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      “Grim.”

      At the sound of my name I turned. My scaly tail swept across the stone floor of my bed-chamber cave. At the entrance to my cave stood the Hakah Gog. I pounded my fists against my brow ridges in respect for the Hakah, our king. The stones in my cave, luminous from the glowing blue slick that coated them, made Hakah Gog’s deep bluish-grey scales look even more brilliantly blue than normal.

      “Yes, Hakah?”

      “We leave tomorrow. Be ready.”

      My jaw tightened at the back of my snout, fangs clenching against each other. It was time. Time for me, for all of us, to leave this place. To leave the Bitter Sea and the island of our birth. To travel out into deserts to meet strange men and even stranger women.

      The Hakah and his guards had already done this – had journeyed far to visit the homeland of his newly discovered nephew, Kor. The tales they had told of that place since their return – tales of scaleless men with glimmering shards for eyes and tiny females with skin so soft it had to be protected from the very sun – were almost too absurd to be believed.

      And yet, it was all true. As was, apparently, the threat coming to our world. The threat driving us inland to ally with these foreign desert people.

      “I will be ready, Hakah,” I declared, pounding my fists against my brow ridges once again.

      “Good,” he said, before turning and leaving my cave. I stared after him, into the blackness of the cave’s entrance where he’d stood a moment before.

      I turned back to my own modest warrior’s bed-chamber. Glowing, slippery stones cast everything around me in silver-blue light. That same light illuminated all the rooms and halls beneath the island of our home. In that glow, I surveyed the bare corner I slept in, as well as my weapons – hok-scale spears and sea stone knives with bone handles. A low flat stone created a natural little table where childhood trinkets dwelled – a few shining gems and shells I’d collected as a boy from the beaches, as well as the cracked bone handle of my very first knife, its blade long lost to the teeth of a krikka – the foul predatory serpent of the shallows.

      It is not so very much I leave behind…

      Especially considering the fact I did not have living parents, nor a mate, nor did I have children. Some of the other males were leaving behind their women, their families, to rise and meet the threat beyond the sand. Compared to them, I was lucky. I left only shreds, stone, and memories.

      Though I had been tired from a day of swimming and hunting, I did not sleep long that night. I rose in the blue-dim light of my cave, gathering the things I planned to take into the desert. The journey would take some time, and it was best to travel light. Besides, when one’s own body was a weapon, one did not need to carry many more with him.

      I settled on my best spear – the one with the thickest bone handle and the sharpest hok scale at its tip. I considered bringing a knife, too, looking at my collection. Their jagged, death-sharp blades glinted, their pale pink sea stone colour turned milky purple by the blue light.

      As my eyes tracked over the line of knives, I could practically see my own life unfolding in their progression. I’d made each one of them, starting when I was a child. My blades grew larger, more artfully crafted, the older I became, the line of the weapons signalling the days of my history like landmarks. I was still a fairly young warrior, but there were many ages to reflect on, looking at those blades.

      I chose my most recently-constructed blade. The longest and strongest one, the same way I had chosen my spear. I turned to leave my cave, possibly for the last time, then stopped. I remained in the dark mouth of the cave, the glowing past behind me, the future a murky tunnel ahead. At the last moment, I spun and swiped the bladeless and broken bone handle of my youth from the table. This little thing was no weapon, not anymore. It was short – much too short for my adult’s hand to grip adequately now. It would be pointless to try to fit it with another blade.

      And yet…

      And yet I could not leave it behind.

      Working quickly, I grabbed some spare seagrass twine from the same table. Claws flying, I wound the tough twine, attaching the small bone handle of my lost boyhood’s blade to the strong handle of my adult’s spear. The new (yet old) small bone handle was now tied tightly to the end of my spear’s bone shaft, like a crooked, stunted tail. I grunted to myself, satisfied, then hefted the spear and my other blade again.

      This time, when I plunged forward, I did not hesitate.

      I moved through the dark tunnels swiftly, knowing every turn, every stone, by heart. It did not take long for me to reach the large opening that led from the inner caves where we slept to the open air.

      To the sea.

      Two guards stood with their own spears at the entrance to our caves, facing out towards the water. They turned and gave me grunts of greeting before looking forward once again. Ever since the stranger Kor, son to the lost warrior Kon, had risen from those waters and shocked us all, the guards had been twice as diligent at their posts. Impressive, considering they had already been diligent to begin with.

