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      “Here you go, my lovelies.” I handed Cece and Theresa each a small jar of a concoction I’d freshly prepared for them. Valok gel steeped with a spiny herb, grix, that grew around here.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Theresa murmured with a small smile, taking a sip of hers. Cece heaved a sigh and did the same. The two of them were seated on the sand and I sat down cross-legged across from them. We were hanging out in the shelter of the tent Theresa shared with Gahn Baldor, its large hide structure providing some relief from the heat of the alien desert.

      “What’s it taste like?” Serena inquired, sitting down next to me as well. Serena had been studying biology back home, and she was fascinated by the alien/human pregnancies unfolding in front of us. Where I was a botanist, working with the local herbs to try to calm the sensitive stomachs of our two pregnant friends, Serena was like a lab tech running an experiment, peppering them with questions.

      “Well, it has that valok taste. But it’s extra strong. More herbal?” Theresa responded.

      I nodded, feeling my tight curls bob and brush against my bare shoulders as I did so. I had stripped down to my human uniform tank top, my solar protection jacket abandoned in the corner of the tent.

      “From what I can tell the grix is like the alien equivalent of some kind of cross between ginger and mint. Both of which are good for upset stomachs back on Earth,” I said.

      I could feel Serena nodding beside me as she absorbed that information.

      “I think it’s helping,” Theresa said, smiling again.

      “Good,” I said, happy to help them during this time. I mean, not like anybody had any fucking clue how these first alien-human pregnancies were going to go, right? But I was glad I could make them both a little more comfortable. From what we could tell, Cece was about eleven weeks along, and Theresa seven. Both of them were knee-deep in first trimester morning sickness. Or, all-day-sickness, as they both liked to correct me. I didn’t fancy being in their position. Nausea, plus all this heat? Quite a nasty combo. Good thing I figured out some alien birth control… Not that I had a mate or anything, but still.

      I pushed down the niggling worry that we were very quickly running low on that birth control herb, a black dandelion-looking thing called fallink, and focused on my two friends/patients in front of me.

      “Can we close the tent flap?” Cece groaned, leaning forward and putting her forehead in her hands.

      “Of course! You alright?” I asked, looking at her closely. Theresa may have not been feeling well this morning, hence why she’d asked for the grix concoction, but she looked pretty healthy and had some energy, at least at this point in her pregnancy. Cece, however, looked extra flushed. She was already starting to show, too. Which made sense, if the baby was going to be Sea Sand size.

      “I’m getting a migraine,” Cece grumbled, pressing her palms into her eyes.

      I jumped up, moving to the open tent-flap in question. It was mid-morning, some of the morning sun streaming into one end of the large, flat-topped tent. We’d had the flap pulled open to let in some natural light, but now that I knew it was bothering Cece we could definitely light a candle instead.

      I stood at the tent’s opening, looking outside for a moment.

      Things had changed a lot in the past few days. All of Baldor’s tribe had arrived, and the settlement was more crowded and bustling than ever, the tents of the four tribes all pressed together. I could tell that it was making some of the alien men uneasy, especially Baldor’s tribe since they were the newest additions to our camp, but slowly, it seemed that people were getting used to things. Which was a big fat relief. None of us were keen on seeing more bloodshed as these nutters battled it out with their big-ass swords. I smiled softly as I watched a group of nearby Sea Sand and human women chat with each other. Between their legs and under their feet, Sea Sand children whooped and ran. The children seemed the most at ease now. I couldn’t see any tribal divisions between their groups, all of them playing together.

      Even this tent had changed substantially. At first, Baldor has been sharing a small two-person tent with Theresa. But as soon as she’d announced her pregnancy, he’d gotten his alien butt in gear and had worked, night and day, building this one. Now, this tent was on par with what the other Gahns were rocking – a big, open space with a high, flat ceiling, shelves, and cozy hides for bedding. It actually wasn’t too different from the big tent all us unmated human girls slept in, but because only Theresa and Baldor lived here, it felt a lot bigger than our tent.

