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      I wiped the blood from my palm on a spare bit of hide, squinting down at my work. I was trying to butcher a dakrival, one of the huge alien beasts that the Sea Sands people hunted and used for meat. But even with the sharp alien knives, my work was still… messy.

      “It is good. You are improving,” Bokeelie said, nodding her head and smiling from where she crouched beside me. I turned my head to look at her, my eyes narrowing behind my sunglasses as the brutal alien sun beat down around us.

      “Thanks,” I said, but I frowned as I looked back down at the carcass again. It needed to be better. I needed to be better. I needed to prove my worth here. Earn my place. The Sea Sand people had done so much to help us, help me – from feeding us to protecting us to healing us. I sure as shit wasn’t going to be dead human weight around here.

      Somebody would probably tell ya that’s tied to some trauma, girl. I ignored my own inner voice, the voice that was probably right. I mean, after being bounced from foster home to foster home until the age of 18, it kind of made sense I wanted to cement myself here. To earn a permanent home. To earn… love.

      I blew out harshly, sending strands of my blond hair flying. Rationally, I knew I didn’t need to earn my place. That just doing my best was enough. But that didn’t stop the emotional side, the side that told me I’d never find my place, find my family, if I wasn’t useful.

      “Thanks for waiting.” A human voice made me look up again, distracting me from my thoughts. Standing above me was Jocelyn, another of the human girls who had been on our ship, abducted from Earth and dropped on this planet in the name of research. Like me, she had been working hard here so far, trying to learn about life with the tribes and putting her skills to use. She was a botanist back home, and had been working with the healers here, learning about the local plant life and how to use the herbs.

      “It is no trouble,” Bokeelie said, rising. Even though the alien women were smaller than the men, they were still well over six feet tall. Jocelyn smiled again and nodded, the movement shifting her hood so that some of her kinky black curls poked out. She adjusted her hood, pulling it tighter against the smooth, deep brown skin of her cheekbones.

      “How’s it going here?” she asked me in English, her words shaped by her northern UK accent. She nudged the dead dakrival with the toe of her boot.

      “Alright, I guess.” If tearing this poor animal to shreds while trying to make clean work of it counts as alright.

      “That is enough for now. Vola can finish,” Bokeelie said. I swallowed a tight surge of shame, nodding and shifting over for Vola, another alien woman, to finish the job. As her clawed hands worked deftly, I pinned my eyes to her fingers, memorizing every movement, every stroke of the long black blade. I’d done animal autopsies in school and had assisted on surgeries at the vet practice I’d worked at back in Mississippi, but that didn’t exactly compare to trying to hack apart a wild bovine creature bigger than any Earth cow I’d ever seen. It would have been better if I’d been a butcher back home. Or a farmer or something... But I would get better. I would. I had to. I had to do something. So far, the main thing I’d managed to do on this planet was get lost in the cliffs and almost get eaten by a dang krixel, forcing Chapman to risk herself to save me. I did not plan on repeating any scenarios like that. No Sirree. Theresa was going to put her head down and not cause any more trouble. That was for freaking sure.

      “Are you ready?” Bokeelie asked Jocelyn. My friend nodded, pulling something that looked like a blackened plant stem from her pocket.

      “Yup, and I found some more of the grix you were talking about.”

      “Good,” Bokeelie said, her long kangaroo-like tail swishing on the sand in satisfaction. “Today I will show you how to make a tonic for the stomach.”

      Jocelyn’s response was cut off by the shout of warriors. My hands curled into fists as my heart spun out in my chest. All around us, people started running from their tents, moving out towards the open sands and away from the cliffs.

      “Gahn Fallo returns!”  a warrior called, sprinting by us.

      Only him?

      Fear gripped me, and alongside Jocelyn, Bokeelie, and Vola, I started to sprint. Not long ago a small party had left our new settlement at the Cliffs of Uruzai. Chapman, Zoey, Gahn Taliok, Galok, and Gahn Fallo had gone across the sands with a new type of alien, a huge lizard who looked more like a gator from back home than any kind of man. From what I’d understood, they’d gone in search of more of the lizard man’s kind in case we needed allies in an attack from human forces. Including gator-man, there had been six of them. So why is only Gahn Fallo coming back?

      The reality that this planet had knives, had teeth and claws to rival those of any warrior, gnawed at me. I’d seen for myself just how deadly this place could be – first during the zeelk attack out on the sands when we’d first arrived, and then again with the krixel in the cliffs. But even so, even knowing what could have happened out there, I hoped and prayed that the others who had left would be alright.

      Jocelyn and I stopped among a crowd of waiting Sea Sand people. I was vaguely aware of more humans running up to join the group as I caught a glimpse of the gigantic Gahn Fallo, thundering over the sand on his many-legged irkdu.

      “Why is it just him?” an angry human voice hissed in English from beside me. I jerked to find Kat on my right, her delicate features pulled into a fierce scowl under her hood.

      “You think the others are OK?” Jocelyn asked from my other side. All I could do was shake my head, unsure, as Gahn Fallo got closer.

      “They’d fucking better be alright. If something happened to Galok out there, and Gahn Fallo left him...” A deadly edge undercut Kat’s voice. These alien men were massive, dangerous warriors. But I wasn’t sure anything they had to offer could match the rage in that tiny human body. If something did happen, and Gahn Fallo left Galok, Kat’s mate, behind, then he’d better watch himself. Kat already blinded one of these guys...

      “I think they’re OK,” I said suddenly, a small thread of hope winding itself through my ribs. A thread of hope shimmering red like hair. Chapman’s hair. “Chapman was with them. Y’all know Fallo would never leave her behind if there was something dangerous going down.”

      “Hmmph,” Kat said, still scowling, but I heard Jocelyn make a noise of agreement beside me. I nodded to myself, feeling more and more sure of my judgment.

      “And if something had happened... Well... He wouldn’t be empty-handed, now would he?”

      I couldn’t bring myself to say it – to say that if something had happened to the others, Gahn Fallo never would have left the body of his mate behind. Gahn Fallo may have been madder than a rabid dog, but he loved Chapman with an intensity I’d never seen back home. It was the same with all the alien men who’d found mates among us humans – Gahn Buroudei, Gahn Taliok, Galok. Even the gator-man who apparently was meant to be mates with Zoey exuded it – a single-minded devotion that took my breath away.

      So the fact that Chapman’s body wasn’t in his arms as he leapt from his mount was a very good sign.

      The raging snarl on his face, however... Well, not such a good sign.

      Kat launched forward, looking ready to fight men or aliens or God himself to get her Galok back. But my blood-stained hands shot out, gripping her bird-like shoulders, feeling the pull of bone beneath her solar protection jacket, identical to the one I wore.

      “Watch yourself, honey,” I murmured. The Sea Sand people had been good to us so far, but as strong as Kat was, I still didn’t want her getting mixed up in something ugly with Gahn Fallo.

      “You have about one second to let me go,” Kat said, her slender shoulders heaving under my grip as she took a huge breath.

      “You’ll get your answers. Look.” I forcibly turned Kat so she could see what I was talking about. Gahn Buroudei, Cece’s mate, was sprinting from the tents towards us. The group parted for him, and all the waiting aliens raised their tails before the two Gahns, a Sea Sand gesture of respect.

      “What news, Gahn Fallo?” Buroudei asked. He stood, tall and noble and still as Ghan Fallo paced, rolling his huge head on his massive muscled shoulders. Finally, Gahn Fallo stopped pacing, turning to Gahn Buroudei. I felt Kat tense beneath my fingers, and I murmured soft nothings to her. But those soft nothings apparently didn’t do much, because a second later she was screaming and wrenching from my grip.

      “Shit!” I cried as Kat’s tiny form took off through the crowd. Without thinking, acting on pure instinct, I ran after her. She was damn quick, but my legs were longer. I caught up to her as she reached the front of the crowd. I caught her hand, yanking her back. But that didn’t stop her words.

      “Where are the others? Where’s Galok?”

      The two massive Gahns swivelled to look at us. I froze, heat rocketing up my neck to my face. I didn’t really want the attention of these two Gahns, or any Gahns, on me. It didn’t exactly vibe with my new plan to keep my head down and not make trouble. But Kat didn’t care about any of that. My other hand moved to meet my first, both of them gripping her bony wrist. I was pretty much certain that the moment I let go, she’d charge the red-eyed Gahn. She was practically snapping her jaws, her boots scrabbling in the sand to get away from me.

      “Easy girl,” I muttered, falling into the same soothing tone I’d used back when I was a vet tech. Back in another world. Another life.

      Gahn Fallo finally spoke, and I held my breath.

      “The others are alive in Gahn Baldor’s territory.”

      “Why have you left them? Your own mate...?” Gahn Buroudei asked, his copper-coloured sight stars swirling in confusion. Gahn Fallo growled.

      “Keep your filthy accusations out of your tone, Buroudei. I have returned at the bidding of my mate. To bear, as you have said before, the news.”

      “Then what is it. What is this news?” Buroudei snarled. Kat had finally stilled somewhat, now that she’d heard Galok was alive. We both waited silently, a wall of aliens at our backs, for Gahn Fallo’s next words.

      “What other news could there be than this?” Gahn Fallo cried, his lips pulling back from his fangs. He drew two long, black weapons from his back, their blades glinting under the hammering sun. And his fangs glinted, too, when he spoke his one final word. The one word that sent dark cold spilling down my spine despite the sun and the sand and the heat.

      “War.”
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      “Jara is gone.”

      I stopped sharpening my blade, my large black batliff, to look at my most trusted man, Xyan. The candlelight of my tent flickered across his skin, illuminating the frown on his features.

      “This is not news. She has been gone before,” I responded dryly. She had only just returned to the tribe after many ages lost in the desert. And since her return, she’d spent many recent days on trips away from the tents. She claimed these recent outings were to gather babkit branches for the evening fires. But her ages-long absence? When everyone had thought her dead? She had given no real explanation for that yet.

      “No,” Xyan insisted, his voice growing harder. “She left yesterday morning and did not return.”

      I stood, strapping my batliff to my back. Jara and her secrets. It was enough to do a Gahn’s head in.

      “Send a small party to scour the nearby land and shore for her in case she is injured or needs help. But this does not change our plans. Our men must be ready to leave tomorrow night.”

      Xyan raised his tail over his eyes and gave a growl of acknowledgement before quickly leaving the tent. I blew out a long breath, turning to stare into the flame of the candle lighting up my tent. If Jara were injured somewhere out on the plains or by the sea, then I would not want her abandoned. But something deep inside told me that she was gone in such a way that we would not ever be able to bring her back. That she had left, this time for good.

      I grunted, throwing the flap of my tent aside and stepping out onto the plains. My tent was on the edge of our tribe’s settlement. Straight ahead of me the packed red plains shattered into stones. Beyond those stones, great waves crashed, the darkness of the Bitter Sea looming like a beast in the dusk-bitten light. I could smell the sharp salt of it from here, could hear the broken crash of the water. Behind me stood the rest of my people’s tents. Behind those, Gahn Irokai’s mountains. Or, rather, now Gahn Taliok’s. And beyond those was the open desert of the Sea Sands.

      I turned to survey those mountains now, staring out over the tents of my people. Soon, we would travel past those mountains, deep into the desert. All the way to the Cliffs of Uruzai.

      To claim my mate.

      It would be only my third trip into that desert. The first trip was the first time the Lavrika had summoned me to see my mate. It was a trip of destiny and death. Destiny, because I saw the face of my mate – Zolinna, a treasured friend since childhood and a woman I had lain with many times before the mate bond had been awakened. And death, because while I was gone she was killed by a forsek by the shore. Taken from me before I could ever claim her as my true mate. That was many ages ago, now. Back when I was just a tribal hunter and before I was a Gahn. My second trip to those cliffs was much more recent. And once again, I had glimpsed the face of my future mate in the sacred pools. But it had not been a face I’d recognized. Not a woman from my tribe, nor any other. A strange female with a small face and round ears and hair brighter than the sun shining on stone. I had not expected to encounter another mate in this lifetime. And to see one so strange was baffling, almost disturbing. Yet it did not hinder the hard pull of the sacred mate bond. Even now, before I’d even found her, I ached for her. I longed to run my fingers through her strange pale hair, touch the slender fingers of her tiny hands.

      I’d never asked for her. I’d never begged for another mate after losing my first. For many ages after Zolinna’s death, I wondered if I were even worthy. But my thoughts of worthiness did not seem to matter to the Lavrika.

      Questions of worthiness. Of destiny. I’d had so many over the long and grief-stricken days. What did it mean if your destiny died before you found it? Fate had hollowed itself out before me – made itself bright, then made itself empty. But there was something else, someone else, glowing in that emptiness. Reaching a strange and clawless hand towards me.

      Did I dare to take it?

      I snorted at myself. Of course I dared. That’s what I’d been preparing my men for. For the journey. For the battle. For her. The new Gahnala. Unworthy as I may have been, and as shaped by sorrow as I was, I was still a mighty warrior. A Gahn. And I would not leave my mate among the men of other tribes.

      In the centre of the tents, some of the women were building the evening fire, preparing to roast the hunters’ kills. Xyan was right – Jara was not among them. Horot fish glittered in a pile near the flames, having been skewered by spears in the shallow pools near the tents. There was dakrival meat, too. That and balbok, the fibrous weeds of the sea, along with valok, would comprise our meal tonight. Good food. It would sustain my warriors as we prepared to depart.

      I did not join my people at the fire yet. Instead, I moved through the tents, out of the settlement, to stand alone on the plains. I stared at the darkening peaks of Gahn Taliok’s mountains. Once again, I pondered our path for the coming days.

      We could go through the mountains. My scouts had informed me many days ago that Gahn Taliok’s tribe had left the mountains, leaving behind only a small party of guards. But the last time I had sent men into those mountains, almost all had been slaughtered. Travelling with the full force of my men meant that we would probably traverse those mountains easily and mostly unharmed, but I did not want to risk losing a single warrior before we made it to the Cliffs of Uruzai. We were a large tribe, and strong, but we were still outnumbered against the three tribes who now appeared to be allied. The three tribes hoarding the new women, my mate among them.

      The dipping sun cast long shadows around me. The red plains turned black, like old blood caked into the ground. The scattered boulders of the plains shone under the glow of the rising moons and stars, dwarfed by the peaks of the mountains at the end of my territory. No, we would go around those mountains. It would take a few more days to do it, but avoiding a skirmish before the real battle would keep my forces fresh and strong for the main event. My instincts pressed me to go fast, fast, go now, to kill any man who stood between my mate and me. To plunge into the mountains and never look back. But I would not be rash. I would not ruin our chances before we’d even begun.

      I would not lose my mate this time.

      With dreams of the future warring with memories of the past, I turned my back on the mountains and finally rejoined my tribe.
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      I rubbed my hands against each other, stretching my fingers and trying to crack my knuckles. My weak-ass human fingers and wrists were killing me. Ever since Gahn Fallo had come back, I’d been working double-time, trying to help the alien women of the tribes. More beating and cleaning hides, and more butchering meat to smoke it and increase the stores of supplies. It felt good to help, to work myself close to the bone, to leave myself exhausted by the end of the day. But dang, it was taking a bit of a toll.

      “Sore?”

      I looked up to meet Melanie’s dark eyes, even darker than usual in the dim light. We were seated at the evening fire, the flames making her long hair shine and her pale skin glow. Normally she sat with her mate, Gahn Taliok, and his people at the other end of the fire. But since her mate hadn’t returned yet she’d been hanging out with us.

      “A little,” I admitted with a small sigh, placing my hands in my lap. I didn’t want to complain about it too much. Didn’t want to feel like a burden. Not that Melanie would mind. Melanie was so kind and caring. But still.

      “I can give you something for that. Bokeelie has shown me some awesome stuff. There are numbing herbs I can make into a poultice,” Jocelyn said, leaning around Melanie to look at my hands. Without her hood to restrain them, her thick curls were free, brushing her shoulders as she shifted on the sand.

      I nodded noncommittally, not wanting to make more work for Jocelyn if I could help it.

      On my other side, Kat plopped down, a welcome distraction from me being the centre of the conversation.

      “How’s it going?” I asked her. Kat grabbed a nearby chunk of roasted meat and popped it into her mouth, chewing fiercely. She’d been working, too, but most of her work was being done in the labs on the ship.

      “Pretty good. I’m taking a break from examining the Lavrika’s blood and I’ve gone back to working on a sunscreen. The formula should be finalized soon.”

      “Oh, nice!” I said, smiling at her. Our human supply of sunscreen wouldn’t last too much longer, so it was good that was sorted out.

      “What about you? What did you do today amid all the fucking chaos?”

      She was right. Things had been kind of chaotic since Gahn Fallo had returned. The Sea Sand men had already been on alert lately after Galok and Kat had been attacked at the ship, but everything had been turned up to eleven, now. In fact, even now, most of the warriors were running back and forth through the tents, gathering supplies and weapons and organizing guard and patrol parties instead of eating at the fire with us.

      “Just the usual. Helping with chores’n’stuff.”

      “Cool cool,” Kat said grabbing some more meat. For someone so tiny, that girl sure could eat. Then she turned her attention to Melanie. “How you doing?”