      Behind the guards and me, our island hulked up and out of the water, a warm dome of sand and shrubs and trees and birds in the endless waves around it.

      Almost endless.

      In the distance, nearly impossible to see in the pre-dawn gloom, even with my sharp eyes, I could just make out the thin, ominous line of the foreign lands Kor had come from. The lands we were destined to travel to today.

      I was a strong warrior. Vicious and brave. I did not fear these new lands. But something about leaving the sea and being among all that sand and stone felt unnatural and strange.

      It just means we must be victorious. Beat every enemy and survive so that we may come home.

      I still had some time. I did not have to abandon the sea just yet.

      I moved past the guards, my spear in one fist, the bone handle of my sea stone blade in the other. I picked down the slick, sea-sprayed rocks that led into the shallow lagoon in this little inlet.

      When my claws touched water, I dove.

      My body sliced powerfully through the water. In this inlet, things were calm. It was easy, pleasurable, to glide through the briny dark, even with my weapons in my hands. It was something I’d done countless times – swimming these waters.

      I left the calm inlet, moving into the deeper water. I rose to the surface, drawing a breath before plunging down again. Unlike some of the creatures of the sea, my brethren and I could not breathe the water. But my lungs were strong. And I could hold my breath as long as was necessary.

      I powered through the darkness, the water cold from the night. Soon, the sun would be rising, warming the surface.

      It was not long before I had travelled down a good length of the island’s coast. I reached a quiet area of beach, rising from the water and stalking through the shallows to the sand. Behind me, the sun, too, was rising from the depths. It reached long fingers towards the island, turning the water as red as my own scales.

      I felt the water dripping down those very scales, pooling between ridges and spikes, rolling down my legs and tail. Standing tall and planting the newly augmented butt of my spear on the sand, I watched the sunrise from that quiet, lonely spot, wondering if it would be the last time I stood here like this.

      I would have to leave before the morning light grew too strong. The Hakah and the rest of the army would be waiting for me, ready to begin our journey to the desert.

      So almost as soon as I’d arrived at the quiet beach, I knew that it was time to go.

      I waded back into the water, trying to memorize the lapping feel of it on my legs and tail. Scalding the memory into my body so that it would sustain me on the sands.

      I tightened my grip on my weapons, poised to dive.

      I froze.

      Something caught my eye, something in the distance, out on the water.

      I cranked my head, hissing slightly, aiming my spear for whatever it could be. Could this be the new enemy we’d been warned of?

      But… no. No, this was no enemy.

      The Kell.

      It glowed in the distance as if one of our many moons had plunged into the sea. I’d never seen it before. It only showed itself to the men it summoned. The men it called to see the faces of their future mates.

      The men it urged to claim their fates.

      My heart crashed, a relentless cycle of battering waves, sending dark blood pumping. My jaw worked as I stared at the water. For the first time in my life, I doubted my own eyes. I doubted what I saw.

      No.

      There was no other man on this dawn-quiet beach. And my eyes had always been strong.

      The Kell was here for me.

      It was here to show me my mate. To awaken the sacred mate bond, and make me into the warrior I was always meant to be.

      No more hesitation.

      I dove again.

      And followed it.

      I was fast, and the Kell moved slowly, almost leisurely. This allowed me to catch up to the sacred creature quickly. As I swam behind it, I took in every feature – the round body with its translucent, starlight armour. Its powerful head with its two knowing, illuminated eyes. Its four paddle-like legs and its long, snaking tail.

      It swam ahead of me, the two of us swimming at the surface. But soon, its head dipped down, its paddles shifting, forcing the rounded shell of its torso down into the darkness.

      But with the Kell, it was not darkness. The Kell was light itself, beating back the shadows. And it was a good thing, too. Because we were going deeper and deeper into the water. Deeper than I’d ever been before. So deep that without the Kell’s ghostly light, I would have entirely lost my way.

      My strong lungs burned, my warrior’s heart thundering. I could not tell if it was from the lack of breathing for so long, or from the churn of emotions plaguing me now that I was about to see the face of my fated mate.

      Wonder and dismay. Gratitude and confusion.

      Why now? Why would the Kell grant me a mate right before I am meant to leave the women of my homeland? Before I go to battle, possibly to my death?

      Already my heart ached at the thought of leaving her.

      But there was no point in questioning such things. The Kell was destiny incarnate. It did not answer to the likes of simple warriors.