      I let the tent flap fall closed and turned back to the others, blinking and trying to adjust to the dimness after staring out into the sunlit settlement. Theresa leaned sideways towards a nearby shelf, not getting up, and grabbed a dried valok gel candle.

      “Anybody up for lighting this bad boy? I still suck at banging those dang rocks together.”

      “I got it,” I said, striding over. I took the candle from her, then two of the flinty stones from the shelf. Banging them together sharply and quickly, I lit the valok candle so that it wasn’t so dark in here.

      Even with the shift in light, Cece still had her head pressed downwards into her hands.

      “I’m going to go grab the blood pressure monitor,” Serena said suddenly, standing up and dusting off the back of her trousers.

      “Oh. OK. Why?” I asked. I’d been working with the healers for a while and had been studying the herbs, but alien or human, I had absolutely no experience with pregnancy.

      “It’s a routine thing to check. But I don’t like that Cece has a migraine. I want to check her blood pressure.”

      Cece groaned something unintelligible from the ground.

      “Gotcha. Is this something you learned during your degree?” I asked.

      Serena shook her head.

      “Nah, not really. But while I was doing my undergrad, I worked as a nanny to make some extra money during the summer. The mom of the family I was working with was pregnant and she had blood pressure issues and migraines. It ended up being pre-eclampsia and she had to be induced.”

      Cece’s head shot up to look at us, her eyes wide. Then she winced from her sudden movement.

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to worry you,” Serena said quickly. “I just want to check is all. I’ll be right back.”

      She exited the tent hurriedly, and I sat back down with the other two, looking at Cece.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you? I know of some herbs the Sea Sand healers use for pain relief, but I don’t know if they’re safe for pregnancy…”

      “No,” Cece replied.

      Theresa grimaced, rubbing a slow circle on Cece’s back.

      “How are you feeling?” I said, swivelling my gaze to our blond Southern belle. “Any headaches or anything?”

      “I’m not too bad. That drink you made is helping. So far so good. Besides, Baldor’s been doing everything he can to take care of me between helping Xyan get ready.”

      “Get ready for what?” I asked. These alien guys were always up to something. It was hard to keep up.

      “Oh, y’all didn’t hear? They’re getting ready to go back to the Death Plains. Try to contact the new Gahn of the fifth tribe,” Theresa replied.

      “Oh, yeah, Buroudei mentioned something about that. I’d kind of forgotten. Pretty sure I had to stop to hurl in the middle of him telling me,” Cece said.

      I mulled over what Theresa had said. About two weeks ago, a small party of four men had returned from a three-week-long journey to the Death Plains. I wasn’t exactly clear on the whole situation, but it seemed like they hadn’t been successful in what they’d been trying to do.

      “Does that mean the new Gahn is decided on, or whatever?” I asked.

      Theresa shrugged.

      “Baldor isn’t sure. He thinks so. I guess this baklok, this tournament, can take a while. And I guess every tribe does it slightly differently, so they don’t know exactly when it will end or when the new Gahn will have taken his position. But they figure that by the time Xyan and the others get there, it should all be concluded and they can try negotiating again.”

      “When are they leaving?” I asked, a sudden idea popping into my head.

      “Tomorrow,” Theresa said.

      At that moment, Serena returned, carting a portable blood pressure monitor.

      “Hey,” she said, crouching down to Cece. “Can you sit up straight and hold up your arm for me?”

      Cece did as instructed, though rather listlessly. I watched Serena, memorizing what she was doing in case I ever needed to use the machine on anybody. I remembered Serena saying something about knowing first aid, too. It was amazing having the healers around to help us, but it was good to have some of our own skills, too.

      “130 over 90. I think that’s a little bit high. Lots of rest and no stress, OK?” Serena said.

      Cece smiled wanly. “No arguments there. I’m literally going to go back to my tent and chill the rest of the day.”

