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      SHE’S MINE. AND I’LL BURN THE STARS TO KEEP HER.

      They turned me into a weapon, twisted me into a monster. But then she lands in my world, soft and defiant and maddeningly kind. She touches me like I’m more than a beast. And with her help, maybe I can become a man again.

      GREAT. MY ONLY ALLY IS A GIANT, GRUMPY DRAGON.

      I woke up naked on a death planet. No weapons. No clothes. Just a massive dragon with scars, secrets… and a very intense possessive streak. I should be terrified. But when he shifts into a man with claws and a voice like sin? Yeah, I’m in trouble.
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        This book has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British English (less Z, more S).

      

        

      
        Subscribe to Skye's newsletter and get a free book as a thank you:

        skyemackinnon.com/newsletter
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        Click – minute (30 Earth minutes are 20 intergalactic clicks)

        Cycle – day (one IG day has 27 Earth hours; there are 10 IG days in an IG week)

        Intergalactic Authority (IA) – law-enforcing organisation (space police), overseen by the Intergalactic Council

        Kalumbu Station – the orbiting space station where the Trials are monitored and run.

        Peritan – intergalactic term for a human

        Peritus – intergalactic term for planet Earth

        Rotation – one year in Intergalactic Standard

        Valhyr’s Crown – planet of the draquari
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      Run.

      That was the only word that mattered. Not think. Not breathe. Definitely not calm down, Hazel, everything’s fine. Just – run.

      Branches whipped at my skin as I charged through the trees, bare feet slamming into soft earth and jagged stone alike. My thighs burned. My lungs burned. Everything burned except for the creature behind me, which apparently didn’t understand the concept of exhaustion.

      Something roared. A deep, bone-shaking roar that rattled the forest and sent a flock of squawking, crimson-feathered birds erupting from the canopy. I didn’t look back. I’d made that mistake five minutes ago and nearly face-planted into a log the size of a bus.

      All I focused on was what was right in front of me. Trees in ridiculous garish colours that made the forest look like it was on fire. If I hadn’t been naked, exhausted and busy trying not to die, I might have even enjoyed the scenery.

      I clutched my only weapon – a splintered branch I’d sharpened with a rock – so tight my knuckles ached. It wasn’t much, but it made me feel slightly less like a nude snack and slightly more like a nude warrior snack. Big difference.

      Insects much larger than I wanted them to be kept hitting my face. So far, none of them had stung me, but that must have been dumb luck. I evaded something that looked like a beetle the size of a boulder with skin like lava rock while the thing behind me kept roaring.

      I could hear it crashing through underbrush – too fast, too big. I hadn’t seen it clearly when it appeared, just a glimpse of obsidian hide, gleaming claws, and way too many teeth. Four legs, maybe six. Perfectly built for rough terrain.

      Me? I was built for Netflix marathons on the sofa, craft nights with my cat, and sipping tea in Glasgow’s West End cafés while pretending I sat there alone because I liked solitude, not because I didn’t have any friends.

      The ground rose beneath my feet, sloping towards the jagged ridge I’d been crawling towards all day. Mountains made of diamonds. Sharp, glistening peaks that I hoped had water, caves, and shelter. If I could make it that far, I had a shot.

      If.

      Another roar. Closer this time.

      “Oh, come on!” I screamed over my shoulder. “Don’t you have something else to chase? Like a squirrel? I swear I taste disgusting!”

      A root caught my foot and I tumbled forward, scraping my knees on rough bark and stones. Pain flared. I scrambled back up, branch in hand, and stumbled through a narrow gap between two orange-trunked trees just as the thing lunged behind me.

      Its breath hit my back like a furnace. I screamed and dove forward – just in time to fall down a steep slope.

      The world turned and twisted. I hit the ground hard and rolled. Dirt in my mouth. Blood in my nose. Something hit my head, hard. For a moment, I felt like I was going to pass out.

      But then the slope finally came to an end and I came to a stop. Everything was silent.

      No crashing. No snarling. No death.

      Just birdsong. Wind. Insects. I closed my eyes and imagined I was back home, relaxing on a bench in Kelvingrove Park. Not in this nightmare that I couldn’t wake up from. I still didn’t know where I was. I just knew that this was not home, not Scotland, not even Earth.

      The only other alternative was that I was in some kind of virtual reality game – but I had stopped believing in that theory when I’d sliced open my arm on a jagged branch as hard as rock.

      Maybe this was death. The afterlife. Hell.

      I most certainly deserved it.

      I didn’t move for a long time. Just lay there on my side, panting, staring at a fern with leaves like molten glass.

      Eventually, I sat up and spat out a glob of blood.

      The slope had brought me down into a narrow, rocky hollow. Cliffs loomed above on one side, trees on the other. I could no longer see the diamond mountains except for a pale sliver above the cliff to my right, showing me the direction I’d have to take once I recovered a little.

      The air smelled like ash and moss. My spear-branch was gone, probably snapped during the tumble.

      I brushed off dirt and checked my arms. A few scrapes. A shallow cut on my thigh. My chestnut hair – what was left of it – was plastered to my face with sweat.

      Before I’d woken up on that metal platform in the middle of a fire-coloured forest, I’d had hair down to my waist. I was proud of it. Very proud. Not many people had hair that long. I put a lot of effort into it.

      But now it was gone. Someone had cut it while I’d been asleep. I was left with stubble that barely reached the bottom of my ears. I didn’t want to know how horrendous it looked. I didn’t want to think about who had done it and why.

      I didn’t cry. Not now. Not when I’d made it a whole day in this hell. Not when my lungs were still heaving and my heart hadn’t exploded from terror.

      I was alive. Still anxious, still naked, still scared of… whatever the hell that thing was. But alive.

      The monster must have given up on having me for dinner. But it was not the first thing that had chased me today. This forest was teeming with deadly animals wanting to take a bite of me. Which was why I was headed to the mountains. I hoped there would be less predators there. Not that I knew for certain. But it was as good a direction as any.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there, staring at the moss-covered rocks and trying not to fall apart. Could’ve been five minutes. Could’ve been an hour. Time didn’t feel right on this planet. Or wherever the hell I was.

      Eventually, the shaking in my legs stopped enough for me to stand. My head throbbed from where I’d hit it – just a dull, rhythmic ache now, like a reminder that yes, I was still alive. Yay. Congratulations.

      I rubbed my arms for warmth. The air was cooler down here, the sun slipping lower behind the jagged ridgeline of the mountains. I was still heading towards them, even if the fall had knocked me off track. And possibly slightly concussed me. But priorities.

      I needed shelter. Water. A weapon. Clothes, ideally, but that wasn’t exactly something I could crochet together from ferns and bark.

      I scanned the hollow. The cliffs above were sheer and fractured, little shards of crystal glittering between the rocks. One of them might be a cave. Or a crevice big enough to crawl into and not die in my sleep.

      A dry laugh rose in my throat. Strange how my priorities had adjusted so quickly. Back home, I had so many dreams, so many ambitions. I knew I’d never reach them, but that was part of it. It’s much easier to self-deprecate when you never achieve your goals. And I was the queen of self-criticism and self-loathing.

      No space for that here. I had to survive.

      My therapist would be so impressed.

      I found a fallen branch – not as good as my last one, but it would do – and started walking, slower this time. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest, but I’d been through worse. Not exactly chased-by-alien-lion worse, but emotionally worse. Which, to be honest, was most of my twenties.

      A rustle to my right made me freeze. I held my breath, eyes scanning the trees.

      Nothing.

      Just a breeze stirring the golden leaves. A flicker of shadow. A reminder that I wasn’t alone out here – and probably never would be.

      By the time I spotted a shallow overhang in the cliff wall, the sky had shifted to deep amber. The forest glowed like a burning oil painting. Beautiful. Lethal.

      And rising across the sky were two moons. Not one. Two.

      Final proof that I was no longer on Earth.

      Fuck me.

      I was on an alien planet. Or I was hallucinating being on one. Or Hell was a real place and it just happened to have two moons.

      I focused on the ground in front of me. If I looked up at those moons again, I might erupt into hysterics.

      I squeezed into the hollow underneath the overhang and let out a deep breath. Rocks on either side formed a sort of half-cave that gave me a semblance of shelter. Not exactly a five-star hotel, but it would keep me from being spotted from above. For some reason, animals were scarce in this valley I’d tumbled into. Maybe they were scared of me.

      As if.

      Using a rock, I chipped at the new branch until I had a crude point. Not as sharp as the first one, but I wasn’t about to fight off another monster tonight. If they wanted to eat me while I slept, so be it. I wasn’t going to be able to stop them once darkness fell. I didn’t have a light or fire. I didn’t have anything except my laughable weapon.

      I curled into a ball on the bare stone, hugging the makeshift spear like a lifeline. My skin stung from scrapes and bruises. My stomach clenched with hunger. But it was the silence that got me.

      No cars. No distant chatter. No buzzing phones or cat meows or streetlights outside my flat.

      Just me.

      And whatever was out there.

      I let my eyes drift shut. I didn’t think I’d fall asleep any time soon, but exhaustion caught up with me. Sleep came slow and shallow, full of twisted dreams I wouldn’t remember. And just before I lost consciousness, I thought I heard something.

      Not a roar. Not a snarl.

      A growl.

      Low. Deep. Mechanical.

      Far away.

      But moving closer.
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      I woke to a sound I didn’t recognise.

      A hum. High-pitched, mechanical, and way too deliberate to be natural.

      I froze, pretending I was still asleep. I slowly opened one eye and stared into the fading darkness of my rocky hideout. Pale light filtered through the trees outside – dawn, maybe. The alien sun rising. Warmth slowly returning to my frozen fingers.

      The hum grew louder. Closer.

      And then I saw it.

      A shape drifted past the entrance of my shelter. Small, hovering, barely the size of a football. Smooth and silver, with a ring of lights pulsing around its middle. No wings. No rotors. Just impossible, silent motion.

      In the centre of the lights sat an eye. A black iris surrounded by a ring of silver that turned and widened. A camera. That thing was a drone.

      My heart stopped. Just for a second. Then it pounded hard enough to shake my ribs.

      I was being watched. It had to know I was here. The overhang gave me some shelter, but I was still exposed.

      The drone paused – right outside the hollow. A beam of blue light swept across the cliff face, slow and searching. Like it was scanning. When the blue light reached me, a shiver crossed over my skin. I didn’t move, still pretending I was asleep, my eye almost closed behind shaking lashes. I didn’t dare to breathe.

      What was it doing?

      It hovered for a few seconds longer, then turned and drifted away – upward, towards the cliffs, towards the mountain range I still hadn’t reached.

      I stayed frozen until the hum faded into nothing.

      Only then did I let myself sit up, shaking.

      That hadn’t been human. Not by a long shot. The tech was too smooth, too quiet. Drones needed rotors or some other way to stay up. This had been a sphere flying without rotors or wings. Even Earth’s top-end surveillance crap didn’t move like that. And there was something about the way it looked – like it had made intelligent decisions based on what it had found during its scan.

      “What the hell is this place?” I whispered.

      My voice cracked. I hadn’t said much since I’d woken up on the platform yesterday.

      I didn’t get an answer. Just the wind through the trees and the distant cry of something I hoped wasn’t hungry.

      I crawled out of the hollow and stood, knees stiff, muscles aching. A new day had begun, and I still didn’t have food. Water. Clothing. Answers. But now I had something new to think about.

      Who was watching me?

      Why?

      And what would happen when they stopped watching and decided to intervene?

      I should have got up and started the climb back up the slope that I had tumbled down the day before. I should find water and food. I should do something.

      But instead, I just sat there, trying to process what had happened. How I’d come to be here.

      I hugged my knees to my chest. The air was warming, light spilling over the treetops, but the ache inside me didn’t lift. My throat ached. My thoughts hurt even more as I remembered.
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        * * *

      

      The platform had been metal. Cold. Smooth. A perfect circle floating maybe thirty feet above the forest floor. No walls. No railing. No people. Just me – naked, disoriented, dumped like garbage onto a disc in the middle of an alien forest.

      I’d woken up to the sound of wind and a booming voice I couldn’t place.

      “Paralysis lifted. The Trials have begun!”

      That was it.

      No context. No face. Just the voice, and the sudden, stomach-lurching drop as the platform began to descend.

      No elevator cables. No engines I could see. Just a slow, quiet fall towards a forest painted in fiery reds, oranges, yellows, as if someone had added the wrong filter to an otherwise pretty picture.

      I’d screamed. Not because of the descent, but because I’d finally realised what was missing – my hair. My clothes. My memory of how I’d got there.

      All gone.

      When I hit the ground – gently, somehow – I ran without looking back. There’d been no other option. Just trees in every direction and the gut-deep certainty that something was watching. Hunting. Waiting.

      And in the distance, the roar of a predator had told me exactly what kind of world this was. One where I was nothing but prey.
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        * * *

      

      A screeching birdcall snapped me back to the present.

      I blinked away the memory and stood, stiff and sore. My mouth felt like it had been stuffed with sandpaper. I needed water. And maybe food. If something edible and non-poisonous existed here. From everything I’d learned about this planet, I wouldn’t have been surprised if my food ate me first.

      I looked up at the slope and decided I lacked the energy to climb. I’d look for water in this valley first before attempting to retrace my steps. The forest floor was soft beneath my feet – layers of needle-like leaves in crimson and gold. A little too warm, a little too quiet. But something drew me forward.

      I was desperate to see traces of civilisation, of people living here, but I didn’t need my archaeology degree to know that I was alone out here. No ruins, no remnants of sentient life, not even something as simple as a stone circle that a more primitive culture would leave behind.

      Nothing but nature, beautiful and terrifying.

      After maybe twenty minutes of walking along narrow animal trails, I heard it.

      Running water.

      I broke into a jog, dodging a tree with bark like cracked clay, and skidded to a stop in front of a stream.

      It wasn’t wide – barely the length of my arm – but the water was clear and fast, tumbling over dark, glassy stones.

      Would this water be safe to drink?

      I didn’t have a choice. Without water, I wouldn’t last much longer. And I highly doubted I’d find a stash of bottled water somewhere. No, if I wanted to survive, I had to take the risk.

      I dropped to my knees and drank. Cupped my hands, filled them again and again. It was cold. Sharp. Refreshing. Slightly metallic but not foul.

      Once my thirst was sated, I splashed some water across my face and arms to wash off the blood and dirt. I looked at my reflection in the ripples, then turned away quickly.

      I didn’t recognise the woman staring back.

      Nearby, I spotted a cluster of purple-tinged berries growing on a bush with waxy, triangular leaves. I poked one with a stick, waited. No smoke. No sudden explosions. No snakes waiting in the undergrowth.

      Eventually, I plucked a berry the size of an apricot and held it to my nose. It smelled sharp and citrusy.

      Screw it. Death by poisonous berry was more appealing than death by toothy monster.

      I ate one. The flavour of juicy limes and sweetness of mango erupted around my tongue. Delicious. But I forced myself to wait for a few minutes. No nausea. No side effects.

      I ate a handful more, then placed as many as I could on a large leaf which I rolled into a satchel. Just in case I didn’t pass a bush like this again.

      It wasn’t much. But it was a start.

      I should have felt somewhat relieved after this refreshment, but something was off.

      The birdsong around me had quietened.

      My skin still crawled with unease. My gut whispered that I should not linger. Not here. Not in this place that suddenly felt too exposed.

      I pushed forward, following the stream as it wound through the thinning trees. The canopy opened gradually, letting more sunlight flood the valley floor. The brilliant reds and golds of the forest sparkled like flames above me.

      A pile of huge dead branches formed a natural archway. I stepped through it and into a wide clearing. The trees pulled back entirely, leaving a circular patch of open ground, ringed by tall cliffs on one side and fiery trees everywhere else. Strange crystals jutted from the rock walls, glittering like jagged diamonds under the pale sun. For a moment, I just stood there, breathing hard.

      I was already thirsty again.

      The open sky above felt unnerving after the dense forest. Too wide. Too vulnerable.

      I didn’t like it.

      And then came the sound from somewhere up above.

      A low vibration. Different from the drone. Bigger, louder.

      My chest tightened. I scanned the cliffs, eyes darting. My fingers gripped my stick-spear, holding it close like it could somehow protect me. I knew I didn’t stand a chance if this was a flying monster.

      The vibration grew. Louder. Heavier.

      A shadow slid across the clearing.

      I snapped my head up.

      Wings.

      Huge, jagged wings that blocked out the sun. A monstrous shape descended fast
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