      Deeper and deeper. Lower and lower. Until the Kell was the only thing I could see. Until its powerful light began to be swallowed up all around us, the water black as blood and almost as thick.

      Will I make it?

      My limbs quaked, the muscles of my throat collapsing on themselves with the desire to suck in air. I knew from other men that the Kell’s cave, though deep beneath the sea, had air. But I worried I would never get there at this rate.

      I have to.

      I had to get there. The Kell would not have called me if I were not ready. If I were not worthy. I would do this. For myself and for my mate. For our future.

      Swallowing a snarl, I pushed harder, every muscle straining, my fangs clenching.

      The Kell disappeared.

      My eyes snapped back and forth, and I almost lost the breath I’d been holding in confused shock. Where the Kell had been before me but a moment before, now there was nothing but blackness, hard and impassable as stone. My throat contracted, my tail going rigid as I turned my head back and forth.

      I would not make it back up to the surface with this breath now.

      Was this it? Was this why I had been called?

      To meet my own death, instead of my destiny?

      No! I would not allow the sea that had been my life’s blood, my home, to be my death. I would find the Kell.

      And I would find my mate.

      With my last surges of strength, I plunged downward further. I jerked as the tip of my spear met rock. I swiped my claws along a rocky surface until they met nothing.

      An opening.

      I stared into the opening, and I did not know if it was some illusion of a dying brain or if it was really there, but I thought, far ahead, I could see a faint glow.

      Throwing all caution to the waves, I sank into that opening.

      Breathlessness drove me faster, but I once again hit stone.

      Up. Up!

      I thrashed my tail, forcing my body into an upward motion.

      And mercifully, beautifully, my head broke the surface.

      I sucked in a massive breath. If this had been any other moment, any other time, I would have allowed myself a few breaths to recover. But anticipation was already driving me to movement once again.

      The face of my mate.

      Any moment, I would see her.

      Her.

      Who is it? Who is meant to be mine?

      There were women I admired, women I had lain with, but none I loved.

      But I supposed that did not matter. Just because I’d never felt love for a woman did not mean I was not ready. I wanted this. Deep between my ribs, I wanted this. Between my legs, I needed it.

      I swam to the edge of the water, pulling myself up onto slick stone. The glow I had seen from the water – the glow that had been my lifeline – was much stronger in here now. I followed it down a shadowy tunnel until that tunnel opened into a glittering cave.

      I’d never seen such a cave. The caves we slept in beneath the island were lined with brown and grey stone, turned blue from the luminescent slick that coated some of them. This cave had walls that looked like polished gems. The whole interior glinted with uncountable facets, almost blinding me after the darkness of the water.

      It was impossible to tell what colours might be present in those gem-lined walls. Because they all reflected the pure silver-white of the Kell’s light.

      The Kell watched me from the centre of the cave. It did not move. It did not appear to breathe. I squinted, my gaze piercing right through its rounded armour, right down to the stone. Half here and half not, the Kell watched me with unmoving eyes.

      Before the Kell was a very small pool – so small I’d almost missed it. Glowing the same way its body did – healing milk of the Kell. This was the source of it. There was a spring of it in our own caves supplied from somewhere beneath the waves. This was where it flowed from.

      The Kell opened its snout, showing three upper and three lower rows of translucent fangs. One of the fangs, though, was not actually translucent. As I peered closer, I saw that one of the largest teeth, a tooth bigger than my hand, glinted harder and darker than the others.

      I knew what I was meant to do. I’d heard this tale countless times before. From my Hakah. From my male cousins. From my father.

      I dropped my weapons at my feet and stepped forward, wading into the shallow pool of the Kell’s milk until I was before the sacred giant. I was a large warrior, but even standing tall on two legs like this, the Kell was taller.

      I stared into its great mouth, locating the tooth again. Yes, that had to be the one. The Vision Fang I’d heard so many stories of. It was different from all the others.

      I reached deep into the Kell’s cavernous mouth, gripped the Vision Fang, and pulled.

      It was not easy. For some time, the tooth did not budge. But I had made it this far. I would not fail now. I braced myself on the Kell’s lower jaw with my free hand. Though its many fangs were see-through and strange, they were still sharp, slicing my left hand to the bone as I grappled with that single fang above with my right. I did not feel the wound, too focused on my task and what would come when said task was complete.

      The vision of my mate.