      “Here, let me try,” I said, reaching for the small machine. Serena handed it to me, and I knelt next to Theresa.

      “Wrist, please!” I said, and she offered her arm up with a smile. I snapped the cuff onto her wrist, doing up the Velcro. All I had to do was push the button after that. Well, that’s not so hard.

      “118 over 72. Pretty sure that’s good,” I said after looking at the numbers on the little screen.

      Serena nodded her agreement.

      “Cool,” I said. “Alright, then. If you loves are alright I’m going to go now.”

      My spark of an idea from before was becoming a full-on plan, now. And if Xyan’s party was leaving tomorrow, I’d need to move fast to get everything ready.

      “Me too,” Cece said. I stood, offering her my hand and helping her to her feet.

      “Oof. Head rush,” she said, scrunching her eyes shut in pain.

      “Oh, here,” Serena said, standing up as well. “I brought you this. It was with the blood pressure cuff and some of the other first aid stuff that got brought over from the ship. I remember Sandy – that was the mom I was telling you about – taking Tylenol. It’s supposed to be safe for pregnancy.” Serena handed Cece a small bottle of acetaminophen.

      “Oh, thank God,” Cece said, opening the bottle. She popped a tablet, then took another swig from the grix drink I’d made her. “OK, now it’s time for me to crash.”

      “Get some rest, honey,” Theresa said kindly, rising and seeing us to the tent’s exit.

      Cece and I put on our solar protection jackets and popped on our sunglasses, then I opened the tent flap for her. We both stepped outside.

      Just outside the tent, Gahn Baldor and Gahn Buroudei were standing together. I sucked in a breath. Between the two of them, I didn’t know how there was any testosterone left for anybody else around here. But obviously, there was plenty, because all four of the Gahns were like this – hulking, body-builder-type blokes that stood out even among their hard-as-fuck warrior armies. I wonder what the new Gahn is like... From what I’d heard, the Death Plains were deadly, even more deadly than here.

      “My beloved, how do you feel?” Buroudei asked, catching Cece’s jaw between his huge clawed hands.

      “She needs rest,” I told him.

      His pulsing copper-coloured sight stars flashed over to me before settling once again on the face of his mate. “Then she shall have it.” Without warning, he scooped Cece up into his bulging arms, cradling her against his chest.

      “Buroudei, I can walk! Our tent is not that far,” Cece complained weakly.

      “Walking is not resting,” Buroudei growled back. He raised his tail to Gahn Baldor and me, then strode away, his long muscled legs carrying him quickly over the sands to the tent he and Cece shared.

      Baldor grumbled some greeting to me, about to go into his tent to check on his own mate.

      “Oh, wait a moment, Gahn Baldor. Please.”

      He stopped and turned to me.

      “What is it, Jozelyn?”

      “Where’s Xyan? I want to talk to him.”

      Gahn Baldor’s silver sight stars pulsed in surprise. He looked out over my head, scanning the settlement.

      “There.” He raised his tail, gesturing to a nearby spot. In a shadowy place against the cliffs, slightly away from the tents, sat Xyan.

      “Thanks,” I said, nodding and smiling at the Gahn before turning and jogging away.

      Xyan was seated on a low stone, his strong legs bent. He held a long dark blade in one hand, and ran another dark stone, ablik, up and down the length of the weapon, sharpening it. He stopped as I stepped into his shadowy spot. Hands stilling, he tilted his head up to look at me.

      Unlike Gahn Baldor, his sight stars were a warm golden-copper. I hadn’t interacted too much with this guy yet, but Theresa seemed to really like him. There was a stoic sort of steadiness to this quiet warrior. His sight stars didn’t seem to pulse and spin as quickly as some other people’s, almost as if he was taking his time observing everything. He looked a little older than some of the other warriors. Like Gahn Baldor, he had a few strands of silver running through his long, loose black hair. But apart from that, and a certain toughness to his skin, you’d never think he was anything but in his prime, Hell, he probably still was, if the burly, hard cut of his muscled body was anything to go by.

      “Greetings,” the warrior said, standing and raising his tail. He sheathed his blade behind his back then placed the ablik sharpening stone down on the rock he’d been sitting on. He didn’t toss it down, didn’t throw it haphazardly, but rather gently placed it, exactly in the centre of the other stone.

      I decided in that moment that I liked this guy, too.

      “Hi. Xyan, right? I’m Jocelyn.”

      “Yes. I know your name. You are close with the Gahnala Thereeza.”

      Gahnala. I still wasn’t quite used to thinking of Theresa as the Gahnala. Right after the rest of Gahn Baldor’s tribe had arrived, they’d made it official with their royal alien wedding, the Gahnala-Kai.

      “Yes, I’m very close with her.” I emphasized that part, hoping it would help my case. I knew what I was about to ask wasn’t going to be accepted lightly.

      “What can I help you with?” Xyan said. I was about to open my mouth and tell him what I wanted, when I saw his sight stars flit up over my head, looking across the settlement behind me. There was an almost imperceptible tightening of the muscles in his jaw, and his sight stars pulled inwards, focusing on something behind me.

      Something? Or someone?

      I turned around, squinting. From where we were standing, and the angle of his head and eyes, there was only one place he could be looking.

      Gahn Baldor’s tent.

      Gahn Baldor was gone, presumably inside. Theresa wasn’t anywhere to be seen. The only one I could see there now was Serena. It looked like she’d just come from the tent.

      Huh…

      I turned back to Xyan, watching him closely as his eyes tracked Serena’s movements. Finally, when Serena was out of sight in the human tent, his gaze returned to me.

      “A little distracted, are we?” I teased, giving him a smile.

      “A good warrior does not get distracted,” Xyan grumbled, which made me laugh out loud. These blokes are something else…

      Taking a deep breath, letting my laughter subside, I pushed back my hood. I pulled my sunglasses off, perching them on the top of my head. In this shady spot, I didn’t really need them, and I was getting damn hot and sweaty beneath the fabric of the hood and the thick dark lenses.

      “You’re leading the group back to the Death Plains tomorrow, right?” I asked.

      “I am not leading the group. I am simply acting as a representative for Gahn Baldor, as the other three warriors will be,” Xyan said, his voice deep and smooth.

      “OK, well, I’d like to come with you.”

      If Xyan was surprised, he didn’t show it.

      “Why?” he asked, crossing his arms over his barrel chest.

      “Us humans need a certain herb, the fallink. Do you know it?”

      “Yes. ’Tis but a weed,” Xyan said, cocking his head and looking at me.

      I nodded. The healer women had said something similar to me when I’d analyzed it. That it was useless desert scrub, nothing more.

      “Well, it’s not just a weed for us. We need it for -” I cut myself off, reassessing what I should say. The Sea Sand people’s numbers had been dwindling before we arrived. The human women had been the answer to a generations-long prayer. The chance at more children. If I tell him we need this for birth control, is he even going to consider my request? “Well, we just need it,” I finally sputtered. “It’s very important to the health and happiness of some of the women here. And we’ll run out soon. Bokeelie told me that only a little bit of it grows around here, but that it’s native to the Death Plains.”

      Xyan frowned. Once again, his gaze flicked to the human tent.

      “It is very important to the health and happiness of the new women?” he asked, his gaze serious.

      “Yes,” I said, relieved that he seemed to be at least considering the prospect.

      His eyes found mine again.

      “You do not need to come on the journey for this. We warriors can collect it for you on the way back to the settlement.”

      I shook my head.

      “No, that won’t work. I need to look at the plants myself before I harvest them.” I’d discovered after some meddling and finessing that the fallink plants had a very short period in which they could be harvested. If they weren’t ready to be picked, they’d be useless. And the differences in the plants that were ready and those that weren’t were very hard to spot.

      “Hmm,” Xyan said, uncrossing his arms and running one hand along his strong jaw thoughtfully. “The Gahns will not like this. They will not like sending a new woman out into dangerous territory.”

      “I’ll go ask them myself if it would help. Since you were the one actually going on the trip, I thought I should just ask you.”

      He sighed. “It is not a question of asking. It is a question of good sense. But if what you say is true, and this is necessary, then I believe my Gahn will see the sense in this. The Gahns Taliok and Buroudei as well. Gahn Fallo I am less sure of...”

      I snorted. That was a fucking euphemism if I’d ever heard one. Yeah, I also wasn’t sure if the totally off-his-rocker Gahn Fallo would see sense in, well, anything apart from whatever Chapman told him to do.

      Chapman. Duh.

      I’ll go talk to her first. If anyone understood strategic decisions, it was her. And as she was currently one of my most regular birth control customers, so to speak, I had a feeling she’d be interested in this particular mission of mine. And this way, she’d tell Gahn Fallo to approve my going with Xyan and the others as well. If Baldor and Fallo both agree, and the other two are OK with it, then they’ll pretty much have to let me go.

      “Alright, thanks Xyan. You talk to Gahn Baldor about it, if you don’t mind. I’m going to go tell Chapman.”

      I plastered my shades to my face, yanked my hood back up over my curls, then set off in search of our red-haired commander.

      I didn’t exactly want to go out into bite-your-face-off dangerous territory, but this was important to me. Really important. After my parents’ deaths when I was a kid, I’d gone to live with my aunt. She was an herbalist, a true expert at natural remedies, working out of our rural Durham house. She’d always been so focused on helping people, especially women, find the things that would make their lives a little easier. It was a characteristic that she’d always instilled in me. That desire to help, and to use my skills to do it. I swallowed down a tight knot of grief forming in my throat – grief for her death not long before I got abducted, and grief for getting ripped out of the world she’d made so warm. I’d always thought that even after she died, I’d still have the house and her books and notes and... well.. all of it. Everything she’d touched and shaped and left for me.

      But I still have this. Her legacy.

      Hell, if Aunt Edie were there right now, she’d walk through the desert herself to find more fallink plants for the other women in need.

      This had to be done. It had to.

      And I would do it.
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      It turned out Chapman was at the ship, so I wasn’t able to track her down until she’d returned later that night. I finally spotted her at the evening fire, sitting with her mate, Fallo, and his tribes-people.

      When we’d first gotten here, we’d sat with Fallo and his people too. All the tribes had sat at separate fires, and since we’d been with Fallo’s tribe the longest, we naturally stayed with them. But lately, we’d all been sharing one big fire at night. I was glad for it. Glad that we were all together and slowly but surely making this work.

      “Hey!” Chapman said, looking up and catching my eye as I approached.

      “Alright?” I asked, sitting next to her. On her other side, Gahn Fallo looked at me. And I had to say, that look was somewhat suspicious. He’s so nutty he thinks anybody next to his mate is a threat. I rolled my eyes at the hulking weirdo and focused on Chapman.

      Chapman had discarded her solar protection jacket now that the sun was down. The firelight danced across her freckled shoulders and cheeks and her red hair was pulled back in her signature neat military bun. Her grey eyes settled on me.

      “Look, I’ll get right to it,” I said. “We’re almost out of the birth control stuff.”

      Her ginger eyebrows shot upwards. She sighed, rubbing her forehead with her fingertips.

      “What is it?” I asked, suddenly worried.

      “No, it’s OK. It just feels like we’ve got a lot of plates spinning right now. The Bitter Sea warriors coming back here soon. Contacting the fifth Sea Sands tribe. An impending human attack. Now this.”

      “I didn’t mean to add another plate,” I said honestly. “And I don’t need you to do anything about it. I have a plan to get more.”

      Chapman’s brows furrowed. She crossed her slim but muscled arms and looked at me.

      “OK. I’ll bite. Whatchya got, Jocelyn?”

      I took a breath, holding it for a second, then let out all my words in a rush.

      “I want to go with Xyan and the others. Go to the Death Plains. That’s where more of the fallink plant grows.”

      Chapman narrowed her eyes. Fallo looked at me from over her head, his gaze severe.

      “New women will not go on needless missions outside of the settlement. This is folly,” he growled menacingly.

      “It’s not folly,” Chapman snapped, whipping her head back to look at him. “You know that as well as I do!”

      I stared at them in stunned silence. I’d been speaking somewhat quietly to Chapman, almost worried about Fallo hearing. That guy was crazy, and I didn’t even know if he was aware that Chapman was using any kind of birth control. I definitely didn’t want to put her in a tight spot.

      But it seemed like he did know what was going on.

      Chapman turned back to me, sighing.

      “Does he…?” I looked at Fallo, then back at her.

      “Does he know I’m using the fallink for birth control? Oh, yeah,” she said, nodding.

      “Oh, OK. Cool.” I had to admit, that surprised me a little bit.

      “Yeah, unlike some of these other guys, he isn’t in any rush to have kids or cubs or whatever. He killed his own father after all.”

      “Um. He… He what?!” I stammered, absolutely gobsmacked. That little detail had been left out of my understanding of the local history. Yikes.

      Chapman waved my look of disturbed amazement away.

      “It’s a long story. But yeah, he knows about the fallink. He supports it. And I do too. Honestly, as glad as I am for Theresa and Cece, more pregnancies could complicate our already very complicated situation.”

      “Yeah. And we don’t want anyone falling pregnant if they don’t truly want it,” I said firmly. We’d already had so many choices ripped away from us getting dumped here. This was something I was going to fight for.

      “Alright, this is what we should do,” Chapman said, looking thoughtful. “I think it makes sense for you to go with the party to collect more fallink since you’re our herbal expert. Up until a point, anyway. We don’t know what’s going on with the fifth tribe right now. We don’t even know if their baklok is done. The place could still be in chaos and I don’t want any human women near that mess. So I propose we send an extra warrior with you and the group. That way, you can go as far as you need to, to get the fallink. Then the other warrior will escort you home before you have to go too far with the other four.”

      Home. The way Chapman called this place home twisted in my chest. I liked the people here, especially the other girls. But was this really home? Home to me was rolling green hills and a creaky house stuffed full of papers and books and herbs. Clotted cream and jam. Tea. Soft brown hands smoothing my curls.

      I forced myself to focus. Home or not, this is where you are now.

      Chapman was speaking quickly with Fallo. His red sight stars pulsed back and forth between her face and mine.

      Finally, he growled, “If this is your plan, mate, I will adhere to it. But I demand that the fifth man be of my tribe.”

      I wanted to whoop. Yes! I was going to do this!

      Now that I’d made my decision I was starting to get excited about leaving the settlement. I’d really enjoyed working with the healers and helping out the pregnant girls, and I certainly didn’t want to get eaten by an alien monster out there, but I was also interested in seeing more of this planet. Even if I don’t get all the way to the Death Plains, it will still be cool to see some sights. Unlike Melanie and Kat, I hadn’t been to Taliok’s mountains or anything. And I hadn’t been to the Bitter Sea like Zoey and Chapman. I’d only been here at the settlement and in Fallo’s territory. I’d have to keep my wits about me, that was for sure. But this could actually be kind of cool.

      Again, assuming nobody gets eaten by any alien monsters.

      “Fallo and I will talk to the other Gahns,” Chapman said.

      “Great. I think Xyan’s already talked to Gahn Baldor,” I said, standing.

      “Good stuff,” Chapman replied. “OK, well, the party is leaving tomorrow. We’ll make sure you have your escort. You should be ready at first light.”

      I swallowed, feeling the gravity of the situation coming down on my shoulders. It was still an exciting prospect, but it was really hitting me that I’d be leaving the relative safety of the settlement in less than 24 Earth hours. But this needed to be done.

      Setting my shoulders, I started walking back to the human tent, mind abuzz with thoughts of tomorrow. Once inside the tent, I quickly got to work.

      I had packing to do.
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      Let’s just say that the novelty of travelling outside of the settlement wore off pretty quickly. There were no piercing red peaks like at Taliok’s mountains. And no shore with a glittering dark Bitter Sea, either. It was days and days of desert. Sometimes flat, sometimes wavy with dunes. Sometimes marked with large boulders and stone outcroppings. But more often than not, it was just shifting coppery sand, as far as the eye could see.

      This was the heart of the Sea Sands. We passed through Gahn Buroudei’s desert territory, and now we were beyond it, heading straight for the Death Plains.

      After a week of travelling, though, it didn’t seem like we’d ever end up anywhere except exactly where we were. The sands seemed endless. Maybe Death Plains is a misnomer. Maybe it’s all sand too.

      “Thank goodness you guys know where we’re going,” I said, turning in my saddle and speaking to Xyan behind me.

      Xyan grunted.

      “Vaxilkai is of Buroudei’s tribe. He has lived closest to the Death Plains and he knows the way best. Although now that I have made the journey once before, yes, I feel certain of our path.”

      I glanced at the other warriors riding their irkdu beside us. There were five warriors and me. One representing each tribe, plus an extra to be my escort. Gahn Fallo had gotten what he’d wanted, and the extra guy was from his tribe, a warrior named Dalk who’d been slotted into the mission at the last second. The other guy from Fallo’s tribe was named Ankrokal, and someone named Oxriel was travelling with us on behalf of Gahn Taliok.

      I mostly rode with Xyan. I felt like I knew him a little better than the others, though even riding with him, the conversation had been… less than stimulating. Not that he wasn’t a smart guy. Not at all. I got the sense he was a very quietly intelligent sort of person. Someone who never bragged about their skills or their mind because they just didn’t need to. No, it was more that all five of the alien warriors travelling with me were too focused to talk much. Out on the open sands, they kept their weapons raised at all times, ready to ward off an attack from a desert predator, like the zeelk. And it was a good thing, too. I definitely wasn’t keen on meeting with any more zeelk anytime soon. I’d seen what those gigantic armoured crab monster things had done to our ship and half the people on it. It had been utter destruction. And even outside of the threats of the desert, I knew that the men were thinking ahead to what they’d find in the lands of the fifth tribe. If their negotiations would be heard and if they’d be welcomed.

      Or if they’d be killed.

      Cor, I hope not. Travelling with these guys, even quiet and lost in their own thoughts and duties as they were, I felt myself growing closer to them. I didn’t know them nearly as well as my human friends, obviously. But I definitely didn’t want to see any of them harmed when visiting the fifth tribe.

      Though I’d thought it impossible, after ten days of travelling, the landscape finally started to change. The sands grew paler, flatter, until we were no longer travelling over sand at all, but rather hard cracked plains. The colour completely melted away until the land was no longer copper and gold, but a chalky pale grey. The sun was just as vicious here as back at the settlement, but without the red of the cliffs and the warmly coloured sand, everything felt somehow colder, even though it was wickedly hot. Ahead of us, on the horizon, something so bright it was hard to focus on it, even with my sunglasses, loomed. As we got closer, it grew, taking shape in front of us, until finally, as dusk was falling, I could tell what it was.

      It was a massive, deadly-looking rock formation. It sprawled across the horizon, jagged stone in shades of white, tan, and grey. Unlike Fallo’s cliffs and the Cliffs of Uruzai, it didn’t present as a huge stone wall upon first glance. But rather, the rock formation rose and fell in spikes, like shark teeth forced up out of the hard ground.
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