      A meaningful look passed between them. Both of them had mates away from the safety of the settlement. According to Gahn Fallo, the others in the party would stay in Gahn Baldor’s territory for a few days while Kor tried to track down his people. After that time ran out, they’d come back here, another few days of travelling. Based on when Gahn Fallo had returned, the party should be showing up any day now if luck was on their side. And I truly hoped it was. I didn’t want to lose anybody else out here, including Kat and Melanie’s mates.

      “OK,” Melanie finally said, turning to stare into the flames. Smiling wanly, I reached out and squeezed her shoulder. I didn’t envy the worry she was probably feeling right now, not knowing if Gahn Taliok was safe or not.

      But what I did envy? The bond she had with her mate. It was astonishing, seeing the way these alien kings bowed to their human mates, totally overthrown with love for them. What would it be like to be the recipient of a love like that? I couldn’t even comprehend it, frankly. The last boyfriend I’d had was a cheating son of a bitch. That definitely didn’t compare to a seven-foot-tall bodybuilder alien warrior who’d literally kill a man for you.

      But I didn’t need to worry about things like that right now. Did I want a mate from among the alien men? If I was being totally honest with myself, then yes. I did. The chance at true, forever love? The chance at a family, maybe even motherhood? The desire for it was thick as molasses inside me. But I needed to focus less on myself and my own desires and more on helping the others right now.

      “How’s everyone over here doing?”

      I looked up to see Cece standing above our little seated group, hands on her hips and a smile on her face. I couldn’t help but smile back. Cece had been one of my first friends, one of my roommates on the ship. She’s also been the first girl to get an alien mate – Gahn Buroudei.

      “All good over here,” I said with a nod. “How ’bout you, honey? Want some food?”

      “Yes, please! I’m starving,” she said. Kat scooted over to make room for her to sit and I handed her some meat.

      “Thanks,” she said, taking a massive bite. But before she even started chewing, her face went white in the firelight. She stood and took two quick steps away from us before stopping and hurling her guts up out onto the sand.

      “Oh, fuck!” Kat yelped, leaning to get away from any splatter. I jumped up and gathered Cece’s long chestnut hair into one of my hands, the other rubbing her back slowly.

      “You OK, hun? You eat anything funny today?” So far none of the humans had come down with any alien viruses, and I didn’t think anyone had gotten food poisoning yet either. But then again, there was a first time for everything.

      Cece spat, then straightened slowly, her face shining with sweat.

      “I don’t think so, I’ve just eaten what we all eat every day.”

      I released her hair now that she was standing. Smoothing a few stray strands away from her sweaty brow, I was aware of Kat, Melanie, and Jocelyn standing up and forming a loose circle around us.

      “I’ll go grab you something I made earlier,” Jocelyn said before turning and striding quickly towards the nearest healers’ tent. I kept rubbing slow circles on Cece’s back. Memories of rubbing the backs of younger foster siblings when they were sick echoed inside me as my hand moved.

      “You sure you didn’t eat anything funny? Anything out of the ordinary?” I pressed. Cece just shook her head.

      “When was your last period?” Melanie’s voice made us both jump and look towards her. Her quietly observant eyes were trained on Cece’s pale face.

      “It was on the ship. I haven’t had one on this planet yet.”

      “Oh fuuuuuuuck,” Kat said, her eyes growing wide. I felt my own gaze widen as I figured out exactly what was happening.

      “You’re pregnant,” I breathed.

      Cece looked from Melanie, Kat, and me, her eyes wider than anyone’s.

      “No way. We haven’t even been here that long!”

      “Honey,” I said softly, my hand stilling against her back. “We’ve been here a few weeks, now.” It didn’t really feel like it, so I understood her denial. Things happened so dang fast here it could give a girl whiplash, making the days fly by. But all those days stacked up.

      “If you were ovulating not long after we arrived...” Melanie’s voice trailed off, and Kat swore again, more quietly this time.

      “Holy fucking shit,” Cece finally said. She pressed her lips together and her brow crumpled. A second later, tears welled up.

      “It’s gonna be OK,” I said, pulling her into a tight hug. She sagged against me, her chest hitching, pressing her palms up to her eyes. Her shoulders shook in my embrace for a moment, before she finally stilled and then pulled away.

      “I know it will be. I’m not upset... I’m just... shocked.”

      Kat snorted and bumped her shoulder playfully.

      “You’re shocked after all that alien raw-dogging you’ve been doing?”

      Cece stared at her, then burst into laughter. It was infectious, running through the group until we were all wiping away tears, practically bent double. Jocelyn returned at that moment, looking at us like we’d gone crazy.

      “OK, what did I miss here?” she asked while handing Cece a small jar. Cece took it gratefully and sniffed the contents.

      “Oh, not much,” Kat said between giggles. “Just that our friend Cece over here has an alien bun in the oven.”

      “Bloody hell,” Jocelyn said. “So it’s possible, then?”

      “Looks that way,” Cece replied, her laughter dying down. She placed a hand on her stomach and stared at it.

      “Well, you’re in luck my lovely. Bokeelie said that stuff is used a lot for pregnancy nausea.” Jocelyn nodded towards the jar Cece held in her free hand. Cece brought it to her lips and took a small sip.

      “Thanks,” she said, and Jocelyn smiled back.

      “How do you feel now?” I asked, watching her face closely. Cece took a steadying breath, then turned to me.

      “OK now. I think puking helped. Or maybe this stuff is already working.” She raised the jar and took another sip, a bigger one this time.

      I nodded, swallowing a sudden thickness in my throat. A new protectiveness was rising inside me. An urge to care for Cece. To make sure she was OK. And there was something else there, too, tightening in my chest. It took me a moment to realize what it was, but once I did, there was no way to put that feeling away again.

      It was hope.

      Finding love here was possible. Having babies here was possible. I’d always wanted to be a mother, for as long as I could remember. It’s possible. It could happen for me, the same way it had happened for Cece. My own eyes filled with tears at the thought. I was so, so happy for Cece. And I was cautiously happy for myself, too. For my future. For what could be.

      “Oh my God, I have to find Buroudei!” Cece said suddenly, her head snapping up as her eyes tracked through the tents of the settlement. I turned to look with her, finally catching sight of her tall mate talking to some of his warriors near their tribe’s tents.

      “He’s there,” I told her, nudging her with my elbow then pointing.

      “Thank you,” she said with a broad, teary smile. She took a deep breath and looked like she was about to take off at top speed.

      “Slowly!” I urged, instantly entering mother hen mode. “You don’t want to be taking any tumbles in your state.” Being pregnant on Earth with a human baby was one thing, but here? With the first human-Sea Sand hybrid child? Who knew how things would go? She’d need to be extra careful.

      “Right,” she said. “God, this doesn’t feel real. OK, I’m going now.”

      I watched her leave our little group, satisfied that she wasn’t running. Though she did seem to be walking as fast as she possibly could towards her mate. And even though it was probably meant to be a private moment, I couldn’t tear my eyes away as she met up with Buroudei, speaking quickly and gesticulating wildly. And I couldn’t stop staring when Buroudei gathered her into his strong arms, lifting her until her legs wrapped around his waist.

      Kat’s voice made me finally look away, my cheeks hot with a tangle of emotions.

      “I wonder how she just told him,” Kat said. “On Earth, I know girls like to put positive pregnancy tests in cute places to surprise their boyfriends and shit. But you can’t really do that here. All she has is her puke. ‘Come, Buroudei! Behold my pregnant-lady barf!’”

      We all laughed again. As the laughter died down, I found myself shaking my head.

      Shaking my head at everything that had happened. Everything that was possible. Utter disbelief.

      No.

      Belief.
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      The next morning, I awoke to the sounds of shouting and footsteps sprinting in the sand just outside the tent. Uh oh. Here we go. Was this the attack from Gahn Baldor’s tribe that Fallo had come back warning us of? I sat up, heart pounding, and dressed quickly in my grey pants and tank top. Melanie and Kat, who were sleeping in the big human tent while their mates were gone, rose as well, and everyone else started waking and dressing, too.

      “What’s happening?” Jocelyn asked, tying her tight curls into a bun on the top of her head, her face hard and serious.

      “Not sure yet,” I said, biting my lip and looking towards the flap of the tent. There was more shouting outside, and then a string of words we were all able to make out through the fabric walls of the tent.

      “The party returns!”

      Melanie gasped, and Kat let out a whoop. Holding hands, they tore out of the tent. I let out a shaky sigh of relief.

      Nothing to worry about, yet. Hopefully.

      “Well I don’t know about you, but I don’t plan to stand around in this dim bloody tent waiting to find out what happens,” Jocelyn said, shrugging into her solar protection jacket. I nodded, pulling on my own jacket and yanking the hood up tight.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We headed outside. I realized too late that I’d forgotten my sunglasses, but the sun was
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