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      There were certain truths everyone knew. Never wear red or any other bright color. Make as little sound as possible if one has to be outside the protection of the sanctuary settlements. And never, ever, go out in the wild alone. Humanity was no longer at the top of the food chain. In fact, they were barely surviving after a series of terrible wars that wiped out most of the population.

      That was before they came.

      Three generations ago, aliens that identified themselves as the Feriknikal arrived, broadcasting their message of peace for all to hear. They were transporting primitive refugees from a dying world, known as the Ragoru, who wanted nothing more than to share the forests and wild stretches of Earth. At first humanity welcomed the refugees, until the first settlements got a look at them.

      The Ragoru were like something out of a nightmare. They almost resembled the werewolves of lore. The differences, however, were staggering.

      They didn’t transform into beautiful men and women. Though they had velvety fuzz on their hands, sculpted pectorals and abs that seemed almost human if not for the thick fur on their bodies, and almost lupine faces, everything else about them was alien. Thick, spiny bone protrusions protected their backs and skulls, six digits helped them scale surfaces impossible for humans, and two sets of luminous eyes gave them a superior field of vision. That they had four arms just made them more terrifying.

      They were made to kill things.

      People whispered of the Ragoru, but it had been many years since anyone dared to get close enough to verify the stories. Few had been seen at a distance, and those humans who were believed to have encountered them were never seen again. They disappeared and left their possessions abandoned. Everyone was certain that the worst was happening. They were killing people. They were predators, and humanity their prey. Anyone with any sense feared the Ragoru.

      Arie had the misfortune to be born into that world with a flaming red cap of hair that she’d inherited from her great-great-grandmother, or so her mother said as she fretted over her curls. As her red hair grew in thick and curly, her mother devised means of hiding it, often tucking it under dark woven caps. The sanctuary wouldn’t allow her to stay if they discovered she had red hair. People had become fanatics in their superstition about it. What had started as concern over any sort of vivid color attracting unwanted attention had turned into paranoia over the years. It was worse in the outlying village sanctuaries. There, people swore that red hair, just by the virtue of being red, would curse a community.

      Her mother, one of the few educated women from the sanctuary city of Old Wayfairer Citadel, where there were schools and some technology was still in use, always claimed it was ridiculous. She’d never gotten used to living within the limits of the village. Long before Arie had been born, her father had talked her mother into leaving all she knew to journey far beyond the Murk Woods to join a settlement beyond Ragoru territory. No one remembered what the area had once been called, but for generations the widespread dark forests were simply referred to by that descriptive name.

      The recruiter had been charismatic and charming, and it inspired her restless father to carve out his own destiny. Her mother, even years later, would speak with thinly veiled anger of how so many who were desperate and poor had followed the honeyed words promising a golden future. A village had been founded a hundred years ago by group of wealthy families from the Citadel after they’d discovered vast mineral deposits, chiefly iron, that were much valued by the Citadel. It wasn’t difficult to draw people who dreamed of escaping the struggles of the Citadel, hoping for a better life.

      She hadn’t wanted to leave her home, but she’d loved her husband enough to stay by his side when he’d decided to follow the colony leader. By some miracle they’d traveled through the forest for months without encountering any of the aliens. Her mother would shudder as she recounted seeing glimpses of the beasts from a distance, and hearing their eerie howls late at night when she huddled against her husband with five other families in one of the many large canvas domes.

      Her mother never spoke in detail of what happened those first few years, other than to say that for as long as the sanctuary had stood it had been clear to her that its founding so far from the safety of the Citadel had been a decision bred of foolishness. Only human arrogance would think nothing of generations suffering to battle the encroaching grip of the wilderness in an inhospitable world. The unseen Ragoru were not the only threat. Giant carnivorous plants were part of the new world. Vicious beasts, mutated by warfare and pollution beyond recognition from the animals illustrated in surviving old-world books, prowled in the shadows.

      Only rigorous safety measures protected humanity from suffering the same fate as much of the flora and fauna of Earth. There were rumors of some people who did not get so lucky and lived in wild bands scattered in the least hospitable places that only the Ragoru called home. When Arie had tried to find out more about them, her mother had pinched her lips shut and refused to say anything more.

      All Arie really knew was that many people died shortly after arriving, among them Arie’s father. Death came, if not from the wildlife, then from the dangers of working in the mines. Her mother lived the rest of her life heartbroken, with only Arie for company. Arie never understood why her mother hadn’t returned to the Citadel. There had been nothing in the colony for her mother but bad memories as she grieved for the husband who had widowed her at such a young age.

      Now he would keep her company in the next world.

      Arie looked down at the simple headstone marker at the fresh grave beside her father’s, her brown hood pulled down low over her head, hiding most of her face. The few who had come to the releasing service had already left. Her mother hadn’t been popular or well-loved. Too educated for her own good in the views of many, and too vocal against the village’s wealthy leadership. Only three people had bothered to show up: old widow Townsly, to whom her mother was often a companion; the baker Ferily, for whom her mother had occasionally worked (and he’d been quick to leave after making sure he was present long enough to be respectable); and the loathsome Jak Terrivos.

      She’d never been gladder than when Jak had finally left. He’d lingered long after the others. Only a few polite promises that she would think over his offer had finally persuaded him to depart and leave her in peace with her grief. Jak had been after her to marry him for months—there was no shaking him.

      She knew that eventually she would have to give him an answer, and probably one she would regret for the rest of her life. He liked to remind her that he was the only one who knew her secret. She’d been successful at turning away his attempts to woo her, sometimes with little tact or grace, as he became more insistent. But everything changed when, on one occasion, she hadn’t covered her hair quickly enough when he’d barged into her mother’s house on another mission to press his suit.

      Dropping the handful of flowers over her mother’s grave, Arie sighed, her breath fogging in the chill early evening air. She knew she had no real choice now. Her mother was no longer there to protect her from Jak. He would never have raised his hand against her mother. He yielded to her solely out of respect for her saving his leg with her simple medicinal knowledge after a disastrous hunting trip.

      Arie would spend the rest of her life bonded to him. She blinked back tears.

      “I would do anything, even marry that odious Jak, if it meant having you back again, Momma,” she whispered. “I love you and I miss you so much. Goodbye, Momma. Give my love to Daddy.” Arie turned away from the grave and began the trek to her home on the outskirts of the walled village.

      A cold breeze made her pull her cloak tighter around herself, and she shivered. Autumn was descending with a vengeance. Arie was almost willing to chance the woods to go south to the Citadel where her mother was born, and where her grandmother was likely still alive, if the journey there wasn’t so long and dangerous. Survival in a group had terrible odds stacked against it, but traveling alone was plain suicide.

      Her mother’s cottage—no, it was her cottage now—was barren of any light or warmth when she arrived. She’d been gone since sun-up to see to her mother’s burial and service. The priest of the Way of the Divine Light had been impossible. She had to offer him a barrel of her last harvest of summer apples, the three jars of honey she’d carefully collected from wild bees, and what little fresh meat she had in order to see her mother properly attended to.

      Her mother would have been disgusted to see what Arie had to barter for such a simple service, but the only other option was that her mother’s body would have been laid to rest in a pit outside of the walled sanctuary. Arie couldn’t bear the idea of her mother’s resting place being one where predators could get to her, rather than beside her husband. So, she’d done what needed to be done while praying to her mother’s shade for forgiveness.

      Ignoring the gnawing hunger in her belly, since she hadn’t had time to make bread that morning, and it was too late to bother trying to put together a stew from the dried meats and vegetables in the cellar, Arie went inside to build a small fire. It would at least knock the chill off the air a little bit. She had nearly pulled off her hood when a knock sounded at her door.

      Arie dropped her hand and went to answer it. The hinges screeched as she pulled the door open, no more cooperative than when she’d arrived. Joshu stood at the other side of the door fidgeting, a covered dish in his hands. She smiled and pulled the door open wider.

      “Joshu, would you like to come in?”

      His eyes flicked around the room, but he shook his head.

      “It wouldn’t be proper, Arie, seeing how you are alone and all.”

      “Oh, right. Of course,” Arie mumbled. Disappointment flooded her. Joshu was reasonably attractive, quiet, and non-threatening. He didn’t set off any sparks, but he was safe and sweet. A nice young man, as her mother had said with an approving smile. Arie knew she would be lucky if he married her. Plus, he was her friend.

      “Momma thought you could use a little supper. She apologized that we couldn’t be at the releasing, but I had to help Daddy in the field today, and Mistress Asher had her baby that needed birthing this morning.”

      She gratefully accepted the dish that he handed her. The aroma of venison and hot potatoes drifted up from the towel covering it.

      “Tell your momma thank you, and not to worry. The Mother knows that your momma’s heart was with my momma on this day, and that is all I can ask.”

      Joshu smiled and nodded. He surprised her then by reaching forward and touching her shoulder.

      “May the light of the Mother of All comfort you in this dark time,” he said solemnly. Arie reached up and squeezed his hand before he jerked it back and blushed. “I will be back tomorrow for the dish. Have a blessed night in all comforts, Arie.”

      “You as well, Joshu.”

      He touched a finger to his forehead in polite acknowledgment before turning and stepping off the porch. She watched his retreating form grow smaller and sighed. The mist was rolling in quickly this night with its usual thick haze. The high wooden poles that formed the sanctuary walls were nearby, but nothing stopped the insidious drift of the mist.

      She could only be thankful that the walls kept everything else out so that everyone could walk safely in the settlement. As always, however, it was unnerving how it took only minutes for his silhouette to be swallowed up and disappear.

      Arie couldn’t help the shiver than ran through her. She ignored the ominous screech of a nearby owl. No bad omens tonight. She refused to give them any heed. Instead, she pulled off her hooded cloak and sat down with the plate of food, uncovered it, and ate every bite. She knew she should reserve some for the morning when she would be hungry again, but at that moment, weighed down by grief, she couldn’t summon up the energy to care.

      The meal consumed, she read one of her mother’s brittle, aged books until the lamp burned low. Arie rubbed her eyes and set the treasured, time-worn volume on the small table beside her chair. Her mother’s empty chair stood as a bleak sentinel across from her. Picking up the lamp, she banked the low fire and went into her small room.

      Facing her mother’s room would wait for another day.

      She pulled off her plain, homespun tunic and skirt. Both were the dull grayish color of the wool her mother had traded for two years ago, and were becoming so threadbare that Arie knew she wouldn’t get much more wear out of them. Pulling on her only shift, she crawled into bed. Burrowing into the blankets, she curled up on the straw-stuffed mattress and allowed sleep to claim her.
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      Arie managed to avoid Jak for almost a week after the releasing. She knew it was not just due to good fortune. Propriety demanded that the loved ones be given at least five days to mourn before they were expected to engage in social visits. By custom her mother’s spirit was now released from the grave to join her ancestors, and the miasma of death no longer lingered upon her house or person. She knew her moment of respite was over when he sauntered up to her as she waited by the communal fire where the merchants were setting up their wares.

      The merchants were rovers, trading goods and carrying various supplies from city to village over long distances. Most people were distrustful of merchants, but not one person turned them away. Margot and Sheli, with their backs turned to her, giggled with their heads together. Sheli cocked an eye toward her and whispered something to the other woman, which made them burst out into laughter again.

      Miserable bitches.

      The two of them had been her bane ever since she’d thwarted their attempt to play a practical joke on her as girls. Arie had been a plump child—she was still curvaceous despite her lean diet—and the girls had decided to “put the pig back in the mud.” Arie had, by chance, moved out of the way just in time to avoid being knocked into the mud pit. The girls who were attempting to “accidentally” collide with her ended up tripping over each other and landing in the filth. They’d hated her ever since and took every opportunity to make her life unpleasant. That Margot had married a wealthy man on the council made it even worse.

      “I hope this time they brought lace from the Citadel. Unlike some filth around here who are content to dig in the dirt like beasts,” her eyes slid to Arie, “I insist on the finest things. Viktor says he will cover anything I pick out.”

      Arie resisted rolling her eyes. Of course he would. He lived well off the percentage tithed to him as a council member. Tax collectors arrived early every month to collect a share of the wild honey she gathered and the herbs and vegetables she and her mother grew. No doubt, even with her mother’s soul just recently released, the collectors would be at her door again in just a few days’ time.

      Margot and Sheli stepped back as the merchants came out, fearful that one might accidentally touch their embroidered forest-green skirts and tunics. The merchants were ruddy-cheeked from days spent out in the sun, and their long hair was braided down their backs, unlike the shorter hair of the village men. That aside, there was little to distinguish the merchants from any other resident. Arie bit back an irritated sigh as those ahead of her looked over the wares being set out.

      “Well, they have the lace and beautiful cotton fabrics, thank the Mother, but I was hoping to find some sort of jewelry. These merchants go to the Citadels and the villages near the gem mines. You would think that they could bring better.”

      Margot stepped back so suddenly in her tirade that Arie stumbled to the side to avoid her, bumping instead into a tall, strong body. Large hands steadied her, and she looked up at an impossibly tall man with a scar running from brow to jaw and a nose that looked like it had been broken in several places at some point. His salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back, and his stubble made him look rough and vaguely threatening.

      Arie cleared her throat nervously. “My apologies. Please excuse me, mister… uh—”

      “Huntsman Elite Merik,” he rumbled, his icy eyes narrowing as if he were offended at the idea of having to identify himself.

      Arie felt her pulse race. A huntsman, here?

      Although she’d never met a huntsman, she knew of them by reputation. Savage and merciless, they traveled at times with the merchants, often hired for protection against the beasts of the forests. More often they traveled through the forests looking for signs of the Ragoru. Huntsmen were collectively obsessed with finding and eliminating them. How successful they were was widely speculated on, but never in their presence.

      Most villages happily welcomed any huntsman who visited for no other reason, outside their obvious deadly hostility, than to hope the huntsman might dispatch the dangerous wildlife congregating near their own sanctuary walls. She wondered how long it would take for someone to realize he was there.

      “My apologies, Huntsman Elite Merik,” Arie mumbled, only to be swept back by a more familiar, but no more welcome, hand.

      “Arie, step aside,” Jak rumbled, and then addressed the huntsman. “Welcome to Whispering Way sanctuary, sir. The council extends their kind offer for you to come to the meeting building while the merchants haggle with the womenfolk. There is plenty of food and drink there that you may avail yourself of on our most humble hospitality.”

      The huntsman nodded slowly, muttered a few words to a nearby merchant in a dialect Arie didn’t recognize, and followed one of Jak’s companions away from the village center to the meeting building. Arie felt a pinch of hunger as she imagined the sort of generous table that the councilors were enjoying in there for the midday repast. She’d found a bruised apple in the cellar that hadn’t made its way to the coffers of the priest and greedily consumed it with the last few bites of cheese she had left. It did little to sate her hunger, but she couldn’t be ungrateful for what little she managed to find. Their goat Milly had been killed by a neighbor’s dogs, and while she was compensated, she’d not yet been able to find another milking goat, so that was all the cheese Arie was going to enjoy until she could barter for more.

      Spying Joshu attending his mother just tables away, Arie smiled and raised her hand in greeting. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but then his eyes flicked over her shoulder and he closed it again. Annoyance stirred in her gut. She wasn’t sure if she was more irritated at Jak hovering or Joshu for lacking any nerve to approach her at all with him there.

      She immediately felt guilty for thinking such a thing. It wasn’t his fault that Jak was so intimidating. Few stood a chance against him. Jak always made sure he got whatever he wanted.

      Hot breath brushed against her ear. Arie jumped. She hadn’t realized he was suddenly that close.

      “Are you that lonely, Arie? I do believe that more than enough time has passed. You owe me an answer.” His tongue snaked out and licked the rim of her ear. She shuddered from both disgust and the taunting words he whispered. “We both know it is inevitable. You will be mine. You don’t have a choice.” He tapped her hood with meaning and raised his voice to be certain that all heard. “Arie Fairwind, I pledge myself. Do you accept the bond?”

      Arie cast Joshu a pleading look, begging him to do anything to intervene. He turned away and busied himself talking to a woman beside him. Disappointment was a bitter taste in her mouth. She glanced at the trees looming in the distance and thought again of her grandmother far away in the Citadel, beyond the unending stretch of trees. Jak’s hand tightened.

      She knew it was foolish not to accept, but her tongue felt glued to the roof of her mouth. She couldn’t force the words out and give herself over to a man for maybe just a few days, weeks, months or years of safety. She would never know when he would turn her out. Wouldn’t it be better to get it over with? She looked him in the eye and jutted out her jaw in silent answer. He shook her and barked out a laugh.

      “I would have protected you. Remember that,” he whispered, and then with a sharp movement of his hand, he ripped back her hood and moved away from her as if in pretense of recoiling with shock. Her hair rippled and fell in cascades of thick crimson curls around her face. A hush fell. For a space of several breaths, it was so quiet that Arie could hear the heavy pulse of her heart. Then a woman shrieked.

      “Get her away from us before she gets everyone killed.”

      Arie’s eyes jerked over to the speaker, and saw the cruel smile stretched wide on Margot’s face. Her words broke the spell. People immediately began to cry out against Arie, demanding her removal from the sanctuary before ill luck and Ragoru descended upon them. In vain, she searched the crowd and saw not one friendly face among them. The merchants frowned at the disturbance but continued to press their wares. But people she’d known all her life, even those who had been kind to her mother, looked at her with horror and dread, making signs to ward away evil.

      “Joshu?” she said quietly, looking over at him. He curled his lip and pulled away from her, making the sign with his fingers. He took his mother’s arm in his and pushed past her, his eyes narrowed in contempt, but his face softened when tears sprung to her eyes.

      “You’d best leave, Arie. I say this as one who once called you friend. Leave quickly before the village takes it into their head to forcibly remove you.”

      Arie swallowed, staring wide-eyed at him, and nodded her head. She fled back through the village to her sad little cottage. Yanking the door open, she retreated into the cool interior and pulled down a burlap bag. She knew she wouldn’t have much time. Ever since she was old enough to understand, her mother had prepared her for this eventuality. She had to hurry. The village council would not let her take anything they deemed remotely of value.

      Now she was almost glad that the dogs ate the old nanny goat. Although the loss of the stubborn old thing had saddened her, she was glad the goat was one thing they couldn’t take away from her.

      With great care, she wrapped her mother’s books, one a tome on medicinal herbs and the other a bold pirate romance with faded lettering from frequent touches on its pages. She wrapped both in her extra change of clothing and set them at the bottom of the bag, on top of the thick blanket she put in there. She made her way into the cellar and packed the rest of her dried meat and the loaf of bread she’d made that morning for her supper. Flint and steel joined her supplies, along with an aged bottle for water.

      She scoured the cellar for any supplies that had been left down there over the years. She even packed several jars of her homemade salves and ointments to ease different kind of burns, venoms, and toxins. She wasn’t going to go out unprepared. As she put a full pouch of her momma’s herbal blend for cleansing wounds, a gleam of fiery gold caught her eye.

      High on a shelf sat the last jar of wild honey. Arie chewed her lip. If she was caught with it, she would be punished. Honey was considered liquid gold. It was an extreme luxury, the only bit of wealth her family ever had. Her father had a way with bees, and he’d taught her mother how to gather it. She picked up the jar and turned it in her hands, and before she allowed herself to think any further on it, she tucked it deep into her bag.

      At that moment, a seditious thought began to burn in her mind. She looked around the cellar, noting the bags of potatoes, the stored vegetables, and the bunches of dried herbs. Her entire summer of work harvested with the arrival of autumn. It was all the wealth she had. She didn’t want to leave them with anything to take from her. Everything there belonged to her family.

      She would be damned if she left one thing for the council to fatten themselves upon.

      Arie rushed outside and filled her skirt pockets with chips from the woodpile and carried as many logs as she could down into the cellar. She piled the wood at the far end, sending fat-bodied spiders scattering, and stuffed the woodchips between two logs. The cellar ran underneath the house. Any fire started there would spread and consume the cottage.

      She pulled out her flint and steel and struck them together until a spark landed on the kindling. The flames caught faster than she’d expected and flared up. Scrambling backward, Arie picked up her sack and smiled.

      “Bye, Momma. I am going to carve out a better future for myself, the kind you’d want me to have, instead of withering away here.”

      She made her way to the gated entrance of the walls. The sentry there stiffened as she neared, even with her hood on. Word had spread quickly. She touched a finger to her forehead respectfully, and his expression became strained.

      Her heart sank. He was going to search her.

      An alarm rang out through the village, drawing the sentry up short. His eyes widened, and he rushed forward to help as people scrambled down the path with wet blankets and shirts in a vain attempt to beat out the flames consuming her cottage. Arie watched, her lips twisted in grim amusement. By now, the fire was out of control. They had no hope of stopping it. Then she turned away and passed through the gate. A few steps, and her feet sank into tall grass and wildflowers. Several steps more and she disappeared into the forest.

      The trees surrounded her on all sides like a safe haven. Despite the dangers that she knew inhabited the wild places, she felt freer than she ever had in her life. Singing softly to herself, Arie stepped in a lively manner, picking her way through thick bushes and watching for the signs of carnivorous plants and predators. There was no alternate path to stick to for safely arriving at her grandmother’s house, outside of the roughly carved out merchant’s trail, but that wasn’t going to deter her.

      As she proceeded down the deeply rutted path, her steps grew quicker as the reality of her situation descended upon her. She’d set her property on fire. The village would have nothing left to claim for their own profit, and the council would be enraged. She wouldn’t be surprised if they sent someone after her—perhaps even that terrible huntsman, who’d take payment for retrieving her for punishment.

      Her blood ran cold, and she let her fear give her feet wings.
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      The smoke lingered in the air, gloomy yet purifying. Arie could still detect traces of it around her, carried far into the woods by a light breeze. It seemed to both pursue and expel her, desiring to cling to her but chasing her into the dark grip of the woods like a wolf stalking its prey. Yet unlike the wolf, the illusion of pursuit faded with the smoke the further she went, and the villagers would dare not enter the woods near the settlement.

      She had run in a blind panic, darting through brush, her eyes tearing at the sting of bramble and branches. She didn’t really see anything. She was consciously aware of very little except her instinct to listen for pursuit, ready to run like a frightened animal. The realization that no one was giving chase burrowed into her brain through all the panic until her limbs slowed and, panting heavily, she leaned against a tree and looked around.

      The first thing she noticed was how ominously dark the forest was. Trees twisted with age leaned heavily and seemed to groan with the weight of their years. The remains of fallen trees rested at odd angles or flat upon the ground, almost disappearing under the cover of lichen and spongy moss. Arie turned and shrieked when she came face to face with a fat spider hanging in a web spun between the two trees nearest her. Stumbling back from it, she tried to rein in her reedy, panicked breath. Adjusting her bag, she made her way deeper into the woods on what appeared to be game trails, or perhaps paths cut by the merchants in their regular passage to and from the village.

      Here and there, sunlight pierced through the thick foliage in yellow beams, illuminating the forest floor. It was eerily quiet, all the animals likely frightened by a human crashing through the woods. The only sounds were the sharp creaks and cracks of the trees, as if they were muttering to each other about the intruder. A flock of birds flew off a nearby tree in a thick mass just feet away from her, their wings a cacophony that made her jump back, heart hammering. Ever so slowly, the shrill birdsong gradually began to pick up.

      Her eyes on the trail beneath her feet, Arie recalled an old-world tale her mother used to tell her when she was small. A story of a little girl in a big forest, and a fierce wolf.  It was a little closer than comfort at that moment, even if she did not possess a red hooded cape. But no one in their right mind would after the Ragoru came to Earth.

      Pulling her hood down a little more, Arie paced forward, keeping her feet firmly on route. Logic suggested that it was the safest way through the woods. None of the predatory plants would be permitted to grow along it by the merchants who trekked through the area. She would only have to worry about what ran on two legs or four. Even then, most creatures stayed away out of habit from anything that smelled of humans. She suspected it wasn’t too different for the Ragoru, since no one had seen sighted one in many years. They weren’t likely to come near an established route any more than they would a settlement, especially not with huntsmen about looking to peg a Ragoru pelt on their walls.

      “Don’t wander from the path,” she said to herself with a weak smile. “I don’t want to get eaten by a wolf, after all.”

      She tried to laugh at her own joke, but it fell flat even to her own ears. Unfortunately, it provided just the right fuel for her vivid imagination to conjure images of a terrible Ragoru tearing at the meat of her body, blood dripping down its muzzle. Arie’s stomach pitched violently and acid surged up her throat.

      “That’s just great, Arie,” she muttered, “scare the hell out of yourself. I don’t need a Ragoru to kill me. My imagination will do a fine job scaring me to death.”

      On and on she walked, stopping only to drink before pressing on once more. She was too afraid to stay in one spot for more than a few minutes, especially as the shadows grew longer with the late hour. She walked until her feet felt blistered and raw in her boots, her limbs felt heavy with exhaustion, and she could barely summon the energy to set one foot in front of the other.

      Everything had long since become hazy as she found it harder to focus on the landscape around her. She was certain that at some point she’d lost the path, for even when she managed to focus on the ground beneath her feet she could no longer see the worn earthen ground. Worse, she was too tired to even be panicked over it. All she could manage were a few feeble whimpers as she stumbled from tree to tree, her fingers scraping the bark in a vain attempt to steady herself as her head spun.

      Stumbling over her own swollen feet, Arie finally fell against a mossy log with a hoarse cry. Her throat was parched. It had been some time since she had come across the last stream, and her water skin had emptied hours ago. Hot tears leaked out of her eyes, streaking through the dirt and grime on her face. She was so terribly tired. She lay there looking up at the canopy, quietly crying until her eyes fastened on a gap between the log and the ground. It looked just big enough that, with some effort, a single person might fit inside. Picking up a nearby branch, she shoved it into the opening to see if there were any animals inside.

      Nothing.

      Tossing aside the branch, Arie scrambled, her fingers digging into the leaves and dirt on the ground as she struggled to turn herself over. Every exhausted muscle in her body screamed in protest, but finally she was on her belly and wiggled herself over to it. Pulling her blanket out of her bag, she shoved the bag in first and then, wrapping the blanket snugly around herself, slid inside. Despite the angry protest of her belly, Arie succumbed quickly to the weight of slumber.

      When she woke, it was in confused disorientation. The world outside her hole was still utterly dark, but there was a terrible snuffling at the perimeter of her hiding place that immediately had her recoiling. Arie pulled her arms and legs tighter against her body as a massive snout prodded as deep as it could into her little impromptu sanctuary. Arie’s eyes widened at the wedge-shaped mass of tissue seeking her out. It was a wild hog.

      A problematic nuisance long before the world went to hell, the mutated pigs were even worse than their ancestors. Massive in size and happy to ferret out and eat anything—quite literally. Even the men of the villages who banded together for hunting steered clear of wild hogs and told tales of horrible goring and fetid human remains discovered. Sweat dripped down her brow.

      The beast’s sharp feet dug at her burrow and it snorted deeply with excitement. Arie was certain that it smelled her fear and thirsted for a taste of the source. She swallowed her shriek as a wickedly sharp pair of tusks ripped at the bottom of the log. Bark shattered, raining down over her. Arie coughed and covered her eyes to protect them from the falling debris. The nose plunged in closer as it enlarged the hole with its feverish digging. The stench of its hot breath blew over her, and Arie wept as she gagged.

      Her blood froze as a loud roar ripped through the air just seconds before something impacted with the hog’s body, ripping it away from the hole. A horrible high-pitched squealing filled the air. Arie slammed both hands over her ears. A body fell against the log, and she heard a second snarl join in. The animal’s squeals elevated to shrieks as the two things out there tore into it. She desperately willed herself to pass out. If she was going to be eaten next, she would rather not be conscious for it. She prayed to the benevolent Mother that the things eating the pig would move on and not notice her.

      The log creaked ominously above her, cracking with the weight of whatever was settled upon it. A new fear sprung in her chest as she imagined the hole capsizing and crushing her within her convenient grave. Arie was not ready to die yet. She dug her fingers into the earth and pulled herself forward, scrambling out of the hole. She closed her eyes tightly and pressed her belly close to the ground with an idea that just maybe whatever was eating noisily mere feet away would not notice her.

      It was childish to hope that closing her eyes would keep her invisible, but Arie didn’t have anything to lose.

      Hope stirred in her chest as she wiggled through the grass, but then hope died as a heavy weight fell over her, pressing her into the ground. Arie’s lungs burned as she gasped for air. Her eyes flicked open in panic just in time to see a silver muzzle coated with blood descend near her cheek. Lips pulled back from deadly fangs no shorter than her longest finger.

      Ragoru!

      “Orul er agar?” a voice growled as another body shifted nearer at her other side. The pair that were hunched over the pig made their way toward her, brush snapping under their tread.

      The Ragoru holding her down inhaled, his muzzle so close she could see his nostrils expand.

      “Human,” it growled in rough, accented English. It was so deep and gravelly that Arie had to listen closely to make out the word. Since when did the Ragoru speak English? She didn’t remember hearing of anything like that.

      The pressure on her back eased and Arie took a deep breath, greedily filling her lungs with air. Instinct kicked in, and her arms heaved her body forward. Within seconds, she was crushed into the leaves once more. Laughter sounded around her, which she tried to ignore as she sputtered out a mouth full of dirt.

      A pair of massive black clawed paws came into immediate view. It was shaped nothing like a human foot. Rather, it was like that of the lupine predators the species resembled: four toes with a leg formed like the hind leg of a wolf. Arie’s gaze lifted to take in more humanoid thighs thick with muscle, a furred bulge was set just above a large rounded sack holding the male’s firm testicles. She sucked in a startled breath. The Ragoru before her was definitely male.

      She noticed his defined abs, not hidden in any way by the fur dusting over them. The fur over the pecs seemed only slightly thicker until it reached his collar, where it protruded in a noticeable scruff. A trail of longer fur flowed down from there to make a crest bisecting his pecs and abs until it joined the fur around his sex. His arms, all fur of them, were just as muscular as his legs, and heavy with fur that tapered at the wrist, where it lightened once more to a soft suede that only the wealthiest women could afford to purchase from merchants.

      The only thing that ruined the image was the crimson blood matting his fur and dripping over his hands and claws. In one hand there appeared to be a half-eaten heart. Her eyes were trained on the organ as it slowly lifted to a short, bloody muzzle.

      The overall shape of his head was more humanoid than lupine, with a long mass of coarse hair falling down the back of his neck and shoulders. Several small braids were wound into it. That decorative addition was perhaps the most humanoid feature it possessed. It certainly wasn’t the face that terminated in a muzzle with flexible lips for speech. Nor was it the two sets of ice-blue eyes—the second set just above and behind the primary set at his temples—that watched her balefully as he opened his maw, revealing his lethal fangs before bolting down the other half of the heart.

      Her own organ in her chest beat as her fear hiked. Her eyes shifted when she caught a flash of movement just behind the black male. The other male was smaller and possessed reddish-brown fur, reddened further from the carnage. He held a bloody mass in one hand that she imagined was another internal organ from their prey. She watched as he lifted a leg in another hand, one that he’d apparently just pulled off the animal, and bit off a large mouthful of meat right in front of her.

      A cold sweat broke over her. All four of his amber eyes widened as he returned her scrutiny before he flattened his ears and his lips pulled back from his teeth in an obvious show of dominance so unlike the casual authority that the first male had projected.

      The weight behind her shifted and Arie found herself no longer pinned. Her eyes flew to the side as the third male joined the other two. With his furred back momentarily turned toward her, Arie noticed a tail drop from just above the curve of his ass, and a row of bony protrusions running protectively down his spine. It was only a brief glimpse.

      Upon arriving at the side of his companions, he turned to face her. His yellow eyes peered at her with a mixture of amusement and suspicion, his upper silver-furred arms crossing over his chest while the other set hung with an air of relaxed attention. Arie trembled. The message he conveyed was clear: he would attack her without compunction if he felt it necessary, and it would be swift and brutal. His lips curled with a wicked smile, baring his sharp teeth and long canines, no doubt aware of his effect on her.

      The darker male pushed to the fore with a low growl, and the silver one yielded with barely a flick of one of his long, pointed ears, never once taking his eyes off her. Arie’s eyes darted up to the imposing darker Ragoru as he lowered his head and sniffed at her. His hot breath blew on her, and she felt her stomach tighten with fear. She screwed her eyes shut tight. She didn’t want to see what was coming. Arie knew it was only a matter of minutes before those terrible teeth would rip into her throat. She felt his muzzle drift down from her face and the hot brush of his nose against her neck, trailing down to the juncture of where it met her shoulder. Arie tried to prepare herself for the vicious touch of his teeth.

      It never came. A wet tongue swept out and brushed her skin for a moment before the male snorted and pulled back.

      She cracked open an eye and watched as the male curled his lip and stepped back, his tail flagging behind him stiffly. All four of his blue eyes were narrowed on her, tension radiating from him.

      “Human,” he agreed with a dark, deep rasp.

      He whipped his head around, scenting the air as his fur bristled. An eerie howl raised in the distance, making the fine hairs on Arie’s arms stand on end. Did Ragoru run in large packs like wolves? She couldn’t recall any information about the social habits of the aliens, or if anyone had ever possessed such knowledge. Perhaps they were waiting for the rest of their pack to join them before they killed her. If they were anything like wolves, the alphas would eat first before the rest of the pack stripped her remains.
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        * * *

      

      Rager growled as he scented another triad moving in. He normally didn’t venture out of his territory into the mutual zone. He didn’t know what had possessed him. All human trade routes were prohibited, and for good reason. Not only did huntsmen frequent them, but keeping distance from human settlements and routes had been part of the original agreements negotiated between their species when they came to settle on Earth. Keeping to the accords was something that all Ragoru agreed upon. Although the trade route regions weren’t strictly off-limits and were open for triads to travel through, lingering too close to areas where humans may pass invited trouble.

      Yet they had no choice. Female Ragoru were fewer in number and roamed over wide territories that often intersected those of many males. To make matters more complicated, female territories were always subject to shift and change. For a mature triad to find a mate often meant having to leave their own territory to search out a female. All of them were becoming discouraged after many moon cycles of not coming across an unmated female. Sometimes, Rager had thought he’d come across the scent of one only to be too late to win a female for their family. They were all frustrated with their lack of success.

      Following such miserable fortune, coming across a broad-snouted rutter had seemed like an exceptional find, possibly an omen of positive change. All three of them had been excited to find the beast pawing at the ground. What they had not expected was that the object of its interest had been a small human. They’d been shocked when the small figure darted out from its hiding spot.

      Warol’s attack had initially been more reflex than anything else, but when it had attempted to escape, he’d jumped again with a playful spark Rager had not witnessed in the male in many revolutions. Rager had dropped down from his perch to watch in amusement as the tiny being attempted to evade Warol’s pursuit. Even Kyx, the youngest and most even-tempered in their number, had seemed inclined to join the play until they heard the howls.

      To his left, Warol dropped his amused leer and stiffened. Just behind him, Kyx shifted and flattened his ears. Rager observed the human crouched down on the ground. It was small and seemingly harmless. It certainly didn’t seem to possess anything that could threaten them. Rather, it smelled strangely enticing. He felt a flash of pity for it. It was tiny, and Rager doubted it was fully grown, as it seemed much smaller than the humans he’d seen from a distance. Was it a youngling separated from its dam?

      While most Ragoru did not attack humans, there had been some talk among the more vocal triads who disliked yielding to humans, whom they viewed inferior beings. Rager didn’t like the idea of abandoning a lone youngling to what could be torture and slow death carried out by a deviant triad. Perhaps it would be more merciful to kill it here? Kyx seemed to interpret his speculative gaze on the huddled offspring and let out a long, low whine in objection.

      “We are not going to kill it, are we?” Kyx protested in Ragii.

      Warol frowned and Rager saw what he suspected to be a sympathetic look cross the male’s face, but then he shook his head with a snarl. “What would you have us do, Kyx? Escort it to the human settlement and be set upon for our trouble?”

      Kyx scowled, inserting himself between the human and Warol. When the other male did not move to exert his dominance, his expression softened as he looked down at the huddled heap on the ground watching them from a wide-set pair of dark blue eyes. Like most humans, it was covered from head to toe in woven clothes styled in shades of browns and greens. Its hairless flesh seemed soft and particularly vulnerable. It was no wonder that Kyx felt protective toward it.

      “It looks defenseless. It wouldn’t hurt to keep it with us for a time,” Kyx muttered, a hint of loneliness edging his tone. Rager could understand that. Although a triad was never really alone, they were all very different. A mate was supposed to unite them and bring them together as a closer unit, and provide them each with unique companionship. The younger male was desperate for company outside the other two parts of his triad.

      Another howl rose, closer this time, and Rager made a snap decision. Reaching down, he plucked up the tiny being, drawing it close against his chest with all four arms, and took off running, his triad quick on his heels. Kyx had a strange bag clasped in his lower arms that could only have belonged to the female, and Warol broke his stride only long enough to scoop up the remains of their feast to carry with them.

      They weren’t about to sacrifice any bit of their fortune to the rival triad.
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      The setting sun dyed the visible sky, glimpsed between breaks in the canopy, a vivid red. Warol shuddered with primal ecstasy as the burning hue brushed the sky as if bleeding its eternal life as it sank from the heavens.

      Red.

      His dam used to tell him that red was the color of life, sacred to all Ragoru. It was a sign of good omens, of plenty, as well as the beginnings and endings of life. Red things were coveted and desired to bring good fortune, and reddish-furred offspring were believed to be blessed by the gods.

      Warol had spent his youth harvesting every red stone he found within the caverns of the earth, laying them out as gifts to the Mother Ewa and the dark fathers Efru, Zida, and Bayda. He filled their den with gleaming red shards when the coldest days of winter prompted them to light evening fires for extra warmth. He even felt it weighed in their favor that their third bore a reddish cast. Yet he was still waiting for the blessings to hit their triad.

      Adjusting his grip on the meat, he narrowed his eyes at the small figure huddled in Rager’s embrace. He did not know what to think of it. It was amusing, to be sure, but he didn’t understand why any of them felt so motivated to carry it along with them. It was not food. It was liable to distract them from searching for their mate. It was an inconvenience… and yet it stirred something protective within him.

      He’d been inclined to snap at their alpha when the male intruded upon his game. It was only just barely that he’d restrained himself. Even Warol couldn’t pinpoint what had come over him, and he had been relieved that their lead had either not noticed it or had decided to ignore it.

      Once Rager was comfortable that they’d put enough distance between themselves and the rival triad, he changed his trajectory, skimming along the edge of a cliff overlooking a wooded valley until they found themselves at the opening of one of the cave systems familiar to their triad.

      Each triad stuck to their own routes and didn’t infringe on others as a matter of courtesy. The cave still contained lingering scents from their previous visit with no other trace odors from rivals. Warol tossed the rutter onto the floor near a fire pit they lit on colder nights and snorted at Kyx. The male had set the human’s bag down with such obvious care that Warol could not help scoffing at the folly of it.

      “You are setting the bag down gently as if it were your rog,” he said with a sneer.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Kyx huffed. “Just because it has no value to us does not mean it holds no value for the human.”

      Warol grinned, his left foot pushing the bag. “And that is important to you—to keep the little human and all of its belongings safe from harm? We should have left it where we found it. Humans are not friends to the Ragoru.”

      “There is always the potential,” Kyx objected. “Our ancestors tried, and would have succeeded in making peace with their species if it weren’t for foul-tempered brutes like you. Ragoru like you, and that other triad we crossed paths with, make the humans fear us.”

      Warol challenged the smaller male with a derisive snort. “Humans breed huntsmen among their own to kill us, or have you forgotten that? I suppose it is easy when they didn’t carve your mother’s belly, killing both her and the young in her womb? Or, perhaps they didn’t skin your father and stretch his pelt before their village? I will never trust a human, not even a tiny soft one.”

      Offering him nothing more than a mutinous glance, Kyx turned his back on him and settled to make a fire. Warol snorted again. They were brothers by their triad bond, but they clearly didn’t have the same experiences. Still, it didn’t take too much insight to know what Kyx was doing. He knew why his brother was busying himself with it when the temperatures were mild this evening—he didn’t want the little human to catch a chill. It sat shrinking back from their older brother, who all but ignored it as he pulled off a chunk of meat.

      Sighing, Warol pushed himself up and moved to the carcass. Since they took in the creature, the least they could do was feed it. He pulled off a tender chunk from the hindquarter and thrust it at the human. He watched with some amusement as it’s face went pale and then tinged with a sickly green hue. Why wasn’t it eating? He leaned forward to prod it but Kyx stormed up and pushed his arm away.

      Warol bristled. “Are you looking to challenge me?” he growled.

      Kyx flattened his ears submissively but didn’t back down. “Don’t you know anything? Humans can’t eat meat like that. It will get sick. Meat needs be to put over fire for it to eat.”

      With a disgusted growl, Warol shoved the meat at him and stomped over to the other side of the rutter, pulling a thick slab off its belly and bolting it down. Rager tossed him the sweet-tasting liver and Warol nodded his thanks. Their triad’s alpha always kept faultless track of whose turn it was to enjoy the sweetmeats of their kill. He licked his muzzle thoughtfully as he watched the human push its way further back from their feast as if there was something wrong with it. His ears flattened back against his skull.

      A foul odor of burning meat filled the cave, and eventually Kyx brought the human its share of the feast. The human attempted to retreat and turned its face away from the male, but Rager wasn’t having any of that. He reached behind him and shoved it back on its rear.

      “Do not refuse sustenance, human. It is rude,” he barked.

      “How is it you speak English?” she asked, her eyes widening, from what he could tell.

      Rager snorted disdainfully. “Humans, you believe we are unthinking monsters. We know this, but our ancestors were taught your languages by those who lived nearby and passed down that knowledge through their families, down to us, so that we are never at the disadvantage of not being able to understand you.”

      “But when you speak your language, I don’t understand you. Do you consider that fair?” she asked hesitantly, almost cowering when he turned to look at her. His lips pulled back from his teeth in a snarl.

      “It hardly is of any concern of mine what you consider fair. Humans never bothered to learn. That was your error, not ours. Now eat.”

      The human was smart enough to recognize the authority of his tone and accepted the meat from Kyx. It sniffed it warily, and then a rumbling sound came from its belly, protesting its hunger. Warol watched as it tore into the meat with its dull, useless teeth. He shook his head. It was hard to believe he was looking at any kind of great predator. It had no fangs or claws, no thick fur or spinal plating to protect it. It was also significantly impaired by having only one set of hands and eyes.

      Biting off a sound of disgust, he plucked up a fatty glob of meat that had fallen to the ground and flung it out the entrance of the cave. The human skittered back as if he’d been aiming for it. All four of his eyes focused on it disdainfully. Stranger still was that the human was gripping its hood and pulling it down with its pale, bald hand. Warol huffed with impatience. The night was comfortably warm. With a fire so near, surely it had to be uncomfortable with all that covering.

      With a muttered oath and no patience for human silliness, he pushed onto his feet and was at the human’s side within a few very short strides. It balked, but didn’t have time to react before he leaned forward and ripped off its ridiculous hooded cloak. The cloth tore and scraps of fabric floated to the ground.

      His breath caught as a mass of hair the color of sacred flames spilled out everywhere in wild curls. The face, now that he could see it, while still oddly flat, had a soft shape to it, rounding out with prominent cheeks before terminating in a pointed chin. Pale pink lips were drawn down into an unhappy look, and fear flashed in the dark blue of its eyes.

      His gaze trailed down, taking in the delicate neck that sloped down into round shoulders. He didn’t recall ever seeing such a delicate human, even at a distance where harsher features were less distinguished. The body swelled at the chest and again at the hips in a fashion that triggered a warning of recognition in his mind.

      Kyx breathed in awe as he arrived at the same conclusion simultaneously. “It’s a female human. I’ve never seen one before.”

      At that, Rager, who’d begun to doze in a corner of the cave, drew up and came up beside him. The female hunkered defensively down into herself as they surrounded her. Kyx took that moment to lean in and inhaled.

      “I do not know how I didn’t notice before,” he mumbled aloud to himself. “She definitely has a warm, sweet smell typical of females. It is different from the pheromone markers of a female Ragoru, but distinct from the scent of the human males whose trails we often cross.”

      The female squeaked when Rager scented her and growled cautiously in the back of his throat. Warol couldn’t blame her. Rager was a big bastard even among their own kind. To a tiny human female, he was probably terrifying.

      Scratching the scruff at his neck, Warol looked at her thoughtfully. “Do you suppose the humans will be out looking for her? We have never seen or caught scent of a human female before. I always presumed they kept them safely sequestered. That is what I would do, with such a fragile creature for a mate,” he observed.

      “We should keep her,” Kyx offered, his tail brushing his hindquarters cheerfully.

      Warol rolled all four of his eyes. “And what if she has a mate? He could be out there looking for her now with a pack of other males. What do you think they would do if we were caught with her? No, it is better to leave her with the humans,” he said firmly, as he ignored the beacon of her hair.

      Rager said nothing, but Kyx glared at him. “There is one way to find out,” he snapped before switching from Ragii to human speech. He inched closer to the female. She stiffened with alarm and her eyes widened, but she didn’t otherwise move. “Female, why are you here alone? Where is your mate?”

      The slender arched stripes of hair on her brows pulled down as she frowned. She shook her head, sending her curls flying around her. They caught in the light of the fire as if she were a spirit. “Mate? I am not joined with anyone.” She paused and then added, “I am no threat and didn’t mean to infringe on your territory. I lost the path. I’m traveling through the great woods to get to Old Wayfairer Citadel on the other side. My grandmother is there.”

      Kyx fell silent. Warol couldn’t tell if it was from disappointment that the female had family waiting for her, or if he was busy strategizing. Warol wagered his next portion of sweetmeat that it was the latter. Rager, however, frowned down at her with distrust. Warol shared the sentiment. The female was a peculiar thing, almost cute once you got past the odd appearance of the species, but something didn’t seem right about her story.

      “Humans should not be in the forest alone,” Rager all but growled.

      The female ducked down further and pinched her full lips together until they were compressed in a thin line. Warol felt the bizarre urge to tease her lips and lick at the seam with his tongue until she released her iron clamp on them. He shook his head to clear the image from his mind. What was coming over him? His fur stood on end and he growled low in his throat as he slid a few steps away from her. Maybe she had some skill with enchantment.

      She bit her lip—what he guessed was a human show of nerves—before replying. “Usually humans do not,” she admitted. “I did not have any other options, and I meant to stay on the merchant’s trail.”

      Rager’s ears tilted toward her and he breathed in deeply as if to ascertain her honesty. His face relaxed only slightly but he nodded at length. “It is a long way through the forest. Several weeks, I believe. You will be safer in our company until we can deposit you there,” he decided.

      Warol wanted to groan. They were supposed to be finding their mate and instead they were rescuing and escorting a thankless human. He wanted to be balls deep inside a female, not acting as protector to this one.
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        * * *

      

      Rager barely repressed an irritated growl at his second. Warol was sometimes too impatient for his own good. Rager often found it an amusing contrast given the other male’s spiritual proclivities. Most of their number who were what they called ivorul, the spirit hands, were mild in temperament and as patient as the sun moving on its eternal slow rounds through the heavens.

      Warol was none of those things. Their situation was only making the matter worse.

      The frustration was understandable. Rager had promised they would find a mate this season; it was unfortunate that this task was proving harder than he’d thought it would be. None of them wanted to put off their hunt to guard a human. Yet the idea of moving on and leaving the female to her own devices didn’t sit well with him.

      Kyx whined, a low rumbling sound in his throat. “I still think we should keep her,” he muttered in Ragii. “A human female around is better than no female at all, and I am tired of looking at your faces every day.”

      He silenced the male with a look and returned his focus to the little female. He couldn’t exactly keep calling her female or human indefinitely. Weeks of that would become annoying fast.

      “What is your name, female?”

      She looked at him blankly for a minute as if she weren’t sure whether she would honestly answer him. Then she turned her right shoulder up in a half shrug. “Arie,” she mumbled.

      He contemplated the name and decided he liked the sound of it. Arie was close to the word arel, meaning ‘little song.’ Knowing that some of the smallest songs among his kind were often the most aggressive and lively, among them being the war song and the mating song, he wondered if this would prove true for the little human as well.

      “I am Rager. This is Warol and Kyx,” he said. Despite her obvious fear, the female inclined her head in greeting to both of the other males. That didn’t, however, keep her from fidgeting with an obvious case of the nerves.

      His fascination for the human was disconcerting. Ever since he picked her up and held her against his body, some spark of him was turned constantly toward her. He felt entirely unbalanced for the first time since reaching maturity. He did not know how he should feel about it, how it would affect his dealings with her, or whether it be for the good or ill of their triad.

      Rager turned away and stalked back to his comfortable corner where heavy pelts remained piled during their absence. He settled into them with a long sigh before looking over at the female and his brothers.

      “Enough foolishness now. Let’s sleep,” he barked before settling down onto the fur, his back turned to them. He didn’t know if he was fooling anyone. He suspected he wouldn’t be resting well any time soon with the warm bundle of femininity distractingly close. As he fell asleep, he was still marveling at just how peculiar that was.
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      Arie curled up on her side on the pallet of pelts the Ragoru had made for her. The furs smelled like them, and for some reason it was strangely comforting. She entertained the thought of fleeing once they were asleep, but thought better of it. She had no idea where she was in the forest, had limited provisions, and would be alone in a hostile environment. It would be foolish and probably suicidal to run away when the leader of the males offered to take her to Wayfairer Citadel.

      Although expressing curiosity over her, and some bad manners from the silver one, the Ragoru didn’t threaten her or try to harm her. Since they were a different species, she was relieved she didn’t have to worry about being harassed sexually as she might if she’d been traveling alone with men. Logically it made them the safest traveling companions now that it seemed clear that they weren’t interested in outright killing her as she’d initially thought.

      Two sets of amber eyes glowed at her eerily in the low light of the cave. They blinked at her before slowly drifting shut. Unlike Rager and Kyx, who both now slept easily, the yellow eyes of Warol shone at her, unblinking, without any sign of exhaustion. If it weren’t for the fact that the large black male was clearly the one in charge, she might have been concerned. Mistrust was spelled out clearly for her in every tense line of his body and in his focused glare.

      Well, that was fine for him. If he was determined to stay awake all night watching her, Arie wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it.

      She turned her back to him. She could still feel his eyes burning into her flesh, and she shivered despite herself. The last thing she wanted to do was show any further weakness in front of them. Although they agreed to help her, they were still predators and would likely respond instinctively to a show of weakness or fear. She’d done too much of that already. She was surprised that they’d been inclined to help her at all given the way she’d practically trembled like a scared rabbit in front of them.

      Their actions didn’t quite mesh with the reputation of the Ragoru for being wild, savage creatures who delight in tormenting and ripping apart weak humans. Men in the tavern would whisper about how the scent of fear drove them into a killing lust. They certainly had plenty of opportunities to torment and kill her. The worst that had happened was at the beginning, when Warol had pounced on her when she’d emerged from hiding. Yet even then, despite nearly scaring her to death, he hadn’t actually tried to hurt her.

      Another shiver racked through her; this time due to a cold breeze that slid over her. She mentally cursed Warol for shredding her cape. Not only did she no longer have the protection of her hood, she was also freezing. Arie attempted to burrow deeper in the pelts. She was envious of the thick fur of the males. No doubt they were able to sleep comfortably.

      She turned her head just enough to eye Kyx, who slept the closest to her, and debated moving closer to him to share his body heat. He’d been the friendliest of the three; perhaps he wouldn’t mind having a human snuggled up against him. She shifted as if to rise but then flattened herself against the floor, her courage withering up and blowing away with the cold wind. Arie tucked her nose under her arm and huddled into herself.

      A raspy sigh sounded from nearby and she heard someone shift. A warm body flopped against her and curled around her side, a thick tail fell across her hip, and four arms surrounded her and tucked her against a warm belly. She wasn’t sure which of the males had her, but at that moment she couldn’t care less. She was blessedly warm. She froze warily as a nose tucked in against her neck and then slowly allowed her muscles to relax when it became apparent that he was only cuddling in deeper around her.

      The warmth eased into her body like a drug and she felt her muscles become languid. For a moment she imagined that this was what bliss felt like. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so comfortable. She yawned and her eyes, suddenly heavy, drifted shut.
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      The pitiful shivering of the human curled into him eased as he settled beside her. If it weren’t for the fact that he’d been responsible for damaging her covering, he wouldn’t have felt inclined to warm her. She wasn’t his responsibility. Warol hoped the human didn’t expect him to warm her every night. He wasn’t one of their furry companion beasts. He absolutely did not find her scent comforting as it surrounded him, nor did he enjoy the way her body perfectly cradled into his own. There was absolutely nothing enjoyable about curling up together.

      Warol glanced at Kyx slumbering a short distance away. No doubt if the male had been awake and saw the way Arie had been shivering, he would’ve been happy to curl around her every night to provide her warmth so that Warol wouldn’t have to. To his surprise, the idea of being replaced by Kyx did not come with a rush of relief. Instead, his stomach soured, and he tasted something bitter in his mouth. Warol wrapped two arms around Arie and drew her closer against his torso with a low rumble.

      He didn’t want the inconvenience of warming the female, but he certainly didn’t want Kyx to replace him either.

      Settling himself more comfortably, he placed his muzzle once more against the crook of her neck and breathed in her fragrance. Her natural musk was so warm and sweet that his body drank it in as if it were the only thing capable of sustaining him. The scent was addictive, and his fur prickled with pleasure. Pleasure hummed through him. It danced over his entire body, and especially teased his balls and cock nestled within its sheath.

      He eased himself closer as his nose trailed down the graceful slope of her collar. He was greedy for it, but he didn’t understand why. Was it a mystery of females in general? He’d never been around an unmated female. Or perhaps it was something that human females used to draw in males to care for them. In that moment, he was willing to offer anything to be able to continue feeling the way he was.

      He tried not to examine the effect her scent was having on his body until his cocks hardened and extruded swiftly. It was so abrupt that Warol’s eyes widened in horror and scrambled away from the female, putting several lengths between them. He’d never fully extruded before. It was something he had been eagerly anticipating.

      For revolutions he had fantasized how their female would be so impressed by his triad that she would eagerly crouch before them for mating as she admired his newly extruded breeding and pleasure cocks.

      This was not how it was supposed to happen.

      To extrude for a pale, hairless, flat-faced human—he felt horror and shame engulf him. He resolved to stay away from her, but it crumbled as Arie began to shiver again from the cold. He glanced at Kyx and considered waking him, but something instinctual within him rebelled and refused to oblige him. Indecision kept him frozen in place until he couldn’t bear to watch her suffer a moment longer. He wasn’t heartless.

      Cursing under his breath, he crawled back to Arie’s side and curled up behind her. He set his arms loosely around her so he could keep his pelvis as far away from her as possible. He closed his eyes, intending to fall asleep when she suddenly shifted in his arms, rolling toward him. An arm and leg were suddenly flung over him as she buried her nose into the thicker fur running down the center of his pectorals from his scruff.  His muscles locked in place, refusing to move as she snuggled closer to him, her hot breath fanning the shorter fur covering the muscles of his chest. She moaned in her sleep and he swallowed back his answering groan.

      A thankful prayer parted from his lips when she sank into deeper slumber. He didn’t dare move lest she start moving against him again. He wasn’t sure how much more of that he was going to be able to take. He desperately wanted to flee from the cave. It was only by some miracle he finally succumbed to slumber.

      The sound of laughter woke Warol. He blinked his tired eyes as a yawn forced its way out his jaws. He scratched at his jaw and looked up to find Rager and Kyx staring down at him with open amusement. He frowned at them in confusion. What was so funny? He glanced down and leaped away as if burned. Despite all his good intentions to keep some safe distance between himself and Arie, he had woken curled around her so tightly that her small frame nearly disappeared beneath him.

      An uncomfortably exciting throb drew his attention down to the cocks pushed out and standing proudly away from his body. His ears flattened with humiliation, and he couldn’t help but notice the way that Rager drew away from him in surprise. Kyx, on the other hand, crept closer with fascination. The younger male, his expression flooded with curiosity, stretched out a hand as if to touch Warol’s swollen members.

      Hackles raised, Warol bared his fangs and snarled at him, letting Kyx know in no uncertain terms that he was not open to being scrutinized or explored. The male grinned at him slyly but made no further effort to engage. To his relief, upon losing contact with Arie, his members gradually deflated and drew back inside his sheath. Rager coughed and ran a hand through his mane, his other three arms braced against his knees where he was crouched. His pale eyes narrowed intently.

      “Did you mate with her?” Rager asked bluntly.

      That was not what he’d expected to be asked. Warol stared at him with numb shock as he attempted to make sense of what their triad lead was saying to him.

      “Of course not. She is not one of us—she is a human. What you are suggesting would be… unnatural!”

      Just behind him, Kyx made a disgusted sound, but Warol couldn’t ascertain what the male was objecting to. If it was over his bodily reaction, he hadn’t been able to help that. He’d been asleep just the same as the other two males. He had a suspicion that the male was offended on behalf of the female.

      “Come on. Neither of you can think that is attractive compared to the beauty and grace of a female of our own species.”

      Rager frowned but didn’t respond to his query. Instead, he said, “Good. You do not make decisions on behalf of our triad. She is in our company for only a short time. It would be foolish for any of us to get attached to her.” His eyes did not linger on Warol but rather were fixed meaningfully on Kyx.

      The younger male’s mouth curved in a cheerful smile as if he hadn’t just been taken to task by their lead for his impulsive nature. With Warol no longer by Arie’s side, Kyx used the opportunity to slide into the opening. Against all logic, Warol felt an immediate burn of fury. Instinct growled at him, insisting that the male was attempting to take his place and challenging his dominance when it came to the female.

      “I do not know why my body reacted as it did. It certainly was not at my bidding or interest, so you have nothing to fear on that end Rager. I was merely attempting to keep the female warm,” Warol clarified, his eyes never straying from the red form of their third. His patience snapped.

      “Get off the female, Kyx. It is no longer cool enough to make her uncomfortable as she sleeps. There is no reason any of us should provide her with more than what is most necessary. Kyx’s jaw dropped open with a silent laugh.

      “Maybe I enjoy being pressed up against the female,” he replied in turn.

      Warol bristled and began to stalk toward him when Rager raised his voice.

      “Enough posturing. Warol, step back, and Kyx, release Arie and step back. Your aid is not necessary at this time. We will wake her and then be on our way.”

      A loud sigh came from the red male, but he got to his feet and gently nudged Arie until she woke. Warol could hear the soft murmur of their voices but tuned it out. He made himself busy banking the coals and piling the furs once more as he prepared the cave for their absence.

      Before long, the female was standing at the male’s side, her bag thrown over her shoulder and the glory of her red mane flowing wildly down her back. His fingers itched to touch it, but he swung away to scout the opening of the cave for any sign of other triads coming near their resting place. To his relief, there were none, nor did he detect any scent of approaching humans in search of Arie.

      It seemed odd that there wasn’t any sign of humans searching for the lone female. Ragoru were pack-oriented among their triad, sometimes in rare known cases with extended family members if they managed to survive the huntsmen, but humans were far more clannish. It was not uncommon for humans to track missing members through hostile territories. Why was no one coming for their female?

      He shook his head aggressively in reprimand. He shouldn’t be thinking of Arie as theirs; she did not belong to them. She was not Ragoru, and she was not their mate. She was merely a lost, vulnerable stranger. He should be happy for any sign of humans to foist her onto. That would have been the first thing he would have done. His triad would be able to escape easily while the humans ran their hands all over the female to verify her condition. His hackles raised as he imagined human males touching Arie’s body, stroking her. A low growl raised in his throat and he abruptly cut it off, his eyes darting around to make certain he hadn’t been heard.

      There was no reason to worry Rager. Warol was not getting possessive over a human. He was certain that he felt nothing at all except the pressing need to deposit her safely with her family and run as fast as he could in the other direction. He ignored the painful pinch in his gut.

      Yes, the sooner they could be rid of her safely among other trusted females, the better.

      He would not trust a male enough to surrender her into his custody, but an elder female? That would be no problem. Above all, he did not want to keep the human.

      Rager took the lead, once again carrying Arie pressed against him, much to Warol’s annoyance. The male had scolded him for laying with her while he pressed against her so familiarly. Jealousy gnawed at him despite his determination to ignore it. Warol likewise tried to ignore Kyx’s knowing look as the male paced beside him.
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      Rager held the small female to his chest as he hopped over a fallen tree with ease. The tree line was starting to thin as they moved into higher elevations, but as of yet the woods were still thick. He spared a longing glance at the valley below, but resisted. The valley was a dangerous place, even for a triad of healthy males. Thick with giant carnivorous plants, it would be suicidal to trek through it rather than take the mountain route.

      It would be even more dangerous for a creature as vulnerable as Arie.

      Fine hairs from her curly red mane tickled his nose as he pressed into his chest. He took a minute to take pleasure from the feeling. Ragoru females did not cling to males; they were as strong and aggressive as their male counterparts. His own mother had been a rarity, a soft-spoken female cherished by his father until the day she had fallen ill and died. His fathers had not survived the passing of his mother, but Rager had known even as a young male that he wanted that sort of mating. This summer had been a brutal eye-opener for him.

      Although he was as disappointed as the rest of his triad that they had been unable to attract a mate, he was also relieved. Not one of those females had been one that he genuinely wanted to pass his life with. Oh, he would have joined their triad with a female out of duty to his family if one had showed interest, but he would have had to regularly swallow his own bitter disappointment.

      He wanted a mate that needed him more than just as protector of their den, or because he was judged on the merit of whether he would produce fine, strong sons. In many ways, whether a female ever accepted his triad rested heavily on him. Due to the nature of the Ragoru, not only was the lead the largest and strongest among his brothers, he was also the only one who produced viable seed upon establishing the triad.

      Rager was a large male, but he wasn’t considered attractive. His features were broad and blunt, and his dark fur was considered undesirable whereas red was prized as the color of the sacred blood and fire. Even silvers were valued for their luminous coloring not unlike the winter moon. A female with options rarely chose a stud of his coloring and risked breeding it to her rogs.

      Because a lead’s value was only in their ability to breed and protect, his triad had been dismissed by every unmated female in favor of other triads with more desirable leads. Other than the bite of shame he felt from failing his triad, Rager couldn’t be sorry for that. He didn’t want his life to be forever bound to a female who would never truly need him. His vain hope of finding a special female who would see them as males of worth that she could depend on and care for her withered as the summer passed. The whole season had been a complete disaster and left his brothers demoralized.

      Then the human dropped into their lives, and she brought something new with her. For once, he had a female who didn’t look at him critically. Yes, Arie was fearful around them much of the time, but she also looked to him to take care of her and protect her on their journey. It was a new and exhilarating feeling. She didn’t look at him and see a breeder—of course not—but she did look at him and see a male of worth.

      And she needed him. He would never admit it aloud, but he enjoyed the feeling of being needed.

      There was no protest when he lifted her up, all four arms banding around her in a close, intimate embrace. Instead, she’d leaned against him, her face against his neck. Her fingers sank deep into the heavy fur of his scruff and along his shoulders, gripping him tightly. It stung a little, but not unpleasantly. Instead, it roused every protective instinct.

      He suspected much of his instinct to guard her came from the fact that she was small and helpless like a rog. Like Warol, he didn’t look upon Arie and see a desirable female. Her features were strange to him. When he first saw her hairless body, he’d felt a wave of disgust at having to touch it, uncertain of whether it would be slimy like a toad. He’d been pleasantly surprised that her skin was soft and warm, but he hadn’t yet become accustomed to her strange form or her odd flat face.

      Not that he would have much time to become too familiar before they arrived at the human settlement.

      When he’d cautioned Warol and (mostly) Kyx against becoming attached, he spoke the truth. Although their journey would take many weeks, none of them could risk bonding to her only to have her leave them in favor of her family. He’d only seen the Citadel once, at a distance, and while it had seemed claustrophobic to him—the way all the humans lived clustered together there—he imagined that would be exactly what Arie needed. Until that time, he could enjoy the small comforts of caring for her needs where he could.

      Warol slid up beside him, his lip curled back from his teeth as he scented the air. Arie stilled in his embrace as his brother closed in, and Rager repressed a growl. It was illogical to make a show of dominance when Warol wasn’t doing anything wrong aside from unintentionally scaring her. The male flicked an ear toward the female, aware of her fear, but ignored it and addressed him.

      “An early snow is coming,” Warol said, his face lifted into the breeze.

      Rager grumbled in agreement. An unseasonable snow couldn’t have come at a worse time. The mountains were a bad place to be during a snowstorm. It fell heavier there than anywhere else, often in near blizzard conditions. Although he knew of some cave systems where they could wait out a storm, he dreaded the idea of being stuck in a small cave with Warol for days on end with no relief. He wondered if he should foolishly hold onto hope that they could outrun it, but decided against it. There was no point in gambling with their lives just to avoid a bit of unpleasantness.

      Rager inclined his head toward a familiar rocky slope cresting ahead of them. “We will wait out the storm there.”

      Warol’s brow drew down in a frown but he nodded reluctantly. Despite loathing small spaces, Warol had clearly brought the snow to his attention just in time, obviously with the same destination in mind. The male let loose a deep howl to call to Kyx, who was scouting some distance ahead. A melodious howl responded within minutes.

      Although smaller, Kyx was quicker and far nimbler. He often went far ahead to watch for signs of trouble. When their triad had been new, it concerned Rager when the male would disappear for large spans of time, but he soon saw the value in it. Thanks to Kyx, his triad as a whole was able to avoid dangers that were often detrimental to others. They had forewarning of signs of giant predators as well as prey, movement of humans and other triads, unstable ground and barriers, and areas where sudden growths of predatory plants had appeared. After a while, Rager had ceased to object. Kyx was far ahead but he knew now where to rejoin them.

      The first few flakes of snow hit his dark fur and Arie’s cheek where it was nestled against him, accompanied by a cold gust. The female shivered despite being cocooned in his warmth, the red strands of her mane blowing in the wind. Rager mentally cursed Warol for his lack of foresight. He understood his brother’s frustration at the way she’d hid herself within the folds of the material as if to make it a barrier against them, but now the female was suffering from the lack of covering.

      As if drawn to her in her suffering, Warol glanced down at Arie, and a flash of guilt appeared on his face. Rager scowled at him, making his displeasure known before letting the matter drop. There was little that could be done about it now other than to try to find something suitable to replace it. It would be illogical to castigate him further when the male was already feeling guilty. Rager tried to recall if there were any larger pelts in the small cavern they were heading toward that might make a suitable covering. Perhaps he would task Warol with finding something appropriate.

      If they had been in their home territory, near the comfort of their den, it would have been an easy matter. They wouldn’t be sleeping on piles of musty furs on the hard floors of the caves. Arie would have every comfort. There was a hearth for cold winter nights that would warm her, plenty of food stored from what they had gathered and hunted, clean furs for her to sleep on as well as fabrics pillaged from an abandoned merchant’s cart that Kyx had found during one of his numerous explorations around the perimeter of their territory.

      The unbidden image of Arie in their home rose in his mind, and warmth filled him. It was a ridiculous fantasy, of course. Even if they had been close enough to take shelter in their den, it would be disastrous for them when they finally found a mate. A female would have smelled the traces of Arie and would have been insulted, no matter how innocent the human’s presence would have been. Ragoru mated for life, and only the least among them would cavort with other females who were not their mate.

      Once again, as it had many times over the course of the day as they’d traveled, Kyx’s sly suggestion that they keep the human whispered through his mind. She’d be able to ease their loneliness, and they would protect and provide for her. No one need know of it.

      It was an intoxicating temptation.

      No, it was a good thing that they were not in their home territory. He’d likely yield to the temptation if they had been. Arie was not theirs to keep. She had family waiting for her, and he needed to remember that. He shifted the female in his arms and bent lower over her to give her what little protection he could against the snow.

      The snow fell faster as they arrived at the crevice marking the narrow opening to the small cavern. Warol groaned as he looked at it, but pushed himself inside to root out any unwelcome creatures hiding in there. Within minutes, Rager clearly heard his muffled shout.

      “All clear.”

      Adjusting his grip on Arie so her tender skin wouldn’t scrape on any of the rocks, Rager slid inside. Warol had already set the human’s pack down and had pulled out the flint and steel to make a fire from the emergency supply of wood and tinder they’d stashed in each of their claimed caves for situations such as this.

      Once he had the fire burning steadily, Warol looted through storage baskets for dried provisions while Rager gently set the human in front of the flames. Her pale skin was nearly white with the cold, but she sighed gratefully and scooted closer, holding her hands out toward the warmth.

      “Look and see if there are any large pelts that we can wrap around her,” he said as he settled behind her slowly, trying not to frighten her.

      She froze for a moment, her eyes darting to his face as she watched him lower himself to the ground, but she did not protest or attempt to move away from him. A day of carrying her through the woods had built some small foundation of trust, although she was still understandably wary. He opened his four arms, and with one hand patted the fur of his chest as he spoke to her in her language.

      “Come, lean against me. It will help warm you.”

      He watched her suck her full pink bottom lip between her teeth as she regarded him, her blue eyes appearing like fathomless pools in the dim light from the fire. A sharp wind made its way into the crevice, and her decision was made quickly. She scampered against him, turning her back against his belly as she returned to warming her hands. He wound his arms around her and carefully slid them closer to the fire so that she could better enjoy the heat. With the bitter cold, the fire felt good to him as well.

      A skin bag full of meat was thrust in front of his face and Rager happily accepted it from his irate brother. In Warol’s other hand was a large white fur from a greater mountain sheep they had killed two revolutions back. He grunted his thanks and accepted it with another hand, leaving Warol to settle just feet away with a glower on his face. Rager cocked a brow at his brother, and the other male turned his face away in obvious embarrassment.

      He wrapped the fur around the small female. She jumped when he pulled away and lay the fur on her, but then sighed with pleasure as he bundled her up and drew her against his chest once more. He handed her a bit of meat, which she gnawed on with obvious hunger, and set the pouch beside them.

      “Did you secure the leather flap over the entrance?” he queried.

      Warol looked toward the entrance and nodded, his muzzle wrinkling, showing the tips of his long canines. “Yes, the wind has already picked up. This storm is going to be a bad one, I think.”

      Rager shifted uneasily. “We are fortunate to have been close to shelter before the storm hit. While we may have had a chance out there for a few hours before we succumbed, I don’t think Arie would have lasted long.”

      Warol’s expression became solemn as he noticeably absorbed the full impact of what could have happened. The little human could easily have died had they been less fortunate. If they hadn’t found her, there was a good chance she would never have survived. To Rager, it seemed as if the benevolent hand of the Mother had overseen matters and placed Arie in their path. She had clearly saved Arie in her mercy, but what were her plans for their triad?

      Drowsily chewing on a chunk of meat from where he crouched behind the female, Rager remained alert while he waited for Kyx to reappear. The storm was progressing enough that he doubted they would have trouble with anyone or anything else trying to enter until it abated. Once the last of his triad was safely inside, he would allow himself to sleep.

      Arie began to lean against his thigh as she settled into the crook of his left arms. She’d eaten the meat he gave her and yawned before nestling more comfortably against him. He watched in fascination as the firelight played off the red strands of her mane, making them shiny. Even her face seemed luminous in the glow. It was strange and yet oddly endearing, like she was not a human but something otherworldly in their company for a brief time.

      He crooned a melody his mother once sang when he was a rog. Arie opened one sleepy eye and looked up at him, her lips curving into a small smile before she drifted off to sleep. Warol snorted from where he was lying off to the side, but refrained from commenting. Rager paid him no mind.

      He shifted so he could lie more comfortably curled around Arie, his head facing the entrance while he waited and watched.
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      Kyx cursed himself for wandering so far from his brothers as the snow pelted down around him in thick billows. The wind had picked up quickly, whiting out the world in front of him. As the snow on his fur began to seep through, he shivered. He knew he was close to the cave but was completely disoriented. Fear hammered in his heart as he dismally wondered if he would find the entrance before he froze to the death.

      He was close to the cave; he was sure of it. He called out to his brothers, but the wind scattered his voice and threw it back at him. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He knew he should have joined his brothers again as soon as he caught the scent of snow on the wind, but he’d been distracted by what looked like a human camp in the distance from his higher elevation. He’d been able to see the smoke billowing up from the forest nearby where they’d found Arie. Was someone looking for her? He’d briefly entertained the idea of backtracking to investigate when he’d heard Warol’s deep howl. Now he was paying the price for his curiosity.

      Where was the damned entrance?

      He leaned against the rocks beside him, his breath coming out in exhausted pants. He wasn’t going to be able to go much farther. He was cold and wet, and his bones and muscles felt weak and stiff with exhaustion. He yelped when what he thought were rocks gave way, and he nearly fell inside a crevice. The only thing that stopped his fall was the thick leather hide lashed to hooks that they’d painstakingly planted in the rocks.

      Kyx regained his balance as the lashes were untied and the hide pushed aside. Warol glared at him from the opening, more disgruntled than usual. Kyx attempted to smile cheerfully at him, but his entire face felt frozen. His brother grunted and pulled him inside.

      “You are a damned fool,” his brother lectured as he hastily brushed the snow off him. “One of these days you are going to wander too far and end up in the belly of a giant pitcher plant where none of us will be able to come in time to help you. Rager was ready to go and search for you, and then you never would have heard the end of it.”

      “How is Arie?” he asked through his chattering teeth.

      Warol growled in disgust. “She is perfectly fine. She is by the fire wearing Rager like a fur.”

      Kyx chuckled at the obvious jealousy in his brother’s voice but refrained from pointing out that Warol would be happy to be worn by their little human. He didn’t think the other male would appreciate it, and Kyx didn’t look forward to being bruised as well as freezing. The human was clearly a sensitive topic.

      Taking the dried meat his brother shoved at him, Kyx found a comfortable spot on the furs piled around the fire. He could barely see the top of Arie’s red mane from where it peeked out from beneath the large white fur and Rager’s bulk. Pale eyes tracked him as he settled beside the pair and stretched his stiffened limbs. The wind howled angrily outside, and the leather flap rattled from the force of it, letting in cold drafts. Kyx shivered when a particularly icy blast found him.

      The eyes watching him narrowed, then Rager grunted and motioned for him to come closer to share body heat, as was their norm.

      “Keep Arie between us so she doesn’t become chilled,” his brother advised gruffly, but it was unnecessary. Kyx was already moving into position on the other side of her, leaving just enough room for Warol as he joined them.

      It took some finesse working themselves around the sleeping female without waking her, but before long they were settled comfortably. Warol grumbled about sharing a bed with a soaking wet male, which prompted Kyx to snuggle even closer to his grouchy brother and wrap two of his arms around him until the male wiggled free. Rager gifted them with a rare laugh as he playfully scruffed Kyx.

      Arie’s delicate hand that had come free of the fur twitched ever so slightly at the commotion and her lips twisted with silent laughter in her sleep. Kyx smiled, wishing he knew what she was dreaming of at that moment. He nuzzled her hand before tucking it back beneath the covering.

      The storm howled outside and Kyx’s smile widened. Despite the resolve of his brothers to part ways with the female as soon as possible, Kyx was in no such hurry. He liked Arie. She was sweet, and warm, and she smelled good. She smelled like home to him. His brothers had the idea in their heads that they had to go hunt down an elusive Ragoru female, as if that was all it would take to make their triad complete. After seeing what females of their species were like over the summer, with how they dismissed Rager and their entire triad so easily over superstitions, Kyx wasn’t in a hurry to bring one of them into their fold.

      Bias against the color of a male’s fur was ridiculous and had brought them nothing but embarrassment and disappointment. He wasn’t even sure he wanted a Ragoru female if they were going to pick over his triad as if they were only good for one thing and hold them up to ridiculous standards. His own lead father had been almost as dark as Rager and was a fine male.

      Ironically, the same superstitions would have worked in his own favor had he chosen to utilize them. He knew his red fur counted him as being blessed, and Warol seemed to view his presence in their triad as a blessing, even though he often provoked his brother’s ill temper. He knew very well that he could have been more selective of which triad he joined and chosen one with better chances for attracting a female. His fathers had not endorsed such a thing, but had advised him that it was a legitimate option that no one would fault him for. All three of his fathers had been older males when they’d finally found and joined with his mother, and none of them wanted him to experience the same loneliness.

      A number of males had approached him as soon as he came of age and began roaming the territories looking to join a forming triad, but when he met Rager and Warol he knew that was where he was meant to be. Both males lacked family and were often shunned by other Ragoru, Rager for his coloring and Warol for the biting temper born from his own tragedy. Their lot was so much the opposite of his own situation, and yet they were the finest pair of males he’d met.

      It had been clear that neither male expected him to accept their offer when they’d encountered him passing through their territory, so they were understandably surprised when he agreed. Kyx had quickly become comfortable with his new brothers in a territory so far from his birthplace, but the need to find a mate became something all three of them yearned for to complete their family. He still felt the pressing weight of it, the need to find the last piece that would fit into their unit and harmonize them.

      Rager and Warol could protest and plan all they liked, but Kyx had his own plan. He wanted to keep Arie. He didn’t need a Ragoru mate to be happy; he would be happy with his soft, sweet human. He yawned as he considered the obstacles ahead of him. He just needed to convince his brothers and make them see as he did—that Arie was the best choice for them.
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      Something was tickling her face, but Arie ignored it. Seafoam sprayed around her as the ship crested a wave, and the muscular arms of pirate Captain Reynolds held her firmly against his broad chest. This was her favorite part of the book. He nuzzled her neck, making her pussy dampen with desire.

      Oh, yes, she always loved this part.

      His fingers would skate down her belly, preparing to stroke her to newfound levels of pleasure. The heat of the tropical sun warmed her, and the scent of the sea surrounded her and blended in with his musk. She wanted him to claim her in all the ways she’d only been able to imagine.

      A low, lusty growl sounded in her ear. She didn’t recall the good captain as the growly sort, but it was a definite improvement. The scent of his musk deepened, and she felt something thick prod against her hip. She pushed back against him, relishing the feel of his desire. Suddenly, she felt other arms brush her and she froze. Were they not alone? Two other bodies pressed against her, nuzzling her much as the captain was, and to her shock she felt her thighs slickened. Growls surrounded her from all sides and fur brushed against her again.

      Wait, fur?

      Arie jerked awake, her eyes snapping open. Fur pressed like a warm cocoon around her as the Ragoru shifted against her. Behind, she felt the massive bulge pressing into her as the large black one nestled against her. His eyes were closed with slumber, but he instinctively ground against her. Heat of embarrassment flamed her cheeks.

      To her side, Warol shifted, and she felt the thick brush of a hard length against her thigh as he also pressed against her. Kyx made an eerie moaning sound that made the fine hairs on her arms stand on end. He rolled over as he panted, displaying two large, thick members.

      Her mouth dried and her eyes widened at the sight of them.

      Although blue in color, they seemed to resemble a human penis from what she had seen the few times she had to place some stitches in a man’s hip or near the groin. Yet it was larger and thicker, with ropes of veins and a bumpy surface as if someone had threaded beads beneath the skin, and possessed a strangely flat ruffled head that sloped at an angle. The upper cock standing at attention also had a rounded bulge at the base. She assumed that must be his primary member.

      The secondary member was just as long and thick, but ridged and beaded more than the primary one. Unlike the flat head of his other cock, this one had a bulbous tapered head with three small rounded protrusions rising from the top of it.

      She watched as a blue fluid seeped out of their tips. Kyx tilted his hips up as he snarled, and her eyes darted to his face. She did not want to be caught staring at his dick. His red fur raised, and he thrashed his head a couple times before all four of his amber eyes sleepily opened and peered at her. He breathed in and his eyes narrowed on her with a new look burning in their depths. They gleamed, and the sides of his mouth quirked up in a smile as he ran a claw over her cheek, dragging down to her lips before pulling away again. He arched his back and then thrust his hips forward again, as if proudly displaying himself to her, and Arie felt her blush deepen.

      That wasn’t the only thing that had picked up. Rager was grinding more enthusiastically against her as he inhaled time and time again from where his muzzle was still buried against her neck. His breaths became more ragged, and Arie gasped as the tip of one of his impressive cocks slid between her thighs and nudged against her sensitive flesh. Even through her clothes, it hit her like a spark and her back instinctively arched. Rager’s arms gripped her tighter as he groaned and rocked his hips against hers, his cock sliding insistently against her crotch now that he’d found the spot.

      A low moan drew her attention back to Kyx, who was pleasuring himself with his lower hands. He rubbed the length of his cocks and bore down on the heads with each pass over the tip.  His eyes, glassy with desire, never tore away from them. Whatever embarrassment Arie should have felt at the male stroking himself off to watching Rager with her disappeared under the inception of her own desire burning like a wildfire through her veins.

      She risked a glance at Warol and was surprised to find him also awake. He had one arm raised to his mouth, on which he had clamped down, his sharp teeth pressing into the fur of his forearm as he swiped over his own members that seemed slightly wider in girth, although she was certain that Rager’s massive length rubbing between her legs put both the other males to shame. She shuddered and Warol let out a muffled moan, his hands slipping in rough jerks. His raised his hips, muscles quivering.

      Just then Rager’s cock struck unerringly over her clit repeatedly in several fast, brutal thrusts. She turned her head and met Rager’s pale eyes. He was awake now but seemed incapable of stopping, and Blessed Mother, she didn’t want him to. His lips were curled back from his teeth as he pounded against her. His cocks were doubtlessly soaked with her essence dripping through her underwear.

      When her climax came, it swept through her like a fireball. She threw her head back and wailed as Rager thrust once more and let out a roar of pleasure. His seed splattered across her thigh and along her covered pussy before he rolled away and lay panting at the ceiling. Two similar bellows sounded beside them, and she watched as blue jets of cum arched from Kyx and Warol’s cocks. All three males lay shuddering on the ground around her as she worked to bring her breathing and heart rate back under control. Her pussy clenched with unfulfilled need, but her body thrummed from the lingering effects of her orgasm.

      Warol turned over, facing away from her as if embarrassed, and even Rager dropped his head away, his ears flattened, as if he couldn’t look at her, his still swollen cocks slipping back into his sheath. Only Kyx would meet her eye, his glinting with unmistakable satisfaction. His tongue ran over his teeth as he gave himself a few lingering pumps before releasing his cocks to slip back inside his fur.

      This was a situation she never would have anticipated. She hadn’t imagined that the males would have any sexual interest in her, and yet they had just proven her wrong. Arie let her eyes roam over them, taking in their wide jaws and short muzzles, the arc of their high and prominent cheekbones, and the fascinating way their eyes were set under a heavy brow as it tapered back to where it met with large lupine ears. For some reason, they were less alarming and different to her than they were only a day ago.

      They seemed less like monsters and she was surprised to discover she admired their appearances. Although they had some lupine features, they also had a flexibility to their faces and mouths and the flesh at the edge of their muzzles like lips that was definitely not a feature found in most animals. They seemed less threatening and more like children of some of the more animalistic gods that she was familiar with. The lord who ruled the dead was said to have the visage of a wolf. Perhaps he looked something like the Ragoru.

      The comparison immediately eased something inside Arie as she looked over the males. They dozed around her, their sculpted bodies covered in a pelt of fur that she knew now was soft and thick, their bushy tails resting against their flanks.

      Arie found her discarded pelt and eased back against Rager. He stiffened briefly, but pulled her tight against him. Ensconced once more in his warm embrace, his fur smelling of their mingled scents, and lulled by the double beat of his hearts—the deeper thump of a larger primary heart followed by the quieter beat of the secondary—she drifted back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Rager could not still his mind. Warol was turned away from them in humiliation. He knew the male was struggling when it came to Arie. No doubt his need to seek sexual relief at the sight of her pleasure shamed him. In comparison, Kyx was stretched out comfortably on his back with a gratified expression on his face. Rager, however, was shaken. He was unable to slip into rest with his emotions barraging him.

      The superiority he had felt when he’d discovered Warol’s lack of sexual control around the female now withered away in the face of his own extrusion. He scoffed silently at himself. No, he hadn’t merely extruded. Although there was no penetration, he went the entire distance and found sexual completion against her heat. True, it had begun in the depths of sleep, but once he woke and found himself grinding against her and her own pants of pleasure, he had been unable to stop. Although it would have marked him as a deviant in the eyes of their people, he raced to the edge of his climax with brutal efficiency.

      His ears still echoed with the gasps of her pleasure and her cry of completion. Just thinking of it made his cocks pulsate within him and engorge, threatening to spill free from his sheath. Rager groaned and settled back against Arie’s warmth. For the first time in years, his mind was muddled. He didn’t know what the right path was anymore. What’s more, he was embarrassed to have found his body responding to a female not of his own kind. The future felt uncertain, tinged with despair for a reason he couldn’t quite put a claw on.

      Sighing, Rager allowed sleep to claim him once more. It was a problem for another day. He would worry about it later.
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      Three days. For three long days they were trapped inside while the storm howled and raged outside the cave. The leather bound over the entrance often flapped or pulled taut with a sudden violent gust. It did little to keep out the cold, and snow found its way into the first few feet of the cave. Arie clung to the fire like a lifeline, moving only to relieve herself in the giant rounded skull of a spotted megacat set up further down in the cave system. Judging by the size of that skull, she was in no hurry to ever run into the creature. It was far more massive than even lore had accounted for.

      Arie had loathed to use it at first, embarrassed to leave her waste out where it would be seen, but Kyx insisted that it was kept in the cavern for just such emergencies since snowstorms were common in this part of the mountains. It apparently wasn’t the first time the males had gotten stuck in this cave. Even so, the stress of being cooped up together in such a small space was starting to show.

      Tempers were fraying, and the males growled and snapped as they intruded into each other’s space. Unfortunately, that happened quite often. There was barely enough room in the main part of the cave for the three of them to comfortably lie around the fire during the day. Warol seemed to suffer the most from the confinement, snarling at every perceived slight until Rager got sick of it enough to issue what she imagined was a threat with a resonant growl.

      Warol was back to pacing in a narrow space in front of the entrance, his fur standing on end with agitation. The wind had died down in the earlier hours of the morning, but the snow was still coming down too strongly for any of them to risk going outside. He bristled at a comment Kyx called out to him from where he was crouched behind her. Rager, likely sensing an imminent fight, intervened with a bark that effectively silenced the other two males. Warol went back to a more sedate pace, and Kyx huffed and leaned into her.

      To her surprise, the Ragoru took turns sitting with her. Although she had a thick fur wrapped around her to keep her warm, she inevitably ended up with one of them crouched behind her sharing his body heat. At the end of the day, however, it was Rager who slid in behind her while the other two males pushed in at either side, forming a barrier of warmth.

      Every night, it was the same routine. They ate a little of the dwindling supply of meat and settled down comfortably. No one ever instigated anything, and it was likely that everyone would have preferred to pretend that first night hadn’t happened, except it kept happening again and again. The biggest difference was that she no longer dreamed of a dashing Captain Reynolds. In his place, the Ragoru explored her in naughty ways that she would have been too embarrassed to ever admit.

      All her sexual experience was summed up in the pages of that book. Her mother had spoken to her of what went on between joined couples in the most medically precise language as possible. The books, however, gave her a glimpse of passion. That didn’t stop her imagination from conjuring up things that made her blush furiously when she thought back on it in the light of day. And every night she woke painfully aroused with Rager’s primary cock nestled between her thighs and all three males growling in the fervor of their own arousal. No one spoke of it, or even acted like it had ever happened. They did not do more than casually touch each other or her in the most platonic of ways. It was as if the night shrouded them away from reality and allowed them to enjoy small pleasures the only way they could.

      Arie sighed as she pressed into Kyx’s hard chest. Of the three, he seemed the most inclined to touch her regularly. Perhaps he needed the contact of another just as much as she did.

      “When is the snow going to let up? I don’t know how much longer we are going to last in here before tempers snap,” she said.

      Kyx chuckled at her observation.

      “Not too much longer. I wouldn’t be surprised if the snow died by nightfall. It is already slowing.”

      “That’s good” She sighed and snuggled into his fur. “I don’t think Warol is taking captivity too well.”

      He snorted. “Warol has never liked confined spaces. I suspect that is why our den is four times larger than the one I grew up in, and there were six of us rogs.”

      “You didn’t grow up together? I thought you were brothers.”

      “Not in the literal sense,” he said with a chuffing chuckle. The sound was warm, even if raspier than when it came from a human. Ragoru vocalizations were at once both strange and oddly beautiful to her. It had taken a couple days for her to be aware of their laughter for what it was just because it sounded so different from anything produced by a human.

      “Ragoru bond into triad groups of unrelated males, probably a good thing since we share a mate and sharing is a bit harder for siblings,” he admitted with a wry upturn of his mouth. “Not that there aren’t exceptions and you will find brothers in a triad, but it is rare.”

      “Hmm. I confess I am having a difficult time wrapping my mind around that one. Humans pair bond. One man to one woman.”

      Kyx drew back and looked at her with an expression she figured was somewhere between dismay and horror. “But why? Who hunts and protects the den while the young are being raised?”

      Now it was Arie’s turn to stare. “I beg your pardon?”

      “The lead always devotes himself to protecting the family. He is the most immediate present to protect the female and offspring. The rest of the triad help rear the young, but we spend much more time providing for the family. We hunt for our den and patrol our territory.”

      “Humans definitely don’t do that,” she said slowly. “Often one or both of the pair bond have duties in the community that they carry out in exchange for provisions. Sometimes one will only stay home with children when they are very young, but even then, some women will carry their small children with them as they attend to their tasks, especially if they lost their mate.”

      “That is so sad,” he said with such a look of sorrow that Arie couldn’t suppress a laugh. Humans pegged Ragoru as monsters; it was interesting to see the matter from the other perspective. She supposed that, coming from a strong family unit with three fathers, human pair-bonding would seem a bit lacking to them. Rager snorted his agreement from where he sat at the other side of the fire.

      “The skies are clear,” Warol reported as he sank down beside Rager. “We should be able to make our way out of here in the morning without any problem.”

      “Arie won’t be able to walk through all that snow. One of us will have to carry her again, at least until we come out of the mountains and the ground clears.”

      Rager turned his ears toward the male and flicked his tail in silent acknowledgment as he passed around more of the dried meat. She was gradually becoming used to their subtle body language. They didn’t often smile unless they found something truly amusing, although their brows often shifted to show signs of pleasure or happiness. Much of their emotion was relayed through body language that was still quite elusive to her.

      “I will carry her as before,” Rager said in a hushed voice.

      “It will be hard going before we reach the end of the valley,” Warol protested. “It would be more logical if we take turns.”

      The expression on his face said quite clearly that it was the last thing he wanted to do. No doubt he was perturbed they had to carry her at all. He made no secret of the fact that he wasn’t interested in escorting her through the woods, even if he participated in their illicit nocturnal activities.

      Arie bit her lip. She wanted to throw it back in his face and say that she was more than capable of walking the rest of the way. She had her pride after all, but she wasn’t stupid either. Her shoes wouldn’t be able to keep the deep snow from soaking her feet, and even with the fur wrapped around her she would soon become thoroughly sodden. That was too much like begging the gods to strike her with hypothermia.

      To her surprise, Kyx leaned forward into her field of vision and curled his lip at his brother.

      “Do not worry yourself, Warol. Rager and I can take turns carrying Arie. You don’t need to put yourself out carrying a human.”

      Warol froze and his ears turned back, and his brow fell with embarrassment.

      “I do not mind assisting,” he muttered, but Kyx only huffed out a breath in response.

      Rager sighed. “I will carry her to the mountain crossing. Kyx can carry her from there to the rock ledge point. Warol, you will carry her until we hit the big tree plateau. There we can rest for the night and get our bearings.”

      “Once we are clear of the deep snow, I am perfectly capable of walking,” Arie said.

      The lead male looked at her without a trace of mockery or derision. His brow furrowed only slightly with concern.

      “The area from the point to the plateau is hazardous and requires sure footing. Do you have skill climbing down rocky slopes?”

      “Uh, no,” she admitted, and his brow seemed to quiver with amusement.

      “Then Warol will carry you,” he stated firmly. Arie knew from his tone of voice that he would not bend even a little. It had not escaped her notice that Rager was the most intractable of the triad when he set his mind on something.

      Two muscled arms wrapped around her middle and Arie smiled and stroked her hands over Kyx’s softly furred forearms. A pair of strong hands stroked her from shoulder to elbow. Arie could have purred like a cat. There was certainly something to be said for an extra set of hands.

      “I am going outside to get a look at the conditions out there,” Warol muttered around a gravelly growl as he pushed himself to his feet and stomped toward the entrance. Arie stared after him. She would have thought he seemed jealous if it weren’t for the fact that she knew he didn’t like her.

      She didn’t take it personally since she knew that he hated humans in general, and so disliked her on principle. That he didn’t try to kill her and was no longer tormenting her was almost flattering.

      “Don’t mind him,” Rager said, glancing up. “You are not what we expected and Warol doesn’t know how to feel about it. His entire family was killed by humans and all he has known for revolutions is hatred.”

      Arie’s lips parted in surprise and she felt a swell of pity for the gruff male. No wonder he was so surly. If it were her, she didn’t think she could bear to be around a species that had slaughtered her family.

      “Don’t waste your sorrow on him either,” Rager continued, correctly reading the emotions that she was sure were flitting across her face. “Warol has been harboring hate for too long. He rests the blame of a few on all humans collectively. While the Ragoru have been wrong, we are not entirely blameless, and not all of your race deserves a share of our hatred. I believe he is just discovering this. Warol will work it out in his own mind and heart.”

      Arie observed Rager as she turned that over in her mind. Everyone in her village had been quick to suspect and blame Ragoru for everything. Any mischance was because of a Ragoru. Rumors spread like wildfire if a few hens were killed, or a goat disappeared. Anything that went missing fed the rumor mills. Suddenly, everyone was claiming to have sighted a lone Ragoru sneaking around the village barrier in the night. She’d always dismissed it as farfetched, but now she understood just how absurd such claims were.

      As far as she could tell, not one of these males was the sort to skulk around the walls of a settlement looking for easy prey or to steal human goods. With their internal sexual organs and heavy pelts, it was unlikely they would have any use for clothing. Nor, as superior hunters, did they need to steal livestock. Everything around her had been provided by their hunt. Not only in terms of food, but everything that allowed them to live comfortably, if not simply. In both caves, there had been plenty of tanned hides, tasty preserved meat, and even woven baskets for storage. By all appearances, they didn’t seem to be the brutish animals people imagined the Ragoru were.

      “We have plenty of faults,” she said as a cold blast of air signaled Warol’s return. “Truthfully, I do not blame anyone for hating us. Especially not someone who has suffered at human hands. Humanity has a tendency to be cruel even to its own species.”

      Kyx nuzzled her gently. “Don’t be sad,” he rumbled against her ear. “Who was cruel to you, Arie?”

      She swallowed and took a deep breath as she combed through her hair with her fingers. Within seconds, Kyx swatted her hand aside and began to untangle the knots with his fingers in such a gentle manner that she barely felt the pull of his claws through her curls. She folded her hands in her lap and stared down at her hands.

      “I wasn’t entirely truthful when we met,” she admitted. “I had to flee from my village. People are terrified of the Ragoru, so much so that anything bright is banned because people fear it will bring your attention to us. It fed into a superstition that anyone born with red hair is cursed by the mother. No one will suffer a redhead to live among them, and many will not give a person with my coloring the opportunity to taint the village from their contact with it. Had I stayed, there was a good chance the people would have eventually descended upon me and killed me to wash my curse from the village. The Citadel is more… clear-thinking. That is why I was traveling to find my grandmother. I can have a future there.”

      She felt Kyx still behind her as she confessed, and only then did she dare to glance at the other two males. Rager’s brow was pulled down and his ears flattened in an unheard-of show of temper, while Warol seemed at a complete loss. His face crumpled with sorrow and he slid next to her, nudging her with his muzzle as he pulled her from a protesting Kyx and enfolded her in his arms. He set his jaw against the top of her head with a deep sigh.

      “I am sorry, little one,” Warol whispered. “I swear we will protect you until you can rejoin your family. You will suffer no harm from the hands of your people or from any among ours.”

      Rager and Kyx uttered their agreements and oaths in steely voiced growls. Arie shivered, the flesh on her arms goose-pimpled at the weight of their commitment. She settled against Warol’s chest, wrapping her arms around him and allowing herself to enjoy their moment of mutual comfort. She suspected it was something they both needed.

      Before long, Kyx and Rager crowded in behind her, each stroking her, crooning comforting words and nuzzling her with affection. For the first time since her mother died, Arie felt like someone cared. Dare she say that she almost felt cherished and loved?
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      Arie’s stomach lurched as Warol skidded, loose rocks sliding under his feet. Now she knew exactly why Rager had been so concerned. One would have to be a goat or a very determined Ragoru to brave the descent.

      While they’d left the snow behind, and the forest was looming closer, the sheer rock made her heart race with fear. Three of Warol’s arms held her tight against his hard body, the fourth outstretched to aid in his balance, but it didn’t comfort her.  Especially not when the rock seemed determined to crumble from under his feet within seconds of touching down on it.

      Rager and Kyx paced at alert nearby as they practically slid down the slope. Kyx had tried to buoy her spirits when he handed her off to Warol and she got her first good look at the cliffside. He’d assured her that they made this trip many times without incident, so she had nothing to worry about.

      It hadn’t helped.

      Her stomach still managed to twist with nerves from the moment Warol began their descent.

      Then it happened—he set his foot down and the entire ledge broke free from under him. It seemed to happen in slow motion. Warol desperately tried to backpedal, and the other two males attempted to converge on them in time to save them. Even then, she knew they wouldn’t make it in time. She barely heard the concerned shouts from the other males before they were pitched over the side, Warol’s claws scraping against her as he attempted, in vain, to retain his grip as they hit the ground rolling.

      Ultimately, gravity did its job. Her clothing ripped and he roared with dismay as her body took flight and was flung far from him. It seemed like she was floating weightlessly for a moment until she hit the ground. The world continued to spin around her as her body rolled at rapid speed. Rocks bit into her skin and branches whipped past her, scratching her face and every bit of exposed skin. Her hands scrambled for purchase, to no avail.

      Arie had no idea just how long she rolled in her unchecked descent. It felt like an eternity, and yet also as if it all occurred in the space of a breath. It was only by some miracle that her hand hit a tree branch and her fingers reflexively gripped it, halting her trajectory. Her arm wrenched miserably, but Arie didn’t care. As long as she was not falling, she would endure it.

      She risked glancing down and her stomach hit her toes. The trees growing out of the slope mingled with a huge patch of thorns, and several carnivorous plants were furled amid them, their magenta fronds and giant deep purple flowers an attractive lure. She knew that beyond the enticing display was a serrated pitcher-like sack into which the plant would drag its prey once it envenomated and tightened its fronds around it. She thanked the Blessed Mother and let her head hang back against her shoulder momentarily as she was overcome with relief. Once she felt able to move, she swung her right arm up to join her left hand, gripping the branch and solidifying her grasp.

      With a painful groan, she pulled herself up until her chest rested against the trunk of the tree. Only then did she dare glance around further in attempt to get her bearings. Her eyes widened and she took in what seemed to be an endless stretch of trees. Nothing looked even remotely familiar.

      Fear skittered through her. She had no idea where she was now in relation to where she had been with the guys. Worse, she saw no sign of any of them—not even Warol. She didn’t think Rager and Kyx had been close enough to fall, so they could be out there looking for them, but she must have been flung quite far from Warol for there to be no sign of him.

      If she could maneuver along the nearest trees, there was a good chance of making it to level ground and avoiding falling into the deathtrap waiting just below her. Digging the toes of her shoes into the dirt and keeping her weight supported by her hold on the trees, Arie inched her way over the uneven ground until she was able to swing herself over and scramble up a rocky ledge.

      Once she was certain that the ground under her feet wasn’t going anywhere, she flopped gratefully onto the firm earth. There she lay for a long time, panting as she stared up at the canopy of trees. Every now and then a small flock of birds would pass from one tree to another.

      A significant part of her did not want to move. It was instinctual after being taught all her life not to move if she were lost. She could almost hear her mother lecturing her that movement hindered the efforts of those who’d be searching. Yet, she knew night was coming soon, and she did not relish the idea of sitting out in the open on the off chance that the guys might find her. That seemed to border on insane to her.

      Arie rolled to her knees and pushed herself up. She wobbled with exhaustion and looked around the forest that stretched out in front of her. One thing was certain: she couldn’t go back up. The sheer mountainside above was impassable for her. With a muttered oath, she closed her eyes and turned herself around several times to the count of twenty, upon which she stopped and raised a hand to point in the direction she would move. Chance determined she’d continue down the gentle slope proceeding from where she stood.

      She squinted at the dim light of the forest with trepidation. All it seemed to be lacking were signs declaring “beware” and “do not enter.” She could faintly make out a game trail, so her choice didn’t seem as bleak as it had seemed at first glance. It couldn’t be all bad if other living creatures habitually went in that direction. Warol was larger and may have fallen further before he managed to halt his descent. It seemed more likely than half of the scenarios she’d conjured.

      Still, it didn’t hurt to see if perhaps anyone was within shouting range.

      “Hello! Warol? Kyx? Rager? Can anyone hear me?”

      The birds fell silent at her shout, but the chirp and hum of bugs were an endless cacophony in a sea of what was otherwise silence. After several minutes the birds resumed their familiar warbling. Well, that answered that question. Arie had no doubt she would have been able to at least hear a howl if someone was close enough.

      Steeling her nerves, Arie began her gradual descent. To her dismay, despite the clear trail, it was cut narrowly through the forest which increasingly became thicker. More than once she cursed when she became caught on low growing brambles. The only thing that made it better was finding clusters of late-season blackberries growing thickly on the bushes. She grazed, eating handfuls at a time, as she passed. After all the meat she’d eaten over the last several days, her stomach was grateful for the change.

      Every so often she would stop to call out again, hoping that maybe someone would be close enough to hear her by then. Each time she felt her heart sink with disappointment, and fear slowly began to churn in her gut. She was beginning to regret leaving her small ledge when she heard a rustle in the bushes just ahead of her to the right. She paused, her skin prickling.

      “Warol? Is that you?”

      She was barely aware of the birds scattering from the trees above when she screamed. Five monstrous men closed in around her, their breath and bodies fetid, their faces coarse and inhuman from their brow to their heavy tusks. The males shouted gleefully as they dropped down around her with their net. She fell to the ground under the snare and screamed for all she was worth as she begged the gods for her Ragoru to find her.
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      Warol groaned and slowly picked himself up from the broken brush all around him. Every part of his body ached, as he would expect after falling down a mountain. He still couldn’t believe his cursed luck. They’d traversed that path numerous times, and he’d never had the ground break loose right beneath his feet. He winced as he rolled a shoulder to loosen the muscle.

      His eyes narrowed on the steep slope above him. That wouldn’t be easy to climb. They needed to get started if they wanted any chance of rejoining Rager and Kyx before nightfall.

      “Come on, human. Let’s see if we can make it back up from here,” he snarled.

      His ears perked when his demand was met with silence.

      “Human? Arie?” he called. Worry began to gnaw at him as he swung around in place, searching for any sign of his human.

      “Arie!” he shouted. “Do not play games with me, human. Answer me right now!”

      He dragged in a huge breath and began to panic. He couldn’t detect even the faintest sign of her. Warol knew she’d been ripped from his arms in their fall, but he’d assumed that they’d fall within the same area. He’d figured they would both be pretty banged up, perhaps she would have been injured, but they’d rely on his strength and be capable of going on. His assumption had clearly been wrong.

      A surge of annoyance distracted him from his worry. This was all Rager’s fault. He’d insisted on rescuing the tiny human rather than continuing their mate hunt. Bad luck had plagued them since she’d joined them. First the snowstorm, and then the fall down the mountain. And now he was suffering from unnatural and unwanted pangs of concern for her.

      A growl rumbled from his chest as he scanned the trees once more. He let out a raspy howl, calling out to his brothers, but to no avail. They had escaped being thrown off the side of the mountain and were doubtlessly still far away, picking their way down the sheer cliffs. That wasn’t going to help him find Arie. With a sinking feeling, he realized that the human would have to depend on him to find her.

      His ears twitched as a branch snapped, and he spun around in time to see a misshapen naked human dart through the brush. His hackles raised. That was not normal human behavior. Arie never went without her coverings for even a handful of minutes in view of them. He wasted no time. With a snarl he pounced, driving the full weight of his body into the bushes where it hid. The thing squealed and tried to wiggle away. He ruthlessly applied pressure through all four of his hands, effectively trapping it.

      He stared down at the hissing, viciously spitting creature. A dirty yellow mane hung down its back, and it stared at him with hate-filled colorless eyes so pale they couldn’t qualify as blue to his mind. Unlike Arie’s smooth, rounded face, its brow protruded with heavy knobs that erupted often into sharp horns before forming a steep slope to the bridge of its wide nose. The jaw was prominent, and the mouth had sharp teeth and two pairs of stained tusks. A fine pelt covered its body, and the fleshy protrusions on its chest and the crevice between its thighs told him it was female. An unusual female, however. He was certain that Arie only had two breasts.

      He curled his lip in distaste. The thing was barely human, but somehow its condition seemed to be worse than the typical human he was familiar with. It was racked with madness as it twisted in his grasp, unmindful of its potential for injury. Worse, it stunk foully. Arie often complained that she smelled bad after several days without bathing, but she still smelled sweet and earthy. This strange human-like creature stank of rot and the bodily wastes that seemed to cling to it.

      Although Warol doubted her potential to understand him, he snarled and shook her only slightly. The one positive for this strange creature was that its form and bones seemed much larger and thicker than the average human. He doubted it would break easily beneath his grip.

      “Have you seen a red-maned human female?” he demanded.

      The female beneath him ceased struggling to free herself and stared up at him with wide eyes.

      “What do you want, beast-man?” she growled, her eyes flickering warily over him. Her thick brow furrowed, and she glared at him with blatant distrust. A cunning look of crossed her face and she attempted to grip his sheath. She likely would have succeeded if he hadn’t pushed away from her at the first sign of aggressive movement toward him.

      “Oh, I know what you want,” she cooed, stroking down her three fuzzed breasts. “Beast-men come to Ehurmuvale Village seeking to bury themselves between ehurmu thighs. They trade much meat for a very good time. You wish to trade, stranger? You don’t need a red-maned female. I will service you well.”

      Warol was appalled as the creature’s meaning sank in. Some of the Ragoru traveling through the neutral territory were bartering meat for pleasure-seeking with these strange not-humans, or ehurmu, as the female called her kind. Although Warol had been raised to believe that Ragoru reserve their sexual bonding experience for their mates, he knew that many males sought sexual relief through other avenues. Some triads were as intimately involved with each other as they were with their female once they found her. Some were content without a female, preferring their own company among their triad. These were all acceptable to him, but bartering for sexual release sat ill with him for a reason he didn’t fully comprehend.

      His ill feelings were confirmed when the coy look on the female’s face shifted to one of anger.

      “What? I am not good enough for a beast-man? You want the deformed, smooth-faced, furless female with the red mane?” she spat in disgust at his feet.

      Excitement thrilled his nerves and his fur raised with awareness. “You know of whom I speak then.”

      “Yes, yes, I know her,” she said sourly. “As I was coming out to gather berries and roots, some of the males saw her from a distance and were talking of her and making a strategy of how to capture her. They say ehurmu women are all dried up and used too much for slaking the lust of beast-men. They want to breed with the ugly one with the red mane and keep her for themselves.”

      “I thought humans mated in pair bonds,” he said.

      The female snorted and rolled her eyes. “I don’t know of what you speak. Ehurmu is all that is, and we live in our valley safe from the death all around. Our men sometimes mate only one to a woman, sometimes more. There are no rules.” She thumped her chest with a proud smile. “I was once a highly desirable female. All men wished to have me as their mate.”

      Her face fell, pulled down with an angry scowl. “I traded my cunt for good meat for my people when we hungered, and males no longer consider me since they’ve seen the red-maned one. Now a beast-man doesn’t want me either. Everyone wants the red-maned soft female.”

      Warol flattened his ears warily. He wanted nothing more than to be far away from the maddened female. She had a certain light to her eyes that unnerved him. It was his curse to be without any other aid. He needed this female to show him to the village. He could threaten her, but he doubted it would do much good, so he tried another tack.

      “If I remove the red-maned female from the ehurmu, it would benefit you greatly,” he said in an exaggerated show of thought. The female paused and regarded him shrewdly, the feverish light in her eyes intensifying.

      “Yes,” she said with a shrill laugh. “Yes, come on then. I will show you the way to the village and you will take the ugly one far, far away.”

      She turned and raced through the trees, pausing only briefly to shout, “Come, beast-man.”

      He loped after her with a savage grin of triumph.
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      At some point, as she was dragged through the forest, she hit her head on a stone and lost consciousness. When she awoke, Arie couldn’t help but wish for that blessed darkness once more. She was lying on a pile of furs that reeked as if they were stripped from the animal and dried without utilizing any sort of tanning methods. They were stiff rather than supple, and smelled of decay instead of the warm, earthy scent of leather.

      Arie didn’t think anything could be worse than the smell until she opened her eyes.

      Five large men were crouched around her, talking among themselves in low voices. It was clearly English, although accented, and seemed to have unfamiliar words added to it in a sort of local dialect she had never heard before. Arie immediately attempted to push away from her captors. She discovered that she was unable to back away when she came up against a wall.

      Her mouth dropped open as her eyes scanned over her surroundings. What little she could see in the dim light, anyway. There was a small fire built up in the center of what appeared to be a rough shack made of logs and woven vines. It didn’t look stable, much less defensive against the elements. She couldn’t imagine how they managed during the colder months of winter. The wall behind her creaked, and she frozen in horror as the men stilled.

      The biggest member of the group stood and faced her. Four large tusks pushed out from a heavy jaw, between which thick saliva seemed to perpetually drip. Folds of flesh hung from his jowls and were prickled with coarse hair that hung in clumps down to his chest. This seemed counterbalanced by his heavy brow that was weighed down with several thick horns varying from two to six inches long, and his nose was wide and thick.

      His entire body was larger than a normal human’s. As he stood in front of her, she got a good look at a pelt covering his body—except for his purplish-red phallus, which jutted out toward her and seeped a thick precum as he looked at her. Arie jerked her eyes away from his member, not wanting to unintentionally signal anything that could be misconstrued as interest.

      Almost immediately, she understood whom she faced. The mutated feral men. She’d often scoffed at the rumors, thinking them nothing more than tales to scare children. Be good or the feral men will get you. Bile rose in her throat as he moved closer, a grin hitching the corners of his lips.

      “You are lucky, woman. You will have a big honor. You will be our mate. We will keep you safe,” he said, his grin slowly widening as his eyes roamed possessively over her. “Timel,” he said, gesturing to one of the other males standing a short distance away, “has seen the presence of a smooth-faced male near here. He has many weapons.”

      He paused as if to think for a moment, one coarse hand raking through his beard. “We do not recognize him. You are both different from the ehurmuvale. But he comes and you come. We think this is not a coincidence. Maybe he looks for you?” His eyes narrowed on her with interest. “He won’t find you. You belong to our family now. You should thank us,” he said expectantly.

      Even if she wanted to, Arie couldn’t force out the words he wanted.  Her tongue felt thick and uncooperative in her mouth. Finally, she managed to force out a few intelligible words.

      “What exactly are your plans for me?”

      He grunted as if interpreting her question as a sign of acceptance.

      “You will cook, tend to our needs, and breed. Your duties to our family are simple.” He looked over her with a leisurely critical eye. “We hope that our offspring resemble the ehurmu rather than your kind. We enjoy your softness, but we want our children to be strong ehurmu.”

      “Perhaps it might be wiser to find an ehurmu woman, just so you can be certain?” she put in cautiously.

      The man barked out a rough laugh, which was joined by the laughter of the other men. He shook his head at her and made an unfamiliar gesture looping two of his fingers. The other men seemed to find it funny, and their laughter broke out again uproariously, no doubt at her expense.

      “We do not want wanku women. They allow beast-men to rut them. They have their uses for our village. They bring in much meat in their trade with the beast-men, but we don’t want to breed children on them,” he said with a disgusted curl of his lip. “Sometime the beast-men like to slip their own offspring inside. No ehurmu man would want to raise a beast-child.”

      The other men muttered their agreement and shifted on their feet. was horrified to see that each was in some stage of arousal. Were they planning on taking her together? Nausea roiled through her. What had been sexy as hell in her fantasies with her Ragoru was now unsettling with the feral men, despite them being inarguably of closer relation to humanity.

      Arie flinched as one dirty hand stretched out to her, the greasy fingertips sliding against her jaw as he rumbled with pleasure. He turned his head, never once releasing her, and barked at the other men in the shack.

      “Get out and go some distance away. I want complete privacy with our mate,” he demanded.

      There was some grumbling, but the others removed themselves. Her anxiety spiked as she realized they were completely alone. She wasn’t so inexperienced that she didn’t know what was coming next. She pulled her legs up close to her body, attempting to put some kind of barrier between them as her hands scrambled along the earthen floor beneath her.

      He slowly crouched down in front of her, his sour breath mingling with the putrid odor coming from his fur. How was it that the Ragoru always smelled of sunshine, grass, and musk, and yet the man in front of her with far less fur possessed a distinct scent of sweat, grime, rotten meat, and urine? Her skin crawled as he pushed himself forward, bringing his body against her knees.

      His hand left her face long enough to join his other hand at her knees as he leaned forward and attempted to force her legs apart. She dragged an arm behind her desperately, finding a small pile of scattered leaves. Her breath hitched as her fingers curled around what felt like a large bone, just as he pried her legs apart and pushed himself bodily against her until they were lined up pelvis to chest.

      One large hand palmed a breast. “Only two,” he muttered, “but that is okay. Two is enough.” A lecherous smile twisted his lips as he bent his head to examine the buttons of her dress with the intent of freeing the breast beneath his hand.

      With a panicked cry, she jerked her arm around, swinging the legbone in her hand with all her might. The crack of its contact with his skull was satisfying. He raised his head and blinked at her before slumping over. Arie whimpered as she wiggled out from underneath him, groaning under the unyielding weight of his body. It was only by luck, a lot of wiggling, and forcibly shoving against his unconscious form that she was finally able to get out from beneath him.

      Once she was free, Arie didn’t waste any time. With the bone gripped tightly in her hand, she pushed aside the greasy hide that served as a door and bolted out the opening. She knew she was probably leaping from one dangerous situation into another, but she refused to linger even a single minute longer than necessary. She didn’t want to still be there when he woke up, or when his friends came back looking for their turn. She rounded a corner of vegetation before nearly falling into a huge outdoor firepit.

      The pit was banked, so other than getting a bit sooty from the ash as she scrambled upright once more, no harm was done. Arie was far more concerned by the many females who halted in their activity and turned to look at her. One of the smaller women—with three breasts Arie noted in shock—pointed at her and shrieked in alarm. From some distance away, she could see a number of males step out from the trees, tense with aggression. Her mouth went dry with fear as she noticed the males who’d just recently been in the shack with her scowl fiercely, and one shouted something to the rest of the males that Arie couldn’t quite make out. They immediately began to make their way toward her.

      Fear may not be useful for many things, but it gave her wings. Far spryer than she ever recalled being, Arie spun on the ball of her foot and sprinted through the small clearing of the village. The forest loomed dark and ominous all around, but she didn’t care. Anything was better than being held as a captive mate to a bunch of feral men.

      The news of what could only be a huntsman did not sit well with her either, but that was a chance she was willing to take. A huntsman was at least familiar, and she could probably talk her way around him if she was unfortunate enough to encounter him in the forest. If he was tracking her, it wasn’t for anything good. She wouldn’t put it past the council to have sent him after her to reclaim any property she had and distribute what they considered appropriate punishment.

      But first, she needed to get away from the four other lunatics who thought they could snare and mate her.

      She almost felt pity for the women until one tried to wrap her hairy arms around her. Arie shrieked and barely managed to avoid them, but in the process she collided with another that was running at her at full speed. Her breath rushed out of her lungs as her body was sent flying over the other female’s back from the strategic strike to her torso. Hitting the ground was no less jarring, and Arie lay there struggling to breathe as a scowling visage came into view. The man she’d clobbered had come to quicker than she’d anticipated and now was glaring down at her.

      Lips pulled back from his teeth in a terrible snarl, he reached down with one hand and yanked her off the ground. He held her in front of him with retribution clear in his eyes when a vicious snarl sounded just behind them. Arie looked over and saw a smug yellow-haired feral woman strut out from the trees. She jeered at the man holding Arie.

      “You, Morosh, let go of that woman. The beast-man has claim of her, and you hear him—he doesn’t share.”

      From the way his fingers bit into the skin of her arm, Arie knew the plan the other woman concocted wasn’t winning her freedom. Instead of looking frightened or willing to listen to reason regarding the imminent threat to his health, he thrust his jaw out stubbornly. The other members of his family backed away, their milky eyes turning toward the woods. Arie could just make out four yellow eyes reflecting in the dark.

      Arie’s heart picked up. Warol!

      “No, this woman is mine,” Morosh snapped. “You go lay for him, Essi. We all know you are wanku. All of the village knows you are eager to serve beast-men.”

      The picture suddenly became clear for Arie. The beast-men that the feral men spoke of were the Ragoru, and there were some of their number who were trading meat for sexual favors. She felt sick as she wondered if her guys had been among those who made such transactions. Was that how he knew the blond woman? Perhaps they’d had an arrangement before, and he had used his relationship with Essi to find Arie. It wasn’t improbable. Feral humans were quite different from those he had a grudge against. Although the thought of it made her irrationally jealous, she was grateful all the same that he was there and pressing his claim against that of the feral men.

      One of the older men a short distance away cleared his throat. “Morosh, we don’t want any harm from the beast-men. If he has prior claim to the woman and she is his mate, it takes priority over your claim. You know the rules of the ehurmuvale.”

      Men and women nodded their heads as they moved away from the site of confrontation. Essi grinned victoriously but didn’t spare her even a glance. Arie knew, without a doubt, that the woman in front of her didn’t care for her wellbeing and was only interested in asserting her influence. She didn’t even look at her when she spoke.

      “Go away, flat-face. I don’t know why the beast-man wants you, but you go to him and leave us. I don’t want you here,” she said as she finally turned her head in Arie’s direction and bared her teeth. “If it was my choice, I would kill you here, but that would make the beast-man angry,” she said.

      Arie didn’t get more than two feet when Morosh wrapped both arms around her and hauled her to his chest.

      “No! This woman belongs to my family. We will destroy the beast-man. We will not yield her!” he shouted, and his brothers came up in a half-circle behind them. They growled their own crude agreement as they lifted long spears toward the forest.

      Warol let out a piercing howl before bursting out from the trees with such speed and that he was nothing more than a blur of silver that meted out death wherever he struck. He hit the ehurmu with the full savagery of his fury and bodies were flung in his wake. They were no match for him, and though they managed to get their spears past his defenses several times, it did not slow him down.

      Arie’s blood pounded in her ears as she watched Warol’s demonstration of strength with awe. Although she knew that he was perfectly capable of such actions, that he was doing it for her sake made her blood run hot. So much so that she instantly ran to his side as he stood over the wounded men, his muzzle wrinkled up as his lips pulled back from his wicked fangs. One of his secondary eyes turned her way as if reassuring himself that she was okay, and he shuddered as he turned toward her.

      But then the unexpected happened. Blood soaking his sides from numerous wounds, his yellow eyes suddenly rolled back in his head, and he dropped to the ground in front of her. Arie let out a shout of dismay and crouched over him as she tried to gauge just how bad his injuries were. From a glance, she could tell that a number of them were older injuries likely incurred from their fall, but a strange smell coming from the spots where the spears pierced his hide concerned her.

      The ehurmu whispered among themselves and crept forward. The elderly male who had attempted to reason with Morosh, who smelled better and was more groomed compared to the younger members of his village, crouched down beside her and frowned as he looked over Warol.

      “You should give him up for dead,” he said. “Our spears are dipped in vorok poison from the frogs that share these parts of the forest with us. He will be very sick and is likely to die. Few of our men survive one accidental piercing with the poison. The beast-man endured several. It is not good.”

      Her heart sank but she clenched her jaw. “I won’t give up on him.”

      “Arie?” a weak voice whispered from beneath her. She glanced down and met Warol’s weak gaze. “Please don’t leave me to die alone.”

      Arie swallowed back her tears. “You aren’t going to die. You are a horribly stubborn, foul tempered Ragoru. You will be just fine.”

      Brush from the trees broke in a crash, and all around her the ehurmu began to shriek and dart into their shacks. Even the elderly man moved away and, with a final lingering look of sympathy, retreated into his own dwelling.

      Arie felt their presence as they collected behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, she met the worried amber gaze of Kyx as Rager surveyed the village with cool regard for any sign of dissent. His dark fur was bristled with such aggression that Arie doubted anyone would be so foolish as to step out and confront him. She ran her fingers against his leg, drawing the attention of his primary eyes while his secondary eyes shifted continuously.

      “Rager, please! Warol has been poisoned. We need to get him out of here, to some shelter where I can attempt to heal him,” she said.

      His gaze trailed over to Warol, and he grimaced as the other male watched him with unfocused eyes from where he lay. Rager shook his head.

      “See what all your antics bring about?” he grumbled as he pulled the other male up over his shoulder. “Kyx, see to Arie,” he said.

      The red Ragoru grinned at her with a sweet lopsided smile and opened all four of his arms to her. She rushed into his arms with a sob of relief. She clung to him as his arms closed around her, bringing an undeniable safety. Tucked high against his chest, her face buried in the scruff at his throat, she allowed herself to find sanctuary in his embrace as he followed after Rager at his customary high speed.
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      Rager scowled as he looked over Warol lying on the mound of furs that Kyx had hastily piled. The male was a mess. He was in such poor condition that it was a stroke of good fortune that Rager had recognized the area. Arie had needed someplace safe to attempt to tend to the ugly wounds if she had any hope of saving him, if the gods were merciful. As close as it was, it had still taken them some time to arrive at the hollow they had painstakingly dug out many revolutions ago.

      He cursed Warol for not delaying his attack until they could join him. As soon as he’d caught scent of him, Rager had bellowed a greeting that was almost instantly returned. He’d felt a moment of relief, but that was replaced with concern when another call echoed to him that he was tracking their female. Arie hadn’t been with him. Warol, as was typical for him, had ignored his order to wait for them. Foolish male. Rager shook his head, sending his dark braids whipping around him. The male never had the patience to wait for anything, even when it was in their best interest.

      And this was now the result of his folly.

      Warol panted in his feverish state, shifting on the furs in agony. The stench of poison was so strong that Rager wrinkled his muzzle. He didn’t want his brother to die. Ragoru didn’t deal in poison and had no natural defenses against it, but they had become familiar after a number of their kind turned up dead from a huntsman utilizing it. He’d never heard of one surviving such a heavy dosage.

      From the stubborn set of Arie’s jaw and the narrowed focus of her eyes as she scrutinized their fallen brother, it was obvious she had no intention of allowing that to happen. Rager knew she would do anything in her power to save Warol, and he had stepped back to give her the necessary space to see to his second.

      As soon as he’d laid Warol on a pile of furs, she had summoned Kyx to bring her the sack he carried around for her, a bowl of water, and clean strips of leather. Rager had never once seen her remove anything from the bag, but now she pulled several containers out and set them by her knees. Most appeared to be filled with plant material. One, however, appeared to be filled with a dark dust. She caught him watching and a tired little smile pulled up at the corners of her mouth.

      “None of this will hurt him. I really don’t know with any certainty what I need,” she said, her brow furrowing. “I have never treated wounds inflicted by a weapon coated with a poisonous compound, but I am going to try to make a poultice I have used on snake bites. I am hoping that, between the medicine and his immune system, it will give him a chance to recover.”

      Rager understood what she did not say. She wouldn’t give up on Warol, but there was a good chance the male would not recover. Sorrow weighed on his chest, but he choked back a keening sound of despair. He would not sing Warol to the ancestors until it was time, and not a second earlier. He clung to any spark of hope that he would be well again.

      Kyx crouched beside Arie, his ears drooped slightly, and his two sets of eyes looked over the injured male with worry. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Arie nodded. “He might thrash in his state of delirium as I attempt to clean his wounds and bind the poultice over them. If you can hold him still, that would be helpful.”

      The male nodded and shifted himself until he was crouched over Warol’s head. He braced one set of hands on the male’s chest, and the other pair on his shoulders. Rager snorted. He doubted that would do much good if the male attempted to jerk away. Warol outweighed Kyx by a considerable amount.

      Sure enough, the moment she wetted a strip of leather and applied it to a ragged wound on his belly, Warol jerked up and raked his claws across her forearm. Arie yelped and flung herself back while Rager jumped forward to restrain his brother’s wrists. He turned his head and met her gaze to ascertain if she was okay. Tears filled her eyes as she let out a hiss of pain, but she blinked them away.

      “I’m all right,” she whispered as she fetched the leather again.

      Rager sat on Warol’s legs and braced his knees to either side of his thighs, squeezing with just enough pressure to immobilize his legs. Rager then leaned forward to further restrain his brother’s arms. He looked over at Arie and nodded. This would have to do. Arie sucked her rosy lip between her teeth and returned his nod as she slipped forward and once again applied the wet leather.

      Warol whimpered and roared viciously, but Arie was merciful in her quick, thorough work. Before long, the wounds were bound with charcoal and strong-smelling herbs, and his brother rested despite the occasional writhe of pain over his features, or the way he twisted on the furs. There was little they could do but keep him cool, change his bandages, and wait for his fever to break.

      It was mostly due to his despair that he left the cave to hunt for fresh game. Like all their caves, it had been stocked well over the summer with dried meat, so they would not have gone hungry any time soon. Rager just couldn’t bear to be so helpless. Hunting was a necessary distraction for him while Kyx patrolled the area around the burrow, keeping watch for any sign of danger.

      When he returned with three fat rabbits, he found that Arie hadn’t moved from Warol’s side the entire time he’d been gone. She continued to wet the extra strips of leather she kept at her side and apply them to his brow and chest. She looked up at him and greeted him with an exhausted smile that brought an unfamiliar warmth to his chest.

      Kyx, who’d apparently arrived before him, happily relieved Rager of his burden and inspected the game with a pleased expression.

      “I’ll just take care of these,” Kyx offered.

      “Kyx, don’t forget to use that spare skull you found and cleaned out for me. Put some of the meat you cook for me into the water once you get it boiling. It should make a decent broth so Warol will get his necessary nutrients,” Arie said without looking up from her task.

      “I have a shell full of boiling water ready for you, as you asked,” the other male responded as he set a turtle shell beside Arie. The female smiled with gratitude and removed another pouch from her bag.

      “Thank you, Kyx. I’m going to make a tea of ginger and meadowsweet to try to bring down his fever and help with the pain.”  She worried her bottom lip. “So far, there hasn’t been any change,” she said as she glanced up at Rager. “He’s not any better, but nor is he any worse.”

      Rager felt his chest constrict. “Are you well?” he asked, jerking his head toward the deep scratches on her forearm that she’d bound with a strip of leather.

      “I will be fine. I have certainly cut myself worse.”

      He glanced around, unsure of what to do with himself. This little human was becoming a part of their lives—more than just a female that they were temporarily escorting. Knowing that their appearance had unnerved her, he tucked his lower set of arms behind his back and tried not to look at her directly in a desperate bid to put her at ease.  Humans were so different from Ragoru; Rager wasn’t sure what it would take to make her feel comfortable with him so near. Maybe if he looked more human? He closed his peripheral eyes as he settled next to her, slightly off-balance with his lower arms still clasped behind him.

      Arie glanced over at him with a perplexed expression etched over her features. “What are you doing?”

      “I am trying to make you feel comfortable with me,” he said, humiliation burning through his stomach. He suddenly felt foolish. That embarrassment increased when her throaty laughter surrounded him. He opened his peripheral eyes and glared at her. She held up a hand in protest.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh. But I am not sure I understand how that would make me feel more comfortable when you look so completely uncomfortable,” she said with a giggle as she measured out bits of plant material into the hot water. Even Kyx joined in the laughter where he spitted a rabbit over the fire.

      Rager growled at the smaller male, but Kyx’s brow shifted with unrepentant amusement.

      “I know humans are afraid of Ragoru. You are afraid of us,” he stated bluntly.

      Arie’s laughter died away and she looked at him with serious consideration. She pulled a deep breath into her lungs and pinched her lips together before speaking.

      “You are correct that humans are afraid of Ragoru, and yes, I was afraid of you. You are another species, and one that is not only larger than me, but also an apex predator. I would be stupid to not be a little afraid.”

      Bitterness twisted in his gut to the point where he could almost taste bile as he focused his glare on the fire. He startled when she placed a hand on his forearm.

      “The keyword there is was. Over the last few days with you, I’m no longer afraid around you. I may be startled, or confused at times, but it isn’t fear. It’s the oddest thing,” she observed with a wry twist of her lips. “I know you are capable of killing me with little trouble, but I am also pretty certain you wouldn’t do that. You’ve had plenty of opportunities, and I realized that, since the moment you offered to escort me, you have not only protected me and kept me warm and fed but came for me when we were separated. That is more kindness than I’ve received from a human.”

      He looked at her with disbelief and gestured to himself.

      “You don’t find my appearance unsettling.”

      Her smile blossomed into a wide grin. “Not at all. I always did think that the gods, many of whom have a form unlike humans, were magnificent and regal. I doubt I would have been able to participate at all in our late-night activities if I’d ever truly been that uncomfortable with you,” she said.

      Rager froze. Never had they spoken of what happened when they woke to the smell of her arousal. The sweet musk had been irresistible to him, and clearly to the other members of his triad. None of them dared to mention it. His tail shifted over his lap as he suddenly felt wary. What purpose did she have for bringing it up? Did she wish for them to stop?

      Although he knew it shouldn’t be something that he wanted—after all, she wasn’t of his species—he didn’t want to lose that one small pleasure. Those stolen touches in the latest hours of night were the only bit of happiness in his life. As the days passed, he feared going back to living without that comfort.

      But Arie said nothing further on the matter. She’d returned her attention to her ministrations and tipped a bit of the medicinal tea into Warol’s mouth as she stroked his throat so he would reflexively swallow the concoction.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two days passed with little change in Warol’s condition. Although his fever broke on the second day, he’d been largely unresponsive. Every day Rager hunted fresh game so that Kyx could make a new batch of broth for their brother, and every day she painstakingly dripped it down his throat. At night, they huddled close to the male to provide warmth and comfort as he healed. Not once did they awaken to the sexual heat they’d experienced in the days before. They all felt lost with Warol asleep.

      For the most part, they took turns caring for Warol. To Arie’s surprise, Rager took over as many duties as possible so she could rest, while Kyx seemed obsessed with the security of their location while they were so vulnerable. She would roll over and look at them from where she lay, and at times she saw such sorrow and devastation that it took her breath away. Rager’s eyes would mostly close, and his regal ears drooped to the side. Even his tail lay motionless beside him as he crouched over his friend. Knowing that he’d be embarrassed to be caught grieving, she always discreetly turned her back to them again before he caught her watching.

      She brushed down the soft fur of Warol’s forehead and sighed. He’d lost weight. She hated seeing such a vibrant powerful male almost wasting away before her eyes. She no longer had to help him swallow, which was a positive sign, but she wished he would open his yellow eyes and glare at her again.

      “Come on,” she whispered as she gave him more tea to help manage his pain. When she’d changed his bandages, she’d marveled at how fast he was healing. The wounds were already sealed up, but still looked raw. “You know you want to yell at me for not holding tighter to you when we fell. For not staying where you could find me. For being another stupid human.”

      “You… are… not…” a rough voice whispered laboriously.

      She looked down at his face as all four of his yellow eyes opened. He managed a small, lopsided smile for her benefit before groaning. She cried, tears running down her face, and laughed at the same time as she pulled him against her chest. Although he grunted with pain, one of his arms wrapped around her middle and clung to her as he burrowed his face into the crook of her neck.

      “You’re okay,” she choked out in relief. “You’re awake!”

      She shifted away from him, and his arm reluctantly slipped off her as she stood and paced toward the entrance where she knew the males were attempting to sun themselves and rest. They’d agreed just the previous day that they needed to take advantage of the days with good weather to maintain their own health.

      “Rager! Kyx! Warol is awake!” she yelled.

      Both males darted up from where they were stretched out over the grass-covered rocks. She stepped back to give them space as they barreled inside, rushing to crouch over their brother. She didn’t catch the softly spoken words, but the affection in their embraces spoke volumes to her. Her heart warmed, but then a sadness descended over her. She knew what she had to do. Once they had settled in companionable silence around Warol, Arie cleared her throat. It was as good a time as any to share information with them.

      “Warol is going to need a few days to recuperate, but you need to make for a safer place away from this part of the forest for him to finish healing.” She took a deep breath. “I think it would be best if we separate.”

      The brows on all three males dropped into a near identical scowl as she continued, “It is not because I want to, or anything. It’s …” she dropped off helplessly, uncertain of how to tell them.

      “It’s… what…?” Warol rasped.

      She looked at each of them solemnly and steeled her nerves. “The ehurmu—the feral men who had me—said they saw a huntsman in this area. I think the village sent him after me. I know what they do to your kind and I can’t let any of you risk yourselves by being found with me.” She twisted a length of red hair in her fingers. “Now that Warol is awake, I should probably leave tonight.”

      Silence followed her announcement. They did not look relieved at her decision; in fact, it seemed like the complete opposite. Their ears flattened with anger, and their eyes narrowed.

      “Over my… dead… and rotting… corpse…” Warol ground out as he heaved in belabored breaths. She scrambled to his side as he attempted to push himself off the furs.

      “What are you doing? Don’t do that. You are still injured,” she said as she pushed against his shoulders. Neither Rager nor Kyx moved to help her. They glared sullenly at her from either side of the male. She yelped as all four of Warol’s arms snapped around her and pinned her against him.

      “You… will stay…” he demanded, his yellow eyes sparkling like baleful fires. He glanced up angrily at Rager, looking for the lead’s support. Rager’s icy eyes narrowed on her and he nodded.

      “Warol is right. You will not leave us and place greater risk on yourself. By this time, the huntsman will have noticed we are traveling together and might try to harm you to get our attention. We won’t risk you either.”

      “But…” Arie protested.

      Rager turned away from her, effectively dismissing her as he drew himself around the injured male.

      “Discussion time on that is over,” Kyx replied as he settled once more against Warol. “You are stuck with us, human.”

      She wanted to be angry, but instead she found herself smiling. At length, she settled at his side and curled into the males. One of Warol’s arms immediately sought her out, and she stroked his fur until he drifted back to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Rager and Kyx stepped up security that same day. Both males now took shifts so that one of them was always out patrolling. Kyx often took the day shift while Rager protected the burrow, and then later went out all night. It didn’t take long for Arie to miss having all three males at her side. Warol was the only one who remained with her, and that was not entirely by his choice.

      They had spent almost a solid week in the burrow, and as the days passed Warol was getting more and more testy. Kyx had found signs of the huntsman three times in the last few days, but still far enough away that no one was terribly concerned—yet. All the same, Warol chafed at being stuck indoors when he wanted to patrol, and perhaps have a chance to get the jump on the huntsman before he found them. He was spending more time on his feet, but he was still shaky.

      “I am tired of doing nothing,” Warol said again, for perhaps the tenth time since they’d woken. “I hate being confined inside like a newborn rog!”

      Arie looked up at him, smiled in commiseration, and went back to stitching together the bits of hide that Kyx had helped her cut and shape the day before. She was also getting tired of spending day and night in the den. She never thought she would be one to get cabin fever, but she itched to get outside. Although the males sometimes allowed her to take a short stroll outside for fresh air, with one of them accompanying her, she had more or less been confined inside since she told them about the huntsman.

      Not that she didn’t have plenty to do. The weather would turn soon, and she knew she would need warmer clothes if they were to continue traveling. She cursed as she stabbed her finger again with one of the needles from her medical supplies. Ironically, it was the same needle she’d used to put stitches in Warol’s tough hide, so she figured it would work for the pelts as well.

      It wasn’t turning out well. She had concluded in her youth that sewing wasn’t her friend. She wasn’t more than a barely passable seamstress, which often made her mother laugh. Arie felt her lips twitch. Her mother never understood how her only child could stitch a wound without trouble but mangled a hem past repair. She gave her work a critical once-over. It might not look pretty, but if it didn’t immediately fall apart, she’d consider it a win.

      Rager opened one of his secondary eyes and looked at Warol with a huff. “If you hadn’t decided to disobey orders, maybe you wouldn’t be confined inside. You certainly are whining enough to mistake you for a rog,” he muttered.

      The male in question immediately bristled. “If I had waited for you, who knows what those males would have done to Arie. The males were making territorial claims. I made a decision to benefit our f—uh, our human,” he amended with a snap of his teeth.

      Rager closed his eyes with a snort. “So instead of waiting until we could join you, you decide to act despite there being no immediate danger to Arie and nearly got yourself killed. Excellent. Well done.”

      Warol growled but threw himself down next to her, clearly feeling sorry for himself. Arie set her sewing in her lap and ran her fingers through the fur on his back, scratching vigorously right between the shoulder blades. It was a secret spot that she’d stumbled upon and found that it sent all three of them into immediate bliss. With Warol being so cranky, it was also the best method for calming him and improving his overall mood. Another spot was at the base of the tail, which she discovered roughly ten minutes after her initial discovery when going down the length of Rager’s back. But since that also proved to be an erogenous zone, she studiously avoided it to prevent mixed signals. The way Rager had nearly jumped away had embarrassed them both.

      True to form, Warol leaned into her hand and grumbled contentedly. Rager muttered something in their own language that she guessed wasn’t complimentary. They rarely spoke what they called Ragii around her out of respect for her, so she assumed they reverted to it when they wanted to spare her ears. Warol volleyed a rough series of words that had Rager jerking up into a seated position and glaring at his brother.

      She wondered if they were about to come to blows when Kyx rushed in, breathing heavily. He collapsed beside her, his sides heaving.

      “Report,” Rager said, still obviously in a snit. He didn’t even glance at Kyx; his full attention was unwaveringly focused on Warol.

      “The huntsman isn’t moving on, Rager. He seems to be tightly circling this area. I don’t think we can delay leaving any longer without risking exposure.”

      The lead’s eyes finally shifted to the smaller red male and he sighed. “We knew this day was coming. I didn’t think we could just wait him out. Huntsmen are too persistent. I have never yet known of one giving up their prey. It is always either them or us. Well, at least Warol’s ill attention to where he was stepping was of some use. Otherwise we probably wouldn’t have known the huntsman was trailing us in time,” he said with a wolfish smile.

      Warol snarled but it shifted to a resigned chuckle. “Always a pleasure to assist.”

      Kyx snickered at her other side and looked slyly over at him. “No, we all know the real reason for your sacrifice. Arie hasn’t ceased petting your fur since we recovered you. Can’t protest against humans when you practically climb into her lap every day.”

      Rager’s deep laugh sent a spark along her nerves as he pushed up onto his feet. “Just as well. I don’t think I could stand being stuck here for one more day listening to Warol complain. We will gather our supplies and leave at nightfall.”

      “Nightfall… Isn’t that a dangerous time to travel through the woods?” Arie asked hesitantly.

      He nodded, but offered her a small, comforting smile. “It is, but less so for us than him. We will be on the move, putting distance between us while the huntsman sleeps in his shelter. It is the best time for us to travel until we are out of this particular area.”

      “Wonderful,” she muttered, not at all enthused at the idea of running around after nightfall. Not only was it more difficult to see the carnivorous plants that plagued the forest, but it was also the optimal time for predators to hunt, including the sleep-bite insect that was as large as her hand. It searched for warm-blooded mammals on which to feed. Its bite had the terrible side-effect of sending its victim into a toxic shock slumber that would last anywhere from two to five days. The good news was that, because of their size, a cautious individual on the watch for them could avoid being bitten.

      The Ragoru had far better vision than humans. She would have to trust them to watch for all the dangers.

      Kyx nudged her. “You are concerned, rya?”

      She smiled at the pet name he’d recently bestowed upon her. He was tight-lipped about the meaning of it but assured her it was a term of affection, which she readily accepted. She found it to be sweet. Arie shrugged helplessly.

      “I am, a little. I’m worried about the huntsman finding us because I slow you down, but I’m also worried about the sort of predators and insects that make the forests their home and feeding ground at night.”

      He nodded sagely. “Being out at night is not the best option, and if we had more to choose from, I’d definitely recommend we go with another idea. In fact, I wouldn’t even have to say anything, because if there was a better choice, Rager would already be on top of it,” he said with a soft laugh. “I don’t know many males who are as focused on details as he is, especially not among leads, many of whom are content to let their second and third do most of the work. But that is what makes my brother exceptional.”

      “Besides,” Kyx added cheerfully as he trailed his fingers down her back, lightly miming her scratching, “the sooner we get you to a safer location, the sooner I can take the time to find all your secrets spots.”

      Heat washed through her nether region and she flushed. She knew he didn’t mean it that way—at least she didn’t think he did—but by the gods and Mother of all, why did that strike her as so hot? He breathed in deeply and chuckled, doubtlessly noticing her unmistakable fragrance. She felt her cheeks burn even brighter.

      He was going to be the death of her with his careless flirting.

      She gave him a disapproving look and pushed to her feet. He didn’t bother to move other than to roll to his back and smile up at her with his upper arms tucked beneath his head, his belly turned toward her with a silent invitation warming his eyes. Arie was possessed with a sudden longing to run her fingers along the suede-like fur of his belly, abs, and chest. Although she often ran her fingers through the soft fur along their arms or backs, and through the long mane of hair flowing from their heads, she’d never dared to touch them there. Even when they carried her, her face and hands were often buried in the fur of their shoulders.

      Her finger itched with curiosity, but she ignored it. Instead, she smiled playfully.

      “Come, lazy. Let’s get packing.”

      Kyx looked aghast. “Lazy? Did you not see the way I nearly fell into the cave? I ran far at top speeds!”

      “And you caught your breath and were acting ornery within ten minutes,” she said with a laugh.

      His eyes sparkled with amusement. “Well, okay, that’s a fair argument,” he conceded as he sprung to his feet. Arie shook her head with silent laughter as she began to pack her bag, but was stopped short when she was hauled back against a solid warmth. He leaned forward, his breath teasing her ear as he whispered, “But never say I didn’t offer.”

      The absence of his warmth behind her was abrupt, but it did nothing to calm the rapid beating of her heart. Warol turned to look at her from the entrance, a small frown pulling his brow low, but then he turned his head slightly so that his eyes tracked Kyx’s movement through the burrow. All four gleaming orbs were narrowed on the male, but when he returned his attention to her, his face relaxed with the sort of sedate pleased expression she’d learned to recognize. Warol stepped to her side and bent to assist her with packing her bag.

      She bit her lip and smiled when he coughed and gruffly handed her bag to her. His ears lay back and his tail was flattened against his muscular thigh. Even his hands seemed to twitch. He was obviously uncomfortable, and for some reason, that made the gesture seem all the sweeter to her. Not once since he’d awoken had he reverted to complaining about her, or disdainfully calling her ‘the human.’ She imagined that if he had the ability to blush like a human, he’d be beet red.

      “Thank you, Warol,” she whispered. He was slightly hunched down to help her with her bag, so she took the opportunity to stand on her toes and brush her lips against the soft suede of his cheek. The contact was brief, but something within her took notice, and she wasn’t the only one. When she pulled back, she noticed the wide-eyed look with which he regarded her, one hand raising slowly to his face.

      “What kind of tasting was that, and what purpose does it serve?” he asked with a husky voice as a shiver ran through his body.

      Arie stifled a giggle. “I wasn’t tasting you. That is called a kiss. It is an expression of affection for many kinds of occasions and needs. I was thanking you.”

      “You thank many males this way?” he asked, a scowl darkening his features.

      “Well, no, the occasion until now has never warranted it,” she said. “I hope you did not find it too objectionable.”

      He seemed to think about it for a moment, and then shook his head, his features softening and his lips curving in their species’ version of a smile.

      “No, it was…pleasant. I would welcome such expressions.” He then paused and growled, “As long as you do not share them too freely with everyone.”

      Arie raised her eyebrows at him. “Can I share them with Kyx and Rager?”

      She didn’t plan on doing a lot of kissing. Bestowing a kiss on Warol had been an impulse. She doubted that she would have the nerve to repeat it, much less feel free to kiss the others. Warol’s brow furrowed as he appeared to consider the matter seriously.

      “Our triad shares everything. I think I would be comfortable and welcome such sharing of affection among all of us—but no one else. If any other approaches you for this kiss, I would wish that you never share it with them.”

      “I don’t anticipate that being a problem, since there is only us together out here,” she agreed.

      Warol shrugged, an expression they had picked up quickly from her in their early days together. “There are often other triads that we cross paths with, although we don’t often come into contact with each other. We prefer it that way, especially as some of the triads are less than savory. But it can happen.”

      Swallowing nervously, she asked, “Is there a chance that we will run into any?”

      He rubbed one hand through his scruff. “There is a good chance of it now that we are about to move into the North Forest. There are several Ragoru territories that border it, and they often travel through the neutral zone on their hunts. If they see a sign of us in their territory, they may come to investigate.”

      Arie wrapped her arms around herself and shuddered. She definitely didn’t want that to happen. She liked the triad she was with, but didn’t know how she would feel around other Ragoru, or how they would feel about her, a human, in turn.

      Warol stepped close to her and nuzzled her jaw as she’d seen them do among themselves many times in a gesture of comfort. Her body responded to it instantly, her muscles relaxing, allowing her to lean against him as his arms came around her. For the first time, she felt the soft suede of his pectorals against her cheek and reveled in the sensation. Two of his hands alternated as they stroked her back.

      “Do not worry, Arie. We will not allow any harm to come to you.”

      Those were the kind of words that men often threw around carelessly, but coming from Warol she felt the strength and assurance behind them. He would protect her if it became necessary. She allowed herself to find comfort in his embrace for a few minutes before pulling away so they could join Rager and Kyx.
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      They stood together at the entrance of their den watching the sun sink behind the mountains, the entire sky flaring orange and red, then finally fading into pale yellow and gray as the blanket of night settled all around them. A flock of bats, each one the size of a platter, burst out from a rocky slope to the west, their bodies blocking out the quarter moon that still hung low on the horizon. Arie shivered and wanted more than anything to retreat inside the burrow, chasing the night away with the comfort of a warm fire.

      Rager stood at the fore, his body alert and pulled up to his full height. The fur on his back and the scruff around his neck bristled, making him appear even larger. Even his tail was held out stiffly from his body. Although this had been his idea, it was apparent to her that he was not comfortable with it, just as Kyx had assured her earlier.

      Warol moved up beside Rager, his body likewise alert, every muscle tight, light against the lead’s darkness. He sniffed the air, a low growl rumbling in his throat. Both males turned their heads to the southwest and stilled. Their ears perked forward. Knowing they were listening for any sign of danger approaching, Arie was afraid to even breathe loudly. Her muscles knotted and beads of sweat trickled down her back despite the cool temperature of the night.

      In a fluid motion, the males parted from each other like water. Kyx materialized behind her and pulled her into his arms as Rager swept up behind them. Though he was still weak, Warol took the lead. The lead and second had argued about it for hours during midday. Rager didn’t think the other male was strong enough yet to protect their fore while he protected the rear, but Warol had argued that even in his weakened state, he was still meaner and tougher than Kyx. Warol had won the argument through sheer stubbornness and Rager had relented so long as the male communicated if he became tired and needed to rest.

      Leaning into Kyx’s neck, she whispered, “Why isn’t Rager leading us? Wouldn’t that make more sense than Warol leading, especially when he is still recovering?”

      She felt Kyx’s amusement more than she was able to see it from her angle.

      “Rager is the lead for our triad, but often this means that when we are traveling through dangerous areas, he takes the rear to protect us and make sure we are not attacked from where we are most vulnerable. He also ensures everyone ahead of him makes it safely rather than potentially going missing. When Warol fell with you, he was able to notice it and alert me.”

      “Is he always at the rear then when you travel?”

      “Not necessarily. When we are traveling through safe, familiar territory, we tend to do as we like. I am quicker and so will often scout ahead while Warol and Rager move at their own pace however their moods strike them.  When we are moving through more dangerous areas, they prefer to keep me between them, since they are stronger males, in case something should try to ambush us. While you are with us, however, Rager will not give up the rear position so he can keep you in sight.”

      “What happens when you find a mate? Will she be kept between you like this, then?” Arie asked. She found the whole thing fascinating, despite the sudden dip in her mood at imagining them no longer with her. “I assume any young… uh, rogs… would be, but I was wondering if that protection extended to your mate as well.”

      Kyx went silent and Arie craned her head to attempt to look up at him. Finally, at length, he spoke.

      “Ragoru females are not like you. You are soft, vulnerable, and precious. Ragoru females are dominant. She accepts a triad only if she considers them worthy of her, which is often based on the strength and characteristics of the lead. She would not permit a triad to protect her except when and how she demands it. No Ragoru female I’ve met would have the patience to travel with me between Warol and Rager. She would lead at the fore with Rager at the rear. Warol would likely trail close behind her while I would travel at a safe distance with whatever rogs are produced.”

      Arie was struck by how sad he sounded at that moment. She rubbed her cheek against his neck in an effort to cheer him.

      “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “I know I have disrupted your plans and delayed your triad in finding your female. Will you still have time after you deliver me to the Citadel?”

      An amber secondary eye turned toward her and glinted with an unidentifiable strong emotion.

      “I don’t care about that anymore,” he said. “You are far kinder and better in all ways than any female of my own kind that I’ve met. I am enjoying our time together. It is worth any sacrifice for me,” he said with solemnity that she felt her breath catch in her chest in awe.

      She ducked her face into his fur to hide her smile.

      “I’m really happy to be here with you as well,” she whispered, her eyes widening as she realized just how true that was. When her mother died, her world had turned gray and she hadn’t been able to foresee any happiness. Even when she attempted to attract the attention of Joshu, it had been born of desperation not to be left alone in the world. She hadn’t expected real happiness. Yet, despite her initial terror and a few hiccups in their time together, she discovered that she was, in fact, happy.

      Arms silently tightened around her, and unless she was imagining things, it seemed that Kyx’s step seemed a bit lighter at that moment.

      Arie glanced back at Rager. She smiled at him where he paced behind them, his head continuously moving as he scanned the landscape. His ears seemed to constantly adjust, and every few minutes he lifted his muzzle into the air. Only briefly did he still enough to meet her eyes, and his expression softened before he turned his attention away and returned to his task.

      Arie settled more comfortably into Kyx’s arms. She still felt guilty being carried around, but ignored it. It wasn’t like she could keep up on her own and she was practically night blind; the last thing they needed was for her to wander into the reach of a nocturnal predator. She’d always known that humans were a weak species when it came to natural defenses and survival, but it had never been more than a passing observation. As they traveled through the pitch-black forest, barely illuminated by patches of moonlight, a few large bioluminescent beetles, and night-blooming flowers, she was acutely aware of how vulnerable she was. Her stomach knotted and bile rose.

      She tightened her fingers in the male’s fur as a fist-sized beetle swung toward her face in its rapid flight. She felt a scream bubble in her throat but Kyx knocked it harmlessly away. Her eyes widened when the beetle halted in midair and began to wiggle its torso and legs in an attempt to free itself. She squinted, but then it shifted just enough that the luminescence of its wings bounced off the long filaments of a giant web.

      Oh, no, no…

      Kyx veered away from the web, but not before she saw a spider—with a body roughly the size of her head—descend near where they’d been standing. She watched as the spider crept along the threads of its web toward the beetle. The beetle’s wings trembled and its mandibles flipped rapidly. Arie whimpered as the light gave her a glimpse of what had sent the beetle into its frenzy: the horrific maw of an arachnid, a thing of nightmares.

      She felt the male turn his head to see what had scared her and he made a sound of disgust.

      “That is not particularly attractive, is it?” he said. “I think I could have lived without ever seeing that.”

      “I think I would rather face the huntsman.”

      Kyx’s shoulders shook with silent laughter but stilled when a heavy body rammed into them, sending them veering to the side just as a whip-like frond extended out just short of snaring them. Arie panted and her blood ran cold. Even Kyx had yelped when the vine had come within inches of his face, the tiny barbs attempting to hook into his fur and skin.

      Rager growled just behind them. Arie couldn’t see his black form in the dark, but she caught four flashes of blue from the eyes narrowed on them.

      “Cease your foolery, Kyx, and pay attention to where you are going,” the lead grumbled.  Warol muttered a curse from up ahead and Arie heard a crash. Kyx called out an insult in Ragii in a low voice and all three males shared a quiet laugh. Arie’s recognized that one as a familiar insult thrown back and forth between them. She didn’t have an exact translation, but it was something about the male being a one-footed rog—or clumsy.

      She wondered if she would be able to understand Ragii if she spent enough time with the Ragoru. Speaking it would be a lot harder. Their language had a lot of growled consonants and strange shifting vowels that she wasn’t entirely certain her vocal cords would be able to produce accurately.

      Arie had to give Kyx credit though. After their close encounter with the carnivorous plant, his pace became a lot more cautious than his previous carefree trot. The rhythmic movement of his body would have lulled her to sleep if she weren’t so terrified. Every sound from the woods made her heart feel like it was about to burst from her chest. Even the croaks of frogs, which had always been a comforting sound as a child, seemed threatening in the deep gloom. There was no way she was going to be able to fall asleep.

      Three times they stopped in small clearings. She couldn’t see Warol, but she tracked his position by the yellow glow of his eyes and demanded that Kyx take her over to him and set her down. With a healer’s efficiency, she ran her hands over his chest and shoulders to check his condition and found him near shaking with exhaustion. She turned toward the blue illumination that marked Rager’s position.

      “We need to stop soon. Warol is clearly exhausted, and even Kyx is starting to tremble with the exertion of carrying me so far.”

      The eyes blinked at her, but she couldn’t tell if he gestured any sort of agreement or not. Instead, they shifted as if he were looking around and getting his bearings.

      “Another stretch and we will arrive at a den suitable for resting in for a few days while Warol finishes recovering.” His eyes shifted over to Warol. “Will you make it, brother?”

      “Yes,” Warol rasped. “I am tired, but I can go on a little further.”

      Arie thought he was more than a little tired, but also knew he was too proud to ask for a longer rest. She also knew him well enough by now to know that if she attempted to force the issue, he would resent it.

      “It really isn’t a good idea,” she said.

      “I’m fine, Arie,” he soothed, his muzzle brushing her cheekbone. His fur was damp with sweat, but when she sat her hand on his chest his primary and secondary hearts did not feel as if they were beating with overexertion. She decided to trust his judgment. As if to prove his point, one of his large hands shot out. She heard a crunch, and he brought his hand between them. Fingers uncurled to reveal the mangled pure white corpse of the sleep-bite-insect. A single black stripe bisected its abdomen. He dropped it and brushed off his hand.

      If Arie could have willed herself to either pass out or throw up right then and there, she probably would have. Anything to settle the sudden fear-riddled churn of her gut. He leaned so close to her that she could almost make out the corners of his mouth twitching up.

      “No matter how tired I am, I am never so tired that I can’t face a little physical exertion.”

      His husky voice caressed her, and warmth sprung up inside of her from a hidden well.  Heat stained her cheeks. Just that quickly, the insect was forgotten, and her focus shifted to him, her nerves singing and on edge with some sort of unknown erotic anticipation.

      Had Arie been anything like some of the women in her village, she would have had a perfect reply ready. But she was not like them. She was not bold, or flirtatious. But she doubted any of the women she knew would have had the nerve to flirt with Warol, if that was even what he was doing.

      Although she’d become more adept at reading the Ragoru, she didn’t assume they flirted and played games like humans did. Their social relationships were, for the most part, straightforward. To a degree, she found that disconcerting despite her preference for honesty in matters of courtship and friendship.

      She grimaced. Joshu was a glaring example of her failure in both areas of her life. He was a human raised with the same social cues and standards as her, but still she hadn’t anticipated how he would turn his back on her. Never mind her failed attempts to flirt with him. That was embarrassing enough. The last thing she wanted was to compound her embarrassment by assuming that Warol had meant something more than the obvious.

      She was able to avoid dealing with the case of Warol’s questionable flirting when Kyx hauled her into his arms once more. The males spread out from their relaxed cluster to resume their positions. Branches rattled as each took off, one at a time through the trees ahead. Arie pulled her fur tighter around her as the cold air nipped at the parts of her face that she couldn’t completely bury into Kyx’s fur. Over his shoulder, she watched the gradual path of the moon as it rode through the heavens and sank once more.

      She was barely clinging to wakefulness when the sun began to ascend and peek through the trees. Arie didn’t even notice the rocky entrance to the cavern until Kyx slipped inside of it and her entire body jerked in alarm, utterly unprepared for the change in environment. Two of his hands ran down her back in soothing motions as he crooned a gentle rumbling sound to her. She relaxed once more against him, her eyes fluttering closed, only to jerk open as he laid her on a soft fur.

      Three bodies curled around her comfortingly. Their firm weight and warmth lulled her back toward slumber. The last thing she was aware of was a hand stroking down cheek and a soft rumbling voice.

      “Shh. Sleep, rya.”
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      Kyx woke with the weak sunlight streaming into the cavern and glared at Warol before kicking him in the shoulder. The loud growling sounds coming from the other male died off as Warol’s body relaxed back into deep slumber. Kyx grunted and settled his jaw once more against Arie’s hip, inhaling the sweet musk of her fragrance with pleasure. He lost track of how many days they’d been in the cave since Warol had half-limped, half-dragged himself in with the rest of the triad following behind him.

      They’d all been concerned for their brother. It was obvious that he’d pushed himself far too hard to reach the cavern. Arie had been right to be concerned, but they’d all taken him at his word that he would tell them when it became too much. Kyx was just glad that Arie had been too exhausted to notice just how bad Warol was when they arrived, else she would have pushed herself to stay up all night so she might care for him. Rager had been furious, however.

      As soon as Arie was settled into the furs, their triad lead had ordered his second to the furs beside the female. To Kyx’s surprise, Warol hadn’t argued, instead slipping around Arie when she began to toss and turn. It took the press of all three of their bodies to convince her exhaustion-addled mind to allow her body to rest. Not that she hadn’t had plenty to say when she woke and saw the pitiful condition Warol was in.

      Warol recovered, and they settled into an easy routine. They were in a cavern bordering territory familiar to Kyx. It should be, anyway. It was his family’s territory. This cavern had, in fact, been one of his retreats in his youth when he needed to get away from his parents for a day or two. Here, he’d been able to enjoy his own freedoms before he’d become of age to leave his whelping den and search for his own triad. He’d been the one to bring it to Rager’s attention when they’d been planning their route to the human Citadel. But the cavern, unused for many revolutions, lacked food or even basic supplies beyond a few aged scraps of fur.

      Kyx closed his eyes and wondered what they were doing venturing northward. They should take Arie to their own territory and be done with it. Arie would be angry, but she would have been far safer than she’d ever be in the Citadel she was trying so desperately to travel to. If she thought it was a place that would embrace her, she was mistaken. He meant to tell her on many occasions of what he knew of the Citadel, but he’d always lost his nerve, not wanting to see sadness on her lovely face.

      Only once had he been that far north. He’d been a curious male and had just gained his freedom. His mother had cautioned him not to travel north beyond the Great Forest. The Harrowed Mountains, so named for the deep escarpments on its face, was brutal even during the mildest of months. But beyond that was nothing more than rolling plains dotted by the occasional tree, or a grove clustered around a gentle glade. That was beyond Ragoru territory, and dangerous for their kind. She’d begged him to stay far away from the Citadel, but he’d been a foolish male, just barely in his adult pelt.

      He hadn’t dared get close, but it was enough to see it rising with walls of stone into the sky from where he’d crouched low on his belly on the tall grasses. The scent of livestock, grease, and fuel had stung his nose, as did the numerous human bodies dwelling together. But it wasn’t until he heard the loud crack of a weapon that kicked up dirt just feet from him that he realized his error.

      Humans had spotted him.

      It was only by luck that he was able to tuck himself into a hollowed-out apple tree and hide until he was certain that not a single human followed him further. As soon as it was safe, Kyx had run all the way across the plains until he reached the safety of the mountains. Not once since that day had he desired to return. Nor had he even given the human Citadel any thought, until Rager promised to escort the human female there.

      Ever since that day, it loomed over him like a threatening specter. That first night after Rager made his pronouncement, Kyx had argued against it. Although he’d half-joked with a suggestion that they keep her, he’d been earnest in that he would do anything to avoid taking the human to that terrible place. Not just for his sake, but for hers as well.

      Nothing good came from the Citadel, as his mother was fond of saying. Human cities bred hatred like vermin. He knew nothing good would have been there for Arie. Her bright spirit would eventually dry up and die there.

      Unable to return to sleep, Kyx sat up and met Rager’s quiet gaze. The male was completely expressionless. Kyx would have thought him asleep, except every now and then he blinked. Nothing interrupted his focus for long.

      “How long have you been awake?”

      Rager’s lips twisted with amusement, his ears relaxing as he regarded him. “Not long, but long enough to watch you kick Warol. A good thing you did, too. I was tempted to do the same and probably would not have been as gentle.”

      Kyx shifted uncomfortably as Rager continued to stare him down. Finally, Rager leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes, breaking all eye contact.

      “You said this cave borders your parents’ territory?”

      “It does.”

      “Do you think your family would offer up food to us? The hunt yesterday was slim, and I do not wish for the female to wake hungry.”

      Kyx glanced away in an attempt to hide his guilt. He should have thought to offer rather than wait for Rager’s request. He knew this side of the territory was lean. His fathers accomplished the majority of their hunt on the far eastern side of their land, where the broad-horned bison migrated through. The autumn hunts were always flush with plenty. If he hadn’t been obsessing over the dangers of the Citadel as they drew closer, he would have done better.

      “Yes, they would be happy to offer. My mind has been occupied and I didn’t think. This side of our territory never has much in the way of game, but they always bring in plenty from their hunting grounds. I can leave now and find my fathers easily before they go about their daily tasks.”

      Rager inclined his head. Interpreting that as permission, Kyx slid away from Arie, making certain to tuck the furs more carefully around her in his absence. He stilled, enraptured, as he watched the easy rise and fall of breast as she slept. His heart hammered in his chest and he slowly pulled his hand away and stood. The pale eyes of his lead observed him in silence as he made his way to the cavern entrance and dug out the flap sealing it.

      The first thing he was aware of was the sting of the cold morning air. The trees wore a white mantle of frost and his breath crystallized in the air as it escaped his body. Although his fur kept the worst of the chill out, the first touch of winter hastened him on his way. As cold as it was, he needed more provisions than what they had to keep Arie comfortable.

      Memories from his time as a rog swamped him as he traced the familiar route home. When he saw the dark silhouette of his lead father, excitement boiled up in him and let out a loud howling greeting. The male turned quickly, froze and then made his way to him with all speed, sweeping Kyx into a tight hug in his massive arms when they collided. Within minutes, his other fathers converged on him with excitement. Although graying around their chest, face, and scruff, his fathers looked as powerful as he recalled. Hands rubbed his head and ears, and muzzles nuzzled him affectionately before he was pulled bodily into the hidden entrance of the den.

      From a soft pile of furs in front of the hearth, his mother lifted her dark head, her green eyes widening in surprise before she sprung to her feet. Her mane was threaded with silver, and small lines bracketed her eyes and mouth, reminding him of how long he’d been gone—and yet it was like nothing had changed. Her single pair of pale arms drew his face down to rest against her shoulder as she hugged him close to her before pulling back to look him over.

      “Kyx, we weren’t expecting you. Where are your triad brothers? Did you find a mate yet?”

      “Emala, let our son breathe,” his lead father, Korash, said with a chuckle as he pulled his mate gently away. His brow furrowed and ears tilted forward in a puzzled fashion. “Where are your brothers and mate?”

      “Is your mate whelping?” his mother asked in a rush of excitement. His eyes widened as he realized his mother was rushing headlong into the wrong conclusions.

      “No, no, I don’t have a mate… I don’t think I do, anyway,” he said. He still felt confused on the whole mating business. He knew he wanted Arie to be their mate but hadn’t the first clue how to go about it. Females always initiated mating by formally accepting her triad of choice.

      Vordri and Mishar, his other fathers, identical in every way except their coloring, exchanged a look and chuckled.

      “Kyx, if you aren’t sure, maybe you are mating wrong,” Vordri commented wryly. “You must have watched Korash too much as a rog.”

      His lead father glared at his brothers and snorted.

      Emala rolled her eyes at her males and beamed at her son. “You have attracted the attention of a female then, and are just waiting for the choosing?”

      “Not exactly,” he said.

      Now it was his mother’s turn to look perplexed. “Kyx, I don’t understand.”

      He flattened his ears nervously. His mother had never wanted him to go anywhere near humans. She had stressed that many humans were cruel, and she didn’t want him to risk forming attachments to anyone of her species.

      “Mother, she is human,” he blurted out. “We found her alone in the woods. I want her to be my mate, but she doesn’t know the way of Ragoru mating and I don’t know how to go about approaching her.”

      His mother paled and swayed slightly on her feet in shock. With rapid reflexes, Korash and Mishar, grabbed her at the same time to steady their mate. Her mouth opened and she shook her head in denial.

      “Kyx, why? You are a fine male. There is no reason you couldn’t get a good Ragoru female.”

      “There is one reason,” he said. “My lead is darker than even Father Korash. Every female we met during the summer season rejected him on sight.”

      Emala lowered herself back unto the furs and looked at him helplessly. “Why would you align yourself to a triad such as that.? You know I love your father, but you also know—they’ve told you—how difficult it is. With your coloring you could have been accepted in some of the finest, strongest triads.”

      Kyx rubbed a hand over his face with a sigh. He’d dreaded this conversation for revolutions, ever since he joined with Warol and Rager. His mother wouldn’t understand his choice when she’d always been pleased to tell him how his fine features would help him find a comfortable life far easier than any of the other young that she bore. A look of disappointment pulled the corners of her mouth down. He looked helplessly at his fathers, but they left the matter for him to repair. They’d tried to warn him what she’d expected of him. Finally, he settled beside and wrapped all four of his arms loosely around her small frame as he leaned his forehead against hers.

      “Mother, I chose my triad because they are good males. You always said that my heart would know best, and it did. Same with Arie. I know you don’t trust other humans, and I know that is not what you wanted for me, but Mother, she is good and kind. I want her like I’ve never wanted anything else. She is far better than any Ragoru female I’ve met.”

      She drew in a shaky breath and smiled thinly at him. “I won’t pretend to understand, Kyx. What do you need, son?”

      “Our triad’s second, Warol, became injured and we have been in one of my favorite caves of my youth on the western edge of our territory. There is little game there, as you know. I need some meat to take back, more furs, and provisions so that we can rest comfortably for a few more days until we are ready to move on.”

      “And this human? Tell me of her.”

      It took longer than he liked, especially since she or one of his fathers interrupted with questions, but he told everything from the moment that they met her until their arrival there. His mother’s expression didn’t change much, but it gradually thawed and looked a bit less hostile to his relationship with the human female. But she still made it clear that she did not approve.

      “I suppose there’s nothing to be done for it now,” she said. His heart dropped and he watched her as she stood and began to gather up furs from a spare storage chest that Vordri had painstakingly crafted for her.

      “Mishar, check our food stores and bring what they’ll need. I’m going to go into the pantry and get some of the harvest I’ve prepared.”

      All three males grimaced with their mate’s back turned to them. Ragoru mostly ate meat, sometimes supplemented with fruit. None of them cared much for the foods his mother insisted on preparing. Not even Kyx could stomach it, yet he wished he’d paid better attention. Perhaps knowing such things would make it easier to woo Arie if he had a way of letting her know she could have a comfortable life with their triad. That was, of course, if Rager and Warol would accept her as such. Neither male had given him any indication that they thought of her that way, their late-night activities excluded.

      With his mother absent from the room, he turned to Korash. His father was busying himself binding up the bundle of furs for easier transportation but spared him a glance and sighed.

      “Kyx, you always managed to find trouble even as a rog. Would it have been too difficult to at least try to follow the path your mother wished for you?”

      “I thought she wanted me happy.”

      Korash set the bundle down at his feet and frowned.

      “She does want you to be happy. She suffered much among the humans before my triad found her and took her within our embrace. She didn’t want you to be trapped with anyone like those who’d abused her.”

      “You believe Mother is exceptional among humans, though, right? Would you trade her for a female Ragoru if one came to your door?”

      His father stiffened, anger hardening his face. “Of course not. Do not even insinuate that any female is better than your mother.”

      “Then do not suggest that any female is better for me than mine,” he growled. Something like recognition lit in his father’s eyes and the male let out a deep breath and laughed.

      “You are right, Kyx. None of us can judge.”

      “You found Mother abused and cast aside, and I tell you that Arie suffered similarly. Perhaps not the same hardships, but those would have soon come if we hadn’t found her. Knowing her as I do now, I wouldn’t surrender her for anything.”

      “You really feel so strongly?” his mother’s soft voice came to him from the other side of the room.

      He turned and saw her standing at the entrance to the pantry, her knuckles white where she gripped the bag of provisions. He nodded solemnly.

      “Yes, Mother.”

      She shook her head. “You have really grown up. Very well. I withhold my judgment until I meet her.”

      “You can’t mean to leave our den,” Vordri said. “What of the rogs?”

      “Rogs? You have whelped again, Mother? Do my fathers never let you rest?”

      His mother swatted at him. “Hush. You have a brother who has aged fourteen revolutions, and a sister who has aged nine. Trust me, they are the last rogs I’m bringing into this world. I will just have to look forward to yours,” she said with a wry smile.

      “And they need you to be here with them,” Vordri said.

      “They will be just fine with Mishar. We won’t be gone long,” his mother informed her mate, her narrowed gaze uncompromising.  “I’m going to meet our son’s triad brothers and the female he is so keen on gaining for them, and that is that.”
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      Arie stared in shock at the human woman in front of her. She had no idea it was even possible for Ragoru and humans to mate and reproduce, and yet there was living proof in front of her in the form of the severe woman Kyx introduced as his mother. From the gasps of surprise from Rager and Warol, she figured they hadn’t known either. Emala had strode in wearing a dress of soft, beautifully dyed leather, her thick hair combed up into several intricate braids that fell down to her waist from her crown. Arie felt small, pale, and insignificant compared to the older woman of regal bearing.

      Emala hadn’t so much as cracked a smile when she was introduced, not even when meeting her son’s triad brothers. If anything, when she was introduced to them, she looked… not angry, but disappointed. Despite their surprise, both males had recovered quickly and treated her with respect, inclining their head and addressing her as “honored mother.”

      Although she politely greeted both males, it seemed to Arie that she wasn’t happy to meet either of them—that she had expected more. She didn’t overtly snub them, but she frowned as she was introduced to them and said little other than observing that Rager was dark as pitch. Both males had shrunk back beneath her penetrating maternal disapproval and sank into silence.

      Although clearly disheartened by Emala’s rejection, Rager and Warol’s initial surprise morphed into apathy and then irritation the longer she was there in the cave with them. This was especially the case when Arie was introduced. Kyx’s mother’s eyes landed on her with obvious hostility. Emala stiffly inclined her head when they were introduced, ignoring the hand Arie extended out of habit when meeting another human.

      Embarrassed, Arie tucked her hand beneath the fold of her skirt as critical green eyes swept over her. She knew Kyx had gone to his family for provisions but now she wished she had foreknowledge that it was going to be like this, and that she had been awake to object. If she had a choice between going hungry for a few days or this uncomfortable encounter, she would have chosen the former. Especially given the cool reception that she gave her son’s triad brothers. Arie ground her teeth together, her heart going out to them. Kyx’s mother was the only mother their triad was likely to have, since Rager and Warol’s families were deceased, and the woman couldn’t even warmly welcome them.

      Emala sniffed and narrowed her eyes at Arie. “So, you are the human my son has been spending so much time with.”

      “I don’t see any other humans around,” Arie said, immediately regretting it when the other woman’s stare turned positively glacial.

      “Yes, indeed. I will come right out and tell you that I’d have hoped that if he had to be with a human, it would have been a woman more,” she rolled her hand as if searching for a word before landing on her desired adjective, “deserving.”

      Arie froze, her face heating with anger and humiliation.

      “Mother,” Kyx growled in objection, a look of shame and horror tightening his expression. Even the males who he’d introduced as his fathers looked shocked at the vehemence coming from their mate.

      Rager and Warol rumbled low in their throats from a respectful distance away. Rager narrowed his eyes at their third.

      “Kyx.”

      The single word was very much a warning of the lead’s barely restrained temper. Arie felt a rush of warmth in her chest that they were standing up for her. She knew it couldn’t be easy on any of them, but especially not Kyx, who’d slid up to her side, his entire body nearly vibrating with tension. His fathers who’d accompanied them shifted uncertainly. They bristled a bit at the growl directed toward their mate but didn’t seem settled on how to feel about the situation they were presented with.

      “Emala!” a large male introduced as Korash protested, his golden eyes widening at his mate. His size was near that of Rager, but unlike the latter male, Kyx’s father had white suede down his belly. Both of his ears were also white as were his hocks and paws, even his fingers on all four hands were tipped with white. His ears were flattened with discomfort, and he looked just as taken aback as his son.

      “And what would you consider more deserving?” Arie asked, ignoring her internal voice that screamed for her to be silent.

      Emala’s lips twisted into a cool smile. “Let’s just say… not you.”

      Arie felt her face further flood with heat and she pushed aside Kyx’s attempt to restrain her as she stepped up to the other woman. She’d spent her entire life listening to people talk about her as if she were nothing, and she’d be damned if she was going to listen to it from a woman she just met.

      “Emala, respectfully, I would ask what you find so objectionable about me, but allow me to just as honest with you when I say that frankly I do not care. I have done no harm to you or your son. He offered me friendship when I had no one in the world just hours after I’d been driven from my home. This was just days after my mother’s releasing to the next world. I am thankful to Kyx and consider all three of them a gift from the gods in my time of need, but I do not require your approval to lead a satisfying life. I have spent my life hiding away, afraid, letting people treat me as if I was nothing better than dirt beneath their shoe. I allowed it then, but I will not accept it anymore. Especially not from a person who knows nothing about me.”

      Arie stepped back away from Emala and turned away, seeking comfort in Warol’s arms as he stepped up to encompass her in his embrace. His body was stiff as he glared at the older female. She knew he looked aggressive and unapproachable to anyone who didn’t know him, but all Arie saw in him was a refuge. She thought she might have seen a flash of regret in Emala’s eyes, but she buried her face in Warol’s fur and shut out Kyx’s family.

      She recognized that she never even had a chance.

      She leaned her weight into Warol’s body, wishing that she could disappear when she felt the male stiffen moments before a small hand touched her shoulder.

      “Do not,” Warol growled in warning to the offender.

      Arie turned and found herself face to face with Emala. The hand gently squeezed, and Emala’s lips tilted up in a small, uncertain smile, breaking the chilly façade. Arie glanced down at the hand, her impulse to push it away. Rager and Warol must have seen something of what Arie was feeling because suddenly they were pushing their large bodies between them, their eyes narrowed with anger.

      Hand dropping away, Kyx’s mother retreated and looked away with an air of guilt mingling with sorrow. Arie wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Emala had made her feelings quite clear. Arie couldn’t imagine what the problem was now.

      “Emala, this is not at all like you,” a golden male, Vordri, said quietly, his yellow eyes darting between his mate and the males standing protectively in front of Arie. She was only able to see the exchange due to a gap between Warol and Rager’s bodies. Kyx settled once more at her side and she felt his muzzle dip against her neck in a show of solidarity. Emala’s eyes widened, and to Arie’s surprise the other woman’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. A long moment passed before the older woman took a deep breath and spoke, a small tremor in her voice.

      “You are right, Vordri. My apologies—to all of you. I did not come here intending for this. None of you deserved my reaction. Arie, I came here determined to meet you against the wishes of my mates, and I didn’t even attempt to give you a chance. I am… ashamed. That is not the sort of person I ever expected myself to be, not after all I suffered at the hands of my own family. Kyx brought you to me as if you were a member of his family and I lost sight of that in my need to protect my son. Please, forgive me.”

      Arie searched the other woman’s face and saw nothing but genuine remorse. She relaxed little by little, but her guard remained up. Still, she felt inclined to attempt to rectify things with the other woman.

      “I would like to try to start again,” Arie offered.

      Emala smile and approached, ignoring the males’ wary grumbles. “It seems we should do just that. Maybe then Kyx will stop standing over there looking like I’m about to take his favorite treat away.”

      Arie glanced over and found that he indeed looked anxious as he watched them from where he stood with his triad brothers. Not wanting him to worry she smiled at him.

      Emala took her hand and glanced at Rager’s unforgiving expression. She hesitated and spoke directly to him.

      “I have overstepped with your triad, your family. Although Kyx is my son, I have been with my own triad long enough to know how things work.” She glanced at her mates “I knew the time would come when I would have to turn his care over to his own family, and as my mates’ expressions are reminding me now, I grievously overstepped those bounds. I would like to repair this meeting by explaining why I reacted the way I did, if you would permit me.”

      Rager’s expression remained stony but Arie saw his eyes soften as he inclined his head for the woman to continue. He stepped back so that Emala could draw her forward and urge her to sit on a thick pad of furs that Vordri had placed near the back of the cave.

      “I must admit I was taken by surprise by your presence. I didn’t realize that humans and Ragoru were compatible,” Arie said.

      “It is something, isn’t it?” the older woman said with a broad smile. “No one in the Citadel or the close-minded people of the villages would want such information to get out, but it is not only possible but happens often. Why do you think our planet was chosen for the Ragoru? The human race was on the decline and the Ragoru needed a new home. Being compatible made our planet the logical consideration for the Feriknikal.”

      Arie’s mouth dropped open. “So this has happened from the start? Why doesn’t anyone know about it? Why didn’t Warol and Rager know? They were just as surprised as me to see you.”

      Arie saw the males in question creep closer with interest.

      “Oh, yes. It was planned that way. The Feriknikal made the first matches when they arrived. Unfortunately, there were prejudices on both sides and many among both humans and the Ragoru were not keen on mixing our peoples.”

      “How do you even know all this?” Arie asked in awe.

      “Because, dear, my great-great-great grandmother’s sister Viki was among the women selected to be mated to a Ragoru triad. My direct family line always had a good relationship with our Ragoru kin until a huntsman swept through and killed them all during my mother’s generation. My mother was to mate a triad at that time and watched not only her kin slaughtered, but her own males killed in front of her eyes before the huntsmen hauled her away to Old Wayfairer Citadel.”

      Emala’s smile dropped away. “This is why I did not wish for Kyx to be involved with humans. It is too dangerous, but not only for them. It is dangerous for any human woman found with Ragoru. My mother was found guilty of perversion and released into the control of distant relatives. I was born in that hellish house, the product of one of many rapes. I grew up and I watched my mother die there, still grieving for her mates all those years later. It was only by some miracle that I managed to escape.”

      Her eyes drifted to the larger of her mates and she smiled.

      “Mishar is not here for you to meet, but he is the one who found me half-delirious in the mountains and brought me to his triad brothers. They cared for me and nursed me back to health. After a time, we were inseparable. It seems our stories may not be so different. You had the good fortune to be rescued, and for that I am inclined to agree with my son that the gods had their hand involved.”

      “They did find me,” Arie admitted, “but I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. They were moved by pity and offered to escort me to the Citadel where I might rejoin my grandmother, if she is still living.”

      Emala’s eyes widened and she exchanged a concerned look with Kyx before reaching out to grasp Arie’s hand in urgency.

      “Child, trust me in this: stay away from the Citadel. I don’t know what agreements you have with Kyx and his brothers, but it is not safe for you. The Order of Huntsmen holds power there and if anyone even suspects that you have been alone in the company of Ragoru, I fear your fate will not be any better than that of my dear mother.”

      “There are already huntsmen trailing us,” Kyx said.

      Korash growled. “You should be safe enough for the time being. Unless one knows the way into our territory, it is not easy to find. The North Forest keeps its secrets well. I would advise you not to wander far from this cave though, unless you are traveling to our den. At least until you determine what your path is from here,” his said with a pointed look to his son.

      Arie licked her lips nervously. There was clearly some message passing between the family that she wasn’t privy to. Even Warol and Rager seemed to possess a certain understanding that eluded her and lasted long after Kyx’s parents departed. The looks the triad bent toward her were now speculative. Arie felt a rush of nervous anticipation that never seemed to be set at rest one way or the other. All three males seemed at times on the verge of saying something to her, but always seemed to think better of it and remained silent.

      For her part, she didn’t know what to think. She had assumed that reaching the Citadel would magically solve all of her problems. Now she was faced with the very real possibility that going there would mean her death or imprisonment. How had she never heard that the Order of the Huntsmen were based in the Old Wayfairer Citadel? That didn’t seem like information that would have been overlooked. Everyone knew who the huntsmen were on sight; someone must have known more. By the way gossip always spread, it should have been common knowledge long ago.

      She started when Kyx dropped down beside her, his expression solemn except for an odd yearning crept into his eyes when he thought she wasn’t looking. One of his hands reached forward and caressed her cheek.

      “Don’t make any decisions today. Let us take care of you at least a little while longer until you are certain.”

      Her eyes scanned his face, taking in the gentle slope of his brow and the broad muzzle set perfectly in his face, framed by two pairs of eyes that reminded her of summer honey. She traced the back of his hand with her fingers.

      “What is it that you want, Kyx?” she whispered. “If you could have one choice for yourself, what would it be?”

      His normal flirtatious nature ebbed away as he regarded her seriously. He leaned in and whispered. “Unlike the others, I’ve always known that this was possible, but I never imagined the connection to a human female would be this strong. I understand now what my fathers have. All I dream of is you, Arie, but that will be enough until that dream is yours too.”
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      Winter seemed to descend out of nowhere in the weeks following their arrival. The first hard frosts had been an uncomfortable warning, but on the morning of the fifth day they’d all awoken to a thick blanket of snow. Up until that point, they’d been comfortable with the few goods that Emala and her triad had provided. But after that first snow, with no immediate decision in sight, the families came together in cooperation to prepare the cave for the cold season. Rager had been inflexible on what they’d need. Arie suspected he would have gone out and hunted himself to the point of exhaustion to provide enough supplies to see to their needs if it came to that. Thankfully, it did not.

      Vordri and Korash made an appearance and brought supplies over in the days following the first snow. They replaced the leather flap over the entrance with a better one that tied snugly to the anchors, and increased the padded beds of thick furs with even more surplus. All the males then worked together to cooperatively load the narrow room at the rear of the cave with nothing but firewood. The males had looked at the stockpile and then at her, murmuring to each other in Ragii in such low voices that Arie had been unable to make out a word. By the end of the day, they’d doubled the supply.

      She even had the opportunity to meet Mishar when he came with bags of prepared meat. The pure white male didn’t seem able to speak, although his eyes shone with good humor. Whereas Rager had pale ice-blue eyes, Mishar’s were the brilliant blue of a summer sky. With the help of his triad as translators, he managed to communicate with signs expressing his great happiness to meet them. His gentle features and sweet personality won Arie over.

      To Arie’s surprise, she saw Emala frequently. Although the other female never came without one of her mates, she made a point to visit a few days a week. She not only provided Arie with a couple changes of clothes, but also set out to teach her how to cook and make the most use out of foraged and hunted ingredients. Sometimes the lesson occurred at the cave, and sometimes Kyx would escort her to his parents’ den at his mother’s behest.

      Arie dreaded the lessons at first, memories of her failures at learning to sew coming to the fore of her thoughts, but Emala proved to be a patient teacher with many useful skills to make life comfortable far from the human trade routes. To Arie’s surprise, she even noticed an improvement in her sewing skills as the female taught her the easiest way to stitch the leather pieces together with strong bone needles.

      As the days passed, Arie found herself thinking less of finding her way to the Citadel. She had even ceased thinking about the huntsmen after so many weeks with no sign of them. She wondered if the pursuit had been called off. Surely even huntsmen wouldn’t be so suicidal as to risk exposure to the brutal weather. With no imminent threat lurking around the corner, Arie found that she was happy.

      She’d long lost track of the days, but she figured that no less than three months had passed since she was rescued by her triad, closing in on four, and they’d slipped into a comfortable routine. Thanks to her high-protein diet, her hair had grown long and thick in those months, the curls now extending down to her hips. Warol loved to touch it, dragging the lengths between his fingers as all four of his hands worked it into braids or just played with it, running soft strands across the tip of his nose.

      The males seemed quite content. While Warol and Kyx took turns scouting, Rager often stayed inside with her, his large bulk a comforting presence. He busied himself with weaving baskets from the long grasses given to him by Mishar, or found some task that needed tending to.  Sometimes he would go outside and patrol the immediate area around the cave while one of the other males rested.

      In the evening, all the males would be in the cave after dark, their bodies settled around her. Arie taught them how to play dice with a set she’d made from the knucklebones of a wild goat that Warol and Vordri had killed. She’d laughed when she saw just how competitive the males could be. They, in turn, taught her various games that involved sticks of different lengths and colorful stones.

      Arie admitted to herself that it bothered her how, aside from their mutual non-penetrative lovefest that was becoming more and more common, the males never initiated sex with her. As they had all gotten closer, she assumed that their relationship would naturally progress in more physical expressions of intimacy.

      She was therefore confused when just weeks into winter the triad began to act hostilely toward each other, and worse whenever they lay together. The situation was getting increasingly tense between Rager and Warol. The males often snarled and threatened one another. Worried about an eruption of violence, she was eventually driven to solving the problem by sleeping apart from all three of them.

      The hostility between the males only seemed to increase. Rager never seemed to relax, with waves of aggression and dominance rolling off him continuously. Kyx never got involved in the fights, but seemed to be retreating within himself miserably as the conflict escalated. Much to Arie’s dismay, Warol began to spend long periods away from the cave. Whenever he came home, his expression would be one of such sadness and longing that it made her heart ache for him.

      It worried Arie so much that Emala noticed it as they sat together in front of her hearth. They were sharpening bone knives when the other woman glanced over at Arie.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Arie chewed at her lower lip with her teeth, uncertain of how much to divulge.

      Emala sat aside her knife and sharpening and stone and touched the back of Arie’s hand. “You will feel better if you talk about it. Trust me.”

      Knowing that she was right, Arie confided, “I don’t think the guys are happy.”

      The other woman drew back slightly in surprise.

      “Whatever makes you think that? Every time I see any of those boys, I don’t imagine I have ever seen a happier triad—outside of my own that is.”.

      “They are acting… strangely. There is a terrible tension in the air, and Rager and Warol are at each other’s throats. I can’t even lay between them anymore because they were fighting over me.”

      Emala looked at her in confusion before a look of comprehension lit her features.

      “Oh dear, those poor boys. You haven’t chosen yet. It is the season and you haven’t chosen,” she said with a short sympathetic laugh.

      Korash looked up from where he’d been dozing on a plush nest of furs at the further wall with a pair of rogs nestled against him. He smiled at the sound of his mate’s laughter. “What are you two going on about now?” he inquired.

      Emala shook her head as she wiped away tears of mirth and explained to her mate, “Arie’s boys are acting out. She hasn’t chosen yet.”

      The male’s eyes widened. “No? It is no wonder they are acting out.”

      Arie frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Arie. Of course you wouldn’t, and naturally your triad is too well-mannered to point out the problem. Among the Ragoru the females choose, you see. Males can do nothing but present themselves and wait for her choice. This is compounded by the fact that Ragoru typically choose to mate for life and so are raised to abstain from sexual contact so as not to confuse their mating impulse. This way a female can choose with clarity of mind, and the males will yield to any competitors for her affections. The rare times that a mating falls apart are devastating and often traumatic for all those involved.”

      Arie’s mouth rounded. “That’s why they haven’t initiated anything when we lay together.”

      Emala smiled and tapped her nose. “Exactly. But I’m afraid you are in a bit of a pickle.”

      Korash snorted from the other side of the room.

      “What do you mean?” Arie asked.

      The older woman laughed again. “Winter is a funny time for the Ragoru. Do you know that each of my rogs were born around the same time of the year?”

      She shook her head silently.

      Emala’s smile widened. “It is because Ragoru go into breeding season during the winter when they are denned up with their females. Normally this isn’t a problem because they are with their mate, who would also be going into heat at this time, but it can be a confusing time for us human women during our first winter with them. The sex is… intense.” She giggled with a blush that made her suddenly seem years younger. Korash chuckled and sent his mate a steamy look that had Arie turning red.

      She cleared her throat. “So, because I haven’t chosen, and they are basically in the male version of going into heat, it’s a testosterone overload?”

      “Exactly.” Emala smirked, picking up her blade and sharpening stone again. She looked up and arched an eyebrow. “Have you given any thought to your decision?”

      Choosing meant forever. She’d hoped it would be more like human courtship. The guy offered and then the woman accepted or declined. From what Emala was saying, everything hinged on her making a decision and offering it to them, and that terrified her.

      “What are my options?”

      The other woman shrugged. “There are three possibilities. One: you choose them and prepare to enjoy a satisfying winter. Two: you continue as you are and attempt to manage tempers until you are ready to choose or the winter passes, whichever comes first. Three: you do not choose them and they part ways with you once the snows recede enough to make traveling possible.”

      Arie’s heart instantly rebelled against option three. She was scared as hell, but she knew that she did not want that to happen. That just left her with options one and two, which still left everything up to her to make the move. The only difference was whether she would do it now or later. Either way, she would have to conquer her fear of rejection and her terrible case of nerves to accomplish it.

      “How can I be sure that they want to mate with me? I don’t want them joining with me just because they feel biological pressure.”

      Korash sat up and answered for his mate, a large grin on his face. “Do not concern yourself with that. I have seen the way all three of those males track you with their eyes with every small move you make. They are eager for your choosing.”

      Arie nodded and turned back to her work. She focused as much as she could on the task at hand, although she cursed heatedly when she accidentally messed up the edge of her blade due to her mind straying too much back to her triad. Her mouth was dry and her palms sweaty, making maintaining a grip on her knife rather tricky. She had a sudden appreciation for what men must feel when they propose joining.

      When Kyx returned hours later, she’d made her decision and her nerves were a mess. He’d given her a confused look, his head tilting to the side, but didn’t say anything as he helped her bundle up in her furs. His brow pulled down into a frown when she smiled weakly at him. She knew she was acting strangely, but the more naturally she attempted to behave, the worse it got.

      The walk to their cave seemed longer than normal, and not just because she was walking on her own two feet. The trees kept the worst of the snowfall at bay. Yet with every step, she became more nervous with the knowledge of what she was going to be committing to. It felt right, but that didn’t help the nausea that threatened to expel her latest meal. By the time they entered their cave, she had worked herself into a frenzy.

      As soon as she entered, Warol was there before her, his face lit with pleasure at her return. Arie felt her stomach roil. His brow drooped with concern as she stripped off her furs, and he exchanged a worried look with Kyx. Both seemed on edge, reacting to her anxiety. She didn’t feel like she could even manage to stand still, and it made all the males hyperaware, their fur practically standing on end as if they were expecting a threat to come barreling through the entrance at any moment.

      Even Rager seemed tense as he attempted to soothe her with a gentle touch of his hands, dropping his muzzle against her cheek. His warm breath fanned her neck and desire immediately began to curl inside of her.

      He always had this effect on her. All she had to do was say one little thing and she could have it all.

      “Arie, what is troubling you?” he murmured against her skin.

      She shook her head wordlessly and swallowed as she battled her nerves. She pulled back so that she might look up at him, and her breath hitched as she saw the exhaustion in his eyes. She’d known that he hadn’t been sleeping well over the last several days as the tension among them had increased, but she didn’t know how bad it had gotten. She rubbed her hand over his jaw.

      “Are you okay? You look tired, Rager.”

      The corners of his mouth curved, and his eyes lightened. “I am fine, rya.”

      She took a deep breath and looked around as Kyx and Warol joined them, their ears standing at attention. She realized they were waiting. Every day, they had the same the expectant look, watching her and waiting, and she’d hadn’t realized it until that moment.

      Rager’s eyes flicked toward his brothers before all four rested on her once more. His ears twitched, and he scratched his scruff.

      “Arie, do you think… by any chance… that you have made a decision…” he said as he looked toward Warol. The other male looked away, his ears laid back. Kyx shuffled at her side. Her eyes widened as she realized what they were trying to do. They were attempting to break tradition and assert what they wanted.

      Her heart melted as she realized what they were trying to ask her.

      Rager snarled and huffed out a vexed breath. “Arie, we want you to join our triad. You will be ours and we will be yours. We are not taking you to the Citadel. As soon as the snows recede, we will return with you to our territory,” he stated with a sort of finality as if it settled everything. It didn’t exactly agree with her glimpse at romance from her mother’s books, but Arie thought they were the sweetest words she would ever hear.

      She pressed her hand against his chest and smiled up at him. Rager’s muscles tensed and his hand settled over her own. He didn’t even blink, as if he were afraid to lose the moment. She stretched out her other arm to include Warol and Kyx. Both males outstretched their hands, sandwiching her palm between them. She laughed softly.

      “I’ve been trying to find the most elegant way to say this, but in light of your declaration I will say one thing: I will be your mate. Rager, Warol, and Kyx, I choose you.”
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      She didn’t know who moved first, but it was as if whatever had kept her males restrained snapped at her words. Rager’s eyes flared with triumph, and Warol bared his fangs with lust. Kyx wore a soft expression, as if all his dreams had been made true with her declaration.

      Bodies pressed in around her, arms and hands becoming indistinguishable as they slid against her in a passionate frenzy. She managed to pull free long enough to wiggle out of her dress before eager hands shredded it into rags. Tongues immediately caressed the skin of her neck, shoulder and breast. Teeth nipped or bore down on her, gripping her in place while hands continued to play over her body, learning every curve. Fingers took turns slipping between her thighs. Her blood burned through her, dampening her pussy and slickening her thighs. She attempted to shift away from the erotic onslaught, but hands gripped her hips tight, holding her still between them.

      Even the growls and raspy crooning made her internal walls spasm with desire. She needed them with a surprising urgency. Her fingers clawed at them as she tried to pull them closer to satiate the heat of her desire. A hand reached beneath the folds of her dress and a pair of fingers brushed against her engorged clit. A stinging nip was left upon her neck.  She could hear Warol’s laugh as she writhed.

      The world shifted and Arie was floating between them. She was certain that Warol and Rager were carrying her between them, each pressing against her with their own demands. A hand slid down her face from above her, from Kyx she was certain. As she was set upon the furs, her vision still fuzzy from her desire, a muzzle pressed against her cheeks and she felt the brush of velvety lips. Kyx’s voice was an intimate golden thread in the chaos of sensation surrounding her.

      “Thank the gods, Arie. You have chosen and we are yours.”

      Arie sighed in delight at the promise. Warol’s voice was harsh in her ear, so different from Kyx’s soft lilt. One of his hands pressed against her mons, his thumb seeking her center of pleasure instinctively.

      “Our blood, hearts, and souls will mingle. This night will break us down, destroy us all, but we will be reformed and breathe again together as one.”

      “Through blood we are born, and through blood we are born again,” Rager snarled next to her ear. Arie arched her hips in desperation as fire licked through her from his resonant growl. He shot forward, his teeth snapping against the flesh at her throat. White heat flared, and it combusted as another set of teeth pierced the fleshy area just above her chest, and a third caught the curvature of her hip. The world whited out around her and her universe narrowed in on the pants and growls of her males.

      Hers. They were now hers and she was irrevocably theirs.

      A hot, warm essence slid across her lips and she licked the metallic, salty flavor off. Some part of her registered that it was blood. Another hand passed over her lips, depositing more drops, followed by a third. Each taste was unique and kindled a hunger in her for her mates. She wanted to pull them within her, join herself to them within her flesh.

      An awareness flooded her mind. They had told her in their oaths the most intimate terms of their bond. The mingle of blood united them, she suspected on a chemical level, as each of her mates completed their mating pact. They were as connected to her as she was to them, ever seeking her as the twelve hands slid over her. The white slowly ebbed out her vision until she found herself staring blissfully up at her mates, their faces softened with their appreciation of her. Without quarrel between them, they stroked, licked, and nuzzled her. She tingled and burned with her desire.

      The weight of Rager settled between her thighs, his dark fur blotting out all light around like a consuming void, all except the brightness of his four blue eyes glowing down at her. She read possession in their depths. His lips pulled back fiercely from his teeth and she was unafraid. She felt her pussy spasm at his ferocity. She knew he would never hurt her in his domination.

      The others continued to stroke her as he pinned her arms with one pair of hands, his second set bracing at either side of her, the soft fur of his tail dragging up her leg. She felt the blunt edge of his primary cock as it slicked through her folds. The tiny beads of flesh along its surface stimulated her, bringing fresh bursts of wetness, but no more so than the ruffles at the head of his primary cock that seemed to suck and pull at her clit as it dragged past.

      The simple contact had her body strung tighter than a priest’s harp. Sweat beaded her quivering skin at the gentle nudge of his cock at her opening. Apprehension sparked beneath the flush of pleasure, dimming her desire. Although she was eager to feel him press into her, hungering for it, she had no control over the fear that washed over her.

      Rager inhaled deeply and paused, a soothing rumble echoing from his chest.

      “Do not fear, rya. We will never hurt you. If we must slow or stop, we will until we can try again. You have control over this first mating,” he murmured, the tip of his claw drawing small circles on her hip.

      Arie tightened her thighs on his hips in a silent signal to proceed and he pushed forward, the broad edge stretching her uncomfortably as it passed through her barrier. The pain lasted only a second before pleasure shot through her at the first feel of the ruffles on the slope of his cock’s head caressing her channels.

      Rager held perfectly still, giving her time to adjust to him. The fullness of him buried deep within her made her moan. The subtle shifting of her body with eager pleasure gave him the cue to begin moving in and out of her with a perfect push and pull that she’d never imagined. Before she understood what was happening, her muscles spasmed around him, her fingers digging deep into his fur.

      He held himself still until her walls relaxed around him. Then, he began pushing relentlessly forward with shallow pumps of his hips. He was burrowing deep within her to places never before explored, leaving Arie feeling completely raw and exposed. Yet she felt cherished too as he curled his body around her, love gleaming in his eyes the second before the bulbous protrusion near the base of his cock slipped inside her, linking them together.

      Rager released a low groan, followed by the harmonic moans of his triad brothers. Arie became aware of them pushing closer to her, their bodies shivering with desire.

      “By the Blessed Mother, hurry up!” Warol complained. Both of his cocks were swollen more than she recalled seeing them before, seeping blue precum from their purplish-blue heads. His arousal looked near painful as he patiently waited for his turn.

      Arie stilled as she felt his secondary cock brush her ass. Rager chuckled, his weight pinning her and the soft fur on his belly and chest gliding against her skin erotically. He moved his hips slightly so his secondary cock could tap at the tight rosette of her ass and shivered with a moan.

      “Do not worry, rya. We will take that slow for another time. I won’t chance hurting you. I don’t have it within me to be slow and careful at this time, so it is best to wait,” he admitted, hissing a breath between his teeth.

      He withdrew as far as his mating bulge would allow, the tiny beads of his cock and the ruffles of its head stimulating here before he pushed forward again, filling her to the brim. Arie felt her body stiffen and then go completely lax as she was flooded with overwhelming pleasure.

      She was aware of his fur brushing her hips with every surge into her depths, the pressure from his swollen bulge rubbing with every move even as it anchored him within her. Arie’s eyes nearly crossed when his tempo picked up, the pressure of his body pushing her into the furs as he rutted into her. Pleasure coiled inside of her, pushing him into one orgasm after another. He roared as his cock spewed within her, triggering another orgasm in her, but he immediately shoved his other member in before her body even climbed down from its heights.

      She cried out at the invasion and then minutes later once again when she tipped over the edge of another orgasm. She felt truly shattered and broken, held together only by the force of her mate’s presence as he arched over her. The beads on his secondary cock rippled through her like shifting pebbles until she threw her head back and screamed as he roared his own completion, his primary cock finishing on her belly between them.

      Panting, she lay on the furs until Rager pulled away. Her lips curved into a smile as she realized that he wasn’t going far. He continued to stroke her as if, even after all they’d done, he couldn’t get enough of her.

      Arie looked down the length of her body as Warol dropped over her. His yellow eyes gleamed at her mischievously beneath the burn of his lust as his tongue flicked over his fangs. In a sudden show of affection, he leaned forward to nuzzle her before he pulled back to nip her between her breasts. He seemed to control the fervor of his own desire enough to appreciate her body, his tongue dragging down her neck and over each breast before he sucked one nipple at a time into his mouth.

      She groaned, her skin burning from the teasing until she twisted beneath him and couldn’t stand it anymore, but he never relented. With slow deliberation, she worked one hand free, stroking it down his back until she was able to wrap her fingers around the base of his tail. His eyes widened seconds before she gave it a sharp squeeze and tugged it. Warol pressed his face into her shoulder and moaned, his entire body racked with shudders.

      Unlike Rager, he didn’t slip in slowly. With a rough jerk of his hips, Warol buried himself in one motion. His lips pulled back from his teeth in a savage grin.

      “You might want to hold on tight.”

      Arie buried her fingers in his fur, clinging to him for all she was worth. He didn’t hesitate to jump to a demanding pace, his primary cock pressing into her with savage efficiency. The claws of his lower hands braced at her hips dug lightly into her flesh leaving stings not far from where one of her mates had bitten her. The pressure didn’t hurt but thrilled her, setting her nerve endings on fire. He bit down on her shoulder, holding her firmly in place as he ravaged her first with one cock, and then with the other the minute the first slipped free. He was like an explosion of passion, and Arie was the passenger flying up to the heavens with him.

      His body replete, he collapsed against her. His large frame shuddered as she stroked over his wide ribcage and the solid muscles of his back, following the line of his fur and the plating over his spine. Arie wrapped her arms around him as he clung to her, shaking from the intensity and from the release of his pain and anger at the culmination of his passions. He gave all of himself in her arms and she gave him all that he needed.

      The pull away was gradual, but when it happened, she almost didn’t recognize the male whose entire expression worshipped her and conveyed a happiness she’d never seen from him before. He leaned forward to nuzzle her jaw as he whispered thanks to the gods coupled with sweet endearments to her. When he finally turned over to Kyx, he did so in a relaxed manner as he shifted to her side so that his brother could take his place.

      When Kyx looked down at her, it was not with Rager’s domination, or Warol’s brute playfulness, but with utter devotion. His fingers stroked down her face and neck, curving around the orbs of her breasts to play with her nipples only momentarily before continuing their exploration. He was mapping her and left no place unexplored.

      He teased her and slowly drew her body up to heights of new passion with each caress and each stroke of his tongue against her flesh. When his tongue explored her cunt, she flew apart at the slick intrusion and he’d groaned and lapped at her juices with voracious hunger. Arie knew it was stimulating his own arousal by the way he was thrusting his hips into empty air with every flick of his tongue. She cried out and begged until he climbed on top of her and thrust into her with an undeniable urgency.

      Together they rode the wave of their pleasure. She whispered pleas for him to increase his pace, to push harder, and he obliged her every request. Even after his primary cock had slipped from her, he’d risen to her demands with his secondary member. She floated on a tide of pleasure that crested like breaking water over the sharp collision of their bodies. Arie shook like a leaf when her she hit her final climax with him.

      His amber eyes stared down at her in wonder and he shifted around to settle beside her hip, his tongue lapping at the combined essences dripping from her. He was joined by Rager and Warol. All three slick tongues wiped away every trace of their desire before they settled around her, their breaths rushing out in content rumbles.

      Arie’s fingers stroked through their fur, a smile blooming across her face even as she slipped into sleep.
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      Warol woke and stretched his muscles from where he lay piled with his family. All the ravenous heat had fled his system, leaving little behind except satisfaction. The corner of his mouth tilted up as he inhaled the soft bare skin beside his muzzle. His tongue stroked the scarred flesh just above her left breast. The shallow tear had been healed from his saliva within minutes of his claiming bite. Now the sight of it was an irresistible pull for him.

      A sense of rightness settled into his body. He was finally mated. He never would have guessed that his life would have been bound in such a way to a human, and at one time he might have rebelled against the idea, but now he felt nothing but peace. Oh, he still didn’t like or trust humans as a whole, but he loved his Arie and he had come to admire Emala. He could have strung the older female up and bitten off her feet at the ankles for making his female sad, but she had redeemed herself in his eyes with her kindness and generosity since then.

      Any other human he preferred to keep his entire family far away from—especially in light of Emala’s story. He had nightmares for days of his beautiful, tender-hearted female being dragged away by huntsmen. The flat-faced males had seemed demonic, lit with savagery, their lips twisted into cruel smiles as their dark blue cloaks swirled around them like angry wings of a predatory bird.

      His anxiety had grown worse with the aggression he began to feel toward the males he called his brothers, especially toward Rager. It had gotten so bad he couldn’t even bear to be around the other male, so had spent more and more time away from the cave scouting. He’d known that Arie had disapproved. He could see it in her eyes and the way her lips pinched together whenever he returned.

      He’d been unreasonably angry with her at first when the mating urge had begun, even when he couldn’t resist his need for her presence. He blamed her for causing distress in their triad. When she stopped lying between them and retreated from their embrace, his anger toward her turned against himself and he grew despondent, desperate for even the slightest touch or affection from her.

      When Rager had cornered him yesterday, he’d thought the worst until the male opened his mouth.

      “We can’t continue like this, Warol,” Rager had said. His fur was bristled, as it had been for days, and his lips were almost always continuously pulled back just enough to show the tip of his fangs, yet his eyes were weary.

      Warol had looked at him solemnly. “What should we do?”

      “Human ways are different than ours. I think… we need to confront Arie.”

      Entirely surprised by the whole concept, Warol had just stared at him, but he couldn’t find any fault in what his brother suggested. If Arie did not understand their customs any more than they understood hers, someone was going to need to step forward before their triad fractured from the stress.

      Neither of them had suspected Arie to be prepared to accept them. A moment of complete serendipity broke down all lingering barriers. The whole night was a blur to him, but he remembered the feel of her in his surrender to the mating pull. His last memory before falling asleep was lying at her side and watching her body, flushed red from her desire and the mating marks, as it moved in her slumber. Her chest rose and fell with each sedate breath. He had marveled at her beauty and felt the first peace in more revolutions than he could count.

      Yawning, he glanced down at Kyx curled up against his legs, his face buried against Arie’s hip where he’d placed his mark. One red leg kicked in the air for a second before it settled against the other leg once more. Warol grinned and carefully eased himself out from beneath him.

      Rager grumbled from the other side of Arie where he was firmly wrapped around her. Both piercing right eyes peered at him from around Arie’s mane, his gaze still sleep-softened. Warol chuckled to himself.

      A good rutting had completely undone days’ worth of tension. He would bet the lead felt as good as he did at that moment. No doubt they had all missed the intimacy of being curled around their female.

      “Go back to sleep,” Rager muttered, his blue eyes sliding shut again.

      Go back to sleep? Warol felt too good—too full of energy—to sleep. Sitting up, he scratched his sides contentedly.

      “I am rested. I am going to go out and see if I can find some fat hares since the snow stopped falling last night.”

      Rager muttered a groggy agreement.

      Kyx made a blind effort to grab his leg as it slid out from underneath his head, but Warol shifted away. The smaller male grumbled with irritation, tucked his own arm under his head, and snuggled back in without waking. An upwelling of emotion filled Warol as he looked down at his family.

      They were his.

      He silently slipped out of the cave into the freezing air. The sun had risen hours ago, high in an endless blue sky. No wonder it was so damned cold, even with the fur he felt like his sack was going to freeze and drop off his body at any moment. With an oath, he moved through the snow quickly, his blood pumping through his body, warming him.

      After some time, he slowed to a trot and then stilled. He’d expected that he would be able to sniff out a hare’s burrow and dig them free, but just ahead was an autumn-fattened buck eagerly stripping bark off a tree. It was as if the Dark Fathers had set down a fine gift in front of him to provide for his new family. Soft, dark ears turned toward him as the animal froze, its muscles tensing. Then, just that quick, it sprung away.

      Warol plunged ahead after it, speeding over the snow. He didn’t see the other Ragoru until they collided. Trotting forward and wobbling as he regained his balance, he turned and snarled at the intruder. Another silver of a lighter coloring bared his teeth.

      “That is my prey, brashu,” the male snarled, teeth snapping to punctuate his intent.

      Warol bristled. He normally would avoid conflict with another triad, but to be called brashu—a male born outside the bonds of a triad and abandoned—was beyond what he’d suffer. He scanned the area with his peripheral eyes.

      “Where is the rest of your pack, interloper?”

      “This is not your territory,” the other silver stated.

      “It is not,” Warol agreed. “But it is the territory of the family of my triad. We are here with their permission. That buck was my rightful prey to feed my mate and brothers. You need to leave.”

      The other male’s eyes narrowed. “You have a mate, do you?” He licked his fangs. “It is tiring business being a lone Ragoru. Perhaps they will welcome another if you… tragically disappear.”

      It wasn’t unheard of for males who could not form their own triads to assassinate and attempt to replace a rival among their grieving family. A mated family was usually the sole target of such attacks, as the other males would be more likely to accept a strange male to console their female.

      Warol fought the impulse to laugh. Rager would be more likely to take one look at the male and tear him from snout to rectum.

      “That won’t be happening. If you are lucky, however, you might be allowed to limp out of here alive.”

      The silver roared and charged at him, but Warol was ready. His adrenaline running high, he darted out of the path of the other male and rounded on him, slashing down on the male’s haunches. The back was a difficult spot to hit with so many vulnerable spots covered by bony plating along their spines, the sharp protruding edges of which were hazardous to collide with. As he’d anticipated, the other male spun around, giving Warol the opening to slash all four sets of his claws over the exposed abdomen. But the attack left him equally vulnerable. His adversary’s claws missed but he caught a hard forearm across his gut, momentarily knocking the air out of him.

      Warol stumbled back, his eyes wandering as he attempted to pull deep breaths of air into his burning lungs. He could see the silver’s head moving towards his throat, the only part of his neck that was unprotected. Instinctively, Warol brought all four of his elbows up just in time to strike a blow against the other male’s hard skull, knocking him to the ground. It wasn’t enough to kill the male as the bony plating continued under the skin over the cranium, but he knew it would make his ears ring painfully and make him dizzy.

      Using the opportunity to put distance between them, Warol studied his opponent as they circled each other, each looking for an opening. Ropes of saliva dripped from the other male’s fangs and Warol half-suspected the male to be mad. There was a reason Ragoru mated in triads, beyond the reproductive driven necessities. Ragoru were not meant to be solitary creatures. A lone Ragoru slowly went mad. That was the curse for any male who was unable to be bonded amid brothers.

      A triad cared for each other’s wellbeing until they were able to lure a mate. Baleful pale-yellow eyes rolled madly in the silver’s head as if he couldn’t manage to keep his eyes still. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t make him an easy kill. If anything, the lone ones were more aggressive, unpredictable, and violent. They made formidable opponents. It usually took an entire triad to safely eliminate one.

      His adversary charged again, zigzagging as he avoided Warol’s claws to rip into his shoulder with his strong jaws. Warol roared in pain and struck the male in the chest with all four hands. The silver went flying, likely taking a good chunk of flesh with him. Warol inspected his wound while keeping his primary eyes on his opponent. The flesh was torn, but the wound didn’t look as deep as it could have been, for which he was thankful. But the blood was flowing at a rate that concerned him. If he didn’t get back to his brothers soon, he could easily bleed out if he didn’t find something to staunch the flow.

      It was obvious by the savage grin that the other male had also noticed. It seemed unconcerned as it darted in and struck repeatedly without apparent concern for Warol’s fangs and claws. Blood flowed from the other male’s wounds, but they were shallow cuts. Over and over he dug his claws and teeth in wherever he could reach before darting away again.

      Warol knew exactly what the male was doing, and dread soured his stomach. He could hold his own against a male with an intact mind, but a maddened male didn’t care for his own safety. His relentless, suicidal attack would wear Warol down until he’d no longer be able to defend himself. With a sinking feeling, he foresaw his own death in those hateful eyes.

      A triumphant snarl curled the corners of the male’s mouth and Warol knew he was coming in for the kill. Every muscle stiffened to brace for the attack. If he was going to die, he was going to do everything in his power to fatally wound the mad Ragoru and take him down with him to be judged in the halls of the Dark Fathers.

      A cold blast of wind snapped his braids against his muzzle, and he crouched, eyes trained on his opponent’s belly as his own lifeblood stained the snow all around him. Warol didn’t have the strength to leap forward, but he would use his enemy’s momentum against him.  The male leaped with a frenzied roar.

      A massive white body slammed into the silver. Warol sat in a daze as the newcomer ripped into the silver with a frenzy before he was joined by a golden flash of fur. Recognition dawned on him. He struggled to maintain consciousness as he watched their bodies slam repeatedly against their target, their movements an earnest dance of power and territorial dominance. The intruder’s eyes rolled with terror. He no longer had a chance of surviving the encounter.

      Warol watched as Vordri and Mishar tore into the weakened intruder without hesitation. In their fury was an obvious recognition of him as their kin; they were protecting him as they would if he were their own rog. Vordri jumped onto the male’s back, pushing himself away from the plating with the power of his legs and arms digging into his opponent’s haunches and shoulders. He provided enough leverage that Mishar went in, low and mean, and tore out the silver’s throat with one hand while the others opened his stomach to dump his intestines on the ground.

      Shivering, he realized that he was lying in the snow. His mind was so foggy from blood loss that he didn’t remember dropping. That would be the second time in as many months that he’d been nearly fatally injured. He could practically hear Rager muttering about how his second was always trying to get himself killed. Warol grinned at the illusion until it was broken by a pair of golden legs in front of him.

      He managed to turn his head and looked up at Vordri as he grunted in amusement. The male bent down and wrapped his thick arms around him, pulling him up off the snow.

      “Up you go,” Vordri said warmly. His eyes cut to the side. “You are right, brother. He looks just terrible.”

      “How do I look?” Warol asked. If he was going to die, he might as well know. He must have said it out loud because Vordri laughed.

      “Don’t worry. You are not going to die. I bet you are too cold to feel it, but Mishar is taking care of the worst of your wounds while I entertain you. Oh, stop looking at me that way, Mishar. We both know I am the funny one. As for how you look, I am sorry to say you look like someone hauled you over a particularly bad patch of sharp rocks. A bit of fur loss, but nothing tragic. It will grow back. You’ll get some impressive scars to show off to your mate, though. Now let us take care of the rest.”

      Warol closed his eyes gratefully, allowing himself to sink into oblivion.

      When he woke, he was surrounded by his family near the warmth of the fire, his head pillowed on Arie’s lap. Her brow was furrowed in concern as her fingers stroked through his fur. He stretched and nuzzled against her thighs. Rager scoffed just behind him.

      “Do you think the next time you leave our sight you can manage to return to us unscathed? It is rather vexing to have to nurse you back to health more than once a year.”

      “Now that’s not fair,” Kyx chimed in. “He should at least be allowed one. We could schedule it.” The male laughed.

      Warol let out a ragged groan. “I knew you would both have something to say. Are Vordri and Mishar still here?”

      Rager shook his head. “No, but they left the buck they had killed to celebrate our mating. Apparently, they heard you roar and followed your scent and that of the stranger until they tracked you. You are fortunate they arrived on time.”

      Warol frowned. “How did they know that we’d mated?”

      “I believe they said something about being able to hear Arie screaming her pleasure all the way from their den,” Kyx offered with a sly look at Arie, who was slowly turning red. Her lips twitched though, and her blue eyes looked over all them fondly.

      Kyx sighed and looked up hopefully at Rager. “Can we eat now that Warol is no longer looking like he is at death’s cavern?”

      Warol snapped his teeth at the infuriating male. Kyx laughed again and shifted farther out of range. Warol closed his eyes contently. His entire body hurt like it was scraped raw, but he was happy that he was surrounded by his family. Not lying dead in the snow was a plus, too.
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      Rager grunted, his hips shunting against his female’s warm cunt, his cocks eager. His muscles strained, trying to take it slow as he worked to line his slicked-up pleasure shaft against her ass. His entire body trembled. Over the last few days, they’d been preparing her for Ragoru mating activity, at her insistence. He’d never do anything to hurt his tiny female and was content to continue mating in the manner typical for humans, but Arie was persistent when she wanted to know something—and she wanted to know about Ragoru mating and breeding. Then she’d demanded they mate that way until her mates reluctantly agreed. So they practiced until she felt ready to try.

      His pleasure shaft, which was longer and thinner than his breeding cock, nestled firmly against her opening, and his breath began to puff out in rough exhalations as he slowly pushed the tip through the tight ring of muscles. Arie panted and groaned beneath him, a fine sheen of sweat popping over her skin at this first intrusion. Her cunt and ass were slick with her juices and his saliva from being licked to orgasm just minutes before.

      He’d been attentive to this spot in particular as his fathers had advised him during one of their many discussion of mating when he was an adolescent. All his life it had been stressed to him that caring for his mate would be his foremost responsibility. Not just in terms of feeding her and providing shelter, but seeing to her comfort and pleasure during mating. His lead father Garwar had been an even-tempered, quiet male, despite his impressive size and strength. He’d taken over Rager’s education when he was young, determined to raise a rog that would behave in a respectable manner.

      Arie whimpered, but she didn’t appear to be in pain.

      “Rager, please,” she whispered, her legs tightening around his sides as she attempted to pull him forward into her.

      He hesitated. “Rya, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She panted and smiled up at him, “I never did ask. What does that mean?”

      “What?” The word came out more as a groan.

      “Rya.”

      Rager grunted as he slowly pushed through the barrier. “Beloved.”

      Limpid blue eyes blinked up at him and her smile widened, but then she tilted her back and hissed with both pain and pleasure as he finally breached her and sank slowly into her depths. Rager felt his eyes roll back into his head and trembled. He thanked the gods that they blessed him with two pairs of arms, because one of them felt ready to give out as they shook beneath him.

      He withdrew just far enough to line his cock up at her entrance. His body shuddered again, and he met her eyes.

      “Ready?”

      She bit her lip and nodded her head, and he wedged the tip into her cunt, pushing forward, his body tightening within itself at the snug fit of her stretched flesh surrounding both of his cocks at the same time. He could feel them slide and bump against each other through the thin barrier. He sank until his breeding lock slipped inside of her, tying them together. Instinct roared through him to pin her beneath him and drive into her, but he didn’t.

      Not for this first time. He wanted to savor it.

      “Rager, move,” Arie demanded with a whine of pleasure.

      Rager chuckled and pulled back before snapping his hips forward. How he loved his female. He felt that love in him grow as Arie’s body arched, her cunt spasming around him, and he felt the first orgasm sweep over his mate. Her fingers tightened in his fur as her body pulled on him greedily.

      He pumped with long, strong strokes, visually devouring every expression that flitted across her face, feasting on every sound she made. It stoked the heat building in his blood, and he began to thrust quicker, his body slapping and grinding against hers. Arie began to keen in his ear, her sweet cries of ecstasy driving his own pleasure. His cock and mating lock swelled with preparation, the fluttering of her cunt around him drawing him closer to the apex of his pleasure.

      He drew her hips up higher and bent over her shoulder, driving into her. Arie began to wail as his cocks shuttled in and out of her at a rapid pace. Wet heat flowed continuously around him now, slicking his fur with her scent. He inhaled and savored it as he rutted into her. He could feel the tingling in his body announcing the arrival of his own climax—

      Crash!

      Rager jolted forward, eliciting a shriek of pleasure from their mate as he plunged deep into her. Looking over Arie’s shoulder, he discovered the source of the disruption. His mouth dropped open, in part due to their female squeezing tightly around him and in part from surprise. Kyx looked sheepish as he held onto a sapling, the roots of which were currently dusting the floor of the cave with dirt as it lay lopsidedly against the wall where it had collided. Kyx’s expression shifted to one of sexual interest, but Rager bared his fangs in warning. He was too close to suffer another trying to join in.

      Kyx grinned in understanding and went back to struggling with his burden.

      He resumed his pace, his grunts mingling with her moans as he sought the ultimate height of their joining. His claws dug into the pelts as he felt the rekindling of his pleasure. Arie’s sounds became higher and more desperate in his ear, her body going taut, and her cunt fluttering—and then she tensed and shrieked, her cunt and ass clenching around him, driving him over the edge into his own ecstasy.

      Roaring, he pumped in desperation, his breeding cock spewing seed deep inside her channel. His pleasure shaft didn’t spend fluid, but it vibrated intensely in this position, drawing out his own pleasure so he released in long arcs inside of her. It seemed to do something for Arie as well because she bore down on him, her cunt drawing on his cock relentlessly as she orgasmed once more.

      They lay together, panting side by side, his female curled into his body when Arie turned toward him. “What the hell was that? Your second cock never did that before.”

      “My pleasure shaft only does so when both are submerged at the same time,” he replied. His entire felt completely lax. Arie turned into him and smiled up at him.

      “I am certainly glad we gave it a try then. In fact…” she trailed off as her eyes moved up to the other side of the cave. She bounded to her feet and stepped over to him, any lingering exhaustion forgotten as she rushed to the other side of the cave.

      “Kyx, you got me a tree!” she exclaimed happily, pulling the other male in for a kiss as the tree wobbled slightly within the mound of stones he had stacked around it.
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      Rager frowned at the mess in front of him. The entire floor of the cave was covered in pine needles, the tree had drastically reduced the space, and Kyx was suffering from a heretofore unknown allergy to pine sap. He should have known the male would do something stupid when Arie had spoken fondly of Mother’s Night, an occasion that occurred on the solstice night at the end of their own observance of the Withering Days. Unlike the Ragoru’s solemn observances that remembered the dark fathers tempting the Mother of Life, focusing on the fertility and new life kindled within darkness over seven days, humans seemed to focus on the rebirth of light within a single night. Human observances seemed far more… merry, with feasting and decorations, among which was a tree.

      Arie talked longingly of the pine tree she and her mother would bring into their home and decorated for the occasion. He’d thought the entire thing absurd at the time, and he still wasn’t convinced, although he was warming to it as he watched their mate happily string red rowan berries on a thin leather cord. Naturally, Kyx had taken it upon himself to surprise their mate by uprooting and dragging a sapling into their temporary den while she was distracted.

      Rager’s mouth curved at the memory. It had been a particularly satisfying rutting. Although he’d been angry at his brother’s interruption, he hadn’t been able to maintain his ire long when her body began to rhythmically pulsate around him, drawing him into his own inferno of bliss.

      Kyx could have put a hole in the cavern wall for all that he would have cared at that point.

      The tree probably wouldn’t necessarily have been a bad idea if they weren’t attempting to winter in a small cave rather than the den they’d spent three revolutions shaping as they planned for the family they would like to have. It had a huge antechamber with a hearth that took up nearly an entire wall, and six sub-chambers. In that den, they would’ve had plenty of room for Arie’s solstice tree. He imagined any rogs they might have would probably enjoy it.

      Just the thought of little ones made his heart lighten with happiness. Not to mention that Kyx would have had a better chance of not coming into contact with the gods damned thing he insisted Arie must have.

      He’d adamantly refused to let Rager throw it away when, just hours after hauling into the cave, Kyx broke out in a rash. It wasn’t visible, but Rager had been able to feel the raised bumps when he ran his fingers through his fur. Kyx had wanted to keep it from Arie. He hadn’t counted on how observant their female was.

      She’d watched with narrowed eyes as Kyx scratched his arm, and immediately dragged the smaller male over to the pile of furs. After discovering the source of the problem, she’d proceeded to coat his hands and arms in a white sticky substance that crackled over Kyx’s fur as it dried. He’d been mortified. It didn’t help matters any when Warol, coming in from scouting, took one look and laughed his fool head off. She’d sent him straight back out to scavenge for anything small and colorful that could be hung on the tree.

      His misdeed repaid in his findings, Warol crouched beside her as she looked through his basket, while Kyx reclined on the furs watching from a safe distance. Despite being coated in white residue, the male’s good temper had returned, and he was amusing himself by watching and shouting suggestions to the pair by the tree. Rager settled on the fur next to him, the mellow atmosphere lulling him into a peaceful doze—until their mate shrieked with joy and jumped to her feet.

      She hugged Warol quickly and held up her prize: a small green plant with tiny white berries. Rager frowned. It seemed like a lot of fuss over a tiny plant. His eyes widened when she held the plant over Warol’s head where he was crouched and leaned forward to plant a kiss on his lips. The tiny leafy plant inspired kissing?

      Arie pulled back with a giggle. “I can’t believe you found mistletoe!”

      Warol shrugged with a pleased look on his face. “It was high in a tree. I know it is not colorful, but I thought the berries were pretty enough that you might enjoy them for your tree.”

      “Oh, it is pretty enough for the tree, but that is not where we will put it.”

      All three of them watched with interest and no little confusion as she pulled out some more leather cord and tied it tightly as she would any of her other ornaments. However, instead of placing it on the tree, she glanced around the cave before her eyes settled on a spot. She walked over near the entrance and looked back expectantly at her second mate.

      “Warol, lift me up, please.”

      The male complied, lifting their soft mate high in his arms so she was able to reach a protruding edge of the rock. She wedged the cord so it hung off the edge, the tiny plant spinning with the slight draft blowing against it. Its shiny green leaves looked almost cheerful. She sat back against Warol’s shoulder to admire it, patting his arm in a silent signal to put her back down.

      He dropped her down the length of his body, a low growl rumbling from his chest as she slid against him. She gave him a flirtatious look and another kiss as they stood there beneath the plant, her fingers trailing over the fur of his chest and dipping down to his abdomen.

      Arie walked to the fire and dipped a scrap of leather into a bowl to wash her hands before she joined them on the furs. She leaned up against them, looking over the modest cave with a soft shine to her eyes. Rager nuzzled her, aware that she was probably thinking of her mother. She wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him close. He settled supportively against her back, his arms drawing around her. For the first time in his life, he envied humans.

      He would give anything to have human lips. His lips were flexible and had sensation, but while he loved receiving her kisses, his mouth was not made to bestow kisses like hers. Oh, he could tangle his tongue with hers when she pressed her mouth to his, sealing their breaths together, but he wasn’t physically able to kiss like humans could. He dropped his head to her shoulder.

      “Do you miss it?” he asked.

      She looked back at him, her brow furrowing. “Miss what?”

      “Being with a male who can initiate a kiss like you deserve rather than have to wait to receive them from you.”

      Her expression softened. “No, I don’t miss the way human men kiss. Their lips were always too wet and soggy. Your lips are soft and just damp enough to be enjoyable.” She dragged her fingers through his fur before sliding them down one of the numerous braids in his mane.

      “You can initiate a kiss just fine,” she said. “If any of you want a kiss at any time just press your lips against mine, and it will be a kiss to me.”

      He tucked her against him, his heart warm with happiness. She did not see it as something he lacked; she still considered what he could do more than enough to please her. He felt truly blessed.

      Arie settled more firmly against him. “Are there any traditions the Ragoru have for the Withering Days?”

      Warol didn’t even put much thought in it from where he lay near her feet. He gave her a flirtatious look and said, “We fuck.”

      She burst out laughing. Kyx rolled his eyes and shoved their brother with his foot.

      “That is not all we do,” Kyx said. “For those who are mated, it is about wooing our mate, as the Dark Fathers wooed the Eternal Mother. It is a celebration of senses, and being secluded in comfort away from the world. The whole cave smells of burnt offerings, especially of sweet things like summer flowers that have been dried and preserved. You will rarely see a mated family come out of their den during the Withering Days,” he added with a laugh.

      “My siblings and I used to hide in the farthest sub-chamber we could find away from our parents’ room,” Warol offered with a laugh. It was perhaps the first time Rager had ever heard the male laugh when recounting a memory of his family. Usually all memories were too painful for his brother, but it seemed that there was a certain amount of healing that had begun.

      Kyx laughed and nodded in agreement. “My fathers always try to find the finest hunt with which to impress my mother. Feeding our females is symbolic for Ragoru as a sign of our love and devotion to our family, but it is also a great pleasure for the males.”

      “What about those who are not mated?” she asked with a slight arch of her brows.

      “They give offerings and prayers in hope of finding their own mates… and dream of fucking,” Rager supplied with a grin.
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      Her mates took the Withering Days seriously. That became abundantly clear to Arie when they began to hunt in earnest. Rager, who usually stayed in the den with her while the other males scouted, began to rotate with the others in order to help provide the food gifts for her.  The entire experience was proving far more decadent than she was used to.

      They stretched her between them and pulled off bits of cooked meat to eat as they stroked her body with their unoccupied hands. Kyx had acquired oil from his mother that she had made from animal fat, and all three of Arie’s mates rubbed it lovingly into her body. Their own fur became slick with it in places where they rubbed their bodies against hers, which always happened because a good rubbing often led to rigorous bouts of mating.

      Arie reached forward and stroked Warol’s ear between her fingers, making his eyes slide half-mast with pleasure.

      “You guys are doing too much. I wish there was something I had to give you. Humans exchange gifts. It feels awkward that you make your Withering Days all about me.”

      Warol snickered. “You think this is all about you? Trust me, rya, when I say we are getting just as much pleasure out of this. Probably more,” he said as he bent down and licked a scrap of meat off her belly. Arie shivered.

      Kyx leaned forward and nuzzled her, pressing his mouth against her jaw in a proximity of a kiss. She turned her head and kissed him back, her lips curving into a smile against his as he rumbled with happiness. Thanks to Kyx, who’d gone out two days ago and hunted through every oak in the territory, they now had mistletoe not only all throughout the cave, but he had also woven a crown of it for her to wear.

      The crown sat lopsided on her head and was a bit scratchy, but she didn’t mind so long as she only wore it for short intervals during the day. It lent the ‘queen of the day’ feeling she was currently enjoying. She moaned as she felt a tongue caress her thigh, leaving a tingle in its wake. It had been a pleasant surprise to find out post-mating that their saliva not only had healing properties but also left a fizzy tingle on her skin. It made for high levels of pleasure on her part whenever one of them tongued the intimate flesh between her thighs. Even licking her sensitive inner thigh nearly catapulted her into ecstasy.

      “I can’t wait until we have you with us in our den where we should have properly been spending our Withering Days,” Rager said with a growl against her ear, making her shiver in anticipation of promised pleasure to come. Her other mates growled their agreement, their hands stroking with far more fervor than minutes earlier. A claw playfully brushed her nipple, making her arch her back in surprise. She saw Warol smirking at her seconds before he followed that touch with a rapid flick of his tongue over the tip of her nipple. She turned her attention back to Rager, focusing on the conversation on hand.

      “Why… why is that?” she panted.

      “It is your place with us. The den was constructed in the hope of you before we ever met you,” he said, his eyes holding her own.  She found herself longing for the place she’d never even seen.

      “Is it nice?”

      “It is a very fine den,” Warol announced with pride. “We tunneled for three revolutions into the nicest hill in our territory. We filled in areas that were drafty, created storage spaces, and smoothed walls. We cut a vent through the roof and built a large hearth to keep our family warm in the antechamber, as well as burrowing into rock to form six additional rooms to give us plenty of space. We then filled it with the softest pelts, and Rager wove some fine floor mats for extra comfort.”

      “That sounds really lovely. When are we going?” She wanted more than anything to be settled with her mates in their new home. She felt a twinge of guilt at how quickly she’d abandoned any interest in seeking her grandmother out, but she knew even trying to visit wouldn’t be safe, especially not for her mates. She wouldn’t put them in any danger if it was in her power to avoid it.

      Rager chuckled at her eagerness.

      “Not for a while yet, rya. It is too cold for you to travel any distance yet. Once the thaw comes and the days are warmer, we will begin to head toward our territory deep in the great expanses of the eastern forests. The trees there are larger and further apart, more pleasant to walk among, unlike the bramble that grows everywhere here. You will like it.”

      “We also have a great many flowers that grow all throughout the year,” Kyx chimed in. “Rager built a lattice like one his mother had where roses grow plentiful. He pulled his mother’s plants up from around her den and planted them around ours several revolutions ago. I think you will especially enjoy seeing the first early flowers of spring covering our den.”

      “Ragoru don’t plant and garden for food like humans, but we do enjoy pretty things around our homes,” Rager said, his ears cocked crookedly with embarrassment.

      “Yeah, your high protein diet didn’t escape my attention,” she said with a laugh. “But I will need a garden to grow nutritious foods to supplement the meat-love around here.”

      Rager twined the fingers of one hand through hers. “You will have everything you need, Arie.”

      She smiled and brought his hand up to her lips and pressed a kiss against it. “I will have to make certain that you also have everything you need. In fact, I think I’ve thought of one gift of the Withering Days festivities for you.”

      She slid down his belly and wrapped her hand around his primary cock, stroking it a few times before sucking it into her mouth. Rager froze for several beats before releasing a wild snarl of pleasure.
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      Kyx loped around the outskirts of his parents’ territory. Even though the little cave he was currently sharing with his family sat on the western edge, scouting farther both provided more food and soothed his paranoia. Kyx always considered Rager the biggest worrier in their triad, but ever since Arie had officially joined their family, he was in a constant state of anxiety—especially after Warol’s attack.

      There was only one thing that was going to make him feel secure, and that was getting all of them far away from the human Citadel and merchant trails and back to their den. The forests that had always felt like home to him no longer felt safe. Although his fathers were in top form to defend their territory, he worried for them as well.

      How long would it be until a brutish young triad or a huntsman came through?

      That was part of the purpose of his route. Now that the Withering Days were finally over, he wanted to visit his parents and suggest they accompany them back to their den. There was plenty of room while they helped to get another den ready nearby. With Malu and Shiri half-grown, and no more rogs expected in the future, they wouldn’t need a large den. They would just require something comfortable, with enough room for his mother’s numerous projects.

      A cool wind caressed his face. Higher in the mountains he knew it would still be icy cold, but the winds whispered that spring would soon return. All they were waiting for was for the snows to clear just enough to make traveling comfortable for Arie, and for his mother, should she decide to come. The sooner they could leave, the better.

      His ears perked forward when he saw his father Korash lying in front of his den sunning himself, the wind ruffling his black fur. A white ear cocked toward him, letting him know that the male was fully aware of his presence, but unconcerned. It had been the first sunny day in over a week, and he could see his father fully intended to enjoy every second of it.

      Korash opened one gold peripheral eye. He grunted in greeting, the corner of his mouth tilting.

      “I wasn’t sure if you were still sequestered with your mate or not. Nice to see that you survived your first Withering Days,” he said with a chuckle.

      “I trust you had a good observance?”

      “Ah, yes. Your mother was voracious as always. You know—”

      “Gods, no. Father, I don’t want to hear about you and Mother,” Kyx said, sending his father into more laughter.

      “Sometimes you sound more human than Ragoru when you speak,” his father observed, his eye gleaming.

      He bristled. “I am Ragoru.”

      “You are,” his father agreed. “But you are also part human, even if it is hard to tell. The shape of your head is a bit rounder, your cheekbones more prominent. Even your eye color is atypical for our species. It is okay to be both. Your mother is human, as is your mate. That doesn’t lessen our love for them.”

      “I am smaller than my triad brothers,” he said. “Sometimes I worry they see me as less. I am not as brave as Warol or dominant as Rager.”

      “Yes, you are leaner and smaller in stature, but you have a big heart. You are also very smart and perceptive. You can track better than any of your fathers,” Korash admitted. “Regardless, I do not think your mate is complaining.”

      “What if I can’t protect her?” he blurted out. His worst nightmare.

      Korash tilted his head to one side. “What do you mean, Kyx?”

      “What if something happens and I fail to protect her? And she is hurt or killed? I will never forgive myself if that happened.”

      “And you think this wouldn’t be possible under the watch of any other Ragoru?”

      Kyx indulged in a human shrug. It seemed appropriate for communicating his uncertain feelings.

      He heard his father sigh and shift closer to him. Korash’s larger muzzle rested against his shoulder; one hand stroked down his mane. Kyx leaned into the comfort.

      “No one can protect those that they love all the time without fault or error. You have said before that Warol and Rager have no family. I am assuming this is due to huntsmen. Do you think their fathers were weak, and that this made them fail to protect their families?”

      His looked over at his father in abhorrence. He would never dare suggest or even think such a thing. His sire gazed at him kindly.

      “You see? Bad things happen, and no matter how big you are, there is no guarantee that they won’t. Besides, never underestimate a small being. Your mother is small and—just between us—I am afraid to sleep with all four eyes closed sometimes.”

      “I heard that,” his mother called from inside the antechamber.

      Korash winked one peripheral eye at him, and surprisingly he felt better. He watched his father roll to his feet and stride inside the den before he shot to his own feet.

      “Oh, there was something I wanted to talk to you about,” Kyx called out as he followed close behind. His mother turned from where she was stacking some boxes that looked suspiciously like merchant’s wares. He frowned down at them, losing his track of thought. Emala followed his line of sight and gave him the same exasperated look that he well remembered from his youth.

      “Don’t look like that. Mishar found an abandoned wagon near the mountains and pulled it home. It took him three days to return. I was about worried out of my mind, but it was a thoughtful gift,” she admitted. “I couldn’t get too mad about it even if his antics did take years off my life. Here is a piece of advice, Kyx: if you want a happy family, make sure you communicate with them. All of them—including your mate. Don’t just send a howling message to your brother and trust him to pass it along, when you know your brother has the memory of a flea,” she said as she narrowed her eyes at Korash.  She sighed and raised an eyebrow. “Kyx, was there something you wanted to talk to us about?”

      “Uh, yes. We will be going deeper into the eastern forest as soon as the thaw comes, and—”

      “And you want us to come as well. Of course we are. Huntsmen spotted lurking about and crazed Ragoru—what could possibly happen next? Your fathers and I discussed this at length during the Withering Days.”

      He gave her an arched look, and she flushed.

      “Among other things. Believe it or not, we do find some time to talk. We aren’t young and able to rut like you can.”

      “Mother!” he groaned, covering his ears with two of his hands while the other pair waved frantically.

      His father Korash grinned but his mother merely rolled her eyes, her lips twitching as she pulled his hands away.

      “You are not a rog anymore. You know very well by now what happens between mates. As I was saying, we agreed it is time to settle farther away from humans. We love this den, but your older brothers all went east. We don’t expect any of our young to return here after all these years, but we wouldn’t mind reuniting with our family. Also, it would be nice to be there when your rogs come,” she admitted.

      She sighed again, heavier this time. “I could never get used to the way so many Ragoru live disconnected for their families when they are grown. It broke my heart every time one of you left to build your own triad. Malu will be leaving us in a few years. It would be nice to be nearby for your family. This winter has proved that we can live comfortably together in the same territory, and it would be beneficial for all of our safety.”

      “And my fathers all agreed?” he asked, looking in surprise at his father. He had assumed his fathers would have been the most difficult to convince. All his life they had taught him that a Ragoru should seek to rely on no other but his triad and mate, to establish an isolated territory and defend it. He’d prepared him for the day when he would be an adult and leave his whelping den.

      “Yes, we are agreed,” Korash said. His eyes slid over to his mate and softened. “Sometimes it is good for old ways to change and adapt to new situations. I do miss my young too. We leave at the first thaw.”
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      Arie was certain that winter was never going to end.  Two lunar cycles completed while they observed the Withering Days and she was certain that she was about to go out of mind if she didn’t get out of the cave soon. Not that some aspects hadn’t been fun. Frequent bouts of making love had rated high on her list of ways to pass the winter.

      She just needed to get out of the cave, even if only for a little while.

      Perhaps she would have felt differently if they’d been in her triad’s den rather than the cave. She had never felt desperation to get outside when she spent the winters in her cozy cottage with her mother. It must have been symptomatic of living in the tiny, dark cave specifically. She’d been doing all kinds of busywork to keep herself entertained, but it was increasingly hard to focus on anything.

      She was restless.

      She paced the length of the cave in front of the door in an attempt to work off the excess energy. On her fifth pass before the entrance, as she watched the wind scatter some granules of snow, an idea occurred to her. She would ask Rager if they could walk through the woods. He would never let her go far from the safety of the cave, but surely a short walk wouldn’t hurt anything. The guys had taken her for walks at different times over the course of the winter, so she couldn’t see any reason why he wouldn’t agree. She turned around to say something to him, but halted and smiled fondly at the sight in front of her.

      Rager was sound asleep on the pile of furs at the back of the cave, his huge chest rising and falling with the even gusts of his breath. She hated to wake him. She didn’t think he ever got enough sleep. The one and only time she’d fussed at him over it he firmly replied that it was his duty to protect his family and he would be able to rest once they returned to their den. His tone had forbidden further discussion on the matter. Still, if he was taking the opportunity to sleep, she needed to let him.

      She really couldn’t bear to stay inside a moment longer, not when the weather was nice. There was a warmth to the wind that hadn’t been there before, hinting at spring coming just around the corner. She worried that if she didn’t go out and enjoy it she’d miss her opportunity, and with her luck they’d be snowed in again for the next three weeks.

      Although her mates would be displeased if they caught her at it before she returned, there really had been no sign of danger for many weeks now—not since Warol’s confrontation with the rogue Ragoru. There hadn’t been any sign of huntsmen in all the months they’d been there. She suspected there weren’t other predators in this part of the woods since none of the males made mention of tracks. She was also familiar with this part of the forest, so she didn’t worry about getting lost. It wasn’t like she was going far.

      She carefully slipped a leather belt over her shoulder and sheathed her bone knife in it. She’d been caught in the bramble a few times while walking with Warol and had to patiently wait while he cut her free. She didn’t want to be stuck in a similar position without one of her males nearby to help her. Because it was still chilly, despite the melting snow, she covered herself with several of her warmest furs as well as a fur-lined hooded cape and her mittens. Only then did she slip out of the entrance.

      The first blast of cool air on her face was invigorating. It was clean the way that only winter air could be. It held a lingering edge of moisture from the snow, or as if it were perhaps going to rain. Arie took a deep breath, savoring it as she stood in front of the cave. A quick glance around affirmed that no one was nearby.

      A small flock of vivid red songbirds burst from the trees just overhead, bringing a smile to her face and reminding her of just why she needed the excursion. She hummed as she passed through the trees, following vaguely in the direction of the cardinals. The snow was largely undisturbed, except where her mate’s trail had broken through, disappearing some distance away.

      A profound sense of pleasure stole over her. Everything from buds on the trees to the blades of plants beginning to poke through the snow made her ridiculously happy for no reason whatsoever. She walked until a movement out of the corner of her eye made her stop and turn her head.

      A brown rabbit with blotches of white fur sat on a mound of snow, its long velvety ears shifting as it looked for food. She spent several moments entertained, watching the little creature before it became wary of her presence and disappeared into the skeletal limbs of a nearby bush.

      “It’s for the best,” she called out to the rabbit. “Good idea to make yourself scarce. You never know when one of my mates will catch the wind and decide you will make a good meal.”

      Laughing to herself, she moved on until she eventually came to a narrow clearing. She didn’t recognize this place. Had she lost track of her surroundings while watching the rabbit? A glimmer of color caught her attention and made her pause. Poking through the snow, tiny blue flowers burst in merry clumps.

      Snowdrops!

      She had run out of her supply of snowdrops earlier in the summer. They were useful to have on hand for a few different medical issues, but she never gathered enough in spring to last her even half the year.

      Pulling off one glove with her teeth, she turned it upside down and filled it with the flowers. She’d never seen so many in one place before. Near the village, few could be found other a small handful of clusters. She expertly pinched off one flower after another and set them into her glove, careful not to bruise or crush the bloom. One glove filled and then the other.

      Once they were full, she set them down on the snow in front of her and pulled the leather ties off the ends of the braids that framed her face. One at a time, she used a cord to tie the end of the glove closed.

      Now to find her way home. She put her hands on her hips. There was nothing to do for it but try to backtrack. She must have gotten turned around while she was following the rabbit. She was about to head back to the forest edge when a tinkling sound of metal and leather made her jerk her head around in surprise.

      Pulling into view just ahead, a ramshackle merchant’s wagon made its way toward her. An elderly nag was hitched to it, and the man driving it seemed almost as grizzled. She paused, puzzled. Merchants often traveled with their families. She couldn’t recall ever seeing a lone merchant in her village, though she supposed that, like any vocation, it could have its share of solitary peddlers. That didn’t mean she was foolish enough to automatically trust the stranger, even if, at a distance, he appeared quite harmless.

      She was too far in the open to disappear into the trees, so she opted to crouch lower in the snowbank and watch. She clung to a thread of hope that her furs would help her blend in and the cart would pass her by, unseen. That hope was crushed when the stranger half-stood on his footrest and pulled back on the leather reins.

      “Whoa, Maggy,” he called in a smoke-roughened voice. He squinted at where Arie was crouched. A baffled expression crossed his face as he continued to scan the clearing before returning his narrow gaze to her.

      “Either my imagination is playing tricks on me or there is someone in the snow. Come on out now. Show yourself!” He reached down and rested a hand on the butt of his rifle.

      The man was clearly on edge, and Arie had no doubt that if she didn’t show herself, he would resort to firing at anything he perceived as a potential threat. Biting her lip nervously, she stood with her hands turned upward to show that they were empty.

      “I am unarmed,” she calmly said as she forced herself to step closer to the wagon.

      The man’s brow wrinkled, and she noticed he wasn’t quite as old as she’d originally assumed. His clothing had seen better days, and he had several days of scruff on his face peppered with gray, but his hair was dark except where gray threaded through it at the temples. She also noticed that, though he was leaning forward over the footrest to look down at her, his body was broad with obvious muscle. She took a step back, struck with unease.

      His brow pulled down further into a scowl.

      “What is a woman doing out here alone in the woods?”

      Did he expect her to answer or was that rhetorical question?

      “Well?”

      Ah.

      “I am out for a walk, looking for snowdrops for Momma.” Her mind spun to fabricate a plausible story. “My family had come through the woods with a group of colonists, but my momma went into labor and they got separated from the group. Daddy built his cabin out here and we’ve been living a short distance from here ever since.”

      He leaned back in his seat, the horse tossing its head as his arm pulled the reins tight. Reaching into his vest pocket, he pulled out a cigar. With his other hand, he pulled out a small knife from a strap. She watched as he cut the tip of the cigar off before sheathing the blade and sticking it between his teeth. She knew he had to have been to the Citadel. Few people had the means to afford good cigars, but almost no one in the sanctuary villages had ready access to wood matches, and those who could afford to purchase them were not the sort that would be traveling through the forest in a rough-looking wagon.

      “Did you find them… your snowdrops?”

      “Oh yes, I have filled both gloves with them,” she said. Small truths inserted into a lie made it far more believable.

      He grunted and eyed her for a long moment.

      “What’s your name, girl?”

      “Kila,” she answered with the first name that came to her mind. She didn’t feel comfortable providing him with her real name.

      He puffed on his cigar and pulled it out to inspect it. His eyes narrowed on her once more.

      “Kila, you say. I caught word from one of the villages of a missing girl named Arie. Have you seen her pass through? She is about your age and height, but she would have been hard to miss with all that red hair of hers.”

      Arie felt her heart beat faster in her chest but she schooled her features in an impassive mask.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t say I have. We don’t get many visitors out here. I’m sure I would remember someone with red hair.”

      “How about you come closer so I can get a better look at you?”

      Her blood went cold and she offered him a polite smile.

      “I’d rather not. My parents don’t approve of me talking to strangers.”

      His lips parted in a chilling grin. “How do they expect to marry their daughter if they keep her in the middle of the woods without contact with men? Come closer. I don’t bite.”

      Arie took another step back, unnerved by his insistence.

      “I… I have to get back.”

      His eyes went cold, but his smile widened. “How about I give you a ride home? It is the least I can do. I would be pleased to meet your family.”

      She shuddered. “No. No, thank you. I should be going. Have a blessed day.”

      She backed away, her hand on her blade, but he sighed and shook his head.

      “I really wish you hadn’t done that. It would have been a lot more pleasant if you’d come along peacefully.”

      He snapped his long fingers, and three men burst out from the back of the wagon, each of them wearing the deep blue capes of the Order. She backpedaled in alarm and his laughter followed her.

      “You see, I am pretty certain you are just the girl we are looking for.”
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      Rager hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and judging from the long shadows he’d been out for a while. He hoped Arie had not been too bored while he’d been sleeping. She’d been getting more restless over the last few days and he and his brothers had been taking turns accompanying her on short walks outside. He understood how miserable it was to be stuck indoors, and she had fewer opportunities to get away from the cave.

      He looked around, half-expecting Arie to be curled near him on the furs. He frowned as he realized she wasn’t there. He breathed in to track her scent in the cave but, the only trace of her was hours old. He shot to his feet in alarm.

      How long had she been gone without him knowing? Where did she go?

      “Arie!” he shouted as he spun around the cave, some part of him hoping she was playing some sort of game and had found a way to deceive his senses. His panic level spiked, and he rushed to the entrance, calling her name repeatedly as he darted through the snow to the nearest places Arie enjoyed lingering when he took her to walk around the den.

      Horror bit into him with relentless teeth as he came to the conclusion that his mate was nowhere to be found. She was gone.

      All the terrors from his youth came rushing back. Returning as a youth to his den with a fresh kill to show off to his fathers and mother, and the sight of their dead bodies burning in a heap just in front. He’d fallen to his knees in front of the pyre, overwhelmed by grief. The stench and smoke had made him tear up, and he’d gagged and vomited helplessly where he crouched. Nothing had stopped the agony of their absence, and nothing would stop it now. His Arie was lying there amid his family, her sightless eyes staring up from where her body slowly burned away among them.

      Immaterial hands gripped and shook him, pulling him free from his memories. Rager blinked up at Warol, who looked down at him wide-eyed with fear. Beside him, Kyx watched, his ears pulled back as he glanced around.

      “Rager, what has happened? We heard your calls of anguish from some distance. We hurried as fast as we could only to find you alone, writhing in the snow as if in agony. Where is Arie?”

      “Gone,” he choked. “I don’t know. I fell asleep. I knew that Arie has been getting restless—I should have stayed awake. Now she is gone. I cannot find any sign of her anywhere. She doesn’t answer my call, and all scent trails are faded. Hours old. This is my fault.”

      Kyx shook his head and sighed. “I do not accept your self-blame.” Warol made a noise of agreement. “We all knew Arie was having difficulty staying in the cave all the time. We shouldn’t have left her care to you alone with our mate in such a condition. I’m sure she didn’t mean to go so far. You know Arie is more cautious than that by nature.”

      “She may be lost,” Warol said, “or taken. If she is lost, we will return her to the cave and remind of her error. If she was taken, we will destroy our enemies and then follow through with the aforementioned reminder. But we will recover our mate, brother.”

      Drawing in a deep, cleansing breath, Rager closed his eyes and bid the ghosts of his past to fade away. Arie was not among them. He wouldn’t allow them to torment him with images of her suffering among the dead. He refused to believe his mate was anything other than alive and well. Opening his eyes again, he met the concerned looks of his brothers.

      “Anyone caught holding our Arie against her will we destroy without hesitation,” he growled. His brothers’ ears perked, and their bodies stiffened in preparation. A high energy seemed to buzz around all of them. The energy of the hunt, Rager recognized.

      Tipping his head back, Rager let out a long howl. The birds in the trees ceased singing and stilled. The entire area went quiet as his brothers joined his chorus. Their song spoke of bloodlust and need.

      They would find their mate, and not even the gods would be able to help any who kept her from them.

      Kyx leaped to the fore, his head whipping around to catch the direction of her fading scent. The smaller male was the best tracker among them, and Rager trusted him to lead them to their mate without error. Kyx caught her scent and bounded forward in a high-paced pursuit.

      Rager could barely keep up with the smaller red male as he whipped through the trees, his fur a blur in the distance. He wasn’t the only one who struggled to keep up. Warol panted at his side, a savage grin on his face. It was not a look of amusement but a sort of madness that Rager recognized. Warol would fall upon their enemy like the father of death himself.

      Rager burst forth with renewed speed, his heart hammering out a song of need. He needed to find their mate. He needed her. He needed. The refrain beat inside of him ceaselessly, pushing him ahead so he never lost sight of his brother. His body and lungs burned from maintaining the brutal speed, but he refused to relinquish his need. Arie was the culmination of all that he needed, and if he relinquished his need to reach her it would be as if he were willingly surrendering her.

      He refused!

      Snow scattered beneath their feet as they ran among the trees, the wind whistling in his ears. The temperature was dropping as the shadows lengthened. He didn’t feel the bite of the chilled air, nor did he hear any of the sounds of the forest. All his being was focused on his mate and her scent that seemed to disperse quicker than they could follow it.

      The sight of the wagon caught him off-guard. It was old and painted such a dark green that he almost missed it. An animal was hitched to it, yanking its head nervously as it sensed their approach. All his senses came to life at the fearful cry of his mate.

      To his surprise, he found his stride lengthen so that he bypassed Kyx. He was driven by pure desperation. The other male’s eyes widened but Rager dismissed it. How he was managing was not what was important. Getting to her was all that mattered. He leaped effortlessly onto the wagon and peered down for the object of his pursuit.

      Five men surrounded the delicate form of his mate sprawled on the ground between them. The sight of her helpless angered him—he couldn’t bear to watch the way she struggled to get to her feet only to be knocked down again with mocking laughter from the males. But it was the sight of dark cloaks of the Order that threw him into a fury. He leaped down with a roar, determined to be the harbinger of their destruction.

      Flat male faces with various amounts of fur looked up at him in surprise. They twisted around, their hands on their weapons, and Rager laughed. The sound was inhuman even to his own ears. He couldn’t think of what it might sound like to his female. He didn’t want her to know that he enjoyed the terror on the faces of the huntsmen, that he reveled in the fact that one of their number immediately urinated on himself. Or that he enjoyed the taste of blood welling in his mouth as he sank his teeth into the male on whom he landed with enough force to drive them both into the snow.

      The vicious snarls that rose on either side of him as his brothers leaped into the fray were punctuated by screams and sharp cracks firing from their cruel weapons. Rich blood sprayed everywhere. He destroyed one and then another. He turned in his frenzy to find another target, but found that Warol had also dispatched two humans, the remains of which now rested in lumps of bloody flesh around his feet. The silver male’s breath came out in ragged pants as he made an obvious effort to control the lingering effects of his rage. He had several shallow cuts, but otherwise seemed well.

      Rager winced at the pull of muscle where a huntsman had stabbed his side. It hadn’t been deep enough to cause significant injury, but it hurt. His head swung around in response to Arie’s shout. Kyx’s growl followed. Rager turned just in time to see Kyx pull a huntsman away from where he was crouched over their mate, a blade held against her delicate neck. The blade left a faint trail of red against her skin when Kyx ripped him from her and tossed him several paces away. Rager used the opportunity to rush to her side, Warol on his heels.

      Drawing her into his arms, Rager held her close in a protective embrace as she wrapped her arms around him in turn. Her small body shuddered against him as Warol nuzzled her from the other side. Her head turned and they watched together as the huntsman feinted to the left and brought his weapon up against the red male. Kyx lunged with a single-mind intensity and clamped his teeth onto the human’s arm. The weapon dropped to the ground, but his brother wasn’t done yet.

      He braced two hands at the human’s torso while his other pair of hands wrapped around the arm at either side of his jaws. With a great show of strength, Kyx pulled with all his might until the ligaments and flesh of the arm tore. Only then did Kyx release it and leave it hanging as a bloody, pulverized mess at the human’s side before attacking the other arm the huntsman drew up to protect himself. When the arms were rendered useless, Kyx broke the bones of the legs, making the human howl in misery before pulling out his tongue. Only then did Kyx show mercy and break his neck, allowing the human to die.

      Rager drew up beside his brother, inspecting the remains of huntsman. They stood side by side staring dispassionately down at the pitiful sight.

      “He smelled of lust when he was crouched over Arie,” Kyx offered as an explanation.

      That was all he said, and that was all that needed to be said.

      Arie had stopped shivering and was looking around, her eyes taking in the scene without fear or disgust. Instead, her lips were pinched together and there was a certain satisfaction in her eyes. She raised her gaze to meet his.

      “I don’t enjoy the death of people, but I cannot find it in myself to feel anything at their passing.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “They wanted to hurt me—I could see it in their eyes. They talked among themselves that all they were required to do was to bring me alive. I do not want to know what they were planning to do,” she said, her brow drawn down over her eyes.

      Rager reached for her again but paused at the sight of blood on his hands. He felt a pang of self-consciousness about touching his mate covered as they were in the blood of the huntsmen. To his surprise she stepped forward and pressed her cheek into his hand with acceptance, her eyes watching him. He didn’t see disgust in her eyes, and that relieved him more than he could possibly say.
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        * * *

      

      Arie was covered in blood and standing among the remains of humans slaughtered on her behalf and felt nothing but the burn of triumph and joy. Her triad had come for her. She’d put up a valiant fight. Even managed to stab the driver in the leg before Kyx had pulled him off her. She looked around for any sign of her knife and was startled when Warol appeared at her side with the knife in one of his hands. His eyes held warmth as he slid it into her sheath. He brushed his lips against her cheek and then ran them up her temple and across her forehead. Pride shone in his eyes.

      “You did well, rya,” he said.

      “You mean by getting lost and then kidnapped?”

      He chuckled in turn. “Perhaps not so much in that. But you didn’t give up. You fought until we could arrive. Things might not have ended the same way if you had not.” He paused as if searching for words. “If you had died, we would have been lost and dead inside without you.”

      “We wouldn’t have survived without you,” Rager amended. Kyx dropped his head in silent agreement.

      Arie blink back tears as she realized just what her foolishness had nearly done. It wasn’t just her life, but she had come close to irreparably hurting her mates as well. All because she’d been too impatient to wait and had dismissed any potential danger because things had been quiet. She swallowed back her grief and met her mates’ steady gaze.

      Rager sighed and jerked his head to the left. “Come. Let’s get clean and go back to the cave.” He went silent for a long moment and narrowed his eyes on her. “There will be repercussions for this.”

      Arie nodded and followed her lead mate as her other mates surrounded her. They left the scene of the carnage without looking back. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched a pair of ravens drop from the branches and begin to pick at the remains. Nothing would serve justice better than for the forest to consume all traces so that nothing was left to be remembered.
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      Arie shivered under the weight of her mates’ stares. Upon returning to their cave, they had spent over an hour melting snow into warm water. They used leather cloths to gently wipe away every trace of blood from her body, and used excess water to thoroughly wash out her hair. As soon as she was clean and wrapped in warm furs, they repeated the process on themselves. Now they sat around the fire completely clean, but an unfamiliar silence descended around them.

      Not one of them gave away what they were thinking. Rager was still and stoic as usual, and Warol’s expression remained flat except for where his yellow eyes narrowed on her. Even her sweet Kyx looked stern and unmovable as he watched her.

      Arie sighed. She suspected that things were moving into the repercussions that Rager had refused to elaborate on.

      Rager tipped an ear toward her, his first discernible movement in over an hour. That one subtle movement made her skin tingle with anticipation. He stood and began to stalk around her. His gaze focused on nothing other than her as he circled her slowly. Arie felt her body hum with excitement and dread as the fine hairs on her body stood up with awareness when he drew closer. Logically, Arie knew she was reacting to his predatory nature, but as a mate she was also reacting carnally to having her male so near her.

      He was standing behind her when he finally spoke.

      “You grievously endangered yourself today, rya. The safety of our entire family depends on each of us acting in a way that protects not only our own welfare, knowing that our family depends upon each of us, but also the sanctity of our den.”

      Arie bowed her head with guilt. He was correct. She hadn’t thought of anything other than her own need when she’d left.

      “I am sorry,” she whispered.

      She felt the gust of his hot breath on her when he sighed.

      “I know you are. I know these last days have been difficult and we failed you by not anticipating that you might take it upon yourself to leave the cave alone.”

      “I swear—I didn’t think there would be any danger. There hasn’t been for months,” Arie said miserably.

      “This is true,” he said at length. “But because the safety of our family depends on these things, we cannot forget. Ragoru learn discipline to prevent tragedy as much as we can. Warol, kneel in front of Arie.”

      The male sank down in front of her, all four of his hands gripping around her two hands.

      “Warol and Kyx both left to scout with full knowledge of your restlessness. For this, we voluntary submit before you.”

      Arie opened her mouth to protest and watched in horror as Kyx lunged forward and buried his teeth into Warol’s shoulder. The latter snarled in pain, his yellow eyes closing as his brother dug his fangs in deep; other than a twitch of his fingers, not once did he tighten his hands around hers. Then the matter was done, and Kyx released him and carefully licked his wounds so his saliva would speed the healing process.

      They switched places before she could protest, and then Kyx held her hands, his beautiful warm amber eyes meeting hers with a hint of sorrow in them. He winced when Warol sank his teeth into his shoulder, shuddering with pain, but he didn’t make a sound nor tighten his grip. He pried his eyes open and kept eye contact with her until Warol released him and licked his wounds clean.

      Tears ran down Arie’s face as she was forced to watch her males suffer for something that was her fault, no matter their insistence to share the blame. She wept openly for being the source of their torment. When Rager moved to stand in front of her, she couldn’t bear it anymore.

      “Please, no. Rager, not you too.”

      He nodded solemnly. “As the lead and the one trusted with your welfare while they were gone, my failing is the worst. I must submit myself before you.”

      Rager took his place in front of her, his huge body wedged against her as he held her hands. Both Warol and Kyx attacked him, each burying their teeth on opposite shoulders, biting deep. Rager did not so much as move a muscle in his face. His head remained bowed before her as fresh blood wetted his fur around his wounds. They held on much longer until he tilted an ear back to them, which she took as the silent order to release him. Immediately her other two mates pulled back and tended to his wounds as he allowed himself to shiver in a moment of weakness before her.

      “It is done,” he murmured.

      Arie blinked in confusion.

      “It is not done. You have accepted punishment for my error. I must take my share as well.”

      Rager shook his head, his brow drawing down stubbornly.

      “No, Ragoru do not harm females. Your penitence was to hold us while we suffered and know your actions in part caused it. It is enough.”

      “It is not enough,” she argued heatedly. “You are not going to bleed for me while I suffer nothing.”

      All three males watched her. She was certain they had never heard of situation where a female wanted to hurt. Arie herself could barely believe the words were coming out of her mouth. She didn’t enjoy pain, but she also knew that she wanted to face everything her mates had to endure.

      Warol scooped her up in his arms, causing his brothers to jerk back in surprise. He grinned at both of them as he settled down beside the fire with Arie draped over his knees. His warm hands rubbed into the skin of her thighs and ass as he looked down at her thoughtfully, a gleam in his eyes.

      “Since you insist, rya. As it happens, I have an idea.”

      Rager growled in warning when Warol pulled up her dress, but it didn’t stop her second mate’s hand from dropping across her ass cheek with a sharp snap. She jerked and yelped as the sting of his fingers and claws connected with her skin.

      One hand gripped around the back of her knees and another circled her shoulders as his two free hands dropped in succession, one and then the other, and her bottom bloomed with heat and pain. It lasted only minutes before Warol turned her over to Kyx.

      Her gentler mate hesitated for only a moment before he secured her against him. His slaps were lighter, but they scattered over a wider territory, striking the cheek and her upper thighs with brutal efficiency. Although he put less force into it, his claws were a harsher scrape against her tender skin. Tears leaked freely as she suffered through and took her share of the pain. When he finally turned her over to Rager, Arie shook from the force of her own regret and a shameful rush of hot pleasure.

      To her surprise, Rager didn’t strike her. He pulled her tight into his arms and turned her so that his tongue could lave the tender skin, his quest taking him between thighs to lap the essence dripping from her folds. He growled low in his chest and pushed his muzzle further against her, his tongue pushing into her channel only to dart out, slick over labia, and tease her clit in long caresses.

      Arie squirmed against him, her pain forgotten and replaced by rising pleasure.

      “Rager, what kind of punishment is this?” she panted out in confusion.

      “Punishment is over. Now it is time for pleasure,” he grunted into her skin.

      She turned in his arms and looked at her other mates, both wearing expressions of eager expectation, their dark blue cocks extruded and shining with their precum.  Rager turned her in his arms so that she lay on her side. He continued to lick at her slit and her clit with rapid strokes of his tongue as he presented her to Warol.

      Her silver mate didn’t waste the opportunity, his blue cocks thick and flushed purple at the tips, he sank his pleasure shaft into her pussy first to lubricate it and then pulled out to line himself up with her holes and sink into her. He pumped his hips eagerly as Rager continued to assault her clit with his tongue.

      Her sensitive channels reacted as Warol pushed himself deeper into her, his beaded cocks rubbing against the sensitive nerves, sparking heat through her blood with every rapid pass. His gaze was focused down, watching his cocks move in and out of her even as he watched Rager’s tongue stroke her into quivering pleasure. She could tell it excited him because he began to rut harder into her, the fur on his pelvis slapping against her inner thighs.

      Rager growled with pleasure and sucked her clit into his mouth. Arie shrieked in pleasure as her orgasm exploded through her. Her channels tightened around her mate and sent Warol over into the chasm of his own bliss. He shuddered against her, his cocks releasing their heat in spurts, thrusting helplessly as he rode his orgasm. Rager’s tongue licked around where their bodies were joined, cleaning them both as Warol waited for his mating bulge to loosen. Finally, he pulled himself free and sank to Arie’s side. Rager’s own members pushed into her hip, swollen with his excitement.

      Arie licked her lips thoughtfully and shifted in Rager’s embrace. She pulled herself up to straddle his legs, and with one hand she gripped both his cocks and lined him up. This was going to be a tight fit but she practically quaked with the need to try. Warol had stoked her passion, but she needed more to satisfy it. Rager froze in surprise as she pressed them against her cunt.

      She huffed and whimpered as she gradually slid down over them. She knew her body could stretch to accommodate the girth of his cocks, and sure enough she was able to sink on to him bit by bit. There was a painful burn, but her pleasure rode higher and she moaned loudly when she finally took the fullness of him into her. Rager groaned and dropped his head back as he struggled with his own pleasure, his cocks throbbing inside her as if threatening their own imminent release. Arie gasped and shifted forward, pulling herself partially off of them before sinking back down, making them both shiver.

      By the gods, it was fantastic!

      She rode him at a gentle pace, allowing herself to become used to the feel of both his cocks stuffed inside her pussy. Kyx panted as he paced behind them, his cocks bobbing with his movements, copious fluid seeping out of them as they seemed to also become more engorged. Arie sat one hand against her tailbone and leaned forward, beckoning him closer with her fingers. He seemed to get the message because he was on her within seconds, his primary phallus sliding into her fingers. She tilted her ass as she gripped his primary cock tighter and began to stroke it. She bumped his pleasure shaft against her back entrance in silent invitation. She wondered if both pleasure shafts might be stimulated to vibrate.

      Kyx needed no further encouragement. His bumpy member slid easily into her hole, well-lubricated from her own wetness and Warol’s seed. She squeezed her fingers around his cock as he thrust into her, his cock sliding between her fingers with every quick movement of his hips.

      Rager chose that moment to jerk his hips up and growl, his eyes rolling back into his head, and Arie was nearly bucked off when he began to drive into her pussy from below in time with Kyx. Their growls of desire surrounded her, their claws scraping erotically against her skin as they adjusted their grip upon her. Rager’s mating bulge swelled inside her, locking them together even as she felt Kyx’s bulge become firmer and harder against her palm.

      When the two pleasure shafts began to vibrate, Arie screamed out her ecstasy. It was so strong that her body felt like it shattered. All her senses seemed to disappear, and only dimly did she hear the dual roars of her mates and felt the hot splashes of their cum, Rager inside of her and Kyx over her ass and hips. It seemed to take forever before she sank back down into full alertness, still pressed between the bodies of her mates. Warol looked on with the corners of his mouth tipped up.

      “I want to try that next time,” he said with a chuckle.

      Both males groaned out their sated, exhausted pleasure, and Arie, draped bonelessly between them, couldn’t find the energy to do more than laugh.
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      Warol inhaled the cool spring air and turned to look at his family exiting the cave just behind him. It was the perfect day to begin their journey home. Days of rain had delayed them, but it had done its work melting much of the snow. Now the warm sun shone down on them, and the snow was shallow in most areas. There were plenty of bare patches with grass and flowers shooting through, and few deeper drifts. He found himself grinning like a rog at the sight of their mate exiting the cave, her eyes squinting against the sun, a pleased smile on her face. Rager, as was his norm, hovered behind her, his ears and eyes alert.

      As Arie stopped to adjust the supple skin of her leather dress, Kyx bounded past them, making her laugh. Rager’s ears flattened, startled by the younger Ragoru bursting past them, but even he huffed in amusement. Spirits were understandably high. They were finally leaving for their territory. Although the sudden appearance of huntsmen had been dealt with, none of them wanted to chance lingering any longer than they had to.

      Even Emala and her mates were preparing a wagon they’d acquired to transport their possessions. Although Kyx was unhappy leaving his parents behind, Korash had insisted they would meet Warol and Kyx at the bordering markers of their territory within a week’s time. Until then, the den was well-hidden, and Korash was confident that he could protect his family if any huntsmen were unlikely enough to cross into their territory. Warol, having seen two of the males in action, did not doubt it.

      Rager shouldered the leather pack that Arie had made containing her spare dresses and the travel rations that Emala had gifted them. Made from meat cooked down in fat with harvested summer berries, they were filling and didn’t taste all that bad. They would make traveling much easier than their previous practice of relying on the stores of dried meat that they’d stocked their caves with over the summer months.

      There was something to be said for human ingenuity. Not that the Ragoru didn’t have their own skills; it had just never occurred to him to make a fatty, energy-providing food that could be carried with him when hunting and drying meat had worked well enough.

      With his peripheral eye he watched Kyx disappear through some trees, but kept his primary eyes on his surroundings. Finally, he turned to move out in the same direction, knowing that Arie was directly behind, guarded on both sides by him and Rager. It was in that manner they traveled uneventfully through the forest. Every now and again, Kyx reappeared from out of nowhere as he circled back to check on them or suggest an alternate route to Rager. This part of the forest was familiar to Kyx, and his sires had not allowed any predatory plants to take root anywhere near their territory.

      Still, call it his particular brand of paranoia, but Warol couldn’t help but feel like everything was happening a little too easily. After their encounter with the huntsmen four days ago, he’d been vigilant, expecting another attack that didn’t come. It didn’t seem likely that they wouldn’t have tried again, or at least attacked them while they were vulnerable traveling through the forest. But there was no sign of huntsmen, and though the forest seemed quieter than normal, it was otherwise undisturbed. That didn’t stop the itch between his shoulders that told him something would happen.

      The cave Kyx led them to was small, much smaller than they were accustomed to sleeping in even when it was just their triad before Arie had joined their family, but it was still suitable for shelter. Rager, who carried their exhausted mate the last few miles, deposited her gently on the floor. This cave had no furs to pad their resting place, but they’d make do for the night. Kyx pulled Arie onto his chest so she could rest easy while he stretched out beneath her, his own eyes half-shut in exhaustion.

      Warol looked down at them with a wide grin. He glanced over at Rager as he circled what little room there was available in the cave.

      “I don’t think Kyx is going to move any time soon.”

      Rager glanced down at the couple curled up together on the ground, the corners of his mouth kicking up.

      “Kyx has earned his rest and then some. The cave appears to be secure. I will go out to see if there is any fresh game available. It is best to save the rations if we can.”

      Warol nodded, his attention focusing on the entrance of the cave. “While you hunt, I will scout a bit farther around the cave for any sign of a threat. I wouldn’t care to have huntsmen, rival Ragoru, or any manner of predator sneak up on us while we sleep.”

      Rager sighed. “It does seem as if things are not quite right. I would have expected something more, unless our encounter with the huntsmen truly was an isolated group. They surely had plenty of time to attack us at any point during our travel today. Be thorough, Warol, and I will also keep an ear to the wind.”

      Warol parted from the cave with a sense of urgency. The quicker he was able to verify their security and get back, the better. Even as he left the cave, he couldn’t help the gnawing feeling in his belly that there was something he was missing. He sniffed the air, drawing it into his lungs, his eyes and ears alert. When nothing greeted him but silence and the clean, sharp taste of the air, he loped away from the cave, his senses alert for any possible discrepancy.
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      Arie curled into the soft fur of Kyx’s belly, her breath stirring the strands with every exhale. Kyx rumbled beneath her, his mouth curving in a content smile.  Leaning forward, she pressed her lips against the side of his muzzle. All four of his arms immediately wrapped around her, pressing her close to him. Arie smiled, relishing the closeness. She didn’t think anything could possibly disrupt the peace of that moment. Without Rager and Warol there, the cave was silent save for the soft sounds of their breathing.

      Kyx arched beneath her as her fingers trailed down his pecs and abs, neither of them able to resist the sweet torment of the way they rested against each other. Arie began to slide her hands down Kyx’s belly when a light sound, like the faint jingle of metal, caught her attention. Before she could even turn her head, her mate spun her beneath him, his body rigid. A threatening growl rose from his chest, his arms braced around her, protectively caging her in as several men burst into the cave.

      They came out of nowhere and in such numbers that they were quickly surrounded before Kyx could properly assume a defensive position. They were left vulnerable in the center of the cave where they’d been resting, all sides exposed to the enemy.

      That didn’t stop Kyx. He valiantly tried again and again to strike, but every time he turned at an angle to protect against an assault from one, another pushed forward to attack.

      Whenever they were able to get close enough, the huntsmen stabbed at Kyx with their knives. Not one raised a rifle against him, but shooting him probably would have been a mercy compared to the torture they submitted him to. The humans were clear in their desire. Their faces were twisted cruelly with hatred as they struck, the shallow cuts slowly draining blood from her mate. He yelped with every impact but refused to allow her up from beneath his cover no matter how much she begged him.

      When two of the huntsmen looped chains around his neck at either side, Arie wept and clung to him, trying desperately to work the chain off. Her fingernails broke below the quick, drops of her blood smearing across his fur, but it was to no avail. By seizing the chains, the men were able to pull Kyx away from her. He snarled and roared with helpless fury even as Arie fought off the hands grabbing at her. She cried out, her heart breaking as the men dragged Kyx back against the wall of the cave and cut into his flesh with their short blades.

      Arie’s view was obscured by the huntsmen restraining her, but their laughter taunted her. Even though she couldn’t see him, she could still hear every pained cry and every desperate growl.

      He was suffering.

      She screamed and jerked forward, breaking free of her captors’ grips only to be knocked to the ground without mercy. A hard boot pinned her between her shoulders, pressing her chest flat.

      Finally, one stepped just far enough that she was able to see the blood flowing freely from one of Kyx’s eyes. Arie wailed out her horror, her grief swallowing her as the man pinning her yanked back on her hair with one hand so she would be forced to watch her mate die. Arie wouldn’t have turned her eyes away even if she could. Kyx deserved better than that; he deserved her to be present with him as he suffered so he didn’t die alone with no kindness or love looking upon him.

      His right eyes shifted to stare at her with deep sorrow. Yet there was also love. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she realized that he was using the last of his strength to tell her—however silently—that he loved her. She mouthed the words back to him and he smiled just as his eyes closed. His weakened body sagged between them, and the huntsmen dropped him to the ground, chortling as they did so.

      From among the cluster of dark-blue capes, a familiar man stepped forward, an unpleasant smirk on his lips as he looked down at Kyx. The insignias of his accomplishments were embroidered near the neckline of his cape, but it was the cruelty stamped into his face that she recognized in Huntsman Merik.

      Arie renewed her struggles, but he didn’t offer her so much as a glance. Instead, he clasped the man nearest to him on the shoulder. It was one who had been holding Kyx’s chains, the youth no doubt earning Merik’s favor.

      “Should we end the beast?” he asked Merik, his voice nearly trembling with his lust for the Ragoru’s death. Merik shook his head, his smile widening.

      “No, I think not. A quick end would be far too merciful. Let it die painfully and alone and serve as a warning to the other males to steer far from humans if they do not wish for the same end.”

      His cold eyes settled on Arie and she felt her breath lock up in her lungs for a terrible moment as he walked toward her. He pinched her chin with his index finger and thumb and forced her to look into his eyes. She stared at him with all the hate she could muster. He chuckled and released her chin to pat her condescendingly on the head.

      “And you, my dear girl. You have been quite the trouble for the Order. Your village contracted me to find you and recover anything of value you may have absconded with. I was to return with you to the village to mete their justice, which I would have been all too happy to help them with. I don’t look kindly on those who would… cavort… with Ragoru. It is unnatural and against the will of the Divine Mother.”

      “The Order and the horrors you commit are against the will of the Mother,” Arie bit out. Merik frowned and nodded to the huntsman at her side. The butt of a rifle jabbed her in the gut, making her wheeze painfully.

      His brow wrinkled with regret and he turned away with a flick of his wrist. “Word travels quickly within the Order, and apparently your dear grandmother is very well-connected. She has specifically requested your return, which means I have my orders to bring you to the Citadel. However, since there are still my clients to satisfy, I will be taking this,” he laughed as he ripped her pack away from her, “and returning it to them myself after we see to your… safety.”

      Merik stepped away from her, wiping his gloved hands off as if touching her had contaminated him. His smile chilled her to the marrow of her bones. “Bring her to the camp.”

      Arie’s head dropped, her eyes instinctively seeking out the prone form of her mate. The entire side of his face had been savaged and appeared to be a bloody mess. He was dying, if not already dead, and Arie could do nothing more than weep bitter tears as they dragged her away.
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      The tent Arie was thrown into lacked any sort of comforts. The tan canvas was soiled in many places by sweat and substances she did not even want to identify, some of which she suspected may have been blood. It had a foul and musty smell to it that made her dry heave. She was tossed onto a sleeping pad with zero consideration for possible injury that could have been done to her. She cracked open one of her eyes, swollen from weeping, and watched as her two “escorts” filed out of the tent, leaving her to her isolation.

      At least, she thought she was alone. Movement in the back of the tent had her stifling a shriek as she backed away. The lump that raised off a far pallet rose up from its furs and hobbled toward her, its body battered and bruised. Dried blood caked its fur and the long locks of hair. As it neared, Arie squinted. There was something vaguely familiar about the wretched creature.

      “Red-hair? Yes, it is you. They found you. Now they will let me go home, yes?” The female’s voice grew more excited as she spoke.

      Arie’s mouth dropped open in horror. It was the feral woman who aided Warol when he’d recovered Arie from the ehurmu village. But that was months ago! How did the huntsmen capture the feral woman? And why?

      “What happened to you?” Arie whispered, her hands reaching out to touch the larger woman, but the woman shied away from her touch.

      Essi shambled to the side, her head lolling a little, her heavy brow drawn down over her eyes. Her three breasts were scarred over as if someone had attempted to amputate them, her body bare of fur where the red scars stretched over her.

      “The flat-face men came to Ehurmuvale saying they are looking for red-haired woman.” Her eyes narrowed with hatred. “They were looking for you. They killed the ehurmu one at a time. They would have killed me, but I traded for my life. I told them that the beast-men were with you. I say I can find you—ehurmu are good trackers. They hurt me bad, but now they have you. I will be free…!” she laughed, her voice rising with giddy laughter.

      Essi barreled past, pushing Arie out of her way as she rushed to the side of the tent, her hands slapping against the canvas.

      “Let me out!” she shrieked. “You have the ugly red-hair. Let me out. I want to go home.”

      Arie recoiled as the flap of the tent suddenly flung open and Merik stepped in, his face coldly detached, devoid of any expression as he stared down at the pitiful creature. Arie could not detect an ounce of compassion in him as she watched him arch an eyebrow.

      “What is all this noise, Essi?” he inquired with a polite, even voice.

      He spoke as if he was merely inquiring about the welfare of an inconsequential guest. Filled with a sudden dread, Arie slinked back, hoping to remain unnoticed in what was sure to be a disaster. Essi, ignoring any self-preservation instinct she must have had, ran toward him eagerly. Her fingers plucked at his cape as she bleated at him.

      “You have the red-hair. You promised to set me free. Please do it now. I want to go home.” Her voice breaking down into a long wail as she clung to the fabric.

      Merik’s face distorted with distaste as he pulled his cape free of her grip. His hand tucked down against his hip as he reached forward to grip her shoulder.

      “Essi, you have done well,” he crooned. “You are right. You deserve to be free and with your brethren again. It is remiss of me to have delayed your reunion. Am I right?”

      The female sniffled and looked up at him with large, watery eyes, a smile twisting her lips, revealing the broken remains of her teeth.

      “Yes, yes. Please. I want that. Can I go now?”

      “Of course, Essi. Right away. We won’t delay a moment longer.”

      Essi bowed her head, her body sagging with relief. She seemed unaware as he pulled a knife from his belt. Arie bit back a gasp as Merik slashed the blade over the woman’s neck. Essi’s eyes widened in panic and horror, her body twisting wildly as she choked on her own blood before she fell to the ground. Her body convulsed, and then she was gone. Arie silently cried from where she cowered at the other side of the tent.

      Merik glanced around, impatience drawn tight over his features as he hunted for a scrap of cloth. Seizing upon a bit of material, he wiped Essi’s blood off him as if it were a terrible inconvenience that he had dirtied himself in such a way. He glanced over at Arie and laughed.

      “Do not look so disturbed, girl. Essi got exactly what she wanted. She is among her people again. The ferals were all killed, all except for her, and her village destroyed. It was an act of mercy to take her life.”

      “What did they do to you?” Arie croaked out around her tightening throat.

      Merik scoffed and shook his head. “They exist. Like the Ragoru, the ehurmu do not belong in our world. It is their place to be destroyed to satisfy the Order of the Gracious Mother.”

      “The Mother does not ask for such things.”

      “You have no insight into the desire of the Mother. Our clergy have revealed to us her will, and it is to that we adhere, not the madness of one who has allowed herself to be tainted by them.” He paced toward her; his head cocked to the side as his eyes lit with fervor. “Do not be mistaken, if I had my way, you would be released to oblivion as well, your soul freed and purified from the taint that you welcomed into you.” He sighed in disappointment. “Alas, it is out of my hands.”

      The flap of the tent shifted at that moment and a voice drifted in from outside. “Huntsman Elite Merik, a messenger has arrived on the trail from the Citadel. The First Elite Edwar wishes an immediate report on the condition of the target.”

      “Very well. I shall be there presently,” he informed the guard, and the flap dropped once more. Merik sighed and brushed a lock of hair off his forehead.  “It seems my duties are never complete. We will have to finish this charming discussion later. A guard will be by within the hour with your meal.” The huntsman turned on his heel and exited the tent.

      Within minutes of his departure, an adolescent boy no older than sixteen entered and busied himself with dragging out the remains of Essi. Arie wanted to feel sorrow for the woman, but she was numb. The only thing she was aware of at that moment was a sense of gratitude that she wouldn’t be confined with the body of the dead ehurmu. She knew it was callous, and that later the full horror of the situation would hit her, but her grief was too consuming for her to be able to feel anything more.

      She sank down onto the padded mat and closed her eyes against the world as she wept bitterly for her loss.
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      Rager knew there was something wrong when he scented the blood a short distance from the cave. When he arrived and saw his brother lying at the back of the cave in a pool of his own blood, Rager cast aside the rooter he found and fell forward, his body suddenly weak beyond reason. He leaned forward near Kyx, braced on all four of his arms as he shuddered and moaned with sorrow. He crawled forward and lifted his brother’s head into his lap. A loud impact alerted him to Warol’s presence.

      “What has happened here?” Warol’s voice was biting with fury.

      Rager shook his head slowly. “I do not know. I just arrived myself.”

      “Is he…?”

      His fingers dug through the thick fur of Kyx’s ruff to find the delicate skin beneath his jaw. Rager felt a weak heartbeat beneath his fingers. He let out a bark of relief.

      “No, he is alive! Help me Warol, we must tend to his wounds.”

      Warol dropped beside him, lifting Kyx’s arm before meeting his eyes. “What of Arie?” he asked, as he leaned down toward a deep wound in their brother’s side.

      “There is no sign,” Rager said as he began to tend to Kyx’s head wounds. “It is like she disappeared completely. The only trace scents of her are mingled with ours when we arrived.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. Once we see to Kyx, I will double-check. We had to have missed something when we arrived. No one can just disappear. We have to find her.”

      Rager nodded as he focused on the task in front of them. He was just as worried as Warol, but he also knew that Arie would not want them to hunt for her before they cared for her third mate. Their female loved each of them with the fullness of her heart and he could not bring himself to dishonor that. Nor would he forgive himself if Kyx should die because of his lack of attendance to his wounds.

      To his surprise, Warol dropped into silence and also began to work earnestly on their brother. His body was taut with tension, but he bent himself to his task without allowing any distraction. Not even to speak further on how they might find Arie, as he was certain plagued Warol’s mind. Instead, between the two of them they worked in unison, carefully cleaning every wound they came across.

      When he finally cleaned the last of the blood from around Kyx’s eyes, Rager sighed in relief. The red male’s eyes somehow remained whole and untouched despite the terrible wounds that ran around and between them that had bled so freely. Still, he couldn’t help but wince. The entire left side of his brother’s face was a network of scars. The fur would eventually regrow around his eyes and down the side of his face, but for now it hurt him just to see Kyx’s face in such a state. Even Warol whined in the back of his throat.

      “Kyx will not take this well,” Warol said.

      Rager narrowed his eyes at his second. “Kyx will be fine. At least he is alive, and his wounds are healing swiftly. That is something we should all celebrate.”

      “How long do you think it will take him to wake?”

      Rager shifted his shoulder’s forward with uncertainty. “I am not certain. He could be unconscious all day, or for several days.”

      “Let us hope for the former,” Warol said. He leaned close to a red ear and hissed loudly. “All the times you sat by when I was hurt saying I needed to toughen up—it is your turn now. Mend quickly and wake up. Our mate needs us.”

      Rager thought he saw a shiver run through Kyx’s body, but he couldn’t be certain. It seemed more likely to be a figment of his desperate imagination needing Kyx to waken. Despite the wounds slowly sealing together under the influence of their saliva, Rager knew that there was no guarantee that their brother would wake. He’d lost a lot of blood. They could still have been too late to save his life.

      As the hours slipped by without any sign of recovery, Rager’s sorrow deepened as he began to lose faith that their brother would recover. He foresaw himself burying Kyx there in the soft earth outside of the cave. He moaned low and dropped his head with misery.

      “Do not start looking maudlin,” Warol snapped. “Kyx will not give up. He may call me stubborn, but he is the most persistent male I’ve ever met. All that cheerfulness would be hard to maintain if he wasn’t. Who looks that happy all the time?”

      “He was determined from the beginning not to let go of Arie,” Rager said, a soft chuff escaping him. “Never wasted a moment to remind us that he was set on keeping her despite our intentions and agreement with her.”

      “We should have let him have his way from the beginning. It would have saved us a lot of trouble,” Warol said, scratching behind his ear.

      “I will remind you of that next time you don’t want to listen to me,” a weak voice hissed out at them.

      Rager and Warol pulled back to stare down at their third. Warol laughed and pulled the injured male up against him, eliciting a pained groan from Kyx. Rager shoved their over-enthused brother away and clasped Kyx’s arm in a gentle yet firm hold of solidarity.

      The male blinked his eyes several times, the amber orbs glazed over with pain. Kyx looked around, his brow drawing lone with confusion.

      “Where is Arie? Did you find the huntsmen?”

      Rager pulled back in alarm. “Huntsmen? We didn’t sense any presence of them.”

      Kyx shook his head weakly. “They took us by surprise. I didn’t scent them either. Suddenly they were just there. I tried.” He groaned. “I tried to fight them away and keep Arie safe. But I failed.”

      “You did as much as you could. What anyone would expect. You fought for our mate and our family. That is not failure.”

      “How are we going to track them without being able to follow their scent? I couldn’t smell them until they were trying to pull me away from our mate.”

      “We will search every inch of this area for any sign of them. We will begin there. All we need is a place to begin and things will come together.”

      “And then we will make them suffer,” Warol growled.

      Rager’s blood boiled in agreement. He would make sure that any he found would suffer like no other. He and Warol both lost family to the huntsmen—and now their mate.

      Such transgressions would no longer be allowed to pass unanswered. He would not grieve and slink away. He didn’t care if he had to enter the Citadel itself and destroy it, one piece at a time. He would find their mate, one way or another.
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      Arie had been drugged. She didn’t remember eating or drinking anything, but somehow, they managed to do it anyway. She woke with this knowledge as she blinked up at a pristine, elegantly molded white ceiling, trying to pull her thoughts together into some form of coherence. She recalled vague impressions of being seated on a horse, riding double with a huntsman as they left the woods and passed over the mountains, but remembered little else of the journey.

      Her mind still hazy, she attempted to put together where she was. It was obvious that she was in the Citadel. Not only because Merik said as much regarding their destination, but because nothing in the village resembled anything as elegant as the ceiling above her. She turned her head, her stomach rebelling at the movement as she became lightheaded. Arie closed her eyes and breathed through it.

      Even through the fog of the drugs, she was swamped with a sense of loss. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she recalled the final moments with Kyx. She knew Warol and Rager would take his loss heavily, and would be grieving as much as her. She hoped they would bring her some comfort.

      A door creaked, and Arie’s eyes cracked open just enough to see a tall, forbidding woman enter the room. Clearly a lady belonging to an influential family, the lines of her face were set in firm disapproval, not one laugh line in sight bracketing her mouth or crinkling the corners of her eyes. With her pale, powdered skin and her iron-gray hair pulled into a tight bun, she resembled a wraith, reinforced by the ebony dress hanging from her lean frame. The woman’s lips tightened severely, making her thin face somewhat resemble an angry bird as she drew up to the side of Arie’s bed, her eyes narrowing shrewdly.

      “So, you are my Elizabet’s daughter. I can’t say that I am not disappointed,” she said with a dour sniff. “But then, I should have expected it with Samel for your father.” She circled the bed.

      “I am Lady Vera. You will address me as such. By the laws of Old Wayfairer Citadel, you are my legal ward. You will present yourself accordingly and abide by my rules until you are settled into your own household. Not that I don’t have my work cut out for me. I see nothing of your mother’s elegant beauty in you. Just your father’s crude common stock,” she stated baldly and clicked her tongue as her eyes focused on Arie’s face. “Still, you are not at a total loss—pretty enough, I suppose, for the tastes of some men. All that horrible red hair though, we will have to do something about that.”

      Arie stiffened, a hand going up to her hair as she eyed her grandmother. This was not what she had expected when she’d imagined their meeting so many times as a child. Her mother had made her grandmother sound like a great lady, but Arie didn’t see anything great about the woman in front of her. Just a cold, shrewd, commanding woman who seemed bent on wielding complete control over her.

      “If it is all the same, I’d rather go home,” Arie replied, refusing to flinch as her grandmother’s face hardened.

      “Don’t be ridiculous! You no longer have a home in that hovel of a sanctuary village. If you are referring to the Ragoru you were found holed up with, I refuse to see my own flesh and blood living with those terrible beasts. No, you will remain here and do your duty to your family that your mother refused.”

      “Wait, what duty to my family?”

      Lady Vera smoothed her wide, voluminous skirts, her smile brittle. “You will be uniting our family with the power of the First Elite of the Order. Your mother was to join our families together, but now you will take her place.”

      “That is insane! I will do no such thing. I have my own mates I need to get back to. I have no interest in joining with the First Elite or any other man.”

      Vera’s eyes widened with horror. “You joined with beasts? Do you realize what you have done? You have tainted both yourself and our family. I see now that I will have to summon the clergy to see to more extensive purifications. Rest assured you will never see the Ragoru again.”

      “They are not beasts!  They are good males whom I love and will be returning to. You can’t keep me from them.”

      Her grandmother clucked her tongue. “You seem to be under the mistaken impression that you have a choice. I will not make the same mistakes that I made with your mother. There will be no sneaking off. You will always be chaperoned by guards within and outside these walls. There are currently two stationed right outside your door. None will have admittance to you outside of whom I allow until the day you are joined, and that responsibility shifts to your spouse. Sadly, you do not have the benefit of Elizabet’s education, which does not make you as suitable a match. You should be thankful that the First Elite Edwar doesn’t mind.”

      Arie jerked up from the bed, throwing back the blankets, and she snorted with disgust. “That is what you think. You cannot keep me here against my will. I don’t care if the guards follow me to the ends of the earth—I am leaving.”

      A flash of wooziness hit her, making her legs buckle as soon as she stood up from the bed. Her grandmother smirked and shook her head.

      “Not well, are you? I’m afraid you still have the sedative in your blood. For your safety, you will be kept mildly sedated while you are in this house. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to you, so please, for your own wellbeing, don’t attempt to do anything foolish.”

      “Why?” she croaked, falling back onto the bed, her eyes closed as the room tilted violently around her. “You couldn’t possibly care about me. Why are you so determined to do this to me?”

      Her grandmother became nothing more than a shadow as a fog descended over her vision when she stepped forward.

      “Because your family needs the connections and wealth that you will provide for us. We are an old and distinguished family in this Citadel, but our affluence is nothing compared to the family of the First Elite. You will open that up for all of us with your joining.”

      “So you seek to use me?”

      Vera chuckled, the sound worn and raspy like she seldom bothered to laugh, yet there was no real humor in it. “My dear girl, you will soon learn that we all use one another. It is the way of life in the Citadel.”

      With a rustle of skirts, her grandmother turned and hurried away, her steps brisk as she made her way back to the door. Arie blinked, her vision clearing as she watched her grandmother slip a narrow hand into the pocket of her dress and pull out a key. Panic swelled in her breast.

      The crazed old woman was going to lock her in the room!

      Arie pushed off the bed, her feet heavily weighted from the drugs, and stumbled toward the door. The room spun around her but Arie swallowed back her nausea and summoned a burst of speed. It was not enough. The door cracked open, providing nothing more than adequate space for Vera to slip out and give Arie a glimpse of the green coats of the guards before the swinging shut again.

      The lock clicked, loud in the silence of the bedroom, as Arie collided with the door. Her fingers scrambled against the doorknob, turning it in vain. With a frustrated shriek she released the metal knob and pounded her fists upon the solid wood all her strength. Every strike was punctuated by a raw sob. She hammered at the door with her hands and kicked at it with her feet until she exhausted herself.

      Hands buried in her hair, clutching the side of her head, Arie sank to the floor, her legs tucked under her. Everything felt wrong. Her body was strangely scented in whatever astringent chemical she’d been washed in, and even her comfortable leather dress had been replaced by a loose linen nightgown that billowed down to her ankles.

      There wasn’t a trace of her life with her mates. Not even their comforting scents clinging to her skin.

      She didn’t know how long she sat there, but eventually she forced herself to get up and move back to the bed. No matter how she begged, the guards might as well not have been there. No one had responded. If she was going to lie in a miserable heap, she figured that she might as well move back to the bed where she would be far enough away from the door to be able to react to any potential threat coming in.

      She glanced out the window, curious if there would be any opportunity to escape. She was greeted by the sight of a steep drop from a tower room high above the gardens. The view was pretty, and the rich perfume of flowers that drifted through the window bathed her senses in their sweet scent, but it did little to soothe her. Instead, the roses made her eyes sting with tears as it conjured Rager to mind talking about his mother’s roses around their den. With tears tracking down her face, Arie climbed back into the plush bedding and cried herself to sleep.

      It was several hours later, the evening sun shining through her window, when a purple-robed priest of the Order came into her room. His dark eyes squinted at her from a round, cherubic face. Arie imagined he would make a passing model for one, if cherubs were beady-eyed sour little individuals with a penchant for using too much hair grease. The guards stepped in after him, taking position at either side of the door, watching silently as he opened a bundle and began to lay various tools out.

      Arie leaned forward to get a better look but immediately recoiled at the cruel appearance of the various metal instruments and pinchers. Next to them, he placed a metal brazier on the table and filled it with coals. These he immediately set fire to and watched the flames with a certain solemn satisfaction, never once saying a word to her. When nothing but hot coals remained in the brazier, he threw on a number of pungent herbs and resins as he chanted under his breath. A plume of smoke coiled up from the coals, filling the room.

      Arie coughed, her lungs stinging. The smoke was so thick she could no longer see more than a few inches in front of her. The priest and the guards were concealed, so it was little wonder that she recoiled in surprise when the priest, still half-obscured, stepped forward out of the smoke. In his hands, he held a long, thick needle, the tip slightly hooked. A cruel smile twisted his lips as he approached her.

      “Be at rest, child. The Mother demands that the taint be pulled from your blood amid the sacramental smoke. I shall release your blood from the holy centers that you be cleansed.”

      “Like hell you will!” Arie barked, backpedaling wildly over the mattress until she touched down on the floor on the other side of the bed. The priest frowned at her and reached out a hand to grip her by the arm.

      “There is no need to fear. You are in the presence of the most holy,” he murmured. The priest licked his lips with his thick, wet tongue as his eyes raked over her. Arie felt her skin crawl and yanked on her arm. “The Mother desires all her children to surrender to her selected prefects who serve her in their duties.”

      Arie whipped her arm around. “I will not surrender to the likes of you,” she hissed. “There is nothing holy about what you are doing here. I demand that you leave!”

      He blinked at her in confusion, his eyes watering badly from the smoke. “I do not think you understand.”

      “I understand more than enough. I do not recognize your authority or any of those aligned with the Order.”

      He pursed his lips. “You are clearly possessed by the influence of the taint. I must begin my work immediately. The evil planted within you is growing.” He lifted the needle but as he brought it down Arie shifted out of the way. As the needle slid harmlessly through the air, she brought her knee up into his gut. The priest collapsed on his knees and Arie didn’t hesitate to bring her fist down into his temple. He squealed in pain.

      “Guards! I beg you now—assist me!” he shrieked.

      Arie brought her foot up to kick him in the face when she was lifted off her feet by the burly, green-clad guards. As one they pulled her back until she fell flat against the bed. She struggled against their vice-like grip without success. The priest approached, a small smile still on his lips despite the blood that he caught with a small fabric of cloth pressed against his nose. Arie twisted from side to side as he approached with the needle.

      “Very good. Hold her still now, gentlemen, and the Mother who is most merciful will reward you richly for your service.”

      “As long as that payment comes in coin,” one of the guards muttered under his breath so low that Arie almost didn’t catch it. The other guard covered his laugh beneath a cough. Although they clearly didn’t believe in the zealous ramblings of the priest, Arie knew she would have no help from that quarter. The loyalty of the guards was already bought and paid for by her grandmother.

      With a smile that progressively widened as he drew closer, the priest drew up her nightgown, his cock tenting his robes noticeably as he placed the tip of the three-inch hook against her pubic bone. There he bore down. It wasn’t deep enough to do any significant damage, but it hurt, nonetheless. Arie felt blood dribbling down over her mons and between her thighs. He repeated the process again at her navel, then in the soft tissue just beneath her breasts. She twisted, attempting to break free from the grip of the guards, but their hands were like metal bands on her. The chanting became a meaningless drone, adding to the torture inflicted on her.

      Once he was content that she’d bled enough while exposed to the sacramental smoke, the priest rose above her, metal tongs clenching a hot coal. Arie’s eyes widened and she renewed her struggles as it drew closer. The first contact with her wound almost brought her up off the bed, a scream tearing from her throat. Twice more she endured the same treatment as he “sealed” her wounds. Sweat broke out over her body as she shuddered in agony.

      He grinned down at her with obvious delight. “You are now purified, daughter of the House of Avernel. May you now find favor in the eyes of the Mother as you prepare to receive your upcoming joining with your lord and master of the First Elite of the Order.”

      Tears gathered beneath her eyelashes, her body wracked with pain. In her heart, something solidified: an iron determination to get far away from the Citadel, her grandmother and his lordship. No one would be her master. She yielded to none but the authority and protection of her mates. One way or another, the First Elite Edwar was going to be very disappointed.
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      Even with the accelerated healing of a Ragoru, it took Kyx three days to recover enough for their triad to move from the cave and begin the search for signs of their mate. Warol had been out every day hunting the surrounding perimeter and found signs of the encampment late on the second day. He’d not investigated, but rather came back to the cave to report his findings. Kyx had wanted to investigate the camp right away and had been crawling to his feet with his determination to leave. It was only by Rager’s insistence that he give his body another night to heal that he’d been convinced to lay back down.

      Kyx resented his mending body that prevented them from searching for their mate. It was bad enough that he wrestled with his shame for his inability to protect Arie, regardless of how many times his brothers attempted to reassure him he had fought admirably. But that he was powerless to leap to his feet and track the men who stole their mate frustrated him every minute that he’d been confined to rest.

      Being able to finally get on the trail early the third morning was nothing short of a relief.

      The smell of the camp was the first thing that hit him, long before he saw it. Although it had been of sufficient distance to prevent them from scenting it in their regular patrols around the cave, it was easy to identify once they came near. Whatever substance the humans had used to cover their scents they had not used within the confines of their own camp. The entire area reeked of no fewer than fifteen individual stale scent signatures. The scent of the huntsmen made Kyx’s stomach turn. The smell of sour sweat and male musk blended with a noxious smell of burnt plant material.  He gagged and Warol grinned at him mockingly from nearby.

      Warol’s smile slipped as they neared a cloth structure that smelled of their mate and death. It was one of very few half-collapsed structures in the dirt clearing. Saplings were bent at odd angles from where they’d been lashed or trampled, and the grass was flattened. The flap of the structure fluttered from one side. Kyx’s stomach roiled as fear rose rapidly through him.

      Were they too late?

      His steps slowed with dread, but Rager pushed ahead of them with a deep growl. Although he did not wish to see what lay within the human shelter, he refused to linger outside while the others investigated. He owed their mate better than that. Swallowing his nausea, Kyx followed behind Warol as they slipped inside behind Rager.

      The scent of rot was particularly strong inside, overwhelmingly so. Kyx slowed with reluctance at the sight of a bloodied body, every part of him rebelling at the idea of seeing his mate’s tortured remains. His ear twitched as Rager drew a shaky breath and made a choked sound in the back of his throat that sounded much like relief to Kyx’s ears.

      “It is not her,” Rager whispered.

      Kyx pushed forward, his heart hammering. His eyes widened at the sad remains as he drew near. Rager was correct; it was not Arie. The body was bigger, and beneath the blood had a fine coat of fur and what was left of three mangled breasts were clearly visible. Kyx exchanged a look with Warol. Why would anyone have savaged that female so brutally?

      “Is that…?”

      Warol sighed, his face etched with sympathy, and nodded. “The ehurmu female. They must have discovered that Arie was with us from her and used her to track us.”

      “I wonder what they could have possibly offered her that was worth her complicity. Seems it didn’t work out so well for her,” Kyx said.

      Rager stepped past the body of the female, pacing around the space, his nostrils flaring as he searched for the scent trail of their mate. He circled twice, his fur standing on end, before dropping back out the doorway. Kyx followed close on the heels of his lead, taking in trace smells muddled together as they appeared to eventually depart from the camp. It became clear to him that whoever took Arie had left the area together, heading north through the forest toward the mountains and the Citadel.

      Kneeling in the dirt, he traced his fingers over the marks of horses and the ruts of wagon wheels, all of them heading in the same direction. Warol arrived at his side, his muzzle wrinkling as he also looked down at the marks. An odor of death clung to the male that stung Kyx’s nose. Warol’s yellow eyes slid over to him, and he grimaced.

      “I couldn’t just leave her lying there,” he said.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone that you are a compassionate soul,” Kyx whispered. Warol flattened his ears in mock irritation, his eyes flashing.

      “Good of you to do so,” Warol replied, a grin flashing over his face. He gestured to the tracks with one of his free hands. “It appears they took her with them and are heading directly for the Citadel.”

      Kyx nodded. “Yes, so it seems. It is strange though; I would have expected trouble to come from the village. No one in the Citadel would have known anything of Arie.”

      Warol hummed low in his throat. “What purpose would they have taking her there?”

      “Maybe it has nothing to do with the village. It is possible that the village instigated an investigation, but the Order is operating for its own purposes now.” Kyx started at the deep growl of Rager’s voice as he joined them. The lead made sense, but it still left the question of why unanswered. Arie never spoke of the Order at all. Her sole interest in journeying to the Citadel was to be reunited with her grandmother.

      They departed from the camp without further conversation and followed the trail. They ran at a steady pace through the forest, their tails extended past their haunches for added balance as they whipped through the trees. By the end of the day the forest opened up on the steep incline of the Harrowed Mountains.

      The cool gray rocks were a grim sight. Not only was the pale stone atmosphere dreary, but the air was cold, and snow resiliently clung in many places as they moved into higher elevations. At the end of the day, they made camp with a quick meal of a kid goat they found separated from its dam and settled in with weary reluctance.

      As always when they bedded down over the last few days, Kyx missed the warm pressure of Arie between them. He’d become so accustomed to her scent that his anxiety spiked with its absence. He could barely detect the traces of her perfume in their fur any longer. He knew from looking at his brothers it was something that they were all finding particularly distressful. In the end, none spoke a word as they curled around each other for added warmth against the chill of the wind.

      It was high in those mountains that they caught a familiar scent. This one was burdened with the overlapping scents of many others. It was clear in Kyx’s senses, burned into his memory. He had floated between consciousness and death but remembered the scent of the huntsman who’d come close to him and the chilling sentence he issued. The other huntsmen were no less vile, but this male was the lead among them.

      Hatred burning in his gut, Kyx caught Rager’s eye and gestured for the male to draw closer. Rager drew up to his flank, his eyes burning with curiosity. Warol took notice and dropped down the rocks at his other side.

      “Do you smell the huntsman nearby?”

      His brothers jerked their heads to confirm, their pupils dilating with interest. All of them had been looking forward to confronting the huntsmen since Arie was stolen from their family.

      “That is the male who was leading the huntsmen who attacked us.”

      Warol’s lips peeled back from his teeth. “You are certain, brother?”

      “Without a doubt. He stood close enough that I was able to catch scent of him, and even as addled as I was at that moment, I cannot forget the cruel sound of his voice any more than I can the vile smell of him.”

      Rager inclined his head. “Then we will pay this huntsman a visit. We will hunt him as he has hunted us. We will get our answers, and then it will be him that is left alone and dying in the midst of the woods with no hope of comfort.”

      Kyx and Warol snarled their agreement as one. Every member of their triad was eager for the insult and harm done to their family to be satisfied. They slipped among the rocks with the sort of silence that only Ragoru could achieve. It was ridiculously easy to track the huntsman. His trail was so blatant; a rog could have tracked him. When they came across his camp, they watched from the shelter of the rocks as the human leaned over a fire, a metal pan held over the stove, not unlike some of those used by his mother.

      The huntsman stilled. If he had been Ragoru, Kyx would have imagined the male’s ear and peripheral eye turning toward their position. Although they’d made little noise, the human sensed the hand of his death looming near. Perhaps it was the chill breath of his own ancestors or gods warning him? A hand moved down the human’s side, reaching for the projectile weapon on his belt.

      Without warning, Warol snarled at his side and leaped from the rocks into the path of the huntsman. The human cried out and shifted backward, stumbling over a log sticking out of the fire, his pan dropped forgotten into the flames. He attempted to draw his weapon upright, but Warol seized the human’s arm in one hand while another wrenched the weapon away. Warol didn’t even glance at it before he tossed it over the side of the mountain, his sole focus on the human held tightly within his grip.

      The huntsman grazed Warol with the tip of the knife he pulled out with his opposite hand, an ugly laugh bursting out of him as he watched them with a certain wild madness. The male was not weak. His muscles strained with his effort as he fought against Warol’s hold, and several cuts seeped blood down the silver male’s chest, arms, and sides. Alone, his strength was no match for a healthy, mature Ragoru. Warol’s face twisted into a ferocious grin as Rager stepped forward, his massive size casting a shadow over the human. Kyx tried to imagine how his brother appeared to the human male. Did he imagine Warol was the very personification of his own death, like the black-shrouded figure his mother liked to regale him with when he was a rog?

      The human began to shake, and the tremors became more noticeable as Rager drew closer. Yet, despite his signs of fear, a wild smile stretched across his face and he panted with a strange mixture of excitement and fear.

      “Magnificent,” the huntsman said with a laugh. “I knew if I were patient, you would come and look for your whore, that you would track me despite the concealing fragrance of distilled night-dew flowers, but never had I imagined such a specimen.”

      Rager’s eyes narrowed to slits at him, with utter malevolence, and even Kyx felt a ripple of fear skitter up his back at the expression leveled at the human. He leaned down so his muzzle was level with the male’s face, his breath stirring the huntsman’s mane. Very slowly his lips pulled back from his teeth, showing his long fangs.

      “You have only one opportunity to answer me truthfully. I will know if you lie, and any you utter will be met with harsh punishment. Now tell me—where is our mate?”

      The huntsman giggled, the sound at odds with the bulk of a male in his prime. Although much smaller than a Ragoru, Kyx recalled that this male had rivaled the others beneath him in size. This was not the sort of reaction Kyx would have suspected.

      “Surely you must know by now. You are headed toward the Citadel, after all.” The huntsman laughed again.

      “Why take her there?”

      “Ahhh, now that is the mystery, isn’t it? Were it up to me, I would have killed her there in that little cave we found her holed up in with your brethren. Or taken her back to the village to answer for her crimes and then killed her. But it seems the powers that be in the Citadel want her alive.”

      Rager’s ears flattened and his lips dropped over his teeth as he regarded the human with confusion.  Warol hissed from where he stood, still clenching the human from behind, and shook the male with a few careless snaps of his wrists.

      “Who wants our Arie?” Warol snarled, his limited patience finally showing signs of cracking. Really, he’d lasted longer than Kyx would have given him credit for. The huntsman didn’t answer, but just let loose more of his shrill laughter as Warol shook him. The dull crack of bone as his head flopped forward finally silenced the horrible laughter as the light died out of the male’s eyes. Warol dropped him with a grunt of disgust.

      Rager toed the corpse and sighed. “That wasn’t quite as we discussed, Warol.”

      Warol lifted all four of his arms in an unrepentant shrug. “He was annoying me. Besides, we weren’t going to get anything more from him.”

      “Did you have to kill him so quickly though?” Kyx complained as he joined his brothers, his muzzle wrinkling in disdain as he glared down at the man who’d brought terror into their family. At that, a smile peeked out on his brother’s face and he rubbed the back of his ear with one hand.

      “Ah, yes. I do admit that was a bit… anticlimactic.”

      With one foot, Kyx kicked with enough force to shove the body off the edge of a cliff just beyond the campsite. He was comforted that, wherever the male landed, his remains would never be found. He would sustain the living things of the forest as was fit. His eyes landed on a sturdy leather bag sitting beside the fire. Kyx’s ears perked toward it and he lifted it up. The bag smelled of Arie, and he immediately pressed his face into its soft side. Hands shaking, he lowered the bag and pulled it open. Tucked inside were her medicines and treasured belongings. He sighed with relief when he noticed that nothing was missing.

      Warol leaned into his side. “Do you suppose he was taking it back to her village?”

      Kyx considered this. “Yes, I believe so. Arie suspected that the huntsman had come after her on order of the village. Given what the male said, my guess is that he must have been returning with the bag.”

      “Our mate will be happy to have it returned to her,” Rager observed as he looked down into the fire. His eyes turned to meet theirs. “We will find her.”

      Rager kicked dirt over the fire, extinguishing it, and all three brothers solemnly left the camp without looking back, their purpose focused on the Citadel alone. The mystery before them seemed as impenetrable as thick fog.

      Who had their mate, and to what purpose?

      It took them another two days to traverse the mountains before they set foot on the wide grassy stretch of the planes. Pale spring grass filled in the landscape, and everywhere delicate flowers added flashes of color. In the distance, Kyx could easily make out the towering buildings of the Citadel. With his peripheral vision, he didn’t miss the wariness descend over his brothers as they stared ahead at either side of him.

      Warol’s ears pressed flat with noticeable agitation. “It is an entire hive of humans. I never imagined there would be so many that they would create such a vast colony. How will we ever find our mate in that?”

      Kyx flicked a disinterested ear. While he was worried about locating their mate, he was less interested in their structures. All he saw upon looking at the high walls was the terrible prison that his mother had escaped.

      The very same walls that had attempted to keep her confined were now holding their stolen female.

      They would not relinquish her easily.

      “Mother told me that the citadels are the old cities left after the great wars tore apart their world long before the Ragoru came. There used to be countless humans all over the entire planet, but their species is dying out as much as ours. She says that is why Earth was chosen—so our species could save each other. The citadels cling to their human past, and remnants of the past that haven’t yet broken beyond use. All of these things will work against us in finding Arie,” Kyx said.

      Rager stiffened beside him, his dark head coming up with focused attention. For a moment, Kyx could see why superstitious Ragoru considered their black kin as fearsome and ill luck. Right now he appeared to him as a wraith, a spirit of the dead. Unlike humans and their ghosts from his mother’s tales, the Ragoru saw their dead as dark shades that moved within the shadows until they went to the halls of the fathers. Among the more superstitious, they believed Ragoru born with black fur were those spirits re-entering the world to cause mischief and woes after rejecting the bliss offered by the rulers of the next world. Everything in Rager’s posture declared his enmity toward the walls of the Citadel and the humans housed within.
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        * * *

      

      Rager always considered himself a reasonable male, not bent toward any disposition of hatred or vengeance, but in that moment, looking at those tall gray walls, he hated them. They seemed to mock him even from that distance, taunting him that Arie had been swallowed within and concealed from her triad. Warol’s words preyed on his mind as they vigilantly made their way into the plains. He felt something harden within him as he watched the Citadel loom larger at their approached.

      He didn’t care if he had to pull down every stone and run blood through the streets. He would find Arie.
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      Arie stood before the great hearth in the parlor. A fire crackled merrily, but she had never felt more like a prisoner. She missed her mates and still grieved privately for the loss of Kyx every night. Her eyes cut to the guards just feet away at their place at the door, their faces expressionless. The room itself was elegant, with dark purple and blue velvet décor and deep varnished wooden furniture. A large grandfather clock ticked loudly from where it sat as a giant sentinel in the corner of the room.

      It was everything Arie had imagined as the epitome of elegance. Even her lavender dress with its snug bodice and ankle-length skirts was of the finest quality. It was like her childhood dreams in many ways.

      What wasn’t part of her fantasies was the way her scalp itched horribly under the wig. That morning, her grandmother had burst in and taken a pair of sheers to her hair, chopping ruthlessly at it until there was nothing but stubble. All the while, Lady Vera assured her with a cool voice that any lady of breeding born with a misfortune of coloring corrected it. For boys, it was easy; they merely kept their head shaved bare. But women who had the means went through further measures while poor women were left as bald as the men.

      She’d continued to speak of an acquaintance who had a granddaughter born with the brightest of blond hair who suffered to have it shorn and wear wigs as soon as she came of age to outgrow the simple bonnets worn by girls. None of that made Arie feel any comfort as she watched the red curls float around her as they drifted to the floor. Staring at those lengths, she could only think of how much her mates had loved touching her hair.

      The black wig she’d been given to replace her hair was stylish, with long silky lengths. Looking in the mirror, she had been shocked at the elegant lady staring back at her. No one back at the village would have recognized her. She didn’t even recognize herself. Her heart sank. She doubted her mates would even recognize her on sight. She’d held back her tears as the maids tightened her corset and spritzed her with a fine floral perfume distilled from roses.

      For days, she’d been locked in her room seeing no one other than the maids with her regular meal trays, except when her grandmother deigned to pay her a visit. It seemed rather peculiar. Even the maids were gossiping and giggling with some uncharacteristic excitement.

      The guards stepped aside as the door opened. Her grandmother’s willowy figure immediately filled the entryway as she walked in, the doors sliding shut behind her. A tight smile graced her painted lips as she approached.

      “I am certain you have many questions,” Vera observed.

      “I do.”

      A thin hand rose into the air. “All in good time. Today is a rather momentous occasion. We are having a distinguished visitor who has been looking forward to meeting you for some time while the huntsmen searched for you, and during your recovery. First Elite Edwar is coming to examine your suitability for himself. He is bringing his personal physician with him as well.”

      Her grandmother clapped her hands together in a poor parody of youthful jubilation, her thin ruby lips widening in a grotesque grin. After so long around her Ragoru, she’d long ago become accustomed to their more subtle expressions. The baring of teeth was at once both alarming and jarring to Arie.

      No less frightening was the weight of her grandmother’s expectations. Lady Vera expected Arie to join with Edwar, a complete stranger. The very idea of letting a man touch her made her physically ill. Taking in what was no doubt a mutinous expression on Arie’s face, the delight on her grandmother’s face slowly knitted into a dour scowl.

      “Do not look so unhappy about this. Many young ladies would love to be so honored.”

      “So why doesn’t he go call on them then?” Arie muttered.

      “Nonsense. Our family is one of the oldest in the Citadel. While you have plenty of cousins who have attempted to attract Edwar’s attention, it is you who are a direct descendant of Lady Felicity Anwar, first priestess and oracle of the Holy Mother during the time of the great revival. A joining with you will cement the legitimacy of the Order in the mind of the populace, not only in the Citadel, but in surrounding territories and sister citadels. The people will take to whatever you align yourself with and vocally support. This would have happened earlier if your mother had not been so selfish in her choices.”

      Arie bit back a laugh. “Are you telling me that the people are going to see me as some sort of mystic connected to a distant ancestor I have never heard of before today?”

      Her grandmother narrowed her eyes. “Indeed.”

      “I do hate to disappoint them, but I am hardly a sibyl.”

      Lady Vera snorted and waved a hand with a dramatic flourish. “Don’t be absurd. No one is expecting you to deliver oracles. Just a bit of ‘divine inspiration’ in the right direction.”

      “If this was so important to you, why didn’t you marry into the Order?”

      A sneer twisted her grandmother’s face. “Had it been possible, I would have. Unfortunately, you do not inherit the line through me, but through my deceased husband Charles. He was his mother’s only child, but because he was born male he was born outside of the line. His mother was the last Lady Descent. My daughter Elizabet was adored throughout the whole Citadel. Instead of embracing it, she joined with your wastrel father and ran away to hide beyond the great woods.”

      She saw her grandmother’s knuckles whiten on her cane, her face hardening. She understood then what a formidable force her mother had faced when she’d sought her own life, starting new so far away from the reach of her mother and the Citadel. Her mother was a calm, modest soul, and would never have felt comfortable with Lady Vera’s ambition.

      She finally knew why her mother had never returned to the Citadel after the death of her husband.

      Arie’s train of thought was interrupted when the door opened wide. Her grandmother’s personal butler, Phillip, stepped in with his spotless dark jacket, waistcoat, and perfectly starched shirt. His hair was greased so thoroughly that Arie doubted a stiff wind would stir it. He stepped to the side to make room for the two gentlemen trailing after him.

      “Lady Vera, First Elite Edwar and Master Physician Wallace have arrived.”

      Her grandmother’s face lit up as a man stepped forward, his body noticeably thick with muscle and defined as it strained against his pressed clothing. His hair was midnight black except where it was graying at the temples and in the middle of his carefully manicured goatee. He handed his dark blue huntsman cloak over to Phillip and strode into the room like he owned it. Who knew? Perhaps he reckoned that he would upon Lady Vera’s death, should he successfully join with her.

      Edwar bent low over Vera’s hand, gushing some polite nonsense, but his eyes landed unerringly on Arie, the inky depths cold and calculating. Arie attempted to sidestep him as he turned to approach her, but he shifted his trajectory to corner her next to the hearth. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip with frustration, and she tried to not breath as his head dipped close to hers. He inhaled deeply with a lustful rumble. Her stomach pitched, and a clammy sweat broke out over her body as he edged closer. The smell of cigars, liquor, and the sweat of a man who didn’t bathe more than once a week overwhelmed her.

      His eyes hooded as he looked down at her, his fingers rising to toy with the end of one of the dark locks of her wig. “So, this is Elizabet’s daughter. Absolutely exquisite,” he murmured. He frowned as he shifted his hand through the hair of the wig.

      “A wig, Vera?”

      “Ah, yes, Lord Elite Edwar. She was born with an unfortunate coloring, but I spared no expense on this fine wig. I can have several others ready within the fortnight so she is ready for all occasions.”

      “That is unfortunate,” he said. Hope kindled in Arie’s breast that perhaps he’d reject her, but that spark died when he suddenly smiled. “It is of no matter. Unfortunate colorations can be bred out. I have no doubt that our children will not be cursed with such a calamity. Wouldn’t you say that is correct, Master Physician?”

      The grizzled doctor nodded his head in reluctant agreement. “Yes, my lord. The golds and reds are recessive. No doubt your children will inherit your fine dark coloration, given that Elizabet herself was an acclaimed beauty with her raven-wing hair.”

      The confident smile grew on Edwar’s face, much to Arie’s discomfort. The idea of becoming breeding chattel to this man made her skin crawl. She wanted nothing more than to break for the entrance at that moment. The only thing that kept her in place was the chilling proximity of Edwar, and full knowledge that the guards would not permit her to pass them. To attempt to escape at that moment would only cause her injury and swift punishment. That would not only be unfortunate for Arie, but no doubt her mates would not look upon such efforts kindly if they put her in direct danger. What had Warol lectured all winter? When cornered, she must never fight. Keep her safety in mind and wait for the most opportune moment to strike.

      Despite wanting to ram the nearby fire poker into Edwar’s belly, Arie sucked in her lips and managed a tight smile. Edwar, interpreting it as compliance, tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and led her back to the upholstered couch by the large velvet-draped windows. The physician followed behind, adjusting his ocular frames. Edwar eased her onto the couch, perching at her side with a blatant show of ownership as he kept hold of her hand.

      “Now, this will be perfectly painless. The good doctor is going to do an examination to make sure you are well after your little ordeal with the monsters.”

      “The Ragoru are not monsters,” Arie said, her face flushing with anger. “They are feeling beings who want what most humans want… peace, happiness, love… family. What the huntsmen are doing to them is wrong.”

      Her grandmother gasped. “I am so sorry, Lord Edwar. Honestly, I don’t know what has gotten into her…”

      He raised a hand and her words dropped off, his muddy green eyes narrowing on her speculatively. Arie could see tiny gold flecks burning within the depths of his eyes that gave the orbs a hellish light. His hand caressed hers, but she didn’t miss the way his fingers tightened around hers, demanding compliance.

      “Poor girl. Clearly those brutes brainwashed you.”

      Arie bristled but held her tongue at the clear warning. Her eyes darted over to the elderly doctor as he seated himself at her other side and opened his reinforced medical bag. He gently extracted her hand from Edwar with a disapproving frown and took his wrist between her fingers. He pulled his pocket watch out and glanced down through his bifocals at it as he took her pulse. He leaned down toward her and Arie caught the faint scent of mint, tobacco and whiskey. He glanced up at her, his faded blue eyes filled with sympathy.

      “Pulse is good,” he said in a raspy voice as he continued to take her vitals, stopping only so often to make a notation. “When was your last cycle, my dear?”

      Arie frowned, counting back in her mind. She’d had her menses less than a week before the Withering Days had commenced, and then again after the next full moon in Janua. She blinked slowly, a fire lighting in her belly as excitement stirred through her before it was doused with dread. Her hands clasped around her belly protectively and met the doctor’s eyes.

      “Around the full moon of Janua,” she murmured, fear skating up her spine.

      The doctor sighed and scribbled in his notebook. “According to my calculations, you are about two months along. Unfortunately, Ragoru gestation is unknown still. I am assuming that is the sire?” He arched a thick white eyebrow at her and Arie nodded.

      She could feel the weight on the couch beside her shift as Edwar leaned forward to speak. “Ragoru gestation? Do you mean to say that my intended has been impregnated by those creatures?”

      “That would be a fair guess given that she was with them for several months and, from what I understand, by her own admission was mated to their triad,” he replied as he looked over his spectacles at the First Elite.

      “Terminate it!”

      Arie’s arms tightened around herself and she looked wide-eyed between Edwar and the physician. “No! I won’t allow you to kill my baby!”

      “It is not a baby,” Edwar attempted to convince her with a more soothing tone, but she would hear none of it.

      “It is! And it is mine!”

      “If I may,” the doctor interjected, “we don’t know anything about how Ragoru young implant or what effects termination would have on her system. I recommend allowing it to grow to term and deliver naturally.”

      Edwar scowled, but then his expression shifted as he tapped a long finger on his chin thoughtfully. “That could work to our advantage. Once it is born, we could dissect it. The Order may gain some useful information from this abomination. How long before she could be successfully bred after delivery, Doctor?”

      Arie’s jaw dropped in horror. He was speaking callously of killing and dissecting her baby. The doctor beside her turned away to pack his bag but not before she caught his wince. Clearly that had not been what he’d intended, but Edwar was now set on course and Arie knew that fighting would only speed up her child’s demise.

      “Usually I recommend at least a year between pregnancies to ensure the mother’s health,” the physician answered quietly.

      “That is not what I asked, Master Physician,” Edwar ground out impatiently.

      Wallace stuck his stethoscope forcibly into his bag and snapped it shut. “Six weeks is required to heal post-delivery from a vaginal birth. More if we need to surgically remove the young.”

      “That shouldn’t be necessary. I do not care if it survives delivery. So, six weeks. She could be bred in as little as three months.

      “Hypothetically, yes,” the doctor agreed irritably.

      Edwar’s fingers curled around her hand and he spoke to her grandmother. “This little matter of inconvenience changes nothing. We will have to keep her secluded once she begins showing until she has recovered post-delivery. We will continue plans for the joining ceremony as discussed.”

      Arie bit back another refusal, knowing that she had no choice but to go along with it. She had no way to know how long she’d have until her rog was ready to come into the world, or before she would become too swollen to make her escape.

      What should have been a happy occasion to celebrate between her and her mates was tarnished by her captivity.

      She grew morose as she imagined how happy Kyx would have been. Her sweet mate. She blinked back her tears so no one in that room would see her grief. She couldn’t allow Edwar to destroy their baby. More than ever, Arie could feel the ominous ticks of time passing by in sync with the grandfather clock. She jumped as the clock chimed the hour.
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      Warol leaped with ease on top of the edge of the wall. He couldn’t imagine what humans thought they were keeping out. Maybe it worked against common predators, but certainly not against Ragoru. Every time he saw a sanctuary village in passing with its silly walls, he’d chuckled to himself, but he was surprised the Citadel itself had such flimsy protection. He looked down and saw the eight glowing eyes of his brothers waiting in the darkness below. He knew they would be able to see the yellow gleam of his own eyes and know that he’d made it safely.

      He peered into the mass of the Citadel, the somber buildings rising like shadows everywhere. There had to be hundreds of structures nestled there, intersected with stone roads. The scent of filth and human waste drifted up to him, and he caught sight of small rodents scurrying through the dark nearby. An unfamiliar creature with a long tail jumped onto a short wall between buildings, its eyes reflecting in the light of a street lantern. It looked at him, arched its back and hissed with anger before bounding away. Warol watched the small predator dart between the buildings.

      With no other disturbance nearby, he slipped off the wall, aware of his brothers as they dropped down beside him. Refuse littered everywhere, food rotting. It was no wonder there were so many rodents. Warol curled his lip with disgust as he picked his way around the worst of it. He certainly did not want to step in anything foul.

      “This is disgusting,” Kyx growled in a low voice, but didn’t say anything further as they moved quietly on the narrow roads, keeping as far as they could from the lit areas. Warol slowed, his ears drawing forward as they passed a skinny female sleeping in a small sheltered area, two tiny, painfully thin offspring nestled against her. The small family was dirty and clearly starving. His heart wrenched at the sight.

      In all his revolutions spent hating humans, he never knew there were those who suffered among them in such a fashion. This female had no mate to care for her. Somewhere a Ragoru triad would have been joyous to receive a female and rogs into their den, and in this human Citadel they were abandoned to sleep in the street and live among the vermin.

      Rager’s hand dropped on his shoulder. “Keep moving, Warol. There is nothing we can do for them.” He turned his head and met his lead’s eyes.

      “Maybe not, but we must spread the word among the triads and here as we can in the Citadel. There are so many lonely triads, and females here who are not adequately cared for.”

      Rager inclined his head in agreement and with reluctance Warol moved on, leaving the small family asleep and unaware of their passing. After some turns, some of them claustrophobically small for Warol’s comfort, they came to the main stone path. His eyes widened as tall buildings stood all around them. Now that they were among them, everything seemed even bigger.

      How were they ever going to find Arie? He couldn’t even guess at where to start. Any one of the large structures could contain their mate, and with the overwhelming muddle of scents in the Citadel he was at a loss at how to even begin to track her.

      A movement and a loud clatter at the corner of intersecting paths attracted his attention. Two males pushed a human of diminutive size. Not as small as the younglings he’d spied with their mother, but doubtless an older human offspring. Without waiting for permission from Rager, Warol crept closer. One of the bulkier males shoved the youngling again, his voice threatening.

      “Look here, kid. I gave you until midnight to bring me your profits, didn’t I? I think I was being quite generous with you, considering you owe us a debt.”

      The young male’s voice wavered with fear. “Sorry, Jase. I’ve been trying. It was slow today, and I still have to give a small tithe to the Thieves Guild on my honor.”

      The other male snorted. “Thieves Guild, is it? What’re they going to do for you now?”

      A small smile twisted on the youth’s face, showing where he was missing teeth. “Mister, take care now how you speak of the Guild. You may be the night watchman on the payroll of the Order, but you are only alive because the Guild suffers your existence while they aim for bigger fish.”

      “That so?” the first male laughed and lifted a blade, the edge catching the light. Although Warol had seen the bone blades used by Emala and Arie, this one gleamed unnaturally. “And where are they now? Don’t care enough about one boy to save him, that’s what I see.”

      The young male’s shoulder’s drooped, but then he lifted his head, his eyes flashing with rebellion. “Be assured they’ll pay back any injury you do to me. The Guild looks after their own.”

      The blade moved close to the thin neck and Warol decided he had seen enough. With a low growl, he pushed from the shadows. He heard Rager behind him and knew his brothers would back him up. Warol saw little more than the white of the male’s eyes as he gripped the struggling male with his lower two arms while his upper hands wrenched the head. The crack was obscenely loud in the quiet of the street. Any protest that the other male would have made was silenced after his initial shout when Rager effortlessly tore the male’s throat out with the claws of one hand. Warol winced as his lead’s icy gaze narrowed on him, but did not regret his decision.

      The youth’s mouth dropped open, his eyes wide with awe. Warol wondered if the young male would now call for help. Warol had not thought that part out. All it would take was a shout and he could alert humans nearby. Still, Warol could not bring himself to kill the youngling. His muscles tensed in preparation to flee but to his surprise a wide smile broke over the dirty face.

      “Ragoru. Bless me, an entire triad here in the Citadel! I’m Tim, at your service. I’m indebted to you for your help there. My gods, the Order would shit kittens if they knew you were here.” He leaned forward eagerly. “Are you here to destroy the Order? To kill the huntsmen?”

      Warol cocked a nervous ear toward his brothers, uncertain how to respond. He didn’t scent any lie on the male, but it could still be human trickery at work. Rager stepped forward. The human hesitated briefly at the sight of their triad’s lead, but Warol didn’t sense a significant amount of fear coming from him.

      “We are searching for our mate,” Rager growled down.

      The boy’s brow knit together. “I hadn’t heard tale of any female Ragoru being brought into the Citadel by the Order. Or any word of Ragoru at all beyond the usual complaints from the huntsmen.”

      “Our mate is human,” Kyx said with a smile. Though terribly scarred, the boy returned the gesture and grew noticeably more comfortable. A thin hand went up to his stringy mane to scratch his scalp.

      “A human, you say? That sure is something. I dare imagine many women would be happy to have a triad care for them rather than working as Guild beggars. We all serve our purpose, mind you, but it is a hard life being a female alone.”

      “We’ve noticed,” Warol bit out. “Our mate doesn’t look like the starving females we’ve seen here. Have you seen any new females brought recently into the Citadel? Huntsmen stole her. She would have likely arrived in their company. We caught up to one of her captors already.”

      “I can’t say I have, but the Order is unpredictable. I am sure someone in the Guild may have seen something, or have received some bit of interesting news that could pertain to your female. A human stolen from the Ragoru would certainly be gossip among my brethren.”

      “Would we be able to meet with them?” Rager asked, his interest piqued.

      “If you can wait near here, perhaps down that alley there,” he gestured to a narrow dark path. “Someone’ll notice if you stand about the main street too long. I can return within an hour or two with word. I suspect they might be interested in meeting you, especially if you have a personal grudge against the Order.”

      Rager turned his head toward the alley, his nostrils flaring, but he begrudgingly inclined his head. Warol had no doubt that his brother wanted nothing more than to be taken to the Guild immediately. Everything in Warol demanded it, but Rager wasn’t as impulsive as he was, and for once he would yield to his lead’s decision.

      “Very well. We will wait here for your return.”

      “I will be quick, and I will be certain to tell them of your aid against the Order’s night guard. I am certain that will bend their favor toward you. The Guild is no friend to the Order here, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

      “Be quick about it,” Rager snapped and the boy saluted them with a cheerful smile on his face before turning on his heel and running down the stone path the humans called a street. His lithe form darted between structures and disappeared.

      As they moved into the shadows, Warol turned his ears toward Rager. “Should we trust him?”

      “I got no sense of deceit from him,” Kyx offered. Warol nodded his agreement. Everything the male had projected had been surprisingly earnest and delivered with only a minimal, healthy amount of fear, enough to make the male cautious in his dealings with their triad.

      “We will wait as asked, but we will be on our guard. Although I doubt the male is any threat, we cannot know the intentions of this Guild. We are not here to serve their purpose. We are only here to find our mate.”

      Time passed slowly and Warol could see a hint of the approaching dawn on the horizon when a familiar form scampered at the front of the alley. Cautiously their triad moved toward Tim. He seemed to dance from foot to foot with the impatience of youth, his smile broad as he greeted them.

      “Good news,” he whispered. “The Guild Master says he’s willing to meet with you. I’m to bring you to the Thieves Den post-haste, so keep to the shadows and follow me!”

      Without a further word, he raced down the road, leaving the Ragoru to follow. Tim was such a slight figure that many times Warol almost lost sight of him as he ducked into roads and alleys. He turned to look back only once to verify they were close behind when he launched himself over a short wall. The pursuit seemed to take them on a winding path through the Citadel. The further they got, the less sturdy everything appeared. Small stone structures were intersected with flimsy wooden ones, lamplight glowing between the cracks in more than one case.

      Finally, Tim disappeared among an odd cluster of people gathered in front of a narrow entrance. There was more than one startled look, and a few gasps, but the people eagerly made way for them. Warol could still feeling his skin itch where their eyes watched them approach a long tunnel.

      Warol paused at the mouth of the stone tunnel dropping down beneath the city. Even Kyx drew back slightly, his ears flattening with his wary hesitation. If they entered, there was an increased chance for ambush. Tim’s voice echoed up the tunnel.

      “Come on, then! What are you waiting for? Just down this way.”

      Rager huffed at them, shaking his head. He clearly didn’t like it either but rallied their triad. “We have no other choice. Stay alert and proceed with caution, but we must continue on if we have any hope at all of finding our mate.”

      Rager led the way, following after the male, leaving Kyx and Warol to follow. They exchanged a pained grimace and followed their lead down into the inky depths. There was little light except that which was emitted from random torches set up at intervals further along in the tunnel. While they had little problem seeing the dank interior of the tunnel, Warol wondered how any human would be able to find their way, as the trails seemed to twist and branch off. It was only by following Tim that they were not lost.

      Tim appeared suddenly before them, his face ghoulish in the light as he popped from around a corner. “Glad you are keeping up. The Thieves Labyrinth is a bad place to get lost. I’ve been lost here a time or two myself, when I was young, before I got the hang of things. Come on, just a little further.”

      After many twists of the tunnel, it opened into to a massive lit cavern. Warol’s eyes widened at the sight. Bright and colorful fabric hung from various structures. A group of females nearby dressed in drapes of fabric clinging low on their bodies giggled to each other as the Ragoru passed. Their faces were painted garishly in a manner that reminded him of images his second father produced of the Fathers’ Court of the Dead.

      Everywhere, humans stared and parted, many of them gaunt, and more than one heavily scarred or missing limbs. They made their way to a great stone chair draped with bright purple fabrics. A large human sat upon it, his frame lean but strong. His long, dark mane was bound tightly behind his head, and a long scar ran from the top of his face down to his chin, bisecting one blond, milky eye, where it disappeared into a beard. He leaned forward as Tim whispered in his ear and grinned down at them, his scar puckering devilishly.

      “So, these are the Ragoru, come to our fair city in search of their mate,” he paused as a titter of murmuring voices echoed throughout the crowed assembled around them. “I am Cyrus, the Master of the Guild. I bid you welcome to the Court of the Thieves’ Guild.” He stood before his throne and swept a bow, his lips turned up in a mischievous smile.
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      The maid tightened the straps of Arie’s corset with brutal efficiency. Corsets were a new thing to her. Never in the sanctuary village did any but the most fashionable women bother with them. Few even made it in with the goods brought in by the merchants, and from what she’d remembered none of them had been similar to the strangling cut of the one she was being forced into under her grandmother’s steely-eyed supervision. Arie suspected they were “out of mode.” She refrained from snickering as she imagined just what all those vainglorious women in the village would have thought of that.

      “Tighter,” her grandmother snapped at the maid, thumping her ivory-topped cane on the floor. “We need to tame those curves into something respectable.”

      Arie winced. While she’d never been thin, she’d put on weight thanks to her mates over the winter. She braced a hand against her stomach. “I can’t breathe as it is.”

      “Then learn to take smaller breaths,” came Lady Vera’s dismissive reply.

      “Madam, it is not going to get any tighter than this,” the maid whispered apologetically. Arie listened as her grandmother harrumphed in irritation.

      “Well I suppose it will have to do then. Hopefully we don’t have to let out any of the seams.”

      A swath of pale dusky pink fabric dropped over Arie’s head, making her sway slightly on her feet, disoriented. Finally, the fabric was tugged into place, and the maid circled around to the front and fastened the small pearl buttons. Although the color was somewhere between pink and brown, it was still brighter than what she expected. Certainly, it wouldn’t have passed without criticism. Only the darkest hues were deemed acceptable by the council.

      Once her gown was properly laced and buttoned, the maid returned with several small jars of pigments. She opened each and set them on the table one by one. The maid regarded her with pinched lips before picking up a pot of white pigment. This was followed by a white powder dusted liberally over Arie’s face and neck, making her sneeze. A delicate pink was applied to her lips, and an inky black face pigment was applied to her eyes and eyebrows. A loose pink powder was then applied to her eyelids and cheekbones. Only then was the heavy, ornate wig settled on her head. Pearls cascaded down from her the hair, swinging with her every movement. At long last, the maid stepped back and observed her work with a satisfied look of pride.

      Arie stared at her reflection in the mirror. She looked every inch the highborn lady, her skin rendered flawless from the paint and powder, every freckle covered. It was like staring at a stranger. A wild impulse ran through her at that moment to throw the wig to the ground and scrub her face clean of the ridiculous paints and powders. A floral perfume, this one reminding her of honeysuckle, was spritzed over her wig and bodice as she stared at herself balefully. Her grandmother just behind her wore a smug smile that made Arie grit her teeth.

      The door creaked open, and one of the guards stepped back to admit a young woman who appeared to be barely twenty. Her brown hair was piled artfully on her head, and her deep green gown draped her elegantly, but her expression was uncertain as she entered. The girl bobbed a quick curtsy before clasping her nervous fingers together.

      “Grandmother, you sent for me?” The girl’s voice was barely above a whisper and a dull flush swept over her round cheeks.

      “Madelin, stop gawking and get over here. You might as well make yourself useful. This could have been you had you put forth any effort to gain the attention of the First Elite.”

      Arie watched as Madelin’s blush deepened to crimson. “My apologies, Grandmother. I tried.”

      “There is no try—there is only succeed,” their grandmother commented airily. “Madelin, this is your cousin Arie. You are to keep an eye at her and accompany her at all times during her engagement banquet. You will be there representing our entire family, so please, for the love of all that is holy, don’t do anything to embarrass me.”

      Arie’s heart went out to the girl. Clearly she had spent many more years under the thumb of their grandmother and that had squashed her spirit, turning Madelin into a timid young woman. Lady Vera’s tone turned sharp as she addressed Arie.

      “Madelin is the only daughter born to your Uncle Farwel, my youngest son. She is, in fact, my only granddaughter, aside from yourself. I have fifteen grandsons, many of whom you will be meeting at the banquet and during subsequent parties held here at the manor. Fortunately, my grandsons have more backbone than Madelin here. They have all become huntsmen in their own right. In fact, four of them accompanied Huntsman Merik in retrieving you. Madelin will introduce you.”

      “I am sure we will be fine, Grandmother,” Arie returned, wanting more than anything for the conversation to end. Madelin was positively wilting into the rug before her. Their grandmother opened her mouth as if to say more but then clamped it shut, her jaw tightening as she gave Arie’s reflection a cool nod.

      “Very well. I will leave you to finish your preparations. As you know, I haven’t been well today so I will not be able to attend the party, but the guards will accompany you and will be reporting back to me, so do not think that either of you will get away with any shenanigans in my absence.”

      “Yes, Grandmother,” Arie and Madelin replied obediently.

      Their grandmother walked serenely out the door, followed by the maid who smiled at them before hastening through the door before the guards closed it. Madelin took a deep breath and sank down onto the cushioned couch off to the side. Arie turned away from the mirror and met her cousin’s eyes. A tiny smile tugged at the corners of Madelin’s mouth.

      “You do look very lovely,” she whispered. “Only during the most special occasions are we allowed a bit more…color. The engagement party and joining ceremony of are always important events that allow us to vary our wardrobe a bit.”

      “It is… pretty. But I confess it is far more uncomfortable than I am used to.”

      Madelin scooted closer conspiringly, her smile widening. “I heard that when you arrived, you were wearing nothing more than a deerskin dress without a stitch of underclothing. Is that true?”

      “Well, yes. I didn’t have much to begin with and my sole set became ruined during the course of the winter when Warol—uh, one of my mates, handled them a bit too roughly.”

      Her cousin’s eyes widened. “So it is true,” she trilled. “You were mated to Ragoru? What was that like?”

      “Madelin…” she began.

      Her cousin waved her hand with a grimace. “Maddi, please. I hate the name Madelin. That was the name of Grandmother Vera’s mother, and she was just as cold and horrible as she is.”

      “Maddi, then. This doesn’t bother you?”

      Her question was greeted with soft laughter from her cousin. “Oh, gracious, no. I am quite jealous, truth be told. To have someone to love you… not many women can find that, not when women outnumber men five to one. Yet you have three who love you.”

      “Two,” she amended sadly. “I have two. My Kyx,” she choked back a sob. “He was killed by the huntsmen when they captured me. I watched them do it.” Arie sank down onto the couch beside her cousin, her eyes filling with tears. “I was so happy. For all of the winter before they came. My mates are everything good in my life,” she said, tears streaming freely down her face. “Not only do they love me more than I ever could have imagined, but with them, I never felt afraid. I love them so much. Rager, Warol, Kyx. They are all so unique and special to me. They are my family. I didn’t want to come back to the Citadel.”

      Maddi’s eyes filled with tears and she wrapped her fingers around Arie’s hand. “It was wrong for them to bring you back here. More so that it resulted in the death of your mate. If you had love and a family, to drag you here is terribly cruel. Especially only to be joined with Edwar.”

      Arie clutched Maddi’s hand. “Will you help me escape?”

      “I… I will. What they are doing violates your wishes… it is wrong.”

      “What do you know of Edwar, Maddi?”

      “Not much, I admit,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Enough to know that I am very glad he overlooked me. I hear rumors of his cruelty. He collects Ragoru pelts, and from what I hear, he once kept one of their young for three years torturing it until it finally died of terrible wounds. A fisherman found the little one and said it was so badly mangled that he wasn’t sure if it had been a child or a dog.”

      “Oh, my blessed gods,” Arie whispered in horror. Her cousin nodded in commiseration. A guard cleared his throat making them both look up guiltily toward the door. The young man dared a small smile and bowed.

      “My apologies for interrupting, but your conveyance has arrived for you.”

      “Of course,” Maddi said, returning his smile. Arie was not fooled by the way her cousin’s hand tightened over her own. “Just give us a minute. I’m afraid I smudged Arie a bit. We will be down presently.” The guard stepped out with a bow, and with a careful hand Maddi touched up Arie’s make up until she was satisfied that she once again looked untouched by her grief.

      “We had best get on our way then, Arie. Grandmother will be displeased if we are late.” She drew Arie to the door, her face morphing as it swung open. “It wouldn’t do for the lady of the hour to be late to her own party,” Maddi trilled, her face lighting with a certain silliness that Arie understood was a mask.

      The guard bowed again and shut the door behind them. As they walked down the corridor, Maddi leaned forward and whispered, “We need to go before they begin to wonder what is taking us so long. Don’t leave my side even for a moment. You can’t trust any of the huntsmen.”

      “Aren’t your brothers and our cousins all huntsmen? Are you saying there is not one among them we can trust?”

      Maddi clenched her jaw and met her eye. “No, not one. Those men are not the boys I grew up with. They are just as cruel and warped as Edwar. All the huntsmen are. I have watched my own brothers do horrible things that I would rather not remember.”

      Arie clutched her cousin’s fingers tight, their clasped hands hidden between their voluminous gowns as they walked together down the stairs to the main foyer. The guards preceding them opened the doors and helped them into the carriage. Arie swallowed as it jolted forward, rattling down the road heading to Edwar’s mansion adjoining the property of the Order.

      The sun was sinking below the horizon as the carriage pulled up to a mansion that came close to rivaling that of her grandmother’s. Arie stepped out, barely paying the guard assisting her any mind as she stared up at the monstrosity of a building that lacked in taste and gentler lines. With Maddi by her side, Arie was able to summon enough courage to step through the door. A butler took their furred cloaks and directed them to follow a maid to the ballroom.

      Her nerves nearly failed upon entering the ballroom. The walls of the room were nothing but mirrors reflecting the crush of bodies and the numerous sconces on the walls. The room itself was garish with gold inlay and tile upon the floor. It was entirely unexpected in a society that put emphasis on dark, subdued colors. Inexplicably, Arie felt overheated. Every eye turned to her, and Edwar gave her a predatory smile from where he stood at the center of the ballroom. He turned to speak to the men and ladies around him, all who gave her knowing looks, before he stepped forward to greet her.

      He drew her free hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to the back of her glove, his eyes smoldering with his intentions. “Arie, welcome to my home… soon to be your home as well,” he said with a chuckle. Arie ducked her head so he didn’t see her lips twist with distaste. She wanted nothing to do with him or the pile of masonry he called his house. “Come,” he invited. “Let me introduce you and show you around. Ah, Madelin, a pleasure to see you as always. Please do accompany us.”

      Maddi tittered beside her and they made their way through the ballroom. Before long, one face began to blend into another as Edwar introduced her to everyone. There were distinguished lords and ladies, as well as high ranking huntsmen who leered at the serving women who attempted to serve drinks without being molested. Voices constantly seemed to whisper preceding and following their path around the ballroom, ladies talking behind their fans and gentleman leaning in close. Eyes focused on her with a sort of ruthless knowing that she found unnerving no matter where she went, so much that Arie was relieved when the evening finally wound down to its conclusion.

      Edwar pulled her under his arm as he raised his champagne flute and addressed the crowd. “I want to thank everyone who came to meet my intended. As you are likely now aware, our joining celebration is in five days and will be held at Lady Vera’s ancestral estate. Please join me in raising your glass to Arie, the Lady Anwar.”

      Flutes raised and Arie gripped the stem of her own glass, her entire body numb as Edwar turned her in his arms, hauled her up against his body and crushed her mouth beneath his own. She gagged as he forced his tongue between her lips, but she managed to remain docile until he pulled back, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction.

      When Maddi finally left her to the peace of her bedroom sometime later that night, Arie vomited the contents of her stomach as her body desperately tried to rid itself of the memory of his touch and taste. After she cleansed herself the best she could, she retired to her bed where she curled up on the mattress, desperately wondering if her mates would find her in time.

      She was expected to join in only five days and then Edwar would own her body by law, and she’d be forced to submit to him. Despite the warmth of the bedding, a coldness crept inside her, insidious and chilling.

      Her hand smoothed over her belly as she tried to find her center and calm her nerves. Stress wouldn’t be good for her baby, nor would it help her situation. She needed to think clearly and plan her escape. She was no longer alone. Still, some part of her cried out for her mates, afraid of the danger she faced.

      Please find me, she silently begged her mates. I don’t know if I can find my way without you.
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      For three days, the Master of the Guild kept Rager and his triad brothers hidden within the Court of the Thieves while he sent runners out to investigate the matter. For three days, terrible unknown yawned before them like a great chasm. Rager knew that it was for the protection of everyone involved. While they’d managed to go unnoticed that first night, it would’ve been only a matter of time before someone struck up the alarm alerting the huntsmen of the presence of Ragoru in the Citadel.

      Cyrus sat lopsided in his chair drinking from a cup of fermented fruit that burned Rager’s nose whenever he went near. He didn’t understand how humans could drink the stuff. The human’s fingers stroked through his beard, his expression thoughtful despite the slight glaze over his eyes. He suddenly raised his cup and salted the triad, his smile cocky.

      “Ragoru and a human woman… it is really quite titillating. Tell me, if you mate in triads, do you all join in all at once or just one at a time?”

      Rager rolled his eyes and endeavored to ignore the over-jovial human. Warol was less forgiving of the thief-master and growled low in his throat.

      “What business is it of yours?” he growled, his fur noticeably bristling.

      Rather than be offended by Warol’s belligerence, the male laughed heartily. “I am merely curious. Human women can be such timid creatures, unadventurous to try something so completely alien to what they are accustomed. I am just curious how three of you managed to talk a woman into accepting you.”

      Kyx looked up from where he’d been studiously examining a map of the city. Tim had spent an hour teaching him how to read it the day before, and now Kyx was utterly fascinated as he examined the various buildings marked out. He frowned at Cyrus.

      “You speak of mating as if it involves some sort of trickery.”

      “Dear Kyx, mating is all trickery. It is putting forth one’s gambit and hoping that it pays off and lures just the right woman into your den.”

      Rager shook his head, dragged unwillingly into the conversation despite himself. “Ragoru do not mate in such a fashion. The female chooses. We show you what we may offer, the best of us, and hope for a mate.”

      “Ah, but your kind suffers from a lack of females. Our people are blessed with overabundance. Not one of these fine young women walking around would hesitate to drop to her knees and suck my cock if I so willed it. They are eager for attention,” he said as he winked flirtatiously at a young woman passing, his lips puckering into the human kiss gesture.

      Rager made a disgusted noise and turned away. The human seemed to have a never-ending stream of willing females. Cyrus chuckled and leaned back in his chair.

      “Aww, don’t look so disapproving, Rager. It is a sweet life; you should try it.”

      Rager’s muscles tensed with suppressed anger at the suggestion. “I would never betray my mate in such a way.”

      “Oh, you mean you’re incapable of enjoying the pleasure of another woman… physically, that is?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Rager snapped. “The Ragoru are not so different. However, my brothers and I choose to honor our mate and maintain our self-respect.”

      Cyrus turned in his chair until he was on his belly, his eyes narrowed with fascination. “It is probable that your mate will not be returned before another has defiled her. What then?”

      “If a male did such a thing to my mate, I would be forced to rip off his member and shove it down his throat,” Rager returned calmly.

      The sound of the cup clattering against the floor made him look up at the shocked face of the thief-master. Cyrus sputtered and coughed before swallowing noticeably, his face ashen. “That will make quite the statement,” he wheezed.

      Rager’s mouth quirked. It was better for the human not to get any ideas when it came to their mate. Not that his questions or observations were strange to Rager by this time. Over the last few days, they’d settled into a routine, where Cyrus insulted them or asked inappropriate questions. If it weren’t for the fact that he had seen glimpses of the genuinely good heart the male possessed, he would be less inclined to remain as his “guest.”

      A group of young ones—children, he corrected himself—came rushing in with excitement, their arms laden with various foods that they’d swiped from a place of trade. Rager was fuzzy on the details since Ragoru did not have such systems, but he still appreciated their direct actions against human laws of governance.

      The first time he’d witnessed it, he questioned Cyrus at length about it. During that discussion, all frivolity had dropped away from the human’s face as he told him of how the nobles and huntsmen starve the rest of the population. People labored extensively for bits of metal they called coin, which could be traded for food. Rager had found the entire discussion baffling until he was told that regulations and extensive fees prohibit people from hunting beyond the Citadel for fresh meat. So, they took what they needed from the Citadel that would be happy to let them die from hunger.

      A pair of older children held up a rooter, small than the wild ones that he and his triad hunted. It was still sufficient meat. Six slaughtered rooters were smuggled into the tunnel by the resourceful young ones. Spits were immediately set over open fires, and the atmosphere turned festive as the thieves gathered with what little they had to share among themselves. He felt honored to be included.

      People who’d initially been shy and hesitant now shared with his triad as if they were one of them, passing food and drink to them as they would their own. Although his stomach pinched with pain, and no doubt for his brothers’ as well, his triad by mutual agreement took little of the offered food. Despite the bounty spread before them, it was clear that such meals were far between. If anyone deserved a full belly, it was the children.

      Rager was taken with the little ones. Of all humans, they’d shown little fear of the triad, and more than once he and his brothers woke to find children curled up with them where they slept. Even now a small female chewed on the crisped tail of a rooter, her dark eyes shining up at him. They were so similar to rogs, despite their flatter faces and furless bodies. The shape and expressions before a rog grew into their adult features were quite similar. Even their ceaseless chatter and carefree play was common between their species. He doubted anyone among the humans or Ragoru had the opportunity to observe similarities held with the other species in such a way before.

      A woman’s voice cut through his observations, her laughter shrill. It grated on his nerves, but his curiosity was piqued as she spoke.

      “Can you imagine,” she laughed with the other women at her side, “all the huntsmen and nobles in the Citadel are in a tizzy over this girl. Lady Anwar, they are calling her. A direct descendant of the first Lady Anwar. She just appeared out of nowhere and was claimed by the First Elite.”

      “Bah, must be a rumor started by the First Elite,” another muttered with a shake of her head.

      “No, I saw her myself. Regal looking, she is,” a third whispered eagerly. “Looks the spitting image of the portraits in the great museum.”

      “Really, Rita, and how would you know what those look like?” the second asked.

      “Because, Polly, unlike some, my looks are still good enough to attract the finer gentlemen who visit the museums,” Rita retorted with a snicker. Polly’s face flushed with anger and Rager half-expected her to strike the younger female, but the first intervened in time

      “Cool it, girls,” she snapped. “We don’t need to be pecking at each other. The gracious gods know that the higher-ups tear us down plenty all by themselves.”

      Polly and Rita nodded their heads, both wearing weary expressions. Polly nudged Rita after a long moment, her eyes crinkling with amusement.

      “I heard from the stable boy that she appeared in the dead of night with a whole mass of hunters. I wonder where they might have gotten her from to have such a large escort?”

      Rager felt his heart pound; he could almost hear it in his ears. He crouched among them, ignoring the flutter of their skirts as they backed from him and regarded him cautiously. He nearly winced for alarming them with his sudden movement.

      “My apologies,” he rasped. “I did not intend to startle you. This female you saw… did she have red hair?”

      “No, sir,” Rita murmured, glancing away with signs of discomfort. “I didn’t get a terribly clear look at her, but her hair was black as night.”

      Polly chortled. “Rita, you know that don’t mean anything. The higher-ups wear wigs if they are born unfortunate as Peg was. Remember, she had to shave her hair down to the scalp and cover it with a sash every day under threat of punishment from the guard.”

      Rita hummed in agreement and looked to the first among them. “What do you think, Lara? You got a look too. Do you think it could be a wig?”

      Lara’s lips pressed together, and her brow furrowed. “Just might be. The wigs are getting more elaborate these days. But I would bet every penny in my pocket she was wearing a fancy wig. Especially with all them pearls hanging from her hair. No one is going to have patience to sit for hours while a maid does all that.”

      “Where might I find her?” Rager inquired. Yet perhaps it didn’t do so well hiding the hint of threat from his voice. A male—a huntsman—was daring to join with his triad’s mate. Fury burned in his stomach relentlessly. The women shifted warily, exchanging uncertain glances. Rita gently nudged Lara.

      Lara licked her lips nervously. “Well, that’s the thing. No one really knows where she is. The First Elite is keeping everything secret, but what is certain is that she’s not there at his mansion. The family is apparently very private, and the details are being concealed until the day of the joining ceremony. Even then, only those who are invited will know.”

      “Who and what is the First Elite and where might I find him?”

      “Oh, you don’t want to confront him on his own turf. That would be suicide. The mansion sits on a large estate on the grounds of the Order of the Huntsmen. He is the head of the entire organization, and so they protect him more than they would their own fathers.”

      Her eyes flickered as Kyx and Warol crouched beside him. No doubt his brothers had also heard the discussion among the females and had decided to join them. The females seemed to shrink in the face of Warol’s fury, as his ears lay flattened against his skull and his four yellow eyes focused on them with a burning, single-minded intensity. Even his lips were drawn back from his teeth, lending a certain ferocity to his features. Unfortunately, Kyx, as badly scarred as he now was, no longer possessed a cheerful, comforting visage.

      The females smiled as Cyrus inserted himself among them. Kyx glanced up at the male.

      “Do you think that there may be a way for one of your number to find out the location of this ceremony?” Kyx queried in a soft voice.

      “Maybe,” Lara said slowly. “None of the Guild has direct access to the grounds of the Order, not since the incident that occurred on their land twenty-five years ago. We had a maid in another mansion further back on the property—the ancestral house. She helped a young woman, the daughter of the woman she served, escape and she died with her mistress. Since then, measures have been far more rigorously enforced.”

      Cyrus’s eyes sharpened. “But you have something, correct?”

      “I do have an older sister who works in the mansion who could probably keep her ear open for information as long as we guaranteed her safety. She won’t help if she believes there is any way this could come back on her. The Order has a long, vindictive arm as you know, Cyrus.”

      “Consider it done. I will personally guarantee it. Have her see what she can find, but avoid notice. If, for whatever reason, she believes she is in danger, I will protect her here in our Court.”

      Lara smiled with relief. “I am certain she will be grateful to hear that, Cyrus. Working for the Order, and especially First Elite Edwar, isn’t a joy for anyone. Your personal guarantee will be all she needs to help us.”

      “This means we still must wait,” Warol pointed out irritably.

      “Yes, my dear furry fiend, it means we wait,” Cyrus said with a chuckle.

      “I hate waiting,” Warol said as he pulled at an ear in frustration. Kyx laid a companionable arm around their brother’s shoulders and, surprisingly, Warol did not shrug it off. Instead, one side of his mouth upturned, and he leaned into Kyx.
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      After the party, Maddi continued to visit every day. Their grandmother approved, believing she would teach Arie appropriate behavior for entering her place in society. She had no idea what the women were conspiring. They couldn’t go far, and were always watched, but they walked together, heads bent, as they passed through the garden, whispering to each other.

      They never raised their voice above a whisper, regardless of whether they were in the gardens, lounging in the parlor, or secluded in Arie’s private chambers. Even then, they often changed the inflections in their whisperings to make it seem as if they were exchanging meaningless gossip, randomly giggling as they did so. Whenever they laughed the guards relaxed and smiled. Even their grandmother didn’t seem to suspect anything. In fact, she seemed to go out of her way to avoid them whenever they were together, as if she couldn’t abide their silliness. The more effort they put into the performance, the more Lady Vera stayed far away from them.

      “I suppose she thinks we are silly, brainless women,” Maddi said with a laugh as she cracked a walnut and handed the meat to Arie.

      “I hope so. We’ve worked hard to give her that impression,” Arie returned, popping the morsel into her mouth. “By now, she believes I have resigned myself to my fate and have taken you, my dear cousin, as my bosom companion. She no longer pays any attention to where I go—not that it has helped much. I have been walking all through this mansion and have yet to find any place where I might sneak out unnoticed.”

      “I did tell you that plan was a long shot,” Maddi said, sighing.

      “What we need is a diversion. Like an explosion, or an attack.”

      “Lovely idea, and just where are we going to find that? I’m afraid I left my explosives and arsenal in my other skirt.” Maddi tapped her finger on the table beside her. “Actually, a distraction is not a bad idea, if only we can get word out among the right circles.”

      “Right circles?” Arie arched an eyebrow at her cousin.

      “Whether you want to believe it or not, you are in a distinct position. The people will rally around you, and many are not happy at all with the power of the Order. It is, as I am sure you understand, an unpleasant yoke for the people of our Citadel to live under. People tolerate it because they know no other way and are uncertain what direction they should take. If you stand against them, the people will follow… and you will be lacking no little aid from one quarter specifically.”

      “Why would they help me and not you? Surely you could have accomplished this long ago if it was such a certain thing?”

      “I am not of the blood. My father was born from grandmother’s second marriage. For all the good I would wish to do, I am not a symbol that the people will rally around and risk their lives for.”

      “I do not want anyone risking their lives for me,” Arie said. “I just want to return to my mates.”

      Maddi’s face tightened. “You cannot so casually dismiss the needs of the many when you are in position to do great good.”

      “No, of course not, but to ask them to stand against the Order and risk death… It is not right, Maddi.”

      “What people suffer every day is not right. I want to make this world better. Our people are dying, we have less children born every year, and women are starving on the streets. How do we counter this when the Order and the system as it currently exists binds our hands? Not everyone is so fortunate to find what you did, and those of us who would try would be punished far more severely than you’ve been.”

      “Do you think being forced into marriage and the threat of the murder of my child is not severe?” Arie demanded.

      Maddi’s face softened. “Of course, it is terrible, cousin. I do not mean to make light of your situation, but in many cases if a woman did not find a benefactor or had family to take her in, one found cavorting with Ragoru would be put to death.”

      Arie’s chest tightened as she recalled the words of Huntsman Merik. At the time, she’d thought he was just unhinged, or perhaps wanted to scare her, but at Maddi’s words her perspective changed. She could easily have died, murdered in the cave or after facing sentence from the village. The huntsmen would have killed her without hesitation if it hadn’t been for the matter of her lineage.

      Even if it meant nothing to Arie, it meant something to the people. It was all that stood between her and death.

      “I do not tell you this to frighten you, cousin.”

      “But you are right,” Arie replied. “I am being self-serving when my particular position is the only thing that keeps me from joining the fate of other women who would have dared to love as I have or dared at all to break free from the Order.”

      “Those who dare are outlaws,” Maddi said. A steely look of determination filled her cherubic face. “I must get word to them. If anyone can help us, they will,” she muttered as she turned away and gathered up her cloak around her.

      “Maddi, wait. They are criminals. You don’t know what they will do to you!”

      Her cousin gave her a sad look. “No less than what the guard might do if they catch me.”

      “What? No! We will think of another way… if you are caught…”

      Her cousin leaned forward and pressed her lips against Arie’s cheek. “I will be careful. Chances are I won’t be able to go home again after this, but with your joining ceremony tomorrow I will do everything I can to get you out of here.” Maddi pulled up the hood on her cloak as she stepped away from the settee.

      Arie watched her cousin leave, and her hands, concealed within the folds of her skirt, tightened into fists. Maddi was right; there was more at stake here than just Arie’s upcoming nuptial. For days, all Arie had been doing was skulking around the manor, looking for any possible way to slip off and escape, never giving any thought to the people of the Citadel, or even to her own cousin, much to her shame. That was ending now.

      She would find a way out of the house and she would help her cousin. It could no longer just be about her escape.

      Grandmother wanted her to stand as a symbol to bring the people together? Well, she would do just that, but not in favor of her grandmother’s plans or those of the Order. The Order of Huntsmen was coming down. She would not be able to live with herself otherwise, nor did she imagine she would be able to pass the rest of her life knowing the Order would be forever hunting after her and her children. The Order needed to be brought down, and if she helped even in a small way, standing as a rallying point, she would do everything in her power to accomplish it.

      All through the day she nurtured that spark of rebellion within her, reminding herself that not even the village had been successful in defeating her. When night fell, she threw on her dark knit cape, pulling the hood low over her face. She could feel the fabric catch on the stubble of what remained of her hair, but ignored it. She glanced at the door before proceeding to the window. The guards would be half-asleep at their posts at this late hour but Arie wasn’t going to chance trying to slip by them when she could descend through her window into the gardens below.

      Tying together every bedsheet she could find, she made a long rope that she tied off around the metal radiator. She’d turned it off hours ago, and though the room was now chilly, the radiator was safe to touch. She slid open the heavy window with a groan and threw out the length of knotted material. Even in the low light, she could tell it didn’t quite reach the ground, but she wagered it was close enough.

      With a muttered prayer, she hoisted one leg over the windowsill, her fingers clenching tight around her makeshift rope. It wasn’t until her other leg was out and she was dangling precariously that she was attacked by a wave of panic. Swallowing, she braced her feet against the wall and slowly began to inch her way down.

      When she came to the last foot of fabric, she looked down nervously at the drop below her. It had to be at least six feet. She willed her fingers to let go, but they seemed to have a mind of their own as they tightened with instinctive self-preservation. Arie cursed as she dangled in the air, swaying from side to side. She looked around, trying to work out a safe way to get down, when a tearing sound drew her attention. She scrambled, attempting to swing closer to the wall to get any kind of finger hold, but her rope went slack with a loud rip, sending Arie hurtling to the ground.

      She crashed into the bushes below, the tiny branches scraping her skin raw. Wincing, she crawled out of the bushes and pushed herself to her feet. She didn’t bother to brush off the loose dirt and bits of leaves clinging to her as she took a furtive look around. The garden was dark, illuminated only by the weak moonlight above. Not too far away, a guard leaned against a decorative pillar. She saw a flash of light as from a match strike as he brought it close to his face, lighting what she guessed had to be a tightly rolled cigarette. He stood slightly in profile, his back mostly turned toward her, increasing her odds of escape.

      She skirted around the perimeter, crouched by the side of the building, keeping watch on the guard who’d begun pacing the width of the property gate where he was posted. Arie hunkered down low beside a marble statue, her eyes narrowing on her target. If she crept close enough without being detected, she might be able to bring a rock down on the back of his head and…. she blinked as she realized that the guard had disappeared from sight and had not yet returned.

      Where could he have disappeared to?

      “Stand up and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      A man growled at her from the shadows at her right. Cursing her lack of luck, Arie stood with her hands upraised and held out from her sides. She was so close to her freedom. She felt someone step up behind her and reacted, fueled by desperation. She threw her head back and heard the sickening crunch from where her skull collided with the guard’s nose. He roared in pain, his hands dropping away to clutch his nose. She did not so much as spare the guard a glance. Pulling her skirts up in one hand, she dashed for the gate.

      She panted, excitement rising up in her belly as she neared the open gate. She was nearly there! Her feet passed over the edge of the property line just as a large guard came into sight as he stepped around the corner on the other side of the wall, lifting his rifle high as he swung it into her face. Color exploded behind her eyes before she plummeted into darkness.

      Arie woke with her jaw throbbing. The faint light from the nearby street lantern streamed through the window of her bedroom in between iron bars that had been put up while she was unconscious. She winced as pain shot through her head, but it was nothing compared to the heaviness of her heart.

      She had failed.

      “I see you are awake,” her grandmother snapped with impatience. “That was a stupid stunt. I don’t know what you two girls have been conspiring, but you have failed. Once we catch up with Maddi—wherever she disappeared to—she will be dealt with. You are lucky we have enough pigments to conceal that terrible bruise. Though it is no less than what you deserve, I do wish it wouldn’t have happened on the day of your joining. A bruised bride is an embarrassment.”

      “So sorry, Grandmother, for being a terrible inconvenience,” Arie said, a mocking smile curling her lips despite the pain shooting through her face.

      “Do you have no shame for leading your cousin into such betrayal?”

      Arie leaned back against her pillow. “Maddi did as she felt was right. I had little to do with it.”

      Her grandmother sneered. “Before you came into this house, that girl was meek and did as she was told. She never would have plotted to run away from her family and disgrace us in such a way.”

      Arie fell silent, unwilling to discuss anything further with Lady Vera. She had no way of knowing what could be used against Maddi. It was better to say nothing. Arie had failed to escape and assist her cousin. She could only hope that Maddi fared well on her own.

      She moved her hand and felt it jerk against resistance. With a startled yelp, she looked up at her left hand and found a metal cuff binding it. Leading from it was a strong length of chain secured to the bed with just enough line to allow her a short range of movement. She yanked against it, her movement furious, to no avail. The chain was strong. The brittle laughter of her grandmother assaulted her ears.

      “I’m afraid you won’t be enjoying the freedom that I so graciously allowed you before. Until it is time to prepare for your joining ceremony, you will be confined to your bed. You won’t get run of the house, nor will you enjoy any meals as you contemplate the errors of your ways. I will leave you to your thoughts. If you are wise, you will make peace with your situation. I guarantee that Edwar will not treat such attempts lightly or with much forgiveness.”

      Her grandmother turned to walk away, pausing at the doorway only when Arie shouted at her back.

      “Hey, what if I need to piss? Do you want me to just soil the bed?”

      “The guard and maid will assist,” her grandmother said, brushing her hand irritably through her skirt as if she were swatting at a fly. With a snap of fabric, her grandmother left Arie alone to helplessly vent her anger. She screamed as she attempted to pull on her restraints. She even turned so that her feet could kick at the headboard, hoping that if she kicked it hard enough that the wood would break, and she would be able to slip the chain free. She even beat the cuff on her wrist against the side of the bed.

      She didn’t manage to do more than painfully bruise her wrist.

      The guard now stationed in her room—instead of outside of her door—watched every attempt, every scream, and the free flow of her frustrated, desperate tears dispassionately. He might as well have been made of stone. After a time, he was replaced with another guard.

      Every now and again a maid was allowed entrance, but the entire time she was in the room she was carefully watched. Even if Arie could have garnered the sympathy of the maid there wouldn’t have been anything she could have done for her. The maid was checked thoroughly upon entering and leaving. Not even a crust of bread would have gotten by the guards to slake Arie’s hunger against the orders of their mistress.

      As the day drew on, the fight slowly left her, and she found herself staring morosely out the window. She hoped that Maddi had found safety, wherever she was. Despite her cool words to her grandmother, she worried about her cousin. She hoped that Maddi’s optimism wasn’t misplaced.
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      Among their triad, Warol was usually the impetuous one, and the one who disobeyed orders. It was not like Kyx to act rashly, and yet he found himself doing just that as he slipped unseen out of the tunnel. The Court of the Thieves Guild had been hospitable and given them shelter over the last several days but as far as he could see, it brought them no closer to finding Arie. He’d hoped that the bit of gossip among the females would have born results by now, but there was nothing.

      Lara had bemoaned the fact that no one seemed to know anything. No one except First Elite Edwar, who was keeping his secrets close to his chest. Lara suspected that anyone invited to the ceremony wouldn’t know but perhaps a mere hour before the ceremony by way of a special messenger.

      This world confused Kyx. It was overcomplicated, thick with betrayals, secrets, and guile. He yearned for their den and the peace of their solitude far away from human machinations. He felt he was suffocating, unable to even do something as simple as run freely. Ragoru were not like humans who could be content passing their days in small confined spaces. The den was comfort, but Ragoru needed space to breathe and to run. Days passed in the subterranean world of the court felt unnatural to him. Between a sense of what Lara had laughingly called a bad case of claustrophobia and his own impatience at finding their mate, Kyx found himself driven for the first time to disobey a direct order from Rager.

      It was a moonless night, and the streets seemed even darker than usual for it, despite the lamps that lined the main roads. Kyx could have kept to the dark alleys, but knowing that even in the shadows there was a good chance that someone might notice the glow of his eyes, he took to the rooftops, clinging with his four arms as he jumped from roof to roof. Despite the reduced vision at the edges of his right eyes that made certain parts of his vision hazy, giving him a vulnerability on that side, he navigated the roofs without error. The Citadel looked so different from higher up; it was like the network of a large hive with all its twists and turns. From there, Kyx could find a sort of fascination for the Citadel that he was unable to appreciate navigating the narrow alleys.

      There was a strange beauty to it, none less so than a large building that raised in the center of the city like a massive monolith despite its graceful lines. The low light of the lamps occasionally caught parts of the temple, making colors shine faintly. He wondered what building it was to merit such special construction. It was surrounded by gardens and small artificial ponds in a manner that was serene compared to the rest of the Citadel. He marveled at what it might look like in the full light of the day as he circled around the perimeter until the silhouette of a lone hooded female caught his eye.

      His heart picked up with excitement until he caught the scent. It was no doubt sweet, but it was not his mate. His heart fell, and he almost turned away, but his curiosity got the better of him. What was she doing walking around like that? She circled the building, pausing every few steps to look around as if she were searching for something. He crept closer, indecision warring within him.

      As he dropped silently into the nearby bushes, her body stiffened, and she whipped her head around. A wave of fear tainted her scent.

      “Hello? Is anyone there? If you are one of those aligned with the Thieves Guild, please—I need your help.”

      Keeping to the dark of the shadows, Kyx felt compelled by pity and his unshakeable curiosity to respond. “What aid is it that you seek?”

      She stepped back warily from his hiding place. “My, your voice is deeper and a bit raspier than I would have suspected,” she laughed nervously as she made an obvious attempt to control of her instinctive fear. Kyx felt a measure of respect for that. “Please, I need to speak with the Master of the Guild. It is a matter of the utmost importance if he still wishes to see the fall of the Order.”

      Why would this female suddenly appear walking around during the night, claiming to have knowledge to bring down the Order? It seemed a little too coincidental. The female sighed and pushed back her hood showing her rounded face and long length of brown hair.

      “I know you have no reason to trust me, and I know how this looks, but I swear this isn’t a trick. My cousin needs your help. She is marrying today to the First Elite and he will use her to cement his hold on this city. I know you do not want that. I do not want that. Furthermore, I want to get my cousin back to her true family.”

      “What is your cousin’s name?” he inquired, pushing down the hope that threatened to rise in his chest.

      She hesitated as if she wasn’t sure if she trusted him, at last she said the one word that brought him to life after days of living in a half-death. “Arie.”

      “Arie,” he groaned. He could have wept.

      “You know my cousin?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Hoping she wouldn’t be too frightened, especially with the terrible scars running down the side of his face, he moved out of the bushes and stood at his full height. Her mouth dropped open and she pressed a fist against her chest, but she didn’t scream. She drew in a harsh breath.

      “Ragoru. Are you… are you one of Arie’s mates?”

      “I am. I am Kyx.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “Oh, my Blessed Mother, Arie thinks you are dead! I don’t think there has been one day I have passed in her company that she hasn’t wept for you.” She pressed her hand against her mouth, blinking up at him as if she were seeing a marvel. Kyx shifted uncomfortably, knowing that the lamps had revealed the scars on the side of his face, matched only by the other scars on his chest and belly. He knew he was a terrible sight. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t afraid of him. Instead, she had that look similar to one Arie would get when she was about to hug him. He cleared his throat and focused on her, his hand raking through his mane with the frustration that seethed within him.

      “You will take me to my mate, immediately,” he demanded, knowing that Rager wouldn’t like it in the least that he went after her without them. At that moment, he didn’t particularly care. Unfortunately, the female shared more than one trait with her cousin. Her jaw stiffened stubbornly despite the pity in her eyes.

      “I am sorry. I can’t. It is important that I see the Master of the Guild. It is too important.”

      “Nothing is more important to me than getting my mate back,” he snapped, affronted by the suggestion that something else must take priority.

      She shook her head regretfully. “I understand why you think that, and believe me, being reunited with you is Arie is priority too, but she also understands the necessity of this. There is too much at stake to lose this moment now to strike the Order from power. I will say no more until you have taken me to the Master.”

      Kyx gritted his teeth and paced the small stretch of grass in front of her. He wanted to snatch her up and demand she show him where his mate was hidden, but if Arie was in agreement with her cousin, he was reluctant to go against her wishes. Although their territory was far from the hand of the Order, it wasn’t unheard of for huntsmen to make it that far. He couldn’t deny that striking the Order made sense if they had the opportunity. While it wouldn’t guarantee that they would never have problems with vigilante humans again, it would have far-reaching effects. He huffed with irritation, his decision made. He didn’t like it and was certain Warol was going to want to beat him once he found out, but when it came to the Order, it wasn’t his decision to make.

      “Very well. I will need to carry you… unless you are proficient at making your way over the roofs,” he added at her obvious reluctance.

      “Ah, no. I’m afraid scaling buildings is not in my skillset.”

      He opened his four arms. “Come on, then. The sooner we can get to the Court of the Thieves Guild, the sooner I can get my mate back.” At her fearful look, his expression went soft. “Do not worry. I have carried Arie over long distances. I will not drop you.”

      “I am a bit heavier than Arie,” she muttered irritably, making him grin.

      “You are small, human. It will be of no effort at all. No harm will come to you while we travel—I swear it.”

      Just as he thought she was going to refuse, she surprised him by stepping into the reach of his arms and lifting her own arms away from her body. Jubilant at the show of trust, he snapped his lower arms around her and lifted her high against his chest. She squeaked in alarm, fingers clenching into his fur.

      “Hold tight,” he said with a laugh as he vaulted up, his upper arms reaching for the nearest handhold of the large building.

      “I can’t believe we are climbing on the temple of the Mother,” she said. “The priests would be certain to have a heart attack if they saw such disrespect.” Despite her words there was laughter in her voice.

      “What is a temple?” he whispered as he leaped to a higher tower, angling his body to leap across the short expanse to one of the nearby buildings.

      “It is the holy house of the Mother.” For a moment, he had an attack of conscience. He was on a sacred place? She must have noted the panic in his stillness and the way he dropped his head with uncertainty because she giggled.

      “I doubt the Mother will care if it is the safest way to accomplish our means.”

      “Ah, yes, that makes sense,” Kyx murmured as he shifted, his muscles tensing for his running jump. Her fingers clenched tighter, pulling the fur almost painful.

      “Oh, Blessed Mother,” she whispered fearfully. He rushed forward, picking up speed so when he leaped, he sailed easily over the street, his upper arms outstretched. She buried her face against him to muffle a shriek, but within seconds they landed with a hard jolt. She muttered an oath and a sharp rebuke that made him grin, but he continued to the next roof, never slowing his pace. He was surprised that not once, during their winding race over the rooftops, did she risk glancing up from the thick fur of his scruff. She seemed content to pray and trust him to deliver her safely to the Court.

      When he finally dropped a short distance from the tunnel, he set her carefully on her feet and held her arm to steady her. Her face was pale, and though she attempted to regain her composure, her breath still left her in panicked pants. Her wide eyes slowly took in their surroundings before narrowing on the tunnel ahead of them.

      “Is this it? Are you going to have to go down… there?” She swallowed nervously.

      “You did want to speak to the Master of the Guild,” he reminded her. “Or have you changed your mind?”

      “No, no. I haven’t changed my mind that is. It’s just… I have this terrible fear of tight, closed-in places,” she said with a wince.

      “The labyrinth to the Court is a bit tight,” he agreed, not willing to lie to the female, “but the Court itself is a wide space, comfortable enough for humans, I believe.”

      Her eyes darted to him and her brow furrowed. “But not for you?”

      “Ragoru … we have different needs, I think. Though we live in comfortable dens we are not used to being confined in such a manner for lengths of time.”

      “Is that why you were out wandering the city?”

      He grimaced but didn’t answer, knowing his silence would speak for him. She laughed softly, her hand touching his arm with sympathy.

      “I can imagine it is not easy. Very well. If you can brave it, so can I. Let’s get on with it before I lose my nerve.”

      He smiled down at her and moved toward the entrance of the tunnel, aware that she followed so close to him that she was nearly underfoot. He moved with more caution but did not rebuke her. She was managing her fear quite well. As they moved through the corridors of the tunnel, Tim leaped out from around one of the bends.

      “Kyx, there you are! Your triad is looking for you, and the big one, Rager, he is not at all happy, in fact… who is that?”

      The boy peered at the female with open curiosity, the dirty sleeve of his tunic coming up to swipe at his nose. The female moved closer into the torchlight and Tim’s mouth parted in surprise.

      “Oh, Blessed Mother, you don’t belong down here,” he whispered frantically. “It is not right for a lady to come into the Court.”

      A gentle smile curved her lips. “It might not be considered right in some circles,” she said, “but I think when it comes to the fall of the Order, we can consider it to be a greater sort of right in this situation.”

      Tim laughed, his lopsided smile widening. “Truer words never spoken, miss.”

      “Maddi,” she offered.

      “Miss Maddi, then. The Master isn’t expecting you, but I am sure he will be interested in hearing whatever you have traveled here to say if it benefits his aim to bring down the Order. I will run ahead to let him know you are coming.”

      Tim raced ahead of them as Kyx kept his pace reasonable for Maddi as she picked her way through the tunnel. Even with the low light of the torches her eyesight seemed terrible, and she often stumbled over various rubble. She came perilously close to stepping onto the boards of a trap before Kyx pulled her away. He was relieved when they finally arrived at the Court. Tim had plenty of time to alert everyone of their arrival. Most likely his triad would also be present.

      As expected, his brothers stood near Cyrus. Upon seeing him, Rager crossed both sets of arms over his massive chest, but Warol just grinned. Kyx had no doubt he was pleased to see that he wasn’t the only one apt to break the rules when it suited him. Kyx’s ears drooped under the glower of their lead. He wasn’t like Warol, who enjoyed a good fight. Rager’s disapproval crashed over him. Maddi glanced up at him with concern, but he gave her an encouraging smile as he left her in front of Cyrus while he joined his brothers. Rager didn’t say anything, other than narrow his eyes on him with irritation.

      Cyrus frowned as he stroked his fingers through his beard. He carried the air of authority that didn’t seem present unless he was fully engaged in his role as Master. A crowd began to gather, which seemed to heighten Maddi’s anxiety. Kyx could smell it rolling on her, but despite her fear she betrayed none of it on her face. His admiration for his mate’s cousin grew. Cyrus seemed to share that appreciation and then some, because after a long minute of quietly observing the female, he broke into a wide smile.

      “Mistress Maddi, Tim tells me you have brought some very important information for me.”

      “I have,” she said, her voice maintaining a steady tone. “As you may be aware, the First Elite Huntsman is preparing marriage to the Lady Anwar.”

      “So, we have heard tell, although we are not all agreed on whether such speculation is accurate or not,” Cyrus returned, a bland smile on his face.

      “I assure you it is. I am her cousin, Madelin Fairwell. The First Elite has tried before to join with a direct descendant of Lady Felicity Anwar. My grandmother, Lady Vera, schemed to get her only daughter joined with the First Elite to align our families, but Elizabet joined against her wishes and left with a colony group with her husband. Much to grandmother’s disappointment, none of the sons born from her joining with Lord Anwar bore any daughters. Most of them are notably huntsmen who waited late to settle. My father was born of her second joining after Lord Anwar’s passing, making me useless for her social manipulations.”

      “So she is of value because the Anwar family is a family of huntsman,” Warol growled. “Our mate will not cooperate with such things.”

      Maddi shook her head. “It was never supposed to be like this. Long before the arrival of the Ragoru, everything was chaos and anarchy. Our world that we nearly destroyed was returning the favor and we were dying off at alarming rates. There was no hope. The Lady Anwar came out of nowhere. No one had heard of her before. She brought the Mother and the gods to us, prophesying that a time of hope would come, and the people would be made strong again.”

      “Everyone knows this bedtime story.  The seer reordered our civilization, gave us hope, and created the Order to protect us and kill Ragoru,” Cyrus said with a roll of his eyes.

      Maddi frowned. “You are simplifying it too much, thief-master. When the Order was created, we had no knowledge of the Ragoru. They had not yet been brought to our world. Lady Anwar created the Order with the mandate to protect humanity from the threats of our hostile world. They were to kill carnivorous plants that would spring up around settlements and slay predators that threatened our people.”

      “Really? I don’t believe I have ever read this,” Cyrus challenged with a blatant sneer.

      “That is because I doubt you have ever stepped inside the doors of the temple library, much less bothered to read through the material of the sacred archives. I have read the original documents regarding the founding of the Order that she penned. Never once did she make mention of the Order having the purpose of destroying the Ragoru. In fact, the Ragoru are only mentioned once, and that is in her journals toward the end of her life. She marveled at them and suspected that they were the key to the prophecy.”

      Rager’s brow lifted. “Are you saying that the Order was never meant to be our enemy?”

      “That is correct. The huntsmen were supposed to be the protective arm of the gods in defense of the people of the Mother, and nothing more.”

      “How does the First Elite fit into all this?” Kyx asked.

      “No doubt because everyone likes an established aristocracy,” Cyrus retorted. “I’ll have you know that I have been in the library—though I admit not the archives. All the noble families of the Citadel are descendants from the very first selected as First Elite.”

      Maddi sighed and shrugged helplessly. “The family of the First Elite was to lead the Order and were trusted with our protection. I doubt that even the Lady Anwar would have imagined it would have grown into a network of ‘first families.’”

      “If the Order was not meant to be the enemy of the Ragoru, and even your Lady Anwar saw us as linked to her prophecy, then how is it that they have come to hunt us?” Warol asked, his lip curled with distaste. “Many Ragoru have lost much to your Order.”

      “I suspect that the First Elite in control of the Order at the time of her passing had something to do with it. No doubt he knew of Felicity’s fascination with the Ragoru, since even in her old age she worked closely with the Order as a prophet. I have no proof, but I suspect she wanted an official of the Order to establish contact with the Ragoru.”

      “Based on what?” Lara pushed to the fore, her arms folding over her chest. “So far, all we are hearing is that the Order was supposed to be filled with golden boys to protect us rather than assholes tearing us down, and the Lady Anwar was this benevolent mother figure. Seems a little too good to be true.”

      “The Lady Anwar wasn’t perfect; she was human, after all. But she did genuinely care about the people of the Citadel. All the writings in her journal stressed maintaining the welfare of the people and continuing the path the Mother set before her. Her last entry spoke of bringing new strength to our people and to the Order. She died days later, I suspect before she was able to implement any changes officially.”

      “Ah, and so upon her passing things ran amuck,” Cyrus said.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Without another seer, the Order established one of their own. Soon the First Elite spread word that their seer saw nothing but calamity. Things only got worse when generation after generation of the Anwar line failed to deliver a blood-descended girl. There is no one to dispute the claims of the Order and their seer. As it stands right now, it is only by force that the Order rules. Many people resist and speak against them and their zealous crusades.”

      “I still don’t understand how Arie fits into this. If she is a blood descendant, wouldn’t they be afraid of her having authority that is contrary to their will and that of their seer? Wouldn’t it be easier to kill her?” Kyx asked despite the fury that filled him at the idea of a huntsman slaying their mate.

      “If the First Elite can join with Arie, he will be able to secure the standing of the Order with the general populace. With this power, he can forcibly recruit the few young men we have and our women into serving terms in service of the Order. He will do everything in his power to wipe out what he considers monstrosities.”

      “That wouldn’t be just Ragoru, but also other humans such as the feral ones, the ehurmu, who are as ignorant of your kind as most humans are of theirs,” Warol said.

      Maddi’s lips parted with surprise. “I never imagined that the rumors of mutated feral humans were true. You have seen them?”

      “We have. And we have seen the cruelty of your hunters against them. A female broken, defiled, her genitals torn, and her breasts severed. This is not the work of a people in service of the Mother. The Ragoru know her too as our own, even if we see her differently, and we know the Blessed One and the Fathers would never condone such horrors.”

      “This is why we must destroy the Order. They have strayed too far from their purpose. Their presence is affront to the kindness of the Mother, in the words of the Lady Anwar. I truly believe the prophecy foretold a joining of the Ragoru with humanity. Few children are born, and even among them fewer are males. Humanity is still dying, and the Order will see to it that we will never see the blessings foretold us.”

      “If we take our mate, then they achieve nothing,” Warol growled.

      Maddi turned a cool gaze on the silver male. “And it also wins us nothing. The people will still be under the yoke of the Order and they will continue to prosecute as they see fit with their false seers.”

      All at once, everyone began to speak. Neither Rager nor Warol looked pleased at the suggestion that they not just abscond with their mate, but for the first time Kyx was aware of just how many people in the Guild were female. Even the many dressed as males stepped forward to raise their voices with the multitude. Yet even the few males were in agreement. Everyone was speaking over each other, shouting out their opinions of what should be done. He couldn’t help but want to aid the humans.

      “What are you suggesting?” Rager asked, his voice a deep rumble that silenced the mill of voices.

      “I am suggesting, with Arie’s agreement, that we kill the poisonous head of the Order. Today the First Elite is joining with Arie. The most affluential families that support the Order will be attending, as will the highest ranking among the huntsmen. We use the ceremony as our opportunity to strike.”

      “If we do this, if we aid you, do you guarantee we will be able to depart with our mate?”

      “I will not only guarantee it, but I fully support it. Arie deserves to be happy. I just ask that she stand just once before the people of the Citadel to affirm her place with you, and sign documents which will usher in a new dawn for our species. Although Arie claims to have none of the sight, I believe the fact that she found you was destined by the hand of the Mother.”

      “Very well,” Rager said with an inclination of his head.

      Cyrus slapped his hands together happily. “Well now, since that has been taken care of, tell me, Mistress Maddi, when do we strike?”

      The Ragoru pushed closer among the humans to listen attentively as Maddi sketched out her plan in the dirt. The mansion was hidden amid mass gardens and other mansions, but it would be no feat for the Ragoru to access. Even the Guild seemed unperturbed by the obstacles, their faces alight with interest.

      An eager anticipation flowed through Kyx’s veins. Soon he would be reunited with Arie, and never again would his triad be separated from their mate.
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      Arie was dreaming. She was aware of that fact but didn’t want it to end. She wanted to pretend that she was there again with her mates, even if it meant living in her memories. It was the day after the Withering Days had concluded and she was stretched out on her belly, the soft fur beneath her tickling her skin. Warol lay beside her, two of his hands buried in her hair playing with the long lengths. She smiled sleepily up at him.

      “Your hair is so beautiful,” he murmured, flicking the end of a lock across her cheek.

      She laughed. “Are you sure the sight of it doesn’t make you feel a murderous rage?” Warol gave her an odd look and she laughed even harder. “Among humans it is believed that bright colors, but especially red, causes the Ragoru to attack.” She hooked her fingers into claws and made a ferocious face.

      He shook his head in amusement. “Is that why you were hiding in your hood when we met?” She felt embarrassed. She’d assumed that her triad chose to ignore their instinctive impulses. “No, my beautiful Red Arie. Red may draw our attention, but not for any of those reasons. It is because we hold the color to be holy. It is the color of life. The first flowers of spring on our homeworld were the brightest red. We called it Mother’s Blood for the first blood of fertility and bearing new life. The rising and setting sun is red. We consider any red to be blessed. For the color of his fur, Kyx could have had his choice of triads he could have joined.”

      She frowned. “Doesn’t that strike you as a bit… wrong? Rager is cast aside because of his pitch coloring, but Kyx is elevated for his. That doesn’t seem fair.”

      Warol smiled sadly. “It is not right—you are correct. Darkness is connected to the shades of the dead and many Ragoru fear it, but I always considered that too a blessing, depending on how you look at it. Red may be life and black is the world of the dead, but I do not curse my ancestors. I look to them for guidance and hope that my beloved family, who now walk as shades in the next world, are looking upon me with favor.”

      She settled in closer to her mate. “I think that is a wonderful way to look at it.” She pulled back and narrowed her eyes playfully. “You don’t just love me for my hair, do you?”

      He chuffed again and pulled her beneath him. “I would love you even if you had not a hair in your mane. Your form is already oddly bald. But if you need reminding of just how much I love you, maybe I need to show you and refresh your memory.”

      They made love with the sound of the snow blowing outside the cave entrance. At some point, Rager and Kyx had woken up and gotten into the action, and the four of them were together, a mesh of bodies. She never wanted it to end. She never wanted spring to come and bring the huntsmen to their hiding place.

      Better to relive the sweet days of winter when they had each other.

      Arie woke with the sunlight creeping into her room and tear tracks on her face. One hand instinctively went up to her head and felt the sharp stubble on her scalp even as her eyes adjusted to the morning light and her waking mind became aware once more of where she was. Spring had come with the huntsmen, Kyx was dead and she was her grandmother’s pawn. Tears slid down her cheeks faster and she wept until her face was swollen, her nose blocked, and her throat raw.

      After that, Arie had no sense of how much time had passed. Hours, she knew. She’d watched the morning rise and the sunlight shift through the bars as the sun traveled through the sky. She supposed it didn’t matter. She couldn’t ignore the ugly little voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like the girls she’d grown up with. She thought she’d long ago banished it to oblivion, but it had returned and fed off her sorrow. It whispered with hateful, dulcet tones, laughing as it danced about merrily in her imagination.

      No one would coming for her. Kyx was dead, and Rager and Warol forgot about her. Maddi was likely dead as well. Even the babe growing in her womb was doomed before it was even born and would never be held in her arms. Her life was now one terrible march toward a future filled with pain, regret, and grief. The voice mocked her, asking her what else did she expect, having been cursed from birth?

      Arie shook her head angrily, her fury rising like a wave, pushing the voice away. That was not her. She was not cursed. She’d known love and happiness, and nothing about the future was determined yet. Her mates were looking for her, needing her as much as she needed them. They would never give up, and she would never just lie down and submit.

      No matter how long it took, no matter the outcome, she would never be less than a thorn pricking at those who thought to subdue her.

      The lock on the door rattled and her grandmother stepped through, her sharp features and dark widow’s attire making her appear more like a raven, or perhaps a buzzard, as she glided across the room with dire purpose in her eyes. Lady Vera’s pupils were blown wide with an odd fervor, and fever-bright despite the shadows around her eyes that no amount of face paint could hide. It seemed her grandmother was teetering at the edge of mental stability.

      Arie cracked a wolfish smile, her dry lips splitting painfully. “My grandmother, what big eyes you have.”

      “Do not start any foolishness with me,” Lady Vera snapped. “Soon I will be rid of you and have achieved everything I have ever wanted.  I will be celebrated and honored in this Citadel rather than a has-been widow forgotten by my peers. As if any of them would have been anything without me,” she sneered, her fingers clenching tightly on her cane. “Time to remind them exactly who I am. The Lady Anwar has arrived through me, and me alone. No other Anwar wife accomplished what I did. None bore a girl. But the Mother blessed me!”

      Arie snorted. “Yet this blessing, your only daughter, ran away from you as soon as she got the opportunity. She did not bare her neck and submit to your plans. She joined with a commoner and hid from you on the other side of the great woods. Even I you have to chain down to gain cooperation to your bidding. And I will escape you when my moment has come. In truth, you are nothing. You have abused the gifts from the Mother by your own greed. You are a ravenous wolf hiding in women’s clothing.”

      The end of her grandmother’s cane struck the floor with a sharp rap. “I was chosen to unite the will of the Mother and the Anwar family with the Order. It was my destiny!” Vera shouted with fury.

      Arie’s laughter grew louder. “Wrong! Foolish woman, the Mother used you to destroy the Order!”

      “Enough! I have had enough of this blasphemy!” Her grandmother composed herself and smirked down at Arie. “I am here for a reason, not to play word games with you or bear your insults. The time has come for your joining. It is a proud moment for you. One I hope you remember well for the rest of your life.”

      She rapped her cane twice on the floor and the maids who’d doubtlessly been waiting on the other side of the door for her signal scrambled in with their arms laden. They carried pots of face paint, a fine crimson bridal dress, and armfuls of flowers. Arie glared at the dress and seethed. The world feared all things red, rejecting and casting out their own people for a color they considered unfortunate. Yet even the ugly superstition that rose with the coming of the Ragoru couldn’t outweigh the tradition of wearing the color of the Mother in the joining ceremony. Her grandmother noted the direction of her gaze and smiled.

      “Amusing, isn’t it, that today the color that has been a bane in your life will be one that ties you unequivocally with the Order. The color is a curse on us all, but on this one occasion the terrible hue is one of sanctity and blessings of the Mother.”

      “People are foolish then if they speak at one moment that a color is sacred and that it is cursed in the next moment,” Arie said.

      Lady Vera shrugged as the maids brought bowls of steaming water scented with floral oils. Arie’s nightgown was stripped from her, and they began the arduous task of bathing their unwilling bride.

      “The seer of the Order has been clear on the reason for it. That it offends the Mother for the color to be shown by any except on the holy days of joining. It is for this reason she makes it irresistible to the Ragoru and gives them leave to attack any who dare to wear red tresses or cloth.”

      “Surely that makes the Ragoru children of the Mother.”

      “We are all children of the Mother, but some are favored, and others are but a tool to test us and ultimately be destroyed as we rise in Her favor,” Edwar stated coolly from the doorway.

      “That is the stupidest, most ignorant thing I have ever heard,” Arie returned.

      A darkness came over Edwar’s face as he leaned forward and wrapped his long fingers around her neck. He pressed his fingers and suddenly she couldn’t breathe. She thrashed from side to side, her one free hand clawing at his fingers. A sadistic grin stretched over his lips as he watched her slowly suffocate. Black spots swam before her vision when he released her. She drew in a tortured breath as he leaned in closer so that his lips brushed her ear.

      “You will learn to obey, wife. A woman who does not obey is one who is punished. Believe me when I say I can afflict great punishment on you without leaving a mark where anyone in passing will see it.”

      Edwar stood up and fixed his red marital jacket, his smile once again one of cool charm. “Get her ready,” he directed the maids. “The ceremony will begin upon the hour. Now if you will excuse me, Lady Vera, I have things to see to before the joining.”

      He bowed low and Arie watched her grandmother flush with pleasure and curtsy as he strode by. She was still smiling at the closed door when one of the maids cleared her throat.

      “Yes, what is it?” Vera snapped.

      “Ma’am, it would be easier to get ready if the miss was unshackled,” the maid whispered, her eyes firmly on the ground.

      Vera sighed. “I suppose we must release the little beast if we are going to get anywhere today.” She left no doubt in Arie’s mind exactly what her grandmother thought of her if she hadn’t had a good idea already. In her grandmother’s mind, she was no better than an animal.

      Arie couldn’t help but ask, “Why do you call me that? I am not a beast. I am your granddaughter. I would have thought my own grandmother would have had some compassion and caring for me.”

      Her grandmother halted at her bedside; her lips pinched together angrily. “You are the unwanted spawn of the mongrel of a man who wed my daughter against my wishes. The only saving grace is that you were born a woman instead of a man, and therefore of some use to me. I have been celebrated for all the sons I have born when sons are rare, but among all women there is only you who is Lady Anwar. That you chose to mate and breed with monsters makes it clear that you are as much an unnatural creature as that thing within your womb, but at least I have a use for you.”

      Arie met her grandmother’s pitiless eyes that looked as hard as chips of onyx at that moment. In those depths, an image flashed. Arie saw her grandmother standing alone, and all around her the sons she’d born lay dead, with nothing but her own sorrow for company. Arie shook her head. “You are a hateful woman, Grandmother. I almost pity you, because at the end of all things you will have nothing but the graves of your progeny stretched out before you.”

      Vera froze and then her face twisted. “Cruel, awful girl. You would wish something like that upon me?”

      “Perhaps in truth I am your granddaughter then, for any cruelty must surely have been bred true since you are the epitome of it, with every action you have done against my person.”

      “If not for me, you would have been taken to the village and sentenced. You should be grateful for my intercession.”

      “I am not so certain that would have been a worse fate!”

      Arie watched her grandmother’s face go rigid but she said nothing as she pulled a key out of her pocket and approached the bed. The guards by the door instantly became alert, no doubt instructed to take extra caution once she was released. Arie smiled grimly at the thought. With a twist of the key the shackle released, and she rubbed the feeling back into her wrist as she stood. She steeled herself as the maids approached, her eyes never leaving the crimson dress that seemed to shine as an unhappy beacon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      Rager looked up at the large dwelling in the fading light of the day. He marveled at the human excess that felt such a den was necessary, but he couldn’t ignore its grandeur, just as he couldn’t ignore the comforts of the human Citadel. While he knew from Arie that life in the sanctuary villages wasn’t one of ease, he wondered if their mate would even willingly leave the Citadel for the simple life of their den. Warol jabbed him with both of his left-side elbows, pulling him out of his morose thoughts.

      His brother nodded his head at the high wall in front of them. It had taken absurdly little work to leap the property fence, and although the den itself seemed to reach into the heavens, Rager knew it would take little effort to scale. His task was to infiltrate from a higher window to descend upon the ceremony while the Guild burst through the doorway with Warol and Kyx. They would effectively have the huntsmen trapped between them. He only had to make sure he wasn’t seen.

      That was why it was his job. Although light spilled from the windows, his dark coloring would conceal him well in the shadows as he made the climb.

      “I still think I should accompany you,” Warol muttered, his yellow eyes narrowing to slits as he looked up at the higher window.

      “We both know why that is a bad idea,” Rager said, tugging at his brother’s silvery scruff. “You will be too visible.”

      Warol chuffed without humor. “And I won’t be coming through the front door?”

      “That part of the plan doesn’t rely on subterfuge. You will be the necessary distraction while I move down to locate our mate.”

      His brother bared his teeth, clearly affronted to be regulated to “the distraction,” but it couldn’t be helped. Rager began to scale the stone walls of the human den, ignoring the four gleaming yellow eyes watching him from below. The Guild had sent their own to scout the den, providing valuable intel on the structure they called “the mansion.” It was with this information in mind that he climbed until he reached the first roof. He crouched, observing the window just below the upper roof that led to what the Guild had called the fourth-floor attic.

      He carefully slid the window open. It was going to be a tight fit, but he would manage. He did not know why he glanced down, and upon doing so he immediately regretted it, feeling the overwhelming desire to kill Warol. He turned away from the window with a snarled curse and pulled himself up to the main roof, where he knew a guard was stationed. A guard he had purposely been working to avoid.

      His idiot triad brother was going to be spotted at any moment.

      With his peripheral eye, he watched Warol, the silver fur clearly visible in the low light of the evening, climbing up the side of the building some distance from where Rager had made his ascent. Even as he watched his brother, he crept closer to the guard. The guard had his back mostly to him but enough of the man’s face showed that Rager could see the small frown on the man’s face as he glanced down and over… right at Warol. It wasn’t merely a guard, but a huntsman, his identity betrayed by the blue cloak he wore. Before Rager could get close enough, the human raised his crossbow and a dart snicked by, grazing Warol’s flank.

      A ribbon of blood appeared on his brother’s side, but the projectile did not find its mark. Rager watched Warol sway from the shock of the pain but then his brother climbed faster. The huntsman took aim again, but this time he never got the opportunity to take his shot. Rager drew up behind him and snapped his neck, letting the body fall limply into his lower arms. He lowered the human and descended once more to the lower roof and waited for his brother to join him.

      Warol slipped into the shadows of the attic and flashed his teeth in a quiet, apologetic grin.

      “Next time, I’m not saving your pelt,” Rager whispered furiously. “You had your instructions. What do you think you are doing?”

      “I want to get to our mate as much as you do, and this is the quicker route. Besides, I couldn’t let you have all the fun.” Warol winced as he probed where the dart had grazed him.

      “Fun,” Rager repeated flatly. He gestured to the window. “Hurry and enter, before another sees you.”

      Warol’s tail flagged behind him with an arrogant flair, and he flashed his fangs just before his pale hide disappeared through the small window. Rager followed, entering a dusty room stacked with a maze of forgotten human possessions. He made his way through and found himself facing a tiny body looming near his head from where it was perched on a dark wooden piece of furnishing. His heart sped up at the blank, soulless eyes staring at him from a badly cracked smiling face, until he realized it was a lifeless thing created to resemble a human. It was harmless.

      Warol joined him, his lip curling in revulsion at the thing. “That is absolutely hideous. Looks like something that will get up and murder you for the fun of it when you are sleeping. I will never understand humans.”

      “It is disturbing,” Rager murmured in agreement.

      Warol leaned closer, sniffing at it. His nose wrinkled and he sneezed. “There is a passing scent attached to it as if it was touched a lot, but it is nearly nonexistent, faded as it is. I wonder if humans use it as vessels for the spirits of their dead,” he asked with a sudden interest.

      “Now you are being disturbing,” Rager said with a snort. “You and your strange obsessions.”

      “There is nothing strange about a healthy interest in the observations of honoring the dead,” Warol said. “Imagine it could be a strange human fetish meant to call the spirit of a departed one inside of it. It could even contain ashes or bones of the dead inside its sewn body!”

      Warol leaned forward as if to pluck the small figure draped in long white coverings. Rager knocked his hand aside as he reached for it.

      “Leave it be, Warol. We do not have time to satisfy your curiosity.”

      A pained expression crossed his brother’s face. “You are right. Let’s find our mate.”

      They continued into the recesses of the attic with a fluid synchronicity. Until that moment, Rager hadn’t realized how much Arie’s presence had harmonized his triad. Despite their familial bonds, Warol’s eccentric tendencies had often been beyond Rager’s comprehension and frequently vexed him. The shared bond with their mate seemed to have drawn all of them closer in a shared understanding and new appreciation of each other and what they provided their family. He understood Kyx’s strange insecurities and could enjoy Warol’s sharp wit and fascinations.

      They had always been a strong triad, but Arie made them a better and more cohesive family.

      Without her, their family was broken, grievously injured. He knew with certainty that their triad would never recover from the permanent loss of their mate. He closed his eyes and conjured to his mind the image of her beautiful face as she broke into her familiar melodious laughter. He could not imagine their family without her. They could do no other than recover her and destroy the threat.

      Holding that idea firmly in his mind, Rager made his way to the furthest end of the attic where they, at last, found the trap door. Even with Rager’s keen sight, he almost missed the pulley for the door tied against the wall. With infinite care he eased the door open, his fur bristling as it moaned in protest.

      Warol could see the male’s hackles also raise seconds before he closed his eyes and shuddered. “This whole den is cursed or possessed,” he growled. “At this rate, someone is bound to hear us.”

      Rager wasn’t inclined to disagree. The noise was terribly loud, and even he couldn’t ignore that it seemed almost otherworldly in its complaint against their intrusion. He flattened his ears. Although he was confident there was a simple explanation, the more time he spent in the human dwelling, the less comfortable he became. Not because he was as superstitious or spiritually inclined as his brother, who was the most reverent of their triad, but because of the sheer strangeness of it.

      Once the door was sufficiently raised, Rager tied it off once more and stalked down the steps, his every sense seeking anyone who might oppose their presence. They descended the long, winding staircase, their steps measured to evenly disperse their weight after the first loud creak of a step under Rager’s foot. His ears leaned forward, alert for any noise. At first, he heard nothing, but as they descended, he eventually caught the sound of impatient shuffling just below them. He paused, every nerve alert.

      Leaning over the side of the rail, he glanced down and caught the edge of a flared head covering that many of the huntsmen seemed to favor while in the Citadel. Before he had an opportunity to devise a method of attack, Warol leaped over the side of the banister directly down onto the huntsman. His feet caught the human in the back even as his lower arms caught ahold of his shoulders, wrenching him back against the forward propulsion of Warol’s weight. His brother’s upper arms gripped the head and simultaneously yanked it back too. The double crack of spine and neck were audible, followed by the impact of the human’s body weighed down by his Ragoru attacker.

      The door below swung open and two huntsmen barreled through, alerted by the noise. Rager dropped down beside his brother. As one cohesive fighting unit, they surged forward, teeth bared, as they lunged against the huntsmen. The men shouted out in panic, but their alarm was silenced under the assault of fangs and claws. They tore through their enemy, merciful only in the quick manner in which they dispatched their enemy.

      Pushing the bodies further against the staircase, they entered the next level of the great den and shut the door behind them. This floor was empty, other than the huntsmen they had slain, but had several doors lining the walls. At the other end were the stairs that led down to the next level. He proceeded directly toward them until he caught the sweet scent of their mate.

      Although he knew it was unwise to deviate from the plan, that every second counted for the retrieval and rescue of their mate, he couldn’t resist the call. Perhaps their mate had not yet descended to the lower chambers to begin the ceremony. If they could remove her safely, further away from the conflict, it would be all the better. Swayed by that logic, Rager burst through the door.

      To his disappointment, the room was empty, but what remained chilled his blood. The window had metal covering it to cage their mate within, but the bed was even worse. A metal chain hung from it, one end terminating in a band that lay open on the bed. Dried blood crusted it, and the scent permeated the room. Anger rippled through him, his entire body vibrating as a savage growl echoed through the room. The ferocity was so unlike anything he ever heard that, at first, he did not realize it came from him.

      “What is this place?” Warol choked out around his obvious horror, backing away at the sight of the bed. “The humans that dwell here must be mad to do such a thing…” He turned to look at Rager, the yellow light of his eyes brightening with rage. “I will destroy whoever did this to our mate.”

      Rager nodded sharply. No longer attempting to keep silent, they moved only with the stealth that nature afforded them as they raced down the steps to the lower floor. They sped along, their bodies colliding with anyone who dared to stand between them and their female. They did not attempt to be merciful any longer, nor to provide clean deaths. They ripped through the humans, leaving them to choke on their blood as they made their way down to what they were told would be the grand ballroom.

      They were still a short distance away when they heard the screams begin, and Rager knew that the Guild and Kyx were in the thick of their own assault. The metallic smell of blood hung heavy in the air, and the atmosphere rang with the sounds of projectiles firing and the wet thumps of falling bodies. It was tempting to join the fight and strike like spirits of death among the huntsmen, but Rager knew he couldn’t deviate from his course, no matter the temptation.

      Instead, he veered away from the commotion, the bulk of his body colliding with the pair of doors leading to the ballroom at high velocity. The doors swung open, breaking free of their anchors as they crashed into the walls. Dozens of wide-eyed faces turned and stared at them and chaos immediately ensued. Well-dressed, decorated huntsmen of what he suspected to be of elevated status shouted for the males under their command as they drew their weapons, not realizing those orders would never be heard.

      Rager had no care for them, though. They were nothing but a nuisance to be dealt with. Nor did he give any attention toward the round priest attempting to hide. His entire attention was caught on the red-clothed female on the raised floor. Her tresses were an unfamiliar shade, almost as dark as his own fur, but the face and scent of her was his mate.

      Her eyes widened at the sight of them, tears leaking out to run down her face as a smile split her lips. She pushed away from the elderly, malevolent female at her side as she tore her hair away, revealing the red stubble of her shorn mane. His heart hurt at the sight, as it represented just another torment she had to endure in their absence. At the same time, he was filled with the euphoria of simply being in her presence once more, despite how much his triad had failed to protect her.

      A large human male with silvering dark hair, likewise adorned in red, stepped in front of her, sword brandished as a cruel smile twisted his lips. Rager had no doubt as to who he was facing. This could be no other than the First Elite. His rival in intent. Rager’s lips pulled back from his fangs as he growled menacingly at the human who would dare to steal his triad’s female. The human seemed unconcerned, a confident smirk on his lips.

      “So you have come, beasts. I half-suspected that you might. However, it is for naught. In the end, you will have accomplished nothing here other than blessing our joining with the anointment of your blood.”

      Rager leaped forward in his rage, but panic swelled in his breast as Arie jumped onto the back of the huntsman, her fingers tearing into him. The male cursed and knocked her aside with little effort, sending her careening into the wall. The impact of her small body against the stone inflamed Rager’s fury. He would make certain that no one human would ever have suffered at the hand of the Ragoru like this one would.

      He was distantly aware of Warol leaping forward to bring down the squealing priest in his deep purple robes. Let his brother drink long of his enemy’s death. It was all that Rager could taste—the bitter bile of longing in his own mouth, the desperate need to quench it with the flowing blood of his enemy.

      With a snarl, he lunged at the huntsman. At that moment it seemed that the very earth seemed to shake, and the world stilled as he focused with a singular intensity on the First Elite Edwar.

      Death would never taste so sweet.
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      Kyx was more than a little annoyed at Warol. Once again, his triad brother had flouted the plan to do what he wanted, not that Kyx could blame him. He understood his reasoning. Kyx wanted nothing more than to be there when they liberated their mate. Yet he knew his task was an important one. Unfortunately, that didn’t make him resent Warol any less.

      The stench of gore filled his nose, and his fur grew slick with the gruesome spray from all those he brought down. The desperate screams and vulgar shouts of the huntsmen rang in his ears, mingling with the death cries of those fallen among the Guild. He wondered if he would be haunted in his sleep by dreams of the terrible sounds of the battle.

      He just thanked the Blessed Mother that Cyrus had talked some sense into Maddi. She lingered a safe distance away, waiting for their signal. Kyx didn’t want to imagine what could have happened to the female. She was no hardened warrior like many of the females among the Guild. Although her desire to join the melee was admirable, he was certain Arie would have mourned her loss had anything happened to her.

      Further within the great den, he heard the savage roar of Rager and knew his brother faced their enemy. Kyx surged forward at the head of the Guild, striking through the huntsmen as if he were cutting water. Humans fell, and yet the Guild shouted their jubilant cheer and they followed behind him, their blades drinking deep from their enemies. Kyx peeled his lips back in a grin.

      He needed no blade; his teeth and claws cut through any who stood before him.

      His heart picked up as he found himself facing the huntsman who’d attempted to kill him. The young male seemed to tremble in the face of Kyx’s fury. No longer caught off guard in the embrace of his mate, Kyx was now a force to be reckoned with, and the huntsman recognized it. The male threw down his sword.

      “Mercy!” he cried out.

      “I will give you equal in share of what you gave me,” Kyx promised. He struck lightning quick, his claws tearing through the belly and throat of the human. He did not finish him, but watched as he fell to the floor, his lifeblood pooling around him. Blood dripped from the huntsman’s mouth and he stared up at Kyx with eyes full of pain. Kyx crouched down until he was eye level with the male.

      “I will not kill you, but will leave you injured as you have left me. Pray that the Mother is merciful upon you.”

      “No, please. Don’t leave me this way. It hurts.”

      Kyx narrowed his eyes on the huntsman dispassionately. “You wish for the end of your pain?”

      “Please.”

      Finally, Kyx nodded. “Very well. Because Ragoru are not the monsters that the huntsmen are, I will do grant you this request.” Whipping his arm forward, Kyx tore out the male’s throat and watched as the light faded from the male’s eyes. He spat on the ground in front of the corpse. “You deserved far less.”

      His eyes sharpened and his belly lit with excitement as he looked up the door leading into the den. He roared with victory, echoed by the cheers of the men and women of the Guild all around him. Like a tidal wave, they rushed for the entrance to face the final confrontation with the elite huntsmen and the First Elite.

      He would look upon his mate again. He would join his brothers in tearing apart the male who would use and harm what was theirs. He would finally satisfy his vengeance and help usher forth true justice for the people of the Citadel.

      His breath came out in sharp pants, his muscles coiling in his body as he sprang into the heart of the enemy, the ornate room already painted with arcs of blood from his triad’s conquest. Kyx passed a male in a purple robe staring sightless at the ceiling, his body shredded in Warol’s brutal signature. On a risen platform, Rager was locked in deadly contest with the one male who he had come to tear apart and utterly destroy even as Warol battled a number of elite huntsmen circling him. Warol laughed, his voice sharp with mockery as Kyx joined into the fray, pulling an elite huntsman away from his brother before savaging the human with his own fangs.

      His heart beat out a song yearning for his mate. Arie, it bellowed with every move he made. With every human he brought down, his heart sang to his mate. He turned his head and his eyes locked for but a moment with her own. He watched her lips part before she fell to her knees, wracked with visible sobs. He pushed forward to get to her, slaying any who stood in his path until his body knocked her back, his arms wrapped firmly around her. Her cries were sweet in his ear as he just barely prevented them from crashing together onto the floor.

      “Kyx, you are alive! You came back to me.”

      Her eyes scanned over his scars and she cried harder as her fingers traced them. He closed his eyes in bliss at her light touch. As her fingers trailed down the scar at his jaw, disappearing into his scruff, he captured her fingers and pressed a kiss against her palm before burrowing his face against her neck, the fuzz of her hair tickling his nose.

      “I will never leave you again,” he whispered, his voice choked with his own pain and grief.
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      Arie wept, her heart cracking open. Everything that she’d been carrying within her heart suddenly broke free from her control and shed with her tears. Kyx was a mess of scars, and it hurt her to look upon them and know what he’d suffered. She repeatedly pressed her lips against the torn flesh, praising the gods and the Mother herself that her triad was delivered to her whole.

      She’d held bitter tears, locked and restrained within her when her grandmother led her down the stairs to the great ballroom. Her crimson gown had mocked her with every swish of silk. She had sneered at the material. The dress she wore was nothing but an affront to the gift she already gave, a mockery to the Mother in the farce of a forced joining. That feeling of resentment had only grown when her hand was placed within Edwar’s palm and the priest began the prayers of joining.

      There had been no joy or peace in the act. It was nothing short of a promise of violence upon herself.

      Yet, when her mates had thrown open the ballroom doors and entered, dispersing death among the huntsman or any man who attempted to attack them, her heart had jumped with the first sense of happiness that she’d felt since her capture. It had taken no encouragement for her to throw down her flowers and cast away the wig in a clear rejection of everything that their society stood for. She had stood bared, with the red stubble of her hair visible to all as she raised her hands in welcome to the Ragoru.

      The priest, in his haste, had pushed her aside and attempted to escape the conflict, only to be snagged into Warol’s jaws at her shout. She’d verbally condemned him as a cruel violator and had watched Warol’s eyes glow with anger seconds before he’d dispensed justice. As the priest bled out, she watched the blood pool dispassionately, all the while recalling the cruelty he had inflicted upon her. But even that sight could not hold her attention long when the entire podium shook as Rager collided with Edwar. They were as a force coming together, Edwar’s sword against Rager’s claws and fangs as they battled across the stage that had been erected just that day.

      The appearance of Kyx amid all of that had been a shock. At first, she’d thought she was imagining his presence until she took note of the network of scars over the side of his face and down his chest and belly. Shock and relief had consumed her, and she’d come close to fainting. She’d managed to battle it back, but not before she sank to her knees. Then Kyx had been upon her and they’d lost themselves in that moment. The screams of the elite as a crowd thronged in disappeared to her senses.

      All there was for her was Kyx at that moment in time.

      Only when he pulled back and yanked her out of harm’s way as Rager and Edwar crashed through did she become aware once more of the world around them. Both males bled from the numerous wounds they’d inflicted upon each other, but Edwar was at the disadvantage and knew it. He was tiring far too quickly, and Rager circled him like a predator scenting its kill. Edwar’s eyes flicked madly, looking for any escape or assistance. For a moment their eyes met, and a cruel smile sketched over her lips. Now he would know the same hopeless fear that she knew. He glanced away and his face paled as he saw the bodies of his men strewn over the ballroom, painting the floors and walls with their gruesome remains. Wild-eyed, he cast his sword aside and sank to his knees in supplication, his empty hands upraised.

      “On the grace of the Mother, have mercy upon me!” he cried out.

      Rager paused, a look of uncertainty on his face. Arie joined Rager’s side, cognizant of the fact that Kyx and Warol gathered behind her. She touched her fingers to the blood-drenched black fur of his lower left arm. He turned his head and looked down on her, his right secondary eye never straying from his enemy.

      “Yes, rya?”

      She smiled up at him, stroking her hand through his fur before allowing her face to harden. A hand stole over her belly as she spoke. “Show him not an ounce of mercy, as he would have shown me or our rog.”

      Arie felt her males behind her cluster closer against her, and Rager’s eyes widened with surprise and then softened with pleasure as his eyes took in her gesture. She took a deep breath and continued.

      “He planned to rip our young from my belly, but was only dissuaded by the efforts of the good doctor. Even then, Edwar had terrible plans for our offspring once it was born.” Her eyes fastened on the First Elite and she smiled once more. “Since he sought to cut our young from us, we shall cut the evil from him.” She drew closer to Edwar, staring without blinking. “There was a story, once upon a time, of a girl in red who was consumed by the evil wolf. She was lost until a man of the woods cut her from the wolf’s belly to set her free. The Order is the wolf, and the Citadel is the girl, and now the males of the wood, the Ragoru, shall liberate her.”

      With a flash of her red skirt, she stepped aside as Rager leaped forward, his upper hands pinning Edwar in place as the claws on his lower hands cut into his belly with the ease of a knife cutting into fat. Blood splashed up on Arie, but she did not step back or even give it notice. Edwar’s screams turned into gurgles. Rager did not stop until the First Elite’s bowels lay on the floor beside him. Only then did he step away, his breath coming out in ragged pants. He ducked his head down as he drew up beside her, nuzzling her jaw. She brought a hand up and stroked the soft fur of his face. Warol and Kyx dropped their muzzles against her and they stood there, the four of them, giving each other comfort and honoring their reunion over the remains of their enemy.

      Behind her she heard a delicate cough. “Well, this was a bit more… gruesome… than I expected.”

      A broad smile broke over Arie’s face as she turned and nudged her mates aside to embrace her cousin. Maddi looked a bit dirty but unharmed. “I was so worried about you,” Arie said, her arms tightening around the smaller woman. Her cousin chuckled.

      “The men refused to let me join the conflict, so there was a little risk on my part. Trying to find the guild was scary until your mate, Kyx, found me outside the temple and brought me to Cyrus, the Guild Master. I dare say, your mates did as much as they promised.”

      “Pardon me, ladies,” Cyrus announced as he pushed toward the stage, his eyes twinkling with humor. With one hand, he hauled up their grandmother. Her black gown was ripped in several places, her face streaked with blood and dirt, and her hair had fallen from her bun, leaving little more than a limp knob of hair hanging from her head. “I do believe her ladyship belongs to you. What would you like to do with her?”

      Maddi inclined her head to Arie. “I yield to your just decision, cousin.”

      Arie stepped forward, her eyes meeting the dark gaze of her grandmother. The woman looked… broken. Arie understood why. She had said herself all her sons were huntsmen, and no doubt they were among the multitude of faces lying dead in the ballroom. Because of her greed, she had now lost everything.

      “I suppose you will kill me now,” Vera muttered. “Might as well get on with it. I will join my children in their peace.”

      Arie pinched her lips together and shook her head. “No, Grandmother. I do think that will be too kind for you. You will live,” Arie said and she held a hand up against a protest that rose through the room. “Lady Vera will live. She will be relocated to a small cottage where she will have to care for her own needs in the shadow of the greatness of the Citadel. She will know poverty, she will know suffering, and she will have to live with all her memories and regrets for what she wrought.”

      She stepped back away from the bitter old woman. “Grandmother, I hope you find as much happiness in your fate as you were eager to give others.”

      Cyrus and several of the Guild members closest to the stage chuckled; even Maddi nodded her head with a small smile. Lady Vera bolted forward in fury, her long fingers hooked into claws, but Cyrus snapped her back with a rough jerk of his hand.

      “Come then, dear Granny. I know the perfect spot to get you settled,” he jeered.  His smile turned genuine as he glanced up at Maddi. “My lady, would you care to accompany us to see to your grandmother’s… ah… resettlement?”

      “Yes, I think I will,” Maddi said as she stepped down from the stage. She paused as her eyes flicked over to the Ragoru triad. “Remember your promise. We will gather in front of the Temple of the Mother at the dawn. The people will be summoned, and we will show them a new future. One without the Order.”

      A cheer rose from the Guild and they parted as Cyrus and Maddi left the ballroom. The living slowly trickled out, leaving none remaining in the ballroom except the dead, Arie, and her mates. She did not fail to notice that a good many of those leaving had arms laden with stolen goods, but she couldn’t care less. She wished them well with their gains and dismissed them from her mind. As far as she was concerned, they were welcome to pick the entire mansion apart piece by piece.

      Once alone, Arie turned to face her triad. She cursed her too few arms that inhibited her from touching them all at once as they crowded in around her. They crooned to her, and she kissed each of them as their hands all at once reached for her and stroked her body over her red gown. One of Warol’s hands brushed the top of her head, and she turned tear-filled eyes toward her mate. Her lips quivered, feeling a sense of loss that he couldn’t thread his fingers through her hair as he so often did. To her surprise, he smiled and leaned his cheek against hers.

      “You are beautiful, mate. I am so happy to have you in my arms again,” he whispered.

      A sharp cry broke from her and she pressed against him. “I thank the Mother to have you again. All of you. I can’t believe you are here. I knew you would come for me,” she choked out. “No matter what anyone said, I knew you would.”

      “Nothing could keep us from your side. We had to wait a few days to pick up the trail and give Kyx time to heal, but then we began our hunt for you. We would never leave your fate unknown, and never would we have left you with the huntsman even if you had perished from the earth. You are ours, Arie. We will always hold you close to us and never part from you.”

      “You, and our rog,” Rager amended, his palms dragging across her belly reverently. “The Mother has truly blessed us. We have regained our mate, and our den will have new life greeted within it soon,” he murmured. All four of his glowing blue eyes met her gaze. “Thank you, rya, for keeping our little one safe despite everything you faced.”

      “If it weren’t for the help of the doctor—uh, healer, I don’t know what I would have done,” she admitted. “I was so scared.”

      “We will secure the wellbeing of this human who aided you. That they attempted to safeguard you and our young, they have earned our gratitude and protection.” Kyx and Warol voiced their agreement, but that faded to a gasped sound of awe. Arie looked over to see what captivated their attention, and smiled.

      Just behind them, half-hidden behind a mass of curtains at the back of the stage, the great icon of the Mother, which had been transported from the temple for the occasion, sat enthroned, a huge veil covering her face as a multitude of arms pushed out from her torso holding the holy symbols of her governance. Her veil and dress were the brightest hue of red, and green jewels dripped from her neck and wrists.

      “The Mother,” Arie breathed. “She holds all the multitude of life within her hands and nurtures them at her breast.”

      Arie bowed before the image, feeling the weight of the Mother’s presence suddenly, more than she ever had. A presence that was familiar that she had felt many times before, most immediately during the sentencing of Edwar. Arie wondered for a moment how much of that was her and how much was the Mother. Until that moment, she would have laughed if anyone had suggested that the goddess had orchestrated events to suit Her purposes, but now her awareness seemed to unfurl from its tight bud in her conscious mind. The maternal grace seemed to settle all around her.

      To her surprise, the Ragoru also inclined their heads in respect to the image, their hands clasped in front of them. The wide-eyed expressions on their faces showed they too were under the power of their own experiences of her.

      At long last, the power retreated and Warol snapped his jaws excitedly, letting out an uncharacteristically youthful yip.

      “Did you feel that? The Ragoru possess no image of the Mother and the Fathers, at least none within our memory, but I could swear that I felt the Mother of the Ragoru here with us.”

      Arie nodded. “Yes, I felt Her too. I have no doubt now that she is the same, and she has been working to bring her children together for our mutual salvation. We had but a small part to play in all of this, but an important one, I think, that was orchestrated by her hand. Everything that has passed was to tear down the Order that kept our kinds apart.”

      “Mother would love all of this if she were here,” Kyx said, his face relaxed into a smile.

      Arie’s eyes widened. “Your parents! How could I have forgotten about them? Did the huntsmen get them too?”

      Kyx shook his head. “They were taking another route to our territory. My guess is that they are waiting in a cave at the border for a sign of us. No doubt my fathers are going to be quite distressed that they missed all the excitement.” He chuckled. “My mother may be a bit alarmed when she sees me,” he said with a wince, “but she will forget her unhappiness when she learns of the events that have transpired and news of our rog growing within you.”

      Arie leaned her head against his shoulder and wrapped her arm around his thick upper bicep as his lower arm curled around her. She took one last long look at the icon and let out a long breath, releasing the last of her fear and anxiety.  She smiled up at all three of her mates.

      “I think I’ve had enough of this place. Let’s get out of here.”

      Without a backward glance at the ruin of the mansion, or the bodies strewn throughout, they left the House of Anwar. The moment her foot stepped on the gravel outside the gate, Arie’s heart lifted and she truly felt free of her grandmother’s hatred and malevolence that had seemed to taint the entire premises. Her mates surrounded her like an impenetrable shield as they walked into the night.
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      The crowd in front of the temple was massive. Maddi hadn’t been jesting when she’d said that every man and woman of the Citadel would be present. A smoke plume rose from the remains of the Order Headquarters and the House of the First Elite. Arie hadn’t learned until that morning that the Guild had ransacked both buildings and let them burn through the night as a silent testament to coming change. Arie suspected that that message had done more to motivate the people to attend more than anything else ever could have.

      The citizens looked up at Arie and her Ragoru with mixed expressions of fear, apprehension, and curiosity. They murmured among themselves, a loud drone of voices mingling together, but no one made a threatening move toward the temple steps where Arie and her mates stood with Maddi, Cyrus, and his chief officers. No one seemed unreasonably afraid.

      If anything, Arie felt there was a sense of hope in the air.

      Cyrus, being the more recognizable of their number among the populace, stepped forward and raised his hands to gain the attention of the crowd. “Good people of Old Wayfairer Citadel, long have we lived under the threatening hand of the Order. An Order that turned away from the edict of the Mother to protect her children. Instead of following the words of the reverent Lady Felicity Anwar, they established their own seer to hasten their own agenda. I am certain each of you has heard rumor of the return of the Lady Anwar. It is no mere rumor, but truth! It is my privilege to introduce to you a lady I fight beside and honor: Lady Arie Anwar.”

      All eyes turned on Arie as she stepped forward, her mates close behind her. She glanced over at Maddi who gave her a thumbs up from where she stood beside Cyrus. The pair had seemed quite close all morning and Arie suspected there was more going on than her cousin would admit to.

      Taking a deep breath, Arie closed her eyes and sent herself seeking for that touch of the Mother with which she was now familiar. The minute she felt the presence surround her like a comfortable mantle, she opened her eyes and addressed the people.

      “Children of the Mother, the Order has deceived us all for generations for their own perversions and greed. By her will, the Order, which she instituted through the first Lady Anwar, has fallen—never to be reclaimed. The Order was meant to precede the coming of the Ragoru, not outlast their presence or hunt them. The Ragoru are her children even as we are, and we were brought together to complete and strengthen each other. This is her will: we are to be one people together. Care for each other. Protect each other. Together we are strong. I, Arie Anwar, stand before you mated to a Ragoru triad and say to you it is as according to her design. There are too many women who know only loneliness just as there are triads who fail to find their mates. We are not meant to be separate from each other. We fulfill each other. This is the new world for which we were destined.”

      A stunned silence settled over the crowd. Suddenly, a mature woman in a warrior’s vestments stepped forward. A wicked scar cut down the side of her cheek, pulled further by her frown.

      “Do you mean to say that I might have a triad that would want me despite my scars?”

      Kyx shifted forward to stand beside Arie. “I have no doubt there is a triad who would cherish you as you deserve.” He glanced at Cyrus and Maddi. “I have spoken to Cyrus of this at length, and we agree that it would be beneficial to open the Citadel to the Ragoru that our kind might mingle with yours to see where bonds might naturally develop. My triad intends to spread the word in the eastern lands. Not all Ragoru are worthy, just as there is fault too with men, but I can see good things coming from such unions. My mother was human, and the happiness of her love with my fathers is all I ever knew as a rog… as a child.”

      The woman smiled. Other women in the crowd were talking excitedly to each other. Even a few men looked intrigued at the prospects that such a future alliance between their kind could bring. Not everyone looked convinced or happy about it. Arie knew it would take some time to sway the more resistant members of the community after a lifetime of firmly held beliefs.

      Turning away from the crowd, Arie approached her cousin and hugged her tightly before pulling away to look Maddi in the eyes. “Are you sure you want to stay here? I am sure if you come with us, we could help you find a nice triad of your own,” she said with a suggestive grin.

      Cyrus tensed, his chest puffing out with indignation, but Maddi set a restraining hand on his chest and laughed. She smiled up at him as she spoke. “No, cousin. My place is in the Citadel. There is much that needs to be done here, especially if we plan on welcoming Ragoru among our midst. I am needed. Besides, I have grown rather fond of Cyrus here. He has convinced me that he would be lost without my level of planning and strategy.”

      The Guild Master laughed and set his arm around her shoulder possessively. “All too true, my lady.”

      Arie raised her brow. “And what will become of the Guild now? Surely you don’t plan to continue to rob residents blind.”

      “Not at all. We have a new mission. We have elected to fracture into several task-oriented guilds. The Artisans Guild to bring some color to this depressingly pallid Citadel. The Guardsman Guild to protect the city. The Theatrical Guild to put some of the more thespian talents of our members to better use, and so on.” His smile softened. “What of you? Can we not entice you stay and help us rebuild?”

      Arie exchanged a long look with her mates and shook her head. “My place… our place… is out there in our territory. We will continue to work from the other side to bring peace among us. There has been hostility toward humanity because of the deeds of the Order. Much needs to be settled among the Ragoru.”

      Cyrus and Maddi nodded solemnly.

      “The luck of the gods be with you, then,” Cyrus said.

      “And don’t forget to call on us if you need us for any reason,” Maddi added. “You have done so much for the Citadel. We can never repay it.”

      “Just keep looking after things here. That is more than enough,” Arie said. “We will drop in sometime to check on how you are doing.”

      Rager rested a hand on her shoulder. “It is time, mate.”

      Maddi sighed. “You have to go now, don’t you? It seems that we barely had any time to really get to know each other.”

      Arie smiled and leaned forward to press a kiss against her cousin’s cheek. “I will see you again soon.”

      Without warning, Warol scooped her up in his arms and darted through the crowd. The people gave a startled gasp as they parted for the Ragoru running among them. Smiling faces whipped by Arie’s vision, one after another, but all that she was truly captivated by was the smile in her mate’s yellow eyes.

      “Are you stealing me or rescuing me?” she asked.

      His teeth flashed in a predatory grin, just before he put on a burst of speed that took them outside the city gates. She wrapped her arms around him as tall flowers waved in the breeze and the wild grasses flashed by. A laugh burst from her lips as Kyx slid up beside them and blew her his facsimile of a kiss before darting past, taking the lead. But then her eyes found Rager, his large, muscled bulk taking up the rear at an easy clip, his blue eyes shining with love as he looked upon her.

      Arie flushed with the heat of their adoration, desire slicking her thighs. Warol growled with lust as she grinned up at him. She had a feeling he would make it to a cave in record time. As far as she was concerned, there was no great hurry. She would enjoy teasing her mates until they had a moment alone.

      They had all their lives to love each other.
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      Arie stretched languidly on the fur pelt in front of their hearth. Summer had been a beautiful season full of new adventures. Spring had just ended when they arrived at the border of their territory, and as Kyx had predicted, his parents were there waiting. By that time, Arie was round with her pregnancy and Emala had been overjoyed after she fussed for over an hour over the scars that were still minimally visible on Kyx. His fur had filled in over most of them as they’d traveled, but they were still noticeable if one looked close enough.

      More than anything, Arie treasured her first view of their den, hidden away amid a briar of roses and various flowers that had grown in thick during their absence. Things were tight in the large den with the two families living together while the smaller second den was built in their territory, but Arie appreciated that time of closeness, especially when her labor pains came around midsummer. She delivered a fat, healthy son with black and red brindled fur. Warol had barked out a laugh at the sight and proclaimed their rog to have the most poignant blessings of both worlds.

      Arie couldn’t disagree, especially not when she looked down into the clear, icy blue eyes of her baby. All four eyes. Like Kyx, their son Fazel was largely Ragoru in form, his human side only softening the features. He snapped at her fingers as he clung to her with his four tiny arms. His hold weakened and he tumbled into her lap.

      Warol laughed from where he reclined behind her as Rager scooped up their son from the other side, growling a small reprimand at their frisky rog. Winter had come, and they were snug in their den just the way Arie had imagined the winter before when they had nothing more than a cave. Kyx was already making plans for the Withering Days this year, and Arie couldn’t wait.

      Her belly tightened at the idea of the lavish attention her mates would pay her. Thankfully, Emala had found the herb that Arie needed to delay another pregnancy so they could enjoy rutting without fear of another rog too soon. Fazel needed some time as the only baby before they considered breeding more. Her mates had initially been disappointed with the idea, wanting a litter of rogs running around, but ultimately agreed that it was sound logic.

      Her mates contented themselves with showering their love on Arie and their son.

      Arie smiled as she watched Rager toss Fazel in the air and catch him. Fazel certainly didn’t suffer any lack of attention between the four of them, even less when Emala and her mates visited. Everyone made time to play with their rog, chief among them Rager, who doted on their son. Sometimes it seemed as if everyone else in the family had to fight to hold the baby when Rager always had the tiny male tucked into one of his arms. Floor time for their son was a concept that her huge mate struggled with.

      She snuggled into Warol’s chest as his fingers played through her chin-length hair. He flicked a lock against her nose and smiled at her.

      “I love you, my red treasure,” he whispered in her ear.
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      Writing Red was an entirely new adventure for me, all spawned from a though of what if we took a popular fairy tale and reinterpreted it as an alien love story. You see this a lot with werewolves in the paranormal romance genre, but it seemed like an exciting thing to attempt to do for a dystopian science fiction romance. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I loved writing it. While it is entirely possible that I may revisit this world in the future, at this point my only plans is a novella telling the story of Emala and her mates with a slight Snow White theme just because I became so captivated with their family while writing Red. Although I don’t have any further immediate plans for the Ragoru, I do have other fairy tale science fiction romances planned though set in different versions of Earth or in space and on other worlds.

      

      As always you can follow me on facebook and join the group Mate Index Sweethearts for games, giveaways and news.
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