      Remembering why I was doing this was enough. The thrill at the thought of my own mate strengthened my arm, my grip. The Vision Fang loosened, then with a final twisting tug, it came free in my hand.

      “Thank you, Kell,” I breathed, in awe of the massive fang in my grip. I withdrew my hands from the creature’s mouth, letting it close its jaws. My blood seeped down its shimmering skin, a sign of what I’d done. What I’d lost.

      What I’d gained.

      I kept my injured hand away from the surface of the fang so I did not bloody it. My breaths were short and shallow, and I forced myself to take a deep one and still myself in preparation.

      I hefted the fang in front of my face, staring into the dark glassy surface.

      Before my eyes, the surface of the tooth shifted and swirled. In the shining dark, a figure took shape. A huff shuddered out of my nostrils as my blood once again surged. I pressed the fang as close to my eyes as I could, trying to see better. Trying to see the colour of her scales, the lines of her face.

      Except there were no scales.

      And the lines of her face were unlike anything I had ever seen before.

      My claws tightened on the fang, shredding my fingers further, but I did not care. I was too transfixed, too consumed, by the strangeness of the vision. This was no woman of the Bitter Seas, not one of my people. This was not even a woman from the desert.

      This was a woman from beyond. One of the so-called “new women” that the Hakah had told us of. She had to be.

      I had no time to feel dismay at this development. I had no time to rear back in surprise. The sacred mate bond was working too quickly for such reactions. Even now, searing affection made my muscles clench, made my forked tongue lash against my fangs. I stared into the Kell’s tooth, memorizing each flat plane of her snoutless face, the dark strands of hair and even darker discs of her eyes settled in rings of white.

      A fierce possessiveness made my spikes emerge along my shoulders, neck, and tail. This female, in all her strangeness, her scalelessness, her clawlessness, was mine.

      And as soon as my mate had appeared, she was gone, the Vision Fang fading back into blankness. I hissed, staring harder, trying to draw the image back. But the tooth cracked, then crumbled in my hands, the pieces falling into the pool of Kell’s milk at my feet. That tooth would grow again, anew, for the next warrior. But there was no more left for me.

      On the way here, while following the Kell, I’d wondered why I was being granted a mate from my island just to have to leave her the very same day.

      But she was not of my island.

      So it was. I would not have to leave her after all.

      I had to find her.
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      “You ready, Val?”

      I tightened my grip on my gun, nodding tightly. That’s Corporal Steel to you, I said inside my head. At least call me Valeria if you’re going to use my first name, asshole. I fucking hated when the name my mother gave me got shortened to Val. It was one of the only things I had left from her and shortening it felt like some kind of disrespect. But then again, Sergeant Green didn’t give two fucks about anything besides getting shit done. Cold and cruel with the deadest eyes in his head that I’d ever had the misfortune of seeing on anybody. Maybe I should just call you Cole instead of Coleman. Since apparently we’re using first names and not using actual titles, Sergeant Green…

      Of course, I didn’t say any of that out loud.

      “Yes, Sir!” I replied sharply but quietly. The two of us were crouched at the side of the partially destroyed craft the first Earth mission had landed on this planet with. Apparently, a bunch of alien cockroaches or something had come right up and out of the sand, crashed through the viewscreen, and killed the crew of this vessel when they’d first landed on this sand planet. The only survivors, from what the orbiting research vessel could see on their scanners, had been taken in by the native alien population, nestled among a massive stone formation nearby. Sergeant Green and I had come down in our own tiny vessel – the smallest one available, only big enough for us two. The hope was that we wouldn’t attract more of those fucking bugs in a small craft. So far so good. The only problem was that the craft was a one-way vehicle. The kind of thing that could weather the trip down through the atmosphere, but that wouldn’t take us back up again. Nope, the two of us were here for the long haul, stationed planet-side to figure out just what the hell was really happening down here and to find out if any of the original mission was salvageable. And we were to communicate everything, using our tiny vessel’s comm system, to the orbiting research vessel.

      Our first recon mission? Surveying the destroyed ship. From what we’d seen in orbit, there were always a few aliens and humans stationed here, doing... Well, we weren’t quite sure yet. That’s what we were here to find out. We were going to have a quick look around, unseen, then rendezvous back at our own craft, camouflaged by light-scatter tech.

      We each wore our US military uniforms, along with a specialized jacket that incorporated the same light-scatter tech that kept our vessel hidden. It wasn’t perfect invisibility, but it diffