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      “What happened?”

      My voice came out as a hiss as suspicion flooded me. Melanie’s eyes were red, her cheeks wet and flushed. My eyes flicked to the brooding, scarred alien behind her. If that fucker, Taliok hurt her, I swear-

      “Happy tears,” Melanie said quickly, shaking her head. “I just accepted the alien version of a proposal.”

      Melanie and Taliok had just returned from the valley, and I noticed now that Taliok’s clawed hands held a bunch of shiny rocks.

      “So it’s official, then? You and Mr. Broody over there?”

      Melanie smiled and nodded, and I couldn’t help but soften a little. She didn’t smile often, so seeing it was a treasure unto itself. And if Taliok had put that smile there, then I guess he was OK in my eyes. For now. As long as he stayed in line.

      One by one, my friends had fallen, like little human dominoes, to the mystifying charms of these alien kangaroo dudes. What exactly those charms were, I had no fucking clue. I wouldn’t be touching an alien suitor with a ten-foot-pole, thank you very much. And I honestly couldn’t believe my friends, Chapman, Cece, and Melanie, some of the smartest women I’d ever encountered, had jumped on that alien dick so damn quick.

      There must be something in the water… Or there would be if this planet had any water nearby.

      Well, whatever it was, I had no interest in partaking. These aliens could just keep their weird tongues and tails and who knows what else to themselves.

      You know what else…

      I’d seen Taliok naked, very briefly, in Fallo’s hills when we’d stopped to use the talka plants, the little soap succulents.

      And it wasn’t just Taliok…

      “Are you ready, Kat? I have prepared the irkdu for you,”

      Galok.

      The giant alien stood grinning behind me as I turned. These guys were all huge, but Galok was one of the tallest ones I’d seen. Taller than Melanie’s Taliok, who himself was at least 7 feet. Galok was longer and leaner, his long black hair falling loose to his back, not braided like so many of the other men of the Sea Sands. The glimmering copper swirls of his eyes pulled tight, focusing on my face.

      “Yes, I’m ready,” I said curtly, hefting my pack.

      “Very good. I will pack up the tent for you.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You’re not doing it for me. It just needs to be done. In fact, I can do it.”

      I dropped my pack and jogged to the tent. Since Melanie had decided during our little trip that she’d be sharing Taliok’s tent, this one had been mine alone. Although Galok had slept so damn close, outside the tent, that it had basically felt like he’d been in there with me.

      If there was one alien who was determined to get close to me, it was definitely this one.

      Although so far he hadn’t said anything weird about the Lavrika or mates or bonds or anything like that. And honestly, thank fucking God for that. I didn’t know what I would do if one of the aliens claimed I was their mate the way Fallo, Buroudei, and Taliok had done with my friends.

      I started disassembling the tent at one end, but Galok ran around to the other side, snatching up some of the tent material in his hands. I glowered at him, tugging, realizing we were holding the same piece of hide.

      “I said I can do it,” I grunted, pulling hard. Galok had done nothing but try to give me things, offer me things, and do things for me. Maybe some girls found that appealing. But I found it fucking annoying. He probably just has one thing on his mind…

      Well, doing random chores for me was not going to get me naked with him. Not a chance.

      “I have no doubt you can do it, little Kat. But I wish to do it for you.” He hadn’t let go of the hide. I pulled harder and harder, digging my feet into the cracked red dirt of Taliok’s land. Galok smiled, watching me, now holding the fabric with only two clawed fingers. My strength and pulling were doing nothing.

      I guess 105lbs of 5-foot-nothing human doesn’t do a whole lot against almost 8 feet of pure alien muscle.

      And Galok fucking knew it.

      He grinned, his tail whipping as I yanked and grunted. Finally, with a huff, I stopped pulling and let my side of the fabric fall. I’d lost this particular game of tug-o-war, but fuck it. I didn’t even need to engage at all.

      “Fine, you do it,” I snapped, going back for my pack and hoisting it onto my back.

      “I will do so gladly, since you’ve asked,” Galok said, smiling more broadly now, his fangs glinting in the light.

      “Whatever,” I grumbled. He’d make shorter work of it, anyway. I watched him as he quickly disassembled the tent, tucking the rolls of hide and bone poles under a long, muscled arm.

      “Hurry, you two. There may still be danger here,” Taliok said. He and Melanie were already up on his irkdu, ready to go. I snorted at his words. This whole planet was dangerous. We’d met with life-or-death situations basically every day since we’d arrived. So, actually, not that different from Earth.

      But I knew what he was referring to. Yesterday we’d been attacked by a neighbouring tribe, one us humans hadn’t yet encountered. A tribe that wasn’t in our flimsy little alliance back at the Cliffs of Uruzai. I flushed angrily as I remembered the events of the previous day, the flying spears. And the way Galok, always smiling, had gone so serious, throwing me over his shoulder like I was a fucking doll, before sprinting through the valley and stowing me in a little crack in the rock.

      “Stay here, small one,” he’d said, his copper sight stars pulled so tight they were like pulsing pin-pricks as he’d stared at me.

      I mean, technically I guess he had saved me. But who said I needed freaking saving?

      “Here, Kat, take this meat I have hunted just for you. You will need to replenish your strength after all that pulling on the tent hides.”

      “Excuse me!” I snapped, whirling.

      All traces of yesterday’s seriousness were gone, and Galok was back to his laughing self. In his hands he held meat, and a valok plant, the cactus plants we drank out of.

      I was about to shoo him away like I usually did, but at that moment my treacherous stomach decided to give a very insistent, very loud, growl.

      For fuck’s sake.

      Galok’s coppery gaze fell to my abdomen, and even though I was fully dressed and wearing my solar protection jacket, I crossed my arms over my torso defensively.

      “I’m not hungry,” I retorted. I didn’t need his gifts of food. I didn’t need anything from him. And the sooner he learned that, the better.

      My stomach growled again, and I tightened my arms against it, tensing. Please, body, kindly shut up.

      Galok’s warm gaze swung back up to meet mine.

      “Your stomach says what your tongue does not. It is more honest than you are.”

      “Yeah, well... none of your beeswax, buddy,” I muttered. Luckily, since it was in English, he wouldn’t know what a lame retort I’d come up with.

      “Beeswax… is this different from the cool story bro you mentioned the other day?”

      He remembers that? I scowled at him, though I had to admit I was slightly impressed. There was something golden retriever-esque about this guy. Something playful and unflappable and frankly, kind of goofy. But there was an intelligence behind all that that I couldn’t deny. I, myself, was shit at learning languages. If someone had said a random phrase to me in a language I didn’t know, there was no way I would be able to recall the sounds the way he had just now.

      His gaze had gotten sharper, keener, somehow, and, what the fuck, had he gotten closer to me?

      Yes, he definitely had. My nose was practically brushing his shining, bronzed pecs. Before I could jerk away from him, I felt something press into the palm of my hand. Then Galok stepped back, and my fingers closed immediately on instinct so that I wouldn’t drop whatever it was.

      “For when your mouth finally listens to the wisdom of your stomach,” Galok said, flashing that haughty alien grin once again. Then he turned and started strapping the tent to his irkdu. I looked down, finding strips of smoked meat in my hand. With a sigh, I shoved it all into my pocket. OK, yeah, I was hungry. And I was definitely going to eat this. I just wasn’t going to let Galok see it.

      It would be hard to hide, though, since we’d be riding together. Now that he was done packing everything up, he had turned back to me, waiting expectantly to help me up onto his irkdu. And there was no way around getting that help. I’d discovered pretty fucking fast that it was impossible for me to scramble up onto the massive creatures that us humans had designated the dino-centipedes.

      And Galok knew it. I couldn’t help but think the guy got some sick satisfaction in knowing that I was helpless in this. That I needed his assistance. My lips tightening into an annoyed line, I settled my bag against my shoulder and walked over to Galok. He held his hands out, inviting me to place my body into them the way he did every time we danced this dance. And like I always did, I raised a foot, signalling that he could boost my foot up rather than grab my waist. His teeth flashed again in a knowing sort of way, as if to say, “Ah, so I have not yet been successful,” and he bent, flattening his palm for my foot.

      He didn’t even need to use both hands to boost me the way a human would. When I stepped onto the palm of his hand, it was as solid and strong as stepping onto the first step of a stone staircase. Or maybe an escalator, because once my foot was on his hand, it moved upward, guiding me up so that I could scramble into the makeshift human saddle on his mount. A moment later, he leaped up, settling himself behind me. I fiddled with the straps of my backpack. It was hot, and I didn’t really want this thing on my back for the whole journey, but I liked that little wall it created between us. Not that Galok had tried anything fishy. He’d never tried to touch me without consent or anything like that. But the dude was just way too friendly. I didn’t trust it.

      So the backpack stayed on.

      And then, we left.

      We took off through the mountains, heading back out into the desert from which we’d come only a few days ago. Our trip had seemed both long and brief. It seemed like we’d been gone from the Cliffs of Uruzai for ages, and yet our trip had been cut way too short. I would have liked to have stayed in the mountains a lot longer – there was so much to look at, so much to collect and to analyze. But Gahn Baldor’s men attacking had put an end to all that. At least we got a lot of samples, I thought to myself. Melanie and I had collected a bunch of different kinds of stones, minerals, even samples of dust, to take back to our ship’s lab to analyze. We were looking for something that would function like zinc oxide or titanium dioxide – something that could function as a natural sunscreen. And as much as I’d enjoyed exploring the mountains, I couldn’t help but admit I was dying to get back into a lab. I’d been doing my MA in Chemistry back home, and it was a huge part of my life. My passion. Specifically, I had a passion for blowing things up. It was how I’d gotten discovered by my university. How I’d gotten my scholarships. In my final year of high school, I’d made a homemade bomb and detonated it in a field. It wasn’t to hurt anyone, I didn’t want to do any damage or anything. I just wanted to feel… powerful. I wanted to see something explode, I wanted to see the fire and the smoke and know that I did that. But I got caught. Of course. I was looking at time in juvie, but the social worker assigned to my case’s husband, Dr. Hanson, worked as a chemistry prof at Wayne State University. She told him about me, and together they got me on the right track, which included paid entry into the chemistry program there.

      And I’d fucking loved every second of it. I’d finally been able to channel all of my energy into something productive. Something that interested me. Something other than the ruin of Detroit’s streets and the stuff I could blow up. I was no longer the kid with the addict mom and the dad in jail. I was becoming something. Someone. And I was good at it, too.

      But then I’d been scooped up right off the street and brought here. Against my will.

      And everything had changed.

      But if I could get to a lab, start getting back into my work again… It would be like reclaiming a little bit of my life. It wasn’t like I hated this place or anything. So much of my old world had been danger and anger and pain. And so far all of the aliens had been pretty decent to deal with. Even Galok, as irritating as that was to admit.

      “Are you comfortable, Kat?” he said from behind me, shaking me from my thoughts. “Perhaps you would like to remove your pack and lean back…”

      “You mean lean back against you,” I said, wrenching around to look at him as we moved over the reddish ground. We had cleared Taliok’s largest mountains, now, but there were still large red rock formations all around us, and the ground was a deep rust colour.

      “Well, I am here behind you. And I do believe my chest would be very comfortable to lean against.”

      I let my eyes fall from his face to the chest in question. Hardened pecs and rippling abs gleamed in the light.

      “Yeah, right,” I snorted, turning to face forward again. “You have like 0% body fat. It would be like resting against a stone wall. No thanks.”

      “I am much warmer and more comfortable than stone, I assure you,” Galok said, his voice suddenly right beside my ear, filtering through my hood, and I sucked in a breath, cheeks on fire. Fuck this guy. Why was his voice making me react like that?

      It’s just because he basically said it right beside you and you weren’t expecting it.

      Yes. Totally. That was it. That was all.

      We continued moving quickly for the rest of the day. Taliok was anxious to get us out of his territory, where we were so close to Baldor’s tribe, and we didn’t stop until nightfall, finding a small outcropping of stone to set up our tents against. I threw my bag down onto the ground, then ignored Galok’s outstretched claws, shimmying onto my belly and sliding feet-first down the irkdu’s side. I landed with a hard thud, crumpling onto my ass on the ground the way I always did, but it was better than seeing Galok’s proud, inevitable smile if he were to help me down. I stood, rubbing my ass, sore both from the rough landing at the long day of riding.

      “Would you like a massage, the way Taliok does for Melanie?”

      “Jesus! When did you get there?”

      Once again Galok had spoken from directly beside me.

      “I have been here the whole time. Since you fell. I came over to help you up, but I should have known, small one, that you would not need my help.”

      “That’s right,” I said, nodding fiercely. “And I don’t need a massage, either. Wanna know why Taliok gives Melanie massages? Because they’re fucking mates, Galok. Last time I checked, we weren’t mates. Right?”

      Galok’s easy-breezy expression faltered slightly.

      Oh shit. I hadn’t hurt this guy’s feelings, had I?

      Great job. I may have been a little short with him, but I didn’t actually want to be mean to him.

      But Galok recovered quickly, his smile returning.

      He moved forward, his coppery sight stars pulsing. Two claws reached out and snatched the sunglasses off my face, leaning down so that we were eye to eye.

      “This is true. You are not my mate.” He pressed the sunglasses into my hands but kept my gaze pinned with his. “Yet.”

      My jaw dropped open, but he ignored my spluttering reply, turning suddenly and striding away to help Taliok build the fire. I stared at his swishing tail, the confident set of his carved shoulders as he walked away, seething. What, this guy thought he got to just decide we were mates all by himself? Or, what, he thought he’d be able to convince me somehow? He did not know who he was dealing with, that was for damn sure. And besides, weren’t mates chosen by the Lavrika? From what I understood, people didn’t have a whole lot of say in the matter. And that was exactly the problem. I liked having a say in the course of my own damn life. And nothing the Lavrika or Galok or anything anyone else could say would change that.

      “All good over here?”

      Melanie’s voice beside me made me jump, and I wrenched my eyes from Galok’s back.

      “Oh, yes, just peachy,” I muttered.

      “Good. You and Galok seemed to be having... a moment.”

      If Melanie weren’t one of my closest friends on this planet, her perceptiveness and questions would have made me wanna cut a bitch. But she was my friend, and I knew she meant well. I just shook my head.

      “No, no, nothing to worry about. Go be lovey-dovey with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Scarred over there,” I said, looking past her to the stone-faced Gahn who was now setting up their tent. He and Galok were contrasts in almost every way. Where Galok was taller and leaner, Taliok was stockier, packed with thick muscle. And where Galok gave off a carefree air, with his easy, loping movements and almost permanently fixed smile, Taliok seethed with tight, controlled tension, his face a scarred mask. But he seemed to make Melanie happy. And I guessed that was all that really mattered.

      Even if I thought it was insane beyond words.
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      Fire built and blazing, I joined Taliok as he erected the tent he would share with Melanie, tying the leather bands across from him. The two new women, Melanie and Kat, were speaking together, and I took advantage of the quiet moment.

      “Melanie has finally accepted you, then? She has agreed to be your Gahnala, your mate?”

      Taliok’s sight stars tightened as they flashed to me. His jaw clenched, but then he visibly forced himself to relax. I was not of his tribe, and he was clearly still getting used to my questions. He was not the sort to make sport of conversation. But I could not help wanting to hear more of this. To hear how he’d won Melanie’s affection to him. From what I had seen, she had been the slowest to accept her Sea Sand mate. She was hesitant, yet Taliok had claimed her.

      I wished to do the same. With Kat. The small, angry one.

      “You wish to learn from me, Galok? To win Kat to you? And yet, she is not your mate.” Taliok finished draping the tent hides and fixed me with a hard stare.

      “Yes, I do.” No, Kat was not my mate. But as I had said to her but a moment ago, she was not my mate yet. From my first moments with her, I’d been entranced by her. Charmed by her tiny body, her fierceness, the fire in her eyes. I was sure that the Lavrika would come to me, and soon.

      And when it did, I wanted to be prepared.

      Gahn Taliok’s gaze shifted to the women behind me. I knew the moment his eyes caught on his mate. Because his sight stars pulsed as if the sight of her caused a great ache inside him.

      “I do not have good advice for you, Galok. If I were Gahn Buroudei, I would tell you some cryptic tale about using your tongues. But I do not think that Kat would even let you get that close. For me, Melanie was hesitant. Kat is…” He paused then, frowning, before saying, “Severe.”

      I grinned, my chest puffing in pride for my feisty human’s reputation.

      “I know. Is it not wonderful?”

      Taliok’s tail jerked, and he cocked his head at me.

      “I will let you be the judge of that. But I cannot say exactly what I did to win Melanie. I only loved her beyond measure and waited for her. I did not push her. I did not press.”

      Hmm. While I would not mind waiting, I could not help but want to press, just a little. I enjoyed the flush that cascaded over Kat’s pale cheeks when I got close to her, when I offered her food or a massage. I liked the way her eyes, the most brilliant blue I’d ever seen, narrowed, and the way she hissed and spat. Most of all, I’d like the way her little mouth had dropped open, the way she’d stammered, when I’d told her she was not my mate yet.

      Because she would be. I was sure of it. More sure of anything than I’d ever been in my life. Even without the Lavrika awakening the sacred mate bond in me, I felt an attachment to her growing and growing, layer by layer, like intricately woven peet grass rope. Even before I’d volunteered to come on this trip with Gahn Taliok, before I’d ever spoken with her, I’d been drawn to her. She was the smallest of all the new women, and yet somehow seemed to be the loudest. And one of the strongest, in spirit if not in body.

      I turned to look at her now, feeling my gaze soften as it fell upon her. Now that the sun had disappeared and the moons had risen, she’d pushed back the hood of her stiff human cloak. The moon- and starlight caught on the impossibly pale hair that grew, short and soft, from her head. Melanie’s hair was well past her shoulders. But Kat’s was less than a claw-tip in length. I clenched my hands into fists, longing to run my hands over it, to feel its shorn softness.

      Do not linger, Galok. Set up her tent for her.

      I jogged over to my irkdu, pulling down the supplies for Kat’s tent. I began to set it up next to Gahn Taliok’s when Kat’s voice cut through the air.

      “What are you doing? I can do it.”

      “I have no doubt you can,” I said, energy thrumming in me as she stepped up beside me. The moonlight caught on the high bridge of her slim little nose, her cheekbones, her pointed chin. All of the new women had interesting faces, but I could not help but acknowledge hers as the most exquisite. The most delicate. And the one with the most impressive scowl.

      “I have no doubt you can do it,” I said again as she yanked a bone pole from my arms. “But I simply wished to do it for you.”

      “Well, don’t,” she said, driving the bone pole into the ground with a strength that belied her body’s tinyness. “And about what you said earlier. That I’m not your mate yet.”

      She stood then, turning and fixing me with her large white and blue eyes.

      “I’m not your mate now and I won’t be in the future, either. I won’t be any alien’s mate. I didn’t need a man back home and I don’t need one now. Kapeesh?”

      “Kapeesh,” I said slowly, adding it to the other words I’d learned from Kat’s pretty mouth. Cool story bro, beeswax, Jesus, fuck, kapeesh… “I do not know this word yet. Explain it to me.”

      She breathed out heavily.

      “No.”

      She fumbled with the rest of the tent, and I stood back and watched her work. She did it all quickly then stormed away. I regarded her work critically. She had been too rushed, and the tent would likely collapse on her in the middle of the night. For a moment, I considered leaving it like that. I would like to hear the squawk she makes when she’s awoken by such a thing…

      But the thought that she may be hurt in the collapse had my fingers flying, fixing the tent so that it would be a sturdier shelter for her. Though the ferocity of her tongue made it easy to forget, these new women were soft and vulnerable of body.

      After fixing up her tent to my satisfaction, I joined the others at the fire. Melanie was sitting in Taliok’s lap, her form dwarfed by his size. I sat next to Kat, gesturing to my own legs.

      “Look, Kat. I can make a comfortable seat for you, too.” I crossed my legs at the ankles the way Taliok’s were, creating an inviting dip for Kat’s small body. The thought of her rump settling there made my cock stir. I ignored it, smiling at her.

      But she was ignoring me the way I was ignoring my own cock.

      Unfortunately.

      We ate mostly in silence after the long journey of the day. As Kat chewed and sipped her valok, my eyes wandered to her. I watched the way the muscles of her jaw worked as she ate, and admired the glint of the firelight off of the strange little rocks that were stuck in her face. Melanie had similar little rocks in the soft bottom part of her ears, but Kat had many more in her ears, and even rocks in her nose and her brow. I wonder what it means... Probably a sign of prowess among her people.

      I decided I would ask her soon. But not tonight, as she was already standing to go, brushing the dust from her leg-coverings and then heading for her tent. A moment later Melanie rose, too, leading Taliok back to their tent by the hand. A great ache opened in my chest at the sight of it – the simple beauty of two mates heading together to their tent, hands safe in one another’s, wrapped in soft bliss. I tried to ease the ache by searching out Kat’s form.

      But she was already gone.
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      Damn, when that girl decides to be someone’s mate, she really goes for it.

      I sat up with a groan, rubbing my eyes. I should have told Galok to move my tent somewhere else, I thought sleepily as sounds of Taliok and Melanie’s banging drifted through the hide walls.

      Hold on, ask Galok? No, I don’t need to be asking that guy for anything. Ever. The less encouragement he gets, the better.

      I scrubbed my hand over my scalp, wincing at the feeling. Since I was sixteen, I’d worn my hair either completely shaved, or maybe as long as a buzz cut. In my time on the ship and now here on the planet, it had grown longer than I liked. I scratched at my scalp, tugging on the tiny little hairs before throwing my hands down in frustration. Maybe I can find an alien razor somewhere…

      I swallowed hard, remembering the giant knives that basically every one of these guys wore strapped to their backs at all times. Kind of a sobering thought. Most of the aliens had been really good to us. Other than Chapman’s nutso mate, Fallo, they’d all been pretty respectful and chill towards us. Especially Galok. He was the chillest of all. It was easy to forget these guys were fucking killing machines.

      You shouldn’t forget…

      I mean, something had happened to those warriors who’d attacked us in the mountains, right? Taliok and Galok had killed them. I’d seen the blood on the stones afterwards.

      It was hard to imagine Galok killing anything, even the animals he hunted for the meat he offered me incessantly.

      Melanie let out a particularly loud moan, and I realized I wasn’t going to be getting any more sleep anytime soon. I kind of had to pee anyway, so I rose, yanking on my pants. I’d been sleeping in my tank top already, so I didn’t need to put that on. I didn’t bother with shoes since I wouldn’t be going far.

      I pulled the tent flap aside and stepped out.

      Only to trip over what felt like a massive log wrapped in velvet. I landed hard on my hands and knees, something solid beneath me.

      What the hell’s bells…?

      “As pleasing of a view that this gives me, I cannot help but think I should offer you assistance.”

      Fucking Galok.

      I was tossed over his thighs, ass in the air.

      “That’s not necessary, thanks,” I muttered, scrambling off of his lap and then crab-crawling backwards away from him, face on fire. “And just what are you doing sleeping directly outside my tent’s entrance, anyway?” I shouldn’t have been so surprised. Galok had slept directly beside my tent every night on this trip. But this was the first time I’d found him right outside the door, so to speak.

      “This was the most comfortable place,” he said innocently, almost looking affronted at my words. I mean, the guy did look comfortable. He was leaning up against the craggy wall of the rock outcropping that sheltered our tents. His muscled arms were crossed over his chest, his long legs splayed in front of him. When my gaze drifted between those legs, I froze, jerking my eyes up to his smirking face.

      “Alright, well, whatever. I’m going to pee.”

      Galok was up and at my side in an instant.

      “Let me escort you. It is not safe to go anywhere alone in this desert.”

      “Somehow, I think it would be safer to be alone than to be anywhere near you with my pants down,” I said, but the words had no bite. Even though Galok definitely had prowess and strength as a warrior, I was certain that he wouldn’t purposely do something to hurt me. Annoy me? Hell yes. But actually threaten me, or do anything to harm me? I just couldn’t see it.

      But that didn’t mean a girl wanted an audience.

      “I will not spy,” Galok said, and for once his gaze and voice were serious. Like, really serious. Shockingly so.

      “Fine,” I grumbled, knowing I wouldn’t be able to get rid of him even if I tried. Besides, he’s right. There are a lot of monsters in this desert… I’d seen what some of the creatures out here could do to a person. Hell, I’d watched most of the people on our
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