male, especially when combined with his authority as a
Prime Father, but it never worked on Kranu. “How dare you accuse your own
brother of such a thing? Have you no loyalty at all?”


“Loyalty? He is the one who left us, betrayed our Queen for that
one,” he spat, tossing his head at Ruth and making Gron show his teeth in
challenge. “If he does speak the truth, then he is no longer my tribe, so how
can he be my brother?”


Griss flexed his hands at his side, still rumbling deep in
his chest. They were interrupted then by a playful yell from the forest.


“Where are my males?” 


All of the males, except Troii and Drenz, straightened at the
sound of that familiar voice. Griss and Brur relaxed, waiting patiently for
their Queen’s arrival, but Kranu and Gron tensed, still a little afraid of
their mother even as adults. 


“We are here, Gryla!” replied Brur, and Gron held his breath,
waiting to see his mother again. 


Gryla rounded a large tree and spotted them. She was just how
Gron remembered her, formidable, her fine mane shot through with grey. She
froze when she saw Gron, then her eyes slid to Ruth’s small form tucked into
his side and snarled viciously. 


“Gron!” she roared, and charged for the group. “You bring her
here?!” Troii, Drenz and Kranu scattered, his Prime Fathers parting to let
Gryla pass but ready to intervene. Gron had no choice but to stand his ground.
He had to protect Ruth, and years of experience had taught him that running
from his mother only made her angrier.


Gron braced himself as his mother bore down on him, forcing
Ruth behind him. He did it reflexively, though before he had met Ruth, opposing
his mother would have been unthinkable. A male standing between Queens was the
utmost stupidity, but Ruth could not fight his mother, would not survive an
attack from her. 


At the last second, Gryla reined in her charge, choosing
instead to tower over her son, seizing painful fistfuls of his pelt, growling
ferociously. 


Brur put his hand on her arm, seeking to calm her. “Gryla,
Kranu brought them here,” he explained. 


Gryla’s head whipped to the side, immediately locating her
eldest son. “Is that right?” she demanded of him. 


Kranu cleared his throat, trying to pretend he wasn’t
quaking. “I thought they should be brought before Grasta,” he said, his
previous bravado stripped away. “I have doubts about the Queen’s safety with
Gron.”


“What is that supposed to mean? Are you her keeper, Kranu?”
Gryla demanded. Gron wished she would release his pelt, but knew better than to
ask. 


“She doesn’t understand our language, she can’t speak to us,
or so Gron claims. She is also tiny. How do we know she is mature? How do we
know she has chosen him? He does not wear her scent,” Kranu explained. 


Gryla rumbled and passed her nose over Gron’s chest and
shoulders briefly, trying to smell Ruth on him. She then shoved him aside,
peering down at Ruth. 


“You! Do you understand me? It would be best if you tell me
now,” she ordered. 


Ruth looked panicked, her eyes flicking between Gron and the
angry behemoth in front of her. Her arms were pulled protectively to her chest,
and Gron willed her not to do anything to antagonise Gryla. Finally she wiggled
her fingers and said something short. Gryla narrowed her eyes suspiciously, but
didn’t seem affronted. 


“Where did you find her?” Gryla asked Gron.


“I was taken, Mother. I was kept in a dark, hard hole. The
ones who took me took Gruth as well, and threw her down to me. We were kept
alone together for some time, until we escaped. Perhaps they wanted the Bond to
form, but we did not mate until we were free again.” Gron left out that he had
no idea how they had arrived home after being in that strange forest. “Kranu,
Troii and Drenz found us in the forest and brought us here against our will.
You know I would never do anything to go against you or Grasta. What would be
the point in bringing Gruth here? She would never win a challenge for
dominance.”


“Perhaps she wants more males,” Gryla suggested absently,
though the words tightened around Gron’s heart. 


“I would have no way of knowing if she did. We do not speak
the same language,” he answered hollowly. 


Gryla grunted. “A strange tale indeed, my son. Captured
against your will, forced to Bond with a tiny female with whom you cannot
communicate, with no pelt and no tail. If it is true, I almost feel sorry for
you,” she said. 


“I assure you, it is true,” Gron told her, his eyes and voice
perfectly steady.  


“Well, let’s test it, shall we?” she said. 


A spike of apprehension shot through Gron. “How?”


Gryla stepped towards him, but she spoke to Brur. “Brur, try
to lead her away,” she commanded. 


“Gryla...”


“Do it.”


Trying to see past his mother, Gron saw Brur carefully
approach Ruth and gently take her hand. He slowly pulled, indicating she should
follow him. Ruth immediately looked to Gron, and he tried to keep his
expression calm so that she would not be scared. She took a few hesitant steps after
Brur, but the further away she got, the more agitated she became. She turned to
Brur and pointed to Gron, but Brur ignored her, still calmly leading her away.
At least it was not Griss, Gron thought. Griss would not be gentle if Ruth
resisted.


Ruth stopped, digging her heels into the soft, mulchy ground.
She pointed to Gron again, and this time said his name, and he was proud of her
demanding tone. Brur pulled on her hand again and she snatched it from his
grasp. 


“Gron,” she ordered sternly, stabbing her finger at him in
the air. She started walking back towards him, but Brur stopped her with a hand
on her shoulder. Now fear flickered in her eyes, and she looked back at Gron
for some clue of what was happening, but he couldn’t give her one. She tried to
shake of Brur’s hand off but he held tighter, using his other arm around her
waist to start dragging her back. 


Now she fought in earnest. She snarled in her own language,
scratching Brur’s arm and kicking his legs. She yelled for Gron, her eyes fixed
on him, and her distress was making him very uncomfortable. He couldn’t take
any more, it was his job to protect her. He tried to move past his mother, but
she blocked his path easily with her larger frame, superior height and broad
shoulders. He glanced at her face and found her watching him carefully. 


“Mother, it is enough now, she doesn’t understand what is
happening,” he said, disturbed. 


“Brur will not hurt her, you know that,” Gryla replied
calmly.


Gron was not soothed. “She is distressed. She is calling me.”
He tried to dodge round his mother again, and was blocked again. “Mother, let
me past.”


“Gryla, I wish to let her go,” Brur said, raising his voice
over Ruth as he tried to catch her hands before they clawed his face. 


“Take her out of sight and maybe she will calm down,” Gryla
suggested coldly. Brur grunted and lifted Ruth off her feet to carry her away
and her snarls escalated to screams. 


Gron’s heart was pounding, his Queen’s distress calling him
on a chemical level. “Let me go to her. She wants me,” he said, his agitation
clear. He tried to push past his mother, his hands on her arm, but she seized
him and braced her body against his. He had no hope of moving her in a contest
of strength. “Why are you doing this?” he cried. If she did not let him past
soon, he would have to fight her, an act that would break his heart.


Ruth had noticed his distress, and the fact that they were
being deliberately separated, and she twisted in Brur’s arms to attack him
directly. They had drawn a crowd, none of whom had more authority than Gryla,
who they would not challenge. Only an adolescent male stepped forward, Mruin,
Gron’s younger brother. 


“Mother, what’s happening? What has Gron done?” he cried. The
poor boy’s allegiance was clearly torn, watching his mother detain his brother
while another brother watched, and one of his fathers wrestled with a strange
Queen he should never be touching. 


A deafening roar shook the air and they all froze. Grasta
thumped to the ground in the middle of them, her weight enough to tremble the
earth. She pulled herself up to her full height and announced “If there is any
fighting to be done in this tribe, it shall be done by me!”


Brur quickly released Ruth who raced to Gron’s side. He
gathered her against him and drew her away from Gryla, stoking her hair and
brushing his lips against her face as she locked her arms around his neck.


“Gryla, what is going on here?” Grasta demanded. The Alpha
Queen was the tallest of all the tribe, standing almost a head taller than
Gryla, and a full head and shoulders taller than Gron. Her pelt covered most of
her body, which was thick with muscle, her chest and shoulders broad, her limbs
perfect weapons. 


“Grasta, my foolish sons have brought another Queen here.
Kranu is disputing Gron’s claim that he has Bonded to her,” Gryla replied,
deferring to Grasta’s superiority. “I should have had more daughters,” she
added, throwing dark looks at her sons.


“And what does she say?”


“It appears she does not understand us and cannot speak our
language.”


Grasta turned her head to stare down at Brur. “Did I see one
of your males with his hands on her?” she asked Gryla.


“On my orders, Grasta. I was separating them, to see if they
are truly Bonded.”


“And, what was your conclusion?”


“They reacted badly to it.”


Grasta looked at Gron and Ruth where they stood entwined.
“They certainly look Bonded to me.” A frustrated look crossed her face and she
waved it away. “I will hear more of this, but we will sit down and eat. If
there is some disagreement, let the tribe know of it. We will have a feast
tonight, everyone!” She looked pointedly at Gryla. “Peace until then,” she
ordered.


The crowd began to disperse to gather food for the feast, and
to avoid their Queen’s ire. 


“Gron,” Grasta called. “You may take your Queen to your platform,
but do not leave the village. I require your presence at the feast, where you
will explain your actions to me.”


Gron nodded. He was grateful for this moment’s calm. No one
more would challenge him or Ruth, it was in Grasta’s hands now. No one else
could fight them or make demands without disobeying their Queen. 


He picked Ruth up and manoeuvred her onto his back like he
had in that strange forest where they had struggled to survive. She clung on
almost gratefully, and he leapt them into the trees, hoping his old platform
was as he had left it. 











Chapter 3


Ruth hung on tight as Gron bounded into the trees. She was
glad to see that his strength didn’t seem to have suffered from being poisoned
and sedated for so long. She nuzzled her nose into the hair and fur at the back
of his neck and inhaled gratefully. He was alive. They both were, which seemed
to have been a close thing a few minutes ago. Ever since the others of his kind
had emerged from the forest, she had been scared. She knew she would probably
meet other Gandry, some of whom would probably know Gron, but she hadn’t
expected the hostile reception they had got. 


These Gandry knew Gron, were evidently his tribe, as everyone
they had come across had used his name. She had heard her name being given out
as well. But Gron had never relaxed around them and she wondered why. Wasn’t he
happy to be back with his family? Apparently it wasn’t a good thing, since that
first male to talk to them had quickly provoked Gron into a snarling match
until one of the others had stepped between them. So she took it that fighting
wasn’t encouraged, at least. She didn’t have to worry about being thrown into
an arena like she had in the cell. 


She hadn’t missed the way they stared at her though. It was
stupid, but she hadn’t realised she would find herself very suddenly in a
minority of one. All her time with Gron so far, they’d both been aliens
together, with a third, common enemy. Now she was the only alien, and she
didn’t know who to trust. 


She couldn’t understand a single word that was being said,
but they sure felt free to chat it out about her. She’d been stared at, sneered
at, bowed to, ignored, had her hand held, and been forcibly restrained. She got
that females seemed to be scarce, only two of the maybe two-dozen people she’d
seen had been female, and that she didn’t look like them, but damn. If they
could make up their mind at least whether to be nice to her or not, that would
be great.


And everyone was naked. So many dicks everywhere. She was
used to Gron, she liked looking at him, but it was bizarre to watch
these people have apparently very serious discussions with their junk hanging
out. Ruth didn’t know where to put her eyes. She’d also noticed that not
everyone had the same fur. It was all basically the same shade of dark brown,
except where it had greyed apparently with age, but the patterns were
different. Some people had more, some had less, some had strips of it, some had
patches, some had bare chests and covered stomachs, some only had it on their lower
arms and legs. Everyone had a furry tail though. Ruth was glad she wasn’t
naked, even if she was the only one. Her wrapped toga gave her a lot more
confidence than she would otherwise have had. 


Gron seemed to be getting the same mixed reception that she
was. Ruth had been terrified when that female had charged him. Their whole time
here had been nuts, and she had no idea what was going on. All she knew was
that everyone had left, including them, when that ginormous female had turned
up. That woman had to be close to eight feet tall, broad as a barn door, with
barely any of her body not covered in fur. The gorilla-look was even stronger
in her, except that she stood so straight. She was evidently the leader, the alpha
female, like T’Lax had warned her. Ruth hoped their business with her was done.



She hadn’t figured out how everyone related to each other
yet, who was friend, who was foe, who was family. She had no idea where they
were headed now. She had to put everything in Gron’s hands, and she didn’t like
it very much. It made her feel a little better about talking to T’Lax and not
being able to tell Gron how they got back to his planet though. She’d never
thought about them having secrets before, as she wasn’t wilfully keeping
anything from him, she just couldn’t tell him. Now she realised their whole
lives were, and would be, secret... and that didn’t seem like a very good
foundation for a relationship. 


Gron stopped on one of the large branch-platforms she’d
noticed. Their village felt like a city; it certainly had skyscrapers.
Intellectually she knew, or rather hoped, that the platform would take her
weight. These people lived on these things, and every Gandry had to weigh at
least twice as much as she did. She was still seriously uneasy standing on one.
The Gandry could climb trees and had tails for holding on. She’d probably get
killed by a branch on her way down if she fell, it was so high up she wouldn’t
even get the chance to hit the ground. 


This must be what Gron had tried to build their first night
after the cell. It was made out of branches that had been bent and woven
together, with the large hard leaves stuck together and laid over the top to
form a floor. It was surprisingly flat and steady, it didn’t seem to make a
difference where she placed her foot, which was good. She took a few steps and
looked around as Gron watched her, then he began examining the items that had
been pushed towards the trunk of the massive tree. The platform was bigger than
the floor of her bedroom back home, but it was just a floor, no walls and no
ceiling. Ruth looked up but couldn’t see much of the sky. It looked like the
higher foliage and platforms would block most of the weather. 


Ruth followed Gron to the trunk of the massive tree, where he
was digging through a collection of... stuff. She couldn’t tell what any of it
was, not definitively. Most of it was made of it sticks that had been tied
together. She didn’t see anything that suggested the Gandry used animal skins
for anything. Well, she still had her backpack, and she was suddenly very
attached to it. Everything around them made sense to Gron but mystified her.
Everything in the backpack made sense to her but would mystify him. She smiled
as she gently put it next to what she assumed was his stuff, or at least
guest-stuff. Maybe this was the Gandry equivalent of a hotel room. 


Then she put her hand on his arm. Other than their joyful
kisses when he had realised they were home, she felt like they hadn’t really
had a proper moment to get reacquainted. Of course, as far as he knew, they’d
been making love in that cave last night, but for her it had been something
like two weeks since she had lain happily in his arms. It wasn’t the time that
bothered her now, Lord knows she’d gone much longer than two weeks
without sex before, but that she’d watched him almost slip away in her arms,
and that he’d spent two weeks unconscious in a hospital bed. He seemed to be
fully recovered, but she wanted to feel it. 


Gron looked up at her touch, and she stroked her hand down
the furry stripe on the outside of his arm. He stood up slowly and faced her.
She smiled and reached up to touch his face, stroking over his brow,
cheekbones, nose, lips. He hung his head to let her, those dark eyes, which
were an unplaceable shade somewhere between charcoal and chocolate, watching
her with open concern. 


She sighed. There was so much she could say to him, but what
would it matter? In the end she settled for, “I’m glad you’re alive. So glad.”


He rumbled in his chest in reply and stepped closer, his arms
going around her. She went up on her tip toes to wrap her arms around his neck,
pressing herself down the length of his body, and kissed him. She hadn’t meant
to kiss him as hard as she did, but she found herself gripping his hair
desperately, her fingers scratching at the back of his neck. She felt his warm,
fluffy, and surprisingly heavy tail drape across her hips and she moaned
approvingly. She loved her strange, furry, giant, alien man, tail and all. If
it had just been them in this treetop world, she would have been blissfully
happy. 


She pulled her hands down his neck, over his chest, the fur
on his shoulders, what she could reach of the fur on his spine. She felt his
dick start to get interested and reluctantly pulled away. Not that she didn’t
want to watch his face as she licked his tail and find out if he was strong
enough to hold her up and fuck her against the tree trunk, but it still felt a
bit early in the day, and a bit exposed on this platform. She hadn’t seen any
neighbours, but in this leafy labyrinth, that didn’t mean they weren’t there. 


Instead she stayed in the supporting circle of his arms, her
hands resting on his furry chest, and stared up into his face. 


“Are we going to be okay here?” she asked. He, of course,
didn’t say anything, but something of what she felt must have shown in her face
because he bent down and nuzzled against her cheek, murmuring something she
didn’t understand. It was comforting, but not reassuring. It meant a lot to her
that he still cared about her, but it didn’t mean that there wasn’t a problem.
She sighed. “Take care of me, alright?” she told him. 











Chapter 4


Gron was distracted from Ruth by someone landing on his
platform. He looked up but he didn’t loosen his hold on her. It had been a
trying day for them both, and he didn’t want her to get scared again. He had
longed for home many times while he had been captive, but now he found himself
wishing his family could just leave them in peace for a moment. 


Their visitor was Brur, the more amicable of his mother’s
mates, one of his fathers, and the male who had tried to pull Ruth away from
him despite her fighting. Correspondingly, Ruth stiffened in his arms and
pushed closer to him. She was wary of Brur, as anyone would be in her
situation, and Gron could not reassure her. 


“Gron,” Brur said, looking uncomfortable. “I have come to
apologise to your Queen,” he said. 


Gron did not welcome him as he once would have. He knew his
father had only been obeying Gryla, his Queen, which was the duty of every
male, but Gron’s duty was to Ruth, and as such her enemies became his, no
matter who they were. Gron watched Brur take in his hold on Ruth, and her hold
on him, and the quiet antagonism the couple radiated towards him. Yes, look,
thought Gron. See that we are Bonded, and never question it again. 


“You know she does not understand you,” Gron replied.


Brur shifted, ashamed. “I have brought her a gift,” he said,
and he held out a string of sweetfruit, which did not grow near the tribal
village and was coming to the end of its season. These must have come from
Gryla’s personal stock. 


Gron’s resistance gave way an inch. “Does Mother know you
took these?”


“Yes.”


“Did she tell you to bring them?” Gron watched Brur
carefully. He wanted his mother to be apologetic for what she had done, and he
wanted Brur to be too. He didn’t want to think Gryla had sent his father here
for another opportunity to spy on him and Ruth.


“It was my idea. I asked her for them, and she gave her
permission. Gryla is happy for Gruth to have them,” Brur assured him. 


Gron sighed. He knew it was not his place to demand that
Gryla feel sorry for what she had done. He could imagine as well how Brur must
be feeling, how he would feel if he had been placed in the same situation. Ruth
was a rival Queen to the others, it was natural that they would not be kind to
her. Brur’s offering did nothing to calm Gron’s anxiety to get Ruth out of the
tribe and away from the other Queens. 


He gently prised himself away from Ruth, and Brur approached
cautiously. Ruth flinched and stepped behind Gron, her small hand gripping the
pelt on his back tightly. Gron put his arm around her but didn’t push her
forward. She was free to remain where she chose, and to choose whether to
accept Brur’s apology or not. 


The older male was visibly pained by her obvious mistrust of
him, and his shame seemed to wither him as he hung his head under Ruth’s
accusing stare. He held out the vine of fruit, bowing low, almost cringing.
Ruth looked at him for a long moment, but eventually she took the vine from
him. She let it hang by her leg, not eating any, while Gron stroked her back.
He didn’t want her to hate his father, he didn’t want to have to hate him for
her sake. 


Brur stepped back and straightened up, though he didn’t look
like his mood had improved. Clearly, he hadn’t received the reaction he had
hoped for, but Gron didn’t know what he could have expected after the way he
behaved. Ruth did not understand them, their motivations could not be explained
to her. Gron wanted her to get on well with his tribe, but he also appreciated
that he was all she had here, and if she misunderstood something that he did
and thought she couldn’t trust him anymore... He couldn’t let that happen. He
couldn’t lose her trust, not just for her sake, but for his as well. It would
kill him to see her look at him the way she had just looked at Brur. Gron
couldn’t fault the male for cringing. If Ruth looked at him like that, he would
crawl. 


Suddenly feeling charitable, Gron said “Thank you, Brur. We
will see you at the feast.”


Brur looked at him. “I will speak to Gryla. I will do my best
to make sure everything goes well tonight,” he said sincerely.


“Thank you, but it is Grasta whose decision we must fear,”
Gron replied. Brur gave him a sympathetic look, but they both knew Gron was
right. Grasta was the Queen of the tribe. Her decision was final, and it didn’t
have to be merciful. 


“I will see you tonight,” Brur said as means of farewell.
“Please, help her understand I mean her no harm,” he added, nodding at Ruth. 


“You can make that clearer to her than I can,” Gron told him,
and Brur ducked his head. 


“You have grown wise in your absence,” he said. 


“I am Bonded now. I cannot act like a free male would,” Gron
replied. 


Brur looked at him. “I am proud of you, Gron. It seems Griss
and I raised you to be a fine male, and it warms my heart.”


Gron felt again the pang of belonging to Ruth’s tribe now and
having to leave his family behind. This male was important to him. He had
always thought he would be there to look after his parents as they grew old.
Now it would fall most likely to Mruin, since Kranu hardly had the tenderness
for it. “Thank you, Father,” he said. “I will look for you at the feast
tonight.”


Brur left them then, leaping out of sight, presumably heading
back to Gryla’s platform which was somewhere below them. Gron turned back to
Ruth, and she looked up at him again. Her expression was hard to guess at, but
she did not look happy. Gron tried to imagine himself in her situation, unable
to understand anything that was being said, and stroked her hair to comfort
her. It was the best he could do to show her there was no threat, not yet
anyway. The feast would be another matter. 


Ruth bared her teeth in that strange way she had, and Gron
did his best to copy her. She shook and made a strange noise that sounded
almost like coughing, but she put her hand to his cheek and her eyes looked
happy. She lifted the vine of sweetfruits and held it out to him. Not wanting
to take it from her, as it was a gift to her, Gron plucked one of the fruits
off the vine and held it before her mouth. Ruth eyed it suspiciously and pushed
his hand back, pointing at him. 


Gron was repeatedly baffled and endeared by her insistence on
feeding him. He supposed Queens did typically take care of their males, but
while in his tribe that meant fighting, defending the tribe and claiming
territory, Ruth clearly would not be able to do that, not against Queens like
Grasta. Perhaps this was how she compensated, by making sure he was fed.
Perhaps that was how it was done in her tribe. He remembered how she had
brought him some of her share of the strange food they had been given in the
cell. Had she been caring for him even then? When he was still rejecting her?
She must have wanted to Bond with him very soon after seeing him, and his pelt
stiffened a little in pride at that thought. 


He must not encourage this behaviour though. If any of his
tribe saw him eat before his Queen, they would object, perhaps even punish him.
He looked around carefully, trying to discover if they were in sight of any of
the others, but it sounded like most of them were on the ground preparing for
the feast. He quickly popped the fruit into his mouth and chewed. He hadn’t had
one of these in months. He usually only got two or three a year at the peak of
the season when they were plentiful. What few others could be gathered went to
the Queens and their males. They were a common gift for males when they were chosen
to join a Queen’s harem, because they were associated with pleasure and fertility.
By giving them a vine, Brur had approved of their Bonding. 


Gron plucked another from the vine and offered it to Ruth
again, and this time she seemed happy to take it. Her strange, flat mouth and
protruding nose meant that she had to tilt her head back to accept it, her
mouth opening, waiting for him to give her the fruit. He deposited it gently,
trying to avoid her small but sharp-looking teeth. She had no fangs like he
did, but all her front teeth were thin like blades. He had never hurt his tongue
on them when she played with it in her mouth, but they looked vicious
nonetheless. 


As she closed her lips, a warm tingle spread over his skin,
like his body was priming for mating, which was strange. He shook it off,
assigning it to the instinct to provide for his Queen being satisfied. She had
not initiated mating, so he determinedly put it from his mind. He wanted her to
think he was in control, not needy or unstable. So far he had handled his
priming well, and he didn’t want her to think now that he needed caring for,
not when he was her only defence against his tribe. 


Ruth made a pleased noise as she chewed the fruit. They
didn’t have anything to bring to the feast, but Gron felt they would be
excused, having only just arrived after being escorted against their will. He
wouldn’t bring the sweetfruits. It would be disrespectful to share Gryla’s gift
with the whole tribe, and might be interpreted by Grasta as an act of bribery
to win males to Ruth’s side. 


She ate another sweetfruit then moved away to place them by
the tree trunk with the rest of their belongings. When she returned to his
side, he took her hand and led her to the edge of the platform so they could
make their way down to the forest floor. The feast had not yet begun, but he
didn’t want Grasta to send one of her males to retrieve them. They had been
escorted into the tribe as if they were guilty of something, it would not help
matters for the same thing to happen again. 











Chapter 5


The feast was laid out on the forest
floor in a long strip. A collection of fruits, nuts, and other edible plants
were presented on large leaves. The whole tribe was milling around, retrieving
food stores from the trees and depositing them in the centre of the small
clearing that would host the meal. Gron let Ruth slip from his back and took
her hand. Already people were staring at her, and he wanted everyone present to
understand that they were together, an inseparable unit. 


Grasta took her position in the
middle of one side of the spread, the signal for everyone else to seat
themselves around her. On her right sat her Prime Father, so far the only male
she had allowed to father her children, of which she had two sons and a
daughter in the middle, all yet to reach adolescence. The daughter sat beside
her mother, while her younger brother sat beside his father as he was only a
few years old and still needed assistance with his food, with the eldest son on
his other side. 


It was unusual for a Queen to have
only one Prime Father, or to allow him to father so many children, but that was
up to Grasta. 


Beside Grasta’s daughter was the
Queen’s stud, a younger male she used mostly for sexual pleasure. It was
understood in the tribe that she did offer him the chance to father a child
every now and then, but he had yet to succeed. If either of them was concerned
then it was their private business, the tribe had faith he would become a Prime
Father eventually. 


On his other side was the consort, or
so the tribe understood him to be. He was a male barely out of adolescence that
Grasta had Bonded, but had yet to touch, waiting until he matured fully. He was
a quiet and shy lad from outside the tribe, but he was undeniably well-made,
with unusual pale grey eyes, and everyone could see why Grasta had offered to
him despite his age. Bracketing the Queen’s court on either side were her two Bonded
guards, who completed her entourage. 


In the past, Gryla would sit opposite
Grasta, with her males on either side, and her children free to arrange
themselves as they pleased beside their fathers. When Gron’s younger sister had
been growing up, she took pride of place among the children, but she had left
the tribe to start her own the year before. After that, it was usually Kranu
who sat next to Brur to avoid Griss, who Gron sat next to, with Mruin on his
other side. It was a companionable arrangement, and Gron had many pleasant
memories of eating with his family. 


Now that Gron was Bonded to Ruth, who
was also a Queen, which no one could deny no matter how she looked, the social
order was less clear. Gron would have been happy for them to sit as far away
from the other Queens as they could, but he knew that this feast was largely an
excuse to examine Ruth and his Bond to her in front of the whole tribe. As much
as he wanted to, he knew they shouldn’t hide. 


Grasta picked him out of the crowd at
that moment and gestured him over, her face stern but not threatening. It was
clear that she wanted to be obeyed, and they could either agree or be forced.
Gron reluctantly led Ruth over, aware of her closing the gap between them to
once again hover halfway behind him, looking out from behind his arm.


“Sit down, Gron,” Grasta said. 


Aware that he had no choice, Gron
folded his legs under him, and Ruth followed, sitting beside him. This already
was wrong. Ruth should be sitting opposite Grasta, not him. He told himself it
was because Grasta expected him to translate for Ruth, but he knew that if the
Queen saw Ruth as an equal, she would have placed her in Gron’s position. This
was a slight, and Ruth didn’t know enough to challenge it, didn’t have the
strength to challenge Grasta and demand the respect she deserved. 


Gron tried not to meet the eyes of
Grasta’s males. Her mates would not fight him, it was not their purpose, but
the guards... If he disrespected her, they would leap to her defence, despite
being seated away from them. 


Movement made him look beside him and
he watched as his family took their positions around him. His mother, Gryla,
sat on his free side in what he hoped was a show of solidarity. Brur went to
Ruth’s other side, surprising her, but Gron knew his father’s intentions were
good. Griss sat on his mother’s other side, then Kranu, then Mruin. The looks
on their faces suggested they were on his side, ready to negotiate in his
favour despite what it might cost them. Brur must have spoken to Gryla after
all. The thought that he might have his family’s support made Gron feel
stronger. 


The rest of the tribe settled around
them. Outside of the Queen’s court, it didn’t matter where anyone sat, most
people chose spots near food they wanted, or kept to the same friendship groups
they kept to in the day. There was no formal structure to the feast, everyone
would just eat until they were full and then leave, but Gron knew everyone was
there to watch what happened between Ruth and Grasta, and doubted anyone would
be paying much attention to the food or would leave early. 


Grasta ate first, choosing a few
pieces and opening the feast. Gryla took her cue and began. The tribe wasn’t
obligated to wait for Gryla, only her males, but she was never one to wait or
to be overlooked, and tended to eat second as if it was her right. Gron turned
to Ruth. He was her male, and so part of her tribe, not Grasta’s. He was
supposed to wait for her to eat first, but Ruth didn’t know that. If he ate
before her, it would be a dishonour in front of his tribe, and possibly weaken
his claim that he was Bonded to Ruth. If Ruth waited to eat, however, it would
weaken her status as a Queen to allow too many males to eat before her. 


Ruth was watching the proceedings
with interest, but made no move to help herself to any of the food. Gron knew
he had to play this carefully, but the foundations had already been laid by the
sweetfruits, for which he again thanked Brur in his mind. Gron reached out for
the biggest berry on a nearby cluster, then leaned into Ruth’s space and
offered it to her. He was well aware that this was taking more liberties than a
male such as he had a right to, but it was a calculated gamble. Only a
favourite new Prime Father could possibly get away with this behaviour towards
his Queen, and by implying his relationship with Ruth was that strong, Kranu’s
claims that they were not really Bonded, or that Ruth did not understand it,
would seem impossible. 


Ruth watched him and bared her teeth,
her expression softening. She took hold of his wrist and gently took the berry
from him with her small, precise teeth. As she chewed she stretched her lips
thin again as if acknowledging the act in some way. Gron felt that same warmth
as he had felt earlier spread through him, and he curled his tail into his lap,
just in case. He quickly turned away to gather food for her onto one of the
leaves. 


“Hmm,” Grasta rumbled, drawing Gron’s
attention. “She can’t feed herself?” she asked.


“Gruth has chosen me to serve her. I
will do so in every way I can,” Gron replied carefully, deliberately not
allowing his movements to slow or speed up. 


“So she really can’t speak?” asked
Grasta. 


“Gruth can speak. I have heard her
speak at length, enough to fill an entire morning. She just does not speak the
same tongue we do. That is why she does not understand us. She can hear, and
she can speak, and she is not simple,” Gron affirmed, disliking where the
conversation was heading. 


“Can you make her speak now? I would
like to hear it,” commanded Grasta. 


Gron hesitated. Ruth was not here to
entertain Grasta or become her pet, but it was still early to test Grasta’s
patience. At the same time, he did not know how to get Ruth to talk. He
couldn’t just ask her. Gron finished placing food on a leaf for himself and set
it down in front of where he sat, taking his time to allow him to think. What
had made her speak in the past? From what he could remember of his fever in the
cave, she had talked almost non-stop then. She had talked incessantly in the
cell as well. Both times they were alone, and under circumstances he could not
recreate with the whole tribe watching. She usually spoke while they were
mating as well, but he could not initiate that himself, and especially not
while his Bond to her was being contended. 


Gron turned to her. He would only
need a few words. She seemed to notice his pensive stare because she stopped
picking at the food and her eyes flicked between him and Grasta, her long mane
almost whipping him in the face as she turned suddenly to check on Brur behind
her. She turned back to him, confused and concerned, and he put his hand on top
of hers to reassure her. 


He gestured to his throat, pressing
his fingers to the centre of his voice, then at her. She looked confused, so he
pointed at Grasta and then his ear. Thankfully, even if she didn’t understand
him, she still spoke, offering up a few sentences that were probably asking
what he wanted. When she was finished, Gron let her be, removing his hand and
turning back to Grasta, beginning to eat. 


“You see?” he said. 


“I do. Tell me how you found her,
Gron,” Grasta said, her voice serious. 


Gron knew this was the most important
part. He had to speak for both of them, and Ruth’s life might depend on how
Grasta felt when he was finished. So he told her everything. He started with
being taken from the forest when he had gone out on his own, finding himself in
that hard room with no idea how he had got there, being left entirely alone for
what must have been days, being fed the same thing every day by a race of tiny
green people. He told Grasta how he had fought them and how they had burned him
with sticks. It sounded crazy. 


Then he told them of when Ruth had
been dropped into the cell. How she had first been wearing coverings like she
was now, how she had screamed when she saw him, how he had done his best not to
scare her. He told Grasta how she had looked for a weakness in the room,
burning her hand on the bars that covered the top. He felt his shame as he
recounted his failure to protect her from that. Gron explained how she had
refused to eat until he ate with her, and she had shared food with him after
that. 


The others all listened, riveted to
his tale, none of them eating as he told of how the other race had come into
the cell and he had again failed to protect her when they forced her to the
floor and took her coverings. He had been at his lowest then, only to wake to
find her crawling into his arms. He let Grasta know that he had tried to remain
faithful to her and resist the Bond forming, but he made it clear that he did
not feel guilty over that part of his story. The situation was as it was, and
privately, he was glad, so glad that Ruth had taken him as a mate. 


Gron told them of their escape into
the strange forest, how he had tried to build a platform for them and how his
body had primed for her. How they had mated in that cave, and struggled to feed
themselves. How he had pricked his arm on the venomous tree and descended into
a fever while she stayed with him and stroked his hair and talked and talked as
if she was keeping him alive by doing so. 


He couldn’t explain how they had
returned to this forest, right outside the tribe’s village. All he knew was
that he had woken up there with Ruth, who was wearing new coverings and had a
bag with food and water. He then described how Kranu, Troii and Drenz had found
them and forced them back to the village on Kranu’s insistence. After that, the
story became public knowledge. Grasta herself had witnessed the scene their
arrival had caused. 


Silence followed Gron’s narrative.
Ruth had paid close attention as Gron had spoke at length, but had not
interrupted. Now she lay her hand on his arm, stroking the fur, and he squeezed
her hand to reassure her again. 


“Quite a tale, Gron,” said Grasta,
starting to eat again. “It’s incredible, if it is true. I can see why some
might not believe it. And Kranu, do you want to state your concerns here?”


Every head turned to face Gron’s
older brother and he cleared his throat. Another male might be nervous, but
Kranu had waited too long for such a moment for that. “My concern is that the
Queen is not able to communicate her desires, her wishes. We know nothing about
her. We have no way of asking her if Gron speaks the truth, if she is with him
by choice. He could have found her out in the forest and stolen her for
himself.”


There was a palpable shift in the
atmosphere in the tribe at that statement. The idea of a male stealing a Queen
away was... Death would not be penalty enough. It was sick. 


“She could be with him out of fear,
she could be confused. She is small too, how do we know she is even mature? Her
scent is not on him. I thought only of protecting the Queen when I brought her
to you for judgement,” Kranu finished. 


“That is a lie and you know it! You
are jealous of Gron! You think because you are the older and he the younger
that you should have everything and he nothing, you have always been this way,
Kranu!” answered Brur furiously. “You cannot understand the pain it will
cause to separate them.”


The males around them looked ill,
like they had a sour taste in their mouths. Gryla looked ready to beat Kranu
into submission. The truth Kranu suggested was monstrous. If Gron had done as
his brother said, it would go down in legend as the tribe’s greatest evil. 


Grasta looked serene compared to the
others around her, a bad sign. “The crimes you accuse your brother of are
serious indeed, Kranu. Have you any proof?”


“No, but does he? Ask him where is
his proof?” Kranu retorted, just missing crossing into a tone of voice that
would have been disrespectful to the tribe’s Queen. 


Grasta shifted her gaze to Gron and
Ruth. “I see nothing in her that suggests she is afraid of him, or does not
care for him. She cowers against him, hides from us behind his back. She eats
from his hand, and he has shown us that she speaks another tongue. She is here
among his people, whom she cannot understand. I suspect she would leave if Gron
was not vitally important to her. She is different from us, yes, in her face,
and I see no pelt, and no tail. This might account for her size. I have never
seen one who looks like her, but her chest looks ready to feed her offspring.
She could be an adult of her own kind. But her behaviour is not that of a
Queen. She is docile and submissive. She may well be young, or lost somehow.”


A ripple went through the tension in
the air, and Gron stiffened. The time may be coming to fight, or to take Ruth
and run.


“I do not believe Gron would do the
things you have suggested, Kranu. Before he was lost, he was one of us. We all
know him here. He has always been a good male. And if he was going to abduct a
young Queen as you say, where would he even find this strange one? Why would he
choose a Queen that is smaller than he, that is different from his kind? If it
was his choice, it makes no sense, unless he was truly desperate. She cannot be
a true Queen to him. So, her strangeness is the best evidence that his story is
true. She clearly comes from another place. 


“But you ask for proof, so let us
have proof. Everyone here accepts that only a mature Queen can prime a male’s
body for mating. If Gron’s story is true, and he has primed for her and they
have mated, then she is mature and they have Bonded and none of us here can
separate them. Agreed?” Grasta cast her eyes over her tribe.


There was a rumble of consent
throughout. Kranu mumbled along unhappily. 


Grasta faced Ruth and Gron again,
announcing, “Then, let us test their Bond.”









Chapter 6


Ruth was getting used to having no
idea what was going on. Gron had made some gestures she had interpreted as
wanting her to speak so the alpha could hear her, which she responded to by
thinking out loud about why he would want her to talk when no one could
understand her. It seemed to be the right thing to do though, and after that,
Gron had talked uninterrupted for a long time, everyone paying very close
attention. Ruth used the time to eat, unobserved for once. The food wasn’t bad.
She hadn’t been sure, to start off with, knowing that any one thing might prove
to be poison to humans, but so far so good.


 A lot of it could have passed for
fruit back on Earth. She wasn’t too keen on the leaves everyone seemed to be
tucking into, they were just leaves after all, but she made herself finish one
before moving on. Her favourite thing so far was a small pale yellow thing the
shape of a squashed ping pong ball. It was more filling than the fruit, with a
squishy, spongy consistency. She was going to need a few of these things if she
was going to feel full. She also noticed there was no meat, or at least nothing
she recognised as meat, which surprised her given the Gandry’s massive fangs. 


The atmosphere of the group was
tense, and she wasn’t so clueless as to think they weren’t talking about her
and Gron. They’d created a real stir by coming here, probably because she was
an alien, and a female to boot which was apparently a big deal for these guys.
Ruth knew they were probably discussing her fate. Given how tense Gron was, he
was probably trying to talk them into being nice. She didn’t want to think too
much about what the alternative would be. Surely they wouldn’t kill her? And if
they kicked her out, Gron could probably still sneak out and visit her, teach
her how to survive on this planet. And if not, well, she told herself she’d
been prepared for that. This was his home, his family. She wouldn’t expect him
to leave that behind for her. 


If she had the chance to go back to
Earth without him... She didn’t think about it. No point in making that
decision when it wasn’t necessary, it wouldn’t amount to anything anyway. She
was never going back to Earth. T’Lax might be able to take her, but he wouldn’t
bother. If she wanted to leave Gron, she was on her own. Good thing she didn’t
want to leave him then. Like it or not, her home was with the Gandry now.


Gron continued to speak, his language
an unintelligible rumble to her, an endless rolling tide of growls and grunts
she couldn’t even separate into individual words. She had to listen hard just
to pick out her name the way they pronounced it. Ruth gave up listening and
looked at the people around her. They sat opposite the massive eight-foot alpha
female, the woman who would probably be the one to kill her if that’s what they
decided to do. Seated around this woman were a few males, one with the same
string of wooden beads as the two who had greeted Gron when they had first
arrived. 


There were also children with them,
and Ruth tried not to stare. Two boys and a girl, she’d place their ages at
around nine, seven and three years old, with the girl as the middle child. They
were adorable, looking just like human children except for the same differences
all the Gandry had. Thin tails, dark brown fur decorating their bodies in
patches, rounded teeth that sat forward in their faces and flat noses above
them, large dark eyes. It was a little uncomfortable that they were naked too,
but at least it wasn’t obvious when they were seated. The youngest one
occasionally got a helping hand from the adult sitting next to him, the male
with the beads, while the girl was openly staring at Ruth. She ignored it,
since everyone was staring and children stare on Earth too.


Looking around surreptitiously, Ruth
saw that they were the only children present, so she guessed only the alpha had
breeding rights. Of course, the only other female in the tribe was the older
one who had attacked Gron and was now sitting next to him. That whole group had
formed around them after they had sat down, with the male who had manhandled
her sitting on her other side, which she was not happy about. He had brought
her some fruit earlier and done some bowing, which she guessed was an apology,
but still. She wouldn’t forget it that easily, and would be keeping her eye on
that guy. 


Sitting a few people down from Ruth
on her side, after Gron, the female, a stern and surly looking male with
greying fur and one of the necklaces, and that male who had met them in the
forest and antagonised Gron, Ruth could just catch glimpses of a male who
looked to be younger than everyone else. She placed his age at maybe eighteen
or nineteen. He was probably only a few inches taller than her, though it was
tough to tell when he was sitting down, but he had a much thinner frame than
the adult Gandry, more human in his proportions. If he was still growing, it
looked like the breadth of the species was one of the last things to come in.
It was almost jarring to see someone the size and shape of a human after so
long. 


All in all, Ruth would guess that
there were about thirty Gandry in the tribe. She tried to imagine what that
life would be like, with only two females. The males further away seemed to be
getting on okay though, she thought she spotted a few comments being passed
between individuals, and wondered if they were friends. It was hard to tell,
with no one smiling or laughing. She’d have to try to teach Gron to smile, or
she might go crazy. She’d have to make an effort to learn a bit more of their
language too, if she was going to spend the rest of her life here. T’Lax had
said their translators didn’t work on Gandry, but Ruth figured she could at
least master “Yes” and “No”, “Food”, “Water”, that kind of thing. She should
start with some names though. Maybe they wouldn’t kill her if she introduced
herself and showed that she was a friendly person willing to learn.


Gron stopped talking, the tension in
the air thick. Ruth stroked his arm in solidarity, hoping he understood that
she appreciated what he was doing for her, or what she assumed he was doing for
her. He squeezed her hand in return, so she guessed they were on the same
page.  


The alpha said something. She didn’t
sound happy. Then the attention shifted to the male from the forest sitting two
people down from Gron. He rattled something off, including Gron’s name, until
the male sitting next to Ruth suddenly snapped something out that sounded like
a vicious retort. Ruth was not oblivious to the expressions of the people
around her. Whatever they were hearing, they didn’t like it. They looked
disgusted, furious. All except the alpha, whose expression was carefully
controlled. She commented and received a reply, then turned her focus to Ruth,
who tried not to squirm or avert her gaze as the alpha spoke, gesturing towards
her. 


Gron exchanged comments with the alpha,
clearly about Ruth as he kept looking at her and touching her as if to reassure
her or himself. Then Grasta stood up, and appeared to order up the male closest
to her without the beads, the younger looking one who had been sitting next to
the little girl. He stepped up to the alpha who pressed her body into his, and
then made very obvious “Watch this” expressions at Ruth, accompanied by
pointing to get her message across. 


Ruth didn’t know what was about to
happen, but she didn’t expect to like it. The male didn’t seem uncomfortable at
all to be apparently on display, but Ruth couldn’t think of anything the alpha
would want to show her. This day had just been one shock after another, no
reason to think this would be any different. 


The alpha stood to the side of the
male who stood facing Ruth, but he turned his face to the alpha, who nuzzled
his cheek and neck affectionately. Okay, so they were an item. The alpha’s hand
went behind the male’s back, low down, and stayed there, apparently doing
something. Her other hand stroked over the male’s stomach and side, and he
rumbled softly. 


Ruth was so busy watching their
faces, that she didn’t notice what was going on down below. When the alpha
stopped and stepped away, pointing for Ruth to look at the male’s crotch, she
did it without thinking, then wished she hadn’t. The male was hard, though it
didn’t seem to be bothering him any. 


Ruth quickly looked away. What the
hell? What the hell, what the hell, what the hell... What the hell was
she supposed to take away from this? What was the point in that display?


Ruth felt her cheeks heat up from
second-hand embarrassment. She didn’t like where this was going. Her eyes were
probably like saucers as she stared at the ground. Okay, so the alpha had given
her mate a boner that she had wanted Ruth to see. Maybe she was endorsing
Ruth’s relationship with Gron in a weird way? Like “Now you have a male, you’re
going to need to know how to do this”? Did she think they hadn’t already
covered that?


The alpha bent over the male on her other
side, putting a hand on his shoulder and nuzzling into his cheek, rumbling soft
words to him as if she was apologising or teasing him. He brushed his cheek
against hers in response and it seemed she was forgiven. 


Ruth felt Gron take her hand. She should
probably stop freaking out. No one else was. This must be some cultural thing.
Fine. She managed to look at him, though she couldn’t pretend she wasn’t
shocked. His thumb stroked over her knuckles. He was worried about her. He was
always worried about her. She needed to start pulling her own weight and calm
down. 


The alpha spoke again, and then Gron
started getting slowly to his feet, trying to coax her up too. 


Oh no. 


As in, no. 


Hell, no. Not happening. 


She looked at him, openly appalled,
and snatched her hands out of his, folding her arms tightly and tucking her
hands against her ribs. If giving your man a public boner was their cultural
thing, she wouldn’t judge them, but Ruth was not one for public groping. What
she and Gron did was private. She had to think it was special. If she turned it
into some kind of performance, some kind of gimmick, it would be tainted. 


Gron didn’t pursue it, but he looked
hurt. Her expression softened involuntarily. She didn’t want to hurt him or
make him think she was rejecting him, but she just couldn’t get all up on him
in front of thirty giant judge-y aliens who were deciding whether to keep her
or not. She had to draw a line, she couldn’t let a precedent be set. Today it
was tail hand-jobs, tomorrow, who knows? It could be anything. She had to make
them understand she was never going to put on a show for them. 


The alpha crossed over the table-like
spread of food in one massive step, clearing it easily to stand beside them.
She really was huge, making Ruth feel like a mouse next to an elephant. Ruth
didn’t let that intimidate her. Yes, the alpha could squish her, tear her
apart, kill her any number of ways if she was as strong as she looked, but that
would be an extreme reaction to her refusal to get Gron warmed up. 


The alpha spoke to Gron, and some of
the others from their side of the table joined in, especially Dickbag from the
forest, who Ruth was starting to suspect was picking a particular bone that was
at the centre of all this. Ruth just folded herself up tighter, letting her
face do the talking. They could forget it. 


She watched as the alpha said
something else, and Gron reluctantly moved away from Ruth, straightening up but
keeping his eyes on her. The alpha stood a little too close to Gron, and Ruth
narrowed her eyes. 


Bitch better not. 


She saw her hand reach for Gron’s
tail, his expression braced for something unpleasant, and she shot to her feet.
Before she knew what she had done, she had slapped the alpha’s hand away and
thrust herself between her and Gron, using her other hand to push him away,
putting some space between them. 


“Don’t fucking touch him,” she said.
This woman could crush her but she couldn’t understand her so Ruth could at
least say what she liked. 


The alpha seemed intrigued by this
reaction, and a ripple went through the spectators. Ruth sensed what she had
done was probably a big no-no, but so was the alpha putting her hands on Ruth’s
man. 


Gron came up behind her, curling
around her in that way he had of almost touching her everywhere, making her
feel enveloped, while really not touching her very much at all. Ruth didn’t
dare take her eyes off the alpha to look at him and see if he was scared of
what she’d done or pleased. 


“He’s mine,” Ruth stated,
trusting her face and tone of voice to carry her intentions clearly enough for
the alien to grasp what she thought was a fairly easy-to-understand concept. 


Gron rumbled quietly and briefly
behind her, a sound she had come to associate with his pleasure. The alpha said
something and pointed at Gron, a clear “You do it then.”


Gron reached for her hand and slowly
pulled it behind him. She knew he was heading for his tail, and she tried to be
okay with it because he seemed to want it, but as soon as her fingers brushed
fur, she fought her hand free. She couldn’t do it. She knew it was just a tail
and not his dick, and it wasn’t like she was actually going to jerk him off in
public, and it seemed to be totally normal to these people, but she had seen
his face when she touched his tail when they made love, and that belonged to
her. His tail made him feel really good, she loved to tease him by licking the
end and stroking the fur and massaging the base while he tried to contain
himself, and she wanted him to be able to let go like that with her. She didn’t
want to remember this moment when she touched him. 


They seemed to have reached an
impasse though. It was clear that Ruth was not going to do the tail thing while
everyone was watching, even if Gron appeared to want her to. It was equally
clear that she couldn’t face off against the alpha forever. If she refused,
Ruth suspected that would seriously negatively affect her future here. But she
was not going to let that woman touch Gron. He was not going to be passed
around like a toy. 


Behind her, Gron growled her name
softly, his hands brushing her waist, and his tail curling around her hips as
if inviting her to touch it. She had to stop herself from stroking it
absent-mindedly as she normally would. She was making a point here. The alpha
continued to stare her down, and Gron called her again, pressing himself closer
to her back. She risked looking away from the alpha to look over her shoulder
at him.


“What am I supposed to do?” she said,
bringing her hand up to stroke his hair as he bent over her. “I don’t want to
do that to you.”


He just kept looking at her, his dark
eyes with the large pupils soulful and imploring. He wanted it, she could see
that, but what if it ruined something between them? Where she came from, people
were expected to keep sex to themselves, for the most part. Certainly, she
always had. She’d never considered herself sexy, or a good flirt. She’d done a
bit of drunken table dancing when she was in university, but that was years
ago. She wasn’t an exhibitionist. She’d been taught that sex was something
private, to be cherished between two people. 


She glanced at the faces of the
people watching. There was a range of concern, confusion, patience and
impatience. The male who had given her the fruit and sat next to her looked the
most worried. The fierce female who had attacked Gron looked angry. The male
who had found them in the forest was looking smug, and she didn’t like that.
That was probably a bad sign. The male the alpha had aroused was still
standing, and he didn’t seem any the worse for wear. 


Shit. 


What was the goal here? Touching his
tail or achieving the erection? She wouldn’t do the tail thing. She wouldn’t.
But if, for some reason, they needed to see her get him excited, and Gron
wanted it too... This could be about her future, it could be about her life. So
far, Gron had protected her, she knew he had. She wanted to pull her weight,
maybe this was how she did it. 


She looked at him, still watching her
carefully. He wanted her to do it, but she knew if she told him to run, he’d do
that instead. 


“Do you really want me to?” she
asked, stroking his hair with one hand and holding his hand against her stomach
with the other. He replied, murmuring something to her. 


Oh, fucking hell. It was his dick. He
was free to do what he wanted with it. 


But she wasn’t going to do it their
way. 


Sparing a final glare at the alpha,
Ruth turned in Gron’s arms to face him, pressing her body against his as she
reached up to wrap her arms around his neck. He folded his arms around her too,
supporting her, his tail tightening its grip. 


“Like this, okay?” she said, looking
into his eyes one more time to be sure. He looked pleased, and she gave in.
“Fine, I just hope you don’t regret this.”


She led him gently down into a kiss.
At first he seemed confused, and she was still very conscious of being watched.
Well, too bad. They wanted a show so they were getting one. She tried to forget
their audience, teasing Gron’s mouth open and dipping her tongue inside. His
tongue joined hers and they deepened the kiss, his grip on her body tightening,
almost lifting her off her feet. She buried her hand into the fur at the back
of his neck and scratched the way she knew he liked. 


She extricated an arm and sent it to dig
into the fur on his spine, feeling his muscles twitch obligingly. She pushed a
leg forward, probing between his gently, but it didn’t feel like they could
stop yet. Ruth ran her hand around his side and down his chest, feeling the
play of muscles that still amazed her. She hoped he knew this was supposed to
be arousing him and wasn’t trying to control it, or they might be here for a
while. She stroked over his hip and back up, then over his spine again. She
thought they were getting somewhere now, she thought she could feel something
against her legs. Just a little more and it should be enough. 


Kissing him hard, she made sure he
could feel her nails as they slid through his fur and down his spine, going
lower this time. No, she wouldn’t coldly massage the base of his tail until he
got hard like it was a medical demonstration or something, but like this she
could touch it, when they were connected and together, both of them
impassioned, enflamed by each other. She let her fingertips push against the
base of his tail, and he jerked against her. That should do it. 


She slowly ended the kiss, laying her
hands against his chest and pulling away, settling herself securely back on her
feet. Gron didn’t release his hold on her at first, looking dazed. She pushed
him away enough for there to be small gap between their bodies, Ruth turning
hers to shield Gron’s from the rest of the tribe before signalling the alpha to
approach. Ruth wasn’t happy about it, no way. She hated showing anyone else
Gron in this state, when she believed it should be solely hers, but she allowed
the alpha to peer into the gap between them and verify Gron’s aroused state. 


Gron said something to the alpha, who
replied. Ruth hoped that would be the end of it, and it seemed to be. The huge
woman stepped away and made an announcement to the tribe. Ruth turned to see
their reactions. Most of them appeared to be happy about it, or at least
relieved, but Ruth didn’t miss the dark look on the face of that one male, the
one from the forest, who Gron had snarled at. 











Chapter 7


The alpha seemed satisfied, and
returned to where she had been sitting, settling between her daughter and, Ruth
guessed, the father of her children. Ruth thought he was because of how he
acted with the children, and she wondered if that was what the beads meant. So
far, Ruth had only seen three Gandry wearing anything, and they were the
three males wearing the long strings of wooden beads, two of whom seemed to
belong to the older, secondary female. Maybe the beads meant they were princes
or something? They seemed to be the ones that had fathered children. It was
possible. So where were the older female’s children?


The alpha started eating again, so
Gron followed her lead and returned to the food as well. At a loss, Ruth did
the same. What had just happened appeared to be over, at least. Whatever it was
meant to accomplish had been accomplished, but Ruth couldn’t just turn it off
like that. She noticed Gron curl his tail into his lap, so at least he was
decent at the dinner table. Ruth settled back down rather uncomfortably. She’d just
given the most intense and most public display of affection in her life, and
now it was as if it had never happened.  She felt weird about it, to say the
least. 


Now she and Gron seemed to be getting
congratulated, or he was. The two males nearest to them, the one next to Ruth
and the one next to the older female both leant back to speak to Gron, who
seemed relieved. Ruth was starting to wonder if proving she could turn him on
was some kind of marriage ceremony. She also wondered why only this small group
seemed to care. Everyone stared at her, but it was only the two females, and
the males who gravitated around the older one who had really got involved. 


Ruth suddenly had a moment of
clarity. Of course, why hadn’t she realised sooner, it was so obvious. It made
perfect sense. She’d been thinking of the Gandry as Gron’s tribe, but this was
his family. Gron seemed to be about half the age of the female and the
two males with the beads, it was possible he was their son. Now that her mind
was on it, there was a resemblance.


She tapped his arm to get his
attention, smiling now that she’d figured it out. When he turned to her, she
realised she hadn’t thought of a way to ask him if she was right. 


“Er...” She pointed to the female,
who was now watching her curiously as was everyone else around her. She mimed a
big round stomach, then pointed to Gron. She tried it again but he clearly
didn’t get it. Switching tactics, she mimed rocking a baby instead of being
pregnant in between pointing at the female and Gron, but he didn’t react.
Frustrated, and aware she was making herself look increasingly silly, she
paused to think. Her eye fell on the children across from her and found new
inspiration. She pointed at the eldest boy, then at the scary alpha female,
hoping she wasn’t offended. Then she pointed again at Gron and the woman she
thought was his mother. 


This time it seemed to work and he
reacted with a brief spurt of happy chatter, laying his hand on the female’s
arm, which she didn’t bite off. Okay then. This was Ruth’s mother-in-law. Ruth
stuck her hand out, but the woman just stared at it. Of course they didn’t have
handshakes here. That was stupid. 


Ruth put her hand on her own chest.
“Ruth,” she said clearly, trying to introduce herself.  A beat or two passed when
nothing happened, then she felt a tap from behind her, and she jumped and spun
around. The male who had manhandled her, possibly Gron’s father she now
realised - and wasn’t that awkward? – held out his hand in the same way she
had. Ruth smiled at the gesture and took his hand reflexively, gripping it
briefly and giving it a cursory pump. The man was clearly startled, and
snatched his hand away, his eyes going to his female as if to check whether or
not she had seen. She said something and he appeared to relax. 


Looked like touching another woman’s
man in any way was also off the menu. Ruth would remember that. She remembered
how she had reacted when the alpha had gone for Gron’s tail. She’d never been
possessive before, maybe now it was because Gron was her only hope for a
future. She kept trying to tell herself she had to be okay on her own, had to
know how to survive, just in case he ever left her or got hurt like he had on
the other planet, but it was just so much easier to let him look after her and
act like he always would.


Well, step one of being more
independent was widening her social network. She needed names, and she needed
to stop making Gron do all her talking for her. She wasn’t a child. 


“Ruth,” she said, trying again with
the chest-pointing. The male looked over her shoulder at Gron, who said
something, presumably able to explain her intention as they had already done
this once. 


The male turned back to her, clearly
excited. He laid his hand on his chest and said “Brur.”


Ruth kept her sigh internal and
redirected some brain energy to her ears. “Ur?” she tried. God, if she had to
go through this with all of them...


“Brur.”


“Brrr?”


Gron tucked himself in behind her,
his face close to hers, and when she looked at him, he enunciated very slowly
for her, “Brur.”


“Brur?”


The male in front of her said
something and gesticulated. Okay. “Brur.”


Gron then turned his attention to
Brur, saying something that included her name. He repeated it, dragging out the
“-th” at the end. Brur struggled with it, but eventually he got it, and Ruth
smiled at him. Brur exchanged words with Gron again, and then they were both
doing the Gandry equivalent of a smile, an awkward baring of teeth that made
Ruth laugh. She pressed a kiss to Gron’s cheek, which instigated another round
of talking, and judging from Gron’s embarrassed expression, and Brur’s playful
tone, she’d say Gron was being teased. She brushed her fingers over his throat
just in case. 


More voices from behind them and Gron
turned them to face the rest of his family. Soon Ruth was being introduced to
everyone, starting with his mother who clearly demanded to be first, though she
didn’t seem happy about it. As far as Ruth understood, Gron’s mother’s name was
Gryla, the male with the greying fur and beads was Griss, then the male from
the forest was Kranu, and the young one was Mruin. Mruin was a tough one to get
right. The boy seemed shy too, not really contributing much while everyone else
tried to teach her how to say it. Kranu remained surly throughout. 


Eventually Ruth had it hacked out
that, yes, Gryla was mated to Griss and Brur, though mimed enquiries as to
which one was Gron’s father were met with confusion and blank faces until Ruth
gave up. She learned that Kranu and Mruin were actually Gron’s brothers, with
him being the middle child. She had to double-check that Kranu was Gron’s
brother, since he’d been such a douche to them, which seemed to amuse the
family. Guess the guy had a reputation. 


The alpha was also introduced. Her
name was Grasta. Ruth couldn’t figure out how Grasta and Gryla fit together,
with Grasta being the tribe’s alpha but Gryla clearly ruling her own family
group within that, including mates. It wasn’t suggested to Ruth that the two
females might be sisters or otherwise related, so she didn’t know what the
history there was. 


As the night wore on, when
introductions had been completed and the Gandry around her began talking more
amongst themselves, Ruth had the opportunity to examine what looked like a big
bald coconut. Everyone seemed to have one, but it was solid as a rock as far as
she could tell, and there were no implements on hand to get into the thing.
Almost all of the other food was gone and a lot of people had wandered away
from the feast as the light was beginning to die. 


Eventually she touched Gron’s arm and
held it up questioningly. For a minute he didn’t get what she wanted, clearly
expecting her to know what to do with it. Then a frown crossed his brow and he
looked at her mouth. He took the coconut off her and bit into it, using one of
his massive fangs to pierce the shell like a hole-puncher. He twisted the
coconut off his tooth and held it back out to her helpfully.


Ruth was floored. “Are you kidding
me?” she yelled. “That’s what those teeth are for?”


Gron looked startled at her outburst,
clearly thinking he had angered her somehow. She took the coconut off him and
looked at the hole he had made. The shell had to be an inch thick. She could
wriggle her finger into it, and it came away wet with the liquid that was
sloshing around inside. Even if they weren’t for killing prey, those teeth were
fierce. The crushing force alone of his jaw probably meant he could take
a bite out of her arm if he wanted to. Maybe the fangs were used to fight
amongst themselves? Something their ancestors had used that hadn’t quite gone
away?


She heard a pop and looked to see
that Gron had done the same thing to his coconut and was proceeding to drink
from it, presumably in demonstration to her. He looked encouragingly at her and
she had to smile. She drank to appease him, the liquid inside tasting almost
exactly like water with a hint of some plant sugar. She hoped this wasn’t all
they had to drink because she didn’t want to rely on him opening her drinks for
her for the rest of her life, though she knew he’d probably do it until his
teeth fell out anyway. 











Chapter 8


The feast had long since ended, and
Ruth had sat patiently beside him for the whole thing. Gron had been concerned
that Grasta or Gryla might challenge her, but that hadn’t happened. It had come
close, when Ruth had slapped Grasta’s hand away when the Queen had reached for
his tail, but luckily Grasta hadn’t reacted badly. She had been seeking for
proof that he and Ruth were Bonded, and her possessive reaction had been a good
thing, as far as that was concerned. Grasta was in the wrong when she tried to
touch him; he belonged to Ruth. He hadn’t wanted Grasta to touch him, but had
forced himself to hold still, believing Ruth needed the demonstration. She had
saved him from that though. He should never have doubted her. 


Gron felt his face warm as he
remembered Ruth pushing their mouths together in front of the whole tribe.
Everyone had been very curious after that, and he hadn’t really had an
explanation for them. It was something Ruth did, something his Queen liked, so
he did not argue. He did not tell them he enjoyed it too. They thought it was
strange enough, it was easier to let them believe it was something Ruth took,
rather than something the two of them shared. 


Gron didn’t know why Ruth hadn’t
simply pulled his tail, the way Grasta had showed her. It was much simpler and
more effective, and he knew she knew it worked. But she had acted strangely,
worn a troubled expression on her face that Gron couldn’t understand. He wished
he did, he wished to know if she was still upset. He wished he could have taken
her hands in his and explained to her with words what Grasta wanted from her
and why, let her know that it was safe and she shouldn’t worry. 


He wondered if this was how all Bonded
males felt, the constant yearning to touch and hold their Queen, to comfort and
please her. If it was, he felt sorry for them. Other Queens would never allow
their males to coddle and care for them the way Ruth allowed him. Perhaps he
was lucky that way, he certainly thought so. Then he considered how he would
feel when he inevitably had to allow another male to touch Ruth in the same
way, and thought maybe he was wrong. At least the Queens he was used to took
equally little from their males. Watching Ruth take from another as much as she
took from him now would be excruciating.


She had shouted at him when he had
pierced her watershell for her. He continued to make mistakes, and she
continued to forgive him. He should talk to his fathers about how better to
please Ruth. 


But at least Grasta had accepted that
he had primed for Ruth and announced that they were Bonded. Now no one in the
tribe would bother them. Even Kranu would not go against Grasta’s decree. Gron
belonged to Ruth now, and she was recognised as a Queen, with the same rights
as Grasta and Gryla. Grasta had not said anything yet about their status in the
tribe. It was clear Ruth could not take dominance from Grasta, but she could
take the unBonded males in the tribe for her own. Gron could not stop Ruth
doing that. It was not his place, and Ruth needed a tribe of her own. Perhaps
they would only stay long enough to tempt another male or two away before they
left to establish a territory of their own. 


Gron did not look forward to that. He
wanted a tribe, the friendship and security it offered, but still it did not
sit well with him to imagine doing nothing while Ruth stroked the pelt of
another male, bared her teeth teasingly, pushed him to the ground. But she
could not communicate with any of the others. Perhaps she expected him to help
her find suitable males. Mother Goddess, what a situation he was in. It was his
duty to aid her in all things, even this. He tried to think of who he could
approach. It would be dangerous, treasonous. They would be exiled if
discovered. Who could he trust? Who could he imagine sharing his life and his
Queen with?


Perhaps Troii. He was a calm,
rational, responsible male. He would be a good mate for Ruth, a good
brother-mate for Gron. He was not as withdrawn as Drenz. He may yet harbour a
secret desire to be chosen, to know the life of a mated male and be elevated
beyond his current rank. If an opportunity presented itself, Gron would ask
him. 


At the moment, however, night was
falling, and Grasta’s males had taken her children to her platform before they
fell asleep on the forest floor. Kranu had left already, stomping off shortly
after Grasta had declared Ruth and Gron to be Bonded and inseparable. Gron was
happy to spend time with the family he thought he would never see again, but
Ruth touched his arm and covered her eyes with her hands in a gesture he had
learned meant she needed to relieve herself. It had been hours since they had
arrived in the village, he should have anticipated her need. 


“I will take Gruth to our platform
now,” he told his parents as he stood, helping Ruth to her feet. “She is
tired.”


“Not too tired to pull your tail, I
think,” Brur offered cheekily. 


“Continue that talk, and his won’t be
the only tail being pulled tonight,” answered Gryla. 


Gron drew Ruth away before he heard
anymore, catching Mruin slink away out of the corner of his eye. He led Ruth
out of the village, into the dark of the forest, then indicated a spot for her
and turned his back. After a moment of listening to her poking about the underbrush,
there was silence, and he left to find his own spot. 


They met back up and a cold wind
brushed over them, prompting Gron to take Ruth’s hand. They should get back to
their platform before the weather changed. He guided her onto his back, and leapt
into the trees. It was faster to travel this way, and he was soon letting her
down onto the leaves and branches that made up their home for the moment. 


Ruth went to her bag and drank some
more of the water she had inside, then shook out a large square of fabric,
bringing it back with her. She sat down in front of him and patted the space
beside her, so he sunk down to join her, putting his arms around her as the
temperature dropped further. He pulled her close as they lay down together,
Ruth throwing the fabric over them before settling. It was strange, but he let
her do it. It must be meant to protect them, from the cold, or from insects.
Her people must need such things, not having a pelt to insulate them. Gron
pushed his tail over her waist to lend her more heat.


He waited to see if she would pull
his tail, as Brur had teased, but she yawned widely and rubbed her face against
his arm where he offered it for a pillow, and he realised how tired he was too.
It was enough just to have her whole and well in his arms, free. 


He was halfway asleep when the sky
opened. There was a distant crack that made Ruth gasp and bolt upright, looking
about her in fear. Seconds later there was a long, low rumble of thunder. The
storm was far away, but almost as he thought that, he heard the rain dance on
the leaves above. 


Gron stroked Ruth’s back as he sat
up. She was still watching the night around them, until she spotted a trickle
of water where it dripped past their platform from a branch overhead. She moved
over and stuck out her hand, letting the rain run over her skin as she turned
her wrist back and forth. She looked over her shoulder at him, her face happy,
her teeth showing. 


Gron joined her at the edge, sitting
behind her with his legs on either side of her small body. He thought he could
understand what she was thinking. Rain. If they had it where she was from,
maybe she had missed it while they had been lost, in the cell and in the other
forest. It was comfortingly natural now, beautiful. She leaned back against
him, and together they sat up, listening to the rain drum through the jungle
around them, watching it drip past in innumerable glittering strands. 











Chapter 9


Eventually they fell asleep that way,
and when they woke, the rain had stopped. The sunlight shone through the
leaves, drying the jungle and making it mist with the trapped steam. Ruth had
evidently woken up first, because Gron woke to her calling his name and running
her hand over him tentatively. When he first opened his eyes, she was biting
her lip and looked upset, but she relaxed when she saw he was awake. Had
something scared her? A bad dream, or maybe one of his tribe had visited? Had
she heard something?


He sat up and looked around, but
didn’t see anything. He could hear the first early stirrings of the tribe on
the forest floor and the other platforms, but around them everything was
tranquil. The fabric was bunched and tangled around Ruth’s waist and legs. He
looked back to her, to see if she was still worried, and she placed her hand on
his chest and pressed her lips to his briefly. When she pulled away again, she
had that soft, thoughtful look that usually meant she was thinking about
mating. Gron rumbled his pleasure, hoping to encourage her, his tail flicking
behind him. 


Ruth leant in and pressed her mouth
to his again, and he welcomed her, his arm going around her waist to gently
hold her against him as he lay back against his platform. Ruth moved her legs
to either side of his hips so she could kneel and take some of her weight off
him, balancing better. She needn’t have bothered; to Gron, she was as light as
a feather. 


Ruth moved her hands over his chest
as she continued to lick into his mouth. She dragged her nails through his pelt
and stroked softly over his skin. Gron had never known a Queen to take such an
interest in her male’s body. Normally they would just pull his tail a few times
to get his attention then push him to the ground. Ruth always approached him
slowly, gently. She teased him a lot before letting him into her body. It was
indeed an exercise in patience for Gron. 


Now he pulled his knee up to press
against her behind and give him leverage should he want to move his hips, and
ran his hands down her sides. The covering she wore kept her skin from him, but
her legs were bare, and he pressed them closer to his sides, enjoying the cage
she formed over him. Her hair fell against his face so all he could smell was
her. 


She wriggled as she removed the
covering from her top half, eagerly pressing her bare breasts against him, reminding
him that she liked him to touch them. That was another thing that was different
about her. In his tribe, a Queen’s breasts were for her young, not her mates.
It never would have occurred to Gron to focus on Ruth’s chest before she had
brought his hands there herself. 


He moved them there now, stroking the
sides with her thumbs, and she lifted her chest away from his to make room for
him to cup her breasts and run his thumbs over her small and hard nipples. 


She moaned softly and curled her
fingers into the pelt on his stomach, pressing into his touch and rubbing her
open sex against his pelt where it thinned above his male part. He appreciated
her scent-marking him as much as she could, anyway. He knew his scent would
transfer from his pelt to her, but he could do nothing about that, since she
wanted to touch him. Even if she smelt more of him than he did of her, it would
still confirm that they had mated to the others. Other Queens might not realise
he was Bonded, but he would tell them. 


Her wetness touched his skin, and he
grew hard enough for her to take him. Her weight on him was pressing the base
of his tail against a branch, sending a thrill through him every time she
rubbed herself over him. 


Ruth pushed herself off his chest,
sitting up, letting him look at her. She was breathing more heavily than usual,
but he knew he could make her pant, and sweat, and tremble. He snaked his tail
over her hip, watching her face as the tip touched her sex. She inhaled
sharply, but seemed pleased, so he slowly pushed it between their bodies. It
moved between her pink folds, gathering her wetness, as he rubbed back and
forth, mimicking the rhythm he was imagining their mating would follow as she
rode his male part for her satisfaction.


Ruth dug her nails into the muscles
on his stomach, her eyes closing as she tipped her head back briefly. Gron slid
his hands up her thighs, pushing her covering the rest of the way up to her
stomach, then settling them so that he could massage circles into the hollows
either side of her sex. He curled the tip of his tail against her entrance, and
she tightened over him, her body kissing his. 


Ruth shifted back and lifted her hips
over his. He slung his tail around his maleness, standing it up for her, and
she sheathed herself over it. She sat for a moment, both of them enjoying the
feeling of being connected, she to him and he to her, despite all the obstacles
and criticisms. His tribe might not understand how or why they were together,
but Gron knew Ruth did. In these moments, they were together. Everything else
went quiet. 


Goddess, would he ever get used to
this feeling? The soft wet demand of her body? This was why a male was made, to
satisfy this hungry clench. He looked at her face and found her looking down at
him with need painted plainly on her face, her long mane streaming over her
shoulders, draped over her bare skin. Her hands stroked over his stomach again
as if gathering him to her. Then she rocked gently against him. 


Gron sucked his lip between his teeth
as she built up speed, pushing him faster, his tail twitching against the
platform, the base being thrust against it by her movements, each one sending a
jolt up his spine. He wrapped his tail around her waist, holding her tightly as
she sought her pleasure. 


She said something then and he knew
he must be pleasing her. The only time she would reliably speak was during
mating, seemingly forgetting that he could not understand her, or perhaps
believing he would understand her meaning, or that the words were worth saying
anyway. Perhaps she was not speaking to him, but to the Goddess, the spirits,
the sky. 


Gron pushed himself up to be closer
to her, and she eagerly seized his face and entangled his mouth with hers.
Shifting his weight, he wrapped his arm around her, holding her in the circle
of his body. He was pushing the limits of how much was proper for a male during
mating, but his relationship with Ruth was free from the confines of his
society. She was different from him. 


She had never chastised him, other
than the first time when she had pulled his tail from his teeth and cradled it
to her chest as if he had been cruel to it. She had stayed with him when he was
sick, and shared her food with him, and gripped his pelt to make herself feel
safe. She made him feel important, and strong. She gave him so much. 


Now he was different too. He belonged
to Ruth now, soul and body. Every fibre of him was hers - he felt it. 


Again, Ruth didn’t object to him
taking liberties with her, holding her instead of lying back as he should. She
had spoiled him. Now she met his need with hers, gripping his sweat-slick
shoulder and nipping his lip briefly. The muscles surrounding him where he was
inside her began to clench and pull at him, but he kept her moving, lifting her
small body despite the fact that his release was seconds away and he was also
losing co-ordination. 


Ruth cried out as she reached her
pleasure, one hand snagging a little painfully in his pelt, and he rumbled to
let her know he was there with her. It twisted into a snarl as his seed
released, but he soothed it again into a smooth sound of pleasure and comfort
and adoration. He held her up and stroked her wet back as she caught her breath
on his chest. Her coverings were damp too, as was her mane, which now stuck in
strands to her face and shoulders. 


She straightened and put her hands to
his face, using her fingertips to smooth locks of his own dark mane off his
face. Her mouth stretched thin in a simpler version of the teeth-baring, and
she brushed her lips over his cheek and mouth. Even when she had taken his
seed, Ruth did not stop touching him. 


And he was supposed to give this up?
Share it? No, he would guard it fiercely. Let them say he was crazy, that he
was wrong. Any male seeking to join her court would have to go through him. He
wouldn’t interfere if she sought another out, but he would stand between her
and his tribe. He would protect her. He would try every day to be enough for
her. 


Ruth must have seen something in his
expression because she stroked her thumbs under his eyes and between his brows
as if smoothing his worry away, and looked at him questioningly. Her concern
cleared his heart and expression, and he nuzzled his face against her cheek to
reassure her. 


Ruth slowly untangled herself from
his lap, his sex slipping free from hers, and she struggled her sweaty
coverings back over herself the way she wanted them with a wince. Clearly, it
was uncomfortable. 


She crawled over to the trunk of the
tree and brought back her bag. She looked at him pointedly and rubbed her arms.
He could recognise now when she was trying to tell him something, but he didn’t
understand. Ruth pulled out the container of water and shook it, then mimed
rubbing her arms again. 


She wanted water? Gron remembered how
she liked to submerse herself in the stream in the other forest. Perhaps that
was what she meant. He thought she was from a people that lived by the water,
perhaps her health would suffer without it.


He would take her to water then. 











Chapter 10


Gron led Ruth out of the village. There
was a small pond nearby where he would take her first. There was a larger lake,
fed by a river, further away, but it was a long walk and Gron did not want to
risk it. They had only just arrived back at the tribe. He would wait until they
were more settled, and he had had time to ask about any tribes or wanderers in
the area before taking Ruth away by herself. It would not do for them to run
into a stranger. 


The pond would suffice, and it was
quieter. His tribe rarely had need for it. 


As they walked, Ruth shared small
morsels from the food in her bag. He would bring her food and watershells at
the pond, relieved that such things were plentiful in the forests of his tribe,
and they would not struggle as they had before. Gron listened to the birdsong from
the trees around him and let it comfort him. 


The pond was small and hard to find.
It was away from the trail, through dense underbrush, and sheltered by large
rocks that concealed the water, which was still and dark and deceptively deep.
The water was clean, though dead leaves floated on the surface after the
previous night’s rain. 


Gron turned back to Ruth to present
it to her, waiting for her to untangle herself from a vine, before she showed
him her teeth and moved past him. She examined the water suspiciously for a
moment, dipping her fingers in, but when he didn’t stop her, she put her bag
down on one of the rocks where she would be able to reach it, and began
unwrapping the fabric from her body, glancing shyly at him as he did so. 


Gron kept watch until she sunk into
the water, then pulled himself into the trees to quickly gather some
watershells for them, dropping them to the ground below and making Ruth jump.
She laughed when she saw him hanging high above her and waved. She was rubbing
a white foam over her skin, but she seemed to be enjoying it so Gron assumed it
wasn’t dangerous. 


When he returned with food, Ruth was
sitting on one of the rocks, rubbing the foam over her legs and feet. She had
somehow managed to twist her hair up and hold it there so that her neck and
shoulders were bare. She looked like a dream, a spirit, an unearthly,
supernatural creature, which Gron supposed she was. He had no idea where she
had come from, she had simply appeared in front of him and solidly bewitched
him. 


She was so strangely beautiful. It
would not be hard to gather males to her. The difficulty would be in finding
males who were worthy. 


She looked to him and tightened her
mouth again, awakening him from his trance. He offered the fruit to her and she
picked what she wanted, eating without hesitation this time. He punctured a
watershell for her and she drank, before gesturing to him that he should eat
too. 


She said something he did not
understand, touching his arm briefly, but he was distracted by the drop of
pinkish juice slowly navigating a trail through the glittering water on her
chest. 


Ruth followed his eyes, her
expression turning heated. She took one of the berries and offered it to him,
letting him bite it from between her fingers, then pressing her lips to his to
taste the juice from his mouth. She pulled away and selected two more berries
for herself, eating one and doing something strange with the second. She
squeezed the berry so that the juice spilled in a red slash across her chest.
Ruth looked from it to Gron pointedly, her hands going around his neck, her
breast pushing towards him. 


Gron didn’t need any more
encouragement than that. He went instinctively, without thinking, without
pausing or wondering. Her body told his what she wanted and it gave it. 


His mouth sealed over her skin and
she sighed as he cleaned her with his tongue. He licked a long stripe to catch
the juice on his tongue, then let the gentle pressure of her hands pull him
lower to where she thrust her breast out to him. Several of the red drops
punctuating the inviting bareness of her skin, so naked before him, and he
licked them off. 


He wasn’t a fool, he knew this wasn’t
about cleaning her of juice. It didn’t take long to get it all off, but he
didn’t stop, instead looking up at her face as he circled his tongue teasingly
around her nipple, his hand moving to her ribs to hold her. Ruth was breathing
heavily, and she moaned when he finally closed his mouth over her and her
nipple in the wet heat of his mouth.


It might be outside what was expected
for his tribe, but he was pleasing his Queen, and he could not bring himself to
say he shouldn’t. A male did whatever his Queen wanted, and he gloried in it.
His hand covered her free breast and he palmed her gently, just the way she liked.
Her legs parted to either side of him as he knelt before where she sat.


It occurred to him that perhaps the
reason she enjoyed her breasts being touched like this was because she wanted
children. If that was true, Gron would do everything in his power to be worthy
of giving them to her. The idea of fathering children who looked like Ruth
excited him. 


Something drew his attention to the
trees, perhaps movement, or some small sound, but he was suddenly on alert, his
head whipping round to pick out Kranu in the trees watching them. 


Gron growled. 


He shouldn’t have. When a Queen
pulled a male’s tail, or drew her stud to her, it was a happy thing, there was
no shame in it, and no shame in seeing or being seen. Gron had seen it many
times in his life, Grasta or his mother taking pleasure from their males. It
was done in the open, shared with the tribe whether they were Bonded or not. 


But still he did not want Kranu
watching. Maybe because Ruth was not Kranu’s Queen, and Gron and his brother
were technically of different tribes. Maybe it was his strange possessiveness
and jealousy of Ruth that made him want to shield her pleasure from Kranu as if
Gron owned it. Or maybe because he already suspected Kranu wanted to be Bonded
and saw Ruth as an opportunity, and he knew his brother to be an arrogant and
demanding male who would not be good for Ruth and make Gron’s life as his
brother-mate distinctly unpleasant. 


His brother’s eyes on them made Gron
feel as if his sharing of pleasure with Ruth was a performance, tainting it
somehow, as if Kranu had already inserted himself between them.


Ruth followed his eyes, but she only
saw Kranu when he dropped from the tree to the ground, landing on his feet and
standing slowly. She gave a small cry and scrabbled to cover herself, drawing
her legs up. 


Gron stood to face Kranu, walking to
meet him as the male approached so he would not get too close to Ruth. He heard
a small splash as his Queen presumably slipped back into the water to hide
behind the boulders. 


“Kranu, what do you want?” he asked,
recognising that he sounded aggressive without reason, but not willing to
welcome his brother near his Queen. 


Kranu glanced at him, but he was
still focused on the pool over Gron’s shoulder where Ruth hid. “What were you
doing?” he asked.


“Serving my Queen, not that it is
anything to do with you. Did you follow us here?” Gron replied, his tail
flicking in agitation.


Kranu scowled at him, his own tail
lashing angrily. “The whole tribe uses this pond, Gron,” he said. “Why would I
have followed you?”


“To see Gruth. To watch me with her,
and learn what a Bonded male does for his Queen. Perhaps you were hoping I
would leave her alone so you could approach her. Grasta’s ruling did not go
your way, but I have never known you to admit defeat peacefully.”


Kranu’s lip peeled back from his
fangs. “I know what a Bonded male does, Gron. Our parents are not as shy as you
are. But what you were doing was not serving her. I don’t know what
you were doing. Imitating an infant, as far as I could see.”


Gron fought not to show his own fangs
and try to intimidate Kranu away. He knew from years of frustrated adolescent
rivalry that it would not work. Kranu wanted to fight, he always did,
especially with Gron. He could spend hours goading his brother until Gron
snapped and lunged for him, only to ultimately be set back in the dirt as Kranu
swaggered away, triumphant. Kranu had always had size and age on his side, as
well as an emotional upper hand. Gron only fought when he could not remain
calm, but Kranu picked his battles, and carefully pruned them to his liking. It
was one of the most infuriating things about him.


Gron struggled now not to rise to
Kranu’s baiting. He had to remind himself that his brother was antagonising him
because Gron finally had something special that Kranu did not and he was
jealous. 


“You do not have to know. It is
nothing to do with you. You have no use for the knowledge, no Queen has chosen
you,” he replied, unable to resist verbally attacking his brother at least.


His words hit the mark and stung,
because Kranu stopped trying to look past him and locate Ruth in the pool
behind him, and shifted his focus to Gron instead.


“Grasta has declared you two are Bonded.
You must be lucky indeed, to be abducted and presented with a Queen to be yours.
Evidently she is a Queen, if she has Bonded you. That changes things. After
all, Queens do not share their tribes, but here she is. How many males do you
think long for more than to serve Grasta, with no rank or acknowledgement ever
bestowed on them? Gruth is unique, she is weak and dependent. She needs males
to care for her to survive, anyone can see that. She can Bond them, prime them,
but she cannot dominate them. 


“You are protecting her now, keeping
her alive, but if you were not there, she would have to take more males to
replace you, males who know their place, not like you. You have always been a
strange one, are you now claiming you will be her only male? For life? You know
that is not the way. By resisting the truth, you make enemies in the tribe.
Enemies who will see the reason in getting rid of you, so that Gruth may have
the tribe she needs.”


Gron snarled viciously, drawing
himself to his full height and stepping close to Kranu, his fur standing on
end. “Are you threatening me?!” he demanded. 


Kranu matched his stance without
hesitation. “I am drawing your attention to the situation. You were taken
before, perhaps you will be taken again. Perhaps you will be hurt. Anything
could happen to leave Gruth alone. I know you do not like me, Gron, but you
know I am strong, and a vicious fighter. Nothing would ever hurt her if she Bonded
me. She needs more males to survive. If you step aside and let her choose me,
you will be protecting yourself as well.” 


Gron snarled again, but he couldn’t
deny what Kranu was saying. Ruth needed more males to be secure. If anything
happened to him, she would be alone, unable to communicate with anyone. It
would be better if he negotiated for her. He could trust himself to have her
best interests in mind, at least. She needed him to do this for her. Without
him, another Queen could easily become incensed by Ruth poaching a new male, or
seek to defend her territory, and kill Ruth without a thought. 


But not Kranu. His brother was indeed
a strong and quick fighter, but Gron simply could not bring himself to give the
male what he wanted. Not him. He would not spend his life sharing his Queen
with the despicable male who had tormented him his entire life. There were
other strong males, and strength was not everything. Troii was intelligent, and
gentle, to name just one. There were others who were wise, talented crafters,
handsome, jokers, or who had much knowledge of food and the plants of the
forest. Gron would choose any of these over Kranu.


But he knew that if he did that,
sought to Bond other males to Ruth instead of Kranu, his brother would be
furious. Gron had heard the threat in what Kranu had said. If Gron continued to
keep Ruth for himself, he could find himself attacked or exiled for some
reason. Kranu could tell the others that Gron was endangering Ruth with his
possessive behaviour, and the other males would seek to dispose of him for her
good, whether they wanted to Bond with her or not. 


He didn’t like it, it made him sick
to imagine it, but he had to allow other males to approach Ruth. At least he
was confident none of them would hurt her. He was less sure about Kranu. His
brother had a habit of taking what he wanted by force. 


Gron had told Grasta the Bond had
formed between them because they had been held in captivity together, and that
he had never intended to be disloyal to the Queen of the tribe. Now he was
afraid he had given his brother an idea. If Kranu stole Ruth away from him, and
managed to hold her somewhere alone for long enough, the Bond might form between
them as well. 


If Kranu tried anything like that,
Gron would hunt him down and kill him. He would not sleep until he had Ruth
safe with him again, and he would feel no remorse for finishing the male that
attacked his Queen. Kranu had accused Gron of abducting a Queen, perhaps this
was an idea he had held for a while. 


That line of thinking had Gron more
sure than ever that Kranu was a bad male. It wasn’t just jealousy. Any male
that would approach a Bonded male and threaten him and his Queen in the hopes
of being allowed to Bond did not deserve it. This was the worst behaviour Kranu
had ever shown, but somehow it didn’t surprise Gron. 


His brother had always demanded to
have everything, but until now possession was irrelevant in the tribe. Everyone
shared anything of worth, everyone had enough food, enough shelter. There
wasn’t anything else to want. Bonding was the Queen’s business, and hers alone.
But as Kranu had said, Ruth was different. She only had one male, and was lost
in a strange world without him. Gron couldn’t imagine that the other males of
the tribe were thinking the same way, but he knew that if Kranu did not get his
way, he would put the ideas in their heads. 


Not knowing what else to do, Gron
stalled Kranu. “Let me think on it,” he told him, relaxing his aggressive
stance. 


“What is there to think about? You
cannot keep her to yourself, not without putting you both in danger,” Kranu
replied. 


Gron growled at his brother for
pushing the issue. “Gruth has been here for less than a day. Give her time to
learn our ways. This is all new to her.” He felt bad for using Ruth as an
excuse, but his head was spinning, and he needed Kranu to leave before he could
relax and think. 


Kranu looked again to the pool, and
Gron resisted also checking what could be seen of Ruth. Kranu seemed to accept
that reasoning though, looking back at Gron. “Do not think I have given up,
little brother,” he warned, before retreating back into the forest. 


Gron felt chilled as the truth Kranu
had spoken settled into him, his stomach still churning with resistance to the
thought of sharing Ruth with another. He returned to the pond and found her in
the water, holding onto one of the rocks. She looked at him anxiously. 


“Gron?” she asked, making his name
sound foreign, but he found it endlessly endearing as always.


He wished he could reassure her, but
the truth was, she wouldn’t be safe until she had another male, preferably two
more. Kranu would not be able to force three males to let him near their Queen,
but Gron could be disposed of, and another could be convinced, so two was not
enough. Bonding three males within such a short time was not common, as most
Queens preferred to be selective and choose from the best males available over
the course of years, but hopefully it would mean that Ruth would not have to
choose any more. 


Poaching two more of Grasta’s tribe
from right under her nose was almost a declaration of war. Perhaps Gron could
explain, but it would have to be done in secret, nonetheless. He would begin
building a platform they could go to outside the tribal village, just in case. 


Once Ruth had more males, they would
be more like a tribe of their own, able to leave for a territory of their own.
It would hurt him to leave his family behind, but he hadn’t belonged to them
since Ruth had Bonded him. They were already strangers, different tribes. He
would try to take males with them that he liked when they left. 


He held his hand out to Ruth, and
pulled her from the water. She was bare and wet, and her skin was cold without
a pelt to trap her body’s heat, so he rubbed her arms, trying to take the water
off her skin. She ducked to her bag and withdrew another square of fabric that
she began drying herself with. 


Gron stood unnecessarily near to her,
shielding her naked body in case Kranu or any other male was nearby. He was
being foolish and strange, but Ruth seemed to prefer to cover her body, and
Gron found that he too preferred his brother not to see her exposed, bare skin,
unprotected by a pelt. As she pulled a black covering over her head, Gron had
one thought pressing on his mind: he had to get back to the village, and talk
to Troii. 











Chapter 11


Gron tried to hurry without looking
like he was hurrying. Thanks to his talk with Kranu, he now had the sensation
that eyes were always on him, waiting for the moment he left Ruth alone. He
held her hand and pulled her along behind him, wishing he had eyes in the back
of his head. He didn’t move fast enough that she struggled to keep up, but he
could tell she suspected something was going on. She looked unhappy and
squeezed his hand every now and then. 


They made it back to the village and
Gron looked around. Nothing was out of place, Kranu had just made him paranoid.
He had no idea where Troii would be though. Everyone moved about freely during
the day. He could be on any of the platforms that stretched overhead. 


Gron knew it was foolish to run
straight to Troii after Kranu’s threats. If his brother was watching, he would
know that Gron had chosen Troii as a potential brother-mate and was intending
to foil Kranu’s plans, but Gron was more concerned that Kranu was at this
moment poisoning the minds of others against him, if he hadn’t already, and
wanted to secure an ally as quickly as possible.


The difference between Gron and Kranu’s
plans was that Kranu had to hide from Gron, whereas Gron had to hide from Kranu
and Grasta. What he was planning was considered treason, but if Kranu told
Grasta that Gron was trying to keep Ruth as solely his, the Queen would side
with Kranu. 


Eventually he found Troii weaving a
basket on the forest floor. Gron breathed a sigh of relief when he saw he was
alone. Troii looked up as Gron approached, his eyes clouding with confusion
when he saw Ruth. 


“Troii, can I talk to you?” 


“What is it?” He put down his
half-made basket and the ferns he was using to make it, giving Gron his full
attention. He was right to think something was wrong, though it probably
wouldn’t be what he expected. 


Gron knelt in front of where he sat,
and Ruth followed his example nervously. “Can I trust you to keep what I say
next a secret?”


Troii’s expression became shuttered,
his eyes flicking to Ruth and back, taking in the concerned way she was
watching Gron. Troii was an honourable male and did not like to be involved in
anything underhanded. 


“We have been friends for many
years,” Gron pressed him. “I would not ask you if I had any other choice.”


Troii looked pained. “Alright, but I
don’t like it,” he said reluctantly. 


Gron let out the breath he was
holding. “Thank you, my friend,” he said. 


Troii appeared to notice his
distressed state. “Gron, what is it? Why are you here?”


Gron looked around, listening hard
for any indication that they were not alone. As satisfied as he could be, when
his tribe was all around him, behind trees and overhead in the branches, he
turned back to Troii. “Gruth needs more males,” he said quietly. 


Troii looked shocked, then concerned,
then suspicious. “What are you talking about?” he rumbled. 


“She needs a tribe of her own. I am
not enough to protect her, provide for her, not forever. If anything happens to
me, she will be alone, and this is not her home. She needs to Bond more males
to her, to make sure she will survive here,” Gron told him. 


He could see the idea blooming behind
Troii’s eyes but being held back. “And why are you telling me this?” he asked
in the tone of somebody who already knows the answer to their question. 


Gron looked at him, almost
apologising for what he was about to involve him in. “You are a clever,
compassionate and reasonable male. We are friends. I believe you would not hurt
Gruth, and would take good care of her.”


Troii was still for a moment. “Are
you saying what I think you’re saying?” he said, his voice hard but his
expression deliberately blank. 


The accusation in his friend’s tone
made Gron look away in shame. “She needs a good male, Troii. I need to know
that he will do everything for her. Worship her, as I do. I wish I didn’t have
to do this. I admit I wish I was enough for her, but I’m not. I’m vulnerable,
and that makes her vulnerable too, and I can’t allow that. I have to make sure
she is safe, always. 


“You are a good male, you always have
been. And we are friends. We would be good brother-mates together. If I must
share her, I want it to be with you. You are one of the few males I would trust
her to.”


Gron noticed Troii’s hands tighten on
the basket he was weaving. 


“Say it clearly, Gron,” Troii
commanded. 


Gron forced himself to meet his
friend’s eyes. “If you want to, I would like you to Bond with Gruth,” he said. 


For a moment, Troii didn’t moved,
simply sat and stared at Gron, his jaw twitching as he considered his words.
Then he threw the basket down with surprising force and stood up, whirling away
only to come pacing back. Ruth tucked herself closer to Gron’s side in response
to Troii’s reaction. 


The male pointed at Gron, furious.
“That is... not yours to offer, Gron! It is her decision! Queens
decide, you know that!” Troii was angry, but underneath it Gron could see the
temptation, the hope, the longing and yearning that most males had to be chosen,
so that they too could sleep in a Queen’s arms, be caressed and valued,
treasured by someone, perhaps even breed a family. Most males did not want to
be spare, to live alone and die alone, leaving a life half-lived behind them. 


“I know. It would be her choice. But
she cannot talk to any of us, Troii! How is she to find suitable males? She
needs me to find males for her, males I can talk to, who I know are good and
worthy,” Gron insisted.


Troii’s tail was lashing wildly as he
paced. “This is treason, Gron. How can you do this to Grasta? You were loyal to
her once!”


“Grasta has her court already. I am
loyal to Gruth now. I have to be, she is my Queen, and she has no one else.
Gruth cannot go out into the forest and find wanderers, it would be too
dangerous, another Queen might kill her. She cannot ask males if they are
willing to join her,” Gron explained. “Please, even if you refuse, you must
keep this secret. Gruth needs more males before we leave the tribe, and
you know some males want to be Bonded.”


Troii looked at Ruth then, and Gron
knew he was considering it. “And what about her? Does she... Did she indicate
me in any way? Does she even know what you are planning?”


Gron pushed down the uncomfortable
feelings that question raised in him. “I don’t know. I chose you first. I
cannot explain what I am doing, but maybe she will figure it out eventually. If
she likes you, she will Bond you, I am sure. She must want more males, to be
safe.”


“Gron...”


“Please. Kranu wants her. He came to
me just now. He implied that if I stood in his way, he would find a way to
dispose of me, so she would need another. I will not allow that to happen. The
more males Gruth has, the safer she is from him.”


Troii looked pained. “Perhaps you
should just let Kranu approach her. It would solve your problem. Perhaps being Bonded
would calm him, give him something other than himself to care about.”


Gron growled. “I will not share my
life with him. He is not good enough for Gruth, he has proven that by
threatening us.”


“I do not want to get between you
two, I do not want to become Kranu’s target next. You are brothers, you have
managed to live your whole lives in peace, why now must you plot against each
other?”


“It was always easier for me to give
him what he wanted than to fight him, even if I did not want to, but I will not
give him Gruth. Never. He must understand that I am different now. Bonding has
changed me. I will not let him disregard that.” 


“So what do you want me to do? I
cannot talk to Gruth. How am I supposed to convince her to choose me?”


Gron looked to his Queen. She had
stayed silent this whole time, quietly trusting him. He knew his confrontation
with Kranu, and then Troii’s obvious agitation had worried her. She knew
something was upset around them, but she trusted him to fix it for her. He used
that confidence to strengthen his resolve to share her, as much as he simply
wanted to gather her to his chest and steal her far away, where they could live
alone again in peace. But he couldn’t do that, because Kranu was right. This
was about her survival. His feelings had to be put aside. 


“I will leave her here with you for
now. I don’t know what else to do. I wish I could explain, ask her preference,
but I can’t. I can only wait and abide by her choices,” he said, stroking
Ruth’s hair. 


“I can see your pain on your face,
Gron. Does it truly hurt that much?” Troii asked. 


“I have never left her willingly. We
have never been separated since we met. I have always been there for her. I am
concerned what she will think of me if I leave her now. It feels like a
betrayal.”


Troii pulled a face. “If it hurts
that much perhaps I don’t want to be Bonded. What will I say if anyone comes
across me with her? Grasta could see it as disloyalty against her.”


“Tell them I asked you to keep her
safe while I gathered food. You will keep her safe, won’t you? If anything
happens to her while I am gone, I will never forgive myself, or you.”


“Of course, Gron! And what could
possibly happen to her? She is safe here.”


“If Kranu comes, keep him away from
her,” Gron said as he stood. Ruth followed him up, looking at him, clearly
expecting them to leave together. “Gruth, no, you must stay.” He put his hands
on her shoulders and attempted to force her down gently. 


Her expression changed to something
wild, and she resisted him, staggering under the pressure he was putting on her
rather than sitting back down. She said his name questioningly and took hold of
him, one hand gripping his arm, one sliding into the pelt on his stomach,
clearly intending to keep him with her. 


His heart hurt. 


She looked at him with confusion and
fear. She wanted to go with him, to follow him as she had always done. He
stopped trying to push her down and instead tried to make her understand. 


“Gruth... Troii...” he said, pointing
to her and then to Troii, who stood uncertainly to one side. 


Ruth looked at the other male,
considering. “Ruth, Gron,” she replied, turning back to him. 


Gron could not stop himself from
stroking her arms and face. He wasn’t strong enough to do this, but he had to
be. 


“Gruth, Troii,” he said again. Ruth
looked at Troii again, and Gron could see her trying to puzzle out what was
going on, why he wanted her to stay, to leave her behind. 


“Ruth, Gron,” she said, sounding sad
this time, like she was pleading rather than telling, and he knew he had got
through to her. He gently pulled her hands out of his pelt and pressed his lips
to her forehead. 


“Gruth, Gron,” he rumbled against her
hair, unable to deny it. Then he steeled himself and pulled back again. “Gruth,
Troii,” he insisted, stepping away meaningfully, and Ruth let him go with a
baleful look. He forced himself to turn and walk away, getting a good distance
into the woods before he let himself stop. 


Every instinct he had was screaming
at him to go back. His Queen was in danger. Terrible things could be happening
to her. Troii or Kranu or any other male could be touching her, scaring her,
carrying her off. She needed him to protect her, no one else would, no one else
could. He needed her, to be able to breathe and stop his chest from
hurting and see colour in the world. 


She would hate him for this. She
would reject him now, never let him touch her again, leave him cold at night,
let the fire of his primed maleness burn through him with no relief. He knew on
the surface of his mind that what he was doing was not so bad. Bonded mates did
not spend every second together, and he would not leave her for long. She would
forgive him. Maybe. 


But he still felt like he deserved to
die for leaving her scared and with a male she didn’t know. A male Gron
intended her to Bond with. 


Taking a deep breath, Gron launched
himself into the branches of the trees, moving fast in the hopes of making it a
quick trip. He was going to look for a suitable place to build Ruth a home
outside of the tribe. And then he was going to come tearing back. 











Chapter 12


Ruth watched Gron leave her behind
with apprehension. She didn’t understand why he had done it. She had faith that
he must have a good reason, but she was also pretty sure he’d understood she
didn’t want him to, and that worried her. He’d always taken such good care of
her, always been there, trying to make her happy. So what had changed? 


She turned to the other male Gron had
left her with. What had Gron said his name was? Troy? An oddly human name,
considering. But then, he had pronounced it with a rolling, growling bass that
she could never hope to imitate. 


The poor guy looked just as
uncomfortable as she probably did, his tail flicking nervously. He was slighter
in build than Gron, with an intelligent-looking face, and of course, naked.
Ruth was used to that by now, but she still tried not to look. 


His fur was the same colour as
Gron’s, there didn’t seem to be much if any variation in shade among the
Gandry, other than the older ones who were starting to grey. Troii’s fur was in
a slightly different pattern than Gron’s. The stripes were at the back of his
arms and legs, rather than the side, and the fur on his chest was more oval
than the defined inverted-triangle of Gron’s. He also had more fur on his back,
which sat on his lower back in a diamond shape below the spine stripe. 


She got the distinct impression that
he would be putting his hands in his pockets if he had any, as they evaluated
each other in awkward silence. 


Ruth sighed. The simplest explanation
was that she was in day-care. Gron probably had some errand to run that he
could do much more efficiently without his deaf, mute, and feeble human
dragging behind him. Hopefully he would at least be back soon. She wouldn’t
consider that Gron wasn’t coming back, that this hand-off was some kind of
Gandry divorce. That would be extreme. But for now, she assumed this guy was
her caretaker or guard. 


She recognised him from when they had
arrived the day before, he had been the one to step between Gron and Kranu when
they had been snarling at each other so much. Hopefully that meant he was a
nice guy, though he could have been nicer in Ruth’s opinion.


Ruth’s eyes fell on the basket Troii
had been weaving when they found him. He still had a pile of ferns to work
with. Maybe Ruth could do that. Learn a skill, make herself useful. Maybe that
would make Gron happy, show him he didn’t have to leave her behind in
kindergarten if he had a job or something that he did during the day. She
couldn’t talk to anyone, but she was smart and she could learn. She’d been a
temp after all. Picking things up quickly was a necessary skill. 


She’d already had the idea to try to
make a rope or find a vine long enough to enable her to get up and down from
the platform in the trees without Gron’s help. That was important, and she
thought it would be the first step to showing him she wasn’t completely
dependent and he didn’t have to worry about her so much. She was going to make
her life here, and she wasn’t going to do it as a burden. 


Ruth moved towards the ferns and
knelt beside them. Time for step one. 


She looked at Troii and pointed
between the ferns and the basket, looking hopeful. He looked suspicious at
first, but then he came over and showed her how to get started. Smart guy. And
quiet. Not particularly nice so far, but then none of them smiled naturally, so
how was she to know? He was teaching her how to make a basket instead of
snarling or growling or just walking off, so it could be worse. 


The method turned out to be simple,
but the handling of the ferns was tricky. They kept springing out of place,
making Ruth feel like she needed an extra set of hands, or a tail of her own,
to get anywhere. She kept going though, just for lack of anything else to do,
slowly forcing the ferns to weave together and hold in a fragile bowl shape
that was full of holes. It was good to have something to focus on, so she
didn’t tie herself in knots over Gron, and Troii, and Kranu. 


As she worked, she replayed the day
in her head, trying to interpret just what the hell was going on. She thought
the day had started off pretty well. Last night had been beautiful, with the
rain. She hadn’t realised how much she had missed it, the chill in the air, the
quiet music of it. It was romantic, and Gron had tucked her in against his
fluffy self and she couldn’t have been happier. She’d felt like this was a good
place, that they had a real chance here, and that was saying something after
the reception they’d had. 


Then when she had woken up that
morning, okay, she’d had a scare when she saw Gron asleep. She’d been watching
him sleep for the last two weeks, and it just gave her a bad feeling seeing him
like that. It reminded her of watching him fall unconscious in the cave where
he had almost died, and seeing him surrounded by machines in the medical bay of
T’Lax’s ship. 


But they’d kissed and made up, and
he’d shown her just how alive he was, and she’d felt much better. Their
relationship was still in place. It hadn’t changed when they’d met his family,
and everyone tried to pick a fight with him, and she’d been made to give him an
erection over dinner. That was still really weird, and she’d been afraid it
would mess something up between them. She still felt uncomfortable thinking
about it, though it didn’t seem to have bothered him at all. He still wanted
her. 


And then he’d taken her to a little
pond for a bath, and brought her breakfast. The pond was a little dark and
shallow, with some dead leaves in it, but considering they were in the woods on
an alien planet, she wouldn’t turn up her nose. She missed T’lax’s ship for the
technology, but she was infinitely glad to be away from the little green
creepers and the way they talked about her and Gron. T’Lax had given her a
bottle of improvised shower gel which theoretically dissipated into nothing and
would have no discernible effect on the environment, so she could have some of
her luxuries but it would be like she was never there. She had a lot of stuff
like that. 


Unfortunately, just when things had
been getting good again with Gron at the pool, Gron’s brother had shown up. She
really didn’t understand what stick was bothering that guy’s ass, presumably
the fact that his little brother had brought an alien home to meet the family.
She’d hidden in the cold water while Gron and Kranu had had another snarly show
down. She didn’t like it, and apparently neither did Gron, because after that,
playtime was over. It was out of the pool and off to meet this Troii character.



Ruth had changed into a black T-shirt
that was long enough to be a dress, and underwear, thank God. She only had two
sets, and she was saving them for when she really felt she needed them, and she
was glad she had. The atmosphere had changed, and she wanted her loins to be
girded. Everything she wore had been synthesised on T’Lax’s ship, and she’d
rinsed out the red wrap-dress after having sex in it made it kind of gross. 


She had a limited supply of clothes,
but she was trying to keep it simple anyway. The more revealing her clothes
were, the less likely the Gandry were to object, she rationalised. If she went
around in jeans, boots and a parka, she’d look even more like an alien. She did
have one pair of trousers and shoes, just in case she had to make it on her
own, and being naked was no longer the done thing. She also had a bikini, in
case she got really comfortable around her new in-laws. 


Gron had clearly been upset by
whatever he’d fought Kranu about. He’d held her hand and led her through the
forest with none of his usual care or playfulness. He hadn’t hurt her, or
rushed her, or ignored her, but she could tell he was in a hurry and moving
somewhere with a purpose. It troubled her that he was upset by something and
she couldn’t even ask what it was, let alone help. That wasn’t what a
relationship was about. As it stood, it might just be sex and survival between
them, and now Gron had his family back, maybe the shine was wearing off. 


Hence, baskets. She would fit in, and
Gron would have no reason to dump her. She was one of only three females after
all, one of whom was his mother, and she was exclusively his. That must hold
some appeal. 


Anyway, they’d found this Troii guy,
Gron had chatted to him, presumably in response to what Kranu had said. Gron
had still been unhappy. He looked really... torn up. Sick, almost. Ashamed.
Afraid. Remembering what his face had looked like then, and how his voice had
sounded, Ruth had a moment of real fear. What the hell was going on?


And Troii had reacted badly. Even
through the language barrier, Ruth could translate the looks of someone who was
both disgusted and tempted. Troii had been angry, at either Gron or Kranu, or
maybe both, and now here they were. 


Looking back, if it had been a simple
“Can you look after Ruth while I go run an errand?”, Ruth could believe that
Troii had reacted with “No way man, how dare you saddle me with your gross
alien?”, but Gron’s behaviour didn’t match up. He was off doing something scary
and important, and he didn’t want her there for it.


Suddenly afraid, Ruth looked between
the trees where Gron had disappeared. What if he was off fighting Kranu to the
death or something, and she wasn’t there? That would not be okay with
her. 


She couldn’t hear anything, no
cheering crowd or ritual chanting, but she knew she hadn’t seen all of the
tribal village yet. She thought the public hand-job had been the marriage
ceremony, but what if Gron had to go and fight an alien mammoth or something?


Ruth looked at Troii, who so far had
done nothing but weave his basket and glance at her from under his brows as if
he wasn’t sure he wanted to be caught. He looked at her now as she stared at
him, with a bit of a deer-in-the-headlights look. 


“Gron?” she asked, miming looking
around. 


Troii seemed to relax, or deflate,
and went back to weaving his basket.


“Gron?” Ruth asked again, more firmly
this time, letting just a hint of the panic she was fighting tint her voice,
hoping he would understand the size of the scene she was prepared to make if
she wasn’t satisfied. 


Troii looked a little uncomfortable,
then made a gesture that she interpreted as “You wouldn’t understand me
anyway.” Fair enough, but she was getting to be pretty good at charades. 


“Gron Kranu?” she asked, while
punching her right fist into her left palm. She mimed punching herself in the
face and did some small growls, imitating the way the males pulled their top
lips back when they wanted to wave their massive canines around. 


Troii looked blank, like he’d just
been disturbed by her display. He blinked a couple of times and made a long,
uniform sound that was probably an equivalent to “Err...” 


This would go much better if the
Gandry used head shakes for no and nods for yes, and shrugs. She’d have to get
on teaching Gron that. As it was she just had to wait while Troii figured out
how to answer her. 


Finally he pointed out into the
woods, and said “Gron,” then pointed somewhere else and said “Kranu.” Okay, so
they weren’t in the same place, so they couldn’t be fighting. Right. 


Next she said Gron’s name and
clutched her chest and weaved where she sat, sticking her tongue out a bit and
crossing her eyes, finishing with a mini-collapse. She wanted to ask if Gron
was, or would be hurt. Troii clearly did not get it, inching back from her. Ruth
rolled her eyes. This guy wasn’t even trying. 


She sighed. She had to keep it
simple, and just hope for the best. She pointed to directly in front of her.
“Gron?” She made a few “coming out of the woods” gestures and pointed in front
of her again.


That, Troii understood. He repeated
the point-to-the-woods, point-to-the-ground cycle, agreeing with “Gron,” that
he would come back. 


Ruth relaxed. Then she thought why
the hell not, and held up her index fingers. “Gron,” she said, indicating one.
“Ruth,” she said, and indicated the other one. Then she pulled the two fingers
apart making an exaggerated questioning face. 


Troii followed her movements, then
held up his own index fingers, bringing them back together. “Gruth, Gron,” he
said. Then he added a third finger next to Gron. “Kranu, Troii, Drenz...” He
listed a few other names in a tone of voice that suggested possibility, not
certainty. 


Ruth’s blood still ran cold. He
couldn’t be suggesting what she thought he was. Was Gron out looking for
another male for them? Had he left her here with this guy so they could... What
exactly? Bone? Is that what Gron thought of her? Had he promised her to
this guy? Well, that just was not happening. 


She reached out and snapped down
Troii’s third finger, then angrily held up two of her own. “Ruth, Gron,” she
said, her expression stormy, making sure there was no room for
misinterpretation. She was a one-man woman, and she was not going to start
handing it out to anyone who was interested. If that was what it took to be
accepted in this tribe, she was out. If that was what Gron wanted for her, he
could stay here when she left. 


Troii stared at her for a long
moment, then looked away, going back to his basket. Alright then. Ruth didn’t
care if she had hurt his feelings. He’d get over it. 


Ruth tried to calm down again. How
had she not noticed that both females she had seen in the tribe had multiple
partners? Hell, she had noticed. T’Lax had talked about alpha females
choosing males. It was normal for the Gandry for a female to take several
partners. She shouldn’t be offended that Gron was apparently looking to share
her. She’d thought what they’d had was special, that somehow, by surviving
together, they’d created a deeper Bond, but whatever. She shouldn’t be offended
when he was just doing what was normal for him.


She understood that she must be a
burden for him. It was understandable that he would want help looking after
her, so that he didn’t have to be with her all the time. 


She went back to her basket,
scowling, seething, just waiting for that big lunkhead to get back. 











Chapter 13


Gron paused before he revealed
himself. He had hurried back from looking for a suitable place for them outside
the tribal village, which had taken him longer than he’d hoped. Even now he
wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t stay away longer. It felt to him like he’d been
gone most of the day, though he knew it was still early in the afternoon. 


Now he hunched high in a tree,
looking down on Ruth and Troii. He knew he shouldn’t be spying, or he was no
better than Kranu, but he just had to know. He had to see whether they had Bonded,
whether Ruth liked Troii, before he walked into the middle of it. He had to
brace himself if that was the case. 


Below him, Ruth and Troii were
sitting roughly facing each other. Were they closer together now than they had
been when he left? They didn’t appear to be interacting with each other much,
if at all. Obviously they couldn’t understand each other, but that hadn’t
stopped Ruth before. Were they even looking at each other? Had Troii done
something to upset her?


Gron leaned forward, trying to see
more, and the motion drew Troii’s attention. Gron had been spotted, and now
felt embarrassed for hiding. He was a Bonded adult, but he was acting like a
child.


He quickly made his way down to the
forest floor, hoping to get there before Troii could communicate to Ruth that
he was watching them. When he stepped closer and Ruth spotted him, looking to
him with an expression of intense relief, he was glad. Just seeing her again
made him feel better, the twisting in his gut easing. He still wasn’t sure how
she felt about being left behind, but at least now he could watch over her,
make sure she was safe. 


Gron stepped towards her, and her
expression changed. She turned her head away from him, her long mane whipping
between them and hiding her face as she resumed violently twisting the ferns
into a basket. Gron went to his knees beside her, and she shifted away out of
his reach. 


“She’s angry?” he said to Troii.


“I think she understood that you
hoped she would Bond with me,” his friend replied. 


“What happened?”


“She asked about you. I couldn’t tell
her where you were, as I did not know, but she kept asking. I think she
thought you had gone to fight Kranu, but I tried to show her that was not the
case. Her gestures are quite... developed. I can see how you would find her
entertaining.”


Gron growled in warning, though it
was counter-productive. He should be encouraging Troii to find Ruth endearing,
but he couldn’t help himself. 


Troii held up a placating hand. “All
she asked about was you. I tried to indicate to her that a brother-mate might
soon join you, but she rejected that. Obviously, I can’t understand her exact
meaning or reasoning behind it, but she has not tried to communicate after that.
I think she is angry, yes. Perhaps she does not appreciate you choosing for
her? Either way, I believe I have been rejected,” he finished with a
self-deprecating look. 


Gron considered that. Ruth was
watching Troii as he spoke, but she did indeed look angry. “Who else would you
recommend for her?” he asked Troii.


“I would give up on this, at least
for now. Don’t pursue it. From what she showed me, she doesn’t want it,” Troii
said.


“I don’t have time to wait, Troii!
Kranu is coming after her!”


“Maybe she will reject Kranu as well,
have you considered that?” Troii said.


“And what if he takes her from me?
What if he is so determined, that he would take her?” Gron answered, his fear
showing through.


“She is still a Queen. It is still
her choice. Kranu would not do that, if only because Grasta and her court would
tear him to pieces, not to mention your mother. Do not let Kranu play with your
mind, Gron. Your Queen needs you most of all, forget other males. By leaving
her, you give Kranu the opportunity he wants.”


“Perhaps you are right. You have
always seen the furthest of us,” Gron told him. 


“Do not repeat this experiment with
other members of the tribe. It is cruel. As a Bonded male, perhaps you have
forgotten what it is not to be chosen, but it is no small thing to be offered a
future and to have it taken away.”


Gron looked up at Troii from where he
knelt next to Gruth. “I am sorry, friend. I had to try, to protect her.”


“I know. You are just lucky I am so
level-headed,” Troii teased. “Now I will leave you. I have no desire to watch
you grovel for her forgiveness.”


With that the other male picked up
his basket and strode away. Gron turned back to Ruth, reaching for her again.
Was she really that upset? Had she really rejected taking another male? Gron
had feared her reaction, but he was elated at what Troii had said. His Queen
valued him above all others. 


Or she had. 


The second before his fingers made
contact with her leg, she spun and hurled the basket into his face. The
structure was exceptionally weak and her aim was off-centre, so it did not hurt
as much as she probably intended, but it was still a shock. 


She glared at him, her arms folded
tightly against her chest. For a minute he was at a loss for what to do, then
something in her seemed to snap and she lashed out at his arm with her palm.
Again, it didn’t hurt as much as a punishment from Grasta or Gryla would have,
but the intention behind it was devastating. She was punishing him. He had hurt
her that badly, his behaviour had been that reprehensible. 


Something like a whine escaped him as
he drew his hands back, waiting for more, accepting her judgement. 


There was a pause, then she pinched
him, hard, over his ribs on his side that he had left exposed when he had
pulled his hands away from her. He yelped and she did it again. He fell back as
she surged forward, attacking the vulnerable skin that wasn’t covered by his
pelt. She sat on his stomach as he thrashed, instinctively trying to escape her
biting fingers but desperate not to hurt her by accident, yelping and whining
for forgiveness. She pinched him maybe a dozen times before she snatched his
face and held it facing hers as she leaned over him, her long mane blocking the
sunlight. 


“Ruth Gron!” she yelled at him. “Ruth
Gron!” She shouted something else, and Gron heard Troii’s name, but then she
sat back and slapped his chest with both hands, over and over until she seemed
to tire herself out. He was able to let her as her hits were centred on his
pelt and did not sting at all. His Queen was small, and full of fury, but not
vicious it seemed. If she was correcting him now, at least she intended to keep
him afterwards. She could have simply ignored him. That would have been
insufferable compared to this flurry of nibbles and caresses. 


His hands went to her thighs as she
panted above him, either to get her breath back or to get her emotions under
control. He rumbled, instinctively trying to soothe her before he realised what
he was doing. He should still be begging for her forgiveness. 


Her fingers curled into his pelt
tightly but he didn’t mind. She did that when she wanted to feel close to him,
like she could keep him with her. He reached up and wiped a tear from her face.
What had he done?


The tears in her eyes made them
shine, and look larger somehow. Her face was pink as she bit her lip, trying to
maintain her composure. The damage he had done went through him like an icicle.
She had been so happy this morning, but he had ruined it. She hadn’t cried in
front of him since they were in the cell, before they had Bonded. Now he was
the cause of it. 


He couldn’t sit up with her
straddling his stomach, but he stroked her legs and back and arms, and slowly
she lowered to lie on his chest. He threaded her mane though his fingers
rhythmically as he thought about what Troii had said. He was doing exactly what
Kranu wanted, making her need other males because she couldn’t rely on him
anymore, destroying the trust she had in him. 


Well, no more. They had been happy
before that morning. They would go back to that. 


“Ruth Gron,” she said again. 


“Gruth Gron,” he agreed. He moved his
hand to cover hers where it lay on his chest, and flattened it against his
heart so she could feel its beat. 











Chapter 14


Ruth felt fatigued after her assault
on Gron. She lay on his chest, listening to the pound of his heart and the
bellow-like rasp of his lungs. As always, his fur was a soft cushion for her,
and his hands rested on her thighs, anchoring her. Her nose felt stopped up and
her throat felt rough, as if she’d cried much more than she had. Her body was
limp and she never wanted to move, she felt exhausted. 


All the stress of coming to Gron’s
tribe and not understanding any of the giants around her had caught up to her,
it seemed. In that moment, she didn’t want to be lying on Gron, she wanted to
be snuggled in her own bed at home, with her own duvet and her comfy pyjamas. But
she couldn’t have that so she’d take a forest floor and a warm gentle body and
a blanket of fur.


She wasn’t mad anymore, not really,
she was just needy. She needed him, and she was angry at how he had reminded
her of that. If they were on her planet, he would need her the same way, but
the difference was, she wouldn’t be able to protect him, not really, not if the
government came with guns. Maybe it was better this way, but she still wanted
to go home. 


Gron rumbled something above her, and
she got an echo from the ear that was against his chest. His hand stroked her
hair over her back. He probably wanted to get up. But what would happen then?
Back to life on an alien planet. Having no idea what was going on, following
Gron around and hoping for the best, eating hand to mouth and sleeping in a
tree. Gron looked after her, gave her everything, and she hadn’t been hurt, but
it was a struggle. She never felt safe, not really. Not secure, not like she
had a place. 


With a sigh, she pushed herself off
Gron. Whatever. Some days she hadn’t wanted to get out of bed, and work had
felt like an unpleasant grind, and the food wasn’t worth eating, but she’d
still got up and done it, because lying down and letting life walk over you was
harder in the end. Getting through a bad day took less out of her than ignoring
it until it built up into a crisis. And what choice did she have? Gron wouldn’t
let her starve. 


Gron stood and helped her to her
feet. He looked concerned but she didn’t have it in her to smile at him and
make him feel better. He’d deliberately left her with another man when she’d
asked him not to. She knew he couldn’t explain or ask her permission in
advance, but she knew that much and she was disappointed. The thought that
she’d misunderstood their relationship made her sad.  The knowledge that they
couldn’t talk about it made her frustrated.


She sighed again and dusted off her
T-shirt dress, not looking at Gron. Undoubtedly, he was about to lead her off
through the forest for a reason he understood, and she would just have to wait
until they got there to see if she could puzzle it out and make sense of
anything. True to her prediction, Gron reached for her hand, but she pulled it
away impulsively. 


Gron whined. It was the same noise he
had made when she’d been pinching him. It was a sad noise of pain and
complaint, much higher in pitch than anything she’d ever heard from him before.
Okay, so he was unhappy.  He didn’t like her pulling away from him. Maybe he
was sorry. She folded her arms and jerked her head to tell him to get going.
She could follow him without holding his hand. She was a grown woman. 


He whined again, more insistently
this time, and ducked his head to nuzzle against her.


“Okay, okay,” she said, running her
hand down his hair and neck to his shoulder. He was like an upset dog. Maybe he
did need her as much as she needed him, though she found it hard to believe.
She wanted to stay mad but what was the point? “I forgive you,” she said. She
hadn’t, not emotionally, but she hurried ahead of the truth because it felt
natural to say the words, even if he couldn’t understand her. 


Gron pulled away enough to look at
her, his big eyes searching hers. She stroked his neck again and gestured for
him to set off. He looked sad but he went, taking a few hesitant steps as if he
wasn’t sure she would follow. She bent to pick up what was left of her basket
and went after him. 


They walked in silence for the most
part. She guessed that they were heading away from the village, but she
couldn’t be sure. Gron started pulling fruit and berries and nuts from the
plant-life around them. He ate what he kept, but passed most of it back to her.
She nibbled on the attractive bits, since she guessed this was lunch, but he
was giving her way too much, so a lot of it ended up in her basket, which she
had to hold against her chest with one arm to keep it together. 


Gron seemed to be trying to teach her
about the plants and foods they were harvesting, as he pointed out a feature of
each plant before gathering the fruit, and he showed her how to peel what
needed peeling, which bits were ripe and which weren’t. Ruth made an effort to
learn. This was useful stuff she needed to know, it fit well with her plan to
make herself helpful and independent, and it was nicely neutral territory that
had nothing to do with their relationship. 


Gron did not cheer up, however. His
voice was low and dejected, his tail hung limp and tucked slightly towards him,
and he alternated between avoiding her eyes and staring at her as if to check
whether or not she was still angry. Ruth was starting to feel bad. He had
walked off and left her, but he had come back. He didn’t appear to want to
treat her any differently. But she just couldn’t get over the idea that he
wanted her to get off with someone else. If she forgave him now, and they acted
like it never happened, then would he do it again? 


They spent maybe an hour or two
gathering food, both of them quiet and dejected and unhappy. Ruth was glad to
have food that they could take back with them though. Gron fetched them both a
water-filled coconut thing and pierced hers for her, which she took, looking
sheepishly grateful. They found a spot to sit and drink and eat in the quiet of
the forest. 


It felt strange to have a picnic with
someone she was mad at. Normally she would have snuggled up to him and put her
head on his arm or something, and the small distance between them now only made
her feel worse. She sighed. At what point was she only hurting herself by being
mad at him? He was clearly sorry, for upsetting her if not for what he’d done.
He didn’t want her to be angry with him. 


Ruth was just about to swallow her
pride and shuffle closer to Gron when she heard something. There was a voice
speaking off to her left. 


“Nice, nice, a small one, I can take
the small one. Will the big one fight or run? Probably run, or I’ll have him
too. Small one can’t fight, can’t run. Tasty small one...”


At first, hearing a language she
understood was so jarring she almost didn’t take it in. The voice was rasping
and quiet, and she looked over to the underbrush where it must be coming from,
squinting to try to make out the source. She thought she could just see the
rounded shape of something, when suddenly Gron grabbed her from behind harder
than he ever had, making her stiffen and gasp. 


Ruth almost screamed when he swung
her up into the branches above them, quickly mounting higher and higher. He was
not being gentle with her. This was him at his full strength, his full speed,
like she had never experienced before. It terrified her. The thought went
through her mind that he had snapped, that he had decided that if she was going
to cold towards him, he would just show her who was boss. When he stopped after
his momentary dash upwards, he was breathing heavily, and he pulled her down
from his shoulder to press her against the tree trunk.


Ruth fought her hair out of her face,
ready to give him a piece of her mind, but found he wasn’t looking at her.
Instead, he was looking down at where they had just been sitting, an expression
of terror on his face. Ruth steeled herself to follow his gaze. 


Down between the branches, the basket
of fruit had overturned, spilling fruit and berries through the grass. For a
moment, Ruth didn’t see anything else. Then slowly, a huge cat-like beast
stepped into view. It was massive, it had to be at least as tall as Ruth if not
taller. Its paws looked to be as big around as her head. Its coat was a mottled
black and purple calico, and it walked like a shadow through the green of the
forest. 


It sniffed at the fruit spread on the
ground and at the basket until it came to the tree she and Gron were hiding in.
They stayed perfectly silent, barely breathing. The cat looked up at them then,
and Ruth saw that it had yellow eyes with black slits for pupils. She wondered
if it would be able to see them as high up as they were, but then it snarled
viciously, showing a mouth full of dagger-like white teeth mashed messily together,
and reared up to slam its front paws into the trunk of the tree, making it sway
nauseatingly. 


Ruth whimpered and Gron tightened his
hold on her and the tree. The creature was tall enough to clear the lowest
branches when it stood on its back legs as it did now. 


“Big one took small one up a tree,”
Ruth heard, and she connected the voice to the beast. It snarled again,
thwarted and angry. The tree trembled as it pushed itself off again, turning to
leave. “Catch another one,” it growled.


How... was that thing speaking
English? But it wasn’t like she’d actually heard it, it was more like – Ruth
twitched as she realised it had reminded her of listening to T’Lax’s people on
the space ship, when she could only understand what they were saying because of
the translator chip T’Lax had put in her head. 


T’Lax had said the Gandry were unique
in that the chip couldn’t translate their language. Looked like that animal had
a language, one that could be translated. And Ruth could understand it.
A chill went down her spine as she thought of what she had heard. The
tiger-like predator had been talking about eating her. If it ever caught her,
she would understand every word as it killed her. 


The woods suddenly weren’t safe for
her anymore. She couldn’t leap to safety in a tree, not without Gron. There was
no way she could outrun or fight it. She looked to Gron, her heart pounding
with the knowledge that he had saved her life, again. He was looking down at
the forest floor, watching for the beast. He glanced at her when he felt her
gaze, but his face was set, stoney. He didn’t seem to be worrying about their
relationship just then, instead worrying about keeping them both alive. 


He turned and nudged her to climb on
his back. She did, ready and willing to get far away, keeping her head down as
Gron took off through the trees in the direction of the village.











Chapter 15


Gron raced through the trees,
terrified. The Eater was here. He hadn’t even seen it before they’d been in the
tree. He hadn’t smelt it or heard it, it had just been a feeling, an instinct,
and as soon as he’d recognised it, he had reflexively grabbed Ruth and taken
them up into the branches. He knew she was still unhappy with him, and he had
been rough with her, but he hadn’t been thinking. They were off the ground and
safe before he’d realised what he’d done. 


The Eater was the only thing his
people had to fear. The trees were a safe place for them, but on the ground,
the Eater could get them. It knocked them down and ate their flesh until they
died.  His tribe had lost three males that way. It was the only thing they knew
of that ate other beings, it was a monster. Even Queens were not safe from it,
it didn’t care about anything other than feeding. It hunted without cease,
looking for its next victim immediately after finishing with its first, day or
night.


He had grabbed Ruth by reflex before
he’d even realised why, but the fear still circled through his veins as he took
them through the trees. The Eater could have caught her, it could have caught
him, it was that easy to lose her or for her to be left alone. If the Eater had
attacked Ruth, Gron would have fought it to the death trying to save her. Then
he at least would not have to live without her. But she still needed someone to
look after her if anything happened to him. He would have thrown himself
between them to give her the chance to run away, he still would, but he could
do it with an easier heart if he knew she would not be at Grasta’s mercy
without him.


Ruth may fight him, and hate him, and
punish him for it, but she needed another male. He didn’t know yet how he would
get her one without losing her in the process, but he had to try. He would take
some time to think on it first, this time.


As he approached the village, he met
one of his tribesmen, and called out to him “I have seen the Eater, it is in
the forest, warn the others!”


The other male looked up at him and
dropped what he was doing, leaping into the trees and bounding away to spread
the word, and soon the forest was echoing with their cries and the shaking of
leaves as the tribe hurried through the branches to their platforms, dark brown
blurs disappearing among the foliage.


Then all at once the forest went
silent. Gron had reached his platform and let Ruth slip from his back then
hurried to the edge, looking down to make sure no one was left exposed. He
could see others doing the same thing, checking on their neighbours. The tribe
held their breath, not making a sound as they waited for the Eater to appear
below. 


Slowly, the tension left the air as
nothing happened. Several minutes passed of anxious watching.  


Then Grasta called out “Is everyone
accounted for? Check your friends and neighbours. We stay in the trees
tonight!”


Gron allowed himself to relax a
little. No one had been taken. Calls rang out from his people as they checked
their loved ones were safe. Gron moved to the other side of his platform and
looked for his mother’s which was further down on another tree. He saw that his
fathers were with her, as was Mruin. 


“Mother!” he called, to let her know
he was safe. His family looked up at him and acknowledged his wave. “I have
Gruth here with me,” he told them.


Brur looked relieved, and his mother
gave him a dismissive wave before bellowing for Kranu, who dropped onto her
platform a moment later, obviously disgruntled at being summoned like a child. 


Gron retreated, not interested in his
brother’s petty complaints. Being stranded in the trees was only a small
inconvenience for his people, but he knew Kranu disliked being kept in close quarters
with others. No one would wander far tonight. Tomorrow, the bravest would
venture to the forest floor again, and soon the rest would follow. For now, he
was alone with Ruth. 


He turned to her. She stood far from
the edge, looking a little shaken, but he had seen her look worse. She didn’t
look like she needed his comfort. Normally when she was scared, her small eyes
went wide and she stared at him as if to read his face. Now she was looking
around at others, only glancing at him. He fought the urge to whine or crawl to
her. 


He suppressed a sigh and walked
towards the trunk of the tree where he stored what little he had. He would have
to find food again tonight but that didn’t worry him. Instead his thoughts were
filled with the night to come. She had slept in his arms every night since they
had been in the cell. It still felt too early for them to drift apart.


Gron understood that Queens did not
sleep in the arms of their males every night of their lives, that he couldn’t
expect to keep her attention forever. When she had other males, she would need
to focus on them, especially while Bonding them at first, even more so if she
chose to Prime them for her needs. Then Gron would be expected to make himself
scarce, at least some of the time. He would not be the one to hold her. 


His mother, Gryla, slept between her
two males, and had done for most of their lives, but she only had two males,
and they were both Prime Fathers. When Gron and his siblings had been children,
they slept with them or they slept together at a small distance. He had never
witnessed his mother Bond a new male. Grasta, on the other hand, spent days Bonding
a male, but in the end she always returned to her favourite, the Prime Father.
She slept with her arms around him on their platform, her stud and the young
one nearby, her children together. Her Bonded Guards slept on another platform
adjacent to hers. 


Gron couldn’t imagine sleeping away
from Ruth. He thought it would be cold, colder than he had been as an unBonded
male. He could do it as long as it wasn’t because she had rejected him, was
thinking of other males, wanted his scent on her to fade. 


He looked through what they had. It
wasn’t much. Mostly broken baskets and the like, things that hadn’t been useful
enough to be redistributed by the tribe when he’d disappeared. He realised he
was looking for something to do and that surprised him. He hadn’t been bored in
a while, always needing to look for food, protect Ruth, bathe, something. There
was always something that needed doing to make their lives safe and
comfortable. Being confined to his platform made him feel suddenly adrift. 


Or was he just looking for something
to distract him from Ruth, and the situation he had created between them?


He could move between the platforms,
visit his friends and family, gather food. That was what he would have done
before. He could even take Ruth with him, but to what end? What good was it to
drag her around so he could have conversations she couldn’t be a part of?
Surely it was better to let her rest on the platform, but he would be ashamed
to leave her alone, and she would surely get upset. 


Before, she had talked to him when
they had nothing to do, in the cave or in the cell. She had bared her teeth at
him and pulled his tail and climbed into his lap. Without that, what did they
have?


Gron almost jumped when Ruth moved
into his peripheral vision, going for the bag she had brought with her. He
tried to look calm, as if he hadn’t become so distracted he had forgotten where
he was. He tried to look like he wasn’t watching her as she pulled the bag into
the middle of the platform and sat down in front of it, opening it and taking
things out one by one. 


She took out something that looked
like a wooden carving a bit bigger than her hand and began pulling it through
her long mane. Gron watched, having never seen anything like it before. It made
a soft rasping, whispering noise as it passed over her mane, and she stopped
regularly to tug at a specific spot that seemed to be tangled. 


Gron sat in front of her, and she
glanced at him, and he thought he saw her lips pull up a little. She kept doing
it, repeating the motion over every section of her mane. He inspected the items
she had taken out of the bag. There were some small wrapped items he had seen
her eat before, the bottle he had drunk from, some other bottles in a variety
of sizes and colours, small packages that were a mystery to him, and what he
considered to be a lot of fabric, that he assumed she would wear though he
couldn’t figure out how. He fingered a particularly small piece of fabric,
trying to figure out its purpose but failing. It even had big holes in it!


Ruth made that bubbly sound he’d
heard before when she was happy and gently took it out of his hands. She held
the thing she’d used on her mane out to him instead, and when he didn’t know
how to react, she walked on her knees over to him and touched it to his head.
At first he jerked away because it scratched and tickled. Ruth made the sound
again and showed him the object which was bristled like a plant that didn’t
want to be eaten. She ran it over the pelt on his arm and he tried not to
flinch away from the sensation of the bristles through his fur. 


Ruth started again on his mane, and
he forced himself to sit still. After a moment, the soft rhythmic brush of it
became quite pleasant and lulling. When Ruth moved it down the pelt on his
spine, he shuddered. It still felt strange to have something tickle along skin
that had always been protected. 


Ruth moved in front of him then and
began work on the pelt that covered his chest, giving him the opportunity to
look at her closely, which he had missed since that morning at the pond when
Kranu had played with his mind and made him hurt her. He rumbled softly as he
watched her pay attention to his body, sitting up straighter and offering her
his chest. 


She looked at him and leant across to
press her lips quickly to his. She didn’t tease or taste him, but he was
grateful nonetheless. He rumbled again to let her know his pleasure, hoping to
encourage her to do more. Ruth considered him, her face so close he could feel
her breath on his tongue, then she came back to him, softly cushioning her lips
against his and holding them there this time, just the gentlest of tensions
trapping him. 


He moved first because he couldn’t
hold still. It was almost nothing to shift his jaw and slant his mouth against
hers and offer her the tip of his tongue, but he was still terrified it would
dislodge her, that he was overstepping his boundaries and she would reject him,
that he was taking too much and revealing that he didn’t know his place, didn’t
like his place except when it was under her and holding her and at her side. 


Instead Ruth’s hands came up to cup
his jaw as she tilted her head and took his tongue with her own, leisurely
climbing into his lap. His hands rushed to her hips to help her navigate over
his legs and again he was struck by how small she was. His male-part was
quickly readying for her and he wondered if he should cover it with his tail
for now. But she did this to him, he reminded himself. His body was responding
to her, in the way that she had taught it. 


Ruth didn’t seem to mind, lowering
her hips over him so that his shaft nudged against her sex. He flinched at the
sensation; she was covered somehow, there was fabric separating her from him.
Why? He didn’t like it, he wanted to feel her. She seemed to think nothing of
it though because she pushed against him, rubbing herself against him. 


His tail came up to wrap around her
arm, anchoring to her skin anywhere it could.  Ruth slid her hands down his
neck, burying her fingers into his pelt and flicking his nipples with her
thumbs before exploring the muscles at his sides where there was only skin. She
moaned softly before she pulled away. She studied him for a moment, and Gron
waited, hoping and dreading her judgement, praying that whatever had made her
choose him in the first place was still there and that she would see it.


Her hand went to his shoulder and
pushed gently, and he went to his back gratefully. They had mated only that
morning, but he knew they needed this. He needed this, to be forgiven, to be
useful, to be cherished. He needed to know that whatever had changed between
them was over and done. That nothing had changed, he was still hers. 


But Ruth did not straddle his hips as
he expected. He watched, propped up on his elbows, as she moved away, further
down his body, kneeling between his legs. She trailed her fingertips up his
thigh until she stroked softly over his maleness. She was watching his
reaction, but he was watching her, waiting for her to guide it into her body.
Instead, Ruth leant forward and opened her mouth, then swiped her tongue over
the head of his shaft. 


Oh.


He remembered this. She had done this
before, in the cave. It was a test. She was testing him. Her confidence in him
was not yet restored, but she was giving him a chance to prove he was worthy of
seeding inside her. 


Gron groaned but lay down, ready to
endure. He pressed his hands to his head and pushed his fingers through his
mane. It would be difficult, but he could do this. 


Ruth held his shaft with a steady
hand and licked the head, her tongue deliciously wet, and Gron exhaled on the
edge of another groan. He lifted his tail to his mouth to bite it for control
before remembering that his Queen didn’t let him do that. His tail thudded to
the platform next to him and his back bowed as Ruth sealed her mouth over him,
giving him nothing but wet heat and tight sucking pressure trying to pleasure
him into seeding early. Her hand tightened and rubbed against him and a deep
rumble escaped him. 


He tried to think of other things to
calm himself but there was always Ruth, her lips and slow dragging tongue
tightening his belly, demanding to be felt. Her mouth sunk down on him and he moaned.
It was a lost cause trying not to feel it, not to be overcome by it. His Queen
could not be ignored or resisted. She should not be.


His muscles began to shake with the
effort of keeping still and he caught himself moaning in time with her
movements. He had the idea of stopping her somehow, but as soon as his hands
touched her head they sunk into her mane, so soft, the long locks wrapping over
his hands as if tying his hands to her. His hips twitched as he approached his
end, and he whipped his tail savagely against the platform, hoping to feel
enough pain to wash the liquid fire from his blood for an instant. 


He was losing the battle for his
control and he knew it. He couldn’t stop his hips from rocking, or the rumbling
growl that dragged from him when her fingers slipped from his shaft to his
sack. He held desperately to the knowledge that if he proved himself unworthy
now, gone were the nights spent under her. She would want more than a stud, she
would look for a male to breed with, and then he would take Gron’s place at her
back, and Gron would sleep by himself, to be picked up and put down as Ruth
desired. 


He didn’t want that but to be asked
to endure what she was doing now was too much. She wanted to finish him,
wouldn’t let go until he did. To fight her off would be a worse failure. So
with a heart-wrenching gasp his end came, shooting uselessly into her mouth
while he cupped her head in his hands and writhed on his back, tail twisting. 


Gron watched as Ruth pulled away from
him and walked to the edge of the platform, her pelt-less body so lithe and
sleek and beautiful. She held her mane away from her face and she hunched her
shoulders as she spat out his unwanted seed. Gron did not wait to watch her
come back. Instead he curled onto his side, away from her, drawing his knees up
and folding his arms over his chest. He suddenly felt ice-cold. He felt it when
Ruth knelt behind him and placed her hand on his side, but he didn’t want to
look at her. He didn’t want to see it in her eyes that he had failed. 


 











Chapter 16


Ruth slept on her back behind Gron
that night. She didn’t know what had gone wrong. Okay, she hadn’t wanted to
have full sex with him when she’d gone down on him. She didn’t feel like she
had forgiven him enough for that, but she had wanted to show him that she would
soon. She’d wanted to let him know that she still loved him and wanted him and
wanted to stay together, even if she was still hurt by what he’d done. 


But as soon as he came, which took a
lot more time and effort than Ruth had expected, Gron had rolled onto his side
and curled up and ignored her. Maybe once he got his, that was that? She tried
to tell herself that was the reason, or maybe he’d fallen asleep, and be mad at
him for it, but it didn’t feel right. Something told her something was up. She
felt like she’d done something bad to him and she worried over it. 


She’d tried to get him to respond to
her but he hadn’t even looked at her, just stayed curled up like he was cold,
or in pain, his tail tucked and hiding away. She didn’t know what to do, so she
just got her blanket and lay down behind his back to try to sleep. She wanted
to throw it over him but unless they were spooning like they normally did, the
blanket wasn’t big enough to cover them both. She was peeved he’d reacted that
way to her oral sex skills; they weren’t that bad. So instead she just tried to
sleep. 


She hadn’t had much luck. Everything
suddenly seemed strange without Gron holding her. The forest was too loud, the
platform was lumpy where she lay on it and it was too high up and precarious.
The air was too thick, and she was aware of the other Gandry around her as if
they were beacons keeping her awake. This was not her home. It wasn’t her bed,
or her flat, or her planet even. It wasn’t the home she had made with Gron, it
was just a lonely strange place where she was the only one of her alien kind. 


She was sorely tempted to reach out
to Gron, just make the slightest connection of her fingertips against his back.
She rationalised that he must be asleep by now and wouldn’t notice, but she
couldn’t do it. What if he was really mad at her? What if blow jobs were evil
in his culture? She didn’t want to push it and have him yell at her or make her
sleep somewhere else. She resolved to wait until morning to try to see what was
wrong. 


She must have fallen asleep
eventually because she woke up. She was roused by Gron getting up next to her,
just catching him look over at her as he stood before walking away. Despite
feeling exhausted and wired and still asleep, her eyes and mouth dry and her
muscles stiff, Ruth scrambled up after him, watching him for some sign of what
his mood was or what he was thinking.


Gron paced a few steps back and
forth, as if the platform was too small for him or he was trying to find
something to look at that wasn’t her, eventually grabbing one of the big
coconut things and popping it with his big fang before draining it. Ruth
couldn’t help but look at his body, the chiselled muscles that showed
everywhere that wasn’t covered by dark fur. He was beautiful to her, grew more
so every day, even if he wasn’t human. 


He finished the drink and lobbed the
shell towards the tree trunk without offering her any, something else that told
her something was wrong. He seemed agitated, still trying to pace
half-heartedly, not like he was deliberately spiting her or angry. Ruth just
watched, not trying to hide but not approaching him either, and eventually he
worked up the nerve to come over, walking up to her with his eyes down. If he
had been a human man, Ruth would have expected him to say something, but of
course there would be no point. 


Instead he turned and offered her his
back to climb on to. Right. If she wanted to leave the tree at all, he was the
only way she could do it. Nice of him not to abandon her, but she really would
be needing that rope sooner rather than later if their relationship continued
to have problems. She gripped his shoulders and held onto his waist with her
thighs, not feeling happy about it. He headed for the edge of the platform and
she closed her eyes to the vertiginous descent to the ground. Gron definitely
moved faster than an elevator, and it was a bumpier ride. 


Once on the ground, he helped her off
him, possibly for his benefit more than hers, then began to walk away. He
didn’t moderate his stride for her shorter legs, so she jogged after him and
took his hand. She’d had enough of this. She looked up into his face when he
turned, startled by her touch. She held his hand like she would a lover’s and
made an inarticulate noise to try to communicate her hurt confusion. She ran
her other hand up the smooth skin of his inner forearm, stepping close to him
to tuck his arm against her body like she wanted to keep it. 


Gron looked down at her with an unreadable
expression, but not one that suggested anger, and his tail flicked which she
took as a good sign. It had been totally still since the night before. He
reached out and gently brushed his thumb over her cheek, but he still looked
sad, like he was saying goodbye. Ruth tightened her hold on him and leant her
cheek against his arm. He dropped his other hand and pulled against her grip
gently to indicate he wanted to keep walking, but he didn’t shake her off. 


They headed through what Ruth thought
of as the middle of the village, though she didn’t really know as she hadn’t
seen everything yet. It was where they had held the dinner on the night they
arrived. They were not the first people up that morning. Ruth caught several of
the tribesmen watching her as she walked through with Gron, and she kept
herself tucked close to him. Maybe she looked ridiculous to them, God knew she
was nothing like the alpha, or Gron’s mother. Maybe they expected her to strut
and stomp around, but she wanted to hold Gron’s hand. Not having to cower and
hide would be nice, but throwing her weight around wasn’t her style. It would
be enough for her to be Gron’s partner, equal. 


Speak of the Devil, Ruth spotted
Grasta a little distance away, half-hidden by trees but clearly only making the
smallest of nods to privacy. At first, Ruth couldn’t make out exactly what the
female was doing, until finally her eyes managed to separate her shape from
that of the male with her and the rest fell into place. Ruth stiffened and
tried to keep her jaw from hitting the floor as she recognised the male from
the dinner, the one without the beads who had sat beside Grasta’s daughter. He
was currently on his knees with his face buried in Grasta’s crotch, whose
expression left no illusion over what he was doing there. 


Ruth felt like she was blushing all
over and turned away, turning towards Gron expecting him to move, but it was
like walking into a tree. She looked up at him and saw he was watching Grasta
too, his eyes narrowed to see into the shadows better and his brow furrowed in
thought. Ruth’s jaw did drop then and she tugged indignantly on his arm to draw
his attention away from the spectacle. He seemed not to notice. 


“Hey!” Ruth scolded him. He might be
mad at her for whatever reason, but as far as she was concerned, he was still
her boyfriend and she was still his girlfriend and that meant he wasn’t
supposed to watch another woman get sexed up! 


She pulled on his arm again, and this
time he glanced down at her, a distinctly speculative look in his eye, before
doing another slow back-and-forth between her and Grasta. Ruth planted both
hands against his side and shoved, trying to get him moving, but it was no
good. She felt him tense up to counter her effort, but that was it, he might as
well have been made of stone, except she probably could have pushed a stone
statue over. As it was, her feet slipped a little in the loose foliage on the
ground, and she was reminded just how strong he was, and how careful he must
have always been with her.


Just when she was about to give him a
good kick for being a voyeur, he shifted his weight and allowed himself to be
moved, seizing her hand in the process. She yelped as she nearly fell into him,
he was that close. He was looking at her in a way that made her squirm, as she
could practically read the ideas going through his mind. She was gratified to see
that he hadn’t been aroused by the show at least. 


Gron turned then and pulled her away.
She staggered after him, trying not to imagine where he might be taking her
with such determination while a slow liquid heat tickled in her belly at the
thought. 









Chapter 17


Gron had a plan. 


It felt good to have a plan. 


He had felt horrible all night,
miserable, without direction or purpose. Rejected. Useless. But now he had a
plan and the plan was simple: Earn back his place. Ruth wanted him as her stud?
Alright. He would perform so well as her stud, that she would take him back as
her mate, let him finish inside her again, let him build their life together
again. She wouldn’t need another, wouldn’t want another, he thought.
Then he had to remind himself that he wanted her to Bond another male,
that she needed to. 


Alright, he amended, she would take
no other above him. He would be her favourite, always, for all the years they were
together until his death. She would sleep in his arms, always. She would cry
out his name, always. Her other males would just have to accept it. He would
let no other take his place. They had been through too much together. Who else
had a story like theirs? They were fated. To be stolen and given to this Queen
in some strange place, to survive with her and celebrate life in the midst of a
dead forest with no other living thing? To miraculously find themselves outside
his home again? They could be legend. Who else could understand?


She was not one of his kind, not from
his land, yet they were brought together and now he belonged to her so utterly,
what could that be but fate? She had come from somewhere far away, he knew
that. Her language sounded nothing like his. He could believe she was from the
spirit world. Had she chosen him? Summoned him from his home? Or had some
greater power chosen them for each other? It did not matter. It was done now,
never to be undone.


But first things first, he needed to
excel in his role as a stud, something he knew nothing about. Ruth had taken
him inside her the first night of his priming, she had never made him prove
himself. He had had no competition from other males and she had needed his
protection, but that was not so now, here, among his tribe. Now she could look
at other males, but he would change her mind. He would prove himself and she
would look to him again. 


He had seen Grasta’s stud pleasing
her. He knew Ruth had seen it too. It reminded him that he had seen many things
in his life, that as an unBonded male he had paid little attention to and
forgotten. He had seen his parents together, and he had seen Grasta and her
males. It was time now to remember what he had seen and learn from them, and
the fastest way to do that was to ask. 


Bonded males were the minority in the
tribe, but he knew of two who would help him. His fathers. 


They were easy enough to find and he
didn’t have to go far. His parents had no reason to change their routine at
their age. There was no fighting or patrolling to be done anymore as it was
Grasta’s responsibility to rule the tribe. Gryla had had no children after
Mruin and he was old enough not to want to stay with his parents most of the
time. She wouldn’t have any more children now that she was not the alpha, so
she, Griss and Brur mostly spent their days close to their platform, indulging
in leisurely or pleasurable pursuits, every so often chastising Mruin or Kranu
for something to do if either of them got too close. 


He reached the base of the tree their
platform was in, but he did not see them. They must still have been sleeping,
for none of them to be about. 


“Fathers!” he called, but got no
response. He released Ruth’s hand and leapt onto the lowest branch, bouncing it
up and down to rustle the leaves while watching his parents’ platform
expectantly. 


After several long moments of this,
he heard his mother growl “Griss, go and stop whoever is doing that.”


Gron stopped his agitating and
waited, and finally his stern and greying father’s face appeared over the edge
of the platform. He didn’t look impressed and disappeared, and judging by the
sudden vibration of the tree he had thrown himself down beside his mate again. 


“It’s our son,” Gron heard him
grumble. 


“Which one?” 


“The middle one.”


Gryla rumbled a sigh. “Is his Queen
with him?”


“Yes.”


“What do you want?” she
suddenly yelled, starting the creatures in the forest around them.


“Gryla... I’m sleeping...” Brur
whined in complaint, and Gron could almost picture his other father rolling to
face his Queen and burying his face in her pelt, one arm going around her waist
to try to prolong their sleep. 


His parents had never been this hard
to rouse when he was a child. They had always sprung awake instantly at the
slightest sound, storming over to seize him by the tail when he tried to sneak
off without them. It seemed they were catching up on their lost sleep now.
Before he had met Ruth, he had always left them to it, not having much use for
them as an unBonded adult. He loved his parents dearly, but he had spent his
free time with Troii or another of his fellow unBonded tribesmen. 


Before, they had just been his
parents. Now he was in the same situation they were, and they had decades of
experience and he needed their advice. 


“I need to talk to my fathers!” Gron
called back. 


Gryla snorted. “About what?”


Gron hesitated. “Male business.”


Gryla trilled with amusement, a sound
he didn’t hear very often. “Male business?! What could that possibly be? You
realise I have two mates and three sons, don’t you? I raised you, there is
nothing you have that will be a surprise to me!”


Gron’s tail fluffed with
embarrassment and curled around his ankle, and he was glad at that moment that
Ruth couldn’t speak his language. “Mother, please. I just want to talk to my
fathers,” he protested. 


Gryla exhaled overly-loud to let him
know she was humouring him, then came a scuffing sound and displeased grumbles
as she kicked her mates to waking. “Go on, you two, see to your son’s male
business.”


“You would think, at his age, he
would be raised, and we would be left in peace,” Griss grumbled.


“We are fortunate indeed to still be
needed,” Brur added sarcastically. 


 Griss appeared at the edge of the
platform and swung down, Brur just behind him. They both glanced at Ruth, who
was caught between giving them suspicious warning glares, and looking worriedly
at Gron, before focusing on their son. 


“Well, what is it?” Griss demanded
once they were all on the ground. 


Gron herded them away from the base
of the tree, fearful of being overheard. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed by
the subject, but by the reason behind it. He didn’t want anyone to know that he
had lost his position as Ruth’s mate and been demoted to her stud, especially
not Kranu, who wouldn’t waste a second in swooping in to try to convince Ruth
that he deserved his brother’s old position of honour.


“I need your advice, Fathers. I
am...afraid that I will lose Ruth’s favour, that she will grow bored of me and
seek others. What can I do to please her? You must tell me,” he hurried in a
low voice, fearful of being overheard.


Griss and Brur looked at each other.
“That would be her decision, son. It is natural a Queen should look for other
males. You can’t expect her to only have you for the rest of her life,” Griss
told him. 


“Yes, yes, I know that, but I see no
reason I should lose the position I have. Surely I am allowed to fight for
that, to not be... to not be discarded.”


Brur was watching Ruth. “Is this an
idle fear, or is there some reason behind it?” he asked.


Gron couldn’t meet his eyes.
“Something happened,” he admitted. “Now I worry that if I don’t please her, she
will... give up on me.”


“She can’t reject you, not after Bonding
you,” Griss began, horrified. “That would be...”


“She is not like Grasta, or Mother. I
cannot say what she will or won’t do. I don’t know what she thinks or how much
she understands about our ways. All I know is that... things are different now.
I can’t explain. I just need you tell me how I can please her the most. Why did
Mother choose you as her mates, to father her children?”


Griss and Brur hesitated, and again
shared one of their looks that came from spending decades together. 


“Your mother chose me as a guard at
first because I was in my prime and large and a good fighter. I could intimidate
others easily and was stronger than most. I think she liked that about me, and
I have always protected her, put her safety above all else, every day of my
life,” Griss told him. “Your mother was a young Queen when she Bonded me. She
was fierce but inexperienced, insecure. She needed partnership and I was the
obvious choice. I became her warrior, in those early days. I believe I gave her
support, and focus. Balance. And she offered me a life in return.”


“When your mother Bonded me,” Brur
began. “I think she was bored. I was light-hearted as a young male and had a
reputation for being entertaining.” 


Griss rumbled in agreement. “I
remember,” he said, his tail giving a flick. 


“I think your mother wanted to be
amused, wanted a male who could cheer her. She took me as her mate. There were
fewer of us then, tribes were smaller, but we made do and were happy. You
remember. It wasn’t so very long before you came,” Brur finished
affectionately, squeezing his son’s arm.


“We had a third brother-mate, but he
died when you were still small, and Gryla never took another after him,” Griss
said. A moment of silent remembrance passed between the two Prime Fathers. “We
have been very fortunate, Gron, to be able to serve your mother and to be able
to share her just between us. If Gruth wishes to take a brother-mate, you must
let her. He will help you care for her, he will be a friend to you.”


Gron looked at Ruth, who was watching
anxiously. He knew his fathers were right, but there was still a part of him
that said they didn’t understand. They were both Prime Fathers, they loved each
other and treated each other as equals, with respect. Maybe he could accept it
if his brother-mate was a male he liked, but not if it was Kranu, or any male
like him, arrogant and bullying. 


“You must not be jealous or
possessive of her, Gron. Always remember your place. Queens despise that in
their males, and then she will reject you,” Griss said.


Brur reached out to him
sympathetically. “We don’t want that to happen to you, Gron. Perhaps you don’t
like what we are saying, but you will like being abandoned much less.”


Gron didn’t want to believe it, that
Ruth could reject him and take others and leave him behind. She had never done
anything that suggested she could be so cruel. Any other Queen, it was her
right, if one of her males began making demands the way he wanted to, but Ruth
was different. A small voice warned him to be careful, but he didn’t believe
it. He knew her like no other. She took care of him, was gentle with him. She
held his hand. 


“Please just give me advice. Tell me
how to please her. I saw Grasta with her stud, he was kneeling in front of her,
I think he was using his mouth to pleasure her. How do I do that?”


Griss and Brur looked at each other
again. “Why are you concerned with what Grasta’s stud is doing?” Brur asked. 


“Gron... It is an honour to be Bonded,
in any role...” Griss reassured him softly.


It was obvious they suspected the
cause of Gron’s panic, and his tail tucked in shame, his gaze going to the
ground, unable to meet theirs. 


Ruth closed the distance between them
and tentatively took his hand, stroking his arm again.


“She still clings to you,” Griss
pointed out.


“I’m all she has, for now.”


“I think she can see you’re upset,”
Brur added. 


Gron didn’t reply. It wasn’t a
conversation worth having, arguing over whether Ruth cared for him as much as
he cared for her, or not. 


Brur sighed. “Griss and I are hardly
qualified to give you advice on how to please your Queen. As you have said, she
is not like Grasta or Gryla. You are familiar with her body, we are not. Just
let her see that you want to please her. Take your time and do not rush. Ignore
your own feelings, and use your whole body to make her whole body feel good. Be
creative. Do not want more than she wants you to have, Gron.”


Gron was disappointed. He had wanted
there to be some trick or technique that was sure to work. Telling him to love
her and be considerate of her was not helpful when he had been doing that all
along. 


“Alright, I will keep that in mind, Fathers,
thank you,” he said. 


“Can we go back to sleep now?” Brur
asked.


“Gryla will be up by now,” Griss
reminded him, and they shared a brief rumble of displeasure at having missed
their morning with her. 


They headed back to their tree
anyway, while Gron took Ruth’s hand and lead her away, out of the village, to
the spot he had found for their new home. 











Chapter 18


They ate as they walked, Gron noting
happily that Ruth remembered what he had shown her the day before and was able
to pick out her own food for the most part. He pierced a couple of watershells
for her, and she even talked now and then, the way she used to do when they
were alone. It felt comfortable and companionable, like nothing was wrong, but
Gron was not happy. He would never be happy as a stud, whether it was an honour
or not. He had to be her favourite. She had to care about him. 


Walking was taking a lot longer to
get to where he wanted to be than if they travelled through the branches, but
Gron thought this way was better. Their relationship had worked so well when it
had just been the two of them, with none of his family or tribe getting in his
head. Taking the long way gave them a chance to get back to that. The forest
that his tribe called home was fertile and sunlit and full of life. Everything
was green and birds were singing and small mammals dug through the underbrush
looking for food.  It was warm in the sun and cool in the shade, and Ruth’s
easy talk filled the space between them. Perfect. 


After a while, it became clear that Ruth
had realised they had left the tribal village behind, as she kept looking over
her shoulder, as if she expected to see it recede into the distance. She didn’t
appear to worry about it for very long, however. Gron was encouraged by her
trust in him. 


Eventually they reached the spot he
had chosen; in his opinion, a very good spot. He had secured the basic frame of
the platform the day before, high up enough to still be safe from the Eater,
but low down enough that Ruth would hopefully feel more comfortable. It would
take him less than a day to bind the surrounding branches in such a way that
she could climb up and down freely, without his help, if she wanted to. The
platform faced into a miniature clearing, demarking it as the platform of a
Queen. There was room enough for children to play or a small tribe to sit down
to feast. There was food and watershells all through the forest, though he had
yet to decide on the best bathing spot for her. 


He pointed the beginnings of the
platform out to her, and she understood him almost immediately, showing her
teeth and looking excited. She said a lot, bobbing her head, and hitting her
hands together to make a sound. His pelt puffed up at having pleased her, and
he made motions for her to stay where she was before climbing up to continue
his work. He had more branches to bind, but the difficult part was wrangling
the leaves into place so that it would be stable with no weak spots. 


As he worked, he could see her pass
in and out of his field of vision on the forest floor below him. He didn’t
worry about anything happening to her because she was making a pretty,
melodious noise as she went back and forth. When he got to a bare patch in the
platform or the edge, he checked on what she was doing, and found she was
making another basket out of ferns she had found. 


Gron was pleased; it would have hurt
him to think that she would never find anything to entertain her here and that
she would be dissatisfied. He had no idea how she had spent her days before
they met. But she was sat on the ground with the beginnings of a basket between
her legs and another, lumpier, finished one beside her. Her melody stopped and
started as she concentrated, and his tail flicked to match it. 


Then he realised Troii must have
taught her how to make the basket, or at least which ferns to use, and he
returned to his own work on the platform with renewed vigour. 


They worked that way together for
quite some time, eating when they wanted, moving where they needed but
comforted by the other’s presence. Ruth built two baskets, then moved on to
weaving vines together for some reason. This seemed like a more experimental
project, as she kept undoing her work and changing what vines she used, and
seeing her struggle made Gron want to help, but he didn’t know her purpose and
he could find no better vines than the ones she already had. 


The sun was just on its way to
setting when Gron was satisfied the platform was solid enough to be safe for
Ruth. He dropped down to the forest floor where the shadows had grown deep
enough to impede Ruth’s work, and approached her where she sat, squinting at
the vines. He held out his hands and she let him help her up without
hesitation. He pulled her into the clearing so she could see the platform as a
whole. She stroked his arm and showed her teeth, so he offered her his back and
took them up. 


Once she was on the platform, he went
back for the baskets and vines, bringing them up and setting them by the trunk
of the tree, admiring them as the start of the material goods they would build
up over the course of their lives. He went to stand behind her, admiring the
view of the forest being hit by the golden-red sunset, empty of other platforms
and other people. This would be their territory, at least for now. If Ruth took
more males from Grasta, it might not be safe to stay so close to her tribe.


Gron turned Ruth to face him, not
wanting to lose too much more light if he was going to do what he was planning.
He was nervous. He’d never done this before, and had no idea how she would
react. It could make things much worse, it could break their relationship for
good. The decision-making part of his brain was barrelling ahead though,
determined, not permitting fear to stop him. He’d already made his decision. He
had to get her favour back. 


Slowly, he sank to his knees,
watching her face closely. His hands were on her waist and he felt her tense,
but she didn’t move or push him away. He moved his hands down her body until
they passed the fabric of her loose black covering and were touching the skin
of her thighs. Then he slowly pushed them back up, over her hips and under the
black covering she wore. He could feel now how her breathing had sped up,
trembling through her chest as she looked at him. 


She still had not stopped him, so he
broke eye contact to look instead at the small piece of fabric she wore wrapped
around her hips, covering her sex. It was the first time he had seen anything
like it on her body, and it was just his luck that now was the time for this
new development. Was it meant to keep him out? He pulled on it and Ruth did not
stop him, so he pulled again. It hugged tight to her body and did not come away
easily. 


Ruth’s hands joined his, her thumbs
slipping under the sides of the material to push it down her legs, stepping out
of his hold so that her top covering fell back into place and hid her sex from
him again. Once she dropped the discarded fabric, she went to her knees in
front of him and cupped his face in her hands, pressing her lips to his. 


Gron rejoiced in her attention, as
always, but he knew he could not afford to be distracted. He pulled on her
other covering, and she obligingly pulled it over her head, disposing as well
of something that had wrapped around her breasts that Gron was glad to see go
without him having to struggle with it. Then she was naked as he was, but
always more so without a pelt to cover her, except for the tiny patch between
her legs. 


She had lived with him like this for
days, but somehow it still seemed new, probably because of the coverings she
wore. The liquid flame of desire swirled through him at the sight of her, but
he pushed it away. He remembered his fathers’ advice, to take his time, ignore
his own impulses, and use his whole body to pleasure her whole
body. 


He began by dipping his mouth to her
neck, holding her small waist in his hands. He remembered how she had licked
him there in the past, and he copied that now. It was all so much easier
without a pelt in the way. A shudder went through him as he realised he could
lick her whole body if he wanted to.


Ruth tipped her head back to offer
her throat to his tongue as he licked a long wet stripe over her pulse. He
pulled her against him, sitting on his heels to level their heights, and
listened to her breathing and the tiny noises she made. Her hands told him what
to do, gripping his shoulders, or slipping into his pelt to scratch at the
ultra-sensitive skin underneath. He pressed his lips to her throat and sucked
gently, and was rewarded with a moan. 


Supporting her with his arms at her
back, he trailed his mouth down her chest to continue what Kranu had
interrupted the morning before at the pond, licking around her nipple before
taking it into his mouth, making her moan again. He didn’t think about where
this fit into his tribe’s morality, or what the Queens would do if they saw, or
what Kranu would say. This would be their territory, they were alone here, in
peace. 


Ruth stroked her hands through his
hair and arched her back, encouraging him to do more, pulling one of his hands
around to cup her free breast. He lowered her onto her back to give him more freedom
to move. He worried that she would resist having him on top of her, but a quick
look at her face suggested she thought nothing of it. He remembered when she
had pulled him down to mount her in the cave. She obviously didn’t find it
offensive. 


He lapped at her skin all the way
down her body. She wriggled, but hadn’t pushed him away or chided him. Males
had to wait for their Queen to want them, they were not allowed to initiate
matings or pleasures themselves, so he was expecting her to grow angry at any moment.
That concern was fading as his passion grew, however, and he became less
focussed on what was correct and more lost in what simply felt right. 


A small voice suggested that he was
being so indulged because it was the job of a stud to provide pleasure, and
beyond that, he was meaningless, but he ignored it. That was the point of this
after all, to prove himself to her, to eventually earn back his place.


Ruth mewled as he slowly lifted her
legs apart, keeping his eyes on her expression. Did she know what he wanted to
do? She had been there when he had seen Grasta and her stud. Had she understood
what they’d seen? She’d certainly appeared to react to it. 


Slowly, he lowered his head and
licked the inside of her thigh. Her sex was there, so close, he could see she
was wet. He was still shy though. He had to prove himself, but males were not
expected to initiate, to perform. He had been raised to have his tail pulled
and to lie down, if he was ever chosen by a Queen. Still, he knew Ruth
better than anybody. Her pleasure was his to give, his duty, and his alone. 


He positioned himself and gave her
one last look, one last chance to stop him before he started, and she was so
beautiful, lying spread and bare, her exposed skin glowing with sweat and the
gold sunset, her chest moving with her breath as she watched him, and he
realised she was aroused. She was looking at him and waiting for him to
continue, wanting him. 


That staggered him for a moment.
Queens chose their males for a variety of practical reasons, but they usually
had one they chose for his looks. Gron did not look like those males did. He
always believed Ruth had Bonded him for protection, for survival, and mated him
because he was all she had. Thinking that she also found him attractive made
his chest feel like it was too small for his heart. 


He didn’t feel as shy then, and with
a deep rumble of satisfaction, he pressed his tongue to her open sex, her
thighs over his shoulders and his arms curled around them to stroke her stomach
or hold her hips. Her body jerked when his tongue touched her, and she moaned
as he pressed it against her, licking a wide stripe up over her. Her flesh was
unimaginably soft - he almost felt guilty for ever touching her with anything
other than his tongue, the softest part of his body. She was wet for him and he
growled, and she rolled her hips against his mouth for more. 


He took his instruction from her
reactions, quickly focusing his licks on the small hard point above her
entrance that made her thrash and buck her hips and seize fistfuls of her hair.
He had learned already how she liked to be touched by his fingers, how she had
taught him in the stream in that dead forest which felt so long ago now, so he
pushed one of her legs up and angled his hand underneath it so that his thumb
pressed against her entrance, which clenched around it. 


He made sure to be careful of his
teeth, keeping his long canines against the hollows of her thighs as he rolled
his tongue over that one point that gave her the most pleasure. Her thighs tightened
and her heels dug into his back as she moaned louder, her hands coming down to
run through his hair and scratch the back of his neck. Her whole body curved as
she peaked on a cry he was sure the whole forest could hear. He liked that
about her as well, the way she announced herself without fear when they were
together. He didn’t stop until her cry became a whimper and her body went
slack. 


Gron pushed himself up from her,
gently placing her legs down by his sides. Ruth was lying with her head turned to
the side and her eyes closed, out of breath. Her arms lay limp at her sides.
Gron rumbled questioningly, wanting her to at least open her eyes if she was
awake and alright. 


Hearing him, she managed to blink her
eyes into focus and turn to look at him, then held out her arms. 


“Gron,” was all she said. 


He hesitated, unsure, then he crawled
over her, extricating his arms from her legs, moving them up to beside her
waist, and shifting his weight so that he was leaning over her. She reached for
him, lacing her fingers behind his neck and pulling gently but insistently. She
said something that he hoped was positive judging from the expression on her
face, and pulled until he was forced to go down to his elbows. She murmured
more soft words to him and wiped his mouth with her thumbs before pressing her
lips to his. 


She seemed pleased with what he had
done, almost lethargic from her peak, but he wished he could understand what
she was saying. Then he felt one of her small hands stray to his tail and begin
drawing light, teasing, tickling circles around the base. He tried not to
stiffen in response. This was supposed to be about her pleasure, not his, and
while he was aroused and his male part hung heavy and aching between them, he
had been trying to ignore it, but she was making it difficult, as seemed to be
a favourite pass-time of hers. 


Ruth rubbed the base of his tail hard
and he groaned, his hips pushing back into her hand. He looked down at her
uncertainly and she pressed her knees to his hips, then leisurely stroked her
hand down his tail, pulling the end towards her. He watched as she held the end
over her chest, petting it and running it over and over her hands. She brought
it to her lips briefly as she looked at him, squeezing his hips again with her
legs.


Ruth dropped his tail on her chest
and reached for him again, one hand going for the base of his tail while her
legs wrapped around him and pulled him towards her. She wriggled under him
until she was comfortable with their position, arms around his waist, his arms
braced on either side of her head, legs hooked over his hips, and the head of
his shaft pressed tightly against her entrance. A fraction of a push and he
would breech her body, which must be what she wanted, but so soon? He was
forgiven so soon? He feared another test. 


She showed him her teeth and lifted
her head to lick the sweat from his shoulder, before murmuring something
against his skin, torturing him by slicking him through her folds with small
motions of her hips. He almost growled at her for teasing him, but it came out
as a pleading whine. If she could understand him, he would beg. This was what
he wanted, to be one with her again, to be connected in that ancient, natural
way, but he wanted to be asked. He wanted her to want him. 


Mercifully then she stopped teasing
him, placing him again at her entrance and digging her heels into his thighs.
It seemed she wouldn’t do more than that, wanting him to mount her, keep taking
the initiative as he had at first so, almost overcome by wonder and
trepidation, with a gentle push of his hips he carefully and slowly eased into
her body. 


Ruth moaned and arched her back, and
Gron bit his lip to keep his control and growled. She was so perfect, every
time. Tight and hot and wet. He felt like he was made for her when they were
like this. As he slowly sunk into her, propriety was scattered on the wind, and
he lowered his body to rest against hers, feeling her damp, trembling skin all
along the length of his body, relishing the knowledge that her sweat would
stick to him and his pelt would rub his scent all over her. He caged her body
under his, sheltering her from the rest of the world, until all she could see
was him, and all he could see was her, and anyone looking would know it was
impossible to get between them. 


She lifted her hips to meet his and
grabbed his rear with both hands. He flicked his tail back and forth over them
and he sheathed himself in her fully, rubbing the fur at the base of his shaft
against the sensitive spot he had teased with his tongue, making her cry out. 


He withdrew and pushed back in with a
groan. The knowledge that he was mounting her again as a mate, that she wanted
him on top of her was almost too much, he had to force himself to be gentle. As
it was he rocked his hips hard into her, but she moaned and clung to him
tighter and lifted her hips to meet him, so he allowed himself that much. That,
and he sought her mouth with his to offer her his tongue as well. She slanted
her lips against his and pulled hard, sucking his tongue into her mouth and
winding her own around it. She moved her hands to hold his jaw, her hips now
bumping into the platform, so he moved one hand to cushion her rear, tilting it
up so he could twist into her body, making her jerk and moan with each thrust.


Her whole body tightened around him,
arms gripping him harder, legs holding him closer, the commanding silken sheath
of her sex tightening more and more, as impatiently reluctant to let him go as
he was to leave. His rhythm became faster, shallower jerks, sweeping his pelt
against her sex until she seized and gripped him until he burst, the straining
coil inside him breaking and his growl turned into a roar of release, his seed
pumping into her in shoot after shoot, surprising even him at how much his body
wanted her. 


When it ended, his breath came in
heavy gasps, and he realised he had only just managed to keep his weight off
her. As it was, he felt sedated, but he managed to shift his weight onto his
side as he collapsed, lying half on Ruth and half off. He rumbled his bone deep
satisfaction and love for her quietly as it was all he could manage, dragging
his tail over her in a gesture he hoped she understood. 


Ruth managed to turn her head to him
and pressed her lips to his arm, a corner of her mouth lifting as she looked at
him through half-lidded eyes. She looked like she felt the same way he did, as
if all the energy had left his body with that last release, and like she was
perfectly content to stay where she was, tangled with him on the platform he
had built for them. He watched her for a moment as she fell asleep before his
eyes, then followed her into exhaustion. 











Chapter 19


They woke in much the same position
as they had fallen asleep, though at some point in the night Gron had tucked
Ruth closer. He was content to lie and let Ruth stroke his pelt appreciatively
after the night they had shared. He had earned back his place, and possibly
more. His Queen was happy, they had a home of their own from which they could
start their life together. He forced himself not to think about other males or
what his possessiveness meant for Ruth’s safety. This was what he wanted, this
quiet time alone with her. He wouldn’t ruin his good mood by thinking about
things that upset him. 


Eventually Ruth peeled herself out of
his arms and collected the coverings she had taken off the night before, but
she didn’t put them back on. Instead, she showed her teeth to him, and mimed
washing herself. Gron rolled to his feet, convinced to start his day now that
his Queen was waiting for him. He approached Ruth and scooped her up in his arms,
one arm supporting her back, the other supporting her legs. She looked shocked
for a moment, but then settled as he walked, and wrapped her arms around his
neck, resting her head on his shoulder. 


The platform was low enough that he
didn’t need his arms to get down. He could make the jump holding Ruth in front
of him, which he did easily. He didn’t put her down immediately, enjoying
holding her like this. She wasn’t like other Queens, they would never allow
this, but Ruth seemed pleased. He would have to do it more often. Maybe he
would put off fashioning a way for her to climb up and down to the platform for
a few more days. His Ruth was special, and he nuzzled her face to let her know
he was thinking it. 


He led her back through the forest to
the pond she had bathed in before. He could get to it without going through the
village, for which he was glad as he understood now that he and Ruth were
happiest by themselves, without his family or his alpha getting involved. At
the same time, he knew the proximity of his old tribe made the pond safe. He
hadn’t explored the land around their new platform enough to risk Ruth bathing
there yet. 


She slipped into the water with only
a little hesitance, then turned to look for him, gesturing for him to follow.
He sighed internally. He didn’t understand her need for him to get his pelt wet
all the time. He didn’t understand why she went in the water, given that it was
cold and her skin was unprotected. But he went to her anyway. Maybe she’d be
satisfied with just his company this time. 


He waded into the water to his knees,
carefully keeping his tail dry, and she showed her teeth again and began to
wash herself. She had soaked one of the smaller pieces of fabric and was now
using it on herself, and Gron was torn between watching her and keeping an eye
on the trees. He had to be vigilant now that the Eater had been spotted nearby,
and he was well aware that it had been days since he had last seen Kranu, and
he had never known his older brother to give up on something he wanted. 


Eventually Ruth finished with herself
and began washing him, making it harder for him to maintain his vigil. She
wiped his skin and pelt with the wet fabric, rinsing off the dirt and sweat
from the night before, starting at his legs and working her way up, at one
point pulling him further into the water so that he stood in it waist-deep.
When she moved to his back she found his tail pressed stiffly to him out of the
water, and gently manipulated it down with her small soft hands until he was
almost warm again, then tenderly ran the damp fabric over it. His pelt was
thick enough that he didn’t really feel the wetness of it, but he still took it
back when she was done and warmed it between his hands just in case. 


Ruth continued easing her cloth over
him while he did his best to endure it. Ruth spoke to him every now and then,
which he enjoyed. It was when she was quiet that he had to worry. Eventually
she was done and he followed her out of the water with an eagerness that made
her make that bubbling happy sound. She picked up the larger covering and wiped
over his pelt with it, her voice amused, before she used it on herself to dry
her skin and finally wrapped it around her body to hide her breasts and hips. 


Keeping a wet cloth that close to her
skin would make her cold, Gron thought, wondering at her motives. She looked at
him expectantly, as if to ask “What now?”. He supposed he should take her back
to the tribal village, to get what little they had to take to the new platform.
He pushed away his reluctance. They would go quickly, and that would be that.
Then they could leave and begin their lives together properly. He would not
allow himself to be way-laid by his family.


Gron told himself there was no need
to be apprehensive, but still he couldn’t help but be afraid of all the things
that could happen. He had only just recovered his position the night before,
and while surely Ruth wouldn’t take it away again so soon, he knew he couldn’t
control where she looked or what she wanted. He wanted to be alone with her. He
didn’t want her to look at other males and shop for more mates. He knew it was
wrong but he had given up doing good since it only seemed to make things worse
and hurt her. 


Steeling himself, fighting against
the sadness and insecurity that had plagued him since he had returned to his
tribe, Gron took Ruth’s hand and led her through the trees. If she took another
male, that was her decision. He just wouldn’t leave her side, and tell any male
that approached her whatever he had to to make them go away again. 


They had just entered the clearing
when Gron felt that something was wrong. He slowed his footsteps and looked
about him, paranoia rolling inside him. His eyes fell on his family, Kranu
talking to his parents, and he realised what it was. No one was working, they
were all simply standing about in small groups. There were no calls or talking
voices, just whispers as quiet as the breeze, and they gradually stopped as he
and Ruth crossed amongst the tribe. 


His family saw him and their
expressions made him afraid. His parents looked... mournful, like something
awful had already happened. He immediately began looking for Mruin, but he
found his younger brother leaning dejectedly against a tree a short distance
from the rest of his family, as if he had been exiled from the conversation.
Mruin was fine, so what could have happened? Perhaps they had received news of
his sister, and her new tribe, but then why would the whole village care? Maybe
someone else had been lost. Maybe the Eater had returned. 


But the way his parents were looking
directly at him, focused as if he was the cause of their pain...


Disappointed. 


Then Kranu turned and Gron saw that
he did not look sad, or hurt. His face was carefully sheltered, harmless and
bland, as it always had been when they were growing up and he was doing his worst
work, and Gron knew Kranu had said something about him. He had not given up on
his campaign against Gron and Ruth. Gron stopped moving and growled, his lip
curling back to show his long teeth. He felt Ruth come up close behind him, and
tucked her behind his back. 


“Gron!” It was his mother who spoke
first, her commanding tone breaking his growl. 


He shifted his focus to her. “What
has he done?” he snarled, his voice deeper and rougher than he had ever heard
it. 


“What have you done, son?”
Gryla replied. 


Gron’s tail flicked uncertainly as he
reflexively considered his recent actions, but he found nothing that they could
object to, nothing that deserved this reaction. 


“Nothing,” he told them, his voice
sure, but he still grew nervous as Grasta moved closer at his flank. He didn’t
like having her there, able to attack him from the side. He knew she could
force him to submit through brute strength. 


Kranu growled, stepping forward. “No,
I told them what I saw,” he said. 


Gron focused on his brother again, and
the full dizzying weight of his hatred and rage settled back on his shoulders,
dragging his head down into a crouch, ready to fight and taste blood. “What you
saw? What did you see?” he demanded. 


Kranu drew himself up into his usual
haughty sneer. “I saw you mount her,” he said with disgust. 


The knowledge that his brother had
again been watching him and, more importantly, Ruth as they came together as
mates in what they thought was a private moment made Gron insane. He snarled
viciously, the sound making the unBonded males around him flinch away in
submission, and he rushed for Kranu, tearing himself from Ruth’s clinging hands
in the process and making her gasp, though he did not hear it. 


“You dare-?!”


The Queens moved to intercept him
before he reached Kranu to tear him apart, but he had just enough sense left to
rein in his charge. 


“Look at him! See how violent he is!”
Kranu accused, looking for support from the others around him. “Bonding to the
strange Queen has made him insane!”


“Insane? The insane one here is you,
Kranu! Following me with her, watching us... if I am insane it is only from
being raised next to you, and your hate, and your jealousy. You are a cruel,
cowardly, desperate, pathetic-”


Kranu snarled and lunged for Gron,
the Queens not ready to stop him as they had been watching Gron, thinking him
unstable, while Kranu had been calmly talking to them moments before. Gron met
Kranu’s charge gladly, their bodies slamming together as they fought for
purchase in the soft leaves at their feet and in the fur and sweat-slicked skin
of their opponent. Their teeth reached and cracked and snapped as they fought
with a fury that was worse than any of their childhood brawls no matter how
coloured by hate they had been. 


This was different, this was not merely
the inevitable explosion of frustration and hate that had always been between
them. This was primal, a savage battle for victory over a rival. Gron wanted to
end all the hate of his brother and all his endless interfering. His jealousy
had hurt Ruth and put them both in danger. Gron couldn’t live the rest of his
life with Kranu constantly sniping over his shoulder. Even so, he wasn’t
thinking about killing his brother. His jaws sought his shoulder, not his
throat. But he wasn’t trying to avoid killing him either. Whatever skin he
caught between his teeth, he would tear.


As they grappled, snarling and
roaring, heedless of the tribesmen around them and the spectacle they created,
Gron was aware that his brother was meeting him with more determination than he
ever had. Kranu had always been confident in his victories as the older and
larger of them, and had always played with Gron, to make him feel small and
weak, as if the fight was easy. He never let it be seen how he really felt,
though Gron knew. Now however, Kranu’s pure crystallised jealousy glittered in
his eyes as his face dove and snapped before Gron’s, contorted by hate. 


It was a testament to how much being
with Ruth had changed Gron that he didn’t go down under the onslaught of
Kranu’s furious weight. He was not winning the fight, but he had blood on his
hands and fur in his teeth and he was not beaten yet. Kranu’s blows buckled his
body but he did not break. 


Males grew stronger after they Bonded.
They fought for a cause, and they did not like to lose. They had their Queens
to protect. UnBonded males preferred to surrender than to fight, they got
scared and did not see the point in being hurt. They were not brave like Bonded
males. Kranu had always been different as far as that was concerned. He wanted
to fight. He wanted to assert his dominance though no one challenged him. He
had a need for it, and Gron had always given up and sated that need rather than
risk serious injury to defeat the incurable, bottomless dissatisfaction within
his brother. 


But not now. He would not submit in
front of Ruth. If Kranu knocked him down, he would fight him on the ground. He
would pierce his brother’s skin, feel his hand break between his teeth, rip his
tail off for being so despicable. Kranu wanted Ruth, but Gron would never let
him past. 


They tore and kicked and beat and
whipped each other, seeking to deliver crippling damage while always having to
dodge their opponents fatal tusks in a frenzied snarling flurry of fur and
fangs. They could hear the shouts of others around them, Gryla ordering them to
stop while Grasta told her to let them fight it out. 


Gron could hear Ruth screaming, then
something hit Kranu. Gron used his surprised flinch to temporarily gain the
upper hand before Kranu recovered, before something hit him again. Gron saw a
watershell roll away from them out of the corner of his eye but he couldn’t let
himself be distracted. Kranu may not have been trying to kill him before, but
he wanted a decisive victory now that Gron was actually putting up a fight. 


Gron only realised that Ruth’s
screaming was perilously close a flash before Kranu jerked again from being hit
in the back. Gron tried to separate himself from his brother to make sure Ruth
was not injured accidentally from coming too close, but Kranu’s hands were in
his pelt and his feet were positioned to trip him if he tried to move. Gron had
no choice but to lean into the hold and seize Kranu’s arms to prevent him from
accidentally striking Ruth.


Another scream and another flinch,
and both brothers paused long enough to look over Kranu’s shoulder, where Ruth
stood with a long branch the width of her arm held in both hands, and she was
livid. She beat Kranu with the branch by turning her whole body into the swing,
clearly intending to hurt him, not just distract him. 


Gron heard his name among her snarls
and shouts, punctuated by awkward points of her finger that she tried to make
without letting go of the branch. She hit him everywhere she could reach. Kranu
let go of Gron and stumbled away from him, an arm out to block the branch as
she continued to swing at him, driving him back until she could stand between
him and Gron. She held the branch out in front of her and cast a glance over
her shoulder at him, her eyes skating over his injuries. 


She turned back around and used her
branch to slowly point around the circled tribe, most of whom cowered from her,
some of whom stared at her in surprise. Gron didn’t have to understand her
words to know she was issuing orders and threats, which she illustrated by
brutally smashing the branch against the ground, hard enough to puncture divots
in the earth, after which she pointed it at Kranu for a long moment, looking at
him with her eyebrows raised in silence. 


It was probably the smartest thing
Kranu had ever done, Gron thought, that he didn’t challenge her in that moment.
Instead, he dropped his gaze and stepped back. 


Ruth turned back to Gron and
approached him almost gingerly. She held out her hand as if she wanted to touch
him but was afraid of his wounds. Her expression was anguished as she looked
over the bruising that was forming and his bleeding, torn flesh. He rumbled to
reassure her and took her hand. He didn’t hurt that much. Her expression
hardened and she jerked her head down in a decisive motion before quickly
pulling him away in the direction of the tree his platform was in, keeping the
branch in her other hand. 


At the foot of the tree she pushed
him towards it, moving her head again when he motioned that he would carry her.
She put her fingertips next to a cut on his back briefly, then gave him another
push. She turned away and raised her branch, placing her feet apart. Guessing
that she intended to guard him, Gron was as quick as he could be scaling the
tree. He was beginning to feel his wounds now. 


He grabbed her bag. There was nothing
else that they needed. All the baskets and tools could be replace or remade,
but he had never seen anything like the things Ruth kept in the bag, so he
quickly brought that down to the forest floor where she took it off him and
slung it on her back. Then she took his hand and marched back the way they had
come. Despite the tension in her body, the anger and worry and determination in
her face, her touch on his hand was light and gentle, as if she was still
worried about hurting him. 


As they passed through the village
again, no one seemed to have moved. Ruth stiffened but kept walking, her head
sweeping from side to side as she simultaneously watched for threats and glared
them into submission.


Grasta called out to him. “Gron! You
must find your own territory now. Do not come back here. Take your Queen and
go.”


He understood. Queens could not live
together, especially not Queens of mating, breeding age. Grasta had allowed
Gryla to stay because she had stepped down peacefully and at the time, Gryla’s
court had been the majority of the tribe and to exile them would have left
Grasta with nothing worth the fight. Gryla was aging out of her prime and had
children young enough to need a tribe to raise them. Grasta was aging into her
prime and needed guidance from someone experienced. It had worked well enough
at the time. 


But Ruth could not stay. She was
stirring up the males and causing dissention and division, through no fault of
her own. Even if she did not Bond any more of Grasta’s tribe, she might breed
children of her own, perhaps a daughter who would challenge Grasta. The alpha
couldn’t allow that to happen under her nose, in the midst of her tribe,
without looking weak. 


Now Gron and Kranu had fought so
viciously and so publicly because of Ruth, Grasta had to take action. Sending
Ruth to her own territory was kind. It was the natural way, what should have
happened eventually anyway, but an exile was enough to keep Grasta’s pride
intact. 


Gron spared Grasta a grateful look.
“I understand. Thank you,” he said. 


Then Grasta turned from him. “Kranu!
You are hereby exiled!”


“What?” his brother snarled. A chill
went over Gron. To exile an unBonded male... His people needed a tribe. To be
alone was to be desperate. In Kranu’s case however, Gron couldn’t imagine him
staying. Not now. He was too angry, too greedy. Surely it was only a matter of
time before he left the tribe to seek another, a Queen to Bond to. 


“You fought in front of me over
another Queen, what did you think would happen?” Grasta demanded, keeping a
surprisingly level tone. Gron would have expected her to beat a male who had
flaunted his disloyalty in such a way, but perhaps Grasta thought he had been
punished enough. 


There was a heavy thump of silence,
before Kranu acquiesced. “Fine,” he spat, wiping blood from his mouth. He
shouldered angrily through his tribesmen and marched into the trees.


“Grasta-” Gryla began.


The alpha cut her off. “You would
have done worse, Gryla, you know that.” Gryla did not argue, though her two
Prime Fathers stood behind her with their hands on her back, saddened and
dejected as their family was torn apart. “You are free to do as you wish. If
you follow them, I will not stop you,” Grasta added.


Gryla dipped her head in acceptance.
“Come, Mruin,” she said, gesturing her youngest son to follow, before leading
her family to where Ruth and Gron were standing, caught as they left. 


That felt like the end of it, but
Grasta called out again. “Troii, come before me.”


A palpable ripple of curiosity and
surprise went through the gathering. Troii had nothing to do with this. Troii
had always been a good, respectable male. 


It took a moment, but a pale Troii
eventually stepped forward. Grasta turned to him as he stood before her,
towering over him. She lay her hand gently on his cheek. “You have always been
a good member of my tribe, Troii,” she said. “But you are not mine anymore.”


Almost immediately, Troii tried to
object, but Grasta wouldn’t let him. “I can feel it. I can see it in your eyes.
You want more now, and if you stay here, you will finish like Kranu. I
shouldn’t have let it go on as long as I did with him, and I do not want to see
the same thing happen to you. I will not have you stay so that you can be
unhappy, and fill up with rage and dissatisfaction where now is filled with
honour and wisdom. You have to go. I will not allow you to stay.”


“Grasta, no, please, I-” Troii
pleaded, but again Grasta cut him off.


“I said I will not allow you to stay.
I wish you well,” she said before separating from him.


He struggled, dumbfounded, with this
new situation for a moment, before slowly turning on Gron. “You did this,” he
said. “This is your fault, you made me - You made me think - And now... Look
what you have cost me. You have cost me everything!” he cried. “And why? For
what? You won’t share her, why did you pretend-?” He visibly swallowed anything
else he might have said, trying to get himself under control. His tail lashed,
then he looked over his shoulder, into the woods where Kranu had gone. He cast
one last look at Gron and the small tribe of his family, then turned and ran
the opposite way, after Kranu. 


Grasta looked at Gron. “Go now. And
don’t come back,” she ordered, her voice clear and her spine straight. 


Gron turned and allowed Ruth to lead
him away, into the forest and towards their new home. 











Chapter 20


Ruth, Gron, and his family trudged
through the woods, silent from shock. Gron’s body was hurting now, and all he
could think about was how much damage he had caused to the people he cared
about, and how they must be feeling about him in that moment. 


They reached the platform he had
built for him and Ruth, and Gryla looked around approvingly. “This is a good
place for a small tribe,” she said, almost surprised at her son’s success. It
was the first time any of them had spoken on the journey there, and Gron was
just glad it wasn’t anything more hurtful. 


Ruth still held his hand, looking at
him with concern written plainly on her face. She allowed him to help her up to
the platform where he sat gingerly against the trunk of the tree, trying to
find a position that didn’t press on one of his wounds. At least he had no
serious injuries, despite Kranu’s best attempts. 


His family followed them up to the
platform and stood about awkwardly while Ruth went to her knees and began
digging through her bag, pulling out her container of water and some fabric.
She wet the fabric, then began wiping the blood off him and cleaning his wounds
as gently as she could, while Gron tried not to let the pain show. For a
moment, they sat quietly, him watching her care for him, until Mruin spoke. 


“Did you really do it?” he asked. 


Gron looked up at his family. The
platform wasn’t really big enough for all of them. It was a nice size for him
and his Queen, not his whole family who were now, he supposed, also his whole
tribe. 


“Did I do what?” he replied,
exhausted. 


“Did you really m-mount her?” Mruin
pushed. 


Gron glanced at Ruth, though of
course she did not react. “Does it matter?” he said. 


Brur took a tentative step forward.
“Gron... Kranu said you were holding her down. He said he heard her
screaming...”


Gron cut a hard look at his father,
sick of their meddling. He wanted to be alone with Ruth. “And you believed
him?” he growled.


 Brur looked suitably chastised,
dropping his gaze and retreating. It felt like every hour, Gron was more of a mate
and less of a son. He had just fought his older brother, and now he was
asserting dominance over his own parents. It would have been unthinkable to
him. But now he had Ruth to care for and he was the only one who could do it
right, and he would not tolerate anyone getting in his way. 


“You are both my sons,” Gryla argued.
It wasn’t often that she acted the mother instead of the Queen, so much so that
it was easy to forget that she cared for her family as well as ruled them. 


Gron turned back to watching Ruth.
She was the only one he could look at without becoming angry, or guilty, or
sad. “I have never forced her to do anything. I would never hurt her. She is my
Queen, I serve her. She is everything to me,” he told them. 


As if feeling the weight of his
stare, Ruth glanced up from his body and pulled her lips tight briefly, almost
nervously. Before she looked back at the cut she was cleaning, she sneaked a
surreptitious look at Gron’s family, and he saw that she didn’t understand why
they were there, and didn’t feel safe with them watching her. 


That was fair, after what had just
happened. She had seen his own blood kin attack him and she had defended him.
He wished he could send them away so she could feel safe, but they had left the
tribe for him. Now that he and Ruth had been banished from the tribe, it would
be safer for them all if they stayed together. 


It wouldn’t be the new tribe he had
envisioned for Ruth when he built the platform, but in many ways, it was better.
Gron loved his family – most of the time – and he would continue to need their
guidance. Any wandering Queen would hesitate to threaten a tribe with two
Queens, even if one was old and one was small. Their tribe would benefit from
his parents’ experience. And the only unBonded male was Mruin, who was still a
bit too young to be Bonded. It would be years before Gron would have to worry
about Ruth choosing him. 


He wondered about Kranu, and Troii. They
had no tribe now, and no Queen to protect them. Kranu had been forced away from
his own family and everything he had ever known, but he would have gone on his
own eventually anyway. Troii had never asked for any of it. Did his friend hate
him now? Did Troii and Kranu get on well enough that they would be able to stay
together, or would Kranu’s bad temperament drive Troii away, until they were
both utterly alone? His kind did not fare well on their own, Gron thought
morbidly. With no tribe to belong to, the toll of solitude weighed too heavily
on their minds. 


“I can see from the way she is
touching you that she is not afraid of you. She cares for you, and she was
brave in the village. She is a good Queen, despite her size,” Gryla agreed,
though she sounded sad. “I would not have followed you if I believed what Kranu
said.”


Gron hesitated, but he decided he
should be honest. If his family were going to live with them as a tribe, he
didn’t want to have to hide or excuse how he and Ruth pleasured each other. His
family had to understand that Ruth was different from their ways, and he was
different too because of her, and he revelled in it. 


“He told the truth. I did mount her.
I did not hurt her, but I did mount her.” He tried to ignore the way his
parents stiffened in shock. “It was the second time I have done so. She pulls
me down on top of her and holds me there. I would not do it if she did not
want, but I do not feel bad for it either. I enjoy it as I enjoy all of her gifts.”


His family seemed stunned into
silence, perhaps at a loss for how to reply. 


“Gruth is not like us. If you are
going to live with her, you must understand that. It is useless thinking that
she believes the same things we do, and I will have no criticism of her. She is
my Queen, and my whole life,” Gron explained. 


Ruth had glanced up at hearing her
name, but went back to work soon after, and had now finished cleaning what she
could of him. She put her wet cloth down, and dug a small tube out of her bag.
She squeezed a clear gel from the tube, and dabbed it on his wounds. 


Gron let her do it, though he didn’t
know what it was. It looked harmless, and he was familiar with medicinal
poultices and such. He was surprised when it didn’t sting and had only a faint
scent. He knew she was doing what she felt was necessary to care for him, and
while he believed he would have healed just fine without her attention, there
was no point in stopping her, and he loved the reminder that he mattered to
her. 


Griss stepped up to Gryla’s shoulder,
touching her gently to get her attention. “We should build a platform for the
night,” he said, ever thinking of her needs, and this time thinking of his
son’s as well. Griss recognised that Gron and Ruth needed space and privacy,
and attempting to have the whole family sleep on one platform would not improve
the tense emotional situation. 


“I will help you,” volunteered Brur,
following Griss off the platform. Gryla would let her males do the work, but
already the platform felt less crowded and suffocating. 


“I will make sure we are safe here,”
Gryla offered eventually, clearly looking for an excuse to leave after her son
laid down the law. It made sense, it was what she would have done when she was
Queen, and a lot of those old responsibilities like patrolling the perimeter of
the territory would fall to her again now. Gron did not think she would mind
reliving her glory days. Her retirement had been perhaps a bit too relaxing for
her.


Gron let his eyes fall closed, and
nuzzled Ruth’s hair as she knelt next to him, taking a moment to enjoy her
small fingers working on him. He heard Mruin step closer and kneel at his feet.
Gron did not move his head, but he did open his eyes, alarmed at how close
Mruin must be to Ruth.


“Is she nice?”


Gron heard his brother’s whispered
question and brought his face out from behind Ruth’s head so he could judge his
expression. Mruin was looking at Ruth openly, with an expression of curiosity,
fear and awe. His eyes flicked to Gron as if to prompt him to answer. 


“Yes, she is.” So far, Gron had only
seen her be nice to him, but he believed that she was nevertheless a good
person and would be nice to them all if she could talk to them.


“Is it fun being Bonded?” Mruin
asked, turning to face Gron, his deep eyes glinting with curiosity. 


Gron flicked his tail uncomfortably.
He did not like where this conversation was going. “Why don’t you ask our
fathers?”


“You can’t trust what they say when
Mother might hear,” Mruin replied, perceptively. 


Gron considered his answer carefully.
He didn’t want Mruin to now decide he wanted to be Bonded too, but he didn’t
want his brother to think he was unhappy when he was so blessed. “It is the
biggest change anyone can go through,” he settled on eventually. “I do not
regret it, but it scared me at first. Even now, it makes me do things I never
thought I would do, to stay by her side and keep her safe. I can’t be happy
without her now.”


“Like fight Kranu, you mean?”


“Kranu antagonised me into it, but
yes. Before I met Gruth, I would have let him win just to avoid the fight.”


Mruin dropped his eyes then, picking
some dirt from the pelt on his leg. “Do you think Kranu will be all right?”


Gron felt a surge of sympathy for
Mruin. The boy was still young, but he was watching his older siblings tear his
family apart, unable to do anything. Their sister had left first, seasons ago.
Then Gron had disappeared with no word, and now Kranu was banished and his
family had uprooted to form a new tribe, leaving everything behind, and Mruin
had done nothing to deserve any of it. Of course the boy was worried about
Kranu, he had not struggled with him the way Gron had as there were too many
years between them and Gron had always kept Kranu occupied. Gron realised that
perhaps Mruin had grown closer to Kranu while he had been taken, thinking he
had only one brother left. 


“If Kranu finds the Queen he is
looking for, he will be fine. If he does not...” It will be because
he is an insufferable bully. “He will keep trying. Have you ever known
Kranu to give up?” 


Gron tried to sound optimistic, and
Mruin seemed reassured, so Gron wanted to send him on his way before he asked
any more difficult questions. “Why don’t you go and make sure there’s enough
food for us here?” he said. It was rhetorical, since Gron had been pretty
thoroughly through the immediate area and knew there was enough food for all of
them if they were prepared to look for it, but it would keep his brother busy
to look and feel useful. He could bring food to their parents as they worked.


Mruin put a hand to his stomach as if
remembering it was there, and scuttled off the platform obligingly. At least
Gron could always count on growing youngsters to be hungry. 


Once they were finally, finally
alone, Gron looked to Ruth again, and found she was already watching him. She
was still worried, he could see it shining in her eyes. Funnily enough, he
wasn’t scared about what might happen to them or what their lives would be.
They were together, they were alone but he could still hear the voices of his
parents and the occasional rustle of leaves as his fathers built their own
platform. It was comforting to have a tribe, even if it was also irritating. He
didn’t have to worry about Ruth anymore, not as much as he did. He didn’t worry
about her taking any more males, at least not then.


He leant down slowly and pressed their
lips together the way she liked, and she tilted her head to meet him. When he
gave her space again to check her expression, she pushed her container of water
and a small, edged piece of food into his hands. She was still taking care of
him, it seemed. He looped his tail around her arm and ran it all the way down
to her fingers in one smooth motion to thank her, then ate.  











Chapter 21


Their first night as a new tribe was
mercifully quiet. His family did not come back to his and Ruth’s platform, and
they were able to sleep in each other’s arms, though Gron had to settle down
carefully now that he had so many bruises, and Ruth had fussed over him with
her large fabric covering, offering him water and food until she was forced to
stop by the light fading. 


The next morning was blissfully
simple as well. They gathered food stores and finished the platforms, Gron
bending branches into place at intervals down the tree trunk so that Ruth could
climb down without his help. She seemed ecstatic with that development,
babbling loudly and clapping her hands against him and baring all her teeth.
She hurried up and down several times, faster each time, only stopping when she
slipped on one of the branches and Gron’s heart almost stopped. He pulled her
down and carried her away, grumbling, but she just ran her hands over his neck
and shoulders and kissed his face and beamed. 


His tail flung well within her reach
just in case, but in the end he put her down by some fruit-bearing bushes and
set her to food gathering like the rest of them, trying with a stern look to
tell her to stay there. She reached her arms around his neck and pulled him
down to her, but instead of pressing their lips together, she fit her chin over
his shoulder and squeezed him for a moment, whispering something soft in his
ear. 


Confusing. 


Ruth let him go and turned to the
bushes and began helping herself to the fruit, pulling the fabric she was
wearing up to make an improvised basket. Gron could see she was wearing more of
the small garments around her hips, black this time. She turned and caught him
looking and gave him a playful kick with her heel to send him on his way, and
he dutifully returned to his tasks.


For a while, Gron ferried food from
the forest back to their small village, helping his parents reinforce their
platform, or weaving baskets. Mruin wanted to build his own platform too,
apparently deciding he was too old to share with their parents, and receiving
no complaints from them, so they all helped him with that. Gron kept an eye out
for Ruth as she made trips back to the clearing to empty her haul into one of
the baskets. 


Gron was on the forest floor, going
to look for better leaves and vines for Mruin, when Ruth approached him, a
watershell in her hands. Gone was her happy demeanour, instead she looked
troubled. As she reached him, she held out the watershell she was carrying.
Gron nearly took it from her, thinking she was thirsty and needed him to pierce
it for her, but then he saw it was already pierced, and full, so not the discarded
shell of an earlier one. 


He looked at her, his brows drawing
down, and Ruth pointed back the way she came, into the trees. There was another
of his kind out there, he was sure, and it sent a chill down his spine that
whoever it was had approached Ruth but not the tribe. They had given her a
gift, a simple one though it was, so they could be friendly, but it was more
likely they looked to curry her favour in a way that was to Gron’s
disadvantage. 


Perhaps it was just a member of
Grasta’s tribe passing through, he thought to himself as he moved to
investigate. An envoy sent to make peace with a nearby Queen. Still it made him
uneasy that they had come so close to Ruth and had yet to show themselves in
the clearing.


Gron walked carefully into the forest,
not knowing what he was going to meet. Ruth followed behind, and he made sure
she stayed behind him. Not far away he spotted the shape of a male, recognising
Troii as he called his name. 


Gron’s first instinct was to snarl,
but he held back. Troii was not Kranu. They had been good friends for years,
and Troii had never done anything to hurt him. Gron was responsible for the
other male being made tribe-less, and while he might have run after Gron’s
brother the day before, he was here now. 


“Gron,” Troii greeted him, his face
drawn and his tail limp. 


“What are you doing here?” Gron
demanded. “Did you give this to Ruth?”


Troii looked ashamed. “I did.”


“Why?”


The tip of Troii’s tail flicked
uncomfortably. “I have no tribe. I have no Queen. Grasta already believes I
belong to Gruth. I thought...” He trailed off despondently. 


“Gruth will not take another male.
You told me so yourself,” Gron reminded him. 


“She doesn’t have to take me as she
does you. It would be enough just to join your tribe as an unBonded male,”
Troii insisted.


“No, it wouldn’t. That is why Grasta
cast you out. You want to be Bonded, just like Kranu,” Gron told him. 


“Fine, then as a Guard, or-”


“Where is Kranu?” Gron demanded.
“Mruin is worried.”


Troii hesitated. “He is determined to
find a Queen who will Bond him. He is going to wander the borderlands until he
finds one. I convinced him to wait, but if I do not return to him soon, he will
leave me behind, I am sure of it.”


“So you came here to try your chances
with Gruth before you left,” Gron accused. 


“Gron... I meant no harm...”


“No, you hoped Gruth would choose you
before I found out,” Gron insisted angrily, making the other male flinch, but
Troii looked and sounded so pathetic that Gron could not stay angry. It was an
impossible situation to be in. Find a family, travel the wilds with Kranu of
all people, or be alone. He rumbled sympathetically, but Troii’s new duplicity
angered him. “Troii, we have always been friends, but I am done making Gruth’s
decisions for her.”


Gron stepped aside and gestured to
Troii to Ruth. She looked confused and stepped closer to her mate, turning her
body away from Troii. Gron tried not to delight in it too much. 


“You see? Perhaps it is too early for
her to take another male, but for whatever reason, it seems she will not, and I
cannot make her do it. You cannot stay here and watch me with her, or it will
drive you mad. You are too good of a male to end up as angry as Kranu, and I do
not want to think of you alone. Go with him, then perhaps you can do him some
good. Spend a couple seasons looking for your own happiness. Then, if you have
not found a Queen of your own, I will welcome you into this tribe. Gruth may
not have you, but you will have a home, and be safe,” Gron offered. 


It was true that he would much rather
have Troii in the tribe with him, than condemn his friend to a life of lonely
wandering and madness. But it couldn’t be now. His new tribe needed time to
settle. He and Ruth needed to enjoy a calm life. Everything was still too new
for Troii to be among them. 


“Thank you, Gron, I will remember
that,” Troii said. “It is generous of you and I am touched. I wish none of this
had happened between us. Truly. I hate that - but it doesn’t change
anything. I shall do as you say, and go with Kranu. Hopefully I will survive,
and we will keep each other sane. I hope the Mother Goddess allows our paths to
cross again,” he finished, looking terrified of the daunting task ahead of him,
before forcing himself to turn and disappear into the trees. 


Gron looked at Ruth, wondering not
for the first time just how much she understood of what was happening around
her. He wanted to protect her from the truth of the impact her arrival had had
among his people, and he also wanted to believe that if she knew what Troii
faced she would help him, but he couldn’t help being glad that she allowed the
other male to leave. 


Letting her under his arm, he turned
her back to the clearing, leaving Troii to his journey.











Chapter 22


The new tribe of Gron’s family
quickly fell into an easy and companionable routine. Gryla revelled in returning
to some of her old duties that she had held when she was the alpha Queen, like
patrolling, policing the other tribe members, and some simple decision making.
It was a small miracle that she seemed to realise it was at Gron’s discretion,
acting on Ruth’s behalf, that she was allowed to do this, and so she did not
overstep her bounds when it came to the newly Bonded couple. Gryla reigned over
her mates and youngest son, Ruth ruled over Gron, and they managed to exist
perfectly peacefully. 


The days were spent in simple
pursuits, such as weaving baskets or fashioning other tools, collecting food
and water, or bathing, which Ruth enjoyed every day, sometimes even washing her
hair or the fabric she wore, or tempting Gron into the water with her. Ruth’s basket
weaving improved, and the tribe taught her much of what they knew of how to
survive. 


Even though the language barrier
remained in place, they often sat together in the clearing, Gron free to talk
to his family, and touch his mate, and she did not seem to be lonely or feeling
excluded. His Queen would watch whoever was speaking, and bare her teeth when
something amused her, and occasionally offer something in her own language. One
day, after much toil, she triumphantly held up a sharpened stone, which she
demonstrated by thrusting it sharply into a watershell to pierce it, wiggling
it out again so that she could drink. They all congratulated her on her
accomplishment, and she seemed to understand. She kept the stone tied to her
fabric coverings at all times after that. 


The sun shone warmly every day, and
after a while Ruth left off the larger covering, wearing only the small ones.
It didn’t make much difference, only her stomach, shoulders and back were
exposed by this change, but Gron still felt a little possessive stirring when
he looked at her. He knew his family, especially Mruin, were curious about her
peltless, tailless body, and now they could see just how bare she looked in the
sun, see the bumps of her spine when she bent over, and the small notch of her
belly button. But he got used to it after a few days, when there was no sign of
his family reacting in any threatening way. 


At night, Ruth would stroke her hands
over his body and let him do the same. Sometimes they would mate and sometimes
they would not. Sometimes she threw her leg over his hips and mount him and
sometimes she would pull him down on top of her. They used their hands and
their mouths on each other. Once, she wrapped her arms around his neck and
leapt to wrap her legs around him, forcing him to put his hands under her to
support her. She pointed to a tree, and it must have been a sign of their
connection that he knew what she wanted. 


Gron thought they were comfortable
and blissfully happy. This was the life he had hoped for. They were safe,
happy, well-fed and well-slept and in the sunshine and fresh air every day. No
one was interfering or challenging him, questioning what he and Ruth had or how
he behaved around her, or trying to get between them. He finally had the confidence
to tell his parents they were wrong if they suggested he do something
differently, instead of letting it into his mind to make him wonder, and there
was no misunderstanding between him and Ruth to set them at odds with each
other. 


Except once, when Ruth became ill and
would not be touched. She lay on the platform under her fabric covering for the
entire day, looking pale and acting very irritably. His mother diagnosed that
she must be in her bleeding time, but Ruth would not let him touch her for many
days, instead of just the one or two that Gryla predicted. It made Gron
increasingly worried, and he made sure she always had plenty of food and
watershells. 


When he decided it had gone on too
long and something was wrong, he tried to take her fabric thing away from her
to check on her body but she gripped it hard and fought him. Fine. He moved to
pick her up, fabric and all, to take her down for his mother to look at, but
she kicked him away, speaking angrily to him. He whined, feeling helpless and rejected,
and she evidently took pity on him because she reached for his hand and pressed
it to her lips and pulled him down to lie behind her. 


When more days than he had fingers on
one hand had gone by, she recovered, and came to him very sweetly to make it up
to him, so he felt better after that. 


They didn’t see Troii again, and
heard nothing of Kranu. Gron didn’t tell his parents he had seen Troii. They
already knew Kranu would be searching for a Queen, it would only make them
worry more to think that Troii had been ready to let him do it alone. As the
days passed and his relationship with Ruth strengthened, and his brother was no
longer there to be unpleasant, Gron began to worry too. Not to the point that
he wished he had shared Ruth with his brother, or welcomed him into the new
tribe, but he sent a wish to the Mother Goddess that Kranu find a Queen to take
control of him and calm him down, and that he would be satisfied in his new
life. It was not in Gron’s nature to wish for even Kranu to be left alone to go
mad in the wilds. 


Gron was convinced that their
troubles were over. He walked with a spring in his step, and couldn’t remember
ever being happier. He had long stopped thinking of Ruth as an alien, but maybe
he should have, as it might have kept him on guard. Life with Ruth was easy,
but he should have remembered that life with an alien Queen had its troubles.
She was not his kind, they had both been taken by others who were more
different still. It would have done him good to remember those others. 


This was what he was thinking in
hindsight, after one day took Ruth away from him. 


They were deep in the forest, having
wandered from the village to bathe and gather food. It had been another playful
morning, Ruth had taken her time to tease Gron into the bathing pool he had
found for her, and he had made a half-hearted show of not wanting to go. He was
learning not to mind getting his fur wet. The days were getting warmer now, and
the cool water felt good. Plus, he had never successfully avoided going in the
water when Ruth wanted him to, not once, so he recognised that resistance was
futile. These days he joined her in the water after only a token battle, and
then insisted she wash his tail and let him wash her back. 


They had wandered further still, having
nothing more important to do that day than explore, careful not to go in the
direction of Grasta’s territory or to leave the boundaries of the territory
Gryla had marked out for them. Gron walked a little ahead, keeping an ear
pricked for Ruth’s movements behind him, so he noticed when she stopped
suddenly with a gasp. Turning to make sure she hadn’t stepped on something and
hurt her foot, he saw her looking around frantically. He approached, concerned,
and she grabbed his arm tightly, pointing into the woods and whispering. 


Gron looked but he couldn’t see
anything. Everything looked normal, from the golden sunlight filtering through
the canopy, the verdant leaves, and the shadows in the distant underbrush. He
looked back to Ruth, confused, but she was obviously terrified. She still
pointed, panicked, then changed to shoving him towards the nearest tree. He
didn’t get it. 


Ruth made a frustrated noise,
pressing her lips together and rocking on her toes impatiently. She looked over
her shoulder, then back at Gron, then made a quick decision, looking torn. She
turned and raced off through the trees. Gron did not hesitate, quickly catching
her, but every time he did she fought herself free and took off again,
shouting. 


Gron almost stumbled when he realised
she was screaming his little brother’s name. It had taken him a moment because
her pronunciation was different, but once he heard it, he couldn’t un-hear it.
Why? Mruin was nowhere nearby. Ruth and Mruin had no relationship to speak of
as far as Gron knew. 


Then Ruth began screaming the names
of his parents. What was going on?


Gron followed her through the forest,
keeping up but letting her run as she clearly did not want to be stopped. He’d
couldn’t remember ever seeing her this agitated, possibly not since the cell
when the strangers had cut her coverings off. 


The clearing was just up ahead. That
was where his parents would be, at least his fathers if his mother was
patrolling the territory. Just as it came into sight, a dark shape to the side
caught Gron’s eye, a large, black and purple shape. 


The Eater. 


Gron’s heartbeat ratcheted up
painfully as he saw it. Now he had to catch Ruth, and get her high up
and safe. He put on a burst of speed, but he had let her get ahead, and she was
moments away from the clearing. Gron saw the Eater’s massive head turn to look
at her, its yellow eyes locking onto her, then snatching away again to focus
into the clearing. Mruin was standing a little way away from the tree line,
totally oblivious, watching Ruth come screaming towards him. Behind him, Gron
saw his fathers drop to the forest floor, alerted by Ruth’s screaming.


“No! Get back in the trees! The Eater
is here!” Gron shouted, but they didn’t hear him over Ruth’s screaming.


The Eater glanced at them again, its
mouth opening in a snarl to reveal those jagged teeth, then its shoulders
bunched and its paws shifted ready to pounce on its target just as Ruth made
the clearing. 


Gron watched Ruth collide with Mruin,
making him stumble back. The Eater was in the air. Gron recalculated. It was
too late to get Ruth to safety. He had to aim for the Eater now. 


The Eater hit Ruth, taking her to the
ground. Gron hit the Eater, sinking his long canines into its shoulder and
hanging on. The beast let out a yowl of pain, and Gron wrapped his arms around
its ribcage. He couldn’t reach all the way around to crush it, but he did his
best to restrict its breathing. 


The Eater was bigger than him, much
heavier and longer with sharp claws and teeth. The best he could hope for was
to distract it for a couple of moments so that Ruth could get away. 


The Eater tried to throw him off, and
Gron felt his neck and shoulders wrench as he refused to let go. All he could
see was the creature’s mottled black fur, but it shrieked again, and the beast
suddenly seemed weighed-under, struggling to stand. Gron took advantage of the
moment of weakness to move his hold to the monster’s neck to strangle it,
knowing that if he took his teeth out of its shoulder he would be thrown off in
an instant. He could tell his teeth hadn’t hit bone, so he had accomplished
nothing more than a flesh wound. 


He heard his mother’s roar rip
through the forest, and suddenly the Eater collapsed with a crack of bone. Gron
tried to see what was happening, moving his face just enough to see from the
corner of his eye that his mother had jumped feet first onto the beast’s hips
which had buckled under her weight, and she was now wrenching strips of fur
from the creature’s back with her hands, her face wild and teeth bared. Across
the Eater’s back, Gron could see Griss was ripping bloody chunks out of its
side with his jaws, and Brur had done the same as his son, sunk his tusks deep
and held on tight. 


Encouraged by his family’s furious
attacks, not seeing how the Eater could possibly hurt them now, Gron dislodged
his tusks and bit hard into the beast’s neck instead, over and over until
everywhere within reach was just a bloody pulp dripping onto the ground. 


The Eater was howling and screaming
and twisting in their hold, but it wasn’t a match for the four of them, and
Gron could physically feel it weakening, its strength pouring out of it with
its blood.  Gron felt horrible, feeling it be killed under him, but it was that
or allow it to take Ruth, or Mruin, or any of the others. His brother and his best
friend were out in the wild, they would not have been able to fight it off if
it attacked them. This thing had killed countless of his people, throughout all
the tribes. This could be the end of it. 


“Gron!” 


Mruin’s panicked scream cut through
the Eater’s dying yowls and his parents’ snarls, instantly stealing Gron’s
attention. He raised his head and saw his brother kneeling by Ruth’s white and
red body lying on her side, her eyes watching him, dim and heavy. 


He almost threw the Eater away from
him as he rushed to his Queen, leaving the monster to his parents to dispatch. 


Gron collapsed to the ground next to
Ruth. There were long, deep gouges in the soft tender flesh of her stomach, and
one side of her chest and shoulder were a funny shape, like they had been
crushed. Her fingers stretched out to him and he grabbed her hand. She looked
at him and he knew it was bad because she didn’t seem to be in pain. She was
covered in blood. Mruin looked terrified and lost, his hands hovering over her
uncertainly.


“Gruth,” Gron forced out, the only
word he knew she understood, the only thing he could say that they shared,
wishing he had more. 


The fingers of the hand he was
holding stroked weakly over his wrist while her darkening eyes stared at his
face as if she was memorising it. “Gron,” she replied, obviously making a
supreme effort, her voice a painful rasp, her body locked. She didn’t seem to
be breathing. He realised his name would probably be the last word she ever
said. 


Her face was surprisingly
expressionless. He bent his head to press his lips to hers one last time, even
though his mouth was full of blood, but she disappeared before he reached her. 











Chapter 23


“Well, that was reckless.”


Ruth did not appreciate T’Lax’s
opinion on this matter, but she held her tongue, instead scooping more of the
nutritional porridge sludge into her mouth. It had been roughly a week since
she had, perhaps a little short-sightedly, saved Mruin from the nasty cat-beast
terrorising the Gandry. She’d heard the thing talking about how it was going to
eat him, knew that she had very little time to do anything to prevent him being
killed and eaten, and had made a decision. She didn’t exactly regret it; as far
as she could remember, she had pushed Mruin out of the way, but it would have
been nice if she hadn’t then been mauled in his place.


She knew T’lax was waiting for her to
justify her actions somehow, but she wasn’t going to. She could say that he was
her mate’s little brother, that their tribe was small and needed every member,
that she didn’t want to deal with the grief it would cause his family, that she
liked Mruin and wanted him for herself, but she hadn’t thought any of that at
the time. 


She had known what was going to
happen, known no one else was going to do anything, and made the difficult
decision to risk her life to do something about it herself. She supposed her
motivation at the time, knowing full well that she would probably die, had been
that she wouldn’t be able to live with the memory of deciding to do nothing.
She couldn’t have loved Gron if she knew she had allowed his little brother to
die. She had thought T’Lax was too big of a secret to keep, but that one she
couldn’t have lived with. 


So now here she was, in a hospital
bed, in a hospital gown, on an alien spaceship orbiting a planet on which her
alien husband lived, and was presumably immobile with grief if she knew Gron at
all, so she was really determined to be released early for good behaviour. T’lax
had beamed her up and rushed her into surgery and saved her life, but she
didn’t think Gron would come to that conclusion on his own, and since she felt
fine, she wanted to get back and put him out of his misery. The poor guy must
be going crazy. 


“It was a good thing we inserted that
observation chip,” T’Lax continued. 


Ruth stared hard at her porridge.
That was how they had known she was in trouble, apparently. They had implanted
her with a chip that monitored her bio-rhythms and stuff without telling her.
For science. They wanted to know what life within the protected conservation
zone was like, what the Gandry ate, what the air content was, how long they
slept, and yes, what their mating habits were. Someone on board the ship was
going to write an article about it, but T’Lax was only interested in increasing
their numbers. 


She’d only found any of this out
about an hour ago, when she’d woken up. Her medical procedures involved a fair
bit of stasis, it seemed. But nothing hurt and she was clean and her hair was
brushed and soft which was a novelty. She wasn’t starving but she could eat,
hence the porridge. She didn’t want to be there long enough to ask for another
steak dinner. Her shoulder felt stiff but she was too scared to look under the
gown at the damage just yet.


“Anyway, you seem to be adjusting
well to their way of life. Better than we had predicted,” T’lax said, changing
the subject in response to her stony silence. “You even have your own tribe
now, though still only one male. The breeding prospects are not-”


Ruth cleared her throat to cut him
off, though she didn’t know what she was going to say. She just didn’t want to
hear the end of that thought. “I only want Gron. He’s enough for me,” she said,
her voice quieter than she would have liked. A thin thread of panic was
thrumming constantly next to her heart and it choked her at the mention of
Gron’s name. She could ignore it for the most part, but she knew she had to see
him soon. She had to get back. He would be out of his mind. 


“You understand that’s quite unusual
for Gandry society. Unheard of, even,” T’Lax pressed. His voice was giving her
a headache and she wanted to rub the spot where they had implanted the
translator.


“It’s normal for human society, you
know, my culture.”


T’Lax rattled out a sigh, not even
trying to hide that he thought she was being stupid and uncooperative. What a
prick. 


“Well, perhaps it’s for the best. We
still don’t know if you can conceive from him. It would be a waste for more
males to dedicate themselves to you if you are not going to produce offspring
to replace them,” he said. It said. Ruth still wasn’t sure. 


Anyway, ouch. 


Gron hadn’t made her pregnant, but to
be fair, he hadn’t really had much chance so far. She’d had two periods since
she met him, one on T’Lax’s ship while he was unconscious in the medical bay,
before which they’d only been having sex for three or four days if she
remembered correctly, and then another one on the planet with him. Thank God
for pre-packaged space tampons that aliens made in a lab.  Anyway, just because
she hadn’t gotten pregnant in the first month of regular sex didn’t mean she
was never going to. And she still wasn’t sure she wanted to. Not when her baby
would just be another experiment to T’Lax, the guy with teleportation technology.



God, T’Lax had no idea what she’d
been through since he sent her down to live among the Gandry. All that stuff
with Kranu, what was that about? And Troii. And now she was in a tribe with her
in-laws. But the past few weeks had been really great. Everything had been
going so well, no drama, not until she’d taken it upon herself to run in front
of an alien tiger from Hell. 


“When can I go back? I mean, I’m all
healed up, right?” she asked. 


T’Lax looked at her. “I was going to
talk to you about that actually,” he said, and the bottom fell out of Ruth’s
stomach. “Since we found you, and learned you had mated with Gron, we have
invested in developing the transport routes to your planet.”


“What?”


“This means that you don’t have to
stay if you don’t want to. I can send you home to your planet,” T’Lax said,
sounding chipper. 


Ruth gaped at him. Go home? To Earth?
God, that felt like a lifetime ago. How was it possible? Why was he
ready to let her go?


“You’re letting me go? But you
said... You... want me to breed with Gron, don’t you? You said now that we’ve
been together, he won’t do it with anyone else.”


T’lax made a dismissive gesture.
“Gron is only one male. We have alternatives.”


Alternatives? Something about that
phrase sent shivers down Ruth’s spine. 


But this was her chance to go home.
She could have clothes and coffee and a job and an apartment again. Her
parents. TV. Bathrooms, with toilets and showers and soap and toilet paper and
towels, and electric lighting. People who spoke English. Painkillers. All of
it. 


She could have it back, like she was
never abducted by aliens, like she was never thrown into a hole or stranded in
a death-forest with nothing to eat, or made to sleep on leaves. She could go
back and pretend it never happened. Be Ruth again, who takes public transport
and works in an office and spends way too much on over-priced coffee with fad
flavoured syrups in. Leave Gruth, the alien bride, behind. 


Leave Gron behind. 


That was what it was about, wasn’t
it? If it weren’t for him, she would take the offer in a heartbeat. 


“Hm, would you rather stay?” T’Lax
noted curiously. 


“I’m thinking about it!” Ruth
snapped. 


“Well, I’ll leave you to do that.
I’ll come back when we’re ready to transport you to the planet’s surface, if
that’s what you decide to do.” With that, T’Lax left the infirmary where she
lay, leaving her alone. She moved from her sitting position to lying down,
staring up at the ceiling.


Immediately, the sensible part of her
joined forces with the part of her that just wanted to go home. He’s an alien,
they said. You can’t even talk to each other. What kind of relationship can you
have like that? You’ll be living wild in the forest for the rest of your life.
It might be fun now but what happens when you get old? If you go home, you can
have someone you can talk to in the evenings, you might have kids one day,
you’ll make your parents happy. 


But her heart wasn’t listening. She
wasn’t convinced. She knew what she should want, so why didn’t she know
her answer? She loved Gron. 


So what if you love him, her sensible
brain said. That’s just love, that’s just one part of life, there are a hundred
other things to consider, other ways to be happy. And what if he dies, huh?
Then you’re just stuck on an alien planet for the rest of your life, alone with
no one to talk to. You’ll wish you went back to Earth then. 


But Gron loved her. And right now, he
was thousands of miles below her but still within reach, and he thought she was
dead, or that she had left him. Either way, he almost certainly thought she was
never coming back. 


So you have the perfect escape. He
thinks you’re dead. No reason to go back. 


But that bothered her. She remembered
when she had thought he was dying, how much she would have done to keep him
alive. He had walked away from her that time he had left her with Troii, after
she had asked him to stay. But that had been the only time, in all their time
together, everything they had gone through, and it wasn’t like he had left her
standing alone in the forest with no idea how to survive. He hadn’t abandoned
her, he had come back, and he had been so sad, and hurt, and apologetic. So
many times he had whined at her, nuzzled his face into her hair. He always
looked so panicked when she was mad at him, like he needed her. And he always
looked so happy when she did the littlest thing, the slightest touch.


There was that thing with the
blowjob, when he’d turned his back on her and ignored her. No denying he was
upset that time. But he’d got over it when he’d paid her back so maybe he was
just spooked by something. Since then he was fine with it. They’d been really
good for a while actually, seeing Troii that last time had been the last thing
that had stressed her out. Since then everything had been perfect, like
paradise. 


Was it worth giving up Earth and
other humans and basic communication for?


The lifestyle? No. She’d still rather
have more than two outfits – one of which was a long t-shirt and the other a
red sheet -  and three pairs of underwear including a bikini. She’d still
rather sleep indoors on a bed with pillows and a duvet, and have a couch, and
eat hot food including meat every now and then. And shoes. Walking barefoot
through a sun-lit forest and bathing in a pond was never going to appeal more
than that to her, no matter how beautiful it was at times. 


And Gron’s family... They were nice,
and she liked them, some more than others, but she knew they still thought she
was strange and weird-looking. They didn’t really get her, and she
couldn’t blame them, but they put up with her for their son’s sake. 


And that was it really, wasn’t it?
Gron. They were together. They were in love. They were the real deal. They were
basically married. She loved him. She loved looking at him, she loved making
love with him, he made her laugh and kept her warm and safe and he was sweet
and kind and generous. 


He bit the cat monster when she had
thrown herself in front of it, even though it most certainly would have killed
him if his parents hadn’t also piled on while Mruin dragged her out from under it.
They had done that for her, at least in part. They had been trying to save
Gron, but he was trying to save her. They all could have got up into a tree.
She was already down. But Gron did it anyway. She had heard the cat monster
screaming. 


He was more than committed to her, he
was dedicated to her.


But he thought she was dead. He was
free. 


But T’Lax said Gron would have mated
for life. 


If she went back to Earth, could she
get over him? Did she want to get over him?


Her first instinct was to say no, loudly.
Forget being sensible, her heart demanded. This wasn’t something you could be
sensible about. Happiness and love were things you felt. You couldn’t
decide to be in or out of love, or that one happiness was worth more than
another. Gron meant more to her than anything else, and if she thought she
couldn’t live with herself if she let Mruin die, how could she ever live with
herself knowing one of the stars in the sky was Gron missing her? And once she
was on Earth, there was no changing her mind. 


She wanted to be with Gron. She
desired him, in a big way, and not just in a physical, sexual way, but in a
selfish, needing, consuming way. She wanted him to be with her.


It was a huge decision.


Ruth didn’t believe in destiny or
fate, or at least, she never had before. Things just happened, some good, some
bad, and until she had discovered aliens were real and met Gron, most of the
things that had happened to her had been pretty normal and boring. But just the
fact that she was here was mind-blowing. She was in space, on an alien
ship. She was the only human for light years. She’d fallen in love with
an alien and had basically moved in with him, something she’d never done with a
human boyfriend. She’d been happy with him and his family.


T’Lax had told her when they first
met that she’d been beamed up at random. A human woman of breeding age. But
would anyone have fallen in love with Gron? Would anyone have lived naked with
him in a forest, slept on a cave floor, ridden on his back? Would anyone have
fought for him, cared for him when he was sick? Would he have done all of that
for just anyone? Any human woman of breeding age? 


She didn’t believe it. There was
something about them, him and her. They had fallen in love with each other and
that was pretty incredible. It didn’t even matter that they couldn’t understand
each other. 


This was where she was meant to be.
More so than on Earth. Nothing waited for her there, her life had been boring.
Home was a clearing in a forest full of sunlight. It was Gron’s arms. She’d follow
him anywhere, a cave, a cell. She didn’t need comfort, she needed him. Or
rather, she wanted to follow him. She wanted to be with him, because he
wanted her. No one cared about her like Gron did. No one behaved like she was
their whole life. She wanted to hear his unintelligible, intelligent growls and
rumbles every day, and in her ear when they cuddled at night. 


Thinking about that, her decision
seemed easy to make. Go back. Go home. Find Gron. The end. 









Chapter 24


That’s what she told T’Lax. She wanted
to go back to Gron. 


T’Lax looked surprised, but he didn’t
object. He did insist on a metal anklet for her. He said that if she needed
help, to press one button. There was also a light that would come on when they
wanted to talk to her, which was when she was supposed to press the button to
agree to being beamed up. They didn’t want to repeat what they had done when
they had to save her life, and make her disappear in front of a group of
primitive Gandry who would have no way of understanding what they had just
seen. 


It was polite of them to ask her
permission before they beamed her up, she supposed. Less polite was that this
anklet was clearly not optional, and she would not be able to take it off. 


It would also record more of what was
happening outside of Ruth’s body. That meant social behaviours and language of
the Gandry. She didn’t like to bring a spy camera into Gron’s midst, but her
first priority was getting to him. 


“Put me down somewhere near to Gron,
okay?” she told the alien working the console in the transporter room. He gave
her a sceptical look, but didn’t say anything. “Hey, it’s no good if you put me
down in the middle of nowhere, you know. You have to put me down by the tribe.”


“I will use the co-ordinates from
where we picked you up,” he said, and Ruth did not like his tone, but she took
it. 


Once again she went and stood on the
platform, taking with her another bag of supplies just in case. She was awake
this time for the stomach-flipping sensation, but then she was on the ground.
It was night, which she wasn’t expecting, but there was enough silver moonlight
to see by. She looked around, but didn’t see anyone. They must all be asleep on
their platforms, she thought. It was so quiet, it was eerie, like a ghost town.
Everything was grey and blue, and all she could hear was the wind passing over
the canopy while everything else was still. 


She picked her way carefully over to
the platform she shared with Gron, not wanting to make a noise and be
discovered by one of the others first. The fresh air felt invigorating after
the recycled air of the ship. Just the openness of being outside, exposed to
the elements, made her feel vulnerable and alive. 


She realised she was excited and
nervous, like meeting her date on prom night. She had butterflies as she crept up
the stair-like branches Gron had manoeuvred for her. They required a bit of
scrambling and climbing and she had to use her arms a lot more than
conventional stairs, but they worked. They were a set of four or five small,
single branch platforms that descended the two-storey distance to the ground. 


Would Gron be asleep, Ruth wondered?
But she needn’t have worried. As she reached the platform and rounded the trunk
of the tree, she made out his shape in the dark. She recognised him, but she
didn’t know how. He was sitting with his back to the trunk, his head in his
hands, holding her pink blanket so that it spilled over his wrists and down his
arms to pool between his legs. She spotted the rest of the stuff she’d left behind
laid out delicately by the tree trunk. 


Ruth’s heart twisted with a real
physical pain. “Gron,” she croaked quietly. To her surprise, Gron’s shoulders
curled in even more, and his head slid between his hands so that they covered
his ears, his foot tapping in agitation. Had he heard her? This was not the
reunion she had expected. 


She put the bag down and approached
him. As she got closer, he seemed to grow more agitated, his fingers pulling at
his hair. 


“Hey... Stop that,” Ruth murmured as
soothingly as she could. This was definitely him. Was he mad at her for
leaving? Had something happened to him since she’d been gone? Slowly, she
reached for his jaw and when she touched him he flinched. 


“Gruth...” he groaned, his face still
hidden. 


God, he sounded rough. He sounded
like he’d been crying, or still was. He sounded like he was in pain and
begging. 


“Yeah, it’s me,” Ruth replied. “You
know it’s me, right?” she slowly coaxed his chin up, forcing him to look at
her. 


She tried not to react to how he’d
changed. He was so gaunt now. Ruth tried to tell herself it was the
moonlight, but his skin looked ashen grey and his eyes and cheeks were heavily
shadowed. His lips had lost their plumpness and pulled down at the corners as
if they couldn’t hold up their own weight. His fur was a mess. She’d never
known it to need caring for, but now it looked seriously neglected, with bits
stuck in it and random tufts sticking up here and there, and none of it lying
smoothly. 


She bit her lip as she looked him
over. “Aw, babe... what happened to you? Is this all because of me?” she
whispered, stroking some hair out of his face and picking the worst of the dirt
and leaves out of it. 


His expression was not a happy one.
He didn’t seem happy or relieved to see her. Instead there was a tortured sort
of expectation in his eyes, like he’d been here before and knew how it ended.
Then something in him seemed to change, give up or give in, and he sat up in
one smooth motion, discarding the blanket and catching her lips in a kiss. 


Ruth was surprised but certainly not
displeased, and she followed his lead in the gentle, luxurious kiss. It held
none of his usual fire or excitement, instead he dominated her mouth, forcing
her body to bend to his and her head to go back as he rose to his knees, but he
kissed her tenderly, licking into her open mouth as if he wanted to taste her.
He groaned, and she put her hands to his chest, his skin feeling worryingly
cool.


His hands travelled under the top she
was wearing, part of a new outfit she had got off T’Lax of a t-shirt and
shorts. When he felt the raised scars left over from her surgery, he groaned
again, sounding like he was dying, and she almost shushed him. He’d wake his
family and then what would happen to their reunion? He broke the kiss and sat
back to look at her scars with an expression like she’d just stabbed him in the
chest. 


“It’s okay,” she told him, stroking
his face and shoulders. “They’re all healed now. I’m fine. T’Lax said they’ll
disappear in a few days.” 


Of course he didn’t understand her.
Instead he pressed his face to the old wounds and said something that sounded
awful, whatever it was. He was clearly in a lot of emotional pain, and Ruth
desperately wished she could convince him she was okay. 


She gripped the bottom of the t-shirt
and pulled it over her head. Normally undressing would get his attention. This
time he glanced at her, then simply stroked a hand down her body from her
clavicle to her navel. He sat up and ducked his head to her neck, licking and
sucking her with all the passion of grief, exhausted and pained and desperate. 


She held him to her and moaned
softly. If he wanted to have sex to get reacquainted, that was fine with her.
He licked down to her shoulder, not the one that had been crushed, and continued
to determinedly bathe every inch. He moved to her chest, making her nipples
harden in anticipation in her bra, but just as he licked over her heart, he
froze. He just stopped, his warm wet tongue pressed over her heart like he’d
licked an icicle and got stuck. Then his tongue was replaced by his fingers as
he stared at her chest. 


“What is it, Gron?” she breathed. 


He pressed his ear to her chest, then
hugged her to him almost painfully tight. When she tried to wiggle a little
room for herself, he looked at her, his brows drawn down and just the slightest
pout. She knew that look. He was figuring something out. He looked over to
where she’d come from, doing a double-take on the bag. Then his head whipped
back round to her. 


He gasped and his mouth dropped open.
His grip on her tightened and she grunted in pain and had to try to push him
off. Sucker was still strong. 


“Gruth?” he said, his voice sounding
more like she remembered. 


“That’s... me...” Ruth forced out
between gritted teeth as she tried to get enough room to breathe. 


He seemed to notice her predicament
because he let go of her with a shout, dropping her rather unceremoniously. She
groaned as she rolled off her bad shoulder, but before she could get right, he
grabbed her ankle and yanked her towards him, legs splayed either side of his,
then thumped down over her. 


For a moment he just looked at her,
eyes jumping all over her face and body. Then he lifted one badly shaking hand
to stroke over her cheekbone, watching it in wonder. He rubbed her hair between
his fingers, pulled her mouth open to look inside, prised her eyelids apart to
check her irises or something. She wriggled and batted him away, so he moved
onto her body, pulling at her bra straps and cups, bringers her fingers close
to his face to look at her nails. 


“What are you doing, big guy?” Ruth
whispered. “Checking to make sure I’m me?”


As soon as the words were out of her
mouth, she knew that was exactly what he was doing. It explained his initial
reaction to her, the sad, desperate, tortured passion with which he treated
her. He’d thought she wasn’t real, a spectre, a ghost. The best he was going to
get. How many times had he been visited by a hallucination of her? How many
imposters had he kissed thinking she was never coming back? Were all of them
dead, without heartbeats but warm for him all the same?


“Oh, Gron...” she sighed, and wrapped
her arms around his neck to pull him down to her in a hug. He was breathing
erratically, too fast, like he was crying or running or falling apart. She
shushed him and stroked down the strip of fur that covered his spine. He swayed
for a minute, then fell onto her in parts, first one shoulder, one hip, one
stubborn elbow refusing to bend, until she finally got him cradled against her.
She wrapped her legs over his back and rocked them gently from side to side as
best she could, for as long as it took his breathing to calm. 


It became steadier but no calmer, and
he soon reared up to steal her lips in a kiss again. Here was the frantic
burning need she had expected. No longer was he holding back now he knew he had
the real thing. She moaned enthusiastically for him to let him know she was
just as happy to be home as he was to have her. 


He ground his suddenly hard cock
against her pelvis and she jerked, then reached down his back to seize the base
of his tail, rubbing it hard enough to make his back arch. He thrust his length
against her over and over in just the right place and she moaned again and
squirmed. She could feel how wet she was for him and the shorts were suddenly
too much clothing. Unfortunately she had to shove him off her to get them off,
but she took the opportunity to strip off her underwear and shoes too, then she
grabbed him and pulled him back to just where he had been, where he slotted
against her so right. 


He resisted, taking a detour to lick
her breast into his hot mouth, his fangs squeezing it as he sucked hard. She
keened and tried to grab his ass to force him against her, but she couldn’t
reach. He must have interpreted her scrabbling at his lower back correctly
though, because he moved up, using one thigh to push her leg up into his hand
where he held it against her stomach. He rumbled questioningly as the head of
his shaft brushed her entrance and she dug her heel into his back to stop his
delaying.


Gron thrust hard and fast into her,
making her yelp and seize around him, then waited for her to adjust, swirling
his hips ever so slightly after a moment to brush the fur at the base of his
cock against her clit, which almost had her coming right then. He was far too
clever, Ruth thought. She panted heavily and looked at him. He still looked
dazed, like he didn’t quite believe it, and why should he since as far as he
was concerned she had come back from the dead? But she would convince him, no
matter how long it took. At least the life had come back to his eyes. It was
still jarring to see his hollow face - it was not what she expected to see
above her - but the eyes were the same. He still bit his lip when he was inside
her the same way. 


She took a long sweeping lick of the
column of his throat and tasted dust as well as the sweat and flavour of him
that she had been going for. Guess he’d given up on bathing without her to
coerce him into it. There was something endearing about that. He shuddered and
started moving, and she forgot about it, gripping his sides to keep him close
and pressing her face against the fur on his chest to smell him. 


Neither of them lasted long. Neither
of them were trying to. He made her come almost ruthlessly, holding her leg
down with his body and strumming her clit with his thumb, snarling into her
hair as she cried out and tightened around him. He didn’t stop or slow down,
his hulking form looming over her, heating her up. He kept thrusting into her
fast and deep until he came with a growl, pushing in to the hilt, his body
tensing under her hands. 


They lay in a heap to get their
breath back. Gron didn’t seem interested in pulling out anytime soon, and Ruth
was fine with that. She tucked her knees against his sides and stroked his
back. It must have been awful for him, thinking she was dead. She knew it would
be, but she hadn’t expected to find him this physically wrecked by it. He
looked like he hadn’t been sleeping or eating. If he had continued to
deteriorate at that rate, he probably would have been dead in a month. 


He startled suddenly and looked at
her again, his eyes focusing on her face in the dark. 


“Still here,” she reassured him,
giving him a gentle squeeze. He lowered his head and kissed her, gently this
time now the panic was gone. She kissed him back, and as the kiss heated up,
she felt him grow and harden inside her. Soon he was rocking into her again,
tenderly this time, as if in apology, but the pressure of him still wound her
tighter and tighter until she was moaning all over again, raking her nails
through his fur with abandon until he lost his rhythm and curled against her
body, lifting her hips with both hands to fill her up. 


 











Chapter 25


That night he exhausted her. Just
when she thought he had had enough, he would reach for her again. Clearly, a
week without was a long time for him. But she knew it wasn’t that. She could
almost see the doubt that she was real creep into his eyes and he would reach
out to check, and she would suck his fingertips or give his tail a good hard
yank. Every time she saw that loss hollow out his eyes, she replaced it with
sensation, with pleasure, with her. She wouldn’t let him doubt it. 


And she wasn’t tired. She’d slept for
a week. She could keep going as long as he needed her to. But she worried about
him, and it wasn’t long before she was shoving nutrition bars into his hands
and making him drink her water. The food that was left on the platform from
before she’d... left looked like it had gone off. 


After the fifth or sixth time, she
threw the blanket around his shoulders and fetched her hairbrush. She thought
she could keep up with him, but maybe she couldn’t. So she was going to clean
him up to keep him occupied instead. Making sure the water bottle was in his
hands, she started with his hair. It took a while, but eventually she had it
and all his fur smooth and dirt-free. He looked better already. When day came,
she would find food for him and not take no for an answer. He was going to take
a bath too. And maybe a nap. She had her doubts that he would be satisfied with
just sleeping tomorrow night. 


She coaxed him into lying down and
put her back to his chest. Without her asking, he moved his arm so she could
have it for a pillow, and she smiled at him, pulling his other arm over her
waist, where his hand splayed on her stomach. She waited for a sign that he
wanted still more of her, but his hand just stroked contentedly. Okay. Maybe
she would take a little nap herself. He’d given her a workout, after all. 


Several times Ruth woke in the night
from Gron shaking her awake, panic in her eyes. She understood. She’d felt the
same, their first night here, when she had woken first and seen him asleep, the
memory of him dying in that cave still fresh in her mind. So she spoke to him
and stroked his face and kissed him until he seemed reassured that she was
alive and real. 


The final time she woke, day had
broken, and she could tell from the weight against her back that Gron had
finally passed out. In front of her was the rest of the tribe, staring at her
in understandable alarm from a safe distance. She struggled into a sitting
position, careful to keep the blanket across her front. Gron twitched awake as
soon as his arm fell from her waist, springing up in panic before he saw her
and pulled her to him. 


The others said something to him,
presumably asking him about her, and he replied. She just tried to look
suitably apologetic. Hopefully they wouldn’t hate her for what she had done to
their son and brother. Their conversation went on for some time, and they
gradually came closer. Gron’s mother gripped his jaw and shook him roughly, but
Gron jerked free and seemed more annoyed than affronted. It was true that he
somehow looked worse in the daylight, and Ruth doubled her resolve to feed him
up again. 


Mruin had gone white as a sheet. He
had been the one she had been trying to save after all, and he had watched her
die, and he was still young too. She gave him a tentative smile but he didn’t
react. Oh well. He didn’t look like he’d been starving himself at least. 


Gron’s parents made several trips to
bring them food, and Gryla unceremoniously kicked the rotting fruit off the
platform. Ruth immediately began feeding Gron, popping the bite-sized berries
into his mouth herself and forcing the larger things into his hands. He ate
obediently for the most part, until he started feeding her back. Ruth ate just
enough to keep him eating. As long as there was food, she was putting it in
him. By the end of it all, his tail was flicking like it used to when he was
happy, and he was looking at her with a sappy, affectionate expression rather
than a panicked, grief-torn one. He must have been stuffed, or if he wasn’t, he
must have really been starving. 


Eventually however, he interrupted
them by standing up and pulling her after him. He took them down to the forest
floor and walked them in the direction of the bathing pool. Great idea, Ruth
thought. But Gron let go of her hand and made the eye-covering motion they used
to signal a potty break. This was followed by a lot of “Stay here, no really
stay here, don’t go anywhere” gestures that she nodded along with, eventually
shoving him away. He came back quickly, obviously hurrying, but he calmed when
he saw she was still there. He immediately began touching her, but she put him
off to take her turn, hurrying herself because she knew how likely he was to
freak out and come after her. 


When she got back he was indeed
freaking out, so she took his hand and led him to the water where she gave them
both a proper bath, using the shampoo and soap T’Lax had generated for her. She
worried afterwards that Gron might get sick as he was with cold wet fur, so she
hurried him back to the platform and rubbed him dry with anything she could get
her hands on, making him sit bundled in the blanket until she was satisfied. 


He took it all with very good grace,
which perhaps in itself was worrying. There was still something missing from
him. He seemed fragile now, and she knew that she couldn’t leave or let
anything happen to her for a very long time now. She didn’t think he was
damaged permanently, she just needed to make him forget about the bad week with
good memories instead, and make everything go back to the way it was. 


So that’s what she set about doing.
Domestic bliss was the name of the game. She stuffed Gron full of food every
chance she got, and brushed him all over, and did everything she could to
entice him to sleep, and physically at least, he recovered remarkably quickly.
He gained the weight he’d lost back within a week, and another few weeks of
climbing up and down had him looking just as cut as he always had. His colour
came back and the shadows disappeared from his face. 


For his emotional recovery, Ruth sat
with his family in the clearing when they were making tools and baskets and so
on, knowing that he would stick close to her. She hoped the company would bring
him out of his own head, that having something to do with his hands would keep
him thinking about the present, or maybe the future, rather than the past. It
probably did help, over time. It certainly helped his family feel better. It
can’t have been easy watching him destroy himself. 


He was uneasy at night for a long
time. As the sun went down, he seemed afraid she would disappear, or that she
wouldn’t be there when he woke up. Sex kept him distracted through the worst of
it, and she hoped that just waking up holding her day after day after day would
help, and one morning he’d wake up and forget that she’d ever left, instead of
forgetting she’d ever come back. For as long as he had his nightmares, she
encouraged naps in the shade during the day. 


She lost track of the days, but using
her monthly cycles as a loose calendar, Ruth counted three months go past. Gron
still had his moments, but they were rare now, and nowhere near as bad as they
had been. He was able to keep himself calm until he found her. He still pinned
her when they slept, but now she couldn’t sleep any other way. She didn’t get
pregnant. She didn’t give up hope, but she was prepared for the possibility
that she wouldn’t be able to have Gron’s children. It made sense. Their species
had never met before, as far as she knew. And she had no idea how she would
look after a baby while living in the forest. Losing a child was a pain Ruth
was happy to avoid. 


So they had another calm and quiet
patch. Gron was all but recovered, everyone else seemed to be getting on
swimmingly, she had fashioned a variety of tools to help her get by and her
basket weaving was almost faultless. Ruth was happy with her little home, even
if it was a little samey at times. 


That was until the day she was up on
the platform getting something from her bag when she heard a great ruckus from
below. She looked over the edge and saw Kranu and Troii standing by the tree
line of the clearing, Gron and Gryla arguing with Kranu who seemed as arrogant
and bull-headed as ever, while Troii stood patiently a step behind him. 


Annoyed, Ruth hurried down from the
platform. She didn’t want Kranu saying anything to upset Gron, not when she
wasn’t around to kick his ass for it. As she approached the cluster of
bristling Gandry, however, Kranu spotted her and it became clear he was there
for her. She almost skidded to a halt. Kranu reached behind him and pulled out
a third person who he thrust at Ruth, his expression ever one of anger. 


Ruth’s jaw dropped. “You’re human!”
she exclaimed. 


The woman gaped back at
her. “So are you!” 
















 


Coming Next Year...


Book 3


For years, Kranu has only wanted one
thing: to belong to a Queen. To be wanted, valued. Not to be passed over in the
prime of his life. 


Now it seems he’s found his chance.
Only problem is, the Queen in question is one of the strange ones that Bonded
his brother, Gron. She feels miniscule next to him. They can’t understand a
word the other says. She quakes in fear if he so much as looks at her. 


For years, Troii was perfectly
content serving his Queen as an unBonded male. He played his role perfectly and
felt no dissatisfaction, no ambition for more. That is, until his best friend
Gron offered him his Queen to Bond to. Now the possibilities are all he can
think of, what could be consumes him. It was enough to get him exiled, sent to
wander the borderlands with Kranu, the surliest, most aggressive male in the
tribe. 


Now Kranu’s found a Queen, a tiny thing
that’s terrified of him. Kranu is determined to be Chosen. It’s Troii’s only
chance to have a tribe again, though he’ll only admit to himself that he dares
to want more than the life of an unBonded. 


There’s one thing to do if they’re to
have a chance of getting what they want. They have to take this new Queen to
Ruth.





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

  
    Guide


    
      		start


      		Table of Contents


      		Cover


    


  
  
    Table of contents


    
      		Chapter 1


      		Chapter 2


      		Chapter 3


      		Chapter 4


      		Chapter 5


      		Chapter 6


      		Chapter 7


      		Chapter 8


      		Chapter 9


      		Chapter 10


      		Chapter 11


      		Chapter 12


      		Chapter 13


      		Chapter 14


      		Chapter 15


      		Chapter 16


      		Chapter 17


      		Chapter 18


      		Chapter 19


      		Chapter 20


      		Chapter 21


      		Chapter 22


      		Chapter 23


      		Chapter 24


      		Chapter 25


    


  


OEBPS/Images/cover00120.jpeg
By
V.C. LANCASTER





