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      Zaphrinax never failed to dump one catastrophe after another on our heads. This new territory was no exception. But at least the copper-gold desert of the Sea Sands was familiar in its dangers. Zeelk and krixel and heat. Even the Death Plains, with the unseen quicksand pits and invisible paths, felt somewhat safe now that I had mapped it all out.

      But this new land? Beyond the Death Plains, beyond the spiked fields of ablik?

      We had no bloody clue what we were up against.

      We’d been in these foreign plains, so vivid and blue with their odd silver mushroom trees, less than a day before chaos descended.

      And it literally descended. Slicing through the air in the shape of three huge winged creatures, each commanded by a solitary rider.

      “Into the tent!” Varrow snarled at Camille, his mate and my good friend. His one arm drew a weapon, slashing it through the air as he sprinted from our little camp area. Our tents had been erected, all safe and cozy, in a cluster of the bonkers silver mushrooms that bloomed as high as trees did back home.

      But as Varrow; followed by Gahn Razek; the other Sea Sand warriors Oxriel, Vaxilkai, Bariok, and Dalk; and the Bitter Sea warrior Kohka; plunged out of the camp to face this new enemy, I realized that the sense of safety provided by the plants had been an illusion.

      “Shit, they have arrows!” Jocelyn cried, her eyes wide as she scanned the sky. A horrible screech split the night, making me flinch, and my gaze followed hers. In the desperate whirl of dark wings on an even darker sky, I could make out the twangs of bows, followed by the flashes of arrows.

      My heart rammed in my chest, my breath burning. Outside the grove of mushroom plants, I heard Gahn Razek, Jocelyn’s mate, trying to call up a message to the riders.

      “We are here to speak to your Gahn in peace!”

      It was why we’d come all the way out here. To find the life signs we’d seen on the scanners back at our base. To try to expand our alliance and make peace with whichever warriors we could find before the Earth forces came back to blow everything to hell.

      But these new warriors didn’t seem to care about our plans for peace. Gahn Razek’s message did nothing to quell the rain of arrows. I watched, frozen and shaking, as the warriors we’d come with – men who’d become my friends over the weeks of travelling together, knocked the arrows aside with their deadly blades.

      But how long can they keep that up?

      We had the advantage of numbers – six Sea Sand aliens and one massive Bitter Sea lizard alien to take on these enemies. But the opposing side had, presumably, home advantage, not to mention the fact they were flying around on massive feathery alien things and raining down arrows like it was going out of fucking style.

      “We need to take shelter,” Jocelyn said, her voice fraught with tension. But even as she said it, her body seemed to completely disobey her words. She stepped forward, towards the fray, not away from it, her eyes glued to Razek’s back. Camille, I suddenly noticed, was doing the same, ignoring her mate’s rather prudent earlier command to get into the tent.

      These girls are mad.

      Mad in love, but mad all the same.

      Since I had no buff alien boyfriend out there, and I was therefore the only one with half a brain currently in my head, I’d have to be the one to get this situation under control. I didn’t want any of the men we’d come with to get hurt – I cared about all of them. But I also recognized the fact that we three puny humans had absolutely nothing to offer in a battle like this. At best, we’d get in the way. At worst, we’d cause someone else’s death or our own.

      “Come on!” I shouted, shaken from my own frozen fear by the thoughts of my two friends in danger. I grasped Jocelyn’s arm in my left hand, squeezing her forearm tightly. Her head whipped towards me, her eyes flashing from where I held her arm to my face. She took a harsh breath and then nodded gravely.

      I was about to reach for Camille, too. But something made me stop. Made us all stop and stare.

      One of the huge winged beasts had landed just a few metres beyond the mushrooms that encircled us. Its rider leapt to the ground with powerful ease and stalked towards us.

      I was too terrified to scream. I couldn’t move. Now, it was Jocelyn’s turn to pull at my arm, breaking the spell of terror that locked my limbs. Together, we stumbled backwards, further into the shadowy grove of mushroom plants. A small spark of relief warmed me when I saw that Camille was retreating with us, moving inwards and away from the approaching warrior.

      But that little spark was extinguished quickly.

      There was nowhere to hide and nowhere to run. That warrior would catch us. Even if we ran for all we were worth, he would reach us barely moving at a jog. He looked to be similarly built to the Sea Sand men. Which meant he was seven feet of long-legged, vicious muscle.

      But as soon as he entered into the cluster of mushrooms, he collapsed forward. I heard Camille gasp from nearby as her mate Varrow became visible on top of the fallen warrior, yanking a blade out from where he’d lodged it in the warrior’s back.

      Varrow may have only had one arm, but the bloke was brutal. And by the way his eyes, feral with protective need, kept flashing to Camille nearby, I knew the other guy didn’t stand a chance as they fought.

      But there are still two more of them. They could still come for us.

      They could find the…

      “Shit! The maps!” The words exploded from my mouth. I tore away from Jocelyn, sprinting for my tent. I’d been making detailed, careful maps of every step of the journey we’d taken over the Sea Sands and Death Plains. If one of these warriors found them…

      It would lead them straight to our settlement.

      That horrifying thought was a shot of straight adrenaline through my body.

      We didn’t know exactly how many warriors were out here. If they wanted to attack, the Sea Sand and Bitter Sea men back at the Cliffs of Uruzai would probably be able to hold their own in an attack.

      But there were women there, too. Children. And many of my human friends were now pregnant – Cece, Theresa, Melanie, Serena, and Zoey – all waiting to start a strange and hopeful chapter of their lives, fostering tiny new futures inside them.

      If the people in this territory meant us harm, then there was no way I wanted them anywhere near my friends.

      I snatched my backpack from just inside the entrance to my tent, clutching fiercely at the canvas fabric straps. I held the whole thing tightly against my chest as I stood and whirled, knowing all the maps I’d created were kept safe in a folder inside.

      But now what?

      Hide them? Destroy them?

      We’d skipped making a fire tonight out of an abundance of caution, and I cursed that fact now. Clearly, we’d been found by these attacking warriors, fire or not. And now, I had no blaze to chuck the maps into.

      I took a few frantic steps forward. I could tell panic was sawing away at my ability to reason and form a plan of action. But I couldn’t do anything about it.

      And it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.

      Because the next breath I took was crushed out of me as a massive muscled arm caught me about the waist. It was all I could do to gasp wildly and hold tight to my pack as the ground whooshed downward away from my feet.

      No. The ground wasn’t moving. I was.

      The sky that had been above me was now all around me. I choked out a scream as my stomach jolted. My bum slammed painfully against the solid curve of the flying bird alien’s spine, its wings beating out a mighty rhythm on either side. Like the irkdu the Sea Sand people used, this huge bird creature had dozens of centipede-like legs. Those legs curled inward under its body as it flew.

      Yes, flew. With me. On its bloody back.

      Frantically holding tight to my pack, as if that would somehow keep me from falling to my death, I craned my head back to get a glimpse of the enemy warrior who’d snatched me.

      I swallowed another scream, shocked by the sight of him.

      White bone, gleaming silver under the moonlight, encased most of his face. Two horns curved up and away from the top, piercing the night air. The only part of his face visible beneath the skull he wore was a mouth set in a grim line and a hard jaw. The shape of the bone mask, and the angle I looked at him from below, meant I couldn’t see his eyes.

      “Let me down!” I cried, finally finding my voice in the insanity of the situation. I promptly lost it again when the alien bird swooped downward, making my guts lurch. I realized the man’s arm was still locked around my waist, holding me steady. My back was pressed to the broad expanse of his chest. The fabric of my jacket crinkled as I tried to wiggle away from him. Not too much, though. I wasn’t crazy. A quick glance down told me that breaking out of this guy’s grip would be a death sentence.

      Skull Boy didn’t answer me.

      Dread sank in my chest as I noticed the sounds of battle had completely disappeared. All I could hear now was my own ragged breathing, the beating of the bird creature’s wings, and the night air rushing past. The cold wind made my eyes water, and I blinked viciously, trying to get a sense of where we were now and where we were going.

      But it was impossible. The asteroid ring and stars above provided a shockingly decent amount of light, but the landscape was moving too quickly beneath us to make sense of. Like a bolt of black and blue sari silk being yanked by the practised hand of a seamstress, it rippled and slid, its landmarks zipping out of sight below us almost as soon as they appeared.

      The only constant was the range of mountains ahead.

      And the fact that I’d now left all my friends, and everything I’d known on this planet, far behind.
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      The Vrika had come for me once again.

      I stood, dragging the back of my hand across my mouth, wiping away the last remnants of my evening meal. I stared out from behind the bone confines of my mask, the one Gahn Errok had thrust down over my face the day he’d cast me out of the mountains of my birth. Those mountains loomed behind me at the horizon, a shadowy line of stone under the rising moons.

      Even at this distance, the glow of the Vrika was unmistakable, a white gleam rippling through the darkening air of late evening. As it got closer, the light emanating from its body rivalled the blinking eyes of the stars and the bright, jagged spheres of the moons.

      This was the third time the creature had tried to summon me.

      And it would be the third time I ignored its call.

      I could still hear the words of the man who’d once been my Gahn. They echoed inside my skull now the way they had in the mountain hall sixty-two days ago.

      Until you heed the sacred call of the Vrika and honour our people by taking your rightful mate, you are banished from these mountains and this tribe.

      Unlike Gahn Errok, the Vrika was not content with exiling me and forgetting about me. It had come to me for a second time not long after I’d left my people. And now, here it was once more.

      How many times must it come before it realizes I will not follow it?

      I had no need for its spells and summonings.

      Because I did not need a mate.

      “Come, Breena,” I grunted at my braxilk. The six eyes lining the sides of her head swivelled to me, and her beak parted with a soft screechy yip. She uncurled her many legs from beneath her frame, rising to her full height and stretching her wings.

      I gathered my belongings. This did not take long as there were so few of them. My bow. My arrows. My blades were already strapped upon my back and my roll of bedding hides was still tucked against Breena’s side, secured by hide straps.

      Once everything was safely stowed, I leaped up onto Breena’s back. A slight shift in the set of my knees and a click of my tongues and we were off the ground. Breena’s wings beat, sending deep blue dust and pebbles scattering beneath us. Even with my weight, she climbed easily up into the heart of the sky.

      The Vrika followed us through the air, gaining on us quickly. I twisted on Breena’s back. The Vrika’s large white eyes locked onto mine, and my breath caught. I shook off the unnerving sensation and smiled, waving my bow jauntily at it.

      “Thank you for your consideration, Vrika!” I called. “But I have no use for a mate. Please summon one of the other warriors in my stead. Perhaps Gahn Errok. The stars know that man is desperate for a woman! And it would be a great boon to the tribe, too! I’m sure getting his cock wet would vastly improve his disposition!”

      It was true. Gahn Errok was half out of his skull with longing for a mate. I could not help but think that his harshness in my own banishment was only partly due to the customs of our people, and was perhaps more to do with his jealousy that I’d been chosen when he hadn’t.

      I’d rejected what he so badly wanted.

      Well, he can have my mate. The Vrika just needs to bond her to him, not me.

      The Vrika did not seem deterred by my words in the slightest. Normally, I’d admire that sort of optimistic precociousness. But right now, it made my smile falter, replaced by a frown of irritation.

      Fine then.

      “Onwards, Breena. The Vrika has no interest in my sage advice tonight.”

      Breena and I sped over the gravelly area where we’d been sitting, heading for the Deep Sky plains. During the day, those plains were a much deeper shade of blue than the sky. But at night, the plains were brightened by the stars and moons, the dark blue ground shimmering with spilled light.

      With a crank of my head, I realized some of that light was spilling down from the Vrika. It was larger than Breena, with a longer wingspan. And it carried no rider. Thus, it continued to close the distance between us.

      “I’ve already told you I am not interested,” I grumbled, more to myself than the Vrika.

      I turned my attention forward once again, then jerked, realizing the plains below and the sky ahead were not empty as I’d thought. In the distance, three braxilk swooped and dove, their riders raining down rapid arrows.

      I grunted, tapping Breena’s rump with my tail. She banked, flying wide around what appeared to be a battle ahead so I could get a closer look. It did not take long for me to see that these were not Gahn Errok’s men, but Gahn Thaleo’s.

      I held my bow ready, making sure my arrows were easily within reach on my back. Gahn Thaleo’s men were ruthlessly territorial. They would bear me no glad tidings. Even if it had been men of my own tribe, I would not have been welcomed warmly. My banishment, and the mask that marked me as an exile, meant that no man would be a friend to me now. But that still would have been preferable to Gahn Thaleo’s warriors.

      I will have to escape their notice for now. Slip out of sight while they are occupied.

      Occupied with what, was the question.

      I did not recognize the men on the plains. My sight stars pulsed, my gaze widening, when I saw that one of them was barely a man at all. Two heads taller than any man I knew; with hide that glinted like glittering stone; a long, fanged snout; and fists that swung like hammers.

      He was the only strange beast of a man. The other warriors below, six of them, looked more like me and my fellow men of the Deep Sky plains and mountains. But I could tell they were not of either Deep Sky tribe.

      I jolted, shock coursing through me when I saw three others. Three children, small and taking cover in a cluster of plump silver harlok trees. One of Gahn Thaleo’s men spotted them, too, along with what looked like their camp. The warrior landed, dismounted, and stalked towards the children. The three small creatures stumbled backward and away from his drawn blade.

      Cursed skies.

      All plans of evading the Vrika and Gahn Thaleo’s men forgotten, I hissed and punched my upper body forward, commanding Breena into a wild dive downwards. The air whistled through the cracks in the bone mask and made my long hair snap behind me.

      Before I could kill the warrior who came for the children, one of their allied men, a parent, perhaps, cleaved down upon him. Despite only having one arm, this warrior fought with relentless fury. But there was another rider coming this way, now. The beast-man lumbered after him, and other warriors threw their spears. One narrowly missed me, no doubt taking me as part of Gahn Thaleo’s group who’d attacked their party.

      A warrior with the sides of his head shaved had rushed to the side of one of the other children. The one-armed warrior was up, now, hugging a second child.

      The third…?

      The third child emerged from a tent, arms clutching something fiercely against his chest. I could not see his face well – he wore an odd cloak with a hood. But something about his terrified stance, the way he clutched at whatever he held, made a protective instinct rise up inside me. When one of Gahn Thaleo’s men drew near, Breena and I swooped between them.

      I could not simply attack Gahn Thaleo’s men and help these others. For all I knew, these strangers would then just as quickly turn on me. I knew nothing of them. But if I fled, this child, the only one with no man standing beside him to protect him, could be killed.

      I did not spend too much time weighing the possibilities and outcomes. I simply let instinct harden in my blood, shaping the action of my limbs. I bent low as Breena skimmed over the ground. An arrow whizzed just above my head – directly between the two horns of my mask. The child was almost within arm’s reach, now. I pulled my bow down over my head and one of my shoulders, letting it loop around my torso, the string across my chest.

      Another arrow. Another surge of battle cries and clanging weapons in my ears. Another pulse of my heart.

      Almost… Almost…

      My arm snapped out.

      A moment of strange stillness descended when my arm made contact. The body, solid but so impossibly small, curled forward, bending around the power of my arm. For a beat, we were frozen like that, almost in a sort of embrace.

      But then the world, with all its sound and motion, caught back up, unrelenting hunter that it was.

      I dragged the boy up onto Breena’s back, dropping his rump down between my thighs as we ascended. A glance back told me that at least one of the arrows had found its mark. The one-armed warrior, who a moment ago had been hugging the other child, now lay motionless and bleeding on the ground while the child sobbed.

      I had no clear sense of who would win this fight. Talons of shame tore at me when I realized there would be no way for me to go back to help the other two children. Breena was a large braxilk, but even so, two riders (even one so small as the boy with me now) was her limit.

      At least I saved one of them.

      Now I need to get him away from the battle.

      We fled into the night, Breena’s body like a spear. The boy screamed at some point, a shockingly high and piercing sound that made my ears ring. It seemed an odd reaction to me. What boy was unfamiliar with a braxilk’s flight?

      I then became aware of twisting and squirming, accompanied by the sudden cry of, “Let me down!”

      My heart jumped in my chest.

      Though the voice was high and shaking, the commanding tone of it did not sound like a child’s. Certainly not like a boy’s.

      It sounded like my aunt when she thought I’d done something immensely stupid and was judging me accordingly.

      The realization slugged me like the butt-end of a spear to the temple.

      This wasn’t a boy.

      I’d picked up a female in the fray.

      And now I had absolutely no idea what to do with her.
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      The adrenaline of the battle and being scooped up onto this giant bird soon turned to churning nausea. I’d never exactly loved heights, and this flight took my fear of heights to... well… new heights. I had no idea where we were, and every time I did try to look over the side, vertigo gripped me so badly it felt like I was falling despite being held tight by the warrior behind me. The thin air up here, compounded by the fact that Zaphrinax already had less oxygen in its atmosphere than Earth, made me woozy. My head swam, and my arms shook as I tried to keep hold of my pack. Skull Boy, perhaps sensing my weakness, adjusted his arm so that it was wrapped around the front of my pack, too, holding it flat against my chest.

      Gee. Thanks a lot.

      I’d lost my earlier boldness from when I’d told him to let me down. It had been entirely swallowed up by the rushing landscape below and the battering of wind all around me. I gagged on a sudden influx of saliva, trying desperately not to vomit all over myself.

      Maybe I should just let go and hurl. Maybe then he’d have to stop and let me down…

      But I couldn’t be sure of that. There was an urgency to this flight. Like we were fleeing something.

      Fleeing the battle, I guess?

      But why take me?

      My stomach threatened to empty itself all over again when I thought about the only real possibility left.

      Does this guy think that I’m his mate?

      What other reason would a strange warrior have for grabbing me and whisking me away the way he had? Why would he not have stayed behind and fought in the battle, like the other flying warriors? Why just take me, only me, and leave? There was no way he could know about my maps. What other value would I hold to this foreign warrior?

      A flash of anger helped restore my strength, just a little. Anger about being taken from my friends. At being stolen, like some object from a bank vault. The warrior behind me still hadn’t said a single word, focused solely, it seemed, on steering the winged creature below us as quickly as possible.

      Well, if he is supposed to be my mate, he can bloody forget it. As soon as we land, I’ll make him see that I need to get back to my friends. I’m not staying with some random bloke who grabs girls right off the ground!

      I tried not to think about what may have happened to my friends in the battle.

      I’ll make him take me back. No matter what.

      Time lost meaning as we flew. Eventually, I screwed my eyes shut, hunching down over the backpack, dying for this flight to end. The man’s arm tightened further around my pack and me, and finally, he said something above me. I didn’t catch whatever it was he’d said. I was too focused on staying conscious while I sucked in the thin air.

      But something changed. Slowly, I became aware that we were losing altitude. Please, please let this mean we’re landing!

      A jolt told me we had landed.

      Thank you, thank you thank you…

      I panted, unable to fully open my eyes, my head feeling both heavy and impossibly light.

      Hands gripped me, lifting me down to the ground. My legs buckled immediately, and the hands tightened on my waist, holding me upright. I was only just able to dump my pack off to the side before crunching forward in his grip and vomiting profusely. A cry of irked surprise filled the air. The hands flinched against me, as if wanting to draw back. But they didn’t let go, continuing to hold me steady.

      I forced my eyes to open, blinking against my swimming vision. Reality took foggy shape before me. A lean, muscled torso. A grey hide loincloth. Two long, strong legs.

      All of it glistening with my sick.

      “Sorry,” I slurred, coughing.

      Wait, why am I saying sorry? He’s the one who dragged me away from my friends! He’s the reason I’ve barfed in the first place!

      “What’s wrong with you?” came the gruff reply.

      I sucked in another steadying breath, feeling a bit better after puking and getting my feet on solid ground. I bristled at his question.

      “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you? You’re the one who abducted me!”

      “No. What’s wrong with you? Why did you up spill?”

      “Up… What?”

      It took me a moment to realize that it wasn’t my disorientation making this guy hard to understand. He had quite a different accent from the Sea Sand men. I’d grown up in London, used to the London accents of my schoolmates and the Punjabi accents of my family. Talking to Skull Boy reminded me of when we went on a trip to Northern Ireland when I was a kid, and I’d had to get used to the accents and the different uses of some words there.

      “Are you ill? Why did you up spill?” He angled his head down, peering at his body through the eye holes of the skull he wore. “And why could you not have directed the spill a little better?”

      Through the unusual accent, I could detect both irritation and, more subtly, a hot spiral of concern.

      He’s worried.

      Well, he bloody well should be, especially if he thinks I’m supposed to be his mate!

      “I threw up, or up spilled, or whatever you call it, because you snatched me off the ground and took me on an insane death flight!”

      He made a grunting sound of annoyance before using his grip on my waist to ease me down to the ground. I would have fought him on that front and jumped right back up to deal with him if it weren’t for the fact that sitting on solid ground felt pretty fucking brilliant after tumbling about on the back of that big bird. I watched Skull Boy closely as I spit and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. I drew my pack closer to my side, taking deep, slow breaths. Thank goodness I grabbed this. Apart from my maps, my pack also had all sorts of human necessities. My bedding hide was rolled up and attached to the bottom of the pack, and inside were some snacks and valok gel, extra clothing, first aid supplies, and stuff for my period.

      Skull Boy turned away from me, and I used his moment of distraction to try to finally get my bearings now that I was feeling a little better. The winged creature we’d ridden was quite near to me, on the right, standing but looking fairly relaxed, its massive wings tucked against its sides. It had a long, curving neck that actually made it look more like a dragon, or like some kind of long-necked dinosaur, than a bird. Like the desert irkdu, it had a bunch of legs, each ending in a clawed foot. The legs were longer at the front of its body, the rear ones shorter, which only added to its long-necked appearance. It looked down at me with large gleaming eyes, six of them, three on either side of its narrow, beaky head.

      I gulped under the creature’s gaze, but there was nothing inherently aggressive in its stance from what I could see. It really was huge, though. Frighteningly so. Its head was easily two and a half metres from the ground in its current position.

      Since the winged dragon/dino/centipede alien didn’t seem to want to eat me for the moment, I tentatively took my eyes off it and glanced around me, trying to take note of anything that might be useful. Like how the hell to get back.

      We’d flown into the centre of what appeared to be a shallow sort of valley. The ground beneath my bum was basically flat but littered with gravelly pebbles. Stone formations, even taller than the winged alien, stood dark and spiky in the night, looming around us. I squinted as I looked at the rock in front of me. I couldn’t make much out. The stone reminded me of thick brush and trunks of trees, creating a knotted forest of rock that I couldn’t make sense of. It was the same thing to my right and my left. I twisted, turning to look behind me.

      This, at least, I could somewhat orient myself with. Behind me, I could see the stone growing higher and higher in the distance, rising to dizzying peaks. These are the mountains that had been on the far horizon when we arrived in the plains.

      I was glad to finally have a sense of what direction we’d gone. But at the same time, my heart sank when I realized just how far from my friends we’d gotten.

      I swung my head forward once more. It’s time to tell Skull Boy to take me back.

      But I gasped instead of telling him what I’d meant to.

      Because the sight of his bare torso was not what greeted me, nor was the long, horned, animal skull he wore.

      It was his bare fucking bottom.

      My mouth hung open as I stared.

      He stood about two metres away, his back to me. He was vigorously beating a scrap of fabric against a boulder, muttering to himself the entire time.

      Realization dawned on me and I smacked the palms of my hands over my eyes. That’s his loincloth!

      Come on, Priya! You can do this. Don’t hide. Just because you’ve never seen a naked man’s bum before, either human or alien…

      I slid my hands down a little, peeking out from between my fingers. My stomach swooped, but not in the same way it had a few moments ago when I’d been sick. Heat bloomed under my skin despite the cold night air.

      The skull mask covered the top and half of the back of his head, solid and white. His hair was long – longer than some of the other alien men I’d seen. Though it was tangled from the windy ride, I could tell it was pretty much stick-straight. Thick and dark, the ends of it brushed his…

      Fuck me.

      The ends of his hair came all the way down to the top of his ass, the muscles of which tightened with every movement of his arms and upper body. His tail did little to cover things, swishing back and forth as he tried to clean his loincloth. I immediately jerked my eyes away when the movement of his tail afforded me a glimpse of something else swinging between his strong thighs.

      “Could you please put your clothes back on?” I asked weakly. I kept my gaze pinned firmly on the backs of his calves and the high bend of his kangaroo-like ankles. I knew I wasn’t exactly in the position to be demanding things, but I didn’t see how I was going to be able to look him in the eye, or anywhere else, for that matter, if he remained naked apart from his mask and the blades strapped to his body.

      “Well, I would,” Skull Boy replied, angling his head back to look at me from behind his mask, “but you’ve up spilled all over my cock cloth. And I only have the one.”

      Oh.

      I let my hands drop away from my face, still focusing on his ankles.

      “Well, I said I’m sorry. And I am. I didn’t mean to. But I couldn’t help it! Also, did you just call it a cock cloth?!” I was all about being practical, but the name cock cloth felt just a little too blunt.

      “Clearly, you are not from these lands.” The man sighed. “Your accent is strange and you don’t call it a cock cloth. Plus, you are so smidgey.”

      “Smidgey?” My head pounded, but I couldn’t tell if that was leftover sickness from the flight, or from trying to figure out what this guy was saying.

      “Smidgey. Like a child.”

      “You mean… Small?”

      “Yes. Smidgey. I thought you were a cub when I saw you below.”

      I felt my brows furrow in sudden confusion.

      OK, so he clearly didn’t think I was his mate, then.

      I was about to ask him more – about who he was, about why he’d taken me – when he spun without warning. I gave a horribly undignified squeaky sound and smacked my hands over my eyes once more. I was vaguely aware of him coming to a stop before me.

      “Remove your hands and your hood so I can look at you,” he said.

      My heart went batty in my chest.

      “Look, I realize I don’t have much in the way of bargaining chips right now, but you have got to put some clothing on before we continue this conversation,” I groaned. I risked another peek through my fingers only to find him crouching directly in front of me, his elbows on his knees, his thick thighs spread, his loincloth nowhere in fucking sight.

      At least he doesn’t have an erection. That’s something, right?!

      “I told you,” he replied, apparently completely unfazed by his nakedness and this entire situation. “I only had the one. No matter how I clean it now, I doubt I’ll ever get the stench out. For such a smidgey creature, you up spilled with impressive force.”

      Gritting my teeth, I snatched one hand from my face and reached blindly to the side for my pack.

      “You just stay there,” I warned him, trying to infuse my voice with sternness. I wasn’t exactly sure that I was successful, but he didn’t seem to get any closer.

      I managed to grasp my pack without looking at it, pulling it with one hand while keeping the other firmly over my eyes. I reached under the top flap, rifling through until I found a piece of clothing. It felt soft and thin – one of my grey tank tops.

      “Here!” I cried, yanking it out of the bag and flapping it at him. “You can make a loincloth – cock cloth – out of this!”

      I felt the tank top slide from my grip as he took it.

      I lowered my hands and squinted, using the fringe of my thick eyelashes as a sort of visual shield, trying to keep track of what he was doing without getting too much of an eye full.

      But my eyes widened of their own accord when I realized what I’d just handed him.

      Not a tank top.

      A pair of my own fucking knickers.

      Just kill me now.
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      I studied the tiny scrap of fabric in my hand, unsure of exactly what it was or what it was meant to do. She’d told me to make a cock cloth out of it, but…

      How?

      I held the small thing up in front of my face, tugging the exceptionally thin, soft fabric, testing it. It had one large hole, then two smaller holes. Experimentally, I plunged my hands into the garment so that my wrists went through each of the smaller holes.

      The garment was so small it forced my wrists together.

      Reminds me of when Gahn Errok had me bound before him, right before I was banished.

      “No! Wait! Give that back!”

      The female still had a hand plastered over her face, the other one flailing wildly in the air before her. I cocked a brow, my gaze roaming over the back of the hand that hid her face.

      “Does the sight of my bare body burn your eyes or something?” I asked, sliding the weird little fabric thing she’d given me off of my wrists and dangling it between my claws.

      “You have no idea,” she groaned in reply, her accent strange and lilting. “Would you please just give that back and I will find you something else to cover yourself with?”

      “Take down your hand and your hood,” I said, ignoring her words and repeating my command from before. My curiosity could not be satisfied just by listening to this female’s questions and complaints. If she wanted whatever this item was back, she’d have to show me her face. I needed to know whom I was dealing with.

      She muttered something in a tongue I did not understand, then, as if it took a great amount of effort or she was fighting against some invisible force, she whipped her hood down and then clasped her hands firmly in her lap.

      My fingers went slack with shock. I dropped the bit of fabric.

      A completely foreign face stared back at mine.

      The shape of it was mostly familiar, as were her lips. But her nose was all wrong – narrow with a high, bony bridge and twin tiny nostrils. Her eyes were the strangest of all, their shades reversed from what was considered normal and healthy. Instead of dark, with bright sight stars that spun in the centre, they were white. Black sight stars bored into me, only one in each eye.

      All in all, the features combined into something confusing and confronting. And so small. Just like the rest of her.

      Maybe she is a child after all. Or just a little older…

      Cursed skies. I’ve saddled myself with a deformed adolescent.

      “How old are you?” I growled, feeling like I’d made every mistake possible tonight. Nay, not just tonight. My entire life of foolish endeavours had led up to this moment of colossal confusion.

      “I’m twenty-four years old,” she said, narrowing her bizarre eyes at me.

      “What does that mean?” I snapped. “What’s a year?”

      “It’s three hundred and sixty-five days.”

      I grunted, shoving a claw beneath my mask and scratching violently at my cheek as I attempted to undo the riddle of her response. Three hundred and sixty-five days was about three and a half ages. So, she was twenty-four three and a half ages old…

      “I’m not a child,” she finally said with a forceful huff of breath. “I’m a feather.”

      “You’re… a feather,” I repeated. Skies above, not only deformed but rather slow in the head as well.

      “Yes! A feather! An adult female. A feather!”

      “I can barely make out a word you’re saying,” I scoffed. Alright, so perhaps not too dense of mind. This seems to be another failing of language, like the cock cloth thing. “Where are you from? Who are your people? Who are the warriors you travelled here with?”

      She pressed her lips together, staring at me. My questions echoed, unanswered.

      “Fine, then,” I said, standing. “Answer my questions or do not. It makes no difference to me.” That wasn’t exactly true, as my curiosity had deepened into a gnawing irritation. But I didn’t want this scowling female to know that.

      I approached Breena. She tossed her beak, rustling her wings before fixing her eyes on me.

      “Do not give me that look,” I said under my breath. “I can’t force an impossible female to speak. And even when she does speak it makes little sense. She told me she was a feather!” I poked at the feathery fluff on Breena’s neck to emphasize the absurdity of it all.

      I checked Breena’s large body for injuries. Thankfully, despite the flying of spears and arrows in the battle, she seemed unharmed. As I moved, I was aware of the strange female’s eyes on my back the entire time.

      “You’re not the only one with questions,” she finally called.

      “Tell me your question and I will decide if I should deign to answer it,” I replied.

      She muttered something that sounded an awful lot like cursing, though I could not hear the words, before saying, more loudly, “Why did you even grab me and take me away if you were going to be like this?”

      “Like what?” I asked, turning towards her once more. I leaned back against Breena’s broad side, crossing my arms and staring at the seated female.

      “So… Naked and annoying!”

      “As I have pointed out many times now,” I ground out, “the reason I am naked is you and your up spill. And, as I thought I’d already made abundantly clear, when I flew over the battle, I was under the clearly wrong impression that you were a child. I thought you were in danger, and as I was neither friend nor ally to either party involved, I thought the best course of action was to get you away from the fray. The other two children had men at their sides whereas you did not, and I wouldn’t have been able to fly with more than one of you, anyway.”

      “They weren’t children, either,” she hissed.

      “If they are half as difficult as you, I’ve done myself a great service leaving them behind.”

      As soon as the words left my lips, I knew they were wrong. That I did not mean them. Whether they were children or adult females, they were still clearly in need of protection and care. This one had no weapons, and I assumed it was the same for the other two like her. I’d felt the guilt, the shame, when I’d realized I could not help them all. And I still felt it, now.

      In a moment, the tiny creature was on her feet and moving with a speed and strength I would not have thought her capable of. She planted herself before me, her odd eyes flashing under the gleaming moons and stars.

      “Take me back. Right now.”

      I sighed, almost wishing I could. I should have thought this through a little better…

      “I cannot,” I said. “If Gahn Thaleo’s men were victorious in battle, then they will be happy to tear me limb from limb next.”

      Her dark brows rose.

      “So those men weren’t from your tribe? I thought… I mean, you all flew on the same… Whatever you call that.” She jerked her chin behind me.

      “I call her Breena,” I replied.

      “Right. You were all flying Breenas. So, I just assumed-”

      “We were all flying braxilk,” I clarified through clenched fangs. “Only I was riding a Breena because that is her name, not her species. No other man can claim such a thing because Breena, much like myself, is one of a kind.”

      Her brows rose even higher, surprise evident even on such foreign features.

      I expected her to argue further, or to complain. But instead, she turned from me entirely, speaking to Breena.

      “It’s very good to meet you, Breena. Perhaps you’d be kind enough to take me back the way we came.”

      Breena lowered her beak.

      “Careful!” I cried, lurching forward. “She bites-”

      But now it was my turn to be shocked. I’d once seen Breena lop the entire hand off one of Gahn Thaleo’s men who’d threatened me in battle, and I’d seen her snap the necks of smaller creatures with little effort.

      But she did not do that now.

      Instead, she closed four of her six eyes and nuzzled this strange female’s cheek. The woman before me made a shocked laughing sound, then raised her hands to pat either side of Breena’s neck.

      “Traitor,” I muttered to my mount. “I see how it is now. Ages of friendship between beast and rider mean nothing after a sparse few moments with some strange female. I suppose she is your mistress now, and I no longer your master.”

      Breena
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