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    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    To my brother 
 
      
 
    Not because you finally read one of my books.  
 
    (Because let’s be honest, it took you long enough) 
 
      
 
    I’m dedicating this book to you because a book about a teacher couldn’t be dedicated to anyone but you. You are a natural when it comes to teaching – I know because you taught me so much.  
 
      
 
    Elin 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    PLEASE NOTE 
 
      
 
    This book is intended for mature readers only, as it contains a few graphic scenes and some inappropriate language. 
 
      
 
    All characters are fictional and any likeness to a living person or organization is coincidental.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    Roommate 
 
    A skittish cat with a flea problem. 
 
    That’s what the woman in front of me reminded me of. It was because of the way she rubbed her nose with the back of her hand, squirmed in her seat, and made me nervous with all the scratching she did. Maybe it’s not fleas, but lice? I thought when she reached a hand up to scratch her neck for the third time before she leaned back in my sofa.  
 
    I almost winced when her hair touched the fabric, regretting that I had asked her to sit down in the first place. Now I would have to spray the whole sofa to avoid getting whatever unpleasant thing she had going on.  
 
    With my large curly mane, getting lice was on my top ten list of nightmares.   
 
    “Is that going to be a problem?” she asked, but since I hadn’t been listening, I asked her to repeat it, while breathing through my mouth to avoid the unpleasant odor of old sweat that came from her.  
 
    The middle-aged woman flashed another nervous smile. “Nuts, fish, broccoli, all types of corn, sugar, and berries,” she said while counting on her fingers. “There are more things that I’m allergic to, but those are the main ones.” Making a dismissive swing with her hand, she added, “It’s not too bad, and as long as you don’t eat it around the house I should be fine.” 
 
    I frowned and missed Christina, my old roommate, even more. Not only had she been my best friend, but she also hadn’t suffered from food allergies, insomnia, or any of the other “quirks” that the roommate candidates I’d interviewed were telling me about. Christina had been the perfect roommate.  
 
    Or at least she used to be, until she came back from the Northlands and cried for months. I had done everything I could to cheer her up, but all she could think about was how much she missed Alexander Boulder: the Nman she had lost her heart to while doing her job as an archeologist.  
 
    And now she was gone again. Whisked away by two large Nmen who had shown up here out of the blue, one of them Alexander Boulder and the other some mystery blond guy.  
 
    My chest lifted in a deep intake of air and I suppressed my worries for Christina. I had to trust that she was safe in the Northlands and that she was smiling again. 
 
    Focus! I told myself. And don’t expect to find a new best friend. It’s a roommate and nothing more.  
 
    “I make a wonderful seaweed pie,” the candidate assured me, but the image her words inspired in my mind’s eye prompted me to get up and clasp my hands together.  
 
    “Great! Thank you for coming. As soon as I’ve spoken to all the candidates, I‘ll let you know what I decide.”  
 
    Two minutes later I closed the door and let my head sink down. If only I could live here by myself, but the townhouse was a two-person unit and if I didn’t find a roommate within the next week, one would be assigned to me.  
 
    After opening a window to get in some fresh air, I indulged in an old movie that Christina had secured from the historical archives. It was silly and romantic. Nothing more than a guilty pleasure that she and I had made fun of all the time. And yet, I had seen this movie at least four times after she left, looking for answers to the question that puzzled me the most: Why would a modern and highly intelligent woman like my best friend want to give up on everything she knew to live in the Northlands? 
 
    How could a mere man mean that much to her?  
 
    I watched the people in the movie declare their love for each other and a curiosity stirred inside me. Could kissing really be that powerful? 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when an unknown caller made my wristband light up.  
 
    “May peace surround you,” I said in a standard greeting.  
 
    “Kya?” 
 
    I would have recognized that voice anywhere and gave a small shriek. “Ina? Is that really you?” 
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    Her sweet laughter made me get up on my knees on the comfy chair. “What? But how? I thought you were in the Northlands?” 
 
    “I am, but the council allowed me to contact you. I’m calling from Lord Khan’s office.”  
 
    “Is something wrong?” My voice was frantic, as if I could make her talk faster and get me updated on everything that had happened since she left our home.    
 
    “Everything is fine but I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “And are they being nice to you?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry about me. I have something to ask you.” 
 
    “What is it?” I took a soothing breath to make my heartbeat slow down.  
 
    “How would you like to be part of a historic project that will change the world?”   
 
    “What kind of project? Are you asking me to help you with an archeological job?” I asked, but Christina was already explaining with eagerness.  
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that. Our council and Lord Khan – you know, the ruler of the Northlands…” 
 
    “I know who he is.” 
 
    “Good, so anyway, they’re creating an experimental school to see if it’s possible to integrate children from the Motherlands and Northlands.” 
 
    “What?” I furrowed my brow. “They’re letting Nboys into the Motherlands?” 
 
    “No, they’re placing the school here where I live and bringing ten children from each side of the border together. The place is secluded so it’ll be safe but we need the best teacher in the world to make it a success. And that’s where you come in.” Her last sentence rose in volume. 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling over Christina’s rapid speech and excitement. “Mother Nature, I missed you, Ina,” I exclaimed. “It’s just not the same here without you.” 
 
    “Did you find a new roommate?” she asked.  
 
    My eyes fell to the couch where the last candidate had sat. “Not unless you count fleas and lice.”  
 
    I told her about the hopeless candidates that I’d interviewed, and our shared laughter communicated much more than words ever could. The love, the bond, and the joy of being connected again.  
 
    “So what do you think about the experiment? Did you hear the part about you being the best teacher in the world?” Christina repeated. 
 
    “Thank you for your vote of confidence. It sounds intriguing, but I can’t move to the Northlands.”  
 
    “Why not? You’re the perfect person for the job. I told them that you specialize in children with behavioral disorders and that I’m sure you can handle ten rowdy Nboys.” 
 
    “Really? And have you met those Nboys?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “So, you basically guaranteed that I could handle a group of children you haven’t met yet?” 
 
    “Absolutely; in fact I didn’t even hesitate.” 
 
    Christina had always been my biggest supporter, and I was grateful for it. “But it’s in the Northlands,” I said slowly. “Is it even safe?” 
 
    “Do you think I would ask you if I didn’t think you’d be safe? Don’t worry, you’ll love it here. The school is being built just a few miles from where I live on Victoria’s Island. As I said, it’s isolated, tranquil, and beautiful. Do you realize what that means?” 
 
    “That I’ll be a long way from civilization?” I teased. 
 
    “It means that we’ll be close again. I miss you!” Her last words were pleading. 
 
    “And I miss you, but…”  
 
    “Then come,” she interjected.  
 
    It was tempting to just say yes and go, because just hearing my friend’s voice made me happier than I had been since she had left. “Okay, but how long are we talking about?” 
 
    “Three years.” 
 
    “Three years!” I shrieked. “But what about…” My questions were queuing up and I didn’t know where to start. 
 
    Christina waited.  
 
    “There are so many things I would miss here.” 
 
    “But it’s a once in a lifetime chance,” Christina argued.  
 
    “I know, and I’m definitely interested if it means seeing you again, but to go three years without everything I take for granted here, that’s a long time. What about shopping, going to the theater, or just going to the pleasure parlor? Not to mention all the people that I care about.”  
 
    “I’m here and you’ll make more friends,” Christina assured me. “I’m not saying it won’t be different, but at least come and see the school and the island for yourself. And about the pleasure parlors…” Christina’s voice sank to a confidential whisper. “…You won’t need sex-bots when there are some really cute men living here. I’m sure they won’t mind stepping up and taking one for the team if that’s what it takes to make you accept the job.” She laughed. 
 
    I had always loved Christina’s humor, and I could picture that funny wrinkle on the bridge of her nose that always appeared when she was teasing. 
 
    “I’m not a naturephile,” I retorted in the same playful tone. The concept of being physical with a man would have been completely uninteresting to me if it weren’t for that gnawing curiosity that Christina’s unexplainable love for Boulder had left me with. My eyes fell to the wall where the movie was paused in a kiss. “You know what?” I said with a flutter in my belly. “I’ll come and see the place for myself. If nothing else, it’ll give me the chance to hug you again.” 
 
    The happy outburst from Christina had me grinning widely.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2 
 
    Archer 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Everything went so fast between my first visit to the Northlands to my moving up there less than a week later. 
 
    The hardest part was letting go of some of my favorite students whom I’d worked with for years. Before I agreed to taking the job, I had made it a condition that I could bring Raven with me. Luckily Councilwoman Pearl had accepted. 
 
    Raven was a cheeky, fun-loving girl soon to be twelve years old, whose mother suffered from all sorts of crazy diseases that could probably be boiled down to hypochondria, if I were any judge.  
 
    The mother’s chronic fatigue, and her constant moving in and out of places of reflection to clear her mind had left a hole in Raven’s life. It was no wonder that the girl had bonded to me. Not only was I her favorite teacher but we looked alike. She had mocha skin, big curly hair, and dark expressive eyes like me. As I had predicted, Raven’s mother had been more than willing to let her daughter go with me. In fact, she had been ready to let me adopt her, which was something I hadn’t shared with Raven. I was still a bit shocked about it and definitely needed time to think it through.  
 
    The school turned out to be a charming old stone building that had been a ruin of a church before Christina’s husband, Boulder, transformed it into a boarding school with sleeping quarters, showers, and a large dining room. My favorite part was the old church room itself, with a high vaulted ceiling, that now served as a magnificent schoolroom. 
 
    When I first arrived for my interview about the job, I’d met three of the Nmen: Boulder, Khan, and Magni.  
 
    Lord Khan was the ruler of the Northlands and I found him a strange mix of charm and standoffishness. He would smile politely and converse with humor, but he refused to take my hands when I wanted to greet him, and there was an air of mystery about him. He definitely wasn’t an open book and neither was his brother Magni, who was the man I’d met once before when he and Boulder came to the Motherlands to find Christina.  
 
    Magni reminded me of my most troubled students: brooding, impatient, and without a filter. With his giant frame and permanent scowl, he would have been intimidating if not for the fact that the first time I saw him, he had been cleanly shaved and dressed up with ribbons in his hair to mix in with the gentle and pretty men of the Motherlands. 
 
    Now, Magni had a short beard and his blond hair was shaved short on the sides with the rest gathered in a messy French braid. His raw looks, with his battle scars and strongly muscled body, made him look like a prehistoric Viking in my eyes.    
 
    And then there was Archer, whom I met after accepting the job and moving up here. He was a mentor, which was their word for teacher, and he was here to help me finalize the curriculum and give me input on how schools were run in the Northlands. Christina had described Archer as cute, and when he walked into the school on my second day here, I thought she’d lost her mind. Cute to me was like one of our pretty movie stars or a celebrity with perfect skin, symmetrical features, and beautiful soft hair. 
 
    Archer was nothing like that! 
 
    He had dark stubble, visible scars, and large muscles with a colorful tattoo showing on his right arm.  
 
    But compared to the other Nmen he looked less like a barbarian, and I was instantly intrigued by his gorgeous sapphire-colored eyes. 
 
    “Archer, meet Kya, and Kya, meet Archer,” Boulder said with an awkward wave of his hands. Clearly, he wasn’t very skilled in the art of introductions, but with Christina taking care of Raven up at their house, this would have to do.  
 
    “May peace surround you,” I said politely and reached out my hands to him. Archer flashed his white teeth in a large smile revealing that one of his canines was slightly crooked.  
 
    “Thank you and the same to you,” he said.  
 
    With the bright daylight his black pupils were small, and that only made the astonishing patterns of white specks in his irises more visible. I’d never seen blue eyes with a color as rich as his; the way the rim was darker and offered a beautiful contrast to the iris made his eyes look like something that was slightly photo enhanced.  
 
     “I understand that you’re a teacher too?” I said and lowered my hands when we had been touching far beyond the normal ten seconds a formal greeting required.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Great, I’m curious to learn more about your ways and get your input on the curriculum.” 
 
    “Likewise,” he replied and looked back at Boulder. “Is it okay if we do a walk and talk in the area?” 
 
    Boulder squared his shoulders. “How stupid do you think I am? You’re not taking Kya into the woods.” 
 
    I stiffened.  
 
    “But I prefer to walk instead of sitting still,” Archer argued, his thick lashes framing those intense eyes that I was completely fascinated with.  
 
    “I said no,” Boulder repeated.  
 
    To me the situation was bizarre. I was an adult and not used to anyone telling me what to do. I’d never worried about my safety in the Motherlands and I didn’t feel threatened by Archer in any way. “Are you suggesting he’s a danger to me?” I challenged Boulder. 
 
    Boulder shrugged. “Only your protector can be alone with you, and until Magni gets here tomorrow, I’m making sure Archer doesn’t get any funny ideas.” 
 
    I had already been told that Magni would be my protector and I had no problem with that, but I considered myself an excellent judge of character and Archer didn’t strike me as dangerous.   
 
    “I find that insulting to Archer,” I objected. “I don’t believe he would harm me.” Looking from Boulder to Archer, I asked: “Would you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he said with sincerity in his eyes. 
 
    “Then let’s do that walk and talk you suggested.” 
 
    Archer and Boulder exchanged a long glance. 
 
    “You can walk around the house and that’s it.” Boulder dictated in a nonnegotiable way.  
 
    “Do you mind me asking how you became a teacher?” I asked Archer as we started walking.  
 
    “The short version is that I love kids.” 
 
    “And the long version,” I asked with a sideways smile. 
 
    Placing his hands behind his back he kept looking straight ahead as he spoke: “It’s complicated and I’m not even sure I can explain it myself, except that when I grew up I didn’t have the best mentors, and then one person came along with a passion for teaching that lit a fire in me and my friends. Maybe it was seeing how big a difference he made in our lives that made me want to do the same for the next generation.” 
 
    “That’s nice.” 
 
    “How about you?” 
 
    “Well, with me it’s very simple. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want to be a teacher. My favorite game as a child was playing school, and I get a buzz every time a student overcomes their struggles.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s always rewarding.” Archer’s hand slid to his pockets. “So how long have you been teaching?” 
 
    “Since I was twenty-two, so that would be four years.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, I started teaching when I was twenty and I’ll be twenty-nine in three months.”   
 
    I laughed. “That sounded like something one of my students would say. You know, I once had a boy tell me he was going to be fourteen soon. Turned out it was ten months away.”  
 
    “So at least that’s one thing our students have in common, they want to grow up as fast as possible.” The edges around his blue eyes softened in a genuine smile.  
 
    “Tell me, what do people do for a pastime here in the Northlands?”  
 
    “Ehhm, I don’t know.” He shrugged. “We get drunk in bars and watch a lot of sports, I suppose. Rugby, football, ice hockey, and fighting are the big four.”   
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “When you say fighting, do you refer to martial arts?” 
 
    “Kinda, but our fighters use a variety of techniques from old-school boxing, martial arts, and dirty street fighting. It’s more interesting when you don’t have too many regulations.” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t think I’ve heard about this mugby and football.” 
 
    “It’s rugby, not mugby, and the reason you haven’t heard about them is probably because the sports were always for males only. And maybe because they were banned shortly before the Toxic War started. Too many head injuries and paralyzed players.”  
 
    I stopped walking and stared at him. “And yet you’ve taken up such brutal sports?” 
 
    Archer laughed. “Brutal sports are the best ones.”   
 
    “I don’t think I would like that,” I said with a polite smile and started moving again. “Where’s the fun in seeing someone getting hurt?”  
 
    “Each to his own,” Archer said. “What are the biggest sports in the Motherlands?  
 
    I thought about it. “I think that would be dancing, swimming, tennis, and maybe running – although badminton is also very popular.”  
 
    “So no contact sports at all?” 
 
    “Sure, we also have soccer for the people who like to be a little rough.” 
 
    “Excellent, we can have the kids play soccer then.” 
 
    “I suppose we could.” I smiled and tilted my head. “Archer, this may be a silly question, but if you could go to the Motherlands for a day, what would you do?” 
 
    The corners of his mouth lifted in a boyish grin. “That’s easy! I would kiss a pretty woman.”   
 
    Heat spread in my body from the way he looked at me with what I could only describe as hunger. For someone who had no experience with men behaving in a sexually aggressive way, I was unsure how to react. I had met plenty of men in my life, but none of them had flirted with me. Not even the Nmen that I had met. Boulder, Khan, and Magni hadn’t shown any sign of attraction to me.  
 
    Act cool! I told myself and searched for a funny response, but the one that my brain delivered made my toes curl. “Why limit yourself to one?” Shoot! Even I could hear how velvety my voice sounded as if I was flirting back with him; and from the way his eyes expanded and his smile grew, Archer hadn’t missed it.  
 
    “If I only had one day, I think one woman would be enough as long as I could kiss her a whole lot,” he joked and pointed to my hand. “Sorry to change the subject, but I’m curious about your skin color. It’s just that I’ve never seen a woman like you.” 
 
    “What? A dark-skinned woman?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve met Christina and Pearl but they both have white skin. Yours is like milk chocolate. Is that normal in the Motherlands?” 
 
    “There is no normal in the Motherlands,” I said, happy that we had moved to a safer topic than kissing. “You have to understand that after the Toxic War, we were down to only one point five billion people left in the world and a ratio of one man for every twenty-six women. It was impossible to continue with the traditional partnerships between men and women, and the new norm became insemination from a sperm bank.” I paused and looked at him with a serious expression. “We don’t have countries and borders like they did in the old days, and we would never discriminate over something as insignificant as race. That’s why the sperm donors are anonymous and all babies born are considered precious. Most are mixed race, like me.”  
 
    “What about your mom – you do know your mom, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I know her,” I said with a small smile. “But she doesn’t look African-American like me, so I guess it was my father who delivered those genes, and him I have to thank for my big booty.” I laughed when his eyes traveled down to that area of my body and quickly shot back up to my eyes. 
 
    As if to underline that he hadn’t been checking out my behind, Archer changed the subject. “Tell me what it’s like growing up in the Motherlands.” 
 
    “Well, the ratio between men and women has improved a lot. We now have one man per fourteen women, so it’s more common to see men joining family units – which is a good thing, because growing up with other children and adults gives a sense of belonging to a family, you know?” 
 
    “Wow.” Archer whistled low. “One man in a unit with fourteen women, that would be like having my own harem.”  
 
    I laughed. “I suppose, but probably not as exciting as you would think since there aren’t many naturephiles left.” 
 
    “What the hell is a naturephile?” he asked. 
 
    “People who enjoy sex with humans.” 
 
    Archer stopped abruptly and literally gaped at me, so I hurried to explain. “I think you would agree that sex-bots are a wonderful invention; much more hygienic and uncomplicated.” 
 
    “Are you saying that people in the Motherlands don’t have sex?” 
 
    “Oh, no, of course not. Sex is considered a stress reliever and highly prioritized because of the balance it brings into your life. I don’t know anyone who doesn’t have sex,” I assured him. “We just don’t have it with other people.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” Archer looked almost angry now. Clearly, he didn’t understand so I hurried to point out the obvious. “Can you imagine the amounts of bacteria you would get into your mouth by exchanging saliva with someone in a kiss?”   I scrunched up my face. “And don’t even get me started on the other places naturephiles are willing to put their mouths.”  
 
    “You’re all prudes,” he said in an incredulous tone and crossed his arms. “Men and women are born to have sex with each other. It’s the natural order of things, and I promise you one thing, Kya Janae, I would be more than delighted to exchange saliva with you.”  
 
    There it was again, the heat spreading in my body, making my neck and cheeks flame. I should be disgusted, but instead the idea that this man wanted me enough to do something that strange excited me.  
 
    “What’s your favorite thing to do?” I asked to get us back on track. 
 
    Archer started walking again. “I love everything related to nature. Skiing, hiking, swimming, sailing, running, or something as simple as spending a summer night out in the open.”  
 
    “You sleep outside?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” He began telling me about camping as a child, and soon he had me laughing with funny anecdotes.    
 
    After strolling more than twenty laps around the school we finally took a seat on a bench and continued talking until the sun was low on the horizon.  
 
    “I can’t believe how many hours we’ve talked,” I said. “And we haven’t even begun to discuss the curriculum.”  
 
    “We can do that tomorrow. Today I’m just thrilled to get to know a real woman. I only wish…” Archer’s blue eyes shone brightly and then he shook his head.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You asked me what I love about nature, and one of my favorite times is when the fireflies come out. I wish I could show you that.” 
 
    I lit up. “I’ve always wanted to see real fireflies.” 
 
    Archer shot a discreet look in the direction of Boulder, who was still working on the building.  
 
    “Where are the fireflies?” I asked. “Is it far?”  
 
    “No,” Archer answered softly. “There’s a lake ten minutes from here where I think we could find them, but Boulder would kill me if we went without permission and you already heard him: I’m not your protector. So you’ll have to ask Magni to take you tomorrow night.” Disappointment was all over his face.   
 
    “No,” I said resolutely. “It was your idea and I want to see my first fireflies with you.” 
 
    “You do?” He lit up.  
 
    “Boulder,” I called out, steeling myself to win this round. 
 
    “What?” The large man looked over with a tool in his hand; I had no idea what it was.  
 
    “Archer is going to show me fireflies,” I said, using my no-nonsense schoolteacher voice.  
 
    “Sure, just stay close so I can see you.” 
 
    “We’re going to the lake but you’re welcome to join us,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Don’t have time,” he said and brushed away sweat from his forehead.  
 
    “That’s okay, we’ll be back in half an hour.” 
 
    Boulder laughed and shook his head. “Nice try, Archer, but you know the laws.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s me that wants to go,” I said in defense of my new friend.    
 
    Boulder shrugged. “I don’t care, you’re not going.”  
 
    Indignation flamed in my stomach. I was no child and didn’t like to be limited by their nonsensical rules. “What are you so afraid of?” I challenged Boulder. 
 
    “That he oversteps your boundaries, of course.” Boulder sighed.  
 
    “And what if I overstep his?” I asked with an arched brow. “I’m an adult and I don’t appreciate being treated like a child.” 
 
    “You’re a woman and it’s my duty to protect you until Magni takes over.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” I said in a polite tone. “But right now, I’m taking full responsibility for myself and I’ll go to the lake to watch fireflies with my new friend.”  
 
    Frustrated, Boulder came closer. “All right,” he said and pointed a finger at Archer. “But you better not do something stupid, okay?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Archer promised.  
 
    “I’m only doing this because I originally suggested you for the role as her protector.” Boulder pinned Archer with his eyes. “This remains our secret, okay? If Magni finds out he’s going to shit a sheep.” 
 
    Shit a sheep? My eyebrows rose at the expression that I’d never heard before, and after Boulder made Archer give his solemn promise twice that he wouldn’t hurt me, and we were on our way, I asked him about it.  
 
    “How does someone shit a sheep?” 
 
    Archer tilted his head. “Huh! That’s a good question, I never thought about it, but I suppose one would hope the sheep was digested properly or it would be painful.” 
 
    We had been walking in the woods for about five minutes, talking about my favorite foods in the Motherlands, when I suddenly remembered Christina telling me there were bears in the area. That thought made me stop. “Ehhm, Archer, are you sure we should do this? What about the bears?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, this island only has black bears, and they are skittish and don’t eat humans.” 
 
    “But they could still attack us, right?” 
 
    “Come on,” he said, waiting for me to start walking again. “They’ll hear us from a mile away and won’t come close. I promise you that the bears like us even less than we like them.” 
 
    “And you know the way back to the school, right?” I looked back trying to remember where we had turned.  
 
    “Yes, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Okay.” We walked on but my eyes darted around looking for signs to remember in case we got lost, but everything looked more or less the same. When I heard a sound, I clamped my hand on his shoulder to stop him. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Archer stopped to listen but the sound was gone.  “You know,” he said with a frown, “if you don’t want to do this, we can turn back now.” 
 
    “No, I just…” I paused and cleared my throat, giving him an uncertain smile, unwilling to let go of his strong shoulder. “…I just never went hiking in the woods at night and I’m more of a city girl to begin with.” 
 
    “Nothing is going to happen. I do this all the time and I swear to protect you if we’re attacked.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and because I’m naturally inclined to touch people, I grabbed his wrist as we moved on.  
 
    Archer didn’t seem to mind and comforted me with the words: “It’s only a few more minutes, and if you want I can tell you a joke to make it less scary.” 
 
    “Yes, tell me a joke.” 
 
    “Okay,” Archer gave me a sideways glance. “An old man walks into a bar and orders a beer. The bartender notices the guy's head is the size of a cue ball.  
 
    “‘I’ve got to ask, sir,’ says the bartender. ‘What happened?’  
 
    “The old guy sighs and tells him, ‘I’m a sailor and once, when my ship hit an iceberg and sank, I was rescued by a mermaid. She promised to grant me three wishes. For my first wish, I asked to return home. My second wish was to have all the money I would ever need. Finally, my third wish was to have sex with the mermaid.’ The old man sighed. ‘Only it turns out that mermaids can't have sex, so I asked her if I could just have a little head instead.’” Archer grinned and looked expectantly toward me.  
 
    “Why would he wish for a little head?” I asked with confusion.  
 
    Archer gave me an incredulous look. “It’s a sexual reference, Kya.” 
 
    “Really? I’ve never heard that expression before. What kind of sex are we talking about?” I asked, studying his head to imagine what exactly the sailor had wanted.  
 
    “Ehhm, the oral kind.”  
 
    “Ohh, right.” I nodded but in truth I was still confused about his terminology, and we walked a little in silence. 
 
    “Look,” Archer said and broke my thoughts.  
 
    At first I didn’t see them, but when we got a little closer they were everywhere. Fireflies playing tag in the air above us and around us, lightning up like little fairies too fast to catch.  
 
    “Wow, they’re beautiful,” I breathed in awe and stretched a finger in the air, hoping one would land on it and let me study it. “They’re like little Tinker Bells!” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Tinker Bell – you know, the fairy that helped Peter Pan. It’s a classic children’s story.” 
 
    “They’re not fairies, they’re bugs,” Archer said matter-of-factly. “Fairies aren’t real.” 
 
    “I know that,” I exclaimed, a little offended that he thought me that naïve. “But you have to admit that it’s a bit magical with the way they dance in the air like small stars or torches of fire.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m happy you like it, and it’s a lot more relaxing to watch them with you than my usual crowd.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know why, but boys tend to want to catch them and I always have to stop them from hurting the little suckers.” 
 
    I gave a small gasp. “Why would anyone try to hurt something this precious?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Boys will be boys, I guess.” 
 
    I angled my head and bit my tongue. This was a wonderful moment and I didn’t want to spoil it by arguing that boys in the Motherlands were as considerate and thoughtful as girls. “Thank you for showing me. It’s much prettier than I could have imagined.” To underline my gratefulness, I took both his hands and looked into his eyes in a sign of respect and appreciation.  
 
    By now the dusk had fallen but Archer was close enough for me to see the gleam in his eyes.  
 
    “You’re very beautiful,” he whispered and the intimacy of standing close to him in a quiet forest made his words stand out like he had shouted them.  
 
    Something inside my stomach did a somersault and I remembered what he had said about kissing a pretty woman. The rush of this new situation made my breath a little shallow.  
 
    “Did you hear me?” he asked. “I said you’re very beautiful.” 
 
    Raised to be polite, I reciprocated his compliment. “So are you, Archer. I love your eyes – the color is extraordinary.” When I tried pulling back my hands Archer held on to me.  
 
    “Would you be mad if I kissed you?” he asked. 
 
    I gave a small laugh, flattered by his interest in me. “Why would you kiss me? You’ve only just met me today.”  
 
    “I know, but I really like you and you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    A crazy and curious part of me whispered internally about all the times Christina had described kissing Boulder, and how she made it sound like something amazing.  
 
    Archer leaned in, but didn’t kiss me. “Can I?” he whispered. 
 
    Maybe the little fairies were spraying some magic dust on us or they’d brought their cousin, the dangerous Cupid, because at that moment I wanted nothing more than for this fascinating man to plant his lips on mine. I didn’t think about the fact that I didn’t know him very well or that he might not be able to stop once he got started. It was like I’d swallowed a bunch of fireflies that were now buzzing around in my belly causing my blood to pump faster and my brain to switch off.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered almost inaudibly. 
 
    Archer made a hoarse sound in the back of his throat and that was the only warning I got before I hung dangling over the ground in the arms of a large and very strong man. His lips were demanding and he kissed me with such intensity that I couldn’t breathe at first.  
 
    It took me a while to get over the initial shock, but then I kissed him back. 
 
    When he lowered me enough for my tiptoes to reach the ground again, his hands moved up to cup my face as if afraid I would pull away from him. The sound he produced made me want to say something, but as soon as I spread my lips his tongue entered my mouth, making me sputter a protest. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologized without letting me go. “I just wanted to try it. I won’t use my tongue again.” 
 
    I stood perfectly still while he nibbled at my upper lip. “I never imagined kissing would feel this good,” he muttered into my mouth. 
 
    “Me neither,” I admitted, because except for the tongue thing, his kiss had felt exciting and I wanted more. 
 
    My words set him off again and soon he was all over me. His hands roamed my back, my neck, my hair, and with his eyes closed he kissed me like this would be his last chance to ever kiss a woman.  
 
    Only when he tugged up my shirt did I set my boundary. “Stop,” I whispered and pulled back. 
 
    But again, Archer only tightened his grip on me, his hands making their way up.  
 
    “Archer, stop!” I repeated and this time I pushed at his torso. He finally let go and with him taking a step back we stood facing each other, out of breath from the kissing.  
 
    I was trying to process what had just happened and considered if I would’ve had the same reaction kissing someone else. I looked down at my shaking hands and felt my heart pump like I had run a marathon.  
 
    Arousal. The way my whole body was humming was clearly arousal.  
 
    With some confusion, I lifted my eyes to meet his, and while I watched Archer, the hunger in his eyes faded and made way for something accompanied by deep frown lines on his forehead. 
 
    “We should get back,” he said and brushed his dark shoulder-length hair back. 
 
    I nodded and blinked a few times, wondering if my eyes were blazing with emotions like his.  
 
    “If Boulder or Magni finds out…” he trailed off, but I understood. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell. We were just curious and now we know what it feels like to kiss in the light of fireflies.”  
 
    He gave me a skeptical glance. “You sure?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. We’re two consenting adults. What we do is our business and no one else’s.” 
 
    “But…” I had already started walking and Archer walked up beside me with a stern expression.  
 
    “But what?” I asked. “It was no big deal, and no one has to know.” 
 
    My words made him knit his brows even closer together and, putting his hands in his pockets, he said: “If you say so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    Sharing Responsibility 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    Never had I imagined that my first meeting with the teacher from the Motherlands would go so well. Kya was sweet, funny, and surprisingly open-minded and curious about our culture. 
 
    We had talked for hours and ended up on a late-night stroll to see fireflies.  
 
    And she had let me kiss her! 
 
    Not just a peck on the cheek but a deep, passionate kiss that had made me so horny I almost cried when she stopped me from going any further. If kissing could feel that good, I didn’t even want to think about how amazing being with a woman for real would feel. But of course, I did think about it. All night! 
 
    Meeting Kya the next day, my heart was hammering. Partly because I remembered the exhilarating feeling of her body against mine, but also because Magni stood next to her. Her assigned protector was back from his other duties and as always, Magni was scowling as if the man had some painful case of chronic hemorrhoids or something. I never liked him much to begin with and in all honesty, it was mostly because he was considered the best fighter in the Northlands; a title I would like for myself. Boulder greeted me as he passed me on his way to two of his men who were working in the kitchen area.  
 
    But I was mostly interested in Kya and when she smiled at me, it immediately released a surge of hope in my chest. Surely the woman would have to be more than mildly interested in me to kiss me back the way she had yesterday. My head was like a big balloon with all sorts of lofty ideas. If I played my cards right, I might convince her to marry me like her friend, Christina, had married Boulder and then… ahh, the thought of a long passionate wedding night with Kya Janae had me grinning like a fool.  
 
    “What are you smirking about?” Magni said gruffly and for a second I feared Kya had told on me because he walked straight into my personal space. Luckily, he just slammed his chest against mine and patted my shoulder in a manly greeting.  
 
    “I’m just a generally happy person,” I said. It was a better answer than telling him that I was smiling because I pictured myself having sex with Kya.  
 
    “Is that so? Well, I’m sure we can fix that personality disorder.” He shrugged. “I heard you two already started discussing the future of the school yesterday?” 
 
    “We didn’t get to that, but it’s on the agenda for today,” Kya said in that deep pleasant voice of hers that made every word feel like a caress. She stepped up to us. “We’re supposed to come up with a schedule for the kids and have it approved by Pearl and Khan.”  
 
    “I’m afraid Pearl went back to the Motherlands, so until she’s back it’ll be my brother who has the final say,” Magni clarified.  
 
    We moved into the schoolroom, where boxes stood stacked, and Magni ripped a box open. “The supplies arrived so I sure hope the two of you can talk and unpack at the same time.” He stiffened. “What the hell is this?” he asked and I came over to see.  
 
    Pulling up a cushion in pink with one hand and a heart-shaped cushion in purple with the other, I shook my head. “Fuck! They got the deliveries mixed up somehow.” 
 
    Kya peered over. “Ahh, my pillows. Wonderful, just leave them in the boxes until we’ve unpacked the rugs for the cozy corner.” 
 
    Magni’s eyebrows snapped together when he turned to me and asked: “What the hell is a cozy corner?”  
 
    But I was as clueless as him.  
 
    “We use the cushions for the morning ritual of gathering and having quiet reading time,” Kya explained. 
 
    “The kids can read in their chairs,” I pointed out and stuffed the soft cushions down in the box again.  
 
    “Yes, if they prefer that, but the cushions are popular; and besides,” she continued, “the students also need them when they meditate and when they massage each other.” 
 
    Magni and I went quiet for a second before I asked, “When you say massage, what exactly do you mean?”  
 
    “Well, typically it’s a gentle back, neck, or foot rub.” 
 
    “What the fuck for?” I asked, completely taken aback by the idiocy of what she was saying. “This is a school, not a damn spa.”  
 
    “I’ll be over there.” Magni pointed to a stack of chairs and tables. “You two figure this out.” 
 
    We didn’t even look at him. The flirtatious looks between us from yesterday had been replaced by challenging stares and building tension.  
 
    “Look,” I said and held up my palms. “Clearly we do things differently, so why don’t you just tell me what the Momsi kids are used to and I’ll work it into my curriculum as much as I can.” 
 
    “Do not refer to the children as Momsi kids. They are Motlanders. And it’s not your curriculum, it’s mine.” Her pleasant voice lost its magic when it turned a bit shrill. 
 
    “It kind of is mine since I’ll be the mentor in charge here,” I informed her calmly. 
 
    “Will you?” Kya said with a sharp tone. “I’m pretty sure that I was chosen to be in charge.”  
 
    “You’re both in charge,” Magni called to us from the corner and we turned to him.  
 
    “Nooo,” I said, slowly and drawn out. “I was told I would have assistants and that a Momsi… sorry, a Motlander… would help with the curriculum.” I pointed to her. “That would be you.”  
 
    Kya was tapping her foot. “You were misinformed then, because I’m not just here for the week, I’m here to teach the children. I’m their teacher!”  
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, I took a step back. “All right, that’s fine,” I said. “I don’t mind a second assistant, as long as I’m in charge of the school.” 
 
    “Huh!” She sat down on a table as if to signal that she wasn’t going anywhere. “Is that all that matters to you? To be on top?” 
 
    I swallowed a smug smile. “That depends on what we’re discussing,” I said and felt Magni’s disapproving glance burn my neck. “But yeah, I want to be the boss, that’s for damn sure.”  
 
    “If a title is all you care about, then call yourself the boss of that broom closet.” She pointed to a small door. “I won’t challenge you for it and I’ll even put a big golden name tag on the door as long as you leave me to focus on what really matters: the kids.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I crossed my arms. “There’s no need to be hysterical.” 
 
    “Hysterical?” Kya said incredulously. “That’s rude.  And to think that I actually kissed you.” I watched her zigzag to Magni between the tables that he was spreading around the room. “Magni, I want to speak to Christina and Boulder. Surely there’s been a mistake. Christina would have told me if I had to share the responsibility.” 
 
    Magni had stopped working. “Boulder is here, so talk to him,” Magni said and turned his attention on me with a menacing glare. “While I have a few words with Archer.” 
 
    Kya didn’t seem to realize what a bomb she had dropped, but I did. Not only had I betrayed Boulder’s trust yesterday, but I had violated one of the most fundamental laws in our society. With only around one hundred women to a million men, the offense of touching one of them without the permission of their protector was among the greatest in our country. One that could cost me my life. 
 
    “What did she mean about kissing?” he asked in a low growl. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said and tried to hide the panic I felt inside. Magni was a big motherfucker but I wouldn’t go down without a fight. 
 
    Magni raised an eyebrow and moved closer. “Don’t fucking lie to me. Did something happen between you two yesterday? If you touched her, I’ll break every bone in your body before I kill you.”  
 
    I swallowed hard and tensed my jaw. “Cool down, does she look broken or harmed to you?” 
 
    My words didn’t calm him. They had the opposite effect and made him get in my face, shouting. “You know the laws. Unless you’re her protector or husband, you don’t touch her.”  
 
    When his shouting caused droplets of spit to land in my face I pushed him back harshly. Adrenaline was rushing through me and when Magni took a swing at me, I welcomed it. Let’s see who the better fighter is.    
 
    Boulder’s voice boomed from the doorway. “Take it outside, will ya?”  
 
    But neither Magni nor I was thinking straight, and we went at each other. He was like a wild beast: strong, fast, and precise in his movements. The rumors of his fighting skills weren’t exaggerated, and he knocked the air out of me when he got a clean hit to my abdomen.  
 
    It took Boulder and two of his workers to pull Magni back.  
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Boulder shouted at him. “You’re supposed to help get the school ready, not tear it apart.” 
 
    Looking around I saw chairs, tables, and boxes tumbled over.  
 
    Magni tore his arms free from the men and stomped outside with a demand to Boulder. “Outside now!” 
 
    I followed them and ignored Kya’s shocked face when I passed her. Clearly male aggression wasn’t a normal sight for her.  
 
    Magni waited for Boulder to join him outside before he spoke. The two workers, Kya, and I stood watching.  
 
    “Where were you when they kissed yesterday?” The blame in Magni’s voice was thick.  
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Boulder’s head swung to me with ten different shades of angry.  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but Kya beat me to it. “Stop it! All of you. This is nothing but a misunderstanding.” 
 
    The sound of a drone made me look up to see Boulder’s hybrid approaching. 
 
    “You better talk fast before Christina and Raven land,” Boulder said and stabbed the air with a threatening finger at me.  
 
    “Like she said, it’s a misunderstanding,” I insisted.  
 
    “In the Motherlands we kiss all the time. It’s no big deal,” Kya said and stepped in front of me. 
 
    Boulder frowned. “What kind of kiss are we talking about?”  
 
    “Just a peck on the cheek,” Kya lied. “And I kissed Archer, not the other way around, so there’s no need to punish him for it.”  
 
    “All right.” Boulder held up a palm toward Magni, who was rubbing his red fist. “Maybe you overreacted. I’ll ask Christina to explain our ways to Kya so it doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    By now the hybrid had landed and as the door opened, Boulder ran to help Christina out.  
 
    He looked so happy when he first set Christina gently on her feet and then reached his arms up again to help down the second passenger. It was the little girl I had heard about and been curious to meet.  
 
    “Hey, sweetie,” Kya called and although I knew her heart was probably racing as fast as mine from the whole drama, she reached her hands out when the girl came running. Raven reached Kya’s shoulder in height and was like a miniature of her with large brown eyes and big curly-brown hair.  
 
    “Is she your daughter?” I asked, surprised that Kya hadn’t told me yesterday.  
 
    “No,” Kya said. “Raven is a student.” 
 
    My head was spinning with excitement. To me Raven was like a mythical creature. In this country, little girls were as rare to see as an endangered species. I had heard about girls, but until I was offered this job, I never dreamed that I would see one with my own eyes.  
 
    “Hi, Raven,” I said in a soft whisper as if my dark voice might scare her. “My name is Archer and I’m your new mentor.” 
 
    Kya cleared her throat. “Raven sweetie, do you think you could help the men unpack some boxes? Christina and I need to talk about some grownup stuff.”  
 
    “Okay.” The girl nodded and took Boulder’s hand. Apparently, he’d made a good impression on her because she was grinning up at him and telling him something I couldn’t hear because I was too busy eavesdropping on Kya’s and Christina’s conversation. 
 
    Kya was threatening to go back home, saying she had been misled and calling me power hungry and uncooperative.  
 
    Christina listened and spoke in a calm way, and after a while they returned to the rest of us. 
 
    “I’m sorry we didn’t make it clearer that you would have to work together, and that you somehow misunderstood each other’s roles,” Christina said. 
 
    “There was nothing to misunderstand,” I pointed out. “I asked about her role and was told she would help me make up the curriculum. No one mentioned I had to work with her as an equal.” 
 
    “You don’t!” Christina said calmly. “No one is forcing you to work with Kya as her equal. I’m sure she’ll be okay with you being her assistant.” 
 
    “Very funny!” I said without a trace of laughter.  
 
    Boulder sat on a bench with Raven in his lap. “Look, you can blame this on Khan and Pearl when you see them but for now I think you need to ask yourself an important question,” he said. “If you two can’t work together despite your cultural differences, then how do you expect your students to do it?” 
 
    “Boulder is right,” Christina said. “You two are adults and should be able to talk this out.” 
 
    “I already said I’m okay with sharing power as long as I get to be the boss,” I declared.  
 
    Kya shook her head. “That makes no sense.” 
 
    Christina held up her hand. “Kya, don’t forget that Archer has no experience with democracy. He has never seen power shared before. They have no boards or councils, only rulers and bosses.” 
 
    Kya angled her head and closed her mouth.  
 
    “How about this,” Christina said and looked at me. “You call yourself the boss but when it comes to making decisions you and Kya have to agree on everything.” 
 
    “Then I’m not really the boss, am I?” I objected. “I’m willing to listen, but I want the final say.” 
 
    “That’s not happening,” Kya said firmly. “We’re sharing the responsibility.”  
 
    I tried arguing but she wouldn’t budge and when the others backed her up, I was forced to either walk away or work with her. After a whole lot of cursing, I chose the latter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    Suffocating 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    After nine days in the Northlands, I was suffocating in testosterone.  
 
    Magni was being overprotective and controlling! 
 
    Archer was being unreasonable and stubborn!  
 
    The only thing the two men seemed to agree on was calling me naïve, and although I argued that I wasn’t, they did have a point.  
 
    After listening to Christina sob over Boulder for months, I might have romanticized the Nmen, which was the only explanation for what had happened between Archer and me when we kissed.  
 
    Now that I’d gotten to know him better, I was horrified that I’d actually felt attracted to him in the forest that first night. The man was a bigoted, prejudiced, and opinionated male chauvinist.  
 
    And he was primitive. They all were! 
 
    Sarcasm, insults, curses, and general crudeness was their native tongue and I worried how I would protect my impressionable students from their bad influence.  
 
    With his confrontational nature, Archer had cornered me on my second day here, hoping for a repeat of what happened in the forest, but I had told him calmly that it had been an unfortunate mistake on my part and wouldn’t happen again.  
 
    Archer might be the best-looking of the Nmen but not even Christina’s wistful sighs when she spoke about sex had me curious enough to sleep with a man like him.  
 
    Now, it was the night before the Motlander students arrived and I was alone at the school with Magni and Archer, who were arguing with each other, again.  
 
    “Will you stop it before you end up in another fight?” I said after Magni growled and narrowed his eyes at Archer. 
 
    It was late in the evening; Raven was asleep up at Boulder’s estate while I put the last touches on the preparations. Christina, Pearl, Raven, and I had prepared most of the lunch with help from Council Chairwoman Isobel, who was here to oversee the beginning of this important experiment.  
 
    I just needed the last batch of bread to be done and the table to be set before I could call it a night. Archer was helping me and of course Magni was here to make sure I was safe.  
 
    “I don’t like him touching you,” Magni grunted.  
 
    “I didn’t touch her. She touched me,” Archer pointed out and ran his hands through his hair in frustration. I didn’t blame him, as Magni was hovering constantly.   
 
    “I can’t help it,” I told Magni. “I’m a kinesthetic person and touching comes naturally to me.” 
 
    “Only your protecto–” Magni started for the umpteenth time, but I cut him off.  
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard you, but I’ve decided those laws don’t apply to me. Women here in the Northlands might be okay with living in a bubble, but I’m not! I demand that you stop fussing over me and let me touch whomever I want to.” 
 
     “You don’t mean that?” Magni said and put down the large pile of plates he’d been carrying.  
 
    “Yes, I do. It’s natural to stroke a hand and give a hug and I don’t want to limit myself.” 
 
    “Maybe in the Motherlands but here we do things differently,” Magni insisted. “How am I supposed to keep you safe if you go around touching men? They’ll think you want to marry them.” 
 
    “I’m not going to touch all men, just you, Archer, and my other friends.” 
 
    “What friends?” Archer asked and picked up the plates Magni had set down.  
 
    I followed him to the long dining table with cutlery in my hands.  
 
    “The friends I’ll meet while living here,” I said patiently and put down one fork and knife for every plate he placed along the long table. “You forget that I’m not one of your Nwomen waiting for a tournament to select my husband. I will never marry.” 
 
    Magni stood watching us. “I know that,” he said and sat down on the table only to quickly get back up with a frown at the cracking sounds from it.  
 
    “Magni, go get some glasses in the kitchen, will you?” I asked and continued in a louder voice so he could still hear me. “In the Motherlands men and women can be friends without any sexual undertones. Gender really means very little to us.” 
 
    “Only because your men are more feminine than your women,” Archer said dryly.  
 
    “That’s not true. And for your information sex between men and women does happen. I know several who tried it. We would just never monopolize a person like you do with your marriages. It’s impossibly old-fashioned.”  
 
    “If it happens then tell me this: have you had sex with a man?” Archer’s brow furrowed.  
 
    “You know we only have one man per fourteen women, right? And then take away the ones that aren’t interested in females. It’s not like there’s a bunch of willing men to choose from and besides, sex-bots are much more efficient and hygienic anyway.” I spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “Is that so?” Archer’s frown had lessened. “Does that mean you were never tempted to have sex with a man?”   
 
    I hesitated before I answered honestly. “Actually, I was a little tempted once.” I didn’t say that he was the man who had tempted me.  
 
    Magni called out from the kitchen. “What was that?”  
 
    “Kya was tempted to have sex once,” Archer half shouted and turned to me with his lips pursing. “Now you have me interested.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” Magni came back into the dining room balancing two tall stacks of glasses.  
 
    “Don’t drop them,” I warned. “And why can’t you just take a few at a time?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the glasses. Focus on what you were going to say.”   
 
    I shook my head. “It’s really nothing. It was just a fantasy I had,” I lied.  
 
    “I assume we’re talking about a sexual fantasy,” Magni clarified.  
 
    “Yes, but it’s not relevant for this conversation. The point is that I’m not going to change who I am just because you don’t like me touching a man. And as for your argument, I’m sure Archer doesn’t think I want to marry him just because I pat his shoulder or arm.” 
 
    Archer set down the last plate and turned to me. “I want to hear more about that fantasy of yours.” 
 
    I was tired after days of working long hours and especially tired of the two of them constantly arguing. I had backed myself into a corner and needed something to throw them off.  
 
    “Come on, what did you fantasize about?” Archer pushed me. 
 
    “I could tell you,” I said, slowly trying to come up with something creative, “but it would probably upset you, so I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Ha!” Magni shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back and forth on his heels. “You can’t possibly shock us, unless it involves animals.” He scrunched up his face. “Does it?” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Darn it, how did you know?” My laugh revealed that he wasn’t even close. 
 
    “Just spit it out,” Archer insisted, his blue eyes sparkling with excitement.  
 
    I yawned. “I’m too tired and I don’t want to offend you anyway.” 
 
    “Offend us?” Magni wrinkled his nose. “What kind of twisted fantasy did you have?”  
 
    “One that men like you could never fulfill anyway, so there’s no need to talk about it.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Archer puffed his chest and took a step closer to me. “We’re strong, virile, and have more stamina than those wimps you call men back home.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you do, but my fantasy is…” I sighed theatrically and waved a hand dismissively, trying to find a way out of the hole I had dug for myself. “Just forget it.” 
 
    “Spit it out, woman,” Magni said impatiently.  
 
    “All right, if you insist.” I looked from Magni to Archer and back again, desperately trying to come up with something, and when my lips started moving it was like seeing a drone fly straight into the side of a mountain. “I had this fantasy of being with two men at the same time.”  
 
    Not for one second did I think they would buy into a lie that big, but clearly, I wasn’t the only naïve person in the room. It was hard not to laugh at the way Magni’s mouth fell open. 
 
    Archer on the other hand just looked confused. “Why?” he asked.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “And it’s not relevant anyway.” 
 
    “And why the hell would that offend us?” Magni asked. 
 
    “Maybe not offend you, but rather upset you that my fantasy was something no Nman could ever offer me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I laughed. “From what I have seen, I think it’s pretty obvious that you Nmen are way too competitive and combative to work together. I imagine only men from the Motherlands would be able to offer a woman something like that.” 
 
     I was pleased with my rational argument and amused at the genius in painting a rosy image of what working together could actually get a man. And just to drive in the last nail in the coffin I added: “I also get the feeling you’d make it all about you while they are more mature and would make it about the woman.”  
 
    “Hey, that's selfish! Why should it be all about you?” Archer objected.  
 
    “Because it's my fantasy! You can be selfish in your dream too, you know.” 
 
    Magni had regained his composure. “I didn’t see that one coming,” he said and swallowed hard. “You really want to be with two men at the same time?” 
 
    I chuckled. “As I said, it was just a fantasy I had a long time ago.” 
 
    “And if two guys were willing…” Archer trailed off but his heated cheeks told me there was an offer in those words and my belly instantly did a somersault. Again images of him and me together that first night did funny things to me.  
 
    “It would have to wait until I’m back home,” I said and broke eye contact with Archer. “I wouldn’t dare do it here. I mean can you imagine two alpha males like yourself? They’d end up fighting before we even got to the fun part.” 
 
    “You couldn’t handle two of my kind anyway,” Magni claimed and gave a lopsided grin. “Hell, you probably couldn’t even handle two of Archer’s type for that matter.” 
 
    Archer whipped his gaze to Magni. “Fuck you! I’m not the one whose wife left me. Apparently, Laura wasn’t so impressed with your sex skills!”  
 
    Magni’s body went rigid and the tension that emanated from him filled the room like a black haze of danger. The atmosphere had gone from playful fun to lethal in seconds, and when Archer responded to Magni’s narrowed eyes and low menacing growl by taking a fighting position, I had to interfere.  
 
    “I told you it was a stupid idea to talk about it and this just proves my point,” I said. “All you Nmen do is fight. It’s primitive and stupid.”  
 
    My provocation was strong enough to get their attention and my strategy worked; what better way to unite two enemies than to give them a shared target to channel their anger against. But just to be sure, I threw another insult at them. “You two can’t cooperate on anything. Least of all satisfying a woman.” 
 
    Magni turned his attention on me. “I don’t know what your game is but even if I wasn’t already married, I wouldn’t share my woman. If you were mine, I’d kill any man who touched you.” 
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t an offer,” I called after him when he walked out the door throwing a command over his shoulder.  
 
    “Come on, I’m taking you back to Boulder’s house for the night. You’ve had enough fun messing with our heads.” 
 
    Archer looked pissed too, but when I lifted my hand in a small wave and moved past him, he grabbed my wrist and whispered into my ear in a low gruff voice. “You might need two Momsiboys to satisfy you, but I guarantee I can do it singlehandedly if you let me.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I hurried to the drone without a word. Clearly my idea of fun had backfired. Nmen didn’t find sex a laughing matter, and I’d better remember that if I didn’t want to provoke another fight between these two highly lethal men. 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    Marco and the Women  
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    When Pearl returned from the Motherlands, she decided the solution to my and Kya’s not agreeing on anything, was to set up a school board with seven members: Khan, Pearl, Magni, Boulder, Christina, Kya, and me. All the women’s talk about democracy and sharing of power had me aging before my time. I was twenty-eight going on fifty after only days with all their “let’s talk about it” bullshit. 
 
    Marco, my assistant, finally arrived four days later than planned. He was stunned when he learned that not only would we be teaching a selected group of Nboys but ten children from the Motherlands too. I wished I could have prepared him better but for safety reasons the whole project was secret. 
 
    “But what does that mean?” he asked while he unpacked his bag and neatly placed his clothes in the closet.  
 
    I sat on a chair in his room. Boulder had built an annex on the grounds that offered us teachers a bit of privacy away from the students when we weren’t on night duty. It was a simple structure with a long porch and six rooms side by side.  
 
    “It means that we’ll be working with a few women from the Motherlands. Kya is the teacher and in a few hours her assistant, Shelly, will arrive with the first group of girls. Shelly is the older sister of one of the students and the daughter of a prominent council member.” 
 
    “So, there’s four of us? You, me, Kya, and this Shelly?” 
 
    “Actually, there’s more than that.” I rocked the chair back against the wall. “Magni, the brother of Lord Khan, is here too.” 
 
    “He is?” Marco’s eyes grew big. He had been one of my best students when I started out mentoring eight years ago. That’s why when he showed an interest in becoming a mentor last summer after graduating from college, I’d gladly agreed to take him on as my assistant.  
 
    “Magni is here because Lord Khan appointed him to protect the female teacher, Kya.” 
 
    Marco nodded. “And Shelly, who is her protector then – is it you?” 
 
    “No one. She’s only fifteen so it’s not necessary. We’ll all watch out for her.” 
 
    Marco’s eyebrows flew up. “Fifteen, that’s young for an assistant.” 
 
    “Yup, but apparently she’s some kind of genius.” I shrugged. “There’s also Christina and Pearl, who have volunteered to help when needed.” 
 
    “Wow, sounds like there’s more mentors than students.” Marco whistled.  
 
    “It’s just to begin with. Christina is an archeologist and she’s talking about digging up a part of the island that used to be a popular tourist destination. Pearl will be busy keeping an eye on Lord Khan, and Magni hopefully won’t be here long either. This is a secluded island, and once Lord Khan sees we have it under control and that Kya is not in danger from any of us, he’ll call off Magni, I hope.”  
 
    “You don’t like Magni?”  
 
    I didn’t answer that question, but said: “He’s going to be in charge of some of the fight training.” 
 
    “I thought you loved to teach fighting.” 
 
    “I do, and I’ll still be teaching the boys. Magni will focus on the students from the Motherlands.” 
 
    “Do they know how to fight?” Marco asked, closed his closet, and shoved his bag under the bed.  
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    A small chuckle escaped Marco. “That’s going to be interesting. I’ve only seen Magni once or twice but he never came across as a patient man, and teaching a class of first-time fighters will require a lot of patience.”  
 
    “True, but he insists, so we’ll let him. Do me a favor,” I said. “Keep an eye on his training and let me know what you think, will you?” 
 
    “Sure.” His dark curls were long enough to fall into his eyes and he pushed them back. I didn’t tease him about his sorry excuse for stubble.  
 
    “Good. We have two hours before the first group of students arrive. In the meantime, I want to introduce you to everyone here. Especially Kya.” I paused and my next words tasted bitter. “By the way, just so you know: Kya is ranked the same as me.” 
 
    “She’s what?” he asked, surprised.  
 
    “I know. I’m not happy about it either, but because it’s an experiment one side of the border can’t overrule the other. We have to agree on everything.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” he asked 
 
    “No. But so far we’ve agreed on the basic things and we’ll figure out the rest as we go.” 
 
    Marco nodded his head and clapped his hands together. “Anything else I should know before we go out there?” He pointed to the door.  
 
    “Yeah, I should probably warn you that the women…” I lowered my brow and thought about how to put it. “It’s not that they’re stupid, it’s just that they see the world completely differently from us and some of the things they say sound incredibly naïve and dumb. Try not to laugh, will you?” 
 
    Marco scratched his arm and tilted his head. “Give me an example so I know what to expect.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you the worst one I’ve heard so far.” I straightened my back and blew out a long breath. “Gender isn’t important in the Motherlands. Not like here anyway.” I rubbed my forehead because just thinking about the major discussion we’d had over this thing gave me a headache. “They have this twisted idea that the children should shower as a group because it demystifies the differences between them. They want the children to feel comfortable with their bodies and they get really offended when we call them crazy for even suggesting shared showers. According to them we’re sexualizing children in an unhealthy way.” 
 
    “That’s a joke, right?” Marco said. 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” I exhaled noisily. “I talked to some of the other men about it and we think it’s because they grew up that way and never knew things could be different. It’s almost like they see themselves as gender neutral, and it’s fucking sad.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not something I would laugh about,” Marco pointed out.  
 
    “No, but you get the idea, right? They say outrageous things.” 
 
    “All right.” He nodded and looked to the door. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” We moved outside and were walking toward the school building when I gave my last warning. “Oh, and Marco. Don’t be surprised if they touch you. It doesn’t mean as much to them as it does to us.” 
 
    Marco nodded but he still looked taken aback when both Pearl and Kya took his hands in a formal greeting.  
 
    For someone who had never met a female before, Marco kept impressively cool when he stood surrounded by a whole group of them. The only time he looked nervous was when Kya patted his arm. Marco’s eyes flew to Magni before he took a step back. Good move, I thought and smiled.  
 
    Only a few hours after Marco’s arrival, the first group of students arrived. It was five girls, and as agreed upon, we men waited inside the school while the women greeted them. From the looks on the other men’s faces, I’d say we were all a bit awestruck when we watched through the windows.  
 
    The first girl I noticed was Mila. I’d seen her picture and studied her back-story, but to see her in person blew me away. She was adorable and looked like an angel child with her long blond hair, blue eyes, and pretty features. And then when Pearl came to greet her, the little girl’s shy expression vanished for a smile that revealed dimples.  
 
    “Is that the assistant?” Marco asked and pointed out the window to a girl that looked slightly older than the others.  
 
    “Yeah, that must be Shelly,” I said and watched closely. 
 
    “Huh, she doesn’t look like a genius. But then I’ve never met a genius before,” Marco muttered. 
 
    “You’ve met me, haven’t you?” Lord Khan pointed out with a sly smile. He and Pearl had come up with the idea for the school and were both here to see everything went according to plan.  
 
    “Yes, Lord, I apologize,” Marco said quickly and bowed his head.  
 
    “Which one is the twin?” Magni asked.  
 
    “The one talking to Isobel,” I said and pointed to a tall girl standing next to Pearl’s mom Isobel, the chairwoman of the council in the Motherlands who’d come to supervise too. “The girl’s name is Willow.” 
 
    “And does Willow know she has a twin brother?” he asked.  
 
    “Kya says she does.” 
 
    “But does she know he’s coming tomorrow?” Magni asked.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I answered and creased my eyebrows closely together. “She doesn’t look like a twelve-year-old, does she?” Willow could have easily been fifteen with her curvy body.  
 
    “I like her.” Khan grinned and crossed his arms. “She’s going to get a lot of attention from the boys when she grows older.” 
 
    “Not much older,” Marco muttered in a solemn voice and gave me a concerned look. “She’s too beautiful.” 
 
    “I know; so is Mila, the blonde girl.”  
 
    “Yeah, but Mila is a little girl compared to Willow.” Marco crossed his arms. “Willow is…” He didn’t finish the sentence but I knew what he meant. Even from this distance we could all tell she was stunning, with large eyes and gorgeous long brown hair that cascaded down to her slim waist. The boys would definitely notice her.  
 
    “There’s no fucking way the boys are showering with her,” Magni stated in a stern voice and turned to his brother. “Next time we take a vote on that subject you better vote no.” 
 
    “Why?” Khan smirked. “My agenda was always for the children to grow up and fall in love. The women are making it really easy for us with that ludicrous suggestion.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten what it’s like to be a hormonal teenager?” Magni snapped back. “Don’t be selfish. You would have hated it, so don’t do it to others.”  
 
    “Not to forget,” I added, “that we adults would have to supervise the showers just to be sure everyone behaved themselves. And there’s no way in hell that I am doing that; I would feel like a fucking pervert.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Marco said firmly.   
 
    “All right, all right.” Khan lifted his chin. “You have a point, but you know it’s going to cost us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Marco asked because he hadn’t been part of the endless discussion with the women this past week.  
 
    “I’m willing to let the Momsies have that evening meditation they want so badly, but only if they forget the idea of shared showers,” I said.  
 
    Magni groaned. “Yeah, me too. Since the women obviously don’t have a speck of common sense, it’s up to us to protect the innocent children.” 
 
    Khan grinned. “I can’t wait till the boys get here tomorrow. That’s when the interesting part begins.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    Rowdy Boys 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    Looking over the group of boys, I squared my shoulders, aware that the boy’s first impression of me was crucial. I wasn’t their friend, and my job was to instill enough fear in them that they would respect my authority, but not alienate them to a point where they were miserable.  
 
    “Listen up,” I said and demanded their full attention. “You’re here because you’ve been selected. Each of you is in excellent health, you’re strong for your age, and you’re brave.” 
 
    Several of the boys straightened their backs and sat taller. “My name is Archer Rex and I’ve been a mentor for the last eight years. Some of you know me but the ones who don’t will soon learn that I take great pride in pushing you. I’m here to make you even stronger, sharper, and fiercer.”  
 
    Nodding to Marco, I continued. “This is my assistant, Marco. Not so long ago he was a student himself, but he’s twenty now and ready to learn the ways of a mentor. You’ll treat him with the same respect as every other mentor here at the school.” 
 
    The boys quickly looked Marco over and continued casting glances toward Magni, who stood next to me, his legs solidly planted and his arms crossed over his wide chest.  
 
    “How many of you know who I am?” Magni asked them in a gruff voice.  
 
    Every hand went up in the air.  
 
    “Then you all know that I’m Lord Khan’s brother and the second in command here in the Northlands.” 
 
    Ten heads bobbed in silent nods.  
 
    Magni shifted his balance and narrowed his eyes. “My job here is to teach the Motlanders to fight, and protect the female teacher.” 
 
    Confused looks were exchanged and one of the boys whispered: “Did he say female?”  
 
    “Let me explain,” I said and cleared my throat. “As I said, you’ve been selected for an experiment and you’ll be the first Nboys to attend a school with both boys and girls.” 
 
    The whole room lit up from the excitement that shone from their eyes and the chairs made noises as they squirmed in their seats, visibly bursting with questions.  
 
    “Two boys and eight girls from the Motherlands will be your classmates, and they are very excited to meet you.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Storm, one of the oldest boys at thirteen, asked.  
 
    “A few miles from here, but you’ll meet them soon,” I said before I was cut off by Magni, who stepped in front of me.    
 
    “But just so we’re clear, boys: if any of you little fuckers as much as scratches any of the girls, I’ll personally deal with you and hang you by your small testicles until you learn your lesson.”  
 
    Complete silence fell over the group as they paled and several sunk lower in their chairs. Magni was intimidating when he stood silently in the room, but sneering and threatening, he was a scary son of a devil.  
 
    “How many of you have met a female in real life?” I asked while walking to the side, pulling their attention away from Magni, who clearly had no experience with children. 
 
     One hand was slowly raised in the air.  
 
    “Nathan?” I said and pointed to him.  
 
    “My father won my mother in a tournament and I sometimes visit them for holidays. I have two sisters too.”  
 
    “That’s nice.” I nodded. “Anyone else? No?” Many of them were still casting nervous glances at Magni, so I spoke again. “Do any of you have questions?” 
 
    “Can we talk to the girls?” Sultan asked. He was eleven and one of the youngest. 
 
    I nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    A boy named Nero, after a famous Roman emperor, raised his hand. “What are we supposed to say to them?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m new at this too, but just talk to them like you would talk to each other.”  
 
    “Girls cry easily,” Nathan volunteered. “At least my sisters do. They don’t like it when I tease them.” 
 
    “Then don’t fucking tease them!” Magni stated dryly.  
 
    “This is an experiment,” I said. “We’re meant to learn from one another, and they are very curious about you too. We expect that you’ll all be open to learning about their ways and in return we’ll teach them about ours.” 
 
    “What are their ways?” 
 
    “Ehmm,” I thought about how to answer that because after almost a week with Kya and Raven I could mention several things they did that were unbelievably stupid, but I wanted the boys to keep an open mind. “They typically speak with soft voices and never curse. They are very friendly and smile a lot, and you’ll be taught new things such as meditation.” 
 
    “What is that?” Nero asked.  
 
    “Some kind of napping,” I answered.  
 
    “I’m too old to nap,” William, the youngest in the group, objected.  
 
    “I know, but apparently they do it a lot in the Motherlands and they want us to learn how to do it too.” 
 
    “How hard can napping be?” Solomon asked and received admiring looks from the other boys in the group. With his fourteen years, Solomon was the oldest and a tall, strong, and handsome blond boy that I had brought with me from my old school because of his clear alpha traits and superior physical skills.  
 
    The others laughed, and after eight years as a mentor I already knew my plan had worked. Solomon had been the leader of the pack at my old school and he would take that role here too. He was a born leader and because he and I had already battled in the past, I knew he accepted my authority and wouldn’t cause me problems.  
 
    “In some areas, you’ll be better than the girls,” I said. “They are beginners when it comes to fighting and survival in nature. But in other areas they’ll be better than you.”  
 
    A low snort came from Solomon. “Better at what? Napping?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Magni asked gruffly.  
 
    “Solo.” The boy had the nerve to look Magni straight in the eye and raise his chin. “After King Solomon, the greatest man who ever lived.”  
 
    I hid a smug smile, knowing that Solomon’s answer would provoke Magni, who didn’t like to be challenged by anyone. 
 
    “Well, Solo,” Magni said dryly. “That doesn’t impress me since I’m named after the Norse god of strength, who was superior to any mortal.” Magni raised an eyebrow. “Unless you’re called upon, shut the fuck up!”  
 
    The youngster was wise enough not to talk back. 
 
    “You have five minutes to find your bunk bed and meet us outside the school,” I told the boys in my most authoritarian voice. “It’s time to go and meet the Momsies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 7 
 
    First Meeting  
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Archer and I had discussed how to make the first introduction, and agreed on letting the children meet on neutral ground and walk back to the school together.  
 
    When Archer texted me that they were ready, Boulder, Pearl, Christina, and I led the Motlander children back toward the school knowing that we would meet Archer, Marco, Magni, and the Nboys halfway there.  
 
    “I wish Khan could have been here to witness it,” said Pearl and gave me an excited smile.  
 
    I nodded, but was happy the board had voted for him to stay away. It was overwhelming enough for the Nboys to meet females for the first time. If they were to meet their ruler on the same day too, it would have been too much. 
 
    Raven walked up front, chatting happily with Christina and Shelly. She had been like a fish in water ever since we arrived in the Northlands. Being too young to have heard scary rumors about the Nmen, she didn’t know they were supposed to be dangerous barbarians, so she’d met Boulder and the other men with absolute trust. It was touching to see the way the men, and in particular Boulder, had welcomed her. Most adults would have found Raven clingy with her constant need for adult attention, but Boulder welcomed it and gave her what she had missed out on for years with her mother.  
 
    Two nights ago, I’d come back to Christina’s and Boulder’s house to find Raven cuddled up like a baby in Boulder’s arms, fast asleep. 
 
    “She had a nightmare,” he had explained with a soft smile before carrying her to bed.  
 
    “I hear them,” Raven excitedly called back to me after five minutes of walking.  
 
    My heart beat like a war drum. This was it. The moment we’d been waiting for. 
 
    “Wait, Raven,” Christina called out but the girl had already started running ahead and four of the other children followed her lead.  
 
    When we caught up to them, Raven, Willow, Sky, and Nieall stood opposite the group of Nmen and Nboys, who had stopped.  
 
    “I found them,” Raven called to me proudly and I gave her a smile.  
 
    Mila and Paysey, who had already become best friends, were holding hands and staying behind Pearl and me. I noticed the smallest boy in the group of Nboys looked shy too while the older boys took in every member of our party. I’d never met a child in the Northlands before but I shouldn’t have been surprised that the boys were big for their age. From their profiles, I knew they ranged in age from eleven to fourteen, and my eyes homed in on Solomon, the oldest and tallest of the boys. He had a sleeveless t-shirt on, and it shouldn’t be possible for a child, but he was already toned with muscles and reached Archer’s chin in height. 
 
    “Boys,” Archer said and stepped into the middle. “Allow me to introduce you to Kya, who will do the introductions.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and walked toward him.  
 
    “I’m very excited about being your new teacher and I promise we’re going to have a lot of fun together.” 
 
    None of the boys were smiling but they listened attentively. “This is Pearl, who founded the school together with your ruler, Lord Khan.” Pearl waved at them. “And Christina.” Christina greeted them happily too.  
 
    “Both Pearl and Christina will be helping out from time to time, but my daily assistant will be Shelly.” 
 
    Shelly Summers took a small step forward. She was fifteen and the daughter of Sheana Rene, an esteemed member of the Council who had volunteered to let her youngest daughter, Rochelle, participate with the condition that Shelly would be there to look out for her little sister. I had been deeply grateful because many of the Motlander children had some sort of trauma behind them. They were mostly children without parents, except Rochelle, who was a healthy happy kid.  
 
    “Hello,” Shelly said and held her head high, which couldn’t be easy for a self-aware teenager with a bad condition of acne and big bushy eyebrows. “I look forward to getting to know you all.” Her eyes fell on Marco, the other assistant, before she quickly looked down.  
 
    “Thank you, Shelly,” I said and spread my hands out in a gesture of openness. “This is your new family. We are going to live together, learn together, grow together, and hopefully laugh together a whole lot. 
 
    “But the first step is to get to know each other so we’re going to play a little game called boxes. Do you know it?” 
 
    The Nboys shook their heads.  
 
    “It’s very easy to put people in boxes when we first meet them,” I said. “But sometimes we don’t put them in the right box because people are not just one thing. They are many things.” 
 
    “We’re going to build two big boxes, symbolized by squares on the ground,” Archer explained. “Use sticks to form them. Go!”  
 
    The two groups of children hurried to do his bidding and soon two large squares had been formed.  
 
    “I want all Northlanders to stand in that box.” I pointed and went to place myself in the other square. “And all Motlanders join me over here. 
 
    There we were, three women, a teenager, and ten children gazing at four men and ten boys.  
 
    “All right,” I said. “But now I want it to be boys and men on that side and girls and women on this side.” 
 
    Tommy and Nieall nervously moved closer to each other but didn’t move out of the Motlander square.  
 
    “Come on,” Archer called. “We won’t bite, and it’s boys on this side.” When they finally walked to the other box, Marco, Magni, Boulder, and Archer all welcomed them enthusiastically.  “This is Nieall and Tommy,” Archer said to the other boys, who made room for them.  
 
    “All right, let’s try something different,” I announced. “Let’s split it into grownups over here and kids over there.” 
 
    Again, Raven was the first to run ahead and with her she brought laughter and the seven other girls. Shelly stayed with us and shot me an insecure look. “Stay here. To them you’re an adult,” I whispered to her.  
 
    The twenty children were cramped in the square, and it was interesting to see how the shy children made sure to stay as far away from the new group of children as possible.  
 
    “Okay, now box one is for the people who like to get up early and box two is for those of us who like to sleep in.” This time the children mixed: the younger leaning toward getting up early with Archer and Marco, while Magni, Boulder, and some of the older boys joined us in box one.  
 
    From then on we mixed around according to breakfast versus dinner, running versus walking, movies versus books, and we also made boxes for the talkative, the shy, the funny, and then I asked: “Get into box one if you’re excited about getting to know your new family and get into box two if you’re not.”  
 
    Everyone walked toward box one except Solomon, who sauntered to box two and stood for a second enjoying being in the spotlight, before he broke into a wide grin and joined us.  
 
    “Now that we’ve decided to be a family, we need to learn each other’s names,” I said. “We’re going to learn while we walk back to the school.” I did a quick round of pairing them up and had them stand in a line of two. “Okay, you only have a minute with the person next to you before we switch. There will be a quiz when we get back to the school and whoever can remember most names wins, so pay attention.” 
 
    Archer and I walked behind the line of children, who all chatted away as we moved in the direction of the school.  
 
    “That went pretty well,” he said and smiled.  
 
    “Yes, so far so good.”  
 
    “Switch,” I called out and Solomon, who was in the lead with Willow, moved to the back while the other kids in his line moved forward.  
 
    “When are you gonna tell them?” Archer nodded ahead to Hunter and Willow, who were now walking side by side, introducing themselves to each other.    
 
    At first I didn’t reply. I was too fascinated with the sight of the twins, who were shyly talking and exchanging names with each other.  
 
    “Tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll tell them tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why not today?” 
 
    “For the same reason I didn’t want Khan to be here. Children can only handle so much at a time.” 
 
    After making sure the children had spent a minute with each of their new classmates, we had them sit by the long table in the dining room, naming each student in a quiz. 
 
    There were a few laughs at some of the wrong guesses of names but overall the children had a good memory and Paysey, Rochelle, and Sultan scored a hundred percent correct answers.  
 
    I held up a hand and looked at the three winners. “You get to pick the person you want to work with for the next assignment. However, you can’t pick one from your own country.” 
 
    Archer spoke up. “Paysey, why don’t you pick one of the boys to be your partner?” 
 
    Paysey’s cheeks turned tomato red with everyone staring at her and I was afraid she would start crying, so I walked over to take her hand, but before I got there, Nathan, who sat closest to her, spoke up. “You can pick me.”  
 
    I instantly liked him for the genuine smile he shot her. The boy had two sisters and a bit more experience with females than the rest. 
 
    Sultan picked Mila, and Rochelle picked Hunter, and we took all the children outside.  
 
    “We’re going to play a game,” Archer explained and directed the children.  
 
    Pearl came over to stand next to me, leaning against me so our shoulders touched. “I smell foul play,” she whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Don’t you find it suspicious that none of these boys is the slightest bit ugly? I mean, one handsome boy would make sense, but this…” Pearl narrowed her eyes. “What criteria did Archer use when he chose them? Was good looks one of them?” 
 
    “They are very nice-looking,” I admitted. “But so are our children.” 
 
    “Our children are normal kids. Maybe Mila and Willow are prettier than the average, but the Nboys…” Pearl trailed off. “I think Khan is up to something.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I’m not sure but I’m going to figure it out,” she said with a solemn expression in her eyes. “But let’s not talk about that now.” Pearl snaked her hand under my arm and gave me a smile. “Today is such a great day and we’re not going to let anything spoil it.” 
 
    I smiled back at her. “You’re right! It is a good day. And tomorrow will be the children’s first real school day – That’s going to be interesting.”  
 
    For a while we stood quietly watching Archer and Marco guiding the children in some sort of game that made little sense to us. The box game had been my suggestion; this one was Archer’s introduction game. 
 
    “Should we get involved?” Pearl asked when two boys got into a loud discussion. But before we had a chance to do anything about it, Marco was master of the situation, grabbing each boy with a strong hand and pulling them apart. He shoved them in front of him, leading them away from the group. 
 
    “What do you think he’s telling them?” I asked Pearl, not liking the way the two young boys stood with their heads down. 
 
    “He’s probably threatening them with a painful death or something.” Pearl’s tone was sarcastic, but the look we exchanged said that none of us would be surprised if it really was the case. 
 
    “It’s going to take a while to get used to their ways.” 
 
    We both frowned when the two young boys dropped to the ground and started doing push-ups. Marco was counting and some of the Motlander children stopped to watch. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Tommy, who stood closest to us, asked. 
 
    Hunter turned back and answered: “They’re taking their punishment.” 
 
    “But it looks like fun,” Tommy exclaimed. “I wanna see if I can do that.” A second later, Tommy was on the ground imitating what he saw the two boys doing with Marco. Nicki and Raven quickly followed suit, and I couldn’t hide a smile when a small group of the Motlander children were doing push-ups for fun, undermining the punishment that Marco had given the two boys.  
 
    “What the fuck are you guys doing?” Archer called out, his hands on his hips and his face scrunched in annoyance. 
 
    Raven got up, brushed her hands off, and walked toward him. “It’s not fair that they get to have all the fun, and you shouldn’t call us guys when some of us are girls.” 
 
    “Push-ups aren’t supposed to be fun,” Archer explained. “Marco was teaching the boys a lesson because they couldn’t stop fighting. It’s a punishment.” 
 
    Raven furrowed her eyebrows in confusion. “Why would you punish them? Don’t you know that the moment we need love the most is when we’re most unlovable?” 
 
    Archer shook his head and sighed. “That’s not exactly how we do things here.” 
 
    “So you don’t do love circles?” Raven asked innocently. 
 
    “What the hell is a love circle?” Storm asked with a small snicker. 
 
    “We can show you,” Willow said and gave a sweet smile to Storm.  
 
    I took a step forward but Pearl placed a hand on my arm. “Kya, don’t,” she said softly. 
 
    “Archer.” Willow turned to face the large man. “Can we show what a love circle is?” 
 
    “You have to address me as Mr. Archer,” he corrected her and crossed his arms. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Archer,” Willow said. “So can we?” 
 
    She took his small nod as a yes and called all the Motlander children together in a circle. “Oscar and Nikola, the two boys who had been fighting, were walking back to the group with Marco. 
 
    “Oscar and Nikola, you two have to stand in the middle,” Raven called out to them. 
 
    Archer and Marco took a position outside the circle with the other Northland children, and it was clear to see that they found the whole thing ridiculous. 
 
    “Now what?” Storm asked. 
 
    “Now we shower them with love,” Willow explained and since this was something the children from the Motherlands had all done since early childhood, they needed no further instructions. Holding hands, they walked closer, making the circle smaller until they were shoulder to shoulder surrounding the two boys. 
 
    Oscar and Nikola didn’t look too comfortable when the children all placed a hand on them and started singing. It was the traditional love song, using simple words. 
 
      
 
    Take my love and fill your heart.  
 
    That’s all you need for a fresh start. 
 
    No need to fight, no need to scare. 
 
    You are loved and we all care.  
 
      
 
    The children had reached the part of the song where they made funny faces to cheer up the person in the middle. Oscar and Nikola made funny faces back at them and standing back to back they started circling slowly, guided by the Motlander children, who knew the importance of looking everyone in the eye.  
 
    It was hard not to laugh when the children collectively gave a group hug, squeezing Oscar and Nikola together in the middle. 
 
    Archer clapped his hands to get their attention back. “Thank you for the demonstration, that looks… ehhm… fun, but I think it’s time to play some more games.” He pointed to Marco and Shelly. “You got this?”  
 
    Marco nodded and whistled loudly while gesturing for the children to follow him. Like a pack of wolves, twenty children followed the young man with Shelly taking up the tail end. 
 
    “Kya, can I talk to you?” Archer asked in a serious tone. 
 
    “Sure,” I said and was relieved when Pearl took her leave with a quick explanation that she needed to get back to Khan, who would be curious about how the first day had gone. I didn’t want her to see us have another argument. 
 
    “Just so we’re clear, if any of the students need punishment, I’ll make sure they get it. And it won’t be in some fucking love circle,” Archer said. 
 
    “I know, you told me so already.” 
 
    “And what happened to that no-hands policy that I insisted on?” 
 
    “As long as there’s no groping or hitting, I really don’t see the problem with them touching.” I tilted my head. “I told you a million times, touching is healthy, and besides, they will be touching when they massage each other tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Archer made an annoyed sound in the back of his throat. “How about I take the Nboys running while you do the massage thing with your kids?” 
 
    “No! We’re not having two schools in one school.” I crossed my arms. “First they will do massage and then they will go running with you.” 
 
    Archer got that stubborn expression on his face that I had come to know so well. “They will go running in the morning as the first thing when they wake up. After that, you can lull them back to sleep with your meditation and massage, but not before my running.” 
 
    “You’re a stubborn mule.” 
 
    “I thought you said calling each other names was immature,” he pointed out in reference to an earlier discussion we’d had. 
 
    “Yes, I apologize,” I said politely. “But you drive me crazy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey, but you were crazy way before you even came here.” He turned his back on me and walked away with a shaking head, muttering: “A fucking love circle.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    Telling the Twins  
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Archer woke the kids up in the most brutal way. He and Marco simply walked into the sleeping dorms, turned on the light, and started shouting. The Nboys, who seemed used to the drill, got up, dressed, and gathered outside – all within a few minutes. 
 
    The children from the Motherlands, however, were confused, tired, and cranky at being dragged out of bed in such a rude manner. Victoria even started crying. 
 
    “Would you please stop shouting,” I told Marco in a firm voice.  
 
    Marco looked horrified at Victoria, as if he had never seen a girl cry before, which in all fairness he hadn’t. 
 
    “What happened?” A gruff voice from behind me asked. I turned to see Magni. “Why is she crying? Did you hurt her?” He scowled at Marco.  
 
    “Get out, all of you,” I instructed and squatted down next to Victoria. “What’s wrong, honey?” I asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “It scares me when people shout,” she managed to get out in between her crying. 
 
    “Is it because of what happened to you?” I caressed her hair. “I know about the tornado and how you lost your family, and I want you to know that you can talk to me about how you feel.” 
 
    Victoria opened up and told about the tragic day when her family unit had been swept away and she’d been the only one to survive. “It was early morning and I was still sleeping when my dad came yelling. I only survived because I hid behind the built-in.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “It was my favorite hiding place when we played hide and seek, so when my dad shouted for us all to get to safety, I chose that spot.” She rubbed her eyes. “It was in the kitchen, under the built-in benches, just big enough for me to fit in. My brother once tried, but his shoulders got stuck, so it was my spot.” 
 
    “And no one else made it?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head and looked down. “No, just me.” 
 
    I had known about this from her file. Victoria wasn’t the only student with a traumatic background, which was logical, since most of the kids didn’t have parents. They had been the easiest children to include in the experiment, since every normal parent in the Motherlands would refuse sending their children to the Northlands.  
 
    That’s why it had been such a triumph for Christina and me when Sheana Rene, one of the councilwomen from the Motherlands, had volunteered her two daughters. At least Rochelle and Shelly were healthy and not suffering from any major issues.     
 
    It took a while before Victoria was ready to go outside. But then I considered it a small victory that she had opened up and told about the trauma she had experienced only a few months ago. Dealing with emotional issues was something I was comfortable with, as it was connected to my work with children with special needs. I understood that even the best teacher in the world can’t teach a student anything if the child is worried, scared, or emotionally shut down in some way. 
 
    Victoria and I missed the running. Instead we sat soaking up the morning sun and waited for the others to come back. The first one to arrive was, predictably Solomon, followed by Storm and Hunter. Archer arrived with the tail end of the children from the Motherlands. The Nboys didn’t even look out of breath, and Nieall and some of the girls from the Motherlands looked to be in fine shape too.  
 
    “How far did you run?” I asked Archer. 
 
    “Just two miles,” he said. “It’s just to get the blood pumping; we’ll do longer runs soon. Tomorrow you’ll join us, right?”  
 
    I nodded.   
 
    “Okay, let’s get the breakfast going.” Archer clapped his hands. “If your name is on the list and you have breakfast duty, you will join Marco and Shelly in the kitchen; if not, head for the shower and get dressed – we’ll be eating in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Run along,” I told Victoria with a smile and went to help with the breakfast. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the children sat around the long dining table eating breakfast. 
 
     “Here, have a piece of bacon,” Nero offered Tommy, who happily snatched a piece from the plate. 
 
    “Ehhm, Tommy,” I said. “You don’t want to eat that, honey, it’s the real thing and not a substitute.” 
 
    He looked at the bacon in his hand and back to me as if he didn’t understand.  
 
    “It comes from a real pig,” I explained and complete silence fell around the table as everyone turned to look at me. 
 
    “What’s wrong with eating bacon?” William asked.  
 
    “Yeah, what’s wrong with eating bacon?” Marco chimed in. 
 
    “In the Motherlands, we don’t kill other species,” I said patiently. “What’s wrong is that in order for this bacon to be made, a pig had to die.” 
 
    “That’s so sad.” Victoria looked like she was about to cry again. 
 
    “What if that pig had friends and family?” Raven asked William, who had just stuffed his mouth full of bacon. 
 
    “If you don’t like to eat bacon or meat, no one is forcing you,” Archer said pragmatically.  
 
    “I like my bacon,” Solomon announced with a shrug.  
 
    “But what if…” Victoria didn’t have a chance to finish her sentence before Archer cut her off. 
 
    “Look, no one is forcing anyone to eat meat. At every meal there will be both vegetarian and normal food so everyone can make their own choices. Understood?” 
 
    “Vegetarian food is normal food for some of us,” I pointed out and noted how Tommy was still casting longing glances at the bacon. 
 
    “Finish your breakfast, you have about ten minutes to get ready for the start of school,” I informed them. “This morning Shelly will be leading you in your first meditation together.” 
 
    I waited for the kids to finish their meal and start breaking up before I tapped Hunter and Willow on the shoulder and signaled for them to come with me. 
 
    “There’s something special about you two,” I told them when they sat in front of me in my small office. “Can you guess what it is?” 
 
    Willow let her beautiful green eyes roam over Hunter and he frowned back at her.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s special about her, but I’m the fastest runner here,” Hunter said proudly, and I didn’t bring up that Solomon and Storm had beaten him this morning.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant by special.” Giving them a minute to think, I asked them to stand up and face each other. 
 
    “Do you remember having met before?”  
 
    “No.” Hunter shook his head. 
 
    Willow on the other hand narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Does the name Jeremy mean anything to you?” she asked him. 
 
    “No,” he repeated. 
 
    She drew in a sigh. “I had a brother named Jeremy.” Her voice was soft and pleasant. “We grew up together until we were three years old and he was sent to the Northlands. I don’t remember much about him, but I imagine he would look like you by now.” 
 
    “Do you remember having a sister?” I asked Hunter. 
 
    “I don’t remember anything from my life before I came here.” Hunter turned to look at me. “What is this about?” 
 
    “Your name wasn’t always Hunter; did you know that?” I asked him. 
 
    Willow’s eyes expanded and she held her breath, turning her eyes to me expectantly.  
 
    I smiled at them both. “That’s right, you two are siblings.” 
 
    Hunter gaped while Willow impulsively flung her arms around his neck and gave him a big hug. “I never thought I would see you again!” 
 
    “Wait, I have a sister?” he muttered. 
 
    “A twin sister,” I clarified and almost laughed at the way he stood stiffly, holding his arms back from touching Willow. “It’s okay, Hunter,” I chuckled. “You can hug her back.” 
 
    Slowly Hunter wrapped his arms around Willow’s back and allowed her to hug him for another five seconds before he pulled back. “How come you remember me when I don’t remember you?” 
 
    “Because I’ve seen pictures of us together.” 
 
    “But why was I sent here?” 
 
    “Your mother was a peacekeeper,” I said and explained: “The Nmen have a peace treaty with the Motherlands and as part of that agreement they receive a number of boys from us each year. Women who agree to carry an Nboy are honored among us and called peacekeepers because their sacrifice keeps us all safe.” 
 
    “You really don’t remember me at all?” Willow was looking into Hunter’s eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered.  
 
    “So how do you feel now that you know that I’m your sister?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “I don’t know. Strange, I suppose.” 
 
    “Aren’t you happy?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not sure how to feel about it.” He scratched his arm and looked away.  
 
    Placing a hand on each of their shoulders, I said: “Don’t worry, you have plenty of time to figure this out and get to know each other again. First, I think we should go and share the good news with the rest of the children but after we’ve done the morning massage, I suggest that you two take a walk and talk. I can imagine you have questions that you want to have answered.” 
 
    “Yes, I want to know everything about what happened to you after you were sent here,” Willow said excitedly. “And I can tell you all about what happened to me too; how I grew up, who my friends are, how I felt about coming here, and how much I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Willow took Hunter’s hand and he tensed up. “I don’t think you should touch me. If Archer or Magni sees it, I’m going to be in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” She laughed. “We’re not just ordinary students, we’re twins, and that means we’re supposed to be best friends and hold hands as much as we want to.” 
 
    Hunter looked skeptical but followed us when we walked back into the schoolroom where the others were finishing up their meditation. 
 
    “So, what do you think of your first meditation?” I asked in the direction of some of the Nboys. 
 
    “Feels a little silly,” Nero chuckled. 
 
    “That’s just until you get used to it,” I assured him and moved into the cozy corner where they were all currently sitting. 
 
    “I have some really good news,” I said and got everyone’s attention. “This is such a wonderful experiment because not only are we bringing together boys and girls from each side of the border, we’re also bringing together a pair of twins.” I smiled widely when Willow couldn’t hide her enthusiastic excitement and wrapped an arm around her brother’s shoulder, beaming at the rest of the students.  
 
    “Hunter is my twin,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “For real?” Solomon made big eyes and looked to Hunter. “She’s your sister?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” Hunter said.  
 
    “Do we have more siblings in the group?” Raven asked excitedly.  
 
    “No, I’m afraid not, but aren’t you really happy for Hunter and Willow?”  
 
    Congratulations were heard from around the room and a bunch of questions were asked.  
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have time to answer all the questions right now,” I said. “It’ll have to wait because right now you’re going to have your first morning massage.” 
 
    Archer and Marco exchanged a long glance and moved to the end of the room as if they would have nothing to do with this.  
 
    “I want all the Nboys to lie down flat on their back,” I instructed. “Spread out so you don’t touch each other.” 
 
    When the boys were all lying down, I continued. “The rest of you know what to do, so just pick a person and get started on a foot rub. I’ll time it to ten minutes and then you’ll swap.” 
 
    When the Nboys understood what morning massage actually meant some of them started to complain.  
 
    “I don’t want anyone touching my feet,” Solomon said, and since he had already established himself as a kind of leader of the pack yesterday, the other boys started to grump about it too. 
 
    “I’m sure that not everyone was eager to go running this morning either,” I said and tilted my head. “But to make it easier for you, Marco will become an example and show you how it’s done.” I turned my head to Marco, who stood leaning against the wall next to Archer in the back of the room. “Won’t you, Marco?” I needed him to trump Solomon’s authority to get the other boys on board.   
 
    Marco didn’t look happy about it, but he did move over to the cozy corner and lay down.  
 
    “Now, if Marco is willing to let Shelly give him a foot rub, I’m sure the rest of you can deal with it too.” 
 
    A few more grumpy questions were heard. 
 
    “Why do we have to do this again?” 
 
    “But I thought we weren’t supposed to touch each other?” 
 
    “What if my feet stink?” 
 
    “You just took a shower, Storm, so they’d better not,” I said. “Just close your eyes, lie back, and enjoy it. In ten minutes you will be the one giving a foot rub.”  
 
    Except for a few chuckles and giggles, the room was quiet and from the look of it, ten boys and one young man were starting to enjoy themselves. 
 
    “Time to swap,” I called out when the ten minutes were up. 
 
    “I almost fell asleep.” William yawned. “Can we do that every day? I like it.” 
 
    “I’m happy you like it, William.” My voice was sugarcoated as I shot a long glance at Archer, who had opposed this part of my curriculum. “Tomorrow we’ll do a back massage.” 
 
    Solomon lit up. “With or without shirts on?” he asked and his eyes instantly fell on Willow. 
 
    “With shirts on!” Archer boomed. “And don’t get any funny ideas or I’ll have you running around the building fifty times before lunch.” 
 
    Solomon didn’t look too worried, and when some of the other boys knocked shoulders with him in what I assumed was a sign of respect, he laughed.  
 
    Three hours of science and math followed, until it was time for lunch. After that the children had an hour to themselves, and many spent it on getting to know each other. Most of them still kept to the children they had come with, however. 
 
    Archer had argued that fight training should be after lunch to get the blood pumping, so we started up with an hour of fight training that afternoon.  
 
    “Welcome to your first fight training,” Archer said loudly. “Since some of you have already trained for years and some of you have never trained at all, we’ll separate you into two groups. If you’re new at fighting, go with Magni while the rest of you come with me.” 
 
    The children quickly formed two groups and Archer, who had tied his hair back and put on a pair of comfortable low-hanging shorts and a tank top, continued: “Magni and Marco will stay with the group of beginners to assist.”  
 
     “Gather in a circle, sit down, and keep quiet,” Magni instructed. “First I’m going to show you some basic movements that are…” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight,” Nicki objected and ran to me. “I don’t like it when people fight.” Nicki was only ten and I knew from her file that she’d experienced some unpleasant things in her early childhood.  
 
    “It’s okay.” I stroked her hair. “No one is going to hurt you, but we have to learn about their culture, and fighting is one of the things that children are taught in school here.” 
 
    Nicki’s shoulders sank and she looked down with a sad pout.  
 
    “You know what, sweetie, why don’t I learn with you? I wasn’t lucky enough to go to school where I could learn things like this, and I trust that Magni won’t hurt me.” I stepped into the circle of children. “I know he looks big and dangerous, but Magni is a very good friend of mine.” 
 
    Magni frowned, but didn’t challenge my statement.  
 
    “Okay, ehhm, let’s see,” he said and looked directly at Nicki. “Rather than teaching you how to fight, why don’t we focus on how you can protect yourself? First you have to learn how to block a punch.” He instructed and I played along, doing as he told me to. Next he wanted to teach us how to get out of a strong grip from behind. “Let’s say someone attacks you from behind and grabs you like this.” He pulled my back against his chest, placing one arm across my belly and the other just above my breasts. “What are you gonna do? How will you get out of this grip?” 
 
    “Try to get free, Kya.” Raven got up from her cross-legged position to sit on her knees and follow closely. “You can do it.” 
 
    I wriggled my body, but his grip just tightened and I could feel Magni’s warm breath against my neck. Pushing at his arms didn’t help either, and when I tried stomping his foot, Magni lifted me from the ground as if I weighed nothing. I didn’t give up, though, and kept struggling, until he released me very suddenly.  
 
    “Maybe it’s better if Marco steps in here to demonstrate,” he said. 
 
    “Why? I wanna learn too,” I objected because now I was annoyed after having felt helpless in his arms. I wanted to know how to get out of it if it ever happened in real life. 
 
    “Then look.” He signaled for Marco to come and join him and together they demonstrated what to do before they had the rest of us do it. I was especially impressed with Raven, who fought with everything she had. 
 
    “For the last ten minutes of today’s session, I want you to go and watch the Nboys fight. It’s just so you can get an idea of what we’re going for,” Magni told them, and Marco, Shelly, and all the children went to watch the Nboys and Archer train, while Magni pulled me aside.  
 
    “Don’t fucking do that again,” he scolded me. 
 
    “What did I do?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “You fucking wriggled up against me like a cat in heat.” 
 
    “Uhh, that’s not true,” I sputtered with indignation. “I was trying to get out of your grip.” 
 
    “Well then, let me tell you right now, if a man actually does attack you, wriggling your butt into his dick is only going to entice him further. I’m a married man and I can’t be in front of a group of kids with a racing heart and a hard-on.” 
 
    “Don’t be vulgar!” 
 
    Magni raised a brow. “I don’t fucking care if my words offend you. Just don’t do it again, okay?” 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t about me,” I said, taking a deep breath to steady myself. “I can see that you’re hurting, and missing your wife. Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “No, all you need to know is that Laura is coming back.” 
 
    “That’s great. When can I meet her?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” He rubbed his nose as a sign of irritation. “I sent her a video but I didn’t get a reply yet.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know for sure if she’s coming back?” 
 
    Magni’s eyes pinned me, but he didn’t answer. 
 
    I had to ask the question that was burning in my throat: “How long will you wait for her?” 
 
    “Why? Are you offering yourself as a substitute?” His voice was gruff with emotion. 
 
    I was taken aback by his directness. “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    “Well, I’m no fucking mind reader and I’m confused about the signals you’re sending, so tell me straight up: Are you coming on to me?” 
 
    “No! Why would you think that?” I asked, taking a small step back.   
 
    “Because you smile and laugh at me, and tell me about your sexual fantasies. I would say that’s coming on to me,” he argued. “Not to forget the time in your apartment when you were rubbing yourself against me.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” I was stunned that he could’ve misread me like that. 
 
    Magni arched an eyebrow. “Just say it, Kya. Are you asking to have a sexual relationship with me?” 
 
    Something inside of me snapped. I might be curious about them, I might even do some things that were strange to them, like touching; but for Magni to think that I wanted to have sex with him and accuse me so blatantly of coming on to him was so off. Boiling with annoyance, I didn’t play nice.  
 
    “I told you about a sexual fantasy that I had long before I even met you. I also pointed out that I couldn’t imagine doing it with someone here in the Northlands and yet in your arrogant little head, you managed to make it about you.”  
 
    “Did you just call me arrogant?” 
 
    “Right to your face!” I raised my chin up.  
 
    Magni lowered his eyebrows and shifted his balance. “So, you’re not interested in having sex with me?” he asked slowly.  
 
    “That’s right. You’re completely safe and don’t have to worry about me throwing myself at you like… what was it that you said?… a cat in heat.” 
 
    “Huh!” He huffed. “I completely misread your signals then. I was sure you were horny.” 
 
    That comment had me flashing bright red, pivoting around and leaving with an offended snort.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 9 
 
    Status Meeting 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    On Saturday night, we had a meeting with all seven members of the school board while the kids enjoyed a bonfire outside, supervised by Marco and Shelly. 
 
    “So, tell me, are you happy with the first week?” Khan placed both hands behind his neck and leaned back in his seat. 
 
    “Yes, I’m proud of the children for making such a great effort,” Kya said softly. 
 
    “Hmm; from what I’ve heard, not everything has gone smoothly,” Khan said challengingly and looked to me for a more honest report. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath before I spoke: “There have been some successes. But we’re also facing some challenges that we need to work through.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “The boys are definitely pushing boundaries and we’ve had a few, ehhm…” I thought about how to put it and ended up using the word “…incidents.” 
 
    Boulder started chuckling softly and received the stink-eye from Christina. “It’s not funny,” she said.  
 
    “Oh, come on, you’ve got to admit that it was funny when the boys took it upon themselves to expand the vocabulary of the children from the Motherlands.” 
 
    “Teaching them the foulest curse words they know isn’t funny,” Kya insisted. 
 
    Boulder and I had a hard time not smiling. “What did you expect?” I asked. 
 
    “You might find this innocent, but in my classroom such language won't be tolerated,” Kya said in a firm voice. 
 
    “But that's just it, isn't it? It's not your classroom, it's our classroom,” I reminded her. 
 
    Kya angled her head and used that same patient teacher tone she used with the children. “Then maybe you men could show a good example and stop using foul language,” she suggested. “It really is very unsophisticated.” 
 
    Khan leaned over the table, his eyes narrowed and his brow wrinkled. “Did it ever occur to you that we don't like how you speak either? You may call it sophisticated, but we call it fucking annoying with those honeyed voices and childish words. We like how we talk! It's colorful, it's precise, and I'm not fucking changing how I speak because you girls don't like it.” 
 
    “We’re not girls,” Christina pointed out quickly. “Unless you wish to be referred to as a boy, you’d better call us women.” 
 
    There was a charged moment between the two until Pearl placed a hand gently on Khan's arm and spoke. “We knew there would be cultural challenges and that's okay. Ultimately it will have to be up to each child how they wish to speak. I'm confident that the children from the Motherlands will quickly readjust themselves once they go back.” 
 
    That seemed to calm Khan down and he turned his attention on me again. “What other incidents have you had?” 
 
    “There's been more teasing at night than we normally see in our schools,” I said and stretched my feet under the table. “You know, the boys turning on the light in the girls’ dorm, the girls reciprocating, lots of giggling and daring to do things they shouldn't.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty innocent,” Khan said. 
 
    “It is,” I confirmed but Kya cut me off before I had a chance to continue.  
 
    “You call the snake in Willow's bed an innocent prank? Didn’t you see how terrified she was?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a poisonous snake,” I pointed out dryly.   
 
    “Still. And what about the frog in Victoria's boot, or the two spiders in Raven’s hair?” 
 
    Khan groaned and looked to Magni and me. “I know this is all innocent fun but…” He gave a nod in the direction of the women. “They’re sensitive and don’t share our sense of humor.” 
 
    “That’s because your humor isn’t funny,” Pearl said with a sweet smile and leaned against him. 
 
    Khan rewarded her with a private smile and instructed us men: “Don’t let the boys get away with it. Just set an example and make it stop.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” I argued.  
 
    “Yes, it is.” Khan insisted. “Just fucking punish them if they won’t listen.” 
 
    “I would be more than happy to,” Magni defended himself. “But then what do we do about the girls’ revenge? Do we punish them too?” 
 
    “What revenge?” Khan asked.  
 
    Kya wrung her hands. “I’m not proud of it, but the girls brought in a jar of mosquitoes and left it in the boy’s dorm overnight. They've been scratching everywhere for days now.” 
 
    Christina looked to Boulder, who was smiling smugly. “I can't imagine who gave the girls that idea,” she said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Hey, no one touches my Raven.” Boulder crossed his arms and I frowned at him. We all loved Raven but because she and Kya had lived with Boulder and Christina when they first arrived, Boulder had formed a special bond with the girl. Seeing her leave in a few years was no doubt going to be painful for him.  
 
    Khan made a dismissive hand gesture. “Just give the boys something to ease the itching. We’re in 2437, for fuck’s sake. How hard can it be?”  
 
    “I wanted to, but Archer said that the pain would teach them a lesson,” Kya explained.  
 
    “That’s right,” Boulder agreed. “They need to learn not to mess with the girls.”  
 
    “But it's not all negative,” Kya insisted quickly. “Willow and Hunter are bonding. He's very protective of her, just like we predicted he would be.” 
 
    “She's very protective of him too,” Magni pointed out. “Yesterday I punished him for teasing one of the younger boys and Willow came rushing to her brother’s defense.” He wrinkled his brow. “She actually started arguing with me that Hunter shouldn't be forced to climb the tree because it was too dangerous.” 
 
    “See?” Kya nodded enthusiastically. “Isn’t that nice?” 
 
    Magni scrunched up his face. “No, it's not fucking nice. I don't like it when students question my authority, and I could have thought of a much harder punishment than climbing a tree.” 
 
    “And how about the fight training?” Khan asked and changed the subject.  
 
    “I've never had a better group of boys to work with,” I said. “All of the Nboys are born warriors; they are physically strong, fast, and skilled at fighting.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Pearl asked and turned to look at Khan. “Were these boys somehow chosen based upon their physical strength or did you pick a wide representation of normal boys like we agreed upon?” 
 
    “All Nboys are physically strong and skilled,” Khan said and gave me a pointed look. “Right, Archer?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, because I didn't want to upset my ruler and tell the women the truth: that the boys had been handpicked and were all the best of the best in the Northlands. 
 
    “Interesting,” Pearl said slowly. “So, you are saying that if we go to a normal school here in the Northlands, we’ll see boys of this caliber in every classroom? And while we’re on the topic, would these ordinary boys be as handsome as the boys here?” 
 
    We men exchanged quick looks because we all knew the truth; after all, it made complete sense that we would pick the most handsome ones to impress the girls and hopefully make them want to stay. 
 
    “We can talk about that later,” Khan told Pearl with a raised eyebrow. “For now, I want to focus on the integration between the boys and the girls.” 
 
    “Well I for one am very positive that this experiment will be a huge success,” Kya said with a smile. “I see the boys liking the massage and the meditation, and they’re very open to our ways of teaching. Once the initial teasing is over I think we’ll all be one big happy family.” 
 
    I clicked my tongue because this was a good example of how naïve Kya was. “The only reason they like your teaching,” I said, “is because you don't punish them when they don’t pay attention. From what I can see they’re more occupied with finding ways to tease the girls and get their attention than actually learning anything. I'm not sure that it's such a good idea to have them learn together. It seems to affect the boys’ concentration negatively.” 
 
    “It's natural for the children to be curious about each other,” Kya said defensively. 
 
    “I get that, but I don't see your children having any problems concentrating. It's our boys who are having it the worst and it's not fair to them.” 
 
    It was Kya’s turn to cross her arms. “I told you this would happen. The Nboys are curious, and they sit there wondering how the girls look without their clothes on, which is why having shared showers would have demystified it and made it possible for them to concentrate in school. You don’t see Tommy and Nieall having trouble concentrating, do you?” 
 
    Both Magni and I gave loud groans and exasperated sighs. “Here we go again,” he muttered while I pointed straight at Kya and almost sneered. “There will be no shared showers; we already took a vote on this.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” Kya pursed her lips downward. “But I'm just saying it would help your boys to be less curious.” 
 
    I raked my hands through my hair in frustration. “No. Just a big fucking no! And just for the record, Kya, I don't think your girls would like to shower with our boys either.” 
 
    “Why not? They've been showering with boys their whole lives.” 
 
    “That might be, but were they ever in love with any of those boys?” I challenged her.  
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “No, of course not, they’re just children.” 
 
    “True, but in case you haven't noticed, Willow has a crush on Solo.” 
 
    “No, she doesn't,” Kya protested. 
 
    “Then why is she flirting with him?” I asked with irritation. 
 
    “Willow is just being friendly. You men simply misinterpret female friendliness, that's all.” 
 
     “I don't think so,” I argued. “The two of them have been exchanging long glances since they met, and I hear her giggle whenever she’s near him.” 
 
    “You're out of your mind,” Kya objected. 
 
    Christina spoke up. “Kya, it's pretty evident that several of the boys like Willow. You and I talked about that, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but she doesn’t like any of them like that.”  
 
    “Maybe you’re right, but I have to agree with the men on this one; from what I can see, Willow is giving Solo an awful lot of attention and she lights up around him.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Christina, pleased that at least one of the women was honest enough to admit the obvious. “Kya, you may not like it, but it’s true. I even heard Solo and Hunter argue about Willow yesterday. Solo is definitely interested in her and Hunter doesn't like it.”  
 
    Khan had a satisfied smile on his face but didn't take part in our discussion. 
 
    “I’ll observe more closely,” Kya said and squirmed in her seat. “Are we almost done here? I would like to join the children outside.” 
 
    “No, we're not done yet,” I said firmly. “There’s still the question of your history lessons that we need to discuss. I refuse to let you fill our boys with lies about their forefathers.” 
 
    “It's not lies,” Kya shot back. “Men suppressed women for thousands of years; that's a fact.” 
 
    “It’s bullshit and so is your stupid rule about sharing.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We always teach children to share.” 
 
    “And I’m telling you to stop it!” I gave Kya a hard look. “We’re supposed to teach our children how to cope with real life and in this country, we don’t fucking share everything.” Pointing an accusing finger at her, I said: “Because of you, Storm had the audacity to ask if he could use my cabin, yesterday.” 
 
    “Your cabin?”  
 
    “Yeah, he said you insisted everyone should share and he offered me his bunk bed for the night if he could take my cabin.”  
 
    Kya frowned. “That’s not what I meant when I said the kids should share.” 
 
    “No? Then how about your idiotic rule about inclusiveness. Did or didn’t you tell the boys to include Nieall?” 
 
    “I did. No one should be left out.” Kya raised her chin. 
 
    “Really?” I looked at the others. “Hey, Boulder, you and Christina seem to be having a lot of fun together. You mind if I join you?” 
 
    Boulder snorted and flipped me a finger. 
 
    I shrugged and turned to Pearl, angling my head. “Pearl, you’re a kind Motlander; surely you would let me join you and Khan when you hang out together.” 
 
    Pearl looked uncomfortable and Khan lifted a warning eyebrow.  
 
    “That’s not how it works!” Kya said, irritated.  
 
    “Okay, then you explain to me where the inclusion rules apply in real life, because I can’t think of a single situation where I can expect people to include me just because I feel like hanging out with them. Didn’t you say that children needed to develop social competence?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why? What’s the point if they’re entitled to be included in any group they feel like being part of?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that being disappointed, feeling rejected, and having bad days is part of life. It’s not our job to shield the kids from that. We’re supposed to teach them how to cope with it and how to get through it.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “No buts, Kya. If we don’t teach them resilience and strength, the real world is going to chew them up and we’ll have failed them.” 
 
    Kya opened her mouth, but she didn’t get a chance to speak before a loud scream from outside brought us all scrambling to our feet. Marco and Shelly were keeping an eye on the kids and they were supposed to be enjoying a bonfire, but the scenario that met us when we rushed outside was complete chaos. Children were screaming, and the sound of a boy howling in pain cut me to the bone. Sprinting toward the sound, I found Marco rolling William on the ground.  
 
    “What happened?” I shouted. 
 
    “He fell into the flames.” Marco’s eyes were narrowed with determination as he picked up William and started running toward the school. “Water,” he called out as he passed me.  
 
    Sprinting ahead, I turned on a shower and helped Marco hold the crying boy under the cold spray.  
 
    “We need to take him to the hospital,” I shouted to Khan, who’d popped his head in. 
 
    “Just keep him under the water for now,” Khan ordered. “I'm calling the doctor.”  
 
    I returned my attention to William, anger pulsing through my veins. “How the hell did this happen?” My voice dripped with blame.  
 
    “It happened so fast. All I saw was William teasing one of the girls and then she pushed him.” Marco spoke loudly to override William’s screams.  
 
    “One of the girls did this to him?” I asked in disbelief. “Who?” 
 
    “It was Sky.” Marco’s brow narrowed. 
 
    “Sky?” I was stunned; Sky was so quiet you hardly noticed her at all. Out of the eight girls, Sky was the one I knew least about. She kept to herself, hardly ever smiled, and I couldn't remember ever hearing her say anything. “We’re going to punish her for this, trust me, William; she’ll regret it,” I promised the boy. 
 
    The minutes it took until help arrived seemed like an eternity. Finn, a physician and personal friend of Lord Khan and Magni, came rushing into the shower room. 
 
    “Okay, let's see what we have here,” he said and kneeled down beside William to carefully examine him. I had met Finn before and found him very likable with his easygoing personality and great sense of humor. Right now, however, it was a more serious side of him that took charge of the situation.  
 
    “Yeah, that hurts, champ, but luckily I can help you numb the pain a little.” Finn rummaged around in his bag and brought up a small bottle and a syringe.  
 
    “It's a second-degree burn,” he muttered to Marco and me.  
 
    “Do we need to get him to the hospital?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I can treat him here.” Finn gently peeled what was left of William’s shirt off him. “The pain should lessen in a few minutes,” he said in a calm voice and put the bottle away. “I'm going to cover the wound with tilapia patches. It’ll reduce the pain significantly and speed up the healing too.” 
 
     William was the youngest and smallest of our boys, and the part of him that was burned the worst was his ass, lower back, and left hand. 
 
    “How did this happen?” Finn asked the boy.  
 
    “I fell,” he cried and the rest was too hard to hear with the thickness of his words.  
 
    “A girl pushed him backward and he landed on his rear. It wasn’t directly in the flames but more on the embers around it; still his pants caught on fire and I put it out with dirt.” Marco explained.  
 
    Finn’s dark brown eyes were full of sympathy when he carefully took William’s left hand and cleaned it before applying an antibiotic cream. “And you used this hand to push up from the embers?” he asked.  
 
    The boy nodded and flinched with pain from Finn’s touching the burned hand.  
 
    “All right, here we go,” Finn said and applied fish skin on top of the burn wound. 
 
    “Why fish skin?” Marco asked and leaned closer to see better. 
 
    “This isn't just ordinary fish skin,” Finn explained. “This is sterilized skin from the tilapia fish. It has high quantities of collagen proteins. Much higher than in human skin. It provides a protective layer that blocks outside contamination and helps keep the moisture and protein in.” He kept working with precise movements. “Trust me, this stuff works miracles and will have William back to teasing the girls in no time.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of this fish.” 
 
    “That’s because they can’t survive in our cold waters. We get these from a supplier that breeds them in aquariums.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Finn, grateful to this man who had always been nice to me, and was now helping heal William.  
 
    “No problem,” Finn worked with concentration, first on William’s hand and next on his back and buttocks. When he covered the last part of the burn wound, his fingers traveled along the edges of the fish skin on William’s back. “How do you feel?” he asked the boy. 
 
    William dried his eyes with his right hand, raising his head up to look at Finn. “Better,” he said with a voice still shaking from all the crying. 
 
    “Good.” Finn got up to his full height and tousled William’s hair with a hand while smiling at the boy. “I'm going to leave some strong painkillers with Archer, but I think the best thing for you right now is to find a comfortable bed and get some sleep.” Finn turned to look at me. “Make sure he sleeps on his belly.” 
 
    I nodded solemnly. “Marco and I can take turns watching him tonight.”  
 
    Carefully, I had William hanging on my shoulder, making sure that I only touched his lower legs, when I carried him to the teacher's bedroom. 
 
    “I'll take the first shift,” Marco said and I patted his shoulder. 
 
    “I'll set my alarm for two thirty; that way we can at least get three hours of sleep each.” 
 
    When I got outside, the atmosphere was tense. Finn was speaking with Khan, Pearl, and Magni while all the children were quietly looking at me with visible concern on their faces. My eyes fell on Sky and anger welled up inside of me. The eleven-year-old girl stood under Kya's arm with eyes red-rimmed from crying. 
 
    “Is William going to be okay?” Raven asked and sniffled as if she too had been crying. 
 
    “Yes, William will be all right,” I muttered and kept staring at Sky, who quickly hid her face against Kya’s side as if she could hide from what she had done. “William has a bad burn but Finn treated him and gave him something for the pain. There’s nothing you can do tonight, so it's best if you all go to sleep now. We can talk about this tomorrow.” There were no objections from the kids. They just quietly did their nightly ritual and found their beds. 
 
    We adults stayed up a while longer, still shaken from what had happened.  
 
    “How long will it take to heal?” Kya asked Finn and folded her lower lip between her teeth.  
 
    “Normally about eleven days, maybe sooner since kids heal faster than adults.” 
 
    “Should we clean his wounds daily?” Her eyebrows were drawn in. “Will he have scars?” 
 
    “We’ll see about the scarring, but no, you won’t have to do anything. I applied tilapia pads and they will stay on until his skin has healed underneath.  
 
    “And how can we tell if his skin has healed?” 
 
    “The tilapia will dry out and fall off,” Finn explained. “Isn’t that how you treat burn wounds in the Motherlands?” 
 
    “No,” she said and cleared her throat. “It wouldn’t be legal for us to use the skin of a fish since that would involve killing the fish.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Athena told me. What was it she called it?” He looked up as if to remember a conversation from long ago. “Speciesism, right?” 
 
    Pearl looked over. “That’s right, we don’t believe in killing anyone. Humans or animals.”  
 
    While Finn, Khan, and Magni engaged in a heated discussion about speciesism, I kept out of it.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Kya asked me. 
 
    My chest heaved up in a big intake of air and I slowly released it. “I'm thinking about what punishment we're going to give Sky for this.” 
 
    “It wasn't Sky's fault,” Kya objected. “You can't punish her for it.” 
 
    My eyes shot daggers at her and my voice rose in volume. “She pushed him! Marco told me.”  
 
    “She didn't mean to.” Kya’s voice was a little frantic. “We spoke to Sky when you were gone and she's devastated about what happened.” 
 
    Christina joined in. “Did you know that William was dangling a huge spider in front of Sky’s face.” 
 
    I huffed. “That doesn't give her the right to push him into a fire.” 
 
    “It was an accident!” Kya almost shrieked. “Sky pushed William when he tried to put the huge, ugly spider down her jacket.  She is traumatized by what happened to William.  All the children are.” 
 
    “No shit?” I muttered and didn’t share that I was traumatized too. How the hell would I ever again be able to relax around a bonfire in the future?  I shook my head to clear it. “I used to think of little girls as innocent, but now I'm not sure anymore. Pushing someone into the fire is goddamn evil.” 
 
    “Sky isn't evil,” Kya breathed. “It was a reflex – nothing more – and I'm not allowing you to punish her for it.” 
 
    “In that case, you and I have a problem because the girl deserves a big spanking.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Magni backed me up.  
 
    There was a collective gasp from the Motlander women but at least this time Boulder, Magni, Khan, and I took the same side.  
 
    “Would you have objected if it had been reversed?” Khan asked the women.  
 
    “Yes, hitting children is never okay,” Pearl said firmly.  
 
    Finn cleared his throat and stood up from the circle around the bonfire. “Look, I only just learned about this experimental school tonight, and I think it's the greatest thing ever. I get that you were all scared but now that we know the boy is going to survive, maybe you could all calm down and sleep on it before you do anything. Why not ask the kids tomorrow what happened and let them explain themselves? Don’t give a verdict until you know all the facts, is what I’m saying.” 
 
    Kya nodded eagerly. “Yes, that's an excellent suggestion. Tomorrow we’ll sit down with both children and ask them to explain themselves.”  
 
    “Glad I could help.” Finn smiled. “I wish I could've visited under more pleasant circumstances and that I had been included in your little circle of secrecy.” He smiled widely. “Seeing so many women and girls in one place is nothing short of extraordinary.”  
 
    Pearl leaned her head back to look up at him. “We couldn't tell you, Finn. Only adults who would be a good influence can be included in this project.” 
 
    “Hey, I'm an excellent role model. I don't fart at the table very often, and I always shower at least once a week.” Finn winked at Pearl.  
 
    Pearl laughed and the tension in my chest eased a bit. “You’re definitely trouble, Finn, we all know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you still love me,” he said charmingly. 
 
    Khan got up to stand next to his friend and swung his arm around Finn’s shoulder, pulling him close in what looked like a painful hold. “If it weren’t for your doing really good tonight I would've punched you for flirting with my wife.” 
 
    “I would never,” Finn said with a look of innocence. “And my energy would be wasted anyway. Pearl made her choice, and now she has to live with marrying you when she could have had a handsome devil like me.” He flashed a wide grin and hurried to take a few steps away from Khan as soon as he struggled out of his tight hold. “I'll be back in a few days to look in on William. If anything changes or more kids decide to roast each other, just call me, okay?” 
 
     I nodded my head and waved my hand when he said goodbye and left. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 10 
 
    Sky’s Punishment 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    I had slept poorly that night. What happened between Sky and William three nights ago at the bonfire was such a tragedy. For two days, I had managed to protect Sky from the spanking the men wanted her to have. It was ludicrous that they didn’t understand how old-fashioned their ideas of disciplining children were. Sky was already suffering from the delusion that William would kill her once he was well enough to do it.  
 
    Obviously, I had tried solving it the peaceful way by making the children reflect on their actions and apologize to each other for what they did wrong. Archer had scolded William for dangling the spider in front of Sky, but the Nmen considered it a harmless prank that in no way justified Sky’s violent reaction.  
 
    Pearl, Christina, and I had advocated for the poor girl until we were blue in our faces, but the men were determined. Their main argument was that a punishment was needed to avoid incidents like this from happening in the future; every child needed to see that behavior such as this resulted in serious consequences. 
 
    Sky was pale as a corpse when I fetched her and walked her to the office where Archer would administer her punishment. 
 
    “I’m so scared,” Sky whispered to me. 
 
    I stroked her hair and soothed her. “You’re going to be all right, Sky. I know you didn’t do it on purpose. You’re not a bad person; you just did something thoughtless, and unfortunately our actions have consequences that we don’t always like.” 
 
    “I know, but I already made William a get-better card and I baked him that cake to say I was sorry. And I really am sorry.” Her voice broke. 
 
    All I could do was give her a hug before I gently pushed her into the office and closed the door behind us. Archer looked up from his seat behind the desk and pointed to two chairs in front of it. Even for an eleven-year-old, Sky was a petite girl, but she looked even smaller as she sat down on the chair, her shoulders hunched over and her head hanging down. Her long hair covered most of her face, but not her freckled nose. The sight of her obvious misery pulled at every protective instinct I had as I took the seat right next to her, silently offering her my support and hoping she knew this was out of my control.  
 
    After a heated board meeting last night, a vote had been taken and the men had won. Sky would be punished with twenty-five strokes. 
 
    “Do you understand why you're here?” Archer asked in a clipped manner that only made the girl hunch over even more. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, avoiding his piercing blue eyes, which were locked on her.  
 
    “What you did was so outrageous and wrong that we have no choice but to punish you for it.” Archer’s eyes turned a shade darker and from the way his nostrils were flaring I could tell he was mad as hell. “I just came from William, and I can tell you that he's not having a very good time.” 
 
    Sounds of sobbing erupted from Sky and I automatically started stroking her back in a soothing manner. 
 
    “I know physical punishment of children isn’t legal in the Motherlands, but we are in the Northlands now and this is how we do things. In this country it's a common way to discipline children, and I'm pretty sure that you’re going to feel better when you’re as sore as William.”  
 
    I looked at Archer in shock. How could he think that her pain would ease William’s pain? I didn’t see the connection at all. That had to be the most backward thinking he had expressed, and in my short time here he had expressed a lot of nonsense.  
 
    “Hopefully this will teach you to never do something as mean again,” Archer continued. 
 
    Sky’s sobbing intensified and her small shoulders bobbed with her shallow gulps of air.  
 
    I shot him a pleading look, wanting to rock her in my arms and tell her she didn’t have to be frightened, but Archer ignored me, got up, and walked around the table, gesturing for her to stand up.  
 
    “Normally this sort of punishment is done in front of the other children, but Kya argued against it, so we’ll do it in here instead, and you have two choices: I can hit your palms or your behind.” 
 
    Still crying, Sky didn’t say a word.  
 
    “Typically we would never spank a child on their behind after the age of ten, but since you’re new to this, it might be the easier punishment for you. I can tell you from experience that it can be challenging for anyone to keep holding out their palms when it hurts.” 
 
    “Maybe you should choose that option,” I said quietly. “I think I would.” 
 
    Sky nodded once and made her way to the desk, where Archer instructed her to lean forward. 
 
    The frightened sounds she made had me bite my lip hard, as if my own pain could somehow take away some of the pain that was about to hit her. 
 
    “Do you want to do it?” Archer asked me and even though I knew that Sky would probably benefit from my doing it instead of him, I simply couldn't.  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I could never hit a child.” 
 
    Archer’s expression was hard when he took his position and swung his hand.  
 
    Smack! The sound of his hard palm colliding with her pants was loud and followed by an even louder scream from Sky. 
 
    I swallowed hard, feeling heat pulse through my body and dizziness threatening to make me faint. 
 
    Smack! The howling from the child continued and when she turned her face and met my eyes, tears were springing like a waterfall, and she pleaded for my help so intensely that I couldn't just stand by and see him abuse her. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted, but Archer kept going.  
 
    Smack, smack, smack.  
 
    With all my strength, I pulled his arm back and screamed at him to stop.  
 
    “Step back,” he ordered.  
 
    Placing myself between him and Sky, I pleaded with him. “No more, please, no more.” 
 
    Archer pushed me back with a look of annoyance. “We said twenty-five and I only smacked her seven times.”  
 
    “It's enough, don't you see?” 
 
    “Your hysteria is only making it worse; just let her get it over with.” Archer pushed me out of the way and raised his hand again. Sky squeezed her eyes firmly together and screamed at the top of her lungs. 
 
    In a state of panic, I shouted over her loud screaming. “I'll do it!”  
 
    Archer’s head swung to me. “What? I thought you said you couldn't hit a child?” 
 
    My whole body was trembling, and my throat was dry as the desert but I managed to gather enough words to explain myself. “I meant, I'll take her punishment for her.” 
 
    Archer’s eyebrows lowered and his lips pursed, “Are you out of your mind?”  
 
    “No,” I whispered in a trembling voice. “If you must hit someone, you can hit me.” 
 
    “And what exactly do you think Sky is gonna learn from me hitting you?” Deeply frustrated, he paced back and forward in the small room. 
 
    “Sky?” I quickly pulled the girl up from her bent-over position and dried her eyes. “It's okay, sweetie, just go.” 
 
    The miserable girl flung her arms around me and sobbed into my chest. I closed my arms around her and made soothing sounds while pushing her toward the door. “Run to Shelly, okay?” 
 
    She didn't say a word but I felt her head nod into my chest, and with a few more sniffles she hurried out of the room. 
 
    When I tried to go out the door myself Archer’s hand grabbed my wrist and slammed the door shut. “Not so fast,” he muttered. “You said you would take her punishment, and now you're running away?” 
 
    “I'm not running,” I said in a voice much braver than I felt. But the truth was that my instinct was to get as far away from him as possible. 
 
    With a jerk on my arm, Archer pulled me in front of him to look straight into my eyes. “Don't think for one second that I'll hold back. Unlike Sky, you are no child “ 
 
    I swallowed hard and blinked a few times before I nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. You think we’re just savages who want to cause pain in the children, but I’m sick of you undermining me. The whole purpose of physical discipline is to do it in front of the others, but you wouldn’t let me. What you don’t get, Kya, is that it’s not about the pain, it’s about the humiliation. If you really want to take her punishment, you’re going to take the humiliation of doing this in public.” 
 
    I lifted my chin, signaling a bravado I didn’t really feel. 
 
    “No, this will be done in here, right now, just like we agreed upon.”  
 
    There was a silent power struggle between us before he nodded. “All right, if you’re really serious about this then you better get into position,” he said with his eyes narrowed and his lips thinned.  
 
    I had never been as humiliated in my life as when I walked over to the desk and bent over, placing my elbows on the cool surface of the table. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Archer muttered. “Did you really think I was going to go this easy on you? You’re an adult, so you will stand up and hold out your palms. I want to see the pain and humiliation on your face, so I know you’ll never do something as crazy as this again.” 
 
    I blinked in confusion. “Why are you being this mean to me?” 
 
    “Because you piss me off when you constantly sabotage the way I do things here. You shouldn’t have interfered with Sky and I’m gonna make fucking sure that you never do it again.” 
 
    “Sky chose this type of spanking, and I said that I would take the rest of her punishment.” My voice was quivering a little so I took a deep breath to steady myself, and to speak the next part in my most firm schoolteacher voice: “You may punish me, but we will do it this way.” 
 
    Archer snorted behind me. “It wouldn’t be much of a punishment. With that thick fabric covering your behind, you wouldn’t feel a thing.” 
 
    I frowned because the thought had already occurred to me that I was much more protected in my knitted dress than Sky had been in her thin pants. I had just hoped he wouldn’t notice.  
 
    “As I see it, you have two choices,” Archer said matter-of-factly. “Either you go put on something thinner, or you pull up that dress.” 
 
    I turned my head and shot him a dirty look. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not the one who insisted on spanking your ass. I would much prefer for you to stand up, reach out your palms, and look me in the eyes so I can see your tears.” 
 
    Never would I give him that satisfaction! I just wanted it over with and I was afraid that if I left this office, I would lose my nerve and not come back.  
 
    Closing my eyes, and focusing on the memory of Sky’s miserable face, I swallowed the last of my pride and pulled up my long dress, preparing myself for the impact of his palm against my panties. 
 
    I tried to swallow but there wasn’t a single drop of spit in my mouth – maybe because all my body fluids had transformed into cold sweat. I felt vulnerable and exposed with Archer taking a position right behind me.  
 
    “Just do it quickly,” I muttered, still squeezing my eyes tightly shut. 
 
    Except for my own heart drumming loudly in my ears, Archer’s breathing was the only sound in the room and it quickly grew more ragged.  
 
    Anytime now, I counted down in my head, but nothing happened. When I reached twenty seconds, I opened my eyes and turned my head to look at him with a questioning look. 
 
    “You almost had me!” he said with a hoarse voice. His hands were fisted down along his thighs, as if he was itching to spank me but was holding back. 
 
    “Had you?” I wasn’t sure what he was saying. 
 
    “I can’t hit you, and you know it. If I spank you and Magni finds out, I could face the death penalty.”  
 
    I raised myself up and turned around to face him. “So, don't spank me.” 
 
    Archer looked speculative, but then he backed up, opened the door, and shouted for Magni.  
 
    I had only just pulled my dress down a second before Magni filled the doorframe, looking from me to Archer and back again.  
 
    “What's wrong now?” Magni asked and crossed his arms. 
 
    “I did as we agreed upon,” Archer said. “But Kya couldn't deal with seeing Sky in pain and so she volunteered to take the rest of the punishment herself.” 
 
    A slow smile spread on Magni’s face, making his eyes sparkle with humor. “Did you now?” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” I confirmed, trying to make my voice sound calm and steady. 
 
    “Do I have your permission to spank Kya in Sky's place?” Archer asked Magni. 
 
    “Kya, are you sure about this?” Magni spoke, slow and clear, while watching me closely. “Your hands are going to be mighty sore.”  
 
    “Actually, I gave Sky the choice of an ass spanking, and Kya insist on taking the easy way out too.” 
 
    “There is nothing easy about this, but I won’t let Archer hurt Sky,” I argued. 
 
    “All right.” A minuscule smile crossed my protector’s face and he nodded his head to Archer. “Yes, you have my permission since it’s what Kya wants.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Archer said dryly.  
 
    “Would you like me to do it for you?” Magni’s voice sounded hopeful, but Archer shook his head.  
 
    “No, I'm more than happy to do it myself.” 
 
    “I understand, but I think it's better if I stay and watch.” Magni closed the door and took up a stance, signaling that he wasn't going to miss this show. 
 
    I pushed my chest out. “It's humiliating enough that I have to do this with one man in the room, I don't want you in here too.” 
 
    With his right eyebrow lifted in an arch, Magni argued: “I'm your protector and if this becomes an issue I want to be able to say that I know exactly what happened between you two.” He shifted his balance and locked eyes with me. “Besides, it’s for your own protection; in my experience women tend to get a little…” 
 
    “A little what?” My voice was high-pitched. 
 
    “A little aroused,” he said and this time his words were followed by a smug smile. “At least Laura did.” 
 
    I walked over and opened the door, with my jaw so tense I had to press out each word. “I can assure you that being spanked will not arouse me. I want you out of this room, now!” 
 
    “Okay, but if Archer's hand starts doing other things than spanking you, just shout for me,” Magni said over his shoulder and left the room with a chuckle. 
 
    With a deep intake of air, I turned around to face my soon-to-be abuser. “Okay, you big brute, let's get this over with.” 
 
    Archer pushed his dark hair back and made a gesture toward the table. “I'm ready whenever you are.” 
 
    Just as I walked past him I stopped and turned my face up to look at him. “I can't believe that I actually liked you when I first met you. With you being so nice and curious about our ways, I honestly thought all the stories I had heard about the Nmen were exaggerated and wrong. Remember when you took me to see the fireflies?” 
 
    “I remember,” he said softly. “I remember everything that happened that night.” 
 
    “Then how can you hit me?” 
 
    “That was your choice, not mine.” 
 
    “But we kissed that night,” I reminded him, hoping that it would somehow soften him and make him forget about this foolish spanking business. 
 
    “I didn't forget that either,” he said and a smile tugged at his lips. “But it doesn't change anything, Kya.” 
 
    “You're not really going to spank me, are you?” By now my voice was shaking nervously. 
 
    He leaned in and for a moment I thought he was going to kiss me when his face came so close to mine that his lips were hovering just above mine. “I am, and if Magni is right, you might like it.” While he spoke in a low whisper, his hand was starting to pull up my dress and he jerked me around, walking me to the desk and bending me over. 
 
    I let him, thinking that maybe if I could turn this into something sensual, Archer wouldn't go hard on me. 
 
    That was naïve of me.  
 
    The first thing I felt was his hand pushing me all the way down over the table. Then his hand slid down to tug my dress further up, exposing my brown legs and my white panties. I gasped when his hand slid over my behind as if measuring where he wanted the blow to land.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked in a deep voice. 
 
    I tightened my grip on the table, and steadied myself for the first spanking in my life, giving a small nod. 
 
    Smack! 
 
    The pain that shot through me felt like a burn mark on my behind and had me pressing myself into the table as if I could push through it and use it as a shield against the primate behind me. No wonder Sky had been screaming.  
 
    Smack. Smack. Smack.  
 
    Knowing that it would cause Sky double the pain if she heard me scream, I only whimpered. She had already suffered enough.  
 
    Smack. Smack. Smack.  
 
    I counted in my head, seven, eight, nine, ten. For every smack, I hated Archer a little bit more.  
 
    “Sky took seven hits, so you're taking the last eighteen,” he said and counted out loud, “Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen.” 
 
    Tears welled in my eyes, my blood was pumping fast through my veins, and I turned around to let him see my indignation.  
 
    But Archer’s focus was only on my behind as he swung his hand again. 
 
    “Fifteen, sixteen,” he counted and finally lifted his gaze to meet mine. “Only two more to go.” 
 
    Every nerve ending in my body was on fire and a warmth spread from my burning behind and down between my legs, bringing Magni’s words back to me. Was it possible to be both aroused and furious at the same time? The first stroke had been a painful shock to my nervous system, but either Archer wasn’t hitting as hard anymore or my brain was producing chemicals to change the pain into a twisted type of pleasure.   
 
    I had never seen Archer like this: the perspiration on his forehead, the excitement in his eyes, and the expression of pure determination on his face. This was his payback for all our discussions that had infuriated him, and all the times that Magni had given him grief because of me.  
 
    Yes, Archer was definitely enjoying this and a small perverted part of me was too. I had never been dominated by a man in my life, nor had I wanted to be. That's why it was so confusing to me that underneath the pain and the humiliation there was a sexual excitement humming through me.  
 
    I'm sick, I thought to myself. I'm truly sick. 
 
    “Seventeen,” he counted and then the last smack sounded. “Eighteen,” he breathed.  
 
    For some reason, I didn’t move. My body and brain no longer seemed connected and everything inside of me was in conflict. I wasn’t some docile and weak woman from hundreds of years ago when women routinely surrendered to the domination of men. The very thought disturbed me.  
 
    So why was everything beneath my navel molten, making me afraid that I wouldn’t be able to stand on my own feet if I got up. Why was there a pulsating humming between my legs? 
 
    Instead of removing his hand Archer started stroking my behind. “You'll be sore for a little while.” His voice was raw and strained. “I have a soothing ointment that I was going to offer Sky. Will you let me rub it on you?” His hands slid up and rested on my hips and he took a step closer, now positioned directly behind me. 
 
    I closed my eyes again, leaning my forehead down on the table, wondering what was wrong with me. I should push him away and run from the office, but my legs still weren’t responding and some ancient and primitive part of me wanted the alpha male behind me to stay right where he was and sink his fingers deeper into my hips. 
 
    Archer took my silence as acceptance and picked up a small glass from the table. His hands were gentle when he pushed the white fabric of my underpants to the side and gently rubbed the moist ointment on my skin. 
 
    A knock on the door was followed by Magni’s deep voice. “Is everything all right?” he called. 
 
    That made me snap back to reality. Pushing up from the table, I pulled down my dress, and took a step back. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Archer’s voice was soft, but I couldn't look at him. With what he had just done to me, and how he had made me feel, I couldn’t meet his eyes. My head was spinning with anger at him, and disappointment with myself.  
 
    “I'm fine!” I lied, and with my last shred of dignity, I set my chin and left the room as graceful as possible – only slamming the door a little. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    Conflict 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    My palm was red and warm from spanking Kya, and I was sitting on a chair looking at it when the door opened and Magni stepped through.  
 
    “So?” he asked. “How was it?” 
 
    I leaned forward, placing my elbows on my thighs to hide the boner in my pants. He had said women could get aroused from a spanking but he hadn’t warned me that it would be a fucking turn-on to be in control like that.  
 
    “It’s done. That’s all that matters,” I muttered. 
 
    Magni nodded. “Don’t worry about Khan, I’ll prepare him for the wrath of the women. You know that Christina and Pearl are going to throw another tantrum when they find out what happened.” 
 
    “It was Kya’s choice,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Yup, and it was about time one of those ladies learned that we’re not Momsi men.” He angled his head and looked thoughtful. “I’ve tried to convince Khan to give Pearl a spanking too, but he’s a softie when it comes to her. He wouldn’t even spank her when she talked about turning the Northlands into a democracy.”  Magni scoffed. “Over my dead body.” 
 
    “Khan would never do that,” I said.  
 
    “What, spank Pearl or make our country democratic?” Magni didn’t wait for my answer. “It felt good, didn’t it? Dominating a woman like that?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, but I didn’t like hitting Sky,” I said and kept the thousand emotions swirling in my chest out of my voice.   
 
    “I know, but you did the right thing.” He patted my shoulder and walked out, leaving me alone with my messed-up head.  
 
    As soon as I had made sure the door was locked and I wasn’t visible through the window, I opened my pants and freed my painful erection: a testament to how incredibly hot it had been to finally put Kya in her place and have my hand on her gorgeous ass.  
 
    She hates me now! 
 
    The realization was there, but I couldn’t stop stroking my cock up and down, imagining not just spanking her, but spreading her cheeks and punishing her by holding her in a tight grip and fucking her hard. Closing my eyes, I could see it all so vividly: her long curly brown hair resting on her slim back and that amazing firm ass of hers connecting with her delicious firm brown legs. 
 
    And her fragrance. Her fear had made her sweat, and the feminine scent of Kya in the room still teased my nostrils.    
 
    Finding support with my back against the wall, I leaned my head back and let my body spasm in an orgasm while imagining Kya groaning from the size of my cock and the power of my thrusts.   
 
    Fuuuck! 
 
    My heart was pumping too fast. My knees felt week, and I had sperm to clean up from the floor, but worst of all, I knew I had to walk out that door and see pure hate in her eyes from now on.  
 
    I won’t apologize, I promised myself. I did nothing wrong, she’s just too damn sensitive.   
 
    “Is it true?” Marco asked when I met him outside twenty minutes later.  
 
    “Is what true?”  
 
    Marco pulled his curly black hair back and looked over his shoulder. “I overheard Kya calling Christina. Did you really hit her?” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. “Yeah, it’s true. But only because she asked me too.” 
 
    “Wow.” He looked stricken. “She really asked you to hurt her?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I continued walking and he fell into pace beside me.  
 
    “Does that mean you’re a couple now?” 
 
    I scrunched up my face and gave him a sideways glance. “How the hell did you make that connection?” 
 
    “But I thought…” He trailed off, confusion marring his otherwise handsome face. “…I mean, I’ve seen movie clips where the woman was into stuff like that and I just figured it was a sign of trust for her to take that step with you.”  
 
    Stopping abruptly, I turned to face him. “What exactly did you hear Kya say to Christina?” 
 
    Marco blinked a few times and looked up in concentration. “She said that you’d spanked her but that she didn’t want to talk about it. I could hear Christina shouting but Kya said that it had been her choice and that it was between you two and no one else.” 
 
    “Huh!” I exclaimed. “I’m impressed that she didn’t whine about it.”  
 
    “I’m still confused,” Marco sighed. “Are you a couple now or not?” 
 
    “You watch too much kinky porn, Marco,” I said and walked on. “Women of the past were different, and unfortunately modern Momsies don’t know the meaning of play and they certainly don’t appreciate a good spanking.” 
 
    “Funny you should say that, because I was really surprised that Kya of all people would be into that sort of thing.”   
 
    “She’s not! She just couldn’t stand me spanking Sky so she volunteered to take the rest of the punishment.” 
 
    Marco whistled. “Let’s hope the rest of the students behave or she’ll have a really red ass before the school year is out.” 
 
    I had to suppress the highly arousing mental images of the incident repeating itself. “Nahh, she won’t interfere again,” I muttered, hoping I was right. 
 
    “But if she does?” he asked and walked faster to keep up with my pace.  
 
    “Then I’ll have to spank her again.” My words came out hoarse and strained as anger filled me. “She’s undermining my authority by refusing to let me punish students and she has to learn that the best way to solve problems isn’t always to fucking talk about them.” 
 
    “I know,” he snorted, low. “Can you imagine how quickly the boys would lose respect for us if we didn’t have the power to punish them? They would be out of control in no time.” 
 
    “For sure, and not to mention that…” I froze, my ears picking up on someone shouting.  
 
    “Where are the children?” I asked. “And why aren’t you with them?  
 
    He looked forlorn. “Shelly was doing that meditation thing with them down in the meadow and I was bored out of my mind. I swear, I’ve only been gone for ten minutes.” 
 
    I groaned and changed direction, now running straight toward the shouting. All sorts of worst-case scenarios were running through my mind from bear attacks and snake bites to fist fights between the boys.  
 
    “Nieall, put that branch down before you hurt someone.” Shelly was running after Nieall, one of the Momsiboys, who looked furious and was swinging a long thin branch through the air and coming dangerously close to the other students. Some of the girls were screaming and running in circles.  
 
    “Hey, Shelly, you need our help taking it away from him?” Solomon shouted with a smug grin, but that only infuriated Nieall, who turned the branch toward Solomon.  
 
    “If you take him down from his left side, I’ll distract him from his right,” I instructed Marco, who gave me a nod of understanding. We were just about to move out from the tree line and I was locked on my target when Kya came running from a different direction, stopping close to the children and taking in the chaos.  
 
    With a hand raised up in the air, I stopped Marco. “Wait!” I said softly. “Let’s see how Miss Non-violence handles this one.” 
 
    “But she could get hurt,” Marco hissed softly.  
 
    “He’s one of her students,” I pointed out. “Besides, if he starts beating her with the stick I’ll rip him to pieces.”  
 
    Marco shifted his balance but stayed close, watching Kya reach out both hands in a calming manner and speaking loudly with a placating tone.  
 
    “Hey, Nieall, feel free to whip that branch around as much as you like, just be sure not to hit anyone, okay?” 
 
    I scoffed and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “There is some tall grass over here; why don't you come and hit that?” she said patiently and to my surprise Nieall lowered the branch and looked where she was pointing.  
 
    Kya continued. “I can see that you're upset, but that's okay, we can talk about it and the grass won't be hurt by you beating it.” She had moved close enough for her to touch his shoulder, and with her subtle authority she led the boy away from the group toward the tall grass, where he started beating his branch; lackadaisically. 
 
    I could see them talk; his head was down but she was speaking to him in a soft voice that was too low for us to hear. 
 
    “What do you think she's telling him,” Marco asked. 
 
    “I don't know.” I crossed my arms and leaned back on my heels. “I would tell him to drop down and do fifty push-ups. That would teach him not to do something that stupid again. He could have poked someone’s eye out, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “Is he crying?” Marco asked with his nose wrinkled up from the way that the boy’s shoulders were bobbing up and down. Kya placed her arms around his shoulders, pulling him toward her chest in a maternal gesture that made something pinch inside of me. I had once been a boy like Nieall, but there had been no soft females to comfort me when I was mad or sad. 
 
    “I can’t believe that she’s not punishing him,” Marco breathed. 
 
    “Come on.” I had spotted that some of our boys were picking up tall grass and throwing it at each other. Two more minutes and I would have to break up a fight. “Hey, boys, quit it, will you?” I shouted and as soon as I approached them I asked the obvious question. “What happened with Nieall?”  
 
    The boys were eager to tell and stumbled over each other in their desire to be the first to speak.  
 
    “He just went completely ballistic. We didn't do anything, I swear it,” Nero assured me.  
 
    “Did he say anything?” I asked.  
 
    “He just said we shouldn't call him a Momsi.” Hunter lifted the edge of his upper lip in a smirk and threw a handful of grass to the ground. “Like it’s a big deal or something. It’s not our fault that he wasn’t lucky enough to become a real Nman.” 
 
    “Officially, Nieall is a Motlander, not a Momsi,” I corrected him. “I know we usually refer to them as Momsies, but if he doesn't like it you shouldn't call him that.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Hunter shrugged. 
 
    “Solo, gather everyone together,” I instructed, knowing that Solomon thrived on this sort of leadership role and sure enough, the tall boy only needed a few minutes to have every student gathered in a half circle around me. Even Nieall joined us and although he was quiet and closed off, there was no hostility in his face any longer. 
 
    “It's a beautiful day and I want to take advantage of it,” I said. “You’ll partner up and go find ten different types of leaves and when you come back here I want you to name them all.”  
 
    Kya joined the half circle but avoided meeting my eyes when I looked at her. 
 
    “Line up according to age,” I instructed. “That’s it, and now I want the oldest to pair up with the youngest.” I helped them fold up the line to find their match. Solomon, our oldest student at fourteen, ended up partnering with Mila, who was blushing red just from being in his presence.  
 
    Raven was with Nero, a twelve-year old boy. “I don't want to be with a girl,” he complained. “And she's only eleven.” 
 
    “I'll be twelve next week,” Raven defended herself. “And what’s wrong with being a girl anyway?” 
 
    Nero shook his head. “Girls are weak and stupid. You can’t even fight. I want to be with a boy.”  
 
    “Hey, I have a suggestion,” Raven said, placing her hands on her hips. “Why don't we play horse – I'll be the front end and you'll be yourself.” 
 
    “Raven!” Kya shook her head with disapproval while Nero scowled at her.  
 
    “I don't want to play with you and I don't want to be your partner.” 
 
    “You don't have a choice,” I told him. “If you and Raven don't find ten leaves in less than ten minutes you'll be doing the dishes tonight.” 
 
    “That's not fair, Mr. Archer,” he protested but was smart enough to trot off with Raven before I punished him for talking back to me. 
 
    Kya was just about to leave too when my question made her stop: “Can we talk for a second?” 
 
    From the way she sucked in a breath, I could tell she didn’t want to talk to me yet, but I’d never shied away from a confrontation and I wasn’t about to start now.  
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” she asked. 
 
    What I really wanted to talk about was her sore ass and what had happened between us in the office half an hour ago, but I chose a softer approach. “What did you tell Nieall?” 
 
     A small triangle formed between her eyebrows and she was looking at my elbow when she answered: “He didn’t need me to tell him anything – he needed me to listen.” 
 
    “Okay, and what did he have to say for himself? Or is threatening others with a stick considered normal behavior in the Motherlands?” My question was designed to provoke her into looking into my eyes and it worked. 
 
    “If you must know, Nieall is having a hard time with your boys. I think that stick was his desperate attempt to show them that he’s not as weak and powerless as they seem to think,” she said and lifted her chin in defiance. 
 
    “Do you want me to talk to them about it?” I asked. 
 
    Indecisiveness shone from her eyes as she looked from me to Marco and back again. “That depends. What do you mean by talking? I don’t want you to punish them if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “I don’t tolerate bullies, do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” She brushed her hair back and I sensed a weariness in her. Kya was tired of arguing with me and that spanking had drained her, but she wasn’t prepared to roll over anytime soon.  “But I don’t believe that Nieall will learn anything from bringing in a bigger bully to beat the other bullies. I believe that our job is to empower him with guidance so that he can solve his problems himself.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Are you suggesting that I’m a bully too?” 
 
    Her eyebrow rose in a perfect arch but she didn’t speak.  
 
    “No, seriously,” I said. “When you mentioned a bigger bully, were you referring to me?” 
 
    The little woman had the guts to look me straight into my eyes and say: “Of course, who else would I be talking about?” 
 
    “Lady, you have some nerve.” My tone of voice was low and impatient but Kya didn’t seem affected. 
 
    “I believe in the power of role modeling and since I don’t want my students to hit other students, I would never hit them myself,” she said calmly. 
 
    “That’s right, you would rather talk them to death than do what has to be done.” I pointed to the children spread all around the meadow and around the line of trees. “Every one of these Nboys has been punished at some point in his life, and they haven’t been harmed by it.” I scoffed, hating that she so clearly felt superior to us. “And before you say that I don’t know what I’m talking about, let me remind you that I grew up in this country too. I’ve taken my share of punishments.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Marco chimed in to support me. 
 
    Kya looked us over for a second before she made her voice velvet-soft and spoke: “I’m sympathetic to your suffering as children, but you are grown men now and while the men who raised you didn’t know any better, I’m here to offer you guidance on how to raise children in a more modern and effective way.” 
 
    My nostrils flared and I lowered my brows. “Now you’re just trying to pick a fight again,” I accused her. 
 
    “I’m not trying to pick a fight with you, Archer, but I will challenge your antique views of the world any day of the week if I feel they are harmful to the children.” 
 
    I took a step closer, puffing my chest out in sheer dominance. From the way her eyes grew bigger and she held her breath, I could tell Kya was intimidated but she stood her ground. “So what are you going to do?” I muttered low. “Are you going to pull up your dress and bend over for me every time a kid has a spanking coming?” 
 
    The kick to my shin hurt like a bitch and made me jump on one foot while cursing at her.  
 
    “What? You didn’t like it?” She tilted her head and blinked her eyes at me. “I’m so sorry, I thought that was the way you express ‘go to hell’ in your native language. 
 
    “All your big talk about non-violence and then you kick me.” I was grimacing and rubbing my shin. 
 
    “I thought you preferred this instead of my boring you to death with my words.” Kya threw the words over her shoulder as she stomped off, while Marco was laughing next to me.  
 
    After rubbing my shin some more, I straightened up and smacked him in the back of his head. “Don’t you fucking take her side.” 
 
    “I’m not. But you gotta admit that was funny.” He was still laughing when the kids started running back to us to show us their ten leaves. 
 
    Solomon and Mila were the first to come back, and he quickly listed the different sorts while she stood quietly beside him.  
 
    “That’s only nine,” I pointed out and saw Solomon’s eyes wander.  
 
    “Mila.” I bent down to look into her beautiful blue eyes. “Did Solo let you help, or did he do everything himself?” 
 
    She wrung her hands and nervously looked down to the ground. “I tried to help,” she said softly. 
 
    Straightening up again, I faced Solomon. “This is supposed to be a group effort. How much do you think Mila learned?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know.” His gaze kept roaming the area and locked in on its target.  
 
    Turning my head, I got my answer to why he had been in such a hurry and hadn’t taken the time to make it a team effort. Willow. The beautiful tanned girl was slowly walking, with her long, toned legs and curvy hips, in our direction while talking with her partner, Plato. Her brown hair was blowing in the light breeze and when she pulled it back, it was easier to see her green eyes sparkling with laughter from something Plato told her.  
 
    I let out a sympathetic sigh, and dropped the subject for now. In all honesty, it was a fucking miracle that a boy like Solomon could think straight enough to find nine leaves with a distraction like Willow around.  
 
    “Marco,” I called. “Make sure every group has ten different leaves. I’ll meet you back at the school.”  
 
    He raised his hand to signal he understood and I took off, jogging in the direction I had seen Kya go in.  
 
    With my fast pace, I quickly caught up to her. 
 
    “What do you want now?” she asked in annoyance but kept following the trail through the forest leading to the school. 
 
    “You gotta do something about Willow.” 
 
    Kya gave me a sideways glance. “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “Tell her to cover up. Those shorts she’s wearing…” I paused. “It’s fucking distracting.” 
 
    Kya spun on me so fast that she took me by surprise. “Willow’s a child, Archer, and if you can’t concentrate because she’s wearing shorts then you are far more disgusting than I thought.” 
 
    “Hey, if you’re accusing me of being sexually attracted to a twelve-year-old then you’re a fucking moron,” I said defensively. “I know she’s a child! But she is only a year and a half younger than Solo and the poor kid can’t concentrate on anything else than where she is, who she is with, and if she might like them more than him.” I didn’t tell Kya that I knew exactly how painful that situation was. I didn’t want her to know that she was my Willow. 
 
    “So, he has a crush on her.” She shrugged. “It’ll pass.” 
 
    “I fucking hope so,” I grunted. “But until it does, can you tell her to cover up?” 
 
    Kya lifted her chin. “No, I won’t tell her to cover up. Willow has as much right to wear shorts as any other child in the school and the boys’ ability to concentrate is not her responsibility.” 
 
    I scowled at her. “How am I supposed to work with you when you’re being such a stubborn mule?” 
 
    “Stubborn?” Her eyes widened. “I’ve bent backward to accommodate your ways of teaching. I’m staying out of it when you shout at the children, and I participate in the fight training despite the fact that it violates everything I stand for. And the way you teach math is completely illogical to me, but I trust that you know what you’re doing since your boys seem to get it.” 
 
    “My way of teaching math is fucking brilliant.” 
 
    “Maybe, but your physical punishment is not! It’s horrible and it’s breaking their spirit.” She had been talking fast and took a deep breath before she continued.   “You think that you’re the one making all the compromises here, don’t you?” 
 
    “Because I am,” I claimed forcefully.  
 
    Kya made a sound of frustration. “Don’t forget that I’m asking you to go along with things you consider silly, while you’re asking me to go along with things that are for most parts illegal where I come from. If I’m asking you to move a step then you’re asking me to move a mile.” 
 
    I frowned when I saw how Kya’s hands were shaking. “Okay, I’ll admit that you’ve made some compromises.” I waited for her to calm down a little before I spoke again. “But I don’t understand why it’s such a big deal for Willow to cover up a bit.” 
 
    “It’s a big deal because we’re doing this experiment in the hope that one day Nmen and Motlanders can live side-by-side, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And what makes you think that women in the Motherlands are going to cover themselves so that you guys can concentrate better?” She lifted her eyebrows. “We are conditioning these ten Nboys to cross the border and represent all men of the Northlands. That means we want them to get used to seeing girls and women. It’s the only way for them to learn how to control their thoughts, and more importantly their behavior.” 
 
    “All right, you have a point, but if you can’t see what’s going on between Willow and Solo than you’re as blind as a mole.” 
 
    “What’s a mole?” she asked but turned around and walked again. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “It’s an animal that is blind and lives under ground; you probably don’t have them where you live, but here we–” 
 
    She cut me off. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “But what are we going to do about Willow and Solo?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I jogged up in front of her. “I don’t think you understand how serious the situation is.” 
 
    “Then enlighten me.” 
 
    “If Solo touches Willow, he could face a death sentence,” I said firmly.  
 
    “Define touch,” she said dryly. “The kids massage each other, which means they touch each other every day.” 
 
    “I know, but I mean if he touches her in an inappropriate way.” 
 
    “Define inappropriate.” 
 
    I was losing my patience. “Come on, Kya, you know what I fucking mean.”  
 
    “Do you mean if he spanks her?” she said sardonically. “Or do you mean if he kisses her?”  
 
    I groaned but didn’t get a chance to respond before she continued.  
 
    “Why do I have a feeling that this conversation isn’t about Willow and Solo at all?” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I gave a snarky reply. “I’m not in love with you if that’s what you’re implying.” 
 
    “That’s good; then you will have no problem concentrating.” 
 
    “I never said that I did.” 
 
    We were almost at the school, and I spotted Magni outside walking on his hands. 
 
    “Put on a shirt,” I sneered at him when I passed him. 
 
    The large man jumped to his feet and dusted off his hands. His face was red, telling me that he had been walking on his hands for some time. It was a common exercise to build upper-body strength and balance. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” he asked and picked up a flask of water.  
 
    “It’s not you,” Kya told Magni and pointed to his naked and ridiculously ripped torso “It’s just that Archer has a hard time concentrating when people aren’t covered up.”  
 
    Magni gave me a curious look. “What is she talking about?” 
 
    “She is standing right here and can answer for herself,” Kya said with annoyance. “And what we are discussing is the fact that Archer thinks Solo and the other boys can’t concentrate because Willow is a beautiful girl.” 
 
    “It’s not just Willow,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m with Archer on this one,” Magni said and dried sweat off his forehead. 
 
    “Oh my, aren’t you two suddenly becoming best pals and agreeing on everything. I think I liked it more when you couldn’t agree on anything.” Kya sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t get your hopes up.” Magni laughed. “I’m still not doing a threesome.” 
 
    Just then the sound of a drone made me look up. Shielding my eyes from the sun, I watched Finn land his drone and get out while Magni looked highly entertained from riling Kya up.  
 
    “I never wanted one with either of you anyway,” she insisted.  
 
    He flexed his muscles. “You only say that because it would be embarrassing to you to admit that you have sexual dreams about us.”  
 
    “I don’t!” 
 
    “Hey, Archer.” Finn was smiling widely and gave me a manly hug. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Not much, it’s just that Magni is refusing to fulfill Kya’s fantasy about being with two men.” 
 
    Finn broke into a wholehearted laugh. “Don’t worry, honey,” he assured her. “You don’t need Magni when you’ve got us.” He slammed the back of his hand into my chest. “Archer and I can take care of you, right, Archer?” He nodded excessively to me but the idea of sharing Kya with him, or anyone, just made me angry.  
 
    “Some fantasies are better left as a fantasy,” I said and shot Kya a hard glance.  
 
    “Seriously? What the hell is wrong with you guys?” Finn swung his arms out and walked over to Kya, standing close enough to rub shoulders with her. “Unlike my countrymen here, I would be more than delighted to indulge in any sexual fantasy you might have.”  
 
    “Would you really?” She batted her eyelashes at him theatrically. “That’s so kind of you.” 
 
    “But of course, and maybe you can reciprocate the favor.” Finn tucked his head closer to hers and whispered: “I have this one fantasy where we’re completely naked and then…” 
 
    I couldn’t hear the rest, but from the way Kya was blushing I could only imagine what kinky things he was whispering to her. 
 
    “Finn, keep your distance and behave, okay?” Magni called out to his friend. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kya said in a soft voice. “If you mean it and you really want to help me, then there’s one thing you could do right now.” 
 
    Finn looked like he had just won a tournament and was about to have his wedding night.  
 
    “Like right now?” He was looking around us. “Don’t you want to go somewhere private, maybe a cabin, or a place in the woods?” 
 
    Magni stepped closer, his posture warning Finn that although they were best friends, Magni was still Kya’s protector; but she was playing some sort of game and Finn didn’t know her as well as we did. 
 
    “I have this fantasy,” she cooed. “That a big strong Nman would come along and bang Magni’s and Archer’s heads together. That would be sooo hot.” 
 
    Finn’s face fell when he realized that she wasn’t going to have sex with him. “Seriously?” He turned to us. “We should talk to Khan about making it illegal for women to taunt men like this.” 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled smugly at her. “A spanking would be a good punishment.” 
 
     Kya flashed red and changed the subject abruptly. “I assume you’re here to see William?” 
 
    “I am,” Finn confirmed.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll take you,” I offered. 
 
    “Thank you.” He winked at Kya and gave her a charming smile. “But just so you know, the offer still stands; if you have a fantasy and these two chumps aren’t up for the task, you can count on me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Finn.” The smile she gave back made me want to deck him, but I didn’t want her to see how much it affected me, so I calmly led him to William’s bedside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    Comfort and Fear 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    With a sigh of irritation, I blinked my eyes for the third time, but my reader still didn’t turn the page. The device was broken, and had been for a while, but my quick relocation from the Motherlands to the Northlands hadn’t allowed me time enough to get an upgrade.  
 
    I was reading a book on child psychology, and my eyelids were getting heavier when the sound of feet in the hallway alerted me. 
 
    Archer and I had the night shift, and all the children should be sleeping by now. He was in his room next door with his door shut, while I always kept mine ajar in case a child might get homesick and need me. 
 
    My door creaked slightly and I lowered the electronic reading glasses, putting the device away to see who it was by the door. 
 
    “Kya?” a small voice sounded. 
 
    “Mila?” I held out my hand, signaling for her to come closer. “What’s wrong, honey?” 
 
    “I miss my mom,” she cried and I automatically lifted my duvet knowing exactly what she needed. This wasn’t the first time Mila had needed some extra comfort, and she was quick to crawl into my bed and nuzzle up against my soft pajamas. The kids from the Motherlands had all grown up in parenting units where a child could find comfort with an adult. Sadly, that hadn’t protected them from life’s cruelty and many of them carried traumas from their past. Victoria had lost her whole family unit in a tornado, Raven had been neglected by her mother, Nicki was traumatized from seeing the rare sight of violence in her early childhood, Willow had lost her twin brother when she was three and grown up without a primary parent since no one had adopted her, and then there was Mila, who had lost her mom earlier this year.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered and kept stroking Mila’s back. “It’s hard, I know.” 
 
    “I miss her so much,” she repeated.  
 
    “Do you want to talk about her?” I asked, because sometimes when she was sad it helped. 
 
    “Not tonight.” She sniffled and used the heel of her hand to dry away tears.  
 
    “Okay, I understand.” Again I planted a kiss on top of her strawberry blond hair. “What do you think your mom would’ve done if she was here now?” I asked.  
 
    Mila lifted her head to meet my eyes, her lips quivering with sadness. “My mom used to sing to me and let me sleep with her.”  
 
    “Would you like me to sing for you?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she said and rested her head on my shoulder.  
 
    I tightened my arm around her, and started singing a lullaby in a hushed voice, feeling her breathing calm until finally she wasn’t crying any longer.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Archer stood by the door taking in the sight of me and Mila nuzzled up closely together in my bed. 
 
    “Mila misses her mom,” I explained. 
 
    I expected him to make some kind of negative remark about the situation, but he didn’t. Instead he stood hesitantly, as if he was hypnotized by the scene in front of him. 
 
    “I’m letting her sleep here tonight,” I added. 
 
     With a soft headshake Archer left my room. 
 
    “The men never let us sleep with them,” Mila said softly. “I like it better when you are here.” 
 
    “What about Shelly? She would let you sleep with her, wouldn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, but the last time I was sad you weren’t here and Rochelle was already sleeping with Shelly.” 
 
    “Oh, so what did you do then?” 
 
    “Magni had the night shift, so I woke him up and asked him to take me to you up at your cabin.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “And he refused?” I asked, already assuming the worst. My heart broke a little, just thinking about this precious girl, so full of grief, being rejected and told to go back to bed. 
 
    She shook her head. “Magni said that he would help me.” 
 
    “Really?” My voice rose slightly in surprise. “And did he?” 
 
    Her eyes softened. “He took me outside, but we didn’t go to your cabin.” 
 
    I stayed quiet, eager to hear how Magni had handled a sensitive situation like that.  
 
    “He taught me about the constellations of the stars and we talked about how people have lived on this planet for thousands of years and what happens to us when we die.” 
 
    “Magni talked to you about death?” 
 
    “Yes, and he held my hand so I didn’t feel so alone.” 
 
    I was picturing the giant man sitting on the bench outside the school holding hands with Mila and philosophizing about life-and-death.  
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Then he carried me back to bed,” she smiled. “And he didn’t even get mad when I kissed him on his cheek.” 
 
    “You kissed Magni?” 
 
    “Yes, I think he liked it,” Mila said and added in a sad voice, “I don’t think he gets many kisses.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think he does,” I agreed.  
 
    “Maybe that’s why he’s grumpy so often?” the girl pondered out loud. 
 
    “Could be.” I let out a deep breath and yawned. “How about we get some sleep? We have that long run tomorrow.”  
 
    She nodded and found a comfortable spot under my arm, resting her head on my chest. 
 
    “Good night, Kya.” 
 
    “Good night, darling.” 
 
    We fell into silence for a few minutes until she suddenly spoke up again. “You know what Magni told me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He said that I was lucky…” Mila paused. “…His father died three years ago, but he doesn’t miss him. I don’t think his father was a very nice man. Magni told me I was lucky to have a mother to miss, you know, because it’s a sign that I had a mother who loved me and was worth missing.” 
 
    “That’s a good point.” I twirled a lock of her hair around my finger.  
 
    “Do you miss your mom?” she asked. 
 
    “Sometimes, but I’m used to not seeing her. She’s a singer and she travels all the time, which is probably for the best since we don’t agree on much.”  
 
    “But you love her, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    “Was she sad that you were moving here?” 
 
    “You would think that, but my mom has always been adventurous and spontaneous herself, so she didn’t try to hold me back.”  
 
    “When I grow up, I want to be adventurous and spontaneous too,” Mila announced.  
 
    “Be careful about that,” I warned. “I take after my mother and it has gotten me in trouble lately.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” 
 
    “Nothing you have to worry about, dear.” I sighed. “Sometimes I just do things without thinking them through because I get caught up in the moment.”  
 
    “If you did something wrong you can always apologize,” Mila said with the wisdom of a ten-year-old. 
 
    “I know.” I yawned again. “But right now, we really need to sleep.” 
 
    “I love you,” Mila whispered and it made everything melt inside of me.  
 
    “I love you too,” I said softly.   
 
    While the girl quickly fell asleep, all sorts of thoughts were roaming around my head. In the Motherlands, I had never been this close to any of my students. Sure, Raven had a special place in my heart, but I didn’t live with any of my students and there were certainly no words of love between us. But here, I was both their teacher and a substitute mother. 
 
    It was hard for them to be away from home, and it was really a small thing for me to share my bed with a child that needed a kiss on the cheek and a pair of warm arms to hold them.  
 
    The truth was that I treasured these nights as much as they did.  
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     The next morning, Archer led us on a three-mile run through the forest.  
 
    “Just run ahead, I’ll catch up to you,” Magni called out to us when we left but fifteen minutes later I still hadn’t seen him.  
 
    I was panting and hating that my lungs felt two sizes too small and that all the children send me looks of pity when they passed me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Shelly asked. “You sound like you’ve got some kind of respiratory disease.” 
 
    I stopped running, bent over, placing my hands on my knees, and sucked in big gulps of air. “I’m fine,” I croaked out.  
 
    “You don’t look fine, let me get Archer for you.” 
 
    I protested, but Shelly was already sprinting ahead.  
 
    It was kind of embarrassing that I was in such bad shape but I had suffered from asthma when I was a child and I told myself that my lungs hadn’t fully recovered yet.  
 
    After assuring myself that I wasn’t going to pass out, I rose up to my full height and started walking.  
 
    I couldn’t see any of the children any longer, and I figured that most of them were probably already halfway back to the school by now.  
 
    It was the sounds coming from behind me that freaked me out. A loud roar was followed by another one, and the only thing I could think of was two bears in a territorial fight.  
 
    There was no way I could outrun a bear with my lungs still cramping but since I couldn’t actually see the bears, I figured I had time to hide.  
 
    Pivoting around, I search for a tree with branches low enough for me to climb it. There! 
 
    I spotted a large pine tree and forced my tired body to run for my life.  
 
    Another roar made me hurry up the tree, clasping at branches, ignoring the scratches I got on my hands and arms, and praying that Archer had been right when he said that the bears here didn’t eat people. 
 
    With a death grip around the tree trunk, I held on, my eyes searching for any sign of the bears.  
 
    What if they went after the children? My already hammering heart skipped a beat and with adrenaline as my fuel I moved myself into a position where I could access my wristband and call for help. 
 
    The band projected Archer’s face above my wrist and I knew he could see me too.  
 
    “Are you okay? Shelly said that you needed help.” 
 
    “Shhh…” With a finger to my lips I hushed him. “Quiet,” I whispered. “I’m in a tree, hiding from some bears.” 
 
    “You’re joking!” He sounded ominous. 
 
    I shook my head, my eyes still fearfully roaming the area. 
 
    “Shit!” he sputtered. “You know that bears are excellent climbers, right?” 
 
    “They are?” This time I wasn’t whispering. It came out in a small shriek. 
 
    “I’m coming, just tell me where you are.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” I cried. “Somewhere in the forest in a big pine tree.” Tears welled up in my eyes and I held my breath when I heard noises coming closer. “Hurry!” I whispered frantically.  
 
    From the way Archer’s image was shaking, I could tell he was running. “Send me your location,” he ordered. 
 
    “I don’t know how to do that, I’m not very good with technology.” 
 
    A stream of curse words came from him, but I was too busy staring in the direction of the noise to mind and then I saw it: a large black bear came jogging in my direction. 
 
    Like any sane person who is hiding, I knew to keep calm and stay quiet, but unfortunately my brain temporarily malfunctioned and a loud scream of pure terror rushed out from the bottom of my strained lungs.  
 
    That caught the bear’s attention. He stopped, rose up on two legs, and looked straight at me with small gleaming black eyes. The way he leaned his head back and sniffed the air made me scream again.  
 
    While the bear slowly walked closer to investigate, I pushed higher up the tree, my hands now so sweaty from fear that I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to hold on. 
 
    It was tempting to close my eyes and pretend this wasn’t happening, but I was in survival mode and kept my eyes locked on the huge bear. 
 
    “I’m one of the good people,” I said in a brittle voice. “Where I come from we don’t harm animals. You have no quarrel with me so just go away.”  
 
    The bear sniffed the tree before he lifted up on his back legs again, planting his big paws on the tree trunk. 
 
    My crying intensified, and looking up I realized that I couldn’t go much higher or the branches wouldn’t be strong enough to hold me.  
 
    Bears are excellent climbers, Archer’s words played on a loop in my mind. 
 
    I looked around for things to throw at the bear when he started to pull himself up by his claws. But twigs, pine cones, and loud screams didn’t scare the beast off.  He had only his right hind leg on the ground when Archer finally reached us.  
 
    Clearly he had been sprinting, because his chest was rising and falling with his panting and his face was chili red.  “Stay where you are,” he shouted to me, as if I had the option of going anywhere. 
 
    I swallowed hard and felt dizzy when the bear turned to face him.  
 
    “Be careful.” My voice broke and it felt like I had a second heartbeat in my throat. I would never forgive myself if something happened to Archer while trying to save me.  
 
    Archer had his eyes locked on the bear and moved sideways to pick up a big stick from the ground. Holding the stick in front of him he started roaring and shouting, making himself big and threatening. “Get out of here, go!” 
 
    The bear swayed from side to side before it charged him. 
 
    “Hey, knock it off,” Archer yelled at the bear and raised his arms up high. “Don’t make me hurt you.” 
 
    The bear took a left and stopped outside Archer’s reach, making deep guttural sounds that sounded to me like someone roaring underwater.  
 
    In an explosive motion, Archer rushed forward shaking the stick in front of him. “I said run the fuck off.”  
 
    This time the bear did and I gave a shriek of relief. 
 
    With the bear still storming off, Archer threw the branch to the ground and looked up at me. “Didn’t you listen to anything I taught you about bears?” he asked with both arms flapping in the air. “Don’t run, don’t fucking hide in a tree, and don’t scream like a girl.” 
 
    “I was scared,” I defended myself.  
 
    “I get that, but you can’t show them your fear. Black bears are skittish and easy to scare off. You make yourself big and threatening and you show them who’s the boss.” 
 
    “Don’t yell at me,” I cried and tried to calm my pumping heart by taking deep breaths. “If you hadn’t arrived he would’ve climbed up here and mauled me.” 
 
    “He?” Archer angled his head. “That was a small female and she was probably just curious to see what you were doing up there.” With a smile, he added, “Maybe she thought you needed help.”  
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “Can you even get down from that tree?” Archer asked, and a new wave of fear hit me when I looked down and realized how far up I was. 
 
    “I’m scared,” I admitted. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, just take it one branch at a time.” With a series of instructions Archer slowly guided me three branches down. 
 
    “Hey, is everything all right?” 
 
    We turned our heads to see Magni running toward us. “I heard yelling.” 
 
    “Kya met a small bear,” Archer explained dryly. “I scared it off but unfortunately she managed to climb into that tree before I got here.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a small bear. It was huge and very aggressive,” I pointed out. 
 
    Magni frowned and looked at Archer. “Do I need to find it and kill it?” 
 
    “No.” Archer shook his head. “It was just a small curious female.” 
 
     The two males exchanged a glance. “You sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure.” 
 
    “But I heard roaring – that’s why I hid in the tree. Surely they only roar when they’re aggressive.” 
 
    “Black bears don’t roar,” Archer informed me.  
 
    “Then what am I supposed to call the sounds it made?” 
 
    “You should worry less about what sounds it makes and more about getting down from that tree.” 
 
    “But I’m scared,” I said and searched for a safe place to put my foot. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Magni didn’t have the same patience as Archer and instead of helping me from below, he quickly climbed up to where I was. “Just do as I tell you,” he said and showed me exactly where to put my foot and what branch to hold onto. With his help, I was down in less than two minutes.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said and brushed my hands together. “I’m grateful to both of you.” 
 
    “Can you run back to the school?” Magni asked me. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Maybe I can jog, but there’s no way I can keep up with the pace of you two if you start running full speed.” 
 
    “I’ll jog with you,” Archer offered and turned to Magni. “I’ll make sure she gets back to the school safely.” 
 
    My big protector hesitated and I figured it was because he knew how much I disliked Archer after the spanking. “Kya, do you want me to stay with you or are you okay with jogging with Archer?” Over the last month, Magni had eased up and wasn’t hovering as much as he used to.  
 
    Grateful that I had survived my encounter with the bear, and thankful that Archer had come to my rescue, I waved a hand at Magni. “It’s fine, sprint all you want,” I assured him. 
 
    “Great.” Magni took off with the grace of a panther, leaping over logs and disappearing with a speed that I would never be able to keep up with. 
 
    “I’m sorry that you had to come back for me,” I told Archer in a tone that was as friendly as on the night we had met. “I told Shelly it wasn’t necessary, but that was before the bear almost attacked me, and now I’m grateful you came back to save me.” We were walking and I was surprised that Archer didn’t try to hurry me on. Maybe he wasn’t so rude and horrible after all. 
 
    “Why do you let the children sleep with you?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Because I don’t like the idea of them crying themselves to sleep. It’s not normal for kids to sleep at their school in the Motherlands, so this is a new situation for everyone. If they were at home, their parents would comfort them after a nightmare or if they were sad about something.” 
 
    “But our students aren’t small children, they’re preteens and teens.” 
 
    “I know, but don’t forget that many of our students from the Motherlands have experienced something traumatic and will be more sensitive than other children.” 
 
    “So, you would let any of them sleep in your bed, as long as they were sad and had a nightmare; even the boys?” 
 
    “Tommy and Nieall are only ten and eleven years old. I give them the same amount of love that I give my other students, but they haven’t needed it.” 
 
    Archer raised an eyebrow. “And what about the Nboys? Would you let them sleep in your bed too?”  
 
    I started jogging. “None of them have ever come to me for comfort,” I said dismissively. 
 
    “Yet.” Archer fell into my pace. “But don’t forget that those ten boys miss their mothers too.” 
 
    I shot him a sideway glance. “None of them can remember their mothers.” 
 
    “Tell me what it was like growing up with parents who kissed you and doted on you?” Archer asked. 
 
    “Well, it was wonderful,” I answered. “It’s the way it should be for all children.” 
 
    For a while we ran in silence, then he said: “It takes a while, you know.” 
 
    “What does?” I shot him a sideway glance but Archer was looking straight ahead with a guarded expression on his face.  
 
    “For the little boys to stop crying when they first arrive here.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Can you remember when you first arrived?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, not in specific detail, but when I trained to be a mentor I worked in an early childhood learning facility for two months. That’s where the toddlers arrive and they stay there until they’re ten years old.”  
 
    “You told me that.” 
 
    “Yes, but I didn’t tell you what happens when the boys first arrive.” 
 
    “What happens?” I asked with an uneasy feeling in my stomach. 
 
    “It’s kind of heartbreaking really, because they are so small and they will try to touch every adult they see, longing for connection and love, I guess.” 
 
    The sadness in his voice made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. 
 
    “We were told not to pick them up, kiss them, or comfort them with physical contact.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we had to toughen them up,” he said matter-of-factly. “That rule got me in a lot of trouble, but finally I figured out a way to wrestle with them for fun and sneak in a hug or two. Still, after my two months, I knew I wanted to work with the older boys. I didn’t like all the crying.” 
 
    “But what about the sensitive boys? You must have some of them.” 
 
    Archer huffed out air. “We do, but as I said: we toughen them up. In time, they learn to swallow their tears, fears, and need for touch.” 
 
    For a while we just ran side-by-side, my empathy making it impossible not to cry on the inside for all the little boys who had cried themselves to sleep, and buried their pain behind brave faces. “So, after the age of three there’s really no physical contact other than fighting, is there?” I found it the saddest thing ever. Human touch was such a vital part of any child’s development. No wonder the Nmen grew up to be inflexible, unreasonable, and confrontational. 
 
    He shrugged. “I suppose it’s different for everyone. I can remember hugging friends that were sad and receiving hugs in return. For those lucky enough to form deep friendships, I think touching is part of it, although typically rougher than what you would be used to.” 
 
    With my heart overflowing, I slowed down and came to a halt. “I feel like you’ve been robbed of something very precious.” 
 
    Archer stopped too and was looking back at me. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I took the five steps to stand in front of him. “You were taken from the people who loved you and even though you don’t remember it, you were once that lonely little boy longing for touch and connection. I think you’ve been robbed of love in your life.” 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s hard to miss something if you’ve never had it,” he said pragmatically.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” I agreed softly with an overwhelming need to pour into him a fraction of the warmth he had missed out on in his lifetime. I could forget about the annoyance and frustration I felt with him for long enough to see Archer for the small boy he had once been: sad, scared, and deprived of love. Lifting up on my tiptoes, I placed my arms around his neck.  
 
    At first Archer tensed up and I could see why he would be confused, inasmuch as I had avoided him as much as possible since the humiliating spanking he gave me a week ago. “It’s okay, I just want to hug you,” I whispered. 
 
    Finally, his arms wrapped around the small of my back and he pulled me closer and buried his head in my hair. 
 
    I rested my head on his collarbone, not caring that he was sweaty from his run. Unlike some of the boys, who could smell like trolls when they were sweaty, Archer always had a fresh, outdoorsy scent to him that I liked. 
 
    After no more than ten seconds, he tried to pull away, but knowing the science behind a good hug, I knew we had to stay like this for at least a full minute to get the benefit of the healthy hormones that hugging released. Tightening my grip around his neck, I signaled that I didn’t want our hug to end. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Archer whispered in my ear. 
 
    “I’m hugging you,” I explained and nuzzled the back of his hair. 
 
    “But I thought you were angry at me for the spanking.” 
 
    “I am. But you did something heroic for me today and I want to give you something back. 
 
    “Well, in that case.” His voice took on a seductive tone, “how about a night in your bed?” 
 
    I released him immediately. “I don’t think so,” I said and started jogging again. 
 
    “Why not? You said it yourself, I did something heroic and I deserve to be rewarded.” 
 
    “Which is why I just gave you a big hug,” I explained calmly.  
 
    “But I really miss my mom,” he said in a singsong voice. 
 
    It was getting harder to speak now with the pace I was setting in my eagerness to get back to the school. “Maybe I would’ve been tempted if I had forgiven you for the spanking, but I never will.” 
 
    Archer took that as an invitation to discuss disciplining children and before we reached the school, I was back to being frustrated with him again.  
 
    “Just run ahead,” I told him. “I can see the school now and you don’t need to wait for me.” 
 
    “Stop giving me orders.”   
 
    “I’m not giving you orders, I just think Shelly and Marco might need your help. We’ve been gone for a long time, and you’re a much faster runner than me.” It was needless to say that anyone at the school was a faster runner than me. 
 
    With no further words, Archer took off. Even the irritation I felt with him didn’t stop me from appreciating the sight of his athletic body picking up speed and moving gracefully through the forest. He made running look easy, and I envied him his strength and physical confidence. One thing I had to say for the boys and men that I had met here in the Northlands: they were all very much at home in their bodies and spent hours pushing themselves.  
 
    Again, I thought about our kiss that first night. It might have started out as curiosity, but it sure had set off a whole series of wildfires in my body that I didn’t have much control over. I stopped jogging abruptly when something suddenly stood out so clear to me that I smacked my palm to my forehead. How did I not realize this a lot sooner? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    Motherhood 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Christina tucked her feet up under her on the sofa. “Come again?” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense,” I exclaimed with eagerness. “I argue with Archer all the time because it’s a way for me to stay un-attracted to him.” 
 
    Christina pulled on her earlobe, squishing her eyebrows together. “But Kya…” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to speak the sentence because I kept going. “How else would you explain such a radical change in my behavior? I used to be kind to everyone, but for some reason Archer riles me up and makes me say things that border on being unpleasant. I even kicked him once.” 
 
    Her eyes grew big. “You kicked Archer?” 
 
    “See?” I threw up my hands. “It’s like I don’t even recognize myself anymore and just for the record I feel awful about it.” 
 
    “And you think you’re behaving irrationally because you’re attracted to him?” Christina asked. 
 
    “Well, not by choice obviously,” I clarified. “I don’t even like him.” 
 
    A slow smile grew on her face. 
 
    “Oh no, I know what you’re thinking, and you can stop it right now,” I told her.  
 
    Her smile was growing goofy. “But I can hope, can’t I?” 
 
    “No, you can’t, and you better not tell Boulder about this.” I raised my index finger in warning. “If he talks to Archer things are just going to get worse between us.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” Christina assured me and reached out to take my hand. “I won’t say another word about this unless you bring it up.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I exhaled deeply and felt tension lift from my shoulders, but it didn’t last long before Christina brought up another headache in my life. 
 
    “Did you decide on whether or not you’re going to adopt Raven?”  
 
    We encouraged the children to talk to their parents on a weekly basis, but Raven’s mother was back in a place of reflection with a self-diagnosed case of depression, and when I managed to track her down she cried and told me she was the worst mother in the world and that Raven deserved better. I couldn’t argue with that, and when she had offered again to let me adopt Raven, it had been tempting to just say yes. 
 
    “I’m still thinking about it.” 
 
    “What did Raven say?” Christina asked me softly.  
 
    “I haven’t told her yet.” 
 
    “But you’re going to, right?” she asked. 
 
    I exhaled loudly. “I love Raven, but I haven’t spoken to her about it because I don’t want her to be disappointed if I choose not to adopt her.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Because it could disrupt the school project,” I said. “It would change the dynamic of the group and potentially cause jealousy among the students. You have to remember that several of the kids don’t have parents at all. What about them?” I picked up a plum and sniffed it before I took a bite. “I also specifically promised Pearl that I wouldn’t play favorites with Raven, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” Christina said softly. “There is that.” 
 
    “What about you and Boulder?” I asked. “You both adore her, and Raven loves it here; maybe you could adopt her?” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “No woman from the Motherlands is going to allow an Nman to adopt her daughter – not even Raven’s mother. Their heads are full of horror stories about the Nmen.” She played with the hem of her shirt. “We would adopt Raven on the spot if we could, but it would be cruel to discuss it with Boulder and let him get his hopes up when you and I both know it’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” I sighed. “It’s just that when I see how great and protective Boulder is with Raven, I think he would make an excellent father.” 
 
    “You really think so?” Christina lit up.  
 
    “Yeah, don’t you?” 
 
    She broke into a wide smile. “Yes. I mean there are certainly a few areas that we still don’t agree on, but we have about seven and a half months to figure it out.” The way Christina’s hand fell to her belly said everything.  
 
    “You’re pregnant?” My voice vibrated with excitement.  
 
    She nodded eagerly, her eyes tearing up.  
 
    “That’s amazing.”   
 
    Christina said something but her words were drowned in my happy scream, and I almost knocked a vase to the floor in my eagerness to give her a big hug.   
 
    “How did Boulder react?” 
 
    “I haven’t told him yet.” 
 
    “Oh, Mother Nature, he’s going to be the happiest man on earth.” 
 
    “I know,” she said and dried her eyes, wearing a happy smile. “But I want to tell him in the most perfect way.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I was hoping you had some kind of brilliant idea.”  
 
    “Me?” I laughed. “Why would I know what to do? I’ve never been pregnant in my life, let alone had to tell someone about it.” 
 
    “Maybe I could give him a riddle?” Christina bit her lower lip with a speculative expression on her face.  
 
    “Maybe you could just tell him?” I suggested. “I don’t think the how is very important. I just think he wants to know.” 
 
    “But I want it to be special.” 
 
    Stroking her hand, I grinned. “Believe me, sweetie, to Boulder it will be very special.” 
 
    We talked more about the pregnancy before Christina changed the subject. 
 
    “Actually, there was something else I wanted to talk to you about.” She lifted the little plate with cookies and offered me one. “You haven’t touched them and I baked them myself.” 
 
    Christina had never been a talented baker and sure enough, the first bite tasted salty.  
 
    “What do you want to talk to me about?” I asked and put the cookie down.  
 
    “I overheard Boulder talking to Khan yesterday.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper and leaned closer. “I think you’re getting a new protector.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Khan needs Magni.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    Christina angled her head. “I’m not sure about the specifics, but apparently, some of the Nmen feel cheated that they didn’t get a chance to fight for Pearl. Khan wants Magni to take care of the situation before it turns into a rebellion.” 
 
    “That sounds dangerous.” 
 
    “According to Boulder, Magni has been doing this sort of work for years. Khan and Magni used to do it together when their father was still in power,” Christina informed me. “You know that Magni is Khan’s right hand, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Do you know when he’s going to leave?” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    I squirmed in my seat. “And do you know who my new protector is going to be?” The thought that Archer would be my new protector both excited and annoyed me. On the one hand, it would be wonderful to work together without the interference from a third person. On the other hand, it would give Archer a kind of leverage that I didn’t want him to have over me. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Christina said, but I think it’ll be Finn.”  
 
    “I just hope it’s not Archer. That would be awkward and only complicate things between us.” 
 
    She nodded. “I don’t think Khan would pick Archer, especially after he spanked you.” From the way color rose to her cheeks I could tell Christina was still angry about that episode. “No man should ever hit a woman,” Christina said firmly. “Nor should he hit any child for that matter.” 
 
    “I agree, but it’s like talking to a door, and Archer won’t budge on the subject.” 
 
    Christina lowered her head and leaned forward. “Promise that you won’t let him do it again, Kya.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to, but I can’t let him beat on children either.” 
 
    “But don’t you see how he could use it against you? Archer doesn’t like you much and you two argue all the time.” She was pinching the skin of her throat with an uneasy expression. “I worry that he would punish the children in the hopes of getting to you.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “The thought has occurred to me.” Folding my lower lip between my teeth, I asked: “You really don’t think Khan would pick Archer as my protector?” 
 
    “Maybe, but Khan and Boulder discussed it before you even came to the Northlands, and Khan was adamant that he wanted either Magni or Finn to protect you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because Khan doesn’t trust many people and he doesn’t know Archer as well as he knows them. Magni, Finn, Boulder, and Khan have been closely knit since they were teens.” 
 
    “Does that mean he would pick Finn then?” 
 
    “Probably.” Christina smiled. “It would make sense to have a doctor on hand at the school, wouldn’t it? I mean after what happened to William.” 
 
    I played with a strand of my hair and thought out loud: “True, but then why didn’t Khan pick Finn to begin with?” 
 
    Christina took her time before she answered. “That’s a good question, but my best guess would be that Khan chose Magni because he worried about his brother.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Remember I told you how destructive Magni became after Laura left?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, watching over you was a good distraction and since Magni is doing a lot better, I would have to say it was a good move on Khan’s part.” 
 
    “Huh.” I took in her words and had to agree that Magni seemed to have calmed down a lot. I’d even seen him close to smiling a few times.  
 
    “You know what, just make sure Boulder tells Khan that I don’t want Archer, okay? I already have too many battles on my list.” 
 
    “What battles?” Christina asked.  
 
    “My biggest one is to get the Nboys to accept Tommy and Nieall,” I said with a sigh and picked up the salty cookie again without thinking. “I feel sorry for them because I see how much they want to be part of the boys’ group, but no matter how hard they try, the Nboys treat them as outsiders.” 
 
    “Then what are you going to do about it?” Christina asked. 
 
    Brushing off some cookie crumbs from my pants, I said: “I’m not sure, but I keep having this crazy idea that if the Nboys could see the Motherlands for themselves, they would be impressed. They seem to think that they are somehow superior to the children from the Motherlands, but if we showed them how amazing the Motherlands really are, maybe they would get a new sense of respect.” 
 
      Christina’s face lit up with excitement. “I just had a brilliant idea! You know what we should do?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We should get the Council’s permission and take all the children on a field trip to the Motherlands.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” I said dreamily. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Pearl and Isobel about it.” Christina had the same determined expression on her face that I had seen when she first planned to go to the Northlands. “But just for the fun of it, let’s say they agree – what would you show the boys?” 
 
     “Well, I know sports is a big thing for them, so I was hoping we could find a big sports event or a dance performance.” 
 
    “I doubt ballet or figure skating is going to impress them,” Christina pointed out. “But maybe a concert will. I don’t think these boys have been exposed to much culture.” She raised her hand as if a sudden idea had just struck her. “Oh, and you know what else would be a really good idea?” 
 
    I shook my head while smiling at her because there was nothing better than brainstorming ideas with my best friend. Especially when only a few months ago, I’d seen Christina depressed and sad. Now she was literally bursting with life.   
 
    “If we take them down to the south where it’s warm and nice, they can spend some time on the beach. I’ll bet none of the Nboys have ever tried swimming in a warm ocean.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re being a little bit too ambitious now?” I asked. “I was thinking about a quick field trip to cross the border, but taking them to the southern part would require days.” 
 
    “Even better.” Christina let her fingers arrange her brown hair in a ponytail that fell the minute she moved her hands. “We would have enough adults to take care of the kids and it would give us a chance to show some of the men where we come from too. Maybe a week by the ocean would make them see the benefits to a union with the Motherlands.” She winked.  
 
    “Honestly, at this point I would just be happy to have a field trip off the island. I love it here, but I haven’t seen anything of the Northlands except this island and Khan’s mansion. 
 
    “Magni still doesn’t want to take you anywhere?” 
 
    “Nope, he’s very concerned about my safety and prefers for me to just stay at the school.” 
 
    “But Pearl said that you could have some trips back home, if you wanted,” Christina reminded me.  
 
    “I know, but with everything going on at the school I don’t want to be gone too long. I was thinking a few hours would be nice, that’s all.” 
 
    “Then you and I shall go shopping together this weekend,” Christina said firmly.  
 
    “Magni would never let me do that,” I breathed. 
 
    She grinned. “Ahh, but Magni won’t be your protector anymore, will he?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    Ten Against One 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    I never thought that I would be sorry to see Magni go, but the morning he announced to the children that he was leaving for the East Coast, I felt a pinch of regret. 
 
    Over the last month, he and I had butted heads more times than I cared to remember, but we had also laughed together and on occasion he had helped me persuade Kya to see things my way. Magni was rude, confrontational, and unapologetic to a fault, but it was impossible not to respect him as a fighter. Although I hated to admit it, he was the best I had ever seen. 
 
    “As you know, Lord Khan depends on me to keep this country safe,” he told the children with his characteristic self-importance. “There are some idiots conspiring to overthrow my brother, and I have to go pay them a visit and talk to them about changing their minds.” The way he pressed his right fist into his left palm gave a nonverbal illustration of what exactly he meant by “talk.” 
 
    All the children were standing in a half circle, listening to him, and from the boys’ sagging shoulders it was easy to see their disappointment. Magni was a man of power and influence and his presence had made them feel important; not to mention that he had gathered quite the little fan group among the kids, who loved to watch him train.  
 
    “Can I come with you?” Oscar asked. “I can help.” The boy pushed out his chest and although impressive for a thirteen-year-old, he had a long way to go before he would be ready for the army of strong warriors that Magni had under his command.  
 
    “Me too,” Sultan added and was quickly followed by Storm, Nikola, and Solomon, who all offered Magni their service too. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, afraid that their hero would dismiss them and hurt their pride, but I should have known that Magni was a bigger man than that.  
 
    “Thank you! We’ll need good warriors like you to keep our country safe. For now, I have my team, but you boys keep practicing hard and I might have a spot for you when you grow older.” 
 
    “What about us girls?” Raven asked. “Can we be on your team too?” 
 
    The boys broke into loud laughter.  
 
    Smiling down at Raven, who stood on my left side, I lifted my hand to tousle her hair and tell her she was being funny. 
 
    But I stopped myself when Magni came over, raised a hand to silence the boys, and squatted down in front of her. “Raven, I know that where you come from women are strong and independent, but you gotta understand that here in the Northlands we men are very protective of females. You see, we don’t have many to begin with so we can’t risk your lives in battle.” 
 
    Raven’s face fell. 
 
    “But I want you to know,” he added, “that we all acknowledge how brave it was of you to come here in the first place. Now, I can’t guarantee you that there will be a place for a woman in my army when you grow up. But a few months ago, the idea of boys and girls learning together in a school seemed out of reach too, so you never know. If you want to be a warrior,” he said and placed his large hand on Raven’s little shoulder, “then you keep training and doing your best, okay?” 
 
    She nodded her head eagerly. 
 
    “We’ll miss you, Magni.” The soft voice surprised me because it came from Mila, who stepped out of the group to approach him. With him still squatting, Mila placed her arms around him in a hug, looking genuinely sad to see him go.  
 
    Magni responded by holding on to her and rising back up to his full height with her in his arms. “You’re not going to miss me, Mila, because I’m bringing you as a souvenir.”  
 
    The girl erupted into laughter, making both of her charming dimples pop out.  
 
    “You can’t do that.” She giggled and with a rare grin, Magni spun her through the air and put her back on her feet.  
 
    “Nahh, I guess not, but I would if I could,” he said in his deep voice.   
 
    While I wondered how I had missed the two of them bonding, Mila wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him again. And the minute she let go of him, Kya came over and hugged him too. 
 
    “You stay safe, all right?”  
 
    “Enough with this love fest.” Magni rolled his eyes but couldn’t hide a small smile.  
 
    I kept my goodbyes short, and soon after, the children waved as Magni’s drone disappeared in the distance. 
 
    “Who is going to train us now?” Raven asked me. “We’re still going to learn how to fight, right?” 
 
    “Of course you are. In fact we’re going to be having a session right now and Marco will be your new trainer.” 
 
    Raven turned her head to look at Marco and her little nose wrinkled up in disapproval. “But Magni was the best fighter in the whole world,” she complained.  
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked the girl and crossed my arms. “You don’t think Marco can teach you anything?” 
 
    “I guess,” she muttered.  
 
    “Hey, look at me,” I commanded. “Why aren’t you excited about Marco teaching you?” 
 
    Her small shoulders bobbed in a shrug, but then she leaned closer and muttered in a hushed voice. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful of Marco, but he doesn’t look half as scary as Magni.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I took a minute to look at my assistant, trying to see the young man through her eyes. Marco might not be as scarred, tattooed, or menacing to look at as Magni, but at Marco’s six-foot-three he towered over her, muscled and broad-shouldered. 
 
    “You really don’t think he looks scary?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Marco is the pretty one, that’s why all the girls like him.  
 
    Marco swung his head and gave me a disgusted look. “Did she just call me pretty?” he asked with a grimace.  
 
    “I think she did,” I confirmed with a grin.  
 
    Raven tugged at my shirt and signaled that she wanted to whisper something to me, so I bent down.  
 
    “You want to know a secret?” she asked and I nodded.  
 
    “Rochelle, Paysey, and Nicki are all in love with Marco.”  
 
    I pulled back with my eyebrows raised. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh!” She gave me a conspiratorial glance and looked back at him.  
 
    “What are you two whispering about?” Marco asked and came to stand next to me.  
 
    “Nothing,” Raven said too quickly.  
 
    “Raven wonders if you’ll be any good as a trainer. She only wants to train with the best?” 
 
    Marco took the challenge with a charming grin. “Why don’t we find out?” he said and called to the boys. “Any of you little boys wanna fight me?” 
 
    Ten hands flew into the air and he signaled for them to circle around him.   
 
    “So, Raven?” he called to her. “If I can take down all the boys, will you be impressed?” 
 
    The Nboys were excited by the challenge and ran to get their safety gear. My concern was that Marco might be in over his head, because he hadn’t been training with them like I had. As per my instructions, Marco had kept close to Magni and trained with the children from the Motherlands instead. I had no doubt that Marco could take down nine ordinary schoolboys. After all, I had trained him myself and he was an excellent fighter. But these boys were handpicked and they were advanced for their age. Hell, I wasn’t even sure Magni or I could handle the full pack if they attacked us all at once.  
 
    “This will be interesting,” I said and took a step inside the circle that the boys had formed around Marco, who closed his thin safety vest and put on the protective gloves before he stretched his arms and rolled his shoulders to warm up. 
 
    “To make it last a little longer, I want only two of you to attack at the same time,” I instructed the boys.  
 
    “Can I do a one on one?” Solomon asked. “I want to take Marco down by myself.” 
 
    Marco grinned smugly at the confident fourteen-year-old, who was tall for his age but only reached Marco’s chin.  
 
    “Sure, but you’ll have to wait your turn. We’ll finish with you, Solo.”  
 
    Kya, Shelly, and the ten children from the Motherlands stood in a group. Raven’s and Nieall’s eyes shone with excitement, while the others were quietly exchanging looks of concern.     
 
    “Marco, honey, are you sure this is a good idea?” Kya called out to him and the fucker had the nerve to wink at her with a cocky grin. I had heard Kya use endearments with the children, but not with him and I didn’t like it one bit.  
 
    “If I get a scratch, will you kiss it and make it better?” he said flirtatiously, and I had to step out of the circle before I did something stupid such as challenging him myself. 
 
    “Don’t go easy on him,” I shouted to the boys but my request was redundant, as they all looked like hungry wolves’ eager to take the first bite. 
 
    Marco did the last stretch with his arms and yawned provocatively before he pointed to the two youngest in the group. “Sultan. Plato. Let's go.” 
 
    The two boys were no match for Marco, and although they fought bravely he toyed with them. In a real fight it was easy to see who had won a game, since the loser would be dead or asking for mercy. In a training situation, there were several ways of winning: either you knocked your opponent out, you made him beg for mercy, or you restrained him and made it impossible for him to fight you. Marco chose the last solution with the two boys. With his superior strength, he managed to bundle them together and sit on top of them. 
 
    William would've been the next boy to go, but even though his burn wound from two weeks ago had healed nicely, I didn’t want to put him under pressure just yet. “Hey, Nieall, do you want to take William’s place?” I asked the boy because I knew how much he wanted to be part of the boys’ group. 
 
    Kya’s hand shot out and landed on his shoulder, holding him back. “No, that’s all right; we’ll just watch, right, Nieall?” 
 
    She was behind him so she couldn’t see the disappointment on his face, but I did. “It’s your choice, champ, if you want to join the fun then now is the time.” 
 
    Pulling his shoulder free from Kya’s grasp, Nieall ran into the circle and joined Hunter, who had already taken a fighting stance. Hunter was an excellent fighter – fast, intelligent, and fearless. But he was more or less fighting Marco on his own because Nieall had no experience or any particular gift in this area. It only took Marco a minute or two before he was ready for the next two. 
 
    Nero and Nathan stepped forward, both of them twelve years old and strong for their age. They worked together and for the first time Marco took a few beatings. Still, he had eight years on them, and at least forty pounds more of muscles to work with. The boys were panting and sweating when he was done with them, and I gave both of them a nod of recognition for their hard work. 
 
    “Storm and Niko.” Marco waved them closer. I crossed my arms, ready to see my boys put up a good fight. These boys were only a year older but that year made a big difference, and using their combined strength they broke free when he tried to restrain them. Marco too was growing red-faced and perspiration was showing on his bare shoulders. 
 
    A loud gasp went through the group behind me when Storm did a high kick, catching Marco unaware.  
 
    “Nice kick,” I shouted.  
 
    Marco pulled back and touched his face, his tongue raking over his teeth as if to feel that they were still all there. Then his eyes shot to me, silently asking for permission to take it up a notch. I nodded. 
 
    When Marco pulled into second gear, things got interesting. Kicks and punches were accompanied by growls and groans of pain. 
 
    Not surprisingly, it became too much for Kya, who came up to me, begging me to stop the madness. 
 
    Of course, I refused. “It’s almost over,” I pointed out and true enough, Nikola took a kick to his chest and flew backward while Storm ended up in a choke grip that emphasized that Marco could have killed him if he wanted to. 
 
    Since Solomon had been promised he could fight Marco one on one, Oscar Schindler, the last thirteen-year-old boy in the group, didn’t have a partner. I thought about asking Raven to join since she was jumping and cheering on the sideline, but she was a girl and I couldn’t risk her being hurt with all the elbows and punches flying through the air. Oscar didn’t take mercy on Marco or give him time to catch his breath. He was hungry for his chance to prove himself and attacked head on.  
 
    For a moment, I wished that Magni could have been here to see this fight. He would’ve been proud of Oscar, who took several punches and even started bleeding from his nose, but still kept going.  
 
    In the end, it was conditioning and strength that took him out. He ran out of energy and his punches became weak. By then it was easy for Marco to restrain him and Oscar’s five minutes of fame were over. 
 
    “Impressive!” I patted Oscar’s shoulder when he limped past me to go and have a seat next to his other tired friends, and then I called out to the last boy. “Are you ready to take him down, Solo?”  
 
    Solomon was growing up to be an impressive Nman and was by far the biggest of the boys. He moved from side to side in full concentration, ignoring my question, his eyes locked on his target. 
 
    “So, you really think you can take me down?” Marco mocked him. “You’re just a boy.” 
 
    Solomon didn’t take the bait – he was too clever for that – and instead he moved closer with his eyebrows lowered, his knees bent, and his arms stretched to the sides. It was an invitation for Marco to attack him.  
 
    “Oh, you want to play?” Marco swayed from side to side and then he exploded forward, taking the first swing. Solomon ducked and took a swing of his own.  
 
    From there things evolved quickly and even I scrunched up my face when they started using knees and elbows. 
 
    “The face is off limits,” I shouted, but both fighters had their pride on the line and they were in a bubble of heavy testosterone. Solomon was like a wild boar, using every dirty trick he knew to compensate for his lack of experience fighting someone much older than himself.  
 
    “Fuck!!!” Marco cursed and shook his head after a particular nasty punch from Solomon.  
 
    By now, Marco’s eyebrow was bleeding and he looked enraged. Clearly, he had underestimated the boy and it didn’t help that all the other boys were cheering for Solomon. Marco gave me a questioning look again and I raised my eyebrows, silently telling him: “Yes, you can put that boy in his place, but don’t mess him up too badly.” 
 
    Right then, Solomon took a step forward, kicking Marco square in the chest. A loud cry came from the Momsies but although Marco hadn’t seen it coming, he was quick enough to move back just enough to not feel the full impact. Instead he grabbed Solomon’s leg and threw the teenager to the ground, where they rolled around in an ugly display of punches. 
 
    When Marco finally managed to get on top of Solomon and effectively restrained him by sitting on his chest and arms, the boy was fuming. 
 
    “And we have a winner!” I announced. 
 
    Marco placed his palm on Solomon’s face and pushed up. When he reached his hand down to pull Solomon up, the boy refused to take it and got up by himself. 
 
    “It’s okay, just give him time to cool down,” I said when Solomon stormed off into the woods. “He fought bravely, but losing is never fun.” 
 
    Marco grinned. “Better him than me.” 
 
    “Give him a few years and he’ll take you,” I teased and patted Marco’s shoulder.  
 
    “He’s fucking strong, that’s for sure.”  
 
    I chuckled and turned to the boys. “Get some water and if anyone has injuries – I want to hear about them.” 
 
    The sight of Kya and Nieall standing on the side caught my attention. I knew she was probably angry at me for letting him participate, but he had been so eager to do it. Now, however, Nieall was crying again and she was rubbing his back and whispering soft words to him.  
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked when I got closer.  
 
    The boy sniffled and with red-rimmed eyes he looked up at me. “Hunter said it was my fault that we didn’t win over Marco. Because I’m a wuss.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Is that why you’re crying like a girl?” 
 
    Kya’s eyes shot daggers at me. “No wonder your boys are so cruel, when you use name-calling. Don’t listen to him, Nieall, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Boys have every right to be sensitive and cry. Your emotions and feelings are just as important as everyone else’s. And besides, it’s not about winning, it’s about participating.” 
 
    The sandy-blond-haired boy dried his nose with the back of his hand and sniffled again. “I just want them to like me.” 
 
    “They will,” Kya said in her deep soft voice. “Once they understand what a beautiful soul you are, they’ll like you. Remember that it’s just as hard to be rude to someone who is being kind to you as it is hard to be kind to someone who is rude to you. They’ll come around.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Look, Nieall, I’m sorry to say this, but Kya has no fucking clue what she’s talking about. If you want these boys to respect you and like you, don’t listen to her.” 
 
    Kya’s face stiffened, and the boy looked from me to her and back again.  
 
    “Here’s the thing,” I said matter-of-factly. “If you want to win their respect then you need to grow tough. We’re men and we respect grit, perseverance, and endurance. We’re competitive by nature and if you cry every time things get tough, you’re not making any friends.” 
 
    “Then what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    I bent forward to look into his eyes. “You’re going to hold your head high and stand your ground when they push you.” 
 
    “But I don’t fight as good as they do.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. But how could you when you haven’t been trained?” 
 
    “But what if they get mad at me and beat me up?” 
 
    Kya cut me off before I could answer him. “They won’t beat you up because you won’t get involved in a fight.”  
 
    “But in case they do you just come back at them tenfold,” I said. “Don’t let anyone bully you, do you hear me?”  
 
    “Nieall!” With a finger under his chin Kya made him look at her. “Violence has never solved anything, and trying to be someone you’re not to impress a bunch of boys is silly.”  
 
    His eyes drifted to me. “Tenfold,” he muttered.  
 
    I nodded. “That’s right, don’t take any shit from anybody.” 
 
    Kya made a sound of disapproval. “That’s exactly the strategy that got six and half billion people killed during the Toxic War. One act of aggression was reciprocated by ten, and next thing the world was in flames, species extinct, and half of the earth uninhabitable because of radiation and toxic pollution.” 
 
    “I’m not telling him to throw a bomb, just to stand up for himself,” I pointed out and looked at Nieall. “As long as you don’t cause your opponent severe damage, I don’t see the problem.”  
 
    “And I’m pointing out that aggression isn’t the solution,” Kya said annoyed.  
 
    Nieall drew a heavy sigh but at least he wasn’t crying anymore. “I don’t want to start a war with the boys,” he muttered.  
 
    “Isn’t there anything you’re really good at? You know something that would impress them?” I asked, trying to come up with a solution that didn’t involve physical strength, which Kya didn’t approve of and this boy clearly didn’t have much of anyway. 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “How about drawing? Are you artistic?” 
 
    He shook his head, his lips turning downward.  
 
    “Are you a fast runner? Can you sing or just burp the alphabet?… Anything would help.” 
 
    With shoulders sagging, Nieall once again shook his head. “No, I’m not really good at anything.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I let my hand run through my hair, thinking hard. 
 
    “Should I take the lunch crew and get started?” a female voice asked behind us.  
 
    I spun around to see Shelly Summers standing behind us. “Hey, wait a minute, aren’t you supposed to be a genius or something?”  
 
    “I guess, why?” She asked with a guarded attitude.  
 
    “Okay, then I have a riddle for you. Do you like riddles?” 
 
    “I guess,” she said again and for a genius I didn’t find her very articulate. 
 
    “Right, if a boy wants to impress a group of boys, but he’s not good at anything, then how does he do it?” 
 
    Shelly’s eyes flew to Nieall before she spoke. “That’s an easy one,” she said.  
 
    “Easy?” I said intrigued that the nerdy teenager apparently thought there was a solution to this.  
 
    “We could use Nieall as an example,” she said, revealing that she knew full well that we were talking about him. “Is that okay?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “A boy like you might think that he’s not good at anything. Especially if he compares himself to the boys here, who are all so athletic. But there’s an obvious area where you are superior to them.” 
 
    “There is?” Nieall’s eyes lit up. 
 
    Shelly nodded. “Haven’t you noticed how awkward they get around girls? I think they’re a bit mystified by us and that they wish they could be as relaxed around us as you are. You could just walk up and talk to any of us women or girls here, couldn’t you?” 
 
    Nieall wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, but that’s not something special.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” Shelly insisted. “The Nboys might be strong and brave, but they have no clue how to talk to girls and they often make fools of themselves.” 
 
    I snorted. “What do you expect? It’s not like you women and girls are very easy to figure out. Your thoughts are illogical, and you send more mixed signals than a cockpit with a loose connection.” My eyes met Kya’s. 
 
    “Case closed,” Shelly said and gave Nieall a satisfied smile. “You could barter with them, you know.” She narrowed her eyebrows and since they were already bushy it kind of made it look like she had a mono-brow. 
 
    “Barter?” Nieall asked and clearly didn’t understand the expression.  
 
    “It means to exchange something. In your case, you can offer information and guidance about girls and earn their friendship in return.” She gave him a reassuring smile and made a discreet nod in my direction. “It sounds like you might have your first customer to barter with right here.”  
 
    Nieall’s mouth opened and a small sound of understanding escaped him. “Maybe I could tell the boys some of the girls’ secrets?” he pondered out loud. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend it,” Shelly said. “That will only infuriate the girls, and trust me, they will find out.”  
 
    “Then what do you mean by bartering?” 
 
    Shelly gave him a sly smile. “The trick is to position yourself so that both sides will use you to get information. Let’s say one of the girls likes one of the boys, and she really wants to know if he likes her back or vice versa. Since you don’t have any problem addressing either group, you can make yourself useful and create a position of power.” 
 
    “But why can’t they just talk to each other without my help?” 
 
    Geez, if only it was that simple, I thought to myself. 
 
    “All humans fear rejection at some level,” Shelly explained to him. “It’s really no mystery when you think about how vulnerable humans used to be in the old days. If a person living in the Stone Age was rejected by the group, their chances of survival were slim. We modern people are still programmed to long for inclusion and safety in numbers. It’s irrational of course, because rejection is no longer a life-and-death matter. Yet most of us still get sick to our stomachs when we face potential rejection.”  
 
    “Ahh…” Nieall nodded his head in understanding. “Got it.”  
 
    “Happy to help,” Shelly said and turned to Kya. “So, did you want me to get started with lunch?” 
 
    “Yes, that would be lovely,” Kya answered and the two of them walked away. 
 
    “Run along,” I told Nieall and found myself a bit shaken that a pimply teenager could give better advice than me. Her idea was brilliant, and I only wished I had a grown-up version of Nieall that I could use to get information about how Kya felt about me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    Second Protector 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Finn became my second protector. 
 
    I really didn’t feel I needed one, and I was afraid I would have to start all over to negotiate the freedom that I had worked so hard to get with Magni. When I first arrived in the Northlands, he had been my shadow night and day, it seemed. But by the end, Magni had loosened up and allowed me to walk freely around the school and the surrounding area. He had even allowed Archer and me to be alone more frequently, but I suspected it was because he knew we didn’t like each other very much. 
 
    Luckily, Finn was a much more relaxed person by nature and he was funny. 
 
    “How do you even have time to be here?” I asked him the night he arrived. The kids were all sleeping while we adults sat outside enjoying one of the last summer nights before the fall would set in. “Don’t you have patients?” 
 
    Finn sat next to me and held out his hands to feel the heat from the small fire pit in the middle. “I do, but see, this may surprise you…” With a charming smile, he leaned back and rested his shoulder against mine. “…the Northlands have more than one doctor.”  
 
    “I knew that,” I scoffed. 
 
    “But did you know that I’ve been a protector before?” 
 
    “Yes, Christina told me.” 
 
    I thought I saw a crack in his happy mood, but it was short and he quickly smiled again. “Five days. That’s how long I spent with the witch.” He shook his head. “Did Christina tell you that Athena cursed me?” 
 
    Not taking him seriously, I asked: “You didn’t like Athena much, did you?” 
 
    “No. And it’s not because I don’t like women in general, because just for the record I fucking love women.” His face split in two when he laughed. “And I love fucking women.” Nudging his elbow in my ribs he wiggled his eyebrows. “See what I did there with my words – twisting them around?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was very impressive. You should be a poet,” I said. “But I didn’t think you had access to women here.” 
 
    “Nahh.” He shrugged. “But a true poet can’t let a small detail like the truth disrupt his creative flow.” 
 
    I didn’t fight him when he wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me closer to him. “How about that fantasy of yours? Did you have any luck with Magni or Archer?” he whispered.  
 
    Marco and Archer were talking quietly among themselves on the other side of the fire pit, but Archer looked over when he heard his name.  
 
    “That’s none of your business,” he told Finn. 
 
    Finn smiled. “I see. Well, I’ll take that as a negative.” He placed a hand on my thigh. “Don’t worry, beautiful, I’m happy to step up and satisfy you.” 
 
    “What are you two whispering about?” Marco asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” both Archer and I said at the same time. 
 
    “Ah, that’s not fair.” Finn chuckled. “Why can’t Marco know that you have a sexual fantasy about being with two men?” 
 
    “Finn!” I said in my sternest voice. “It’s not funny and I really don’t.” I regretted ever lying about this and shot Shelly a head shake, feeling embarrassed that Finn would bring this up in front of her.   
 
    “Ahh, don’t be shy. We would never judge and from where I’m sitting, I see three grown, virile men at your service.” 
 
    Archer moved in his chair and pointed to Finn with a scowl on his face. “I don’t think Khan meant for you to come on to Kya. That’s not the role of a protector.” His tone was sharp, but Finn just chuckled again like he had no concern in the world. 
 
    “Khan’s hardly going to say anything, since both he and Boulder ended up marrying the women they protected.” 
 
    “Oh, I see, and now that you’re Kya’s protector, you think she’ll marry you?” The anger in Archer’s voice made me wonder why he would get so riled up when he knew I would never marry anyone.  
 
    Did Archer feel threatened by Finn? I almost laughed at the absurdity, since Archer didn’t even like me. Why would he act this jealous?  
 
    Watching Archer pull back and stare at the flames, I wondered if Nmen really attributed so much importance to marriage that Archer would marry someone he argued with constantly?  
 
    For a while no one spoke, but my mind was asking all sorts of inappropriate questions, like who would I pick if I had to choose between Finn or Archer.  
 
    Studying Finn for a second I decided his dark eyes had a warmth to them, and he was kind of charming with the way he often made me smile and laugh. Finn was definitely the most easygoing of all the Nmen that I’d met so far. As I watched him, he tucked his dark shoulder-length hair behind his ears, revealing that he had an earring in his left ear. It was a black circle, big enough to cover his earlobe, and from what I could see it was made of some kind of shiny metal.  
 
    Discreetly I turned my eyes back to Archer. Even brooding in his chair, I found him more pleasing to look at than Finn. Maybe because he’s closer to my age? I wondered, knowing that Archer was twenty-eight while Finn was thirty-two.  
 
    Archer smacked a mosquito on his neck. “Of all the species that we lost, why not the fucking mosquitoes?” 
 
    When he caught me looking at him, I quickly diverted my eyes, but I wasn’t completely done evaluating his looks and without wanting to I looked back at him. 
 
    Again, our eyes clashed, and this time he tilted his head slightly with a minuscule frown.  
 
    For a moment, I couldn’t look away. His features, which I had always thought too masculine and hard, had become… I dismissed the word “handsome” and replaced it with “familiar” in my mind. Yes, that was it. Archer had become familiar and safe to me. He might be annoying and frustrating, but he was also willing to sprint through the forest to save me from a bear attack. My face softened as I thought about an episode yesterday when he’d blown up at Nero because the boy had been disrespectful to me.   
 
    Without fully realizing it, I’d been staring at Archer for the past five or ten seconds, and the answer was very clear to me. I would definitely choose Archer. 
 
    “Why did everybody get so silent?” Marco asked and poked at the fire with a stick. “What were we talking about?” 
 
    “We were talking about me marrying Kya.” Finn swung his head to me. “You want to marry me, sweetheart?” 
 
    Archer broke our locked gaze and hardened his jaw.  
 
    “What did you say?” I asked Finn and blinked my eyes.  
 
    “Do you want to marry me?” he repeated.  
 
    “No, thank you,” I answered distractedly. 
 
    “Ahh, that’s disappointing.” Finn held a hand to his heart. “But I guess that since you’re a Motlander, you don’t technically have to marry,” he said pragmatically. “We could just have sex.” 
 
    I shook my head, but Finn wasn’t paying attention, since he had his eyes on Marco.  
 
    “How about you, would you be willing to have a threesome with me and Kya?” 
 
    Marco eagerly pushed to the edge of his seat and smiled goofily at me. “Just say the word, Kya.” 
 
    The small gasp from Shelly was followed by her scrambling clumsily to get out of the chair and excusing herself before she ran off.  
 
    “The word is no,” I answered Marco, with my eyes glued to Shelly’s fleeing back. This wasn’t the first time I’d picked up on her crush on Marco and it worried me. The last thing I needed was for her to develop feelings for him. Councilwoman Sheana Rene would never forgive me if one of her daughters chose to stay here.  
 
    I gave a sigh. At least Marco didn’t seem to reciprocate the interest one bit.  
 
    “I’m going to bed,” I announced and rose from my chair too. 
 
    “Alone?” Finn asked with disappointment. 
 
    “Yes, alone.” 
 
    “Hey now, don’t get all mad at me for coming on to you. You can’t blame a man for making you an offer.” 
 
    “I’m not mad at you, Finn.” My hands mechanically folded the blanket that I had been sitting under. But at the same time my senses were focused on Archer and the obscure way he’d made my heart race just by staring into my eyes before. He too got up and his closeness had me move back a little. Something strange was definitely going on.   
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked and searched my eyes. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I muttered dismissively, and holding to a pattern practiced to perfection, I picked a fight with him. “You need to take it easy on the children for tomorrow’s run. You’re pushing them too hard.” 
 
    My demanding tone instantly put him into the role as the primitive, stubborn, and highly annoying male whom I wasn’t attracted to. 
 
    “I'll push them as fucking hard as I want to,” he told me with an attitude. 
 
    “You're being too hard on them.” 
 
    “And you are being too soft,” he retorted but there was no real menace behind his words, so I pushed harder, wrinkling my nose in disgust.  
 
    “This week you spanked three children!”  
 
    Archer took the bait. He narrowed his eyes and hardened his jaw. “I spanked Nboys who are used to that sort of punishment and expect it. But you know what struck me? You didn't volunteer to take their punishment, did you? Apparently, you feel differently about boys and girls.” 
 
    I moved closer to him, lowering my voice. “Don't for one second make the mistake of thinking that I don't believe in equality. You might have issues with me, but I'm not going to make it easy for you to spank me just by punishing the children. If you have a problem with me, you’d better man up and come talk to me about it.” 
 
    “As if I was ever afraid of a conflict,” Archer hissed softly.  
 
    It was getting chilly and with the twilight drifting into night, the fire pit offered the only source of light. I had always found Archer's eyes incredibly beautiful with the sharp sapphire blue color and dark eyelashes. But now, with the shadows from the flames dancing across his face, his eyes looked black. 
 
    “Marco, why don't you and Finn go and check up on the children while Kya and I have a little talk?” Archer said without breaking eye contact with me. 
 
    “Do you need me to stay and protect you?” Finn asked from behind me. “You know, in case he decides to spank you again or something.” 
 
    Stay firm, I reminded myself and tried not to blink from Archer’s intensity. “It's fine, we’re just going to have a talk.” 
 
    We didn’t speak until the two men had entered the school and left us alone.  
 
    “It's about time you and I cleared the air between us,” Archer said in a deep voice. “You're still mad about the spanking, aren't you?” 
 
    “How could I not be?” My voice was full of indignation. “You humiliated me and scarred Sky for life.” 
 
    He scoffed. “Trust me, she'll survive and so will you.”  
 
    I turned my head when he started circling me. This was a typical move on his part because he hated standing still, but I still wished he wouldn’t do it.  
 
    “Just because you feel offended doesn't mean you're right,” he muttered. “You've been acting all civil with me in front of the kids, but most of the time you won't look at me and you hardly talk to me unless it's to criticize.” 
 
    It was an adrenaline rush. For someone raised to always be polite, I had gotten good at bantering with Archer.  
 
    Electricity sparked between us, but anger was much safer than attraction and I sucked in oxygen to fuel my angry words. “I'm not offended, Archer, I'm furious with you. What kind of man hits a woman anyway?” 
 
    “The kind of man who doesn’t like you undermining him in front of his students. I would spank you again if I had to, and don’t you forget that you asked me to.” 
 
    My voice rose to a high pitch. “I never wanted you to hit me, I wanted to protect Sky.” 
 
    Archer was in my face so fast that I didn't have time to step back. “And now you’ve made up your mind that I'm a monster, haven’t you?” he breathed, his eyes looking intently into mine before they lowered to my lips. 
 
    I swallowed hard, trying to find my voice and to make my brain work, but his closeness made parts of my body hum and tingle. “I think that…” I started with a voice vibrating with emotions. “I think that you are too hard on the children and that your approach is old-fashioned.”  
 
    “I'm not talking about the kids,” he said slowly. “I'm talking about you and me, Kya.”  
 
    Hot lava flowed down my spine and my core began to tingle. Memories of our kiss among the fireflies made my eyes fall to his lips; at least he would never know that I’d thought about him sexually.    
 
    “You're playing with me,” Archer spoke in a strangely pained voice.  
 
    “No,” I whispered. “I'm not.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, and I swear it, Kya, if you allow Finn or Marco into your bed, I’ll lose my shit.” His left hand closed around my shoulder and he shook me a little. “Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Archer, I…” Looking down, I licked my lips and thought of a way to explain my confused feelings to him. “Maybe if we didn't work together it would be different between us.” 
 
    He was silent for a while before he answered more softly: “Then I wish we didn’t work together.” 
 
    I had no reply to that.   
 
    “Did you know that I asked to be your protector when Magni had to leave?” 
 
    “No, but I figured you might, so I made sure Lord Khan knew that I didn't want you as my protector.” 
 
    My admission only upset him. “Why the hell not?” he demanded to know. 
 
    “Because it would only complicate our relationship.” 
 
    He cursed low. “We could've been lovers with no one looking over our shoulders.” 
 
    “Lovers? We can't even get through a day without arguing; how could you possibly think we could be lovers?” I asked, my eyes falling to his lips again, my chest lifting and rising in shallow intakes of air. How I wished things had been more simple and I could’ve slept with him to get it out of my system, but he was so angry –  and despite my physical attraction to him, I had about one hundred internal alarm bells telling me that sex between us would be a bad idea.    
 
    Archer had to know that and yet he fearlessly leaned in to claim my mouth. It started as an angry and punishing kiss that made me push at his chest to get free. Only Archer wasn't in the mood to let me go.  
 
    “Archer.” I opened my mouth to tell him to stop, but he only deepened the kiss. Pent-up rage and indignation flowed through me, and a need to set him straight. I had my own emotions to deal with and my own unwanted desires to battle. But instead of pushing him away, my treacherous hands pulled him closer and in the darkness of the night, I kissed him back. It wasn't logical and it definitely wasn't smart, but I did it anyway, and not for one second did I worry about bacteria.  
 
    We stood like two hungry humans, feasting on what we had denied ourselves for weeks, my hands raking over his strong body and his hands exploring my breasts and buttocks, and finally finding their way to my hair. He pulled my neck back, planting kisses all the way from my collarbone to my ear, and whispered hoarsely: “You’re driving me crazy. I need you so fucking bad.”  
 
    “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I objected, a small part of my brain still working.  
 
    “Maybe not, but we are going to do it anyway.”  
 
    “We can’t just have sex!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure we can and I know we both want to.” 
 
    “Yes, but what about…” I didn’t get to finish my sentence before he picked me up and started walking with me in his arms.  
 
    “Be quiet,” he ordered in a whisper.  
 
    “But the children?”  
 
    “They’re sleeping, and Marco and Shelly have the night shift.” 
 
    “But Finn; he’ll surely come to check up on me.” 
 
    “Then you tell him to get lost.” 
 
    There was something excitingly primitive about the way he carried me off to his cabin with decisive steps. I was an adult and I could do whatever I wanted to. Chuckling against his neck, I teased him. “Finn might not be easy to get rid of; he probably wants to join us.” 
 
    “That’s too bad, because I’m not the sharing kind.” 
 
    “Okay, but just so we’re clear, this doesn’t change anything. I still think that you are annoying, and just because I sleep with you tonight doesn’t mean you have any rights when it comes to me.” 
 
    The hell it doesn’t,” he said and tightened his grip around me. “It means you’ve picked me.” 
 
    “No, Archer. If you can’t separate the two, we shouldn’t do it.” 
 
    He moved effortlessly up the few steps to his cabin. “Hold on to me,” he ordered when he used one of his hands to open the door.  
 
    “I mean it, Archer,” I said when we were inside and he’d closed the door behind us. “Just because we’re both curious doesn’t mean I’m yours, so you’d better make up your mind. Can you deal with it or not?” 
 
    He was pulling off his thick sweater and kicking off his shoes. “Maybe making love to me will change your mind.”  
 
    “Don’t count on it.”  
 
    He responded with a kiss and, like a man on a mission, trying to prove himself, Archer undressed me with eager hands. “Fuck, you’re so goddamn beautiful,” he said when he had me down to my panties. “How do you want to do this?” 
 
    “Huh?” I had my eyes closed but opened them. “What do you mean, how?” I didn’t have much experience except for my monthly visits to the pleasure parlor where male sex-bots made sure I left relaxed.   
 
    “You want me to take you against the wall, do the reversed cowgirl, or maybe doggy style?” 
 
    My eyes expanded in confusion. “Ehhm,” I muttered meekly, because I had no idea what cowgirls and dogs had to do with anything. 
 
    “In my fantasies, we’ve done it in at least a hundred positions in this room,” he admitted and shook his head. “I shouldn’t have told you that.”  
 
    “It’s okay, I’ve thought about you too.” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked in a sultry voice. “You did?” Every one of my nerve endings was on fire when he let his fingertips run up my arms to my shoulders and nape, before he cupped my face and gave me a deep and sensual kiss that sent shivers down my spine. “Then you must have an idea about what you want to do with me.” 
 
    An idea struck me, and although it was cruel I needed to push his boundaries a little like he had pushed mine. “In my fantasy,” I cooed, “I get to spank you back.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” He pulled back and his sultry tone of voice was replaced by a harder one. “If you’re asking me to bend over and let you spank me, then the answer is a big fucking no.” 
 
    I pouted. “You did it to me.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    With a seductive smile, I let my fingers play with his hair. “Not even if I would let you fulfill one of your fantasies afterwards?” 
 
    He chewed on his lower lip, his brows closely knitted together. “Any of my fantasies?” 
 
    “Any of your fantasies where you don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Oh, so you can hurt me but I can’t hurt you?” A slow grin spread on his face. “I should have known you Momsies fantasize about dominating men.” 
 
    “I can’t speak for other women,” I said and trailed along his lips with my finger while giving him another seductive smile. “But I really thought a big strong man like you could take a little pain.” 
 
    “I can, that’s not the issue.” 
 
    “Then what is?” I asked innocently.  
 
    “It’s…” He narrowed his eyes. “It’s humiliating.” 
 
    My shoulders fell in fake disappointment and I took a step back.  “I understand.” 
 
    He instantly pulled me close again.  “What happens if I say no to you spanking me?” 
 
    My eyes traveled to the door, hoping he would buy into my trap.  
 
    Archer drew a sigh. “Okay,” he muttered. “If it really turns you on and I get to do exactly what I want with you afterward, then I’ll let you do it.” He raised a finger to my face. “But you have to swear that you never ever tell anyone about it, and I’ll only let you do it this once.” 
 
    I swallowed a laugh. How could Archer possibly think I would be aroused by hitting him. Me? The biggest pacifist he had ever met.  
 
    “So?” He shrugged and looked a little insecure. “You want me to take off my pants or what?” 
 
    The sane part of me wanted to say: “No, I was just kidding,” but not so long ago this big brute had humiliated me with a spanking, and my inner devil whispered that I deserved a little payback, so I quietly nodded my head.   
 
    Archer’s cabin was dimly lit by a small lamp next to his bed, but my eyes zoomed in on him and I didn’t miss a thing when he stepped out of his pants and gave me a last frown before he turned his back on me. He had the firmest buttocks I had ever seen and they rested on top of his strong, toned legs.  
 
    “Bend over,” I instructed and covered my smile with a hand. It was a good thing he had his back to me or he would have caught on to my prank.  
 
    I was just going to give him one hard smack in the butt before I told him that I wasn’t serious. One little groan of pain from him would be enough to satisfy my childish need for revenge.  
 
    I raised my hand, took a deep intake of air, and hit him. Maybe because it was such an unnatural thing for me to do, there was no force behind it. 
 
    Archer turned his head with a raised eyebrow. “I thought you said you were going to spank me – what the hell was that?” 
 
    Tightening my lips, I raised my hand again and this time, I didn’t hold back. Smack. The sound was loud and I wanted to apologize right away, but again he turned his head and the expression in his eyes said: “You’re pathetic.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, annoyed that he hadn’t at least groaned a little in pain. 
 
    “Nothing. I just wanted to see if it really turns you on.” 
 
    “Oh, it does,” I lied and smacked him again. 
 
    “How long are you going to tickle me?” Archer asked dryly. “I’m kind of impatient to get to my fantasy.” 
 
    “It’s not really working for me,” I said. “Would you mind adding something?” 
 
    He puffed out air. “I’m not going to call you mama, if that’s what you want. That’s too twisted even for my taste.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to call me mama,” I said quickly. “But it would be nice if you thank me when I hit you.” 
 
    “You want me to thank you for spanking me?” His tone was incredulous.  
 
    “Yes, if you could say…” I thought about it before I continued. “Thank you, Kya, I’m so sorry for being such a jerk,’ that would be very arousing.” 
 
    Archer laughed and shook his head. “Sorry, beautiful, but that ain’t happening.” 
 
    “Just once?” I pleaded.  
 
    “And I have your word I can do exactly what I want to with you after that?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t hurt me,” I reminded him.   
 
    His head fell down and he took a deep intake of air before he steadied himself and said: “Okay, one time, but it better make you soaking wet with arousal so you’re ready for what I want to do.” 
 
     “I’m sure it will,” I said and waited for him to get into position again.   
 
    Raising my hand, I hit him as hard as I could, wishing to get that one groan of pain from him. 
 
    I didn’t, but he did say dryly: “Thank you Kya, I’m sorry for being such a jerk.” 
 
    A deep male laugh erupted and we both spun around to see Finn peeking his head in through the door.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” Archer shouted at him while I quickly bent to pick up a sweater and cover myself.  
 
    But Finn didn’t look intimidated at all. “I just came to make sure Kya was all right. She wasn’t in her cabin and I couldn’t risk you taking advantage of her on my first day as her protector.” He was still laughing. “Maybe I should be your protector instead.”  
 
    Archer pushed him out and slammed the door closed. We could hear Finn’s laughter as he walked away. 
 
    Archer started pacing the room while I sank to the bed. “You should have locked the door,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Oh, so now it’s my fault?” 
 
    “I’m just saying you should’ve locked the door.” 
 
    He was fuming.  
 
    “Archer, forget about Finn. You know he would’ve done the same thing if a woman was willing to fulfill his sexual fantasy.” 
 
    “But why the fuck did you have to have such a stupid fantasy?” he said in a blameful tone.  
 
    “I didn’t,” I admitted. “It didn’t turn me on to spank you. It was just a prank.” 
 
    He stood stark naked in front of me with his hands resting on his hips and his mouth slightly open. He was huge, in all areas. “A prank?” There was a coldness to his voice. 
 
    I tried meeting his eyes, but settled on his shoulder since at least that part of him wasn’t staring me down. “Yeah, you know, because you humiliated me and I thought that…” I trailed off, because saying it out loud made me feel immature and mean. 
 
    “I was actually going to go easy on you,” he said in a deep voice. “But now, I think we’re going to jump right to the hard stuff.” 
 
    “What hard stuff?” I asked and clutched my sweater closer to me. 
 
    “You told me I could do whatever I wanted to do, remember?” Archer’s muscles flexed as he shifted his balance.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” I cleared my throat, still only meeting his eyes in glances because the tattoo on his shoulder had become a safe spot for me. “What hard stuff?” I added.  
 
    “Anal.”  
 
    I gaped. “You’re not se-serious,” I stammered, but Archer looked very serious. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to try anal with a real woman.” 
 
    My throat suddenly burned and my palms grew sweaty. “Not that,” I whispered in a slight panic. “I’ve heard that it’s painful.” 
 
    “More painful than a spanking?” he asked with an uncompromising tone. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready for that.” 
 
    “Too fucking bad, since you made me a promise.” The bed dipped when Archer sat down next to me. “Don’t worry,” he added. “I’ll warm you up for it.” 
 
    “But what if I refuse?” I asked and finally managed to lock eyes with him.  
 
    “You won’t,” he said and tugged a strand of my hair behind my ear. “You have too much integrity to back down on a promise.” 
 
    Integrity was everything to me. I preached it to the children and Archer knew that. Rubbing my earlobe like I used to when I was upset as a child, I heard my mother’s voice. Don’t give your word lightly because once you’ve given a promise you will have to honor it or lose your integrity. How could I have been so focused on my own stupid prank that I hadn’t even asked him what his fantasy was?  
 
    “You have to promise me something,” I whispered. “If it hurts too much, you’ll stop.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he muttered against my neck. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    I survived the spanking, and I’ll survive this too. I calmed myself, but it wasn’t working, and I was tense when Archer pushed me down on the bed and started kissing and licking my breasts. Using every mental trick I knew, I willed my body to relax.  
 
    The more I relax, the less it’s going to hurt. 
 
     Archer took his time, exploring every part of my body. 
 
    “It tickles,” I said when he planted kisses on my inner thighs. 
 
    “I don’t care. You had your chance to be in control, and now it’s my turn.” His strong hands kept my thighs apart and his kisses moved up toward my most private spot. 
 
    I had experienced oral sex before, but it had been with sex-bots and I had never worried about how I might taste. Now I was suddenly self-conscious and I didn’t know if the sound coming from Archer when his tongue licked me was one of disgust or delight. The guttural sound came from deep in his throat and I had never heard anything like it. 
 
    Trying to push him away and press my knees together didn’t work since Archer wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “I don’t want you to kiss me there,” I gasped. “I probably don’t taste very good.” 
 
    “Did you hear me complain?” His mumbling was hard to decipher because he was licking me again.  
 
    “Archer, you really don’t have to.” 
 
    He lifted his head, moisture glistening around his mouth. “But I want to.” 
 
    Reading the tension on my face he told me to relax. “You taste delicious.” 
 
    That helped me relax somewhat but when his tongue drifted lower, I panicked and pushed at him forcefully. “Don’t even think about going any further south.” 
 
    “But I have to warm you up.” 
 
    “Not with your tongue,” I exclaimed. “That’s beyond disgusting!” 
 
    “I should’ve known you would be a prude.” He chuckled low and kissed my belly button before working his way down to my clitoris again.  
 
    It felt wonderful and slowly I began to relax; unfamiliar sounds of pleasure escaped me and my fingers wove into Archer’s dark hair.  
 
    “Ahhh,” I moaned and bucked a little, which only made Archer wrap his arms around my thighs to keep me still. 
 
    “You like it?” His warm breath against my clit, and the euphoric feeling in my body, made me groan my answer.  
 
    “Uh-huh, I love it.” Folding my lower lip between my teeth, I made a small whimper of pleasure and buried my hands in his hair.  
 
    The low growls from Archer were raw, sexual, and full of promises about what was to come, but not even that could stop the waves of my orgasm. Leaning my head back and tensing in my body, I came hard. 
 
    “Yes, yes, oh…” I licked my lips and arched my back. “Oh, Mother Nature, yeees!” 
 
    While I was still in a haze from the orgasmic explosion in my head, Archer rolled me onto my side, placing himself behind me and lifting my left leg. 
 
    In the back of my mind, a warning went off, but I was too sated to be fearful. Instead, I turned my head to kiss him again. His scent was a delicious mix of fire pit, fresh air, and raw masculinity. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he muttered into my mouth and my eyes expanded when he pushed inside of me. 
 
    “That’s not…” I croaked. “I thought you said anal.” 
 
    “I changed my mind,” he breathed against my neck. 
 
    I wanted to ask him if it had been his plan all along, but he swallowed any of my other questions with more kisses; and when he picked up his pace and switched positions I was too lost in him to keep up a conversation. 
 
    Archer drove deeper from behind and it was my turn to groan. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” he asked. 
 
    “A little,” I cried out. “You’re very big.” 
 
    “Fuck, are you trying to make me come?” he said and pulled out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked and opened my eyes to see why he would pull out when it felt so amazing. 
 
    “I want it to last,” he panted and turned me around before he slowly entered me again. “I don’t want to come in you yet.” 
 
    “You can’t come in me at all,” I said. “It’s unlikely that you’ll make me pregnant but just in case, I want you to come outside of me.” 
 
    He didn’t answer me. 
 
    “Promise me,” I said. 
 
    “This is my fantasy,” he muttered low before hammering inside of me in a steady rhythm. 
 
    I only knew one person who had gotten pregnant naturally, and Christina had to have made love to Boulder many times before it happened. There was nothing to worry about! 
 
    Archer was relentless in his lovemaking, and it was both dirty, sweaty, and noisy compared to the clean and mechanical sex in my past.  
 
    It was impossible not to get lost in the desire shining from his eyes and the way he touched me like I was everything he had dreamed of. So, this was what Christina had raved about. The feeling of being connected and worshipped.  
 
    My senses were on overdrive with too many new impressions for my brain to digest: the salty taste of his skin, the arousing sounds coming from him, and the way he entwined his fingers with mine like he wanted to hold on to me forever.  
 
    I had already orgasmed once when he licked me, but new waves were starting to build and they felt different this time –like a small volcano was about to erupt at my core. Leaning my head back, I closed my eyes, and moaned: “Oh yeees!” 
 
    “That’s it, gorgeous, let it go,” he coaxed and when I finally did, my insides cramped in small convulsions that had him cursing.  
 
    “Fuuuck!”  
 
    My thighs were wrapped around him and he pressed down on top of me, my hands on his muscled shoulders and our noses touching.  
 
    Breathing heavily, Archer hammered in and out at high speed before he pressed as far inside of me as possible and stilled completely.  
 
    “Fuuuck, I’m coming,” he muttered in a strained voice, the veins on his neck popping out and his face convulsing in something that resembled pain.   
 
    I could feel him: the pulsating sensation of his penis throbbing against my inner walls and filling me with warm liquid.   
 
    With a deep exhalation, Archer rolled to my side and lay panting with a hand on his chest for a few seconds before he propped himself on an elbow and looked expectantly at me. “So, what do you think? Am I better than a robot?” As he spoke he pulled me close to him and tugged my hair behind my ear.  
 
    I smiled at him and when his eyes softened in a boyish grin I felt a flutter in my chest. No robot could ever imitate this intimacy.  
 
    This is nothing more than sex, I reminded myself and broke eye contact.  
 
    “Yes, you’re better than a robot.” I sat up, swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and reached for my clothes on the floor.  
 
    Archer snaked out his hand and pulled me back down. “Don’t go,” he whispered into my hair.  
 
    “I have to before more people realize what we’ve done.” 
 
    “Why? Let them find out. I want them to see that you chose me.” 
 
    I sighed and caressed his face. “Archer, I’m not Christina or Pearl and I told you already, I’m not interested in marrying you.” 
 
    His forehead wrinkled. “But we just made love.” 
 
    “And it was nice,” I admitted.  
 
    “Nice?” His frown deepened.  
 
    “You’re a good lover,” I said to make him feel better. 
 
    “And how would you know? You told me you have never been with another man. You have nothing to compare me with!”  
 
    “True.” 
 
    “But I’m curious,” he said. “Have you been attracted to any other men than me?” 
 
    I shrugged, and it made him narrow his eyes. 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Who else what?” I asked and pulled down my sweater.  
 
    “Who else have you been attracted to? Was it Finn?” 
 
    “Finn is nice but his beard is a little much for my taste.” 
 
    “Was it Marco?” He narrowed his eyes. “It was, wasn’t it? I could see why you would be attracted to him. He’s less threatening, being so young and all.” 
 
    “I’m not attracted to Marco.” Putting on my socks and shoes I sat on the edge of his bed. “Nor am I attracted to Boulder or Lord Khan, so there’s no reason for you to keep asking me names.” 
 
    “I don’t need to,” he said sourly and pushed himself up against the wall, his knees bent and his forearms resting on them. “Magni should have been my first guess.” 
 
    I shrugged, “Look, the first time I saw Magni, he was disguised as a Motlander. I thought he was fascinating, that’s all.” 
 
    “I thought all Momsies were afraid of Nmen,” he said grumpily. 
 
    “That’s true, but that’s because we grow up with all the stories about you being rapists and monsters. But for me it was different because I had already been listening to Christina talking for weeks about how much she missed Boulder, and how wonderful he had been to her. I knew from her that many of the stories were exaggerated or untrue.” I tilted my head. “And it probably helped that I met Magni and Boulder in my own home too, not to mention that Magni had shaved and looked really pretty with ribbons in his hair.” 
 
    That piece of information should have made Archer crack into a grin, but we were talking about my being attracted to another man and he wasn’t amused.  
 
    “Fascinating and attractive isn’t the same thing, Kya.” Jealousy was coming off Archer in waves, and I knew this could grow to be a problem between us if I didn’t set some boundaries right now. 
 
    “Look, this is a unique situation. I’m here to do a job, and that’s going to be my first priority. If you and I can learn to be friends who also share sex without any sort of commitment, then I don’t see why not. You just have to promise me that you won’t get possessive or jealous.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” he asked.  
 
    I was fully dressed now and faced him with a calmness that I didn’t feel inside of me. My words cut into my heart but I couldn’t risk Archer’s making scenes around other men. “What I’m saying is that I wouldn’t mind doing this again with you, but the minute you start behaving controlling toward me, I will find another way to meet my needs.” 
 
    His lips pressed into a firm line.  
 
    “If you don’t want to do it again, I understand,” I said and moved away from the bed. 
 
    He rolled out of bed and came over to stand naked in front of me. “At least give me something.” His eyes were burning with emotion. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    He took my hand and gazed deeply into my eyes. “At least promise me that as long as you sleep with me, you won’t be sleeping with anyone else.” 
 
    Rationally I knew it was better to set clear boundaries and say “no.” There was no need to get Archer’s hopes up, and giving him that sort of commitment surely would. In a few years, I would return to the Motherlands and my own people – a place out of his reach. 
 
    “Promise,” he repeated. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say “no,” but when he squeezed my hand and I looked into the beautiful eyes of the man whom I had just made love with, my heart answered for me instead. “I promise,” I whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    Just Tell him 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    “Kya, do you have a second?” Boulder asked with a worried expression.  
 
    When I nodded, he pulled me to the side and lowered his voice. “Did Christina say anything to you? 
 
    From a position in the kitchen, my eyes flew to Christina who already sat in the dining room, calmly talking with Pearl, Khan, and Archer. 
 
    “About what?” I asked. 
 
    “Something’s wrong and I don’t know what it is. She’s grumpy and she’s become really distant lately.” A ghost of pain flashed over his face. “I thought maybe you would know if something was bothering her.”  
 
    “She hasn’t mentioned anything,” I assured him. 
 
    Boulder shot a longing glance in his wife’s direction. “I think she’s getting tired of me.”  
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing for you to worry about.” I deflected the subject and signaled that we’d better get back to the board meeting that was about to start. 
 
    “Magni is joining us from the East Coast,” Khan said and made a small nod to the hologram of his brother. 
 
    “Oh, hey.” I waved my hand at Magni and he raised his chin in reply.  
 
    “How are you doing, Kya? Is Finn taking his job seriously?” 
 
    “I’m safe and sound,” I told him with a smile. “How about you, are you doing a lot of talking?” 
 
    Magni gave an open-mouthed yawn. “It’s going to take a while to calm these fuckers down. Some of our countrymen believe we should have forced Pearl to follow our traditions. They feel cheated that they didn’t get a chance to win her in a tournament.” 
 
    “And now you’re giving them a chance to fight you instead?” I asked. “And how is that helping? Maybe what they need is for someone to educate them and make them understand that–” 
 
    Khan cut me off. “Why don’t we focus on the school business for tonight? I don’t remember asking you for advice on how to run my country.” 
 
    “Maybe you should,” Pearl said softly and gave her husband a smile.  
 
    “I want to know what the situation is with William,” Khan said, ignoring his wife’s provocation. “Will he be scarred from his burn wound?” 
 
    “There will be some scarring, but he has healed really well and even gained popularity because of all the sympathy from the kids and also because the fish skin on his hand made him look like a mutant,” Archer said. 
 
    “That’s good, and what about the division? Is it still boys against girls? Any more pranks?” 
 
    “We got it under control,” Archer declared. 
 
    “The thing that worries us the most,” I said, “is that the Nboys still look down on the children from the Motherlands. It’s like they lack fundamental respect, and I don’t know how to explain it except that they seem to think that male is better than female.” 
 
    Quiet glances were exchanged between the men in the room, and if I had been braver I would’ve called them out on it. Luckily, I didn’t have to; Pearl did it for me. 
 
    “That’s because boys here are raised to believe they are superior to women, isn’t that right?” she said in a calm voice. “Women don’t work, they don’t own property or have money, they aren’t asked for their opinions, and they certainly don’t hold any positions of power in this country.” 
 
    “I don’t need to ask you for your opinion,” Khan told her. “You give it to me freely all the time.” Even from my side of the table I could feel the playful energy between them. 
 
    “Anyway, as you all know by now, Christina and I thought it would be a good idea to bring all the children on a field trip to the Motherlands,” I said. “That way the boys can see how advanced we Motlanders are and hopefully gain some new perspective and respect. 
 
     “The Council has approved our plans and all we need to do now is come up with the exact dates and agree on the details.” 
 
    “This is fucking fantastic,” Magni exclaimed. “Maybe I can find Laura then.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the Council’s invitation doesn’t include you,” Pearl said and bit her lip. “They still haven’t forgotten that you kidnapped Athena.” 
 
    “And even if they had, you still have to stay here and focus on the rebels. The situation is too volatile for you to leave now,” Khan added. 
 
    “I’m surprised the Council will allow this,” Boulder pondered out loud. 
 
    Pearl leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table. “It helps that my mother is the chairwoman and has been here to see the school and meet you men for herself, not to mention that Councilwoman Sheana Rene recognized an opportunity to see her daughters Rochelle and Shelly again.”  
 
    Boulder lifted a bottle of beer to his mouth, but just when he was about to drink, he stalled. “The more I think about it, the more surprised I am that she would volunteer her daughters for the experiment.”  
 
    “Actually, I spoke to Shelly about it,” I said. “And it turns out that it wasn’t Sheana’s idea. It was Shelly’s.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Shelly heard her mother talking about it and she was intrigued by the possibility to become part of the project herself, but of course she was too old to be a student, so she convinced Rochelle that they should go together.” 
 
    “Why?” Archer asked. “What had her so intrigued? She’s fifteen, she should have been terrified.” 
 
    “Well, in case you haven’t noticed, Shelly isn’t exactly the typical fifteen-year-old.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” he said. “I mean I knew she was wicked smart, but apparently, she’s brave too, I guess.” 
 
    “When you, Finn, and Marco go to the Motherlands…” Pearl tapped her fingers on the table, looking straight at Archer. “You need to keep the boys calm and be good role models.” 
 
    Archer crossed his arms, and leaned back in his chair. “Define good role models.” 
 
    “You will limit your swearing and avoid all shouting and fighting in public.” Her tone was earnest. “There can be no outcries and no pointing fingers; you will act polite at all times.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I think he got it,” Khan interjected and shot Archer a frown. “Basically, all Pearl is asking is for you, Finn, and Marco to whisper and be docile hermaphrodites.” 
 
    “Could you?” Pearl’s sugar-sweet smile went from Archer to Khan and then it spread into a grin.  
 
    After the meeting, we all walked outside and when the men got caught up in a conversation about the rebels on the east coast, I pulled Christina to the side. “You still haven’t told Boulder that you’re pregnant, have you?” 
 
    Her shoulders drew up and she tucked her elbows in with a downward dip of her lips. “I want to, but I told you I just want it to be perfect.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s your plan?” I asked in a hushed voice and leaned my head closer to her. 
 
    “Well, I thought about having the children put up this big banner, but I dismissed that idea.” She spoke quickly with a strong sense of secrecy. “Then I thought about writing him a song, but I spent four hours trying and it turns out I’m horrible at rhyming. Then I thought maybe I could bake this elaborate cake with a baby doll hidden inside, like a hidden message, you know? But I haven’t been able to find any dolls here, so I had to order one from back home and it’ll take a few days before it gets here.”  
 
    My neck was burning and I turned to see Boulder looking in our direction with what looked like a mono-brow from all his frowning. 
 
    “Seriously, Ina, I can’t let you leave Boulder miserable for days, only to have you traumatize him by hiding a baby doll inside a cake.” 
 
    “I just want it to be perfect,” Christina repeated. 
 
    “Then let me help you.” I resolutely turned and waved Boulder over. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asked with a stiff posture that was so unlike him. 
 
    “Christina has something to tell you,” I announced and ignored her protests.  
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “What is it, honey?” Boulder reached for her hand. 
 
    Christina narrowed her eyes at me and tightened her mouth, silently saying that she would never forgive me for screwing up her big plans of “perfection.”.  
 
    I widened my eyes at her, encouraging her to just get it out. 
 
    “You know how I have been a little short with you lately?” Christina started.  
 
    “Yeah, I noticed,” he said and held his breath.  
 
    “Well,” she drawled it out and slowly kicked at some gravel. “There’s something I’ve been trying to tell you for weeks.” 
 
    Boulder was going paler by the second.  
 
    “I’ve been trying to find the right time to tell you. And the right way,” she added. 
 
    “You’re fucking scaring me, babe.”  
 
    Christina pulled her hand back, and from the white marks on her fingers it was obvious that Boulder had been squeezing way too hard.  
 
    Finally, Christina lifted her gaze and locked eyes with him. “Since Kya already ruined the surprise I had planned for you, I’m just gonna come right out and say it.” She took a deep inhalation of air and breathed out the words: “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” she repeated but unlike what I had expected, Boulder didn’t break into a happy grin. 
 
    “How long have you known?” 
 
    “A little over two weeks.” 
 
    “But you don’t want the child here, with me?” Boulder was starting to look a little crazed with the way his eyes were burning. 
 
    Christina tilted her head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “All the secrecy and your moodiness.” He went on in a long rant. “Why would you keep it a secret from me when you know my biggest wish is to have children with you? You’re leaving me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No, I just wanted it to be perfect when I told you, and I’m not moody.” She lowered her eyebrows. “It’s just hormones.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “About staying with you or about being pregnant?” A smile grew on her face, and it was like Boulder blew out fifty pounds of worries when he exhaled deeply.  
 
    “How could you think I would leave you?” She chuckled and grinned when he picked her up in his arms, making her feet dangle above the ground.  
 
    “I’m really going to be a father?” His voice was full of awe and then he swung her around with a loud howl of joy. 
 
    I quickly stepped back to avoid being knocked down by her feet, swinging through the air. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Boulder’s euphoria was attracting the others and soon Pearl, Archer, and Khan had joined us. 
 
    “We’re going to have a baby,” Boulder boomed and rained kisses on Christina, who was laughing with her mouth open and eyes all moist.  
 
    When her eyes fell on me, I grinned back at my best friend. “Told you it would be perfect, didn’t I?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    Going to the Motherlands 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    It had been almost three weeks since I made love to Kya for the first time. Finn had given me a hard time about the situation he walked in on, but at least he had promised not to tell others about it.  
 
    If it was up to me, we would have been making love morning, day, and night, but unfortunately Kya had a say in the matter and she was adamant that our sexual relationship stay a secret. That complicated things and limited our time together. So far, we had only managed to sneak in sex five times, and every time had left me longing for more. Her scent, her softness, her sweet moans, and the way she willingly spread her legs and invited me to enter her had me feeling like a possessed man.  
 
    Never would a sex-bot be able to satisfy me again. I wanted the real thing and I wanted it with Kya.  
 
    I was hopeful that our trip to the Motherlands would give me more time with her, or at least distract me enough to not obsess about wanting her constantly.  
 
    The excitement in our group was palpable.  
 
    The children from the Motherlands were excited to go back, and talked about their favorite foods and possibly seeing some of their loved ones. 
 
    We boys and men from the Northlands were ecstatic that we would actually get to see the mysterious Motherlands with our own eyes. It was a historic event that Khan proudly shared with the press. 
 
    I understood his need to show progress and spread hope around our country that someday, we would all be welcome in the Motherlands. At the same time, I was concerned about the safety of the girls and wanted to make sure that he didn’t compromise the secrecy surrounding our experiment. He didn’t! He completely left out anything relating to the girls, and focused on the fact that the Council had invited a group of boys and three caretakers to visit with them for ten days – something that Khan attributed to his marriage to Pearl. He also promised that our delegation would be documenting our experiences and that highlights would be broadcast for everyone to see. “This,” he had boasted, “is a promising sign of the Motlanders’ curiosity when it comes to us Nmen. May the day come when we are all welcome to cross the border whenever we wish to.” Not surprisingly, Khan’s popularity spiked after that speech. 
 
    Christina and Boulder had wanted to come with us, but just like Magni, Boulder had been banned from entering the Motherlands; in the end, he and Christina stayed back while Finn, Marco, and I went with Kya and Shelly.  
 
    With another volley of Pearl’s warnings about keeping the boys on a short leash, we left the school at four AM on Saturday morning to avoid anyone seeing the girls. 
 
    Khan had arranged for a military drone to pick us up and take us to the border. It was designed to transport battalions of soldiers and easily fit all twenty-five of us. 
 
    Our first overnight stop was in a city called Old Angeles. The place was enormous, with more than three hundred thousand people living there. That made it slightly bigger than our capital, Freeman, which I rarely visited because I found it too crowded for my taste. We Nmen preferred space and nature around us. 
 
    Yet, Old Angeles was very different from Freeman and I was surprised at how green everything was. Not only did they have lots of trees and parks, they also grew gardens on the house façades.  
 
    “We call it urban gardening,” Kya explained. “It improves the air quality while supplying us with vegetables, fruits, and herbs.” 
 
    “I like it,” I told her and was especially impressed with the way some of the colors of the gardens created beautiful patterns.  
 
    “How do they water them?” I asked and leaned my head back to see the plants at the top of the building. 
 
    “They’re all set up with irrigation systems.” 
 
    “Okay, but then how do they get to them when they want to collect the fruit and vegetables?” 
 
    Kya showed me the clever system that made it possible to rotate the beds. “It’s always two rows connected, and when one side goes down the other goes up. With most buildings, it’s easy, as all you have to do is push a button.” 
 
    Khan wasn’t the only one who had spread the news with the press. The council in the Motherlands had done the same and the moment we arrived, members of the press corps were ready to document our visit. 
 
    Curious glances met us everywhere we went, but only a few people dared approach us. It wasn’t uncommon to see people move to the other side of the street and watch us nervously. 
 
    Two guides joined our group. Cindy and Varna were our trained mediators, which I suppose was the closest thing the Motherlands had to law enforcement. They seemed friendly and excited about the task. 
 
    Before we left the Northlands, Kya had suggested that Finn, Marco, and I should all shave, but we weren’t trying to hide who we were and this wasn’t an undercover operation, so we didn’t. 
 
    The only thing we did agree to was to leave any clothing made out of leather back in the Northlands. Killing animals was considered a crime in the Motherlands and there was no reason to provoke them. 
 
    It soon became clear that the women had arranged for a busy schedule for our group. On our first night, we went out to a restaurant called The Happy Cow.  
 
    “This is one of the few places that serves real meat,” Kya explained as the servants showed us to two large tables. 
 
    “What do you mean they serve real meat? I thought you were all vegan?” 
 
    “That’s true, but when you live in the Motherlands you don’t have a choice. You are either a vegetarian or you’re a criminal. At least that’s how it was until a few years ago.” Kya got distracted when she saw that the boys and the girls separated themselves at two tables. “No, I want you to mix a little,” she instructed and followed up with a direct message to Nero. “It won’t kill you to sit next to a girl for a change.” 
 
    “You were talking about something that happened a few years ago,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yes, there’s always been a group advocating for the consumption of meat, and you know how a lot of technology and science from before the Toxic War has been lost?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Well, they found a technique from the twenty-first century where you don’t have to kill the animals to get their meat, and now we have a small industry that we call cellular agriculture.”  
 
    “How do you not have to kill the animal if you want to eat meat?” I asked and smiled at the young waiters who were bringing bowls to the table with shaky hands. 
 
    “We call it cultured meat and it’s a little too technical for me to explain, but it’s something about the farmers taking tissue from the animal’s muscles and then using the stem cells to grow the meat.”   
 
    “What is this?” Marco picked up a small sphere from the bowl. 
 
    “It’s water,” Shelly told him. “Just peel it and put it in your mouth.” 
 
    With a small tilt of his head, Marco did as she told him and his eyes expanded before he swallowed. “That is so cool.” As he used his finger to prod at the little bubbles in the bowl, his excitement rose. “How come they don’t break?” 
 
    “The outer layer is made of an algae extract, and not only does it keep the water clean but it also keeps the bubble from bursting. That’s why you want to peel it before putting it into your mouth. You know, in case someone touched it.” 
 
    I picked up one of the little suckers myself, and soon all the boys followed and were peeling and popping.  
 
    Kya ordered another round of water bubbles, and this time she asked for the flavored version, which was even better because the bubbles came in different colors. 
 
    After we had filled up on salad, pizza, lasagna, and some amazing ice cream for dessert, we walked across the town to our next stop, the concert hall. 
 
    “The Butterflies are one of our most popular music groups,” Kya told the children. “Not only will we get to be at their concert but the three band members have also agreed to meet with us after the show.” All the Motlander children made sounds of excitement. 
 
    “You know this band?” I asked Raven. 
 
    “Everybody knows them,” she said with a huge grin and started singing: “You’ll be my queen, let me be your dream, ya-ay…” 
 
    Wrinkling my nose up, I asked: “What kind of music are they playing?” 
 
    “I don’t know, the good kind,” Raven concluded and followed the group when Cindy and Varna waved us along.  
 
    We had a balcony to ourselves from which we could look down on the scene as three men entertained around a thousand people. 
 
    “Whoa.” Marco whistled and leaned forward with his mouth open. “It’s like a whole sea of women.” 
 
    Finn pushed some of the children to the side to join Marco before he turned to Cindy. “Can we go down there?” he asked, bouncing from foot to foot. 
 
    “I’m afraid you have to stay up here for safety reasons.” 
 
    “I won’t hurt them,” Finn said and held a hand to his chest. “Candy dear, how could you think that of me?” 
 
    “It’s Cindy.” 
 
    “I know,” a slow smile grew on Finn’s face and he had a sparkle in his eyes when he moved closer to the woman, who had to be at least five years older than him, and not very attractive. “But you remind me of delicious candy.” 
 
    Cindy blinked her eyes before she cleared her throat. “Ehhm, okay.” 
 
    “So, can we?” Finn asked again and when Cindy didn’t seem to know what they were talking about any longer, he added: “Can we go down there?” 
 
    “No, we’ll stay up here,” Varna said matter-of-factly.  
 
    But Finn wasn’t prepared to give up. There was a sea of women and he wanted to swim. “Sweetie,” he said in a seductive voice and changed his focus to Varna. “How about you and I go down there? I always prefer to be where the party is, and I have a feeling you and I could have a lot of fun.” 
 
    Her eyes grew big when Finn reached out and cupped her face. “Answer me this, beautiful…” He trailed off. “Is Varna short for Nirvana?” 
 
    The short, sturdy woman looked flabbergasted. “You really think I’m beautiful?” 
 
    “Not beautiful,” Finn said and winked at her. “You, my dear, are stunning.” 
 
    His exaggerated seduction had me rolling my eyes. With a woman like Kya in the room, no one could call Varna beautiful. Or maybe I was just biased.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    Butterflies  
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    I don’t think the men and the boys enjoyed the music very much. They seemed busier looking at the audience than the band members, and once it was time to go down and meet the band, Archer seemed almost reluctant. It was such an honor to meet the greatest music stars in the world, and I for one was a little giddy.  
 
    Surrounded by women, the three members of The Butterflies stood styled in tightly fitted outfits with intricate patterns. But not even the cuteness of José, Tyler, and Peter could keep the Motlander women in the room when our group entered. 
 
    After a short presentation by their agent, our group was encouraged to ask questions. 
 
    “How many women have you slept with?” Solomon wanted to know.  
 
    “Did you pick out your clothes yourself?” Hunter asked with a skeptical frown.  
 
    “Do you make a lot of money?” William inquired. 
 
    Luckily the band members were amused by their questions and after answering they had a few for the Nboys themselves.  
 
    “What kind of music do you like?” 
 
    “Is it true most men never get to see a woman in their lifetime?” 
 
    “Are you angry that you were sent to the Northlands when you were only three?” 
 
    Plato answered the last question with a snort. “Of course we’re not angry, why would we be? We were the lucky ones who get to live as free men.” 
 
    “But you just said that most men never get to see a woman in their lifetime,” José argued. “That seems like an awful big price to pay.” 
 
    “Maybe, but at least we’re not cowering to women,” Nero pointed out. “We are the proud descendants of the heroes who defied the women.” 
 
    “But weren’t your so-called heroes brutes who mistreated women?” Peter asked with amusement in his eyes.  
 
    Archer crossed his arms and took over. “Our forefathers weren’t a homogeneous group of people. Some of them were religious men of strong principles while others were bikers, drifters, and criminals. One thing they did have in common was a strong male pride and an unwillingness to let themselves be ruled by women.” 
 
    “Thank you for the history lesson,” Peter joked and batted his long eyelashes at Archer. “How long are you staying in town? I would love to hear more.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we have a very busy schedule,” I said and moved closer to Archer.  
 
    Peter bowed his head, which made his long hair fall into his pretty face. “What a pity.” 
 
    “They looked like girls,” Solomon announced when we left the concert hall. “Every one of those men was smaller than me, and I’m only fourteen; I mean did you even see their bodies? They didn’t have an ounce of muscle.” 
 
    “They are very beautiful for Motlander men,” I defended my countrymen. “Not everyone finds muscles attractive.” 
 
    “Okay,” Solomon said. “So, let me ask you this, Kya, if you had to choose between one of those three girly men and one of our men, who would you choose?” 
 
    “You would have to be more specific than that, Solo. I’m sure there are great men on each side, and contrary to what you might think, attraction isn’t just about looks.” 
 
    “What if the choice was between me and one of those three?” Archer asked. He didn’t look at me or else he would’ve seen me shooting daggers with my eyes. How dared he bring this up in front of the children? 
 
    “Oh, look, there’s the hotel.” I sped up to avoid answering that question. But it only worked until Archer found me later that night. I was sharing a room with Shelly, and we had just checked up on the children and made sure they were all comfortable when a light tap on our door made me open it. 
 
    Archer stood leaning against the doorframe. “Hey, can I come in?” 
 
    “Actually, we were just going to bed. Now isn’t the best time.” 
 
    “I just have a few questions about tomorrow.” 
 
    Looking back at Shelly, I said: “You get some sleep. Archer and I will just go down to the lobby for a little while and talk.” 
 
    Of course, we didn’t. Archer had managed to get his own room and although I was still annoyed with him for putting me on the spot like that with his question, I went with him. 
 
    He had only just closed the door behind us when he fired the stupid question at me again. “So, who would you choose? Me or one of the butterfly boys?” 
 
    “What do you think?” I said with irritation. 
 
    “How would I know when you refuse to answer the question?” 
 
    “Archer, I don’t even know them.” 
 
    He backed me to the bed, kissing me like a starving man. “I want to hear you say that you would choose me,” he muttered against my neck. 
 
    “Why? I’m here with you, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Choose me!” 
 
    “Archer, we spoke about this.” 
 
    He tensed.  
 
    “Why can’t we just be lovers?” I whispered and because I was becoming addicted to his strong body and tantalizing kisses, I pulled him closer, guiding him down on the bed with me.  
 
    “Kya.” The heat from his breath warmed my collarbone and I spread my legs wider, making room for the large man on top of me. When he spoke again, his deep voice vibrated through me. “I want you to love me.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, I lifted my head to lock eyes with him. “What did you say?” 
 
    Archer’s piercing blue eyes met mine. “I want you to love me.” 
 
    “I don’t think that would be very wise of me.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and tensed his jaw.   
 
    “Sex, Archer,” I reminded him. “That’s all I can offer you.” 
 
    We didn’t talk more after that. His lovemaking was rougher than normal and I knew he was punishing me for hurting him.  
 
    “Spread your legs for me,” he said and took me with a ferocity that I hadn’t experienced before.  
 
    Archer filled me, and with every powerful thrust, he pushed me higher on the bed, as if he somehow wanted to climb into me.  
 
    I didn’t complain because I knew I was doing the right thing, and I couldn’t allow myself to love Archer. I wasn’t cruel enough to tell Archer what he wanted to hear, only to leave him in a few years. He might not understand it, but I was doing him a favor by keeping things simple between us. 
 
    I had promised myself that I would return to the Motherlands after my three years in the Northlands, and I would keep that promise. Sure, I loved being in Archer’s arms, and I loved it when we laughed together while we were still sweaty and catching our breaths. But those moments were short and stolen; and the rest of the time, we were still like oil and water. 
 
    I told myself that I couldn’t love someone that I wanted to strangle at times and whom I didn’t share values with, and I certainly couldn’t love someone who had no problem spanking me. That would’ve made me a masochist, and I was many things, but not that! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    The Factory  
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    On our second day in the Motherlands, we went to visit a factory that produced robots. 
 
    The facility was modern and white, and the guide excitedly told us about the advanced functions of the robots. 
 
    “Welcome to Advanced Technologies, the biggest manufacturer in the Motherlands. In this particular facility, we produce robots and drones, but we have four other plants spread around the world. One focuses on medical technology, another on audio and visual technology, and the last one on environmental technology,” he said and introduced himself as James Madsen, the owner of the factory.  
 
    To be honest, I think all us Northlanders had a hard time focusing on his words. Instead we were fascinated by his nail polish and his thin eyebrows that had a peculiar shape. 
 
    “What’s special about this facility is that we have a large research and development department too.” 
 
    Nikola’s hand shot up. “Do you make submarines?” 
 
    “What’s a submarine?” Willow asked.  
 
    “They are these cool underwater boats where you could sneak up on others and pop out of the water like a cannon,” Nikola hurried to explain. “There used to a be a ton of them before the Toxic War and the crew would stay under water for days. They had sleeping quarters and everything.”  
 
    “Yes,” James said, “I know what you mean but those boats were produced for a military purpose, which we have no use for. The closest things we have are small subs that our environmental department produces to help marine biologists in their work.”    
 
    “What about transporting people from one place to another?” Storm asked. “I’ve heard that in the old days they had advanced technology and were able to beam people from one place to another.” 
 
    James frowned and shifted his balance to one leg. “What an interesting question, and one that has been discussed for many years now. It is true that the Toxic War set us back technology-wise. With the old Internet being completely corrupted and for the most part useless, it has taken many years to get to where we are now. It was a proud breakthrough when we recreated virtual reality and holograms, but despite our great efforts we have yet to discover the technology behind beaming people and things from one place to another.” James lifted his hand. “But I have to be honest with you, there are those among our finest scientists who speculate that this technique never existed in the first place.” 
 
    “It did, I’ve seen it in old movies,” Storm argued. 
 
    “Yes, we all have, but just like time travel, 3D printers, and invisibility, we are unsure if what was described to us in books and films from that time is an actual technology, or maybe pure fiction,” James said with a slight tilt of his head. “It’s hard to tell, but then again, cleaning the earth has been our priority for centuries.” With a wave of his hand, he motioned for us to follow and pointed to a production line in front of us. “Over there, you’ll see our latest household model called Alex. The robot performs household chores with the highest efficiency yet seen.” James was obviously very proud. 
 
    My head swung to see what had all the boys laughing. It was a display of robots by the wall. 
 
    “What kind of chores do they perform?” Storm asked while cracking up. 
 
    “I think you know that,” Kya said dismissively, but our tour guide didn’t seem to think sex robots were anything to be ashamed of.  
 
    Whipping his arms in the air, James excitedly exclaimed. “Number two on the right is our best-selling female sex-bot, and can you guess which part of the world is our biggest market?” 
 
    “Let me guess; the Northlands?” Shelly said dryly. 
 
    “Ahh, yes, I thought she looked familiar. Finn grinned and nudged his elbow into Marco’s ribs. “Have you tried that model?” 
 
    “Can we see it up close?” some of the boys asked, and like a child excited about sharing his toys, James steered us right to the display models. 
 
    Shelly and Kya stayed in the background while the boys discussed the dimensions and looked closely at the different robots. 
 
    “I can’t wait till I turn fifteen!” Solomon declared.  
 
    “And when is that?” Marco asked him. 
 
    “In seven months.” 
 
    Marco smiled and patted Solomon on the shoulder. “Lucky you. The first time is always special.” 
 
    “Archer, what is he talking about?” Shelly asked me. 
 
    “The boys have to be fifteen before they can…” I nodded toward the robot. “You know.” 
 
    “I see. And how does that work? I haven’t seen any at the school.” 
 
    “We have whorehouses, just like you do,” I said. 
 
    Shelly gave me a disturbed look. “We don’t have whorehouses.” 
 
    “So, what would you call the places where your sex-bots are?” I asked. 
 
    “Pleasure parlors,” she said with her eyes fixed on the ground.  
 
    It was easy to forget that Shelly was only fifteen when you saw her teach or heard her debate, but right now she looked every bit the shy teenager. 
 
    “Do you ever let people test them?” Marco asked James. 
 
    “Yes.” The man clapped his hands together and lit up. “We have a focus group that gives us feedback.” 
 
    Finn narrowed his eyes. “And who is in this focus group? Only Motlanders, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” the man admitted. “Obviously, we would love to have a focus group in the Northlands, but as you know, communication between our countries have been…” He frowned. “Well, limited.” 
 
    “Ha, it would take me five minutes to put a group together,” Marco declared. “I mean, if we’re your biggest market then we should have a say in what we want.” 
 
    The guide agreed, and happily gave his contact information to Marco and Finn, who gladly volunteered to test any robot he might have. 
 
    “How about you?” he asked me. 
 
    “Ehhm, yeah, all right,” I said and avoided looking at Kya.  
 
    “You see, some of us like curvier women with boobs,” Finn declared. “And others,” his eyes fell upon me, “have a fetish for darker women.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe we can move along,” Kya said pointedly to the guide. “I’m not sure the children need to hear about fetishes and sex-bots.” 
 
    The guide apologized and took us back to talking about tedious household chores that his amazing robots could perform. It was truly a state-of-the-art factory, and we all grew increasingly impressed when we moved on to see the production of drones. 
 
    “You must be rich,” William announced when we saw the large production line. 
 
    “We don’t have a monetary system here in the Motherlands,” Shelly explained to him. 
 
    William frowned and pointed to the man. “But didn’t you say you were the owner?” 
 
    “I did.” The man squared his shoulders. “This is my life’s work.” 
 
    “What he means is that he owns the responsibility of this impressive factory,” Kya explained.  
 
    “And I’m compensated for the many hours I put in,” James hurried to say. 
 
    “Compensated with what?” William asked. 
 
    “I’m what we call a distributor. My talent for running this factory rewards me with more points than I can use myself. Four times a year, I distribute my points to those who have less.” 
 
    “What the hell is points?” Hunter asked with his arms crossed. 
 
    “You get points when you contribute,” Kya said. “For instance, I’m a teacher, Christina is an archaeologist, and Pearl worked for the Council. The society is based on people contributing with their special gift, and the point system is a way to make sure everyone is valued and rewarded.”  
 
    “But what do you use the points for?” William asked.  
 
    “We use points for food, rent, transportation, and anything else we require.” 
 
    “It’s what we call the fairness system,” Shelly added. “No one is rich and no one is poor. We all have the same opportunities.” 
 
    William shook his head. “That has to be the stupidest shit I’ve ever heard. Are you people mentally retarded or something?” 
 
    Finn placed a firm hand on William’s shoulder. “Now, you be nice, William; they can’t help it, and I’m sure our nice guide here wouldn’t want to share if he had a choice.”  
 
    The man was gaping. “What kind of person would I be if I only thought of myself?”  
 
    William leaned his head back to look up at Finn. “I’m telling you, something is seriously wrong with that guy. I feel sorry for him. But you know what?” 
 
    “What, William?” 
 
    “When I grow up, I’m going to be the richest man in the Northlands.” He grinned and looked at his friends. “And I’m sure as hell not going to share my money with all you fuckers.” 
 
    Cindy, Varna, and James, the factory owner, exchanged disturbed glances with each other. 
 
    “I apologize,” Kya said quickly and shot a reprimanding glance in William’s direction. “We talked about not cursing while in the Motherlands, remember?” 
 
    When we got back to the hotel after our long day at the factory, Kya insisted that we all needed to meditate to digest all the impressions. 
 
    For me, that thirty minutes meant napping because even though I had tried getting into that meditation stuff, it still felt silly.  
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t excited about it, because three of the boys snuck off to go to the pool. 
 
    I wouldn’t have found out if they hadn’t come back bragging that they had seen naked women. 
 
    Finn immediately sat up. “What do you mean you saw naked women?”  
 
    Oscar, Nikola, and Storm were all speaking at the same time so it was impossible to understand what they said. 
 
    “Calm the fuck down, this is a serious matter,” Finn declared. “Did or didn’t you see a naked woman?” 
 
    “We saw nine.” 
 
    That brought Finn to his feet in a flash. “What are you waiting for? Show me the way.” 
 
    The three boys stormed out the hotel door with Finn after them. “Stay here,” Finn ordered Marco before the door shut, but the young man took one look at me and sputtered. “Not a chance.” 
 
    There was a moment of tension in the room when seven boys between the age of eleven and fourteen stared at me.  
 
    “Who wants to go swimming?” I asked and they all flew up. 
 
    We didn’t tell the women that we were going to the pool. It wasn’t on the packed schedule, and in the back of my mind I recalled something about going to a museum, but there was no museum in this world that could offer something as fascinating as the rare sight of naked women. 
 
    The pool was in the basement of the hotel, and I stopped for a moment reading the sign on the door saying: Changing Room – Men and Women. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked, but the push from seven eager boys behind me answered that question, and we almost fell on top of each other to get through the door first. 
 
    The boys hadn’t been lying. Inside the changing room a number of women were putting on their clothes. Two of them were still topless, but with a scared grimace in our direction they hurried up and put on their shirts.  
 
    Seeing their tits would’ve been a lot more exciting if they hadn’t been at least seventy years old. 
 
    My own disappointment was fully matched by the group of boys, whose shoulders sagged. 
 
    “Can we still go to the pool?” Plato asked after the last Motlander hurried out of the changing room.  
 
    Finn, who stood a little farther into the room than us, turned and nodded. “You can go and see the pool, and tonight when we get back from the museum, we’ll all go swimming.” 
 
    “With the girls?” Solomon asked. 
 
    “Everybody who wants to come, can come,” I announced and added, “We’ll just give the girls a head start to get in the pool. We don’t want to change at the same time.” 
 
    “But then we won’t see their bodies,” Nikola concluded. “I thought that was the whole idea.” 
 
    “Eww, I don’t want to see their naked bodies.” Nero scrunched up his face in a grimace of disgust.  
 
    “If you don’t want to see naked bodies why did you hurry down here?” Solomon asked him sarcastically. 
 
    “There’s a difference between strangers and people we know,” Nero pointed out. Hunter instantly supported him. 
 
    “I don’t want to see my sister naked.”  
 
    “I do,” someone muttered and snickers broke out. 
 
    “You do realize,” I said calmly to the group, “that for you to see them would mean that they would see you too.” 
 
    Solomon raised his chin. “So? I’m not ashamed of my body.” 
 
    Clearly, the teen hadn’t thought this through, but I was an adult and I wouldn’t allow him to make a fool of himself when I knew perfectly well that the minute Willow walked into this changing room and started undressing, not only would he be sporting a raised mast with nowhere to hide it, but several of his friends would too – something that would no doubt create unnecessary tension between the boys.  
 
    “You won’t be changing with the girls, and that’s that! Now get your butts back to the room. We have a museum to visit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    Beach Life 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Our first five days in the city went by really fast. When I spoke to Christina, I was happy to tell her that the boys seemed impressed with what we had shown them in the Motherlands. The hotel pool was an especially big hit, and they went down there as often as they could. 
 
    Christina thought that made perfect sense: “They’ve probably never seen a pool, and I’ll bet it’s an upgrade from all the cold lakes they swim in back home.”  
 
    On Thursday morning, we flew two hours further south and checked in to a lovely beach hotel. 
 
    We were all excited to go down to the beach, but I needed something else first.  
 
    “Okay, listen up,” I said to the restless group of children. “I know you’re all eager to get in the water but I want you to remember the buddy system we talked about. Shelly, Finn, and Marco will take you now and you will listen to what they say, understood?” 
 
    The younger children bobbed their heads affirmatively while most of the older boys were impatiently shifting their weight from one foot to the other.  
 
    “Archer and I will see you later; we have some work to do to prepare for the afternoon lessons.” 
 
    “You’re not coming with us?” Marco shot Archer a look of pity. “But it’s the beach.” 
 
    “I know, but hopefully this won’t take long.” Archer sent a longing glance after the group. 
 
    Biting my tongue, I swallowed my disappointment. Why wasn’t he excited that we would have some alone time? And why hadn’t he made an effort to be alone with me for the last three days? And worst of all, why was I behaving so irrationally? It was like I couldn’t think of anything else but him. I was hyperaware of his presence and every time he came near me, my pulse exploded. I would listen in on his conversations just because I liked the deep rumble of his voice, and more than once I had laughed at his lame jokes. 
 
    “So, what do you need me for?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s been three days,” I said with slight irritation. “Isn’t it obvious what I need you for?” 
 
    Archer blinked and tilted his head. “Wait a minute, this is new.” 
 
    “Hardly; we’ve been together six times already.” 
 
    “I meant you taking the initiative,” he clarified with an almost boyish smile erupting on his face. “I’m flattered.” 
 
    “It’s probably just hormones or something,” I said flatly, because there was no way I would admit how addicted I’d become to our lovemaking. 
 
    Archer’s eyes lit up and he moved closer to me, taking my hands. “What do you mean by hormones? Kya, are you pregnant?” 
 
    “Nooo,” I exclaimed with a grimace and lowered my voice into a whisper. “Of course I’m not pregnant.” 
 
    “How can you know for sure? It’s been a month since we were together the first time and you haven’t had your period, have you?” He was squeezing my hands and speaking fast. 
 
    I pulled my hands back since we were in a public place. “No, but it’s just a little late, that’s all,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Right.” He had a satisfied smile on his face when he nodded for me to come with him. 
 
    Maybe my hormones really were out of balance, because once we were in his room, I couldn’t get enough of him. Kissing him wasn’t enough, I needed to taste him. Hungrily, I nibbled on his earlobe, bit his shoulder gently, only to move on to licking his nipples and finally sucking on lower parts of his body. 
 
    Every time, I had made love to Archer, I’d grown more curious and open-minded. Until now he had always been in control, but this time he lay back on the bed and allowed me to explore him. When I finally lowered myself on top of him, he closed his eyes and opened his mouth in a moan of pleasure. Straddling him, I slid down all the way and let him impale me, stretch me, and fill me to the hilt as I leaned backward and rotated my hips.  
 
    “Fucking hell – you’re killing me,” Archer groaned and lifted his hands to intertwine our fingers.  
 
    I liked being in control like this and let out all my pent-up sexual frustration on him.  
 
    “That’s right, babe, ride my cock all you want,” he said in a raspy voice, his hooded eyes staring at my bouncing breasts. “Come closer, I want to taste you.” 
 
    It was arousing to see his tongue circle around my hard nipple, and I made a small gasp when he gently bit it.  
 
    “I fucking love your tits.” His words were mumbled because of the way he was licking my breasts while massaging them. “I see you walk around with those perky tits of yours, and all I want to do is grab you and pull you behind a tree to make out with you.” 
 
    “Then why has it been three days?”  
 
    Archer stopped what he was doing and looked up at me with a small frown that quickly changed into a smile. “We were in the city, babe, there were no trees.” 
 
    “Excuses, excuses…” I shook my head. 
 
    “How could I know you’re becoming a little nymphomaniac?” he teased. 
 
    “Only in your dreams.” 
 
    We continued our lovemaking, changing positions and rumpling the sheets, before we returned to my riding him again.  
 
    “You like this position, don’t you?” he asked, slightly out of breath. “Is it because it gives you the illusion that you have control?” 
 
    “Don’t I?” Guiding his hands to my hips, I leaned forward, kissing him deeply, and lifted my butt just enough for him to intensify the pace.  
 
    “Ah, yes, Archer, it feels so good,” I moaned when he hammered inside me again and again. 
 
    “Good enough for you to finally admit that I’m your man?” Archer panted and locked those beautiful blue eyes onto mine. 
 
    “More, yes, yes, oh, Archer…” I leaned my head back, breaking eye contact, and feeling my insides start to convulse in sweet waves. 
 
    “Say it; say that you choose me,” he repeated and all I could do was lean down over him and stop his demands with more kissing. 
 
    Archer’s right hand slid up to the back of my head while the other wrapped around my waist, holding me in place while he made a last sprint of thrusts before he stilled inside me and moaned into the side of my neck. “Yeees. Fuck yes!” 
 
    I lay on top of him, out of breath, and weak-kneed from the intense lovemaking. When I tried to pull away, he tightened his grip around my waist, unwilling to let me go. “Just a little longer.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come inside me,” I said with disapproval. “I told you not to do that.”  
 
    When I got off the bed and started picking up my clothes from the floor, I repeated. “I mean it, Archer, don’t come in me again.” 
 
    He just smiled, but made no promises. Instead he said: “Let’s go to the beach! I think I’m in paradise. First I have amazing sex with you and then I get to go on a sandy beach with warm water.” He grinned. “Sex and the beach on the same day; ah, this is the life.” 
 
    He was too adorable to stay mad at, with him being in his paradise bubble, and I couldn’t help teasing him a little. 
 
    “Then imagine if we had sex on the beach.”   
 
    Archer sat up. “We can have sex on the beach?” 
 
    “Absolutely, because that’s what all people do when they want to hide that they’re having a sexual relationship.” I shook my head with a smile. 
 
    Archer threw his hands in the air. “I’m not trying to hide it, and I would definitely be up for sex on the beach.”  
 
    “But I am trying to hide it,” I said. “So if you want sex on the beach you’ll have to find someone else to have it with.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, you know I couldn’t do that. You promised to be faithful to me and obviously it goes both ways.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but secretly I was happy that he wasn’t flirting with all the women he came in contact with, the way Finn was. 
 
    “Why won’t you just admit that we’re good together?” he asked and lifted a hand to point a finger at me. “And just for the record: if you are pregnant, we are getting married.” 
 
    I lowered my brows. “As if you and I could ever agree on how to raise a child together.” 
 
    He got out of bed and walked naked to his bag, where he pulled out a pair of shorts. “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not pregnant, and you won’t come inside me anymore, understood?” 
 
    He nodded noncommittally. 
 
    As we walked to the beach, he said: “I should be offended that you’re embarrassed to be with me. I’m like your dirty little secret, aren’t I?” 
 
    “I never said you were.” 
 
    Two women came strolling in our direction. They had sunhats on and were carrying wet towels. At first they didn’t see us because they were deep in conversation, but then one of them looked up and stopped cold when she saw Archer in his shorts and tank top. She wasn’t the first to display a shocked reaction, but at least in the city the Nmen’s muscles had been covered by clothing. The tank top, however, did nothing to hide Archer’s muscled shoulders and arms.  
 
    Huddling closer, the women hooked their arms together as if Archer was in the market for kidnapping old middle-aged women.  
 
    “Hello, ladies,” Archer said politely, but that just made them hurry as far to the side of the path as possible.  
 
    “May peace surround you,” I greeted the two scared women as we passed them. 
 
    “It’s stupid that people are so frightened of us here,” Archer muttered low. 
 
    “It’s just because they don’t know you. Varna and Cindy overcame their fear pretty fast, didn’t they? From what I saw these past days, they’re having a great time with Finn.” I laughed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he managed to seduce both of them before we leave.” 
 
    “I would give him extra bonus points if he seduces them at the same time,” Archer said.  
 
    “That’s probably a stretch, but my point is that my fellow Motlanders have been filled with horror stories that aren’t all true.”  
 
    He sighed. “It will take time to change that.”   
 
    I gave a shrug. “Maybe not as long as you think. I was never too frightened of you.” 
 
    His eyes softened in a grin. “Which is ironic. I mean if you knew all the things I want to do to you.”  
 
    For a moment, we stood an arm’s length apart and just smiled at each other. It was hard for me to understand how anyone could be afraid of this handsome man with his charming smile and warm eyes. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll race you to the water.” Archer took off with a happy howl that had me wonder about the contradiction of this man. How was it possible for him to be so boyish and playful with me in private, and at the same time be a strict disciplinarian with the kids? For some reason none of the Nboys seemed the least bit afraid of him, and that puzzled me since he was quick to punish them if he thought their behavior was unacceptable. At the same time, I had seen him play-wrestle with the boys, and he often made them laugh with his jokes. 
 
    Not finding an answer to my conundrum, I took in the beach, my eyes scanning for our group, which only took a second because they weren’t far away.  
 
    At least half of the children were in the water with Marco, Finn, Varna, and Cindy. 
 
    Nieall had ganged up with William and Sultan and were chasing some of the girls with seaweed hanging from their hands. 
 
    Mila and Paysey were playing in the sand and seemed in their own little friendship bubble while the rest lay soaking up the sun halfway up the beach. 
 
    “Hey,” I said and walked over to sit down next to Shelly. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Everything is fine.” She smiled and I once again considered asking her if she wanted my help getting rid of her acne. Still, fifteen was a sensitive age and I didn’t want to make her more self-aware than she already was. 
 
    “Can I sit with you?” Raven asked and slid into my lap, where she cuddled up against my chest with a sad pout.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked and caressed her arm. 
 
    “Plato is being mean again,” she complained loudly. 
 
    A splash of water hit me and I looked up to see Marco shaking his wet hair in our direction. “Who is being mean?” he asked and pulled Raven up from my lap and onto his shoulder. She was wincing from the cold water on his body. “Just tell me who I have to beat up,” he joked.  
 
    “Plato said that all girls are weak as jellyfish,” Raven whined. 
 
    “Hey, Plato,” Marco called out to the boy, who raised his head up from the towel where he was lying. “Are you being mean to the girls again?” 
 
    “They are being mean to me too,” he said sourly. 
 
    Marco sat Raven down on the sand again. “What happened exactly?” he asked. 
 
    “It was just a small misunderstanding,” Shelly quickly said. “We really don’t need to talk more about it.”  
 
    But Marco didn’t back off. “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    Raven didn’t need to be asked twice, and started giving Marco her full report. “First Plato said that girls are weak as jellyfish, and then Shelly asked him to apologize. Plato was being really disrespectful, saying that Shelly is just a child herself and that there is nothing she could do to him since Momsies don’t hit.” 
 
    Marco stopped Raven with a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t forget to breathe, sweetie.” 
 
    She frowned. “Okay, but the best part was when Shelly put Plato in his place.” She narrowed her eyes and looked over at Plato. “She made him look really stupid and he’s been sulking ever since.” 
 
    A smile tugged at Marco’s lips. “Now you have me curious – how did Shelly make a big boy like Plato sulk?” 
 
    “I’m not sulking and she only made herself look stupid,” Plato defended himself. 
 
    “Now you wait a minute,” Marco told Plato. “You and I are gonna have a conversation about respect. Shelly is a mentor assistant like me and you can’t talk back to her. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shelly interjected, “but I can fight my own battles.”  
 
    “You haven’t heard everything.” Raven pulled Marco’s attention back to her and licked her dried lips with eagerness before she continued. “The best part was when Shelly told Plato that the fact that jellyfish have survived without a brain for a million years gives hope for someone like him.” 
 
    “Huh.” Marco turned to Shelly, whose cheeks looked awfully red and who was busy drawing in the sand. “Did a nice girl like you really say that?” 
 
    “More or less,” she muttered. “Except that I want to point out that I did say the jellyfish have been around more than five hundred million years, not just a million.” She looked up at him. “Facts are important to me.” 
 
    “I see.” Marco ran his hands through his wet hair and drew in a long breath. “Plato, I would like us males to stick together and all, but I don’t know much about marine life. At least not enough to argue with a genius. However, I will say this: you were absolutely right about girls being weaker than boys.” 
 
    Raven squared her tiny shoulders and looked up at him. “That’s not true, I’m stronger than Nieall and Tommy.”  
 
    “I’ll bet you are, but they’re younger than you. I’m sorry, Raven, but it’s a fact of life that men are physically superior to women. It’s the natural order of things, since men are created to be protectors and hunters while women are created to be the caretakers.” 
 
    Shelly gaped at me, “Is he for real, Kya?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t get a chance to answer before Marco carried on. “Yes, brainy, I’m for real and you can’t dispute that men are bigger and stronger than women.” 
 
    Shelly got up and brushed off sand from her behind. “I can’t listen to this, I’m going for a swim.” 
 
    “Really, Shelly?” he teased her. “I was expecting some genius comeback from you. That’s really disappointing.” 
 
    Shelly stopped and turned to look at him with disdain. “Just because I think doesn’t mean I’m obligated to share my thoughts. It’s a strategy I strongly suggest you start implementing.” 
 
    When she calmly walked away, I wanted to stand up and salute her. For a while now, I had been worried about her having a crush on Marco, so it made my day to see that at least one of us had the sense to move past that foolish notion. If only I could get Archer out of my system too.   
 
    Marco looked to me and split his sides in a fit of laughter. “I swear that nerd cracks me up. She says the craziest things.”  
 
    “She certainly has a temper,” I agreed and looked after Shelly in her one-piece bathing suit that revealed she hadn’t started developing into a woman yet. The contrast was clear when she walked past Rochelle and Willow, who might only be twelve and thirteen years old, but were already starting to fill out in the right places. 
 
    It wasn’t uncommon for siblings to develop differently since women in the Motherlands were typically inseminated with an anonymous donor. In Rochelle’s and Shelly’s case, it was pretty evident that Shelly’s father had to have been a small man in comparison to Rochelle’s father. 
 
    “Hey, Marco,” Willow called. “Can you teach us how to do a flip?” 
 
    Marco shielded his eyes from the sun with a hand to his eyebrows and looked at the two girls, who had been doing cartwheels. “Sure, just give me some time to dry, will you? His eyes swung to some of the older boys. “Hey, Oscar and Solo, go show the girls how to do flips.” 
 
    They rolled their eyes, but at least Oscar pushed up from the sand. “You coming?” he asked Solomon, but the oldest of the boys stayed firmly on his belly and looked away from Willow.  
 
    “Yeah, I just need a minute.” 
 
    Oscar nodded with a sympathetic glance and muttered “Oh, okay.” And then he jogged leisurely over to impress the girls with a long series of acrobatic flips, perfectly displaying his balance, strength, and body control. 
 
    “Marco, can you look after the kids while I take a dip?” I asked and got up. 
 
    “No problem, and you can tell Finn to get up here if you want to. He’s been in the water for almost an hour now.” 
 
    The men were playing some rough games with the children, throwing them and splashing water, so I chose to float next to Shelly instead.  
 
    “Are you excited about your mom coming tomorrow?” I asked her. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you if you like being my assistant,” I asked to make small talk. 
 
    Shelly didn’t even hesitate when she answered. “I do. It’s not very academically challenging of course, but I find it fascinating to study the Nmen and their culture.” 
 
    It was hard to hear what she was saying when I was floating with my ears under the water so I changed position and trod water. 
 
    “Did you say that you find the Nmen fascinating?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Tell me: what’s your impression of them so far?” 
 
    She angled her head and looked thoughtful. “They have some of the character traits that I was expecting such as being highly competitive, combative, aggressive, physically strong, and confrontational in their communication.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right.” 
 
    “That being said,” she continued matter-of-factly, “I rather appreciate their directness and logical thinking. What surprises me, though, is how unwilling they are to address their need for connection – both physically and spiritually. In fact, if you try to bring it up as a subject, they will either joke about it or change the subject.”  
 
    “Yes, they don’t like to talk about emotions much,” I agreed. “At least not in public.” I realized that I could stand on my tiptoes with the water covering my chest. 
 
    Shelly mirrored me, but because she was petite the water went all the way up to her chin. “Did you know that most of them are superstitious? Finn, for instance truly believes that he was cursed. And he’s a doctor.” She emphasized the last part with a shake of her head. 
 
    “I know.” I furrowed my brow. “It’s bizarre, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s like on one side they’re big brave men, and on the other side they’re small naïve boys willing to believe in myths and legends.” 
 
    “Why do you think that is?” 
 
    Shelly wrinkled her nose up. “My only logical conclusion is that they are trained to take orders and not ask too many critical questions. I suppose it comes with being conditioned from an early age.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Some more than others, I guess.” 
 
    “And you don’t consider yourself conditioned?” 
 
    “We’re all products of the environment we grow up in, but I would like to think that I reflect on things more than the average person.”  
 
    “I would agree. You’re very astute,” I complimented her. 
 
    “It’s just how my brain works.” 
 
    Moving my hands in circles, I made small waves in the water, and took a minute to enjoy the calming sounds of the ocean and the heat of the sun on my scalp. “How does it feel to be a genius anyway?” I asked her.  
 
    A triangle formed between her eyebrows. “I don’t think of myself that way. There might be things that are easy for me, but believe me, other things can completely throw me off.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, for one, I know nothing about fashion, nor do I want to. And I often bore people when I talk to them because I go into too many details and get hung up on the facts.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s boring with details.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re fairly intelligent too,” Shelly said dryly before her eyes glazed over. “Sometimes I just wish that people would see past my brain. It’s like all they see is my intellect, and they all expect me to invent something revolutionary or cure a horrible disease because anything less would be a waste of my genius.” She sighed. “I wish I could come up with something outrageous and show everyone that there’s more to me than smarts.” 
 
    “And how do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” she said softly. “I’m not creative enough to come up with something outrageous.” 
 
    I pursed my lips upward. “I don’t know about that, Shelly. I would say that a fifteen-year-old Motlander teaching at a school in the Northlands is not only historic but outrageous too.”  
 
    A smile grew on Shelly’s mouth and it lit up her whole face, making her eyes sparkle with amusement. “You really think so?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” I gave her a hug. “Come on, you outrageous young woman, let’s get all these kids back to the hotel for some lunch and an afternoon full of exciting lessons.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    Live a Little 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    The low giggling of Varna, one of the two mediators that had been following us around since we arrived in the Motherlands, attracted my attention. Finn was at it again: making jokes and melting the ladies.  
 
    Walking over to stand next to him, I whispered with some annoyance. “Honestly, Finn, do you think you can stop flirting until we get out of the cemetery?”  
 
    Finn turned his attention from Varna. “I wasn’t flirting, I was just making conversation. Isn’t that right, Nirvana?” 
 
    The woman giggled some more and looked completely smitten with Finn.  
 
    “Knock it off, will you?” I told him and leaned in. “The press is here and I don’t want us to look like crude idiots who can’t even respect the peace of the dead.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got it all wrong, Archer, I’m very respectful of women, dead or alive,” Finn said with a serious expression.  
 
    Some of the boys started talking among themselves and I moved on to quiet them down 
 
    “This is boring,” Oscar complained. “Why do we have to visit a graveyard when we could be at the beach?” 
 
    “You can go to the beach later, right now you’re learning about what happens when you die in the Motherlands.” 
 
    “But it’s just a forest,” Hunter pointed out. “There’s not even a gravestone.” 
 
    “What was that?” Kya asked and zoomed in on me and the boys. 
 
    “Nothing,” Hunter said quickly.  
 
    “I thought I heard you talk about gravestones.” 
 
    He looked around and shrugged. “It’s just a strange graveyard, that’s all.” 
 
    “There’s nothing strange about it,” Kya said calmly and came to stand in front of us. This is what the urn looks like before it becomes a tree.” She was holding an earth-colored biodegradable urn in her hands. 
 
    “Okay, but how do you fit people into that?” 
 
    A few of the kids snickered.  
 
    “You fit their ashes into it,” Kya explained patiently. “Then you plant it in the ground and watch your beloved ones return to nature.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re going to be a tree when you die too?” Oscar asked her. 
 
    “I hope so,” she said and looked to me as if to challenge me to ridicule the idea. I didn’t, because I fucking loved the idea of becoming part of the forest. 
 
    Nicki raised her hand. “I heard that people used to plant the trees in their houses and gardens.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Kya nodded. “But it was banned in 2405 after a woman killed herself in distress that her mother’s tree had died because she forgot to water it.” 
 
    “Another ban.” Marco rolled his eyes. “Honestly, what’s up with all your bans, rules, and laws?” he asked. “I swear you can’t even fart in this country without having to make sure the wind blows in the right direction or you’ll offend someone.” 
 
    “We don’t have rules about farting,” Raven said quickly but then she turned her head to Kya. “Do we?” 
 
    Kya sighed. “No, not unless you count good manners.”  
 
    Solomon spoke up. “I wouldn’t mind being a tree when I die, as long as I get to be the biggest tree in the forest.” 
 
    I shook my head at him. “Competitive much?” 
 
    “To my grave,” he said and broke into a grin.  
 
    Smack, Finn’s hand hit Solomon in the back of his head. “What’s wrong with you, boy? This is a graveyard and you’re laughing.” 
 
    Solomon was rubbing the back of his neck and scowling at Finn.  
 
    “You can put that scowl away or you can do fifty push-ups right here in front of everyone,” Finn said and looked down his nose at Solomon, who was about half a head smaller than him. 
 
    A silent power match took place between the youngster and the doctor, and in provocatively slow motion, Solomon dropped down and did push-ups as if it was nothing. 
 
    Kya was sending pleading looks in my direction and side glimpses at the journalist and photographer that were following us around today. 
 
    “Anybody else want to join the fun?” I asked the Motlander children in an attempt to soften up the situation, but this time they just shook their heads.  
 
    Not surprisingly, the journalist asked about the situation when Kya and I sat down with them for an interview. 
 
    Kya was squirming in her seat when I answered the question. “We would never abuse our children, but we believe in strong discipline and have a variety of ways to enforce it,” I said. 
 
    “How would you compare the two groups of children? What are their strengths and weaknesses?” the journalist asked, crossed his legs, and rested his hands in his lap. 
 
    “Well.” I cleared my throat. “The children from the Motherlands are very good at meditating and massaging each other. Some of them are also strong readers and I’m generally impressed with their math skills.  
 
    “But when it comes to physical strength, agility, and survival skills, tsk…” I smacked my tongue against my palate. “The Motlander children are hopelessly behind.” 
 
    “Is that true?” the journalist asked Kya. 
 
    It was fascinating how she managed to unscrew her jaw and smile politely. “Yes, it’s true that we are academically stronger, and I would be inclined to agree with Mr. Archer that their children are more physically fit than ours.” 
 
    “My boys are not academically inferior,” I said sharply. “In fact, I’m pretty sure that if we were to compete for the sake of national pride, my boys would win big.” 
 
    “What an excellent idea.” The male journalist smiled widely. “I’m sure our viewers would love to see a competition between our children and the boys from the Northlands.” 
 
    My competitive gene was already kicking in. “Oh, you’re on!” I got up from the chair and strutted out of the room. “We’ll meet you outside in ten minutes.” 
 
    Kya came running after me. “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “Not at all; I look forward to showing you people that we aren’t as dumb as you think.” 
 
    “But Archer, we have worked so hard to integrate the children as one group. This whole trip was supposed to bring them together, and now you want to divide them up and make them competitors?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are you afraid you’re gonna look stupid out there?” 
 
    “This isn’t about me.” Kya’s brown eyes were turning darker every second. “How could you take the bait of that journalist? I thought you were smarter than that, and did you forget that some of the children have family members who are here to spend time with them?” 
 
    “They are free to watch.” I didn’t stay to discuss it further because I had a competition to win and a team to prep. 
 
    Just like me, the boys were excited about the challenge. 
 
    “Oh, we’re so going to take them down,” Plato declared and raised his hands as if the triumph was already his. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Finn had helped me convince Kya to live a little and not take it all too seriously. An audience of hotel guests had gathered, together with Sheana Rene, who was here to see her two daughters.  
 
    Finn and Cindy had been appointed as referees and the first assignment they came up with was a spelling bee. 
 
    We nailed it. Or rather, Sky and Mila got so nervous when they had to spell their words that they fumbled and messed up. It was ironic because those two girls were actually really good at spelling. Still, the Northlands took that point and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Next the children battled in math. The little ones had to go over the math tables as fast as possible, while the older one had to solve more complicated math problems. 
 
    I was proud of my boys, who kept their nerves in check and focused on the task in front of them like brave troopers. Only two of them messed up and got the answer wrong. I fisted my hand and shouted “Yes” when the Northlands took that point as well. 
 
    “Okay, now let’s see how well you work together,” Cindy said. “For the next assignment we want a group answer. We have gathered five questions about this hotel and you have ten minutes to find the answers. Each group will get a pencil and a ruler.” 
 
    The kids eagerly bunched together and started reading the five questions before they ran in different directions. 
 
    To fill out the time, the journalist interviewed Varna about her experience with the men of the North. I smiled when I overheard her say that she had been pleasantly surprised. I would have to buy Finn a beer when we got back to the Northlands. 
 
    The kids ran here and there before they came back to the front of the hotel where we were all standing, both groups staring up at the flagpole. 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked Finn. 
 
    “They have to measure the height of the flagpole,” he said. “It was Cindy’s idea.” 
 
    When the ten minutes were up, Finn started counting backwards from twenty before he demanded to have the answers they had come up with. 
 
    “The first question was: name the year this hotel was built,” he said. “And both groups were correct with the year 2415.” 
 
    “It said so on a sign by the entrance,” William said. 
 
    Both groups also had the three questions after that correct, but when we got to the height of the flagpole, no one seemed sure and Cindy needed help converting the boys’ feet into meters. 
 
    “The Nboys’ answer is six meters, which isn’t correct,” Cindy announced.  
 
    “We didn’t have enough time,” Storm complained.  
 
    “The Motlander children’s answer is seven meters and twenty centimeters, which isn’t correct either.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Nicki said diplomatically. “It was a fun game, and it’s about participating, not about winning.” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, and you’ll be a loser for life.” Solomon grunted at her.  
 
    Marco stepped forward. “How about the assistant teachers take over this challenge? I’m sure I can have the answer within a few minutes, and I can’t imagine that Miss Brainy would be afraid of a challenge.” He squared his shoulders and looked straight at Shelly. 
 
    Shelly glanced at all the onlookers but with a tensed-up expression, she gave a small nod in acceptance of his challenge. 
 
    The Nboys started cheering for Marco as if he was their hero, while the Motlander children placed sympathetic hands on Shelly’s shoulders.  
 
    After a bit of whispering between Finn and Cindy, they announced: “Marco’s suggestion has been accepted. You will each have three minutes to find the answer, starting now!” 
 
    Marco snatched the pencil from Solomon and sprinted to the flagpole, where he quickly measured his own height and made a mark with the pencil.  
 
    Using his superior strength, he pulled himself up until his feet were with in line with the mark, and he continued with this strategy until he was at the very top of the flagpole.  
 
    I kept my eyes focused on him, and enjoyed the sight of his impressive technique when he used his shoes and arms to slide down the flagpole as if it was a fireman’s pole.  
 
    Clearly the audience was in awe of him too, and I was proud of him when he came running back to stand in front of Cindy and Finn, sweaty and out of breath.  
 
    “The pole is thirty feet high,” he said with a smug smile of satisfaction. “I used my own six point three feet to measure against.”      
 
    Shelly stood calmly and relaxed beside him.  
 
    “What happened, did you give up?” he asked her with a chuckle. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she said softly. “But I don’t have your muscle strength, so pulling myself up like you did would’ve been impossible for me.” 
 
    “I know.” Marco flexed his muscles and looked proud of himself. “I’ve told you, Brainy, sometimes muscles are more important than brains.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shelly breathed. “I wish I was as strong as you, but since I’m not, I had to use simple math to find the answer. I went over a number of geometric theorems, but since the sun is out today it seemed much quicker to multiply my own height by the ratio between my shadow and the flagpole’s shadow.”  
 
    Marco’s eyes flew to the shadow of the flagpole. “Yeah, I would have done that too,” he said defensively. “But that’s a little elementary, don’t you think?”  
 
    Shelley smiled at him. “Your performance was really impressive, and I certainly can’t match you in showmanship and all.” Shelly tilted her head. “But I think I should get a plus for the fact that I had the same answer as you in less than forty seconds and I didn’t break a sweat.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    Awakening 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Marco, Archer, and the Nboys had spent all yesterday fuming about the result of the competition. 
 
    “You still won overall,” Nieall kept reminding them. “It was just a stupid competition.” 
 
    “We should have had all three points,” the boys replied grumpily.  
 
    Today, however, their moods had lifted significantly, as something spectacular had happened. News channels had been running the story about their visit to the Motherlands on a loop, showing clips of them. The interview with Archer, the boys doing math and spelling, and lastly Marco swinging around on the flagpole like a modern-day Tarzan. 
 
     They had become overnight celebrities and Motlanders were starting to arrive out of curiosity. 
 
    After our first week with people crossing the street in fright at the mere sight of them, we now faced a different challenge: keeping people away from them. 
 
    Varna and Cindy had to call in reinforcements, and I was shocked to see the behavior of my fellow countrymen or rather countrywomen. I had no idea there were so many naturephiles in the Motherlands, but it was pretty obvious that the women attaching themselves to Marco, Finn, and Archer wanted much more than just an autograph. Even Solomon had become a target and he was only fourteen. It was very disturbing and confusing to me, but the men were glowing with excitement and proudly made sure their video diaries were sent back to the Northlands showing their newfound fame. 
 
    I almost rolled my eyes, when I saw Archer record a video with Finn and Marco surrounded by giggling women. 
 
    “What are you so mad about?” Archer asked me when I finally managed to get him alone in my room. “This is a great thing, we finally feel welcomed here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see how you would feel welcomed with the way those women throw themselves at you as if you were freaking movie stars or something.” 
 
    Archer softened his expression. “Wait a minute, Kya, are you jealous?”  
 
    “Of course I’m not jealous. I told you we’re not a couple, but I just want to remind you that if you sleep with one of them, our little arrangement is over.” 
 
    “You are jealous!” he exclaimed and smiled. 
 
    I shook my head fervently. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m just annoyed that all your new fans are taking away attention from what really matters and why we came here in the first place. We were supposed to bring the children together and make them feel like one big family but now, with the competition and all…” I took in a deep breath and spoke in one exhalation. “It’s all messed up.” 
 
    “Hey.” Archer moved over and pulled me into a hug, my head resting on his shoulder. “I know you don’t like it when things don’t go according to plan, but this is really an amazing thing that is happening; you know that, don’t you?”  
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Lifting my face, Archer planted a kiss on my lips. “Don’t worry, babe, I’m not going to sleep with any of those women.” 
 
    “Pearl and Khan are arriving tomorrow,” I said to change the subject, because the mere thought of Archer with any of those women brought pain to my chest.  
 
    “They met with a group of the council members yesterday,” I said. “There hasn’t been a formal meeting between the Northlands and the Motherlands like that in years.” 
 
    “And they’re coming here?” 
 
    “Yes tomorrow.” I sank to the bed, and leaned forward, placing my elbows on my knees.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Archer asked and sat down beside me. 
 
    “Nothing, it’s just that I keep thinking about yesterday when Shelly and Rochelle saw their mom, and Willow, Tommy, and Sky had visitors from their family units.” Lifting my head and meeting his eyes, I spoke softly. “You probably think I’m being too emotional, but my heart just broke for the kids who don’t have any family, that’s all.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. It even made me wish that I had a family of my own.” Archer rubbed his forehead. “I can only imagine what it must’ve been like for the kids.” 
 
    “There’s something I haven’t told you,” I admitted.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Opening my palms and looking up at him, I spoke slowly. “Raven’s mother has offered me the chance to adopt Raven.”  
 
    “She did?” Archer’s eyes almost popped out and he spoke with eagerness. “Congratulations, that’s fucking amazing.” 
 
    “I haven’t accepted yet; I’m still thinking about it.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? What is there to think about?” His hands swung with agitation in the air. “If I had the chance to adopt a child and become a father–” He blew out a breath. “Geez, I would jump on that right away with no hesitation.” 
 
    “You would?” It was a rhetorical question because I already knew that Archer dreamed of a family.  I did too, but our perceptions of what that meant were vastly different.  
 
    A small spark of hope fired up inside of me. Maybe, with this awakening of women who were eager to get to know the Nmen better, laws would change and Archer and I could have a future together here in the Motherlands. Even as I thought it, I knew I was fooling myself.  
 
    “Do we have time for some fun?” Archer asked and kneeled down in front of me, spreading my legs. 
 
    I wanted to say yes, but that would be irresponsible since with Finn and Marco distracted by all the women, it really was only Shelly looking after the children. 
 
    “I wish,” I said quietly and kissed him. “But we need to put the children first. 
 
    His face fell with disappointment. “You’re so fucking responsible all the time.” 
 
    “Someone has to be,” I replied. 
 
    “Come on, Kya, I’m horny, and I’m sure Shelly can handle the kids; that girl is fifteen going on fifty, and much more responsible than the rest of us together.” 
 
    “Still, some of the boys challenge her authority.” 
 
    “Who?” Archer furrowed his brow. “Tell her to punish them. I’ll back her up.” 
 
    Placing my hands on his shoulders I pushed up from the bed and brushed back my hair. “I’m not gonna tell you to punish the boys, and I don’t want to have an argument about it.”   
 
    We found the kids on the beach and sure enough, Shelly was happy to see us.  
 
    “Finn is over there, flirting with that group of women.” Her index finger swung from Finn to the water. “And Marco has been playing with that blonde for the past thirty minutes. Two minutes ago, she was straddling him and I swear it looked like they were kissing.” 
 
    “Good for him,” Archer chuckled and waved back at a group of women who, despite the expansiveness of the beach, had placed themselves and their things very close to our group.  
 
    “What about Varna and Cindy?” I asked and scanned the area for them.  
 
    “They had to follow a group of teenage girls off the beach because they wouldn’t stop bothering the older boys.” Shelly looked mildly stressed out. “I told the boys to stay with our group, but the girls kept luring them away like a nasty bunch of sirens or something.  
 
    “But did Varna and Cindy really have to banish them from the beach? It seems excessive to me,” I said. 
 
    “They gave them three warnings and told the girls that they would contact their parents, but they wouldn’t stop.” 
 
    “I see; thank you, Shelly.” Turning around I addressed Archer. “Will you please go and fetch Finn and Marco?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” he said and crossed his arms. “For all I know, Marco is about to get his first shag with that blonde, and it looks like Finn has a full buffet of women to pick from. You’re asking me to risk my life here. Getting between men and sex is not only stupid, it’s cruel too.” 
 
    “Fine, then I’ll do it.” I ignored the warning that Archer shouted after me when I trotted over to Finn and his women. 
 
    “May peace surround you all,” I greeted them and focused in on Finn. “May I have a word with you?” 
 
    “Sure, darling, what’s up?”  
 
    “In private,” I said with a polite smile plastered on my face that did nothing to hide the annoyance in my voice. 
 
    Finn leisurely got up and excused himself before we walked to the side. 
 
    “I need you to say goodbye to your new friends, and remember that you’re here to do a job.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes crinkled with a smile. “I’m doing my job, all right – Pearl said that we were supposed to behave ourselves and make the women like us.” He gave a small nod back to the women. “They’re freaking loving me and I think I have a pretty good shot at taking all three of them to bed.”  
 
     “That’s not the job I was referring to,” I said. “We have twenty children that need us to be good role models. Did you know that two of them almost drowned before?” 
 
    “What?” Finn pivoted around to look at the water. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, although I don’t see the fun in leaving one teenager to look out for twenty kids on a beach. One of them could’ve drowned and you wouldn’t even have noticed.” 
 
     “Sorry.” At least he looked a little apologetic. “But nothing happened and now you and Archer are here, so leave me alone for a few hours, will ya?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “We have two more days left of this trip and I need all five of us adults to work together and clean up the mess that stupid competition made. We need the children to become one group again.” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder. “Either you go say goodbye to those women, or I will say it for you.” 
 
    “Take it easy, mama bear, you look like you drank a whole glass of lemon juice.” Finn crossed his arms. “You really need to learn how to chill and enjoy life a little.” 
 
    Turning on my heels, I put on a sugar-sweet smile and walked back to the women with a sway in my hips. “I just want to offer my profound gratitude. It was so nice of you to entertain my fiancé. He’s been so down lately, and you really boosted his ego by talking to him.” 
 
    “He’s your fiancé?” one of the women asked me. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m a little embarrassed about it so don’t tell anyone, please.” 
 
    Finn cleared his throat behind me, but before he got a chance to speak up, I snaked my hand around his waist and leaned against him. “I’ve told Finn that women in the Motherlands don’t marry, but the Nmen are so old-fashioned in that sense.” 
 
    Finn gave me a wicked smile. “That’s right,” he said and slid his hand down to squeeze my behind, which made me jump. “We are terribly old-fashioned in some ways, and yet very open-minded in other areas.” 
 
    “When are you getting married?” the three women wanted to know. 
 
    “Oh, we’ll see.” I smiled up at Finn and batted my eyelashes. “First we have to find a doctor who can help Finn get rid of any sexually transmitted diseases that he might be carrying around.” 
 
    A gasp sounded from the women, and I felt Finn’s fingers pinch me hard.  
 
    “Darling, I should’ve never told you about my bladder infection,” Finn said with his eyes narrowed. “You keep confusing it with a sexually transmitted disease but it’s not, and it was five years ago.” 
 
     “That’s nice, honey.” I patted his chest and gave the women a last smile. “It was so nice meeting you all, and again thank you for being so welcoming to my soon-to-be-husband. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    I didn’t let go of Finn when I steered him back to our group, but I should’ve known my strategy came with a price. With a smug smile, his hand started going up until it reached my bikini top. “Since we’re apparently a couple now, I hope you don’t mind.” He chuckled.    
 
    “Get your fucking hands off her.” The deep male rumble had us both look up to see Archer with fury in his eyes. 
 
    “Relax,” Finn said with a disarming smile. “Kya just decided to do a little role-playing to get me back to the group. In fact, she just agreed to marry me.” 
 
    Archer should’ve known that Finn was joking, but he was fueled by possessive jealousy and didn’t ask questions before he attacked.  
 
    With a loud “Umph,” all the air was knocked out of Finn when he landed on his back with Archer on top of him.  
 
    “Fight, fight, fight,” the boys chanted and quickly circled around the growling and grunting men. 
 
    “Stop it!” I shouted in desperation. But when I tried to launch myself forward to pull them apart, Solomon grabbed me around my waist and dragged me back. He might only be a teenager, but he was taller than me and much stronger.  
 
    Archer and Finn were no longer rolling around on the ground, but fighting each other with kicks and punches, attracting an even bigger crowd than before. Even through my tears I could tell that the Motlanders were shocked at the aggressive behavior. Hands were covering their mouths, and they were bunching together like scared children. 
 
    And then Marco came running to the scene, throwing himself in the middle to split Archer and Finn apart. It was brave of him but he only managed to get punched in the nose himself. Blood was dripping on the white sand, making everything look even more dramatic. 
 
    “Move aside.” Varna and Cindy came storming in. 
 
    “Stop your aggression right this moment,” Cindy shouted, but right then Archer jumped up and gave a circle kick that sent Finn to the ground again. 
 
    Cindy held up her weapon and fired straight at Archer. He didn’t have a chance when the net covered him and tightened around him. Completely unable to move, he started throwing curses at Finn instead. “You fucking bastard, she’s my woman. If you touch her again, I’ll fucking kill you.” 
 
    My mouth went dry and I swallowed excessively when all eyes fell on me. So much for keeping our relationship a secret.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    Restrained 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    I had screwed up. 
 
    Pearl had warned us not to lose our temper. I was the mentor and I was supposed to be a good role model; plus, being in the Motherlands, I was representing not only myself but all my countrymen. Their chance to experience this, and have a future with the women, depended on me, Finn, and Marco. 
 
    Four hours ago we had been superstars, and now… 
 
    My chest heaved in a big sigh of shame and humiliation over what had happened on the beach. At least, I was no longer trapped in the net but in my own room, where I was trying to wrap my head around what happened.  
 
    “Are you feeling better now?” Cindy asked from her chair in the corner. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” I rubbed my face and looked over at her. “Thank you for not shooting me for real.” 
 
    “No problem, we haven’t used lethal weapons for centuries.” 
 
    “Lucky for me.” I slid down to sit on the floor, my spine resting against the bed and my legs pulled up in front of me. “Do you usually stay and talk to the aggressor, like you did with me?” 
 
    “Yes, the procedure is to pacify the aggressor, and then help them find the way back to their calm self. Typically, if someone reaches an aggression level like yours, we would take them to a place of reflection where they would have time to center themselves again through meditation and rest.” 
 
    While I had been wrapped up tight in the net, Varna had cleared the area, offering me at least a little dignity from prying eyes. Cindy, on the other hand, had placed herself close against my body and spoken to me in a calm voice while stroking my shoulder soothingly. 
 
    At first I had tried to shake her hand off me, but there was no anger or judgment in her voice and while lying stiff as a board, I had listened to her. 
 
    “I understand you got angry, but I can’t let you hurt others; we need to keep everyone safe.” 
 
    When I didn’t speak, she continued. “Be patient, Archer, your anger will be replaced by calmness soon and then I can remove this net, and you can go to your hotel room to gather yourself before you face the others.” 
 
    Even now, twenty minutes later, I was still angry at Finn, but I’d cooled down enough to restrain myself. 
 
    “You want to talk about what upset you so much?” Cindy asked. She had warm and kind eyes. 
 
    “Not really,” I said and stretched my legs. “You said typically you would take someone like me to a place of reflection.” 
 
    “Yes, but we had been warned that situations like these might occur, and we are to give you a bit more leeway.” 
 
    “So, no punishment?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t use punishments.” 
 
    “What are you saying? If someone committed murder, you wouldn’t punish them?” 
 
    Cindy leaned back in her chair. “Fundamentally we believe that people want to do good. If someone committed murder, which almost never happens in our society, we would restrain them and keep them away from society until we felt certain the person was no longer a danger to the rest of us. Most people who do something that violates our rules spend time in places of reflection. Only a few have committed crimes so serious that we need to isolate them in secluded areas where professionals help them deal with their mental issues.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re not going to punish me anyway, I might as well join the group and get back to work.” 
 
    “If you feel ready.” 
 
    There was no good time to face Kya after what I had done, but at least I knew Finn would understand. He had been so out of line, touching Kya’s breast. She and I might not be married by law, but she had chosen to share her bed with me and the ethics of an Nman were clear; you never touched another man’s woman – and he knew about us, knew that she was mine. 
 
    I found the children in one of the hotel’s banquet rooms. They were in the middle of a math lesson that stopped abruptly when I walked in. 
 
    Raven stormed toward me and wrapped her arms around my waist. “Are you okay, Archer?” 
 
    I tousled her hair. “Yes, I feel much calmer now.”  
 
    Finn came over. “Can I have a minute outside?” 
 
    I nodded and walked out the door I had just stepped through.  
 
    “Look, man, I’m sorry I touched her like that. Obviously, she means a lot to you.” Finn reached out his hand as a sign of peace. “It will never happen again.” 
 
    “It better not,” I said and took it.  
 
    When we returned to the room, I stopped cold. “What are you doing?” I asked and frowned. 
 
    “We made a love circle for you and Finn,” Raven said with a big smile. “You both did something you knew you shouldn’t, and we’re going to help you remember that you’re much better than that.” 
 
    My tongue played with my cheek, pushing at it hard while my foot tapped in a steady show of resistance. 
 
    “What the hell is a love circle?” Finn asked behind me. 
 
    “A system developed by women to emasculate men,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Come on, what are you waiting for?” Nicki called out to the others.  
 
    Finn patted my shoulder. “Let’s go, champ, you know what they say: try anything once, and if you like it, do it again.” 
 
    I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like being the center of a love circle but at least I didn’t have to do it alone. 
 
    Finn placed himself in the middle of the circle and smilingly clapped his hands together. “Come on, people, hit me with your best love.” 
 
    I joined him, and standing back to back we watched the children, Kya, Shelly, Varna, and Cindy close the circle around us. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to join us?” Kya asked six of the Nboys who stood leaning against the wall.  
 
    “Nah, we’re good,” Hunter said. 
 
    Solomon snickered. “Don’t worry, we’re sending all our love from over here.”  
 
    The love fest only lasted for about three minutes. 
 
    First came the singing; I was surprised to see that the Nboys who participated in the circle knew the song. Apparently, there had been a lot more love circles than I was aware of. 
 
      
 
    Take my love and fill your heart.  
 
    That’s all you need for a fresh start. 
 
    No need to fight, no need to scare. 
 
    You are loved and we all care.  
 
      
 
    Then came the part where the kids made funny faces. I made a particularly good one in return, and of course Finn was in his element, being a jokester by nature. I could hear his laughter behind me, and then the circle became smaller and we were instructed to spin around and look everyone in the eye. My heart almost skipped a beat when I locked eyes with Kya, but maybe this whole love circus was getting to her soft side, because there was no anger in her eyes. 
 
    As the finishing touch, Finn and I were squeezed in a group hug, which would’ve been suffocating, if not for the fact that we were taller than the women and kids. 
 
    “Don’t you just feel good now?” Raven asked with childish excitement. 
 
    “I feel amazing,” Finn said and picked her up. “The only thing that could top that love circle would be a girl planting a kiss right here.” He pointed to his cheek.  
 
    Raven didn’t think twice, she wrapped her arms around his neck and planted a vigorous kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Thank, you darling, you just made this man’s biggest dream come true.” Finn winked and set her down.  
 
    “Do you want a kiss too?” she asked me. 
 
    “Sure.” I bent down but then Mila stepped forward. “Can I do it?” 
 
    “No, I’m doing it!” Raven insisted.  
 
    “But that’s not fair,” Mila objected with a small pout. “You already kissed Finn.” 
 
    Finn broke into a deep belly laugh. “There’s no need to fight, girls, Archer has two cheeks.” 
 
    That solved the problem, and I received a kiss from Mila on my left cheek and a kiss from Raven on my right one.  
 
    “See?” Finn patted my shoulder. “Don’t you just feel like a bundle of love right now?”  
 
    “Mr. Archer?” Mila was tugging at my sleeve. “What did you mean when you shouted that she was your woman? Who were you talking about?”  
 
    “Ehhm, no one,” I said quickly, but once again Finn came to my rescue.  
 
    “Mila vanilla, my sweet angel.” He leaned down and pinched her gorgeous cheeks. “You might not have seen this, but I was flirting with three women before the fight broke out.” 
 
    “Uh-huh?” Her large blue eyes were blinking and she was biting her lower lip, looking like someone who didn’t want to miss one single detail of an exciting story. 
 
    “The thing is, I was being kind of greedy because Mr. Archer had already told me that he was hoping to get a kiss from the brunette.” The way Finn said the last part of the sentence with a teasing voice and a mischievous smile had Mila completely entranced with him.  
 
    “Was that why you were fighting?”  
 
    I played along. “I can’t just let him steal the women away from me, can I?” 
 
    Mila rubbed her little nose and looked down for a second before she lifted her head with a frown. “I hope the brunette is ashamed of herself. If a boy really liked me, I don’t think I would go and play with someone else. That wouldn’t be nice of me.” 
 
    “I wish that all grown-up women were as smart and loyal as you are, Mila, and you know what else I think?” 
 
    “What, Mr. Archer?” 
 
    “I think the man you choose when you grow up is going to be the luckiest man alive.” 
 
    “You do?” The little girl beamed like a lit Christmas tree.  
 
    “But then again, Mila…” a soft voice said behind us, and I looked around to see Kya watching us. “No one is forcing you to choose a man at all.” 
 
    “Argh,” Finn made a dismissive hand gesture towards Kya. “How rude of you to interfere just when we’re indoctrinating the next generation of women.” 
 
    “What does indoscinating mean?” Mila asked and stumbled over the hard word. 
 
    “It’s just a fancy word for setting people up for success,” Finn explained. “Now you come with me, sweetheart, and we’ll go share the gift of indoctrination with the rest of the girls, while Mr. Archer and Kya have a talk.”  
 
    “Before you say anything,” Kya said, “I do want to talk about what happened, but not here, not in front of the children.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Meet me in my room at midnight.” 
 
    I nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    Big Choices 
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    I felt the contrast between the hot blood pulsing through my veins and the cool water of the ocean. My arms and legs moved mechanically in a steady rhythm while my mouth alternated between opening for gulps of air and closing when I slid gracefully through the water. 
 
    It was late in the evening, and only a few people were still at the beach. I should’ve been with my group, but my head was spinning out of control and I needed time to think, so I’d come down here to swim.  
 
    Last night, I’d made love to Kya again. It had been amazing and we had lasted for almost two hours, trying out different positions, showering together, laughing together, and enjoying each other’s company. 
 
    She wasn’t nearly as upset about my fight with Finn as I would’ve expected. Of course, she had made me promise that I would never do something like that again. But today when Pearl and Khan arrived, Kya had defended me to Pearl and taken the blame. 
 
    Maybe it was because she felt bad about how our night ended yesterday. Intensifying the pace of my swimming, I shot through the water as if I could move my arms and legs fast enough to escape my thoughts. 
 
    She had been upset that I had come inside her again, and this time her words had been particularly hurtful. 
 
    “Don’t forget that if we have a child, that child will go with me to the Motherlands when I return back home in a few years.” 
 
    My response to her words had been a long string of curse words that she mostly missed because she was going into the bathroom. When she got out, I was ready for her, dressed, and firmly planted in front of the bathroom door. With my arms crossed, I had confronted her – demanded that she stopped threatening me like that. 
 
    She threw at me that there was no child and that I was overreacting, but I had reached my limit and demanded a promise that she would never separate me from my child, ever. 
 
    Now I felt bad about shouting at her. Taking a few more strokes I tried pushing it away, but I couldn’t run from my feelings. I wanted everything with Kya but I was sick and tired of being rejected. It was like having my heart sliced into a thousand pieces every time she reminded me that there was nothing but sex between us. In the beginning I had thought she would change her mind once we had bonded. But she was as stubborn as ever, and now I was running out of time. 
 
    When I finally got out of the water, my arms felt heavy and I took a seat on the beach, letting the cool night air caress my tired body.  
 
    I’d only been sitting there for five minutes when I heard footsteps behind me. 
 
    “I thought I would find you here.”  
 
    I didn’t have to look to know it was Finn. 
 
    “You do know that you have goose bumps all over, right?” he said and sat back to know it was down next to me. “You must be freezing.” 
 
    “It’s not too bad.” 
 
    Finn threw a dry towel at me. “Here – I’m not really in the mood for swimming anyway.” 
 
    Placing his towel around my shoulders, I nodded a small thanks at him. 
 
    “Did you make a decision?” he asked and threw a rock into the water. 
 
    With a deep sigh I looked at him. “Khan told you?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I don’t know yet; what would you do?” 
 
    To my relief, Finn took my question seriously and thought about it. This wasn’t the time to crack jokes, and he knew it. “Did you ask Kya to marry you?” 
 
    “About a dozen times.” My voice was low and carried a hint of bitterness. 
 
    “Do you think you can change her mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I pulled my knees up in front of me and wrapped my arms around them. “When we make love, it’s more than just fucking, I know it is.” 
 
    Finn stayed quiet. 
 
    “I don’t know how to convince her or if it’s even possible. She’s so determined that she wants to go back to the Motherlands.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “She has committed to three years in the Northlands with the condition that she can leave anytime she wants to. All she needs to do is give two weeks’ notice.” 
 
    “Did you tell her about the tournament?” Finn asked, his brows drawn together with a serious expression. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, do you think I should?” 
 
    Rubbing his forehead, Finn made a sound of frustration. “If you do, it might change her mind, but on the other hand…” He trailed off. “There are no guarantees.” 
 
    We sat together in silence, my thoughts racing a lot faster than the slow waves of water washing up on the beach only to retract again. 
 
    “Maybe you would be better off not telling her,” Finn said, breaking the silence. “Even though you’ve been preselected as one of the five champions in that tournament, the bride might not choose you. If that happens, you can just come back to the school and pretend nothing happened,” Finn said. “My point is that even though Kya says she doesn’t want to marry you, she might be angry with you pursuing marriage with another woman.” 
 
    I huffed out air. “The twisted thing is that I don’t want to marry anyone else, I want to marry Kya.” 
 
    “I know, but if you forfeit your golden chance to win a million dollars and get yourself a wife, you might end up with nothing. Next time there’s a tournament, you’ll have to fight like everyone else.” 
 
    I gave a deep groan. “I know, and that’s why it’s such a fucking difficult decision.” 
 
    “You want to know what I would do?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I would stop feeling sorry for myself and go.” 
 
    “But I…” 
 
    Finn gave me an honest look. “I’ve seen a picture of Lori Ann, and she’s a beautiful young woman who would make you a fine wife.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, my emotions running amok inside my body in an infantile tantrum, internally screaming that I didn’t want some sweet eighteen-year-old girl; I wanted Kya. 
 
    “No Nman has ever been in your situation, but you’ve gotta use your brains, man. If Kya is unwilling to give you a family, then can you really allow yourself to throw the chance of having children away? Think about it: Lori Ann could make you a father by next year.” 
 
    “Fuuuck!” Having a family was the most rare and prestigious thing in the Northlands. Hearing him talk about throwing such an opportunity away made me sound like a lunatic. “I really don’t have a choice, do I?” 
 
    “Look, you have a twenty percent chance of winning Lori Ann. If you don’t, you simply come back and try to convince Kya until the next tournament comes along.” 
 
    “What about you? Are you going to fight for Lori Ann?” 
 
    “I thought about it, but we both know that there are better fighters then me, and Pearl had an interesting proposition that suits me better than risking my life in a tournament.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, and what proposition is that?” 
 
    “She and Khan had a formal meeting with the Council yesterday, and they have approved her idea of letting a few Nmen visit the Motherlands.” 
 
    “What do you mean visit?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose it’s all about representing the Northlands and showing the Motlanders that we’re not monsters.” 
 
    “How long would you stay for?” 
 
    “I’m not sure; all I know is that I would have to be supervised by a mediator for safety reasons.” 
 
    “But what about your role as Kya’s protector?” I asked. 
 
    Finn smiled a little. “Ah, you know, as long as you guys stay on Victoria’s Island, she’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “So, when do you start your new life as a Northlands representative here in the Motherlands?” I asked and smiled back at him. 
 
    “I prefer the title seducer,” he declared with a smug smile. “And I’ll have to go back with you guys and finish off a few things before I start. Besides, Pearl told me there will be five men in total and she hasn’t decided who the other four are going to be yet. I already asked Pearl if you could come, but she said no. They need you and Marco to focus on the school.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense, but I bet she’ll have about a million volunteers,” I said matter-of-factly. “You’re going to be the envy of all the men of the North.” 
 
    “I know!” Finn grinned before he pushed up from the sand and brushed off his hands. 
 
    “I think I’ve done enough good for one day,” he said and held out his hand to help me up. “Now that I have helped clear your head, I’m going to enjoy my last night in the Motherlands and see if that cute waiter from this morning needs me to warm her bed tonight.” 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “What about you? Are you going to have one last night with Kya?” 
 
    His words cut like a dagger, and my only reply was a low “Maybe.” But there was no maybe and even if I had wanted to stay away, I couldn’t.  
 
    It was close to eleven and all the children were in their rooms after watching a show by a local dance troupe. 
 
    I didn’t even go to my own room to shower, but knocked on Kya’s door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    Marry Me 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    “Where have you been?” I asked when I opened my door and found Archer standing outside with a somber expression. “I sent Finn to find you, but that was an hour ago.” 
 
    “He found me,” Archer said. “Do you mind if we go to my room? I need to shower, and my clothes are there.” 
 
    “Have you been swimming this late?” I didn’t tell Archer how worried I had been and that after all the drama we’d been through these past days, his disappearing on me like that was very inconsiderate. Not even the mediators had known where he was, and that had gotten them in a lot of trouble with their supervisors. 
 
    I went with him and waited in his room while he took a quick shower. 
 
    “You could’ve told me where you went,” I said in a reprimanding tone when he got out of the bathroom. 
 
    Archer had a towel wrapped around his hips and was drying his hair with another towel. 
 
    “Why didn’t you use the dryer function in the shower?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I’m a considerate person, and the blowers are noisy. It’s late, and some people might be sleeping just on the other side of the wall.”  
 
    There was something different about him tonight. “What’s wrong, Archer? Are you still upset about our fight yesterday? I told you, I’m not pregnant.” 
 
    He plunked down to sit on the edge of the bed. “Come here,” he said and reached out for me, pulling me down on his lap.  
 
    “You’ve been acting strange all day – tell me what’s wrong,” I asked. 
 
    With a heavy intake of air, Archer licked his dry lips and looked up at me with such vulnerability that it made my skin prickle. 
 
    “What if I told you…” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat and he licked his lips again. “What if I told you that I couldn’t be your lover anymore?” 
 
    I stiffened. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I want more, Kya. I want to have a family with you and tell the whole world that you’re mine and I’m yours.” 
 
    I pushed up from his lap and took a few steps back. “Why does it have to be all or nothing with you? I’ve already promised that I won’t sleep with anyone else, can’t that be enough?” 
 
    “No, I can’t make love to you and worry that you’re gonna leave the Northlands and take our child with you.” 
 
    “I told you a million times, there is no child.” 
 
    “Yet,” he said softly. 
 
    With a frustrated puff of air, I turned my back on him. 
 
    “Kya, I’m ready to commit myself to you and it fucking hurts that you’re unwilling to do the same.” He moved up behind me and leaned into my hair as he whispered the next words: “Please marry me.” 
 
    My heart dropped as a flash of temptation pulled at me, but no, the thought was too alien and my next words came out in staccato sentences that sounded much harsher than they were meant. “I can’t. You knew that from the beginning. I’m not Pearl and I’m not Christina. My life is in the Motherlands. Sure, I’m excited to be part of this historic school project and all, but as soon as these three years are up, I’m going back to my friends and family. I’m not giving up on my culture, and I doubt you would be willing to give up on yours if the situation was reversed.” 
 
    “Maybe I would if I had a choice,” Archer said with bitterness in his voice.  
 
    “Yeah, but we both know that you don’t. For a while, I started hoping too, but then I spoke to Pearl today. Did you know that she and Khan addressed the Council about this?” A knot burned in my belly from the disappointment her words had caused me. “Khan asked the council straight out if they would consider letting Nmen live here if everything went well with the school project.” 
 
    “And what did they say?” 
 
    “They said that it was a future goal but that the best candidates would be the boys from the school.” 
 
    Archer turned my body around and looked deep into my eyes. “But I’m part of the school too!”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter because even if the members of the Council are willing to include you, they’re still not open to having Nmen move here anytime soon,” I said and sighed.  
 
    “But Finn told me he’ll be going to represent the Nmen in the Motherlands.” 
 
    “As a visitor, Archer, not a permanent resident. The council told Pearl that there was no way they would give residential status to any Nmen until we had been running these experimental projects for at least a decade.” 
 
    Archer’s eyes were darting around the room, and his voice rose slightly. “But that could change, Kya. Ever since Pearl came to the Northlands, so many things have happened. Maybe Finn and the other men will convince the council that we can be trusted.”  
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. “Or maybe they will get into fights like you did yesterday, and the whole project will be shut down.” 
 
    “So, you are mad about me getting in that fight? Then why did you pretend not to be yesterday?” 
 
    “I’m not mad, Archer. I accept that seeing me and Finn together like that set you off. I may not understand it, but I take full responsibility for my part in it.”  
 
    Archer pulled me close, wrapping his arms around me like he was unwilling to ever let me go. “You know what I don’t understand,” he said with a frown. “I thought you really liked it in the Northlands. You seemed happy there, so why do you hate it so much?” 
 
    My shoulders sank. “I don’t hate it at all, but I can’t give you what you want. Our cultures are too different and there is too much on the line. I’m twenty-six and I want to see the world, not be cooped up on some island for the rest of my life.” 
 
    A deep exhalation sounded from Archer before he released his hold around me and stepped back. “I understand,” he said with a sadness that ripped my heart out.  
 
    Quickly, I hugged him but he stood stiff and quiet, like a switch had gone off. 
 
    “Don’t make this an ultimatum, Archer.” I pulled back and caressed his face, but he wouldn’t look at me. “You mean a lot to me, and I’m happy to share my bed with you.” Attempting a joke, I pulled him toward his bed. “Or in this case, your bed.” 
 
    He didn’t say no, but there was no fire in his eyes, or hungry movements like there had been last night. 
 
    A deep sadness emanated from him and it made our lovemaking mechanical and awkward. Every time I looked into his eyes, I saw pain before he either closed his eyes or looked away. 
 
    This time he didn’t come inside of me and I didn’t come at all.  
 
    Instead I left his room incredibly confused about what had just happened. There had been no connection, no teasing, and no playing. Just mechanical sex!   
 
    It took me a long time to fall asleep that night, and my mind kept suggesting that I should go back and make things right between us. Twice, I actually got out of bed, but I managed to stop myself every time before I did something stupid such as break my promise to myself.  
 
    I would not allow myself to be trapped in the Northlands. No way! 
 
    And my bleeding heart, well, it would just have to toughen up and deal with the fact that it was better not to make a promise than to break one. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    When the others traveled back to the Northlands, I took a detour back to my hometown, old San Francisco. 
 
    It had always been part of the deal that I could take trips home, so no one questioned that I would stay for an extra day. 
 
    Raven’s mother, Heidi, was still at Tranquility, which was one of three places of reflection in our area. 
 
    “We missed you the other day,” I told her as we sat in a sunroom overlooking the green gardens. “Raven was hoping you would make it.” 
 
    “I know, and I feel bad about it.” Heidi looked to the floor, her long dark hair falling down her forehead like curtains designed to hide her delicate features and keep people out. “But that’s why I want you to adopt her.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I wanted to come, but…” Her eyes were everywhere but on me. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    She played nervously with her wristband and shook her head. “I just didn’t have the energy. You don’t understand what it’s like to be depressed. Most days I wouldn’t even make it out of bed if the helpers here didn’t insist on it,” she explained. 
 
    I knew what depression looked like, since I had watched Christina fall into a deep dark hole of despair once. But I hadn’t experienced it myself, and it was hard for me to fully understand how a mother could give up on her daughter like Heidi had given up on Raven.  
 
    “I’m not here to judge you,” I said softly. “I’m here because I want to help Raven, and although I’m not in a position to adopt her myself, I know who would be the perfect mother for her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    Big News  
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Everything inside of me was bubbling with joy when I walked up the stairs to Boulder’s and Christina’s large house. 
 
    They knew I was coming, as I had already spoken to Christina and suggested that I would come straight to them and tell them about our trip to the Motherlands.  
 
    I had been gone for eleven days, but Christina greeted me like it had been a month, hugging me and talking at the same time. 
 
    “We already know some of the highlights since we went to the school last night. It was so good to see all the children again, and you should’ve seen Raven.” Christina’s face softened in a sweet laugh. “It was as if she and Alexander were glued together.” 
 
    “Alexander? Since when do you call Boulder by his first name?” I asked. 
 
    We had walked into the living room and Christina took a seat on the sofa, pulling her legs up underneath her like she always did. “Since I agreed to take his last name.” 
 
    “You didn’t!” I breathed in surprise.   
 
    She lifted her chin. “I knew you wouldn’t understand, and it wasn’t an easy decision either. But now with the baby and all, he has been begging me daily. To him it means the world that we are his family and we have his last name.” 
 
    “But what about your name? I always thought Christina Sanders was a really nice name.” 
 
    “Me too, but now I will be Christina Boulder.” 
 
    I plunked down on the sofa next to her. “And I thought I was bringing the news.” 
 
    Christina held up a hand. “Wait, I promised Alexander that I would call for him when you got here. He’s in his office, but he doesn’t want to miss out on anything you have to say.” She shouted through the house for him before she asked: “Is it true that Archer got netted?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s true.” I nodded. 
 
    “Hey, stranger.” The deep rumble of Boulder’s voice made me look up. “Good to see you safely returned.” 
 
    “Thank you. Wow, I see the beard is back.” My head turned to Christina. “What happened? Did you lose a bet or something?” 
 
    “I don’t need my wife’s permission to grow a beard,” Boulder said and took a seat.  
 
    “But don't forget that you promised not to let it grow as long as it was when I first met you,” she said quickly.  
 
    “I won’t.” Boulder looked at me. “Christina has been dying for you to come and tell us about your trip.” 
 
    “Which is why I came here first,” I said with a smile. “Only to learn that you now go by Alexander instead of Boulder.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yeah, well, you know, Christina prefers Alexander and I really don’t care.” 
 
    “So, what am I supposed to call you?” 
 
    Christina answered for him. “Alexander, of course.” 
 
    Boulder rolled his eyes. “As long as you don’t call me cute or sweet, we don’t have a problem.” 
 
    “You are definitely not cute or sweet, so that’s not going to happen,” I said with humor sparkling in my eyes. 
 
    He gave me a satisfied nod. “You’re damn right about that. Now, tell us about the trip.” 
 
    “Why don’t I just skip to the best part first?” I asked, unable to keep my secret any longer. 
 
    Boulder laughed. “Finn already told me, and according to him, the best part was all the willing females.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not surprised he would say that.” I had their full attention and took in a big gulp of air to steady the butterflies in my stomach before I spoke. “I went to visit Raven’s mother. Heidi has asked me to adopt Raven because she doesn’t feel fit to be a mother.” 
 
    “Yes, Christina told me.” Boulder frowned. “And I think someone should kick her sorry ass for rejecting an amazing kid like Raven.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly my style,” I said. “Heidi might not be able to care for Raven herself, but she wants what is best for her child, and I think that’s admirable.” 
 
    “So, you finally accepted adopting Raven?” Christina was smiling at me.  
 
    “No, I had to decline.” 
 
    Boulder had a fit then. “You did what?” he shouted and got up from the sofa. “I never took you for a cold person. You should be fucking honored to be Raven’s mother.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple, I have twenty kids that need my attention, and I can’t favor any of them.” 
 
    Boulder paced the room. “So, what’s going to happen to Raven then? Are you going to let someone else adopt her? And have you considered what would happen if they refuse to let her stay here at the school?” The veins on his neck were starting to pop out more prominently. “Do you realize that we might never see her again?” He turned and pierced me with a blameful look. “And you call this the best news from your trip to the Motherlands – is that some mean joke?” 
 
    “If you could just sit down again, I’ll explain,” I said in my calmest voice. 
 
    Boulder did sit down, but his feet were tapping the floor. 
 
    “We already found a substitute for me. And I’m confident that Raven will have the best mother in the world.” 
 
    “Do you know this person?” Boulder’s voice was booming and he was gazing around the room as if he was looking for something to throw. “I love all the kids at the school but Raven is just special.” Fisting his hands through his hair he kept going in a rant. “I mean, if you could have seen the way she came running toward us yesterday; the big hugs that we got from her.” He shook his head and threw his hands in the air. “There’s so much love and laughter inside that kid, but also vulnerability and fear that she won’t be loved. She’s just gotten used to being here, and now you want to send her back to the Motherlands?” He turned to me with fire in his eyes. “I can’t let you do that. Raven deserves to be with people who know her and who love her back.” 
 
    “You’re right, she does,” I agreed. 
 
    Boulder blinked at me. “But how can she if you’re letting some other woman adopt her?” 
 
    “Because I trust and admire this woman,” I said softly and then my eyes fell on Christina.   
 
    A gasp escaped her and she clasped a hand in front of her mouth. “Oh…” 
 
    Boulder looked back and forth between his wife and me. “You know who she’s talking about? How do we know we can trust this woman with Raven?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, she won’t have to raise Raven by herself. My friend is one of the few Motlander women who have bonded with a man. Raven will have both a mother and a father.”  
 
    When Boulder still didn’t get it, Christina cried. “It’s us. She’s talking about us!” 
 
    The slow realization in Boulder’s eyes told me how impossible the thought of his adopting a Motlander child was to him. The idea had simply never occurred to him.  
 
    It was like all the angry energy he had just displayed when he paced the room was zapped out of him. His shoulders slumped slightly and he kept opening and closing his mouth before he finally stuttered. “U-u-us?”  
 
    Christina was crying and her many tears made me cry too. Even so, I still pulled out the documents and placed them in front of him. “I cleared it with Isobel,” I said quickly and wiped tears from my cheeks. “If you sign here, you officially become Raven’s father and mother.” 
 
    Boulder’s hands were shaking when he reached for the pen I held out to him and he was clearly at a loss for words.  
 
    “I have to warn you, though, both Raven’s mother and Isobel have made a lot of conditions.” 
 
    When he lifted his eyes to look at me, I saw that they were full of tears too. 
 
    “Raven will keep her citizenship of the Motherlands in case she decides to return when she’s older, and you cannot deny her the privilege of education or the chance to pursue a career. Raven is a Motlander and can’t be part of the traditional tournaments here in the Northlands, unless she chooses to. Nor can she be denied the right to earn and keep her own money,” I emphasized. “The same goes for any female descendants she might have,” I added and held out an extra document. “Isobel insisted that Lord Khan also signs off on the conditions.” 
 
    Boulder nodded and quickly signed the papers, before pushing them across the table to Christina.  
 
    She was crying so hard that tears dropped on the papers. “I’m sorry.” She sniffled. “I just can’t believe that this is really happening.” 
 
    Boulder positioned himself on his knees next to Christina, impatiently waiting for her to write the last signature, before he pulled her into a fierce hug. 
 
    “Look.” He held out his hands, which were visibly shaking. “Everything inside of me is vibrating with euphoria right now.” 
 
     They hugged and kissed again, and the moment between them was so intimate that I almost felt like I should look away. On an intellectual level, it was hard for me to understand how these two could be so close when they were fundamentally so different. I had been Christina’s best friend for years, but seeing them together like this, I knew I no longer held that role in her life. The two of them were a team now. A very happy team. 
 
    My thoughts went to Archer. This was what he was offering me: an unbreakable bond of love, trust, and support formalized by a marriage contract. When he said he wanted more, I hadn’t really understood the significance of what he meant by that. But seeing Boulder and Christina kneeling together on the floor, clinging to each other with tears of joy, was an eye-opener. 
 
    I had been focusing on all the things I would have to give up, and all the ways binding myself to Archer would limit me. But the deep longing inside of me, that came from seeing the love between the two people in front of me, made me want to run to Archer.  
 
    I needed to see him, right now, or the pain in my stomach would never go away. Images of us together, played in my mind’s eye, and it was accompanied by a soundtrack of strong emotions that I had suppressed.  
 
    How could I have rejected him again and again when it was so obvious that I loved him?  
 
    I was still sitting on the sofa, lost in my own thoughts and feeling ashamed for having been so blind, when Christina and Boulder decided it was time to include me in all the hugging. 
 
    “When can we tell Raven?” 
 
    “As soon as you have Lord Khan’s signature. The adoption cannot go through unless he agrees to the terms.” 
 
    Boulder didn’t waste any time; he dropped me off at the school on his way to find Lord Khan and make him sign the papers.  
 
    I was enormously happy for him and Christina, but something big was happening in my own life, and with a huge smile I greeted all the children that came out to welcome me back. 
 
    “My God, you are positively glowing,” Finn said and lifted me from the ground in a big bear hug. “We should let you have a day alone in the Motherlands more often.”  
 
    “Where is Archer?” I asked while my eyes searched for him. 
 
    “He left this morning,” Marco said, and disappointment wiped away my smile. How typical of Archer to choose today of all days to leave the school for a few hours. 
 
    “Did he say when he will be back?” 
 
    “Probably Saturday or Sunday,” Finn said quickly. “But don’t worry, I’m here to entertain you and make sure that you won’t miss him one bit.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    Finn shrugged. “Not sure, he just said he would be back in a few days.” 
 
    “But didn’t you ask him where he was going?” 
 
    Finn shook a finger. “Kya, my sweet papaya, in our country it’s rude to ask too many questions.” 
 
    My heart was pounding with an uneasy suspicion that something wasn’t right. “That’s too bad, because I have some news that I want to share with Archer. I’ll just have to call him up.” 
 
    “You do that, but don’t be disappointed if he doesn’t pick up.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he pick up?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe he went hiking into the woods or something.” 
 
    “He didn’t mention anything about going hiking to me,” I said.  
 
    “Maybe it was an impulsive thing,” Finn suggested and quickly changed the subject. “You actually arrived at the most perfect time, because I was just giving a lesson on anatomy and physical health.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” I said although I was pretty distracted.  
 
    “I’m happy you feel that way, because Shelly tried to stop me when I talked about sex; she clearly doesn’t understand that health and sex are very much related.” 
 
    “What do you mean you talked about sex?” I asked, my brain clearing up a bit. “Archer and I were planning to do that, once we agreed on the message.” 
 
    “Excellent, but I figured that being a doctor and all, I would be the perfect person to do it.” 
 
    “All right, but we still need to agree on the level of detail and the overall message.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry, I just covered the basics.” 
 
    “Then why did Shelly try to stop you?” I had a bad feeling about this and quickly waved her over. “Finn tells me that you tried to stop him from teaching.” 
 
    Shelly was biting her lip, and staring at his elbow, as if it was hard for her to look Finn in the eyes.  
 
    “It wasn’t appropriate,” she said. 
 
    “Of course it was appropriate,” Finn defended himself.  
 
    Shelly still didn’t want to look at him, but her jaw tensed and she bit out the words with passion. “Saying that it’s the woman’s job to satisfy her husband is very old-fashioned and inappropriate.”  
 
    I spun to gape at him. “Tell me you didn’t say that.” 
 
    Crossing his arms and taking a defensive stand, Finn said: “I’m a doctor, I know about these things.”  
 
    I was momentarily speechless, but Shelly wasn’t.  
 
    “I suppose that makes you the living proof that even educated men can be ignorant,” she said with indignation. 
 
      
 
    Finn raised an eyebrow. “Ignorant? Really? And that’s coming from someone calling herself open-minded.” 
 
    “I am open-minded,” Shelly insisted, her voice shaky.  
 
    Finn angled his head. “Maybe that’s the problem then. You people are so open-minded that your brains slipped out.”    
 
    With a grimace, Shelly stomped off and left me with this Neanderthal of a man. 
 
    “Was that necessary?” I asked. “She’s only fifteen, Finn, and it took a lot of courage for her to speak up.” 
 
    “She could have fooled me.” Finn looked after Shelly. “Marco said she used to be shy when she first arrived, but now she’s just a pain in the ass who thinks she’s much smarter than everybody else.” 
 
    “She has an IQ above one hundred and eighty, and I don’t know about you, but I can’t match that.” 
 
    “There’s still no need for her to be snooty about it. She might be a smart cookie, but she’s still just a girl.” 
 
    The way he said “just a girl” rubbed me the wrong way, but the Nmen were notoriously confrontational, and I was in too good a mood to fight. “I would prefer if you do not teach sex education again,” I said and walked away, throwing a last instruction over my shoulder. “I’m sure Marco could use your help with the fight training, but for now, stay out of the classroom.” 
 
    There was one good thing about the situation, and that was the fact that I didn’t have much time to worry about Archer. My first instinct, calling him, was quickly overruled by my deep-rooted need to declare my love for him face to face. Whenever he returned from his hike I would talk to him and we would be happy. Just thinking about it made me smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    Champion  
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    The tournament was in a place called Green Acres, two hours northeast of Victoria’s Island. When I arrived, my first impression was that the small village, which normally offered a quiet home for its some three hundred residents, was under attack.  
 
    With no hotels near the village, the area had been surrounded by men camping in tents or sleeping in their drones. I estimated at least ten thousand men, which wasn’t too bad, all considered. 
 
    Only a fraction would be competing, and most were there to support their friends or simply to enjoy the entertainment that the fights offered. 
 
    For those men too young, old, or weak to fight, the huge media event made it possible for them to watch from home.  
 
    The whole country was buzzing about the rarity of three tournaments being held so close together. Normally it could take years between tournaments, but only a year and a half ago, Laura and her twin had turned eighteen and Magni had brought Laura back to the west coast while her twin had stayed with her new husband on the east coast. And then the chance to win Christina in a tournament had popped up out of the blue, leaving Boulder a married man.  
 
    With Lori Ann now up for marriage, that made four brides and four lucky husbands in only eighteen months. 
 
    Back when Christina originally chose me as her champion, I felt like I had won the lottery. That joy had been short-lived when I understood that she had been tricked into the whole thing. 
 
    At least Khan had honored his promise from that day that I didn’t have to fight in the next tournament. This time I was preselected to be one of the five champions that Lori Ann would choose from tomorrow night. 
 
    I met up with Magni to watch some of the fights. Being a married man himself, Magni wasn’t participating but seemed to enjoy the excitement and brutality of the games. 
 
    “Did you bet any money on this game?” I asked when we were watching the final in one of the four leagues. 
 
    Magni’s eyes were locked on the two men fighting when he muttered: “More than you want to know.” 
 
    He gave a grimace when one of the men took an elbow to his ear.  
 
    “I’m guessing you have your money on Kennedy?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Kennedy took another punch to his face and from the way he spit out blood and teeth, I wasn’t so sure Magni would ever see his money again. 
 
    “Come on, you miserable piece of shit,” Magni shouted angrily. “Stop being a wuss and kick his bony ass.” 
 
    “You look like you want to go in there and help him.” I chuckled and found it a little amusing to see Magni so upset. 
 
    “If I was in there, this fight would have been over long ago,” Magni declared. “I saw Kennedy fight earlier, and he was much better than this. I don’t know what the fucker is doing but he’s wasting my time, and more importantly my money.” 
 
    A roar from the audience sounded when Kennedy jumped his opponent and started biting his neck. 
 
    “What the hell is he doing?” Magni’s eyebrows gathered closely.  
 
    “I don’t know, but with all the teeth he spit out before, I can’t imagine that it hurts much to be bitten by him.” 
 
    Magni threw up his hands and spun around in a full circle before he shot another round of curses at Kennedy. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Sucking his goddamn blood out like a vampire or something, you sick motherfucker?” 
 
    Kennedy’s opponent finally managed to push away and held a hand to his neck, barely covering the blood that poured down. He was so disoriented that he didn’t see Kennedy jump forward and use his entire weight to punch the man right between his eyes. 
 
    The way Kennedy’s opponent fell backward and smashed the back of his head into the ground looked like something from a movie.  
 
    Because of Magni’s position as the second most important man in the country, we had an excellent view from the first row, and I didn’t have to be a doctor to see that the blood running from the man’s ears and neck surely wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    Kennedy was announced the winner of the league and stood with his hands in the air and his mouth open in a large grin that showed off his lack of front teeth. His face was smeared in blood, and the audience was loving it. 
 
    “The man fights dirty but he just won me a shitload of money,” Magni said and leaned against me. “Come on, I’ll buy you a beer.” 
 
    We found a beer tent where a large brawl had just cleared the tent. Quickly we grabbed a table, knowing that it wouldn’t take more than ten minutes for the tent to fill up again.  
 
    Magni took an incoming call from Khan, who wanted him to come and meet him.  
 
    “Archer and I are just getting a beer,” he said. “I’ll swing by afterwards.” 
 
    I couldn’t hear what Khan was saying, but Magni chuckled low. “That doesn’t surprise me, but we must be in luck then, because this tent hasn’t run out of beer, yet.” 
 
    Magni frowned and looked around. “Maybe, if you’re discreet. There’s a table in the corner; we’ll move there and let you in through the side, but lose your guards or everyone will know it’s you.”  
 
    Turning my head to the table he was talking about, I instantly got up to claim it.  
 
    Magni got us four big beers, telling the host that we were very thirsty, and ten minutes later Boulder came strolling through the tent and whispered something to the bartender, offering him a pile of banknotes before he came to our table. 
 
    “I didn’t know you would be here,” I said and got up to give Boulder a manly hug before my head swung back to the bartender, who was now claiming everyone’s attention. 
 
    “It’s time for an arm-wrestling competition. The winner will have free beer all night.” 
 
    Like the other forty or so males in the tent, my competitive DNA was instantly triggered, and I was just about to get up from my chair to join the games when a voice I’d recognize anywhere made me sit down again. 
 
    Turning my head back to the table I saw that Khan had sneaked in and quietly joined us.  
 
    “Swap places with me,” Khan ordered with his face mostly hidden in a hooded jacket. “I need to have my back to the crowd or they will recognize me, and I’m not in the mood to discuss how I run this country with drunkards.” 
 
    With all the men distracted by the chance of winning free beer for the rest of the night, the four of us were able to have a conversation at our table. 
 
    “You said we had something to celebrate?” Magni asked Khan. 
 
    “We do, but I think Boulder should be the one to share the happy news.” Khan smiled at his friend and Boulder excitedly leaned forward. 
 
    “I’m officially a father of two.” The man was almost bursting with pride. 
 
    “You’re having twins?” Magni asked with a stupid grin. “You lucky bastard.” 
 
    “No, Kya has arranged for me and Christina to adopt Raven.” 
 
    “What?” My heart started racing. “How is that even possible? An Nman can’t adopt a child from the Motherlands.” 
 
    “There’s a first for everything,” Khan said and patted his hand on Boulder’s shoulder again. “I swear, things just keep getting better and better.” 
 
    “Does that mean we can adopt some of the children too?” Magni asked eagerly. “Because in that case, I’m calling dibs on Mila.” 
 
    Khan frowned. “What is it about you and Mila? She asked me about you the last time I saw her.” 
 
    Magni’s eyes softened as he lit up. “She did?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t imagine how it happened, but you must’ve made a good impression or something.” 
 
    Magni’s chest heaved. “From the first time I saw that girl Mila, I knew that if I ever had a daughter, she would look like her.” 
 
    Boulder grinned. “As if ugly devils like you could ever make beautiful angels like her.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair,” Khan said in a scolding tone to Boulder and received a nod from Magni, which soon turned into a scowl when Khan added. “I’m pretty sure Laura’s beauty would compensate for Magni’s ugly face.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re brothers – if I’m ugly then what are you?” 
 
    “Older, wiser, and much more handsome,” Khan joked.   
 
    Magni planted an elbow on the table and pointed his index finger at his brother’s face. “Let’s see how handsome you are when I’ve scraped the floor with your face, because we both know that the best fighter is me.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Khan said with humor in his voice. “Which is why I’m privileged to have you cover my back.”  
 
    “That’s right, and you’d better remember that the reason you and Pearl can sleep safely at night is because I make sure the pack knows who the alpha dog is.” 
 
    Khan lifted his beer and clinked glasses with his brother. “I’m forever grateful.” 
 
    “Grateful enough to let me adopt Mila?” 
 
    “Sure, if it was up to me,” Khan replied.  
 
    Boulder took over. “Raven is a special case and it’s only because her mother trusts Kya’s judgment,” he said. “Still, you should be excited for me and honored that you’re sitting at the same table as the happiest man in the Northlands.” 
 
    Raising my glass, I made a sarcastic toast. “Congratulations to you for stealing away Christina who chose me first, and sticking my nose in the fact that I could’ve been the father of two children by now.” 
 
    Boulder grinned. “My pleasure!” 
 
    After I downed half of my glass of beer, I was more determined than ever to marry and have my own family.  
 
    At that moment, my disappointment with Kya overshadowed my guilt at potentially marrying another woman. Not only had Kya rejected me, but she had rejected Raven too when the three of us could have been a family. 
 
    I sat quietly, while the three men around me spoke about Boulder’s good luck, and Khan’s hope that Pearl would soon be pregnant as well. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked Magni because although it was mean of me to bring up Laura, my own misery wanted companionship. 
 
    Magni was just about to take another sip of his beer but the glass stalled in mid-air. 
 
    “Today it’s been five months since she left,” he said. “Pearl has had contact with her, but apparently Laura isn’t ready to come home, yet.” 
 
    “And how long are you willing to wait for her?” I asked.  
 
    His expression somber, Magni set down his beer with a loud bump. “I have a deadline in mind, but I’m not telling anyone. If Laura isn’t back by then, I’m either going to break into the Motherlands again and get my wife back, or I’m going to divorce her and forget that she ever existed.” He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair with a stony expression on his face. “I still haven’t made up my mind which of the two it’s going to be.” 
 
    “I already told you: you’re not fucking breaking into the Motherlands again,” Khan commanded. “If you had any idea how hard Pearl has worked to convince the Council to let five of our men loose in the Motherlands, then you wouldn’t jeopardize it by doing something that stupid.” 
 
    Magni took another big gulp of beer.  
 
    “He has a point,” Boulder said. “Besides, do you really want to live with a woman that you have to drag back here? You can’t keep an eye on her at all times, and if Laura doesn’t want to be here, she’ll find a way to escape - just like she did the first time.” 
 
    Magni groaned and looked at me. “For your sake, I fucking hope Lori Ann will be tamer than Laura.” 
 
    “Lori Ann isn’t my wife yet.” 
 
    Magni shrugged. “She will be. There’s no way she’s choosing Nelson; that old son of a bitch is so ugly and mean that most women would rather kill themselves than marry him.” 
 
    “I still haven’t forgiven him for breaking my arm,” Boulder muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s going to choose you for sure,” Khan agreed. “Sheriff won the last league, but he’s in the hospital with a punctured lung, so he’s out; and I heard Kennedy got four of his teeth knocked out.” 
 
    “Yeah, we were watching his fight and it wasn’t pretty,” Magni added. “His face is going to be so swollen Lori Ann will lose her appetite just looking at him.” 
 
    Boulder nodded. “Right, which basically leaves you and Moses, and that giant is twice her size and would scare any young woman.” 
 
    “I’m just happy I didn’t have to fight him,” I said and raised my beer to my lips. “Moses looks like a fucking mutant with thighs for arms.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s strong, but you’re much faster than him,” Magni said. “If you had to fight him, I would put my money on you.” 
 
    I choked on my beer, and just stared at him. Magni didn’t give many compliments; in fact I didn’t remember him ever giving me a single one. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and sat a little straighter. 
 
    “What did Kya say about the prospects of your bringing back a wife?” Magni asked me.  
 
    “She doesn’t know that I’m here.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” he asked with a deep frown. 
 
    I shrugged, unwilling to share the details of our complicated relationship. “It’s better that way,” I stated firmly and felt another stab in my gut at the thought of the expression on Kya’s face when I returned with Lori Ann as my wife.  
 
    Would Kya understand that she hadn’t given me a choice? 
 
    “Don’t worry about Kya,” Khan said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Why do you think I chose Finn to be her protector? He’s good with women and he’ll distract her.” The grin on his face told us what kind of distraction he was thinking of. 
 
    Closing my hands into fists, I was just about to say something but Magni was quicker. 
 
    “You’re forgetting that Finn is leaving for the Motherlands next week.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Khan pointed to me. “Which reminds me, that while Finn is gone, I’m making you responsible for Kya’s protection.” 
 
    “Me?” I frowned.  
 
    “As long as she stays on the Island it shouldn’t be much of a task for you.” 
 
    Knowing how awkward it would be between Kya and me, I wanted to ask why Boulder couldn’t do it, but questioning Khan’s orders was never wise and refusing to protect Kya would only make them suspicious.  
 
    There was only one thing to do. I needed to stop thinking of Kya or I would develop a fucking ulcer before the weekend was over.   
 
    Only a fool would walk away from a million dollars and the chance to marry a beautiful young woman like Lori Ann. I had to think about my future! 
 
    Tilting my head back, I emptied the last of my large glass of beer, predicting I’d need a lot of alcohol to get through this and forget about Kya.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    The Winner  
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    Christina used a singsong voice when she exclaimed: “I had to call you and tell you the good news: Khan signed the paper, and Boulder and I are now officially the parents of Raven.” 
 
    “That’s great!” I said in a high-pitched voice of happiness. 
 
    “I just spoke to him and he’s out celebrating with the boys. He’s going to be home later tonight, and then tomorrow we’ll tell Raven the good news.” 
 
    “She’s going to be so excited,” I said. “But remember there might also be a reaction to her mother’s giving her up.” 
 
    “You’re right.” The smile on Christina’s face, hovering above my wristband, faltered. “You’re going to help me, right? I don’t have your expertise in matters like this.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll help you, you know how much I love Raven.” 
 
    “Oh, I just wish that Boulder would hurry home from that tournament.” 
 
    “He’s at a tournament?” 
 
    “Yes, but only because Khan had to conduct the marriage ceremony. Boulder knows I detest those tournaments. I’ve told him I won’t have anything to do with it, so he doesn’t even bring up the subject anymore. I’m still traumatized from what they did to me.” 
 
    “But at least you ended up being happy,” I reminded her.  
 
    “I know, and I promised Boulder that I wouldn’t be mad at Archer for taking part in it. I get that it’s their culture and that he has a chance to win a million dollars and start his own family. I just feel that it’s a primitive way of getting a wife.” 
 
    I was cleaning my room while we were talking, and moved a stack of books. “Don’t worry about it, Archer has moved on from that thing. It’s history now.” 
 
    “No, I’m not talking about the thing that happened at my tournament, I was talking about this tournament.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just that Archer is one of the five champions. I told you he was preselected for the next tournament, didn’t I?” 
 
    An acute dryness in my throat made it hard to speak and I had to sit down from the pace of my heart racing.  
 
    “But Archer wouldn’t…” As I said the words I remembered him asking me to marry him and the way he had been so sad when he made love to me the last time. My mouth fell open as I suddenly understood. Archer had known then. I swallowed hard but simply couldn’t produce enough spit to talk. He had been saying goodbye to me without the words.  
 
    “Boulder said that the young woman is surely going to choose Archer, because the other champions are too ugly or too wounded to be attractive.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I croaked out when I really wanted to scream at her: why hadn’t she told me sooner?  
 
    “Didn’t Archer tell you that he was going?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head, using all my energy to hide the breakdown that I felt physically inside of me.  
 
    “Maybe he wanted to surprise you.” Christina lifted her shoulders in a small shrug. “Think of the bright side, now you won’t have to fight with him to keep from being attracted to him. With a new wife on his arm, he’s going to be too busy to come on to you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I muttered again and somehow managed to add. “I can hear a child calling for me, let’s talk later, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. May peace surround yo…” 
 
    I had already ended the call before Christina had said the last words. My body trembling, I sat down on the bed, grabbing onto the bed sheets as if I could make the world stop spinning around me.  
 
    If Christina had known that I’d been sleeping with Archer, she would have been more tactful. It was my fault for being so adamant about keeping my relationship with him a secret. Not because I didn’t trust Christina, but because I hadn’t wanted her to get all giddy with hope that I’d stay here forever. And then, after I’d realized that I loved Archer, it had seemed like the right thing to tell him before anyone else.  
 
    Archer wasn’t hiking. He was getting married! 
 
    From the tip of my toes a wave of anger rolled through me, and my emotional intelligence was reduced to a pitiful need to throw an infantile tantrum. I launched out of my cabin determined to find someone to blame, but when I got to the school, I found Shelly, Marco, and the children doing the afternoon meditation. Spinning on my heel, I marched back to the row of cabins and without knocking I opened the door to Finn’s cabin. 
 
    “Knocking is completely overrated,” he said and looked up from the floor, where he was doing push-ups. 
 
    “Why did you not tell me that Archer has gone to the tournament?” 
 
    “Ehhm, because he asked me not to tell you.” 
 
    My nose was itching from all the emotions and my need to cry. “And why wouldn’t he want me to know? It’s not like he can sneak a wife past me; I would’ve found out eventually.” 
 
    “True,” Finn said and got up from the floor. “But maybe he didn’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Why would I be hurt?” I asked with the hardest tone I could muster. From the deceptive expression in Finn’s eyes, I wasn’t fooling him, so I tried harder. 
 
    “Archer knows that I am not interested in him for anything other than sex.” 
 
    I thought I saw a ghost of sympathy flash on Finn’s face before he played along. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure Archer knows that. But you know how we men are – one woman or the other, it doesn’t make much difference. He was probably just being strategic and didn’t tell you because in case he doesn’t get picked, he’s planning to come back and continue his relationship with you.” 
 
    I snorted. “Ha!” 
 
    Finn’s eyes drifted to the door, where sounds of footsteps alerted us before Marco made his appearance in the doorway. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked.  
 
    “Not at all.” Finn stretched with a yawn. “Kya just found out that Archer is at the tournament.” 
 
    “And you’re okay with that?” Marco asked. 
 
    For a moment I worried that Finn had told Marco about me and Archer, but there was no pity in his eyes.  
 
    “Archer is a grown man, he can do whatever he wants to,” I said and felt the words cut my throat from the inside. 
 
    “Clearly Archer underestimated you,” Marco said. “He was so sure you would be angry with him for taking off and leaving the work load to you. That’s why he didn’t want us to tell you.”  
 
    “I’m only upset about him not telling me the truth about where he was going.” 
 
    “Well, since the secret is out, does that mean we can see the ceremony with the kids? I think they would love it,” Marco said and looked at Finn.  
 
    “I don’t see why not.” Finn raised an eyebrow, challenging me to protest.  
 
    A knot the size of my head was building quickly in my stomach, and I had to get out of there before the anger that had fueled this confrontation fizzled out and grief took over. “Do as you please,” I said and walked into my own cabin, slamming the door behind me.  
 
    I couldn’t cry, or they would hear me. And I couldn’t scream either. I considered telling everyone that I was sick, which wasn’t far from the truth. But in the end, there was a perverse curiosity within me that made me sit down to watch the ceremony with the others. 
 
    Crammed together in the cozy corner of the schoolroom, the children lounged on pillows and each other. A detached part of me was pleased to see the Nboys feeling more comfortable with physical touch now. But I worried about the way Willow and Solomon sat against the wall, shoulder to shoulder. All the signs were screaming at me that something had happened between them, but I didn’t have the energy to ask questions or investigate. As in a blur, I registered the way his hand was so close to hers that it looked like his pinky finger was on top of hers, and the quick glances they shot each other when they thought no one was watching. 
 
    Being a protective brother, Hunter slid down to sit on Willow’s other side. 
 
    “When can we see the bride?” someone asked when the ceremony started. 
 
    The children became noisy when the camera panned over the audience and rested on the four champions. 
 
    Archer looked like a prince next to three trolls, and my heart sank. Until now, I had clung to a small hope that the woman wouldn’t choose him, but not any longer. 
 
    “Why is there only four?” Storm asked. “I thought there were supposed to be five champions.” 
 
    “One of them is in intensive care,” Marco said. “He got hurt really badly in his last fight.” 
 
    “How could he win if he got hurt really badly?” 
 
    “Because the other guy didn’t survive.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” Storm nodded as if that sort of thing was to be expected.  
 
    Finn shushed the children when Khan began talking, and soon the camera zoomed in on Lori Ann, the bride-to-be and a woman my complete opposite. Her creamy white skin and tall slim figure made her look like an elegant ballet dancer. Her long, shiny, and light brown hair was perfectly styled to cascade down her back. But it was her perfect nose and large pale eyes that made her beautiful. 
 
    “She’s really pretty,” Oscar said. “In eight years I’ll be twenty-one and then I’m going to fight and win a bride of my own.” His head turned to Marco. “You’re lucky, you’ll be twenty-one soon and that means you can fight in the next tournament.” 
 
    Marco squared his shoulders and gave a satisfied smile. “That’s right, I just hope the woman I win is as pretty as Lori Ann.” 
 
    “Would you fight for one of us?” Raven asked innocently.  
 
    “Nahh, probably not; you’re all my students so that would feel wrong.” 
 
     “What about Shelly? She’s not your student and she’ll be eighteen in three years.” 
 
    Marco smiled and shook his head at Raven. “You and I both know that I wouldn’t have a chance of being selected by Shelly. She would rather pick some ogre than a simple-minded pole climber like me. Besides, Shelly is more like a…” He trailed off and looked at Shelly as if he had to think about what category to put her in. “I guess she’s more like a little sister.” 
 
    Shelly didn’t spare him a glance. She was looking straight ahead at the ceremony in front of us, where Khan was congratulating the champions and explaining to the audience why Archer hadn’t had to fight.  
 
    “This must be really exciting for you, Kya,” Rochelle said. “When Mr. Archer brings back his new wife, you’ll have a new friend.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to notice the stiffness in my smile when I nodded and said: “Yes, she certainly looks very sweet.” 
 
    “When will they get here?” Mila asked.  
 
    “Probably tomorrow. First they have to consummate the marriage,” Oscar said matter-of-factly. “The wedding night is the best part.” Most of the boys laughed with him while I looked down and took a deep breath.  
 
    “We should make a banner for her to feel welcome to the school,” Nieall suggested. “I’ll bet it’s a bit difficult to get a new husband and twenty kids at the same time.”  
 
    “How about we decorate their cabin and make it real pretty? I’m happy to volunteer,” Nicki sweetly offered. 
 
    Weaving my fingers together, I lifted my hands to my lips. 
 
    “I didn’t know you prayed,” Marco said and angled his head. “You don’t have to be so nervous. There’s no way Archer won’t be the winner – just look at the others. 
 
    I couldn’t! All I could do was look at my wristband, right in front of my eyes. What if I called him and told him not to go through with it? But I already knew he wouldn’t answer on national broadcasting.  
 
    In a pure fit of desperation, I wrote five words in a text:  
 
    Don’t marry her. Marry me!  
 
    My eyes lifted and I stared at Archer, who should feel a small buzz on his wrist any second now.  
 
    With my heart in my throat, I watched him lift his hand and read my text.  
 
    Nothing! 
 
    There was no joy on his face. No sadness or regret either. Just a tiny frown before Archer tucked his hands behind his back as if determined to ignore me and put what had been between us behind him.  
 
    The tears that I had managed to hold back until now prickled behind my eyelids when Archer widened his shoulders and looked straight at Lori Ann. 
 
    “I think the time has come for the question we have all been waiting for,” Khan said in his formal voice. “Lori Ann, who do you choose to be your champion?” 
 
    It was like I saw it in slow motion: the way she raised her hand and pointed at Archer.  
 
    There was no force in this world strong enough to make me want to stay and watch them marry.  
 
    With everyone else in the room completely transfixed by the screen, I ran out of the schoolroom. Stumbling to my cabin, I threw myself on the bed and sobbed into my pillow to dampen the sound. 
 
    I couldn’t remember ever crying like this. I rolled into a ball of misery, blaming Archer for not being honest with me. It felt like hours that I lay there feeling betrayed and cheated, but eventually the anger morphed back into deep grief. My body ached with tension and emotional overload; and unable to stay in the same position, I shifted to sit on the bed, rocking back and forth with my legs pulled up in front of me and my arms tightly wrapped around my knees.   
 
    Tears were still falling, but less noisy as memories of Archer and me together filled my mind. The time he showed me the fireflies, our first kiss, his running to save me from the bear and staying with me until I felt safe again. The confusing arousal from when he spanked me and my prank to get back at him before we made love the first time. I wiped away tears and remembered his plea for me to marry him.  
 
    If only I had known then how much I loved him and how close I was to losing him.  
 
    I felt numb with grief that Archer was marrying another woman at this very moment. 
 
    He and I wouldn’t be laughing together anymore, nor would we be sneaking away for a secret rendezvous. Our bond was forever broken before I got a chance to tell him that I loved him.  
 
    With the heel of my hand I dried away more tears, but they just kept coming. The children would expect me to help with the banner, but the resistance inside of me to being part of their welcome committee was taller than a twenty-first-century skyscraper.  
 
    A vile thought took me hostage, and images of Archer consummating his marriage with Lori Ann right now made me get up and run outside to the back of the cabin, where I threw up. Supporting myself with one hand on the wall, and one to my stomach, I emptied everything I had inside of me. If only I could rid myself of my love for Archer that easily too.  
 
    My body felt like I had come down with the flu and I dragged my feet back to my cabin, knowing one thing for sure: I would never be happy again. 
 
    Covering myself with my blankets, I wished the world would just forget about me. I didn’t want to fake another smile and I certainly didn’t want anyone’s pity. But most of all, I didn’t want to ever see Archer again.  
 
    No one can force me to.  
 
    My skyscraper of resistance made my brain race to come up with an excuse and get out of here. 
 
    A few hours ago I would’ve sworn I was committed to this experiment, but only a masochist would stay with a broken heart like mine. 
 
    It’s not like I’m letting anyone down. Raven has a mother and father now, Shelly is an excellent teacher, and Archer will be back tomorrow with his new wife.  
 
    Pearl will find another teacher from the Motherlands and soon the kids won’t even remember me.  
 
    My teary eyes fell to the picture of my mother on the desk. I hadn’t seen her in a long time, and she wouldn’t understand that a man had broken my heart. It sounded pathetic even to myself. 
 
    Christina would understand, but she would also try to make me stay.  
 
    I have to get out of here. 
 
    Getting up from the bed, I paced the room, shook my hands, and blinked my tears away. I needed a lift to the border, but Finn would see right through me if I asked him. I didn’t trust that he wouldn’t tell Archer how heartbroken I was, and I was too proud for that. 
 
    My biggest regret was that I had sent that text asking Archer to marry me. I should have known that a million dollars and a beautiful tall ballerina were too much to compete against. 
 
    I felt shitty when I called up Christina and lied to her. “Pearl just told me that she received a message that my mother is in the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh no, what happened?” she said with all the sympathy of a best friend. 
 
    “It’s her heart,” I sniffled and started to cry again because lying like this violated all my values as a human being. 
 
    “Oh honey, how can I help?” 
 
    “Can you take me to the border?” 
 
    “I would, but Boulder isn’t home yet. He has the drone. Didn’t Pearl offer you a ride?” 
 
    “Ehm, yes, but I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye to you. How about tomorrow morning then?” I asked. “I want to leave before the children get up.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it would be better if you said goodbye to them as well?” Christina suggested. “What if you have to be gone for days or maybe weeks? You know how much they care about you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t want them to see me cry.” 
 
    “They’ll understand that you’re scared and sad about your mom being sick.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. “I’ll say goodbye to them, then.”  
 
    “Maybe you should have Finn drop you off at my house so I can give you a big hug and we can talk.” 
 
    I had no doubt that if I went to Christina’s house now, I would tell her everything. But the sympathy of my friend would come with a price. I knew her well enough to know she would do whatever she could to convince me that she, her new baby, Raven, and all the children were reason enough for me to stay. She would tell me not to let a man force me to run away, but I didn’t have the strength to stay and fight. 
 
    “No, I need to pack anyway. I’ll see you tomorrow at eight.”  
 
    “I’ll be there,” she assured me. 
 
    Crawling back into my bed again, I fiddled with the edge of the blanket. My eyes glazed over at the thought of giving out hugs tomorrow morning, and lying about coming back when I knew that I would never be able to return. The thought that I might never see Christina’s baby tore my heart out. 
 
    Memories of Christina lying in a bed in the Motherlands, depressed and sad, longing for Boulder, made me cry again. Was that my sad future? 
 
    Maybe it would be wiser if I went straight to a place of reflection and isolated myself from everything and everyone. Maybe that’s what I needed to regain some sort of perspective and sanity.  
 
    Tears were dripping on my pillow and I wondered how I had ended up like this. When I had first arrived in the Northlands, I had been a strong woman who had no ambition of ever bonding myself to a man. If that strong Kya could’ve seen this broken Kya, she would’ve been disturbed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    The Dream  
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    After I’d been tossing, turning, and crying for hours, Finn came to check up on me. I couldn’t face him, and kept my back to him asking him to leave me alone. I wanted to explain to him that I was only crying because my mother was sick, but Finn knew my secret, so there was no point in lying to him. 
 
    He placed a cup of tea next to my bed and closed the door quietly behind him. Fortunately, the warm liquid helped calm me down; and when sleep finally claimed me it took me to a different dimension where Archer was still in my bed. 
 
    “Your hair smells so good,” Archer’s voice crooned behind me. 
 
    “Why did you leave me?” I asked him and stretched like a lazy cat. “I had just gotten ready to tell you that I loved you.” 
 
    “You should have told me sooner, then I wouldn’t have left you.” 
 
    His hands traveled down my hips and I smiled at the sound of his heavy breathing against my ear.  
 
    “I missed you,” I breathed.  
 
    “Not as much as I missed you,” he whispered and nibbled at my earlobe while moving his hands down to the V of my thighs. “Spread your legs for me, beautiful. That’s right, just like that.” 
 
    I moaned as his hands spread my folds and teased my sweet spot with expertise. My body gave a small jerk from the slight pain of his stubble rubbing over my sensitive nipples.  
 
    “Careful, my breasts are sore,” I warned. 
 
    “Probably because of the pregnancy.” He pushed me down on my back and suckled at my breast. “I’ll be careful. We don’t want to hurt our little miracle.” 
 
    When I lifted my head my eyes grew big at the sight of my bulging belly. “When did this happen?” 
 
    Archer gave me a teasing smile. “Must have been one of the times I came in you.” 
 
    My confusion blurred with the sensations of him making love to me with his fingers, his tongue, and his large erection that drove me to an explosive orgasm before we cuddled up in each other’s arms to rest.  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered in to the darkness.  
 
    “I love you too,” he whispered back.  
 
    “Then why did you marry another woman?” 
 
    “I had to, you didn’t give me a choice.” 
 
    I woke up disoriented, and with the early morning light came the deep suffocating sadness of knowing that Archer’s marriage would be consummated by now. Maybe while I was lying here dehydrating from crying, he was planting kisses on Lori Ann’s lips. Yes, I could practically hear Archer telling his lovely new ballerina wife that he couldn’t wait to introduce her to all his children at the school. Torturing myself further, I imagined him telling her about me on the way here, probably complaining about all the nonsense he had to put up with from the “Momsi teacher.” 
 
    Stop! The command came from a hidden source of strength within me. You need to stop feeling sorry for yourself. You can fall apart when you cross the border, but right now you need to get ready to leave.  
 
    Lifting my hand, I checked the time. 6:15 a.m. I still had time before Christina would pick me up and take me to the border. It was Saturday and on the weekends, we always allowed the kids to stay in bed until eight instead of the usual seven o’clock morning call.  
 
    My stomach rumbled loudly, calling for food, but I had no appetite and would probably just throw up if I attempted to eat anything.  
 
    At least drink some water or tea.  
 
    My body was sore, like I had aged twenty years overnight, but I got out of bed and dressed before I walked outside to see the morning sun making the dew on the grass glisten like little jewels. A few birds were reminding me that for everyone else in the universe, this was a normal Saturday.  
 
    The tightness in my chest returned when I thought about what I had to do. I didn’t want to say goodbye to all my students, but I had no choice. My tear ducts were leaking again and I remembered the confusing dream of Archer and me. He had said I hadn’t given him a choice, but it wasn’t true. I’d sent him a text.  
 
    But by then it had been too late. With my head full of self-blame and sadness, I made my way to the kitchen to make myself a cup of morning tea. But I never got that far, because in the kitchen, leaning casually against the counter with a cup of coffee in his hands, stood Archer.  
 
    I stiffened and stared at him. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said and blew down into his coffee cup. “You couldn’t sleep either?” 
 
    I was worried that my legs might collapse under me but miraculously managed to find my voice. “I thought you weren’t coming back until later today.” 
 
    “You sound hoarse, what happened to your voice?” 
 
    My hand flew to my throat. I couldn’t tell him that I was hoarse because I had been crying over him all night. “It’s nothing.” And then without thinking, I asked the question that I didn’t want an answer to. “Where is your wife? Why didn’t you stay there for your wedding night?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to have a ceremony here where the children could witness it.” 
 
    “You’re getting married here?” 
 
    Squinting his eyes, Archer took a sip of the hot coffee. “Yup. I talked to Khan about it last night and he agreed it would be a fun experience for the children to witness a wedding.” 
 
    With my eyes fixed on his coffee cup, I avoided looking straight at him when I spoke. “I’m sure the kids will enjoy that, but they were planning to welcome you and your bride back with a nice banner.” 
 
    Archer angled his head but didn’t say anything, so I turned to leave. 
 
    “Khan will be here at nine.” His words made me stop. “I was thinking we could wake up the kids a little earlier today. You know, to give them time to get ready for the ceremony.” 
 
    Clearing my throat, I licked my lips and finally turned around to look straight into his eyes. “Archer, I can’t stay for the ceremony.” 
 
    He frowned. “You have to.” 
 
    “You can’t make me.” He was being completely unreasonable and any minute now Lori Ann, the ballerina, could come dancing in and kiss him in front of me. I needed to get away from here, right now. 
 
    “You made a promise,” he said and set down his coffee cup. 
 
    “What are you talking about? You didn’t even tell me about the tournament. When did I promise to watch you get married?” 
 
    He stalked over and held up his wristband in front of my eyes. “Don’t marry her. Marry me!” he read aloud. “I would say that constitutes a fucking promise, and if you try to change your mind on me now, I’m going to spank you until you change your mind right back.” 
 
    My legs grew wobbly and my hands flew up to hold on to the doorframe. “But you, you, you…” I stammered. “You got married yesterday, I saw you.” 
 
    “You didn’t see me get married.”  
 
    My eyes darted around the room while I tried to clear my head. “I saw her pick you,” I insisted. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Archer leaned in and planted a kiss on my cheek while I stood stiffly with eyes large and confused. “And then what did you see?” he asked. 
 
    “Then I ran,” I admitted in a small voice. 
 
    “So did I.” 
 
    “You ran?” 
 
    “Well, not literally. But I showed Khan your text message and told him I couldn’t marry her.” 
 
    “In front of the whole nation?” I asked in a high pitch. 
 
    “Yes, your timing really stunk.” 
 
    My hands were shaking when my tears started running again.  
 
    “It wasn’t just your text, though,” he said and brushed away one of my tears. “Finn texted me too.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    Archer showed me Finn’s text that simply said, “Kya loves you.” 
 
    “I never told him that,” I said quickly. “How did he know?” 
 
    “So, it’s true then?” A slow smile grew on his handsome face. “You do love me?”  
 
    I looked around the kitchen, trying to determine that this was reality and not just another one of my confused dreams.  
 
    “Kya, I just asked you a pretty important question,” Archer said and made me look at him. “Do you love me?” 
 
    The answer was screaming from my insides but my voice translated it into a small soft “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” he asked and this time I nodded and smiled at him.  
 
    “Yes, I love you and I’m sorry I was so slow to realize it.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and exhaled deeply. “You don’t know how happy that makes me.”  
 
    I waited for him to open his eyes again but this time a small triangle formed between his eyebrows as he frowned at me. “If you love me, then why the hell did we have to go through all of this? Why didn’t you just say yes when I asked you to marry me?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t know then,” I defended myself while letting my hands roam across his strong chest. “I’m afraid I’m going to wake up and realize this is just a dream.” My eyebrows shot up. “Wait, when did you get back from the tournament? I had a dream about you and we made love.” 
 
    Archer’s lips pursed upward. “Sounds like a wonderful dream, but I’m afraid we didn’t make it that far. I came home around two in the morning and went straight over to talk to you, but you were so hard to wake up that I just crawled in and slept next to you for a few hours.  
 
    “We didn’t talk?” 
 
    “I talked a little, you snored.” 
 
    “I don’t snore,” I said with a soft smile. “And I think that in my dream I answered you, because I remember us having a whole conversation.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, but you also remember us making love and that didn’t happen either.” 
 
    By instinct, I moved back when we heard noises from the door. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Archer muttered and pulled me back into his arms. “No more secrets. It’s time the world knows that you’re mine.” 
 
    Finn came in rubbing his eyes and yawning. “Morning, you two. I’m surprised to see you up, Kya.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of the sleeping pill I gave you.” 
 
    “What sleeping pill?”  
 
    “Sweetheart, surely you remember me checking in on you with a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said slowly. 
 
    “It was one in the morning and you were crying so hard that I had to help you somehow. I crushed a sleeping pill into the tea.” 
 
    “You drugged me,” I accused him. 
 
    “It was either that or gagging you so I could get some peace and quiet.” He winked at me and yawned again.   
 
    “That explains why you were impossible to wake up,” Archer said and moved us aside when Finn pushed past us to get a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Kya and I are getting married today. Khan is coming over at nine to do the ceremony.” 
 
    “Congratulations – wait, did you say nine?” Finn lifted his wristband. “That’s in a little over two hours. Who the hell marries at nine in the morning?” 
 
    “We do,” Archer said firmly. “Right out there in front of the school with all the kids as witnesses.  
 
    “Why not do it tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I’m not going to give Kya time to come up with an excuse not to marry me,” Archer said firmly and added, “Boulder is bringing over Christina too.” 
 
    I folded my teeth around my lower lip, shamefully remembering my lie to Christina about my mother being sick.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Ehhm, there’s a chance that Christina is going to be upset with me.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? How so?” Archer asked. 
 
    “I… ehhm, well…” Sighing heavily, I finally spit it out so fast that I practically stumbled over my own words. “I thought you had married the ballerina and I didn’t want to be here when you got back with her, so I told Christina my mom was in the hospital and that I needed a lift to the border. Also, she doesn’t know about us and she won’t like that I have kept something that big a secret from her.” 
 
    Archer looked down and Finn broke the awkward silence by holding up his cup of coffee and backing out of the kitchen. “I’ll let you two figure this out while I go take my morning dump.” 
 
    Archer kept his focus on me. “I saw the suitcase in your room, but I never imagined that you would leave the school. I honestly didn’t think I meant that much to you.” 
 
    “You didn’t seriously think I could live here and watch you be married to another woman, did you?” I asked. 
 
    Archer gave me a sad smile. “It would’ve been a doomed marriage between me and Lori Ann. I mean, with me being in love with you and jealous of any man you took for your new lover. You will never know how relieved I was when I got your text.” 
 
    “I watched you when you read my text,” I said slowly. “And there was no reaction on your face.” 
 
    “You might’ve watched my face, but you didn’t feel my heart racing or my spine tingle.”  
 
    “But you looked straight at her.” 
 
    “I was crossing my fingers behind my back and hoping that she wouldn’t choose me,” Archer said. 
 
    “What happened to her?” I was ashamed that I hadn’t thought of poor Lori Ann, who had been left with three trolls to choose from.  
 
    “She chose Kennedy instead of me.” 
 
    “The one without teeth?” I asked and wrinkled up my nose. 
 
    Archer nodded. “Once his teeth are replaced and his face isn’t swollen anymore, he’ll look himself again. Kennedy is actually not bad-looking and Magni says he has a great sense of humor.” 
 
    “Still, she must’ve been very disappointed.” 
 
    “Yeah, but at least Kennedy was howling with joy while I would’ve been pining for you.” 
 
    “You really gave up one million dollars for me?” 
 
    Archer broke out in a small chuckle. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but living out here on this isolated island, there isn’t a lot for me to spend money on anyway. Besides, Boulder gave me half of his prize money when he married Christina.” 
 
    “Thank you for choosing me,” I whispered and couldn’t help my eyes tearing up again. 
 
    “I’m just grateful that you wrote that text. All the way back here, I kept thinking about how close I came to losing you.”  
 
    Our peace was over when the children started to move around.  
 
    “Finn says we’re not going running this morning,” Storm said when he found us.  
 
    “That’s right, we have something else planned,” Archer said matter-of-factly.  
 
    I was waiting for Storm to comment on the fact that we stood closely together with Archer holding his arms around me, but Storm just yawned before he moved on.  
 
    “Is that boy blind?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope, he’s just a self-absorbed teenage boy.” Archer leaned in and gently bit my earlobe. “Now I suggest you get ready for our big day before all the other children start to ask us questions.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    The Ceremony  
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    Last night, I had been two minutes away from getting married to Lori Ann in front of the entire nation. I’d been nervous then with all sorts of crazy thoughts going through my mind. 
 
    And yet compared to this ceremony, yesterday had been a tranquil experience. 
 
    Standing in front of the school, with Kya by my side and Khan in front of us, I was a nervous wreck.  
 
    It was mid-September and my favorite season had fallen upon us. The beautiful symphony of yellow, red, purple, and green colors of the forest made the surroundings perfect for a small, intimate wedding.  
 
    The twenty children stood in a half circle around us with Finn, Shelly, Marco, and Magni, who had been there at the tournament yesterday and insisted that he wouldn’t want to miss the wedding.  
 
    “I told you, didn’t I?” Magni had told me when he found out Kya and I had fallen in love. “A good spanking arouses women; I’m sure that’s what did the trick.” 
 
    Pearl stood next to Christina and Boulder, and they all looked so happy for us. 
 
    I wanted to smile and enjoy the moment, but every nerve ending on my body was on alert, expecting Kya to back out at any second now. 
 
    Despite the chill of the morning, I could feel sweat running down my spine and my palms were getting clammy. 
 
    If Kya refused me now, I didn’t know what I would do. 
 
    “We are gathered here today to marry this man and this woman,” Khan said and looked more regal than ever. 
 
    My eyes were locked on Kya, observing her much as I would observe a skittish deer. Any moment now, she would run. I just knew it. 
 
    “Do you, Archer Rex, take Kya Janae as your wife?” 
 
    “I do!” I said loud and clear.  
 
    “And do you, Kya Janae, take Archer Rex as your husband?” 
 
    Kya cleared her throat and my heart rate jumped to two hundred. This was it, she was going to say no.  
 
    “Yes, I do,” she said hoarsely and I closed my eyes in relief. 
 
    Opening and closing my fists to release some of the tension that had built in my body, I visibly blew out a deep breath and heard laughter from our audience.  
 
    “Then I now declare you man and wife.” Khan’s deep voice sounded like the sweetest music when he spoke those eight words. 
 
    Pulling Kya close, I forgot about the children and didn’t hold back when I kissed my beautiful bride.  
 
    Our audience was cheering, and soon we were surrounded by well-wishers pulling us apart to congratulate us. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    “Now don’t get any funny ideas and run back to the Motherlands,” Magni told me. “A wife is supposed to support her husband and be with him – not go chasing after some idiotic dream in another country.” 
 
    “I’m sure Laura will be back soon,” I said and opened my arms to hug him. 
 
    Magni took a step back with deep frown lines on his forehead. “Are you trying to get me killed?” His eyes flew to Archer, who stood surrounded by a group of the boys. “I can’t touch you without your husband’s permission.” 
 
    “You used to be my protector; I’m sure Archer knows he can trust you.” 
 
    Magni still held up a hand to keep me away. “Nah, I think it’s better if we keep this platonic.” 
 
    “I would say a hug still qualifies as a platonic relationship.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t feel right about it,” he said and kept his distance.   
 
    “Archer,” I called to my new husband. “Does Magni have your permission to give me a hug?” 
 
    Archer narrowed his eyes at Magni before he broke into a grin. “How the tables have turned, my friend.” 
 
    “Very funny, but I already told Kya that it’s better if we don’t hug. I don’t share the Motlander fetish for touching.” 
 
    Archer’s grin told me he didn’t feel threatened, and I had no more patience for their territorial games. “Just give me that hug already,” I said and flung my arms around Magni.  
 
    Magni was stiff when I whispered into his ear: “You don’t fool me. Even big brutes like you need a hug now and then.” 
 
    He didn’t answer me, but his arms closed around my waist and he lifted me a little from the ground. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” I teased.  
 
    “No, but you seem to forget that we Northmen hug each other.” Lifting his chin he said: “I get plenty of hugs.” 
 
    I scoffed a little. “Those aren’t real hugs. With the way you slam your chests against each other and pound the other person’s back as if you’re trying to leave bruises, it looks more like an invitation to wrestle than a loving hug.” 
 
    Magni crossed his arms, probably to make sure I didn’t hug him again. “I’ll admit a female’s hug is very different. Not bad, just softer.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Soft is good when it comes to hugging,” I said. “You can always get a hug from me if you need it. We’re friends.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’s nice of you, but I’m good. Mila and Paysey have already generously given me a hug each.” Magni didn’t smile often, but talking about the girls softened the edges around his eyes and his lips pursed upward.  
 
    Spotting that Christina was waiting to talk to me, I excused myself. I had already apologized to her for lying about my mother, but everything had been so hectic this morning, and I knew she had a lot of questions that I still hadn’t answered. 
 
    “I’m trying to wrap my head around this,” she said when I pulled her to the side a little. “I get the part about your not wanting me to get my hopes up, but I just overheard Finn said that he knew about you two. Why did you tell him and not me?” There was a small pout on her lips. 
 
    “We didn’t. Finn walked in on us on the first night we were together. We made him swear that he wouldn’t tell a soul.” 
 
    “Would you have told me, eventually?” she asked. 
 
    I took Christina’s hands. “Of course! Trust me, I wanted to tell you so many times, and I’m really sorry you had to find out about it like this.” 
 
    Boulder came to join us and wrapped his arm around his wife just as Christina was saying: “My disappointment about your keeping it a secret is largely overshadowed by my happiness that you won’t be leaving anytime soon.” 
 
    I gave my friend a fierce hug. “Thank you so much, Ina, may you be showered with eternal blessings.” 
 
    “She already has me,” Boulder joked. “That should be enough blessing for one woman.” 
 
    I smiled widely. “So, when are you gonna tell Raven the good news?” 
 
    “Oh, this is your day, and Archer’s of course,” Christina said quickly. “Of course, we’re dying to tell her, but we don’t want to take the focus away from your wedding.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Don’t hold back because of us, do it now if you want to.” 
 
    Christina and Boulder exchanged an excited glance. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I pointed to the school building. “I’m pretty sure Raven went inside with Shelly to bake cakes for all of us. You can use the office to talk with her in private, or ask her to take a walk in the forest with you two,” I said. “On second thought, that last option might be risky, since Raven will probably invite all her friends to come along.” 
 
    The sudden deafening shouts had us all spinning to find the source. Over by the school building, Magni was growling and violently shoving at Solomon with pure rage on his face. The boy fell backward, landing on the grass and using his feet to push away without taking his eyes off the furious giant in front of him.  
 
    “What the fuck!” Boulder exclaimed, and Christina and I followed on his tail when he ran to the scene.  
 
    “That’s right, you little weasel, crawl on the ground like the dog you are,” Magni shouted at Solomon, whose eyes had grown double their size.   
 
    Archer, Marco, and Boulder moved in between Solomon, who still scrambled on the ground, and Magni, who seemed to have lost his mind with rage.  
 
    Archer spread his arms out as if forming a human shield to protect his student, and kept his eyes fixed on Magni.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked as loud as my hoarse voice would allow.  
 
    Archer shot me a warning glance. “Kya, you stay out of this, you hear me?” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine Magni hurting me, but then I’d never seen him lose it like this before.  
 
    The Motlander children were quickly huddling together behind me and Christina, and I instinctively pulled Victoria under my arm when I heard her crying.  
 
    “What is going on?” Khan demanded as he exited the school with Pearl, Shelly, and a few of the children behind him. Pearl made sure she and the children kept their distance from Magni, who paced like a hungry lion in front of the wall of human muscle that Archer, Marco, and Boulder formed between him and Solomon. 
 
    “What happened?” Khan repeated.  
 
    Pointing accusingly at Solomon, Magni spit out his words. “I just caught this fucker kissing one of the girls behind the school building.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the corner Magni and Solomon had come from and sure enough, a terrified Willow stood with tears running down her cheeks, lips that trembled, and arms wrapped tightly around herself. 
 
    Magni roared at Solomon. “What did I tell you on the first day of school? What part of ‘Don’t fucking touch the girls’ didn’t you understand?” 
 
    “Maybe we could give him a chance to explain,” Archer suggested and held up his hands in a placating manner that unfortunately did nothing to soothe Magni.  
 
    “There’s nothing to explain, I fucking saw his filthy hands on her body and his mouth on hers. Nobody touches the girls,” Magni barked.  
 
    Khan moved over to stand next to Magni and placed a calming hand on his shoulder. Still consumed with anger, Magni brushed it off and kept his focus on Solomon, who was still on the ground and looked like he was afraid to move a muscle.  
 
    If Magni had a scale of anger, this would have to be a ten out of ten. The veins on his neck were showing and his face was red with anger. “How long has this been going on?” he shouted and gestured to Archer and Marco. “And where the fuck were you two? She’s twelve years old for fuck’s sake.” His words were dripping with blame as he stabbed his finger in Willow’s direction. 
 
    I couldn’t stand seeing Willow so vulnerable and alone, so I signaled for Shelly to take my place with Victoria and the other girls. Quietly, I walked over and placed my arms protectively around the frightened girl. 
 
    “Why are you protecting the little fucker?” Magni hissed at the three men between him and Solomon.  
 
    Khan’s voice was surprisingly calm. “Stop shouting, will you? You’re scaring the children,” he said and didn’t show a grain of fear for his brother.  
 
    “Good.” Magni swung his whole body to speak to the Nboys, who stood to the side with Finn. “Then maybe you will think twice about doing something as stupid as Solo. Or maybe you all thought I was joking when I said I’d string you up by your puny testicles.” 
 
    The Nboys quickly shook their heads.  
 
    Magni paced some more and kept looking at Solomon, whose Adam’s apple was bobbing heavily in his throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” His voice broke. “I didn’t mean to do it.”  
 
    “Didn’t I tell you on the first day of school to shut your fucking mouth?” Magni shouted.   
 
    “The boy is in love,” Archer interjected, but that only made Magni snort.  
 
    “In love! Ha – if being in love with a female was an excuse to kiss and touch her, no female would be safe in the Northlands. You know as well as I do that we have strict rules for a reason.” Again Magni swung his head to the group of boys. “Every male older than ten knows what the price of touching a female is, isn’t that right?” 
 
    They collectively looked down.  
 
    “William,” Magni called. “You’re the youngest of the boys; tell me what I should do to Solo for his offense.” 
 
    William’s hands were clammed into fists and his lips were pressed firmly together, but nothing could make him say the verdict out loud.   
 
    Finn stepped in front of William. “Calm down, Magni, you are not going to kill Solo.” 
 
    “This is an experiment,” Khan said loudly, pulling all attention back to him. “We knew unforeseen things could happen and this is one of them. I’m sure Solo didn’t kiss Willow without her permission.” Khan looked to the frightened boy. “Did you?” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly and shot a pleading glance at Willow, who was sniffling from all the tears running down her cheeks.  
 
    “Speak up, Willow. Did Solo molest you or did you give him permission?” 
 
    “I wanted him to kiss me,” she said in a vague voice. 
 
    “What was that?” Khan called out.  
 
    “She said that she wanted Solo to kiss her,” I repeated for her.  
 
    “And I’ll be thirteen in two weeks,” Willow bravely added. 
 
    “She’s still nothing but a child and it doesn’t matter if she gave permission. He fucking knew the rules and the punishment for breaking them.” Magni had stopped pacing and was now standing with his hands on his hips. 
 
    Pearl spoke up. “You’re forgetting that Willow isn’t one of your females. The normal rules of the Northlands don’t apply to Willow. Her body is her own and she is free to kiss any boys she chooses to.”  
 
    Magni scowled at Pearl and growled in the back of his throat.  
 
    “Kya, Archer, and I will take it from here. The rest of you go back to enjoying the day,” Khan said in a voice full of authority and pointed to Willow and Solomon. “You two are coming with us to the office.”  
 
    Magni narrowed his eyes and pointed to Solomon. “You’d better not go easy on him.” 
 
    “We’ll find an appropriate punishment,” Khan said and placed a calming hand on his brother’s shoulder.  
 
    The anger finally seemed to ease out of Magni a little, but he still frowned at Khan. “Okay, but just don’t let them talk you into one of their fucking love circles.” He spat on the ground like the very concept offended him.   
 
    “I promise,” Khan said solemnly and led the way to the office with me and Willow right behind him. Willow was slightly taller than me but clung to me like the scared child she was. Archer walked in with Solomon, and closed the door behind them. 
 
    “Who wants to tell me what happened?” Khan said and sat on the edge of the desk. 
 
    Willow’s crying picked up again, and Solomon kept his head down. 
 
    “Tell us what happened, Solo,” Khan ordered.  
 
    The confident and proud young man had been reduced to a boy scared out of his mind, and his voice broke when he finally spoke.  
 
    “Nothing happened.” 
 
    Khan stood up from the table, took one step forward, and smacked the youngster on his cheek. “Don’t you ever fucking lie to me,” he said with disgust.  
 
    A large red mark formed on Solomon’s face, but the young man didn’t whine like Sky had done when she was being punished in this office. 
 
    “Have you kissed other girls?” 
 
    Solomon shook his head. 
 
    “And is this the first time you kissed Willow?” Khan asked with a hard expression on his face. 
 
    “No,” Solomon admitted.  
 
    “How many times did you kiss her?” he asked.  
 
    “Four.”  
 
    I tightened my grip around Willow when her crying intensified.  
 
    “Have you done more than kissing?” Khan asked. “Did you two have sex?” 
 
    “Nooo,” Solomon cried out. “Nothing like that. She’s only twelve.” 
 
    “And you’re only fourteen,” Archer said harshly. “That’s old enough to know the consequences of your actions.” 
 
    “Please don’t kill me.” Solomon sucked in his lips, grimacing in fear.  
 
    “Did anyone really get killed for touching a female?” I asked softly. My words made Willow cry even harder.  
 
    Both Khan and Archer gave me a grim look. “It’s rare,” Khan said. “Most men understand why we have the rules and they have heard enough stories to know we take them seriously. 
 
    “I grew up with a guy named King. He was a good man but he touched another man’s wife, and had his throat slit because of it. 
 
    “Last week I almost killed one of my guards for undressing Pearl with his eyes.” 
 
    I gasped and Khan gave a small shake of his head.  
 
    “Don’t give me that look, Kya. I said almost – which means the guard is still alive.” He lowered his voice to a mumble. “He’ll be freezing his ass off in old Alaska this winter.”  
 
    “But Willow isn’t married, and I didn’t force her,” Solomon argued. “We… we love each other,” he stammered.  
 
    “Is that right?” Khan sighed and sat down on the desk again. “What are you? Romeo and Juliet?” 
 
    “I don’t know who they are,” Solomon said without looking at Khan. “My name is Solo.” 
 
    “I know what your name is, stupid.” Khan rolled his eyes and turned his focus on Willow. “Tell me why you let him kiss you?”  
 
    Willow tensed up and I stroked her back. “It’s okay, you can speak up.” 
 
    “He’s my boyfriend,” Willow whispered. 
 
    Khan’s head fell forward and for a split-second I thought I saw a tiny smile. I quickly disregarded it however, because when Khan lifted his head again, he looked dead serious. “Your boyfriend, huh?” 
 
    Willow nodded.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan then? Are you gonna stay and marry him when you turn eighteen or are you just having fun until you decide you want a new boyfriend?” 
 
    Willow licked her lips nervously. “I don’t want another boyfriend.” 
 
    “And how about you; what are your intentions toward Willow?” He asked Solomon. 
 
    The young man lifted his chin and spoke clearly. “I would fight to marry her today, if I could.” 
 
    Archer and I exchanged a glance. It was easy to dismiss their feelings because of their young age, but there was no doubt in my mind that it felt real to them.  
 
    Khan cleared his throat and looked at me and Archer. “It’s your wedding day, and as a present to you, I will leave the destiny of these two lovebirds in your hands.” 
 
    Shifting my balance, I took a deep breath of relief. “Well, to be honest: Pearl was right. Willow isn’t one of your females and I would argue that youthful curiosity is natural,” I said, and added, “Although I haven’t been in this particular situation before.” 
 
    “That’s true, but Solomon should still be punished,” Khan said.  
 
    “And he will be,” Archer said firmly.  
 
    “Good, then I think my work here is done.” With those words Khan left Archer, me, and the children in the room. Archer pointed to the two chairs in front of the desk. “Sit down,” he said and walked over to take the chair behind the desk. “I think it’s been established that you’re lucky Magni didn’t kill you on the spot,” he said to Solomon. 
 
    A strange noise came from the back of Solomon’s throat. 
 
    “May I talk to you outside?” I asked Archer. 
 
    He nodded and we left the two people on trial alone for a minute.  
 
    “Look. You can’t punish him for doing the exact same thing as you did.” 
 
    Archer wrinkled his brow.  
 
    “You kissed me on the first day you met me!” I reminded him in a low whisper.  
 
    “But we’re grown-ups.” 
 
    “Who fell in love, Archer. Just like them.”  
 
    He sighed and looked down for a moment, his head spinning so fast I could almost hear it.  
 
    “I actually pity them,” I said. “In seven months, Solo turns fifteen and moves on to the next school. It will most likely be the last time they see each other.” 
 
    “Unless he gets chosen to represent the Northlands like Finn,” Archer said.  
 
    I angled my head. “That won’t happen until he’s at least twenty-one. Even then, you’re looking at a minimum of six years of separation. By then she’ll hardly remember him. I mean, she’s so young.”  
 
    Archer rubbed his forehead. “Now you have me feeling sorry for him too, but he broke our laws and should be punished.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and leaned against the door, whispering. “Don’t tell me you’re seriously going to be that big a hypocrite.” 
 
    He groaned.  
 
    “How can you judge a scared boy for being in love when he has committed no bigger crime than you have?” 
 
    Archer closed his eyes and I knew I had him.  
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But you better pray that Solo is a good actor. If he walks out there and tells everyone that he got away without a scratch…” Archer shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t believe in lies,” I said. “Why not make him do something more useful with his time than flirting with Willow? Maybe more cleaning chores, or make him tutor the younger students. He’s smart and an excellent fighter.” 
 
    “Where’s the punishment in tutoring?” Archer whispered with a frown.  
 
    “It’s called giving back to the community, and we’re trying to build his character, not break him. I’m sure you can be creative and think of something nonviolent.” 
 
    Archer narrowed his eyes and looked like he was biting his tongue. “Let’s get this over with so we can get back to celebrating our wedding day.” 
 
    When we opened the door, Solomon and Willow were still sitting in the chairs. They were leaning their heads together, but flew apart quickly.  
 
    “Here’s what’s going to happen,” Archer said. “You, Willow, are going to return to the party with Kya while Solo and I stay and get his punishment over with.” 
 
    “Please don’t hurt him,” Willow pleaded. 
 
    “Trust me, Solomon will survive the pain. He’s a tough young man, and Kya has argued that most of his punishment will be executed as tutoring and cleaning.” 
 
    “What?” Solomon scrunched up his face. 
 
    “We’re just making sure you’ll be too busy to fall into temptation again,” Archer said matter-of-factly and nodded for me to get Willow out of the room.  
 
    “Why is Solo the only one getting punished?” Willow cried when she and I got outside. “He didn’t do anything wrong.” Her gorgeous green eyes were wet and pleading.  
 
    “He’s being held to a different rule set than you, that’s why.”  
 
    Her shoulders were hunched.  
 
    “Maybe it’s better if you don’t kiss anymore,” I suggested. “You don’t want Solo to get in trouble again, do you?” 
 
    She shook her head, but I wondered how long the traumatic events of today would keep them apart. They were young, reckless, and in love. Undoubtedly, one of Mother Nature’s most potent cocktails. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    Creativity  
 
      
 
    Archer 
 
    Be creative. Kya’s words were taunting me, because looking at the young man in front of me, I didn’t feel creative at all. If Solomon came out of this room without a scratch it would be like giving a free pass to all the boys. Not to mention that Magni would definitely shit a sheep. 
 
    “Wait here,” I ordered, and went to find Shelly cleaning up in the kitchen. 
 
    “I need to talk to Shelly alone, you run outside now,” I told Tommy and Nicki, who were helping her. 
 
    Shelly met my eyes with a serious expression when I asked her: “If you were to come up with a punishment that would satisfy the Nmen’s need for justice and the Motlanders’ need for nonviolence, then what would you choose?” 
 
    “Community service,” she said and returned to her cleaning as if the puzzle had been solved and her job was done. 
 
    “I need something more painful.” 
 
    Shelly’s spine stiffened and she slowly turned to look at me again. “There are many sorts of pain,” she said. “You people are obsessed with the physical pain, as if that’s the worst that could happen to a person.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “There are people who can rise above physical pain and there are people whose mental pain manifests as physical pain although no one has laid a hand on them.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
     “That the biggest abuser is often people’s own mind.” 
 
    I impatiently shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “You’re speaking in riddles, Shelly. Just say what you mean, will you?”  
 
    “I’m talking about the pain of isolation, rejection, humiliation, loneliness, longing, grief…” She stopped and looked at me. “You need me to go on?” 
 
    “No, I think you’re onto something, I’m just not sure exactly how I can use that to punish Solo.” 
 
    Shelly’s shoulders sank. “That would be easy,” she said softly. “He’s all about pride and vanity.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t believe in punishments so you’ll have to figure it out for yourself. I agree with Kya that your ways of disciplining are ineffective and wrong. Instilling fear in a person is a sad imitation of respect, that’s all.” 
 
    “Spare me your lecture,” I said, a bit harsher than I meant it, and instantly softened my voice. “Look, Shelly, you saw Magni before. What Solo did constitutes a deathly offense in our country, and you might not agree with it but laws like that have been the only way of keeping our females safe. I need to come up with a punishment hard enough to set a dire example for the other boys,” I said and added, “Please help me find a nonviolent way of doing that.” Since she was still hesitating, I added. “We don’t want to upset Kya on her wedding day, do we?”   
 
    Shelly folded her arms around her midsection and looked down.  
 
    “Please,” I coaxed her again. “If it’s as easy as you say, just tell me; I’m coming up with a blank here.” 
 
    Shelly still didn’t look at me when she spoke softly. “If you want to humiliate and scare Solo, you…” She drew in a deep breath. “You could shave his head.” 
 
    Both my eyebrows shot up and my first reaction was that not even I could be that cruel. Solomon loved his gorgeous thick blond hair.  
 
    Shelly spoke quietly. “He’ll be afraid that Willow won’t find him attractive anymore, and it will definitely be a visible mark to the other boys that Solomon did something wrong.” 
 
    My eyes glazed over as I thought about the idea. “It’s definitely a way of setting an example. The other boys are going to be scared shitless that I would do that to them.” Nodding my head, I refocused and looked at her, but Shelly had turned her back on me as if she was ashamed of having vocalized such cruelty.  
 
    “Thank you. You’re a genius, you know that, right?” 
 
    She didn’t answer me.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I walked outside with a brooding Solomon. Jaws dropped and gasps were heard when children and adults alike took in Solomon’s new appearance. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Kya asked, visibly disturbed. 
 
    “I got creative like you told me to.” 
 
    I knew I’d done the right thing when Magni gave me a nod of recognition and addressed the boys. “Look at that, boys. Unless you wanna look as ridiculous as Solomon, you’d better not kiss the girls,” he barked.  
 
    Solomon walked over to sit against a tree, licking his wounds. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” I told Kya. “He got away without a scratch and Magni is satisfied. So what if his pride and vanity is hurt? Solo will get over it when his hair grows out again.”  
 
    “I suppose it’s better than hitting him,” Kya admitted before she got distracted by the sight of Boulder and Christina walking out of the woods with Raven between them. The three of them were holding hands. 
 
    “Aww.” Kya instantly softened and I took the chance to snake my arm around her waist and pull her close to me.  
 
    “They told her,” she breathed. “Look how blissfully happy they look.”  
 
    “If you hadn’t been so damn slow to realize that you loved me, we could have been the parents of Raven,” I whispered and kissed her. 
 
    After Boulder made the announcement to all the children that he and Christina had adopted Raven, we predictably got questions from some of them. 
 
    William wanted to know why only children from the Motherlands could have parents and I told him to go and raise that question with Pearl and Khan. 
 
    Mila came and asked Kya if she could get adopted too.  
 
    “You never know,” Kya told the girl and placed a kiss on her forehead. “I’m sure that every adult would be proud to have a daughter like you.” 
 
    “Can I be your daughter?” Mila asked Kya with a shy smile. 
 
    “Yes,” I said resolutely, but Kya shook her head. “Archer and I have to treat all the children here the same. We love all of you so much, but I’m sure you can imagine how hard it would be for you if we adopted you. The other children would get jealous, don’t you think?” 
 
    Mila bit her lip and nodded. “I guess so.” 
 
    When she ran off, Pearl came over to talk to us. “I have to say that I’m surprised about you two. With all the bickering between you, I naïvely thought you didn’t like each other much.” 
 
    Kya laughed. “We didn’t. I truly thought Archer was the most stubborn and annoying man in this world.” 
 
    “Impossible.” Pearl laughed. “That would be Khan for sure.” 
 
    “Have you chosen the five men to represent the Northlands?” I asked Pearl. 
 
    “Well,” she breathed. “There’s Finn, of course, and Christina recommended one of the men who helped her on her archaeological digging site. His name is Bruce Lee and after meeting him, I agree that he should be included in the project.” 
 
    “That’s only two.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m interviewing ten candidates tomorrow. They have all been recommended to me and described as intelligent, warm, and respectful men.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I would describe Finn as respectful.” Kya grinned. “His jokes can be pretty crude.” 
 
    “Well, I meant respectful by Nman standards,” Pearl corrected herself. 
 
    As the two women continued talking, I walked over to sit next to Finn, who lay alone on a patch of grass in the sun. 
 
    “If it isn’t the lucky groom,” he said and opened one eye to look at me. “I thought you would be busy consummating your marriage by now.” 
 
    “There’s still time,” I answered and stretched my legs in front of me.  
 
    Finn was using his hands as a pillow and squinted because of the sun. “I saw what you did to Solomon.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “He will never forgive you for that.” 
 
    “Probably not, but at least I jumped in to protect him from Magni’s wrath. That’s more than I can say about you.” 
 
    “Hey, I think you’re forgetting something.” He propped himself up on his elbows. “I’m a doctor; my job is to fix the wounded people – not to get wounded myself.” 
 
    “Is that why you never fight in tournaments?” I asked. “You’re a good fighter, but I’ve never seen you participate.” 
 
    He tilted his head back and forth as if weighing evidence. “I wanted to fight for Laura, but when Magni said he would be in the tournament, I changed my mind. 
 
    “Because he’s your best friend?” I asked.  
 
    “That, and because with Magni being the best goddamn fighter and the second most important man in the country, it was a given that she would pick him,” he said matter-of-factly. “Turned out it was a good call, since Magni is now alone while I’m going to be swimming in women in a few days.”  
 
    “Pearl still needs to find the last three men for the project,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s going to be hard for her.” He chuckled. “But that’s what she gets for picking me first. I told her she’ll have to lower her expectations and that she won’t find anyone as charming and amazing as me.” 
 
    “And what’s the plan when you get to the Motherlands?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said and was back to being serious; he rubbed his forehead. “I think that if I hadn’t already been to the Motherlands I would’ve said that my plan was to find as many women I could and to plant my seed and have some fun.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But my plan has changed.” I couldn’t remember ever seeing Finn so serious, except the time when he treated William’s burn wound. “Remember I told you how Athena cursed me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Finn squirmed a little and picked up some grass that he broke into small pieces. “I know it’s hard to believe, but she was so angry with me, and the way she sneered when she cursed me…” He shuddered. “I swear her eyes were on fire and she was chanting in a different language and all.” 
 
    “What language would that be?” 
 
    “I don’t know, some kind of dead language, I suppose. It was creepy.” 
 
    “But if you didn’t understand what she was saying, then how do you know that she was cursing you for sure?” 
 
    “Because I felt it, man, it was like she was inside my head.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “What are you saying? You knew what she was saying in that foreign language because she was inside your mind?” 
 
    Finn frowned at me. “No, of course not, that’s just crazy talk. I knew because I asked her what the fuck she was saying.” 
 
    “Ahh, and she translated?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He nodded slowly. 
 
    Leaning my head closer, I asked curiously: “Tell me what she cursed you with.” 
 
    “She damned me to never find satisfaction with a woman.” 
 
    I thought about it. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means that I can’t fucking come,” he muttered and looked down.  
 
    Both my eyebrows lowered in disbelief. “You can’t orgasm?” 
 
    “No, I can’t. I slept with five women in the Motherlands and I couldn’t come with any of them.” 
 
    “Fuck, that sucks,” I said with sympathy before I really understood his words. “Wait, you slept with five women?” 
 
    A slow grin grew on his face. “I’m good at seducing women.” 
 
    “Five women,” I repeated in awe. “I’ve never known a man who has slept with five women.” 
 
    Squaring his shoulders, Finn smiled smugly. “That number is going to grow significantly once I go back there.” 
 
       “I can’t even imagine,” I muttered, still taken aback by the unfairness of one man sleeping with five women when we had hundreds of thousands of men who had never slept with a single one. 
 
    “But first, I’m going to find Athena and make her lift the curse,” he announced determinedly.  
 
    “And how do you plan to do that? I thought you were going to have a mediator attached to you.” Shaking my head, I continued. “I doubt they’re letting you get anywhere near Athena, and who can blame them? The poor woman is probably traumatized from her time being kidnapped and held hostage here in the Northlands.   
 
     Finn snorted loudly. “You clearly haven’t met Athena. I doubt anything or anyone could truly traumatize her. That woman was something else.” 
 
    “But they’re still not going to let you get near her.”   
 
    With a sly smile and his index finger tapping at his temple, Finn said: “I already thought of that.” He looked around and lowered his voice to a secret whisper. “I lied to Pearl, telling her how incredibly sorry I am for my role in holding Athena hostage, and how I really want to ask for Athena’s forgiveness.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Surely Pearl is too smart to fall for that crap.” 
 
    Finn chuckled. “You would think that, but you know how naïve the Momsies are. They want to think that we are fundamentally good people.” 
 
    “Aren’t we?” 
 
    He smacked the back of his hand into my shoulder. “No, we’re the fucking men of the North. We do what it takes to get what we want.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m not sure I follow, but even if you get to Athena, how do you know she’s going to be willing to talk to you?” 
 
    “Come on, the woman is a priestess. I bet she believes in forgiveness and acceptance and all that spiritual shit.” 
 
    “Okay, so let me get this straight: your plan is to find Athena and apologize to her in a way that makes her like you enough to lift the curse?” 
 
    “I can be persuasive.” He winked. 
 
    “Hmm, don’t take this the wrong way, Finn, but I really hope you have a backup plan.” 
 
     Finn frowned at me. “Now you’re just being negative.” 
 
    “No, I really hope you succeed, I’m just not sure Athena is going to welcome you with open arms.” 
 
    He got up. “I guess there’s only one way to find out, and when I leave here in a few days, you can be damn sure I’m going straight to find the little pretty witch.” 
 
    “What witch?” I turned to see Magni walking toward us. 
 
    “The one you kidnapped,” Finn said.  
 
    “Ah, okay.” Magni squatted down next to me. “You’re never going to believe what just happened to me,” he said in a low rumble.  
 
    “What?” I asked. “Don’t tell me you saw Solo and Willow together again.” 
 
    “No, I doubt the fuckster will repeat that offense after your harsh punishment.”  
 
    His comment made me raise my eyebrows, because compared to his threat of death, a shaved head seemed mild. “Okay, so what happened then?” 
 
    “Mila asked me to be her father.” Magni shook his head and broke into a genuine smile.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Finn asked with his mouth open.  
 
    “Yes, and at first I was so shocked I didn’t know what to say. I just stood there staring at her dumbfounded.” Magni threw his hands up. “You should’ve seen the little angel. I think she thought I didn’t want her or something because her lips drooped down so sadly.” 
 
    “You fool, why didn’t you tell her you wanted to adopt her?” Finn scolded his friend.  
 
    “I did!” Magni exclaimed. “I told Mila that I’d adopt her on the spot if I could.” 
 
    “The council will never let you. They didn’t even want you to be part of our field trip,” I reminded him. “The only reason Boulder is Raven’s father now is because he’s married to Christina, who is still a citizen of the Motherlands. There’s no fucking way they’d let any of us Nmen adopt their children.” 
 
    Magni sighed. “I know. And I told her that it’s out of my control.” 
 
    “Did she understand?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I think she did, but then she asked me something that made me all mushy inside.” He shook his head as if the incident still hadn’t fully registered with him. “She asked if we could just pretend that I was her daughter, and if she could call me Dad.”  
 
    The rare sight of Magni flashing his teeth in a beaming smile made a laugh erupt from inside of me. 
 
    “Shit, it’s good to see you so happy,” Finn said and joined my laughter.    
 
    “I know, I can’t recall being so fucking proud about anything. Imagine someone so pure and sweet wanting to call me Daddy.” He said the last word with reverence.  
 
    For a while we talked about the changes that had been happening fast ever since Christina came to the Northlands. The optimistic idea that more good things were ahead of us made the atmosphere relaxed and jovial. 
 
    “Can you believe it?” Magni repeated for the third time. “Mila actually wanted me to be her father.” 
 
    Sighing, I patted his shoulder. “I’m happy for you, but at the same time it makes me a bit nervous.” 
 
    “Why?” he frowned. “That girl would be the most protected female in our country if I was her real father. I would never harm her.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that, but Mila is a beautiful girl and if one of the boys were to do to her in a few years what Solomon did to Willow today…” I trailed off, knowing he would understand. “I care about all the children here, and I don’t want you to kill any of my boys in a fit of rage.” 
 
    All traces of Magni’s smile evaporated and he pushed off from the ground. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m just going to explain a few things to the boys. They might as well know now that when it comes to Mila they’re keeping their hands to themselves or I’ll fucking break their arms.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    The Last Chapter  
 
      
 
    Kya 
 
    “I think this is my new favorite part of having sex,” I whispered after our second round of consummating our marriage. 
 
    “What? Not your orgasm?” Archer nuzzled his head into my hair, his arms wrapped closely around me from behind. 
 
    “No, don’t,” I said and stopped him from pulling out of me. “I like it when we’re merged like this. It’s like we’re one.” 
 
    His lips had moved down to nibble at my earlobe. “I love it when you talk dirty like that, babe,” he said and although I couldn’t see him, I knew he was smiling. 
 
    “It’s just so…” Putting words to the feeling I was experiencing, would only flatten something that was extraordinary and magnificent, but I tried anyway. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that the sexual act in itself is amazing and the orgasms, well, that part is pretty addictive too. But this moment, right now, is my favorite because it’s tender and about more than lust.” 
 
    Archer squeezed me tighter, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “This is what love feels like, isn’t it?” I whispered. “Like a oneness.”  
 
    Archer’s voice sounded as hoarse as mine when he answered softly: “Yes, this is what love feels like.” 
 
    Turning my head, I found his lips again. “Or maybe we’re just momentarily high on all sorts of sex hormones.” 
 
    Archer laughed. “Well, in that case, I’d better make sure you get plenty of sex so you keep thinking that you’re in love with me.” 
 
    “As if you could have any doubt about it. I would hardly have married you if I didn’t love you.” 
 
    “I was scared that you’d run at the ceremony today,” Archer admitted.  
 
    “Didn’t even cross my mind.”  
 
    “Liar.” Archer tickled me and my jerking movements caused him to slide out of me. 
 
    “Now look what you did,” I said and clicked my tongue against my palate.  
 
    “Sorry.” He propped himself on one elbow and rolled me onto my back for our eyes to meet. “But if you give me a few minutes I’m happy to be one with you again.” 
 
    His smile was contagious and made my heart flutter. “This has been the craziest day of my life. This morning I thought I would never see you or the kids again and now I’m blissfully happy in your arms.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that I caused you pain,” Archer said and placed a soft kiss on my collarbone. “And I’m sorry marrying me means giving up your homeland.” 
 
    I let my fingers weave through his thick hair. “Maybe things will change and we can move there one day. Or at least visit often.” 
 
    “I would like that,” Archer said softly. 
 
    “What was your favorite part about the Motherlands?” I asked him.  
 
    “It was very different than I imagined.” 
 
    “Better or worse?” 
 
    He hesitated. “You have a lot of cool things, and I was surprised at how warm and cozy the Motherlands were. I always imagined it as clinical and void of colors.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe because I thought Momsies were uptight and humorless.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re admitting that I’m funny?” 
 
    “Only when you can’t get down from trees.” 
 
    “That was one time!” I defended myself.  
 
    “Well, it’s also kind of funny that you refuse to acknowledge that Nieall and Tommy have become carnivores.” 
 
    “They haven’t.” 
 
    “Ha, then what do you call people who eat bacon for breakfast?” Archer laughed. “Come on, babe, you’re in denial if you don’t see it.” 
 
    “It’s not funny that you’ve corrupted them,” I said. 
 
    “I think it is, but talking about the Motherlands– it would be hard for me to live there with all your exaggerated politeness and the rules, and I would miss alcohol too much.” 
 
    “But you liked the water bubbles.” 
 
    “Sure, and the beach was amazing too.” 
 
    “What about the concert?” 
 
    Archer wrinkled his nose a little. “No offense, but those butterfly boys weren’t my favorites.” 
 
    I smiled at him as I remembered something.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked.    
 
    “That crazy dream from last night that I told you about,” I said softly.  
 
    “Yeah, what about it?” 
 
    Letting my fingertips run along the contours of his shoulder tattoo, I breathed: “My abdomen was huge in my dream. Like nine months pregnant or something. It was so strange.” 
 
    “Wow, that sounds more like one of my dreams.” Archer’s lips moved from my collarbone down between my breasts to my pelvis. “My dream is to have a family with you and to watch your belly grow with my child inside of you.” His hand splayed across my stomach and he was kissing my belly button.                                
 
    “You know we’re going to have a lot of discussions about how to raise a child together, right?” I said and felt my chest burst with the all-consuming love I felt for this man. 
 
    “No, we won’t be arguing at all.” He lifted his head and gave me a teasing smile. “You forget that here in the Northlands, the man always has the last say.” 
 
    I arched a brow and chuckled. “Unless he’s married to a woman from the Motherlands, that is.” 
 
    “There is that!” he said and laughed with me.  
 
    A few minutes later, Archer was on his back and I was nuzzled up with my head on his chest feeling the vibration when he spoke: “I can’t believe that we’re actually married. I want to say the word over and over again. We are married, married, married.” Every time he said it, the word came out a little different as if he was tasting the nuances. 
 
    “It means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” I asked softly. 
 
    “It does!” he said. “I wish it was as magical to you as it is to me.” 
 
    Lifting my head up to look at him I was momentarily overwhelmed by the emotions in his eyes. “Try to explain it to me – is it the prestige that comes with being married?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it.” He looked thoughtful. “Maybe it’s similar to that oneness you were describing before. I mean, we Nmen grow up without a family. We have all our friends of course; but you and me being married…” He sighed and bit his lip. “It represents an anchor of safety and happiness in my life. Like I’m part of something bigger than myself.” 
 
    “But you already have that with the school.” 
 
    Archer was playing with a lock of my curly dark hair. “This is different, Kya, and you know it. On Thursday, Boulder told us about his being Raven’s new father. He called himself the happiest man in the Northlands and at that time, he probably was.” 
 
    “You don’t think he is any longer?”  
 
    “Nope, today I claim that title,” he whispered against my lips and as soon as I parted them, his kiss intensified and grew deeper.  
 
    When I finally pulled back to catch my breath and stare into those beautiful blue eyes that I had admired from the first time I saw him, he asked: “Are you ready to finally say the words I’ve been longing to hear?” 
 
    “I already said that I love you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    I frowned a little. “But what do you mean then? I already said I would marry you. In fact, I did marry you!” 
 
    Archer’s eyes were full of mischief when he cupped my face and stared deep into my eyes. “Don’t you remember all the times that I begged you to commit to me? What were the words I wanted you to say?” 
 
    A slow smile spread on my lips, as I remembered.  
 
    Lifting my own hands to cup his face too, I poured all my love into the magical words I knew he longed to hear. 
 
    “Archer, I choose you!” 
 
    His shoulders visibly lowered as he exhaled and closed his eyes for a second.  
 
    “I choose you,” I repeated.  
 
    Words were redundant when his rich blue eyes opened again. All his love was right there blazing at me.  
 
    “I wanted you from the first minute I saw you,” Archer whispered.  
 
    My hand lifted and caressed his face with a smile. “Probably because I was the only single woman around.” 
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    “See, I am funny, I just made you laugh.”  
 
    “Yes, you are.” His lips lowered to mine. “And sweet too.” 
 
    “Don’t forget sexy,” I whispered into his mouth.  
 
    Archer pulled me onto his lap and pressed me against him. “Sexy is an understatement. You, my wife, are everything I dreamed about and I think it’s time I make good on my promise to you.” 
 
    “What promise would that be?” 
 
    Archer squeezed my hips and pressed a very hard erection against my core. “Something about a oneness that you love so much.”  
 
    “You wanna do it a third time?” I asked with surprise.  
 
    He laughed and lifted me just enough for him to position himself right at my entrance. “If you’re too sore, I guess we could always try that anal thing you wanted so badly.” 
 
    “I never wanted anal. You were the one frightening me to death with it.” 
 
    The edge of his eyes crinkled in amusement. “You just wait, my little prude, one day you’re going to be curious enough to ask me for it.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m not planning to. I’m going to be too busy making out with you in the woods.” As he spoke he lifted me enough to slide inside of me, and for a while we didn’t speak.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I enjoyed his deep thrusts and leaned my neck back in a moan.  
 
    “Next year when the fireflies come back, we’re going to make love under the moonlight,” Archer muttered against my neck.   
 
    “That sounds romantic.” I smiled at him and planted kisses on his face. “Don’t let the other men hear you talk like that or they might strip you of your Nman badge. Aren’t you supposed to be rough and brutal to live here?” 
 
    He grabbed my chin and gave me another mischievous grin. “You shouldn’t have said that; now I have to show you just how rough and brutal I can be.” 
 
    “Oh, I already know that you’re a big bad wolf,” I said and grinned back at him when he turned me around and pushed a hand down between my shoulder blades.  
 
    “And you’d better remember that.” His fingers fisted into my hair roots, and he forced my head back. 
 
    “Anything else I need to remember?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, wolves mate for life!” 
 
    The first two times we had made love tonight had been emotional and about bonding. This third time was raw and rough. He dominated me with his dirty talk and harsh commands while leaving marks with his mouth.  
 
    “There,” he said after sucking my neck. “Now everyone will see that you’re mine.”  
 
    I didn’t object to his old-fashioned claiming ritual. I was his now and he was mine, and as we lay closely together afterward, panting and sweating from exhaustion, the addictive feeling of oneness returned. Like a second heartbeat I could feel him inside of me.  
 
    “Wish all my little swimmers good luck. I want them to find your egg and give life to our first child,” Archer whispered and placed his hand on my stomach while spooning me.  
 
    “I think they already did,” I said, resting my hand on top of his, and turning my head to meet his eyes. “When I said my period was a little late, it wasn’t exactly true.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Archer’s eyes were wide open.  
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think it’s been about seven weeks since I had my period.” 
 
    “How can you not be sure?”  
 
    “Well, it’s never been something I pay too much attention to. But it’s six or seven weeks.”  
 
    “Does that mean you’re pregnant?” The hope in his eyes melted me completely.  
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ve never been this late before.” 
 
    “But you said that being late was normal for you.” 
 
    “I lied – I was in denial, I guess.” 
 
    “When will we know for sure?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    “Maybe Finn could tell us. He’s a doctor after all.” 
 
    Archer opened his mouth as if he wanted to shout for Finn right this moment.  
 
    “No,” I quickly said. “Tonight it’s just you and me. I want to enjoy this a little longer.”  
 
    “Okay.” He settled down behind me again, his heart beating against my back.  
 
    “What if I had married Lori Ann and found out you were carrying my child?”  
 
    “I said I want to enjoy this, not think of worst-case scenarios, and besides, you would have never known because I was planning to leave before you brought Lori Ann back here.” 
 
    “Christina would have told me and it would have broken my heart.” 
 
    I sighed. “Archer, you’ve got to let it go.” 
 
    “I can do that; just never ask me to let you go.” He kissed me. “That I could never do.”  
 
    “Good, because I choose you, remember.” 
 
    Archer wrapped his arms closer around me. “And I choose you!”  
 
      
 
    This concludes The Mentor - Men of the North #3  
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading the third story in the Men of the North series.  
 
      
 
    Did you know that the more positive reviews a book gets – the more Amazon promotes it? 
 
    For an indie-author like me, your positive review means that I can keep writing books. 
 
    If you liked it, please take a second to help other readers take a chance on my book.  
 
      
 
    Amazon.com – Amazon.uk – Amazon.ca 
 
    (PLEASE avoid spoilers) 
 
      
 
    Want more? 
 
    In the next book we’ll follow Finn on his adventures into the Motherlands.  
 
      
 
    The Seducer – Men of the North #4 
 
    Does a curse only work if you believe it does? 
 
      
 
    Chosen to be a priestess from early childhood, Athena knows everything about aligning her energy with the universe and spreading hope, healing, and wisdom to people. But her inner balance is disturbed when Finn shows up on her doorstep.  
 
      
 
    The large, annoyingly flirtatious man kept her imprisoned in the past and now demands she lift the spell she cast on him. Rather than explain to him that the spell wasn’t real, Athena sees her chance of teaching him a lesson in karma and makes demands of her own. Finn will allow her full power over him for five full days or live with the curse forever.     
 
      
 
    The Seducer is the fourth installment in Elin Peer’s wildly popular series Men of the North. Like all her other books it offers a fast pace and an emotional roller-coaster that will leave you breathless.  
 
    
Get this book and go on an epic romantic adventure!   
 
      
 
    The Seducer – Men of the North #4 is available for pre-sale on Amazon NOW. 
Release day January 9th, 2018 
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    Books in this series 
 
      
 
    For the best reading experience and to avoid spoilers this is the recommended order. 
 
      
 
     The Protector – Men of the North #1   
 
    The Ruler – Men of the North #2  
 
    The Mentor – Men of the North #3  
 
    The Seducer – Men of the North #4 
 
    The Warrior – Men of the North #5  
 
    More are expected. 
 
      
 
    To be alerted for new book releases sign up to my list at www.elinpeer.com and receive two of my books as your welcome gift. 
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    With a back ground in personal coaching, Elin is easy to talk to and one thing is for sure: she is not afraid to provoke, shock, touch, and excite you when she writes about unwanted desire, forbidden passion, and all those damn emotions in between.  
 
      
 
    Want to connect with Elin? Great, she loves to hear from her readers and you can find her here: Facebook, Goodread,  Amazon, or simply send an email to: elin@elinpeer.com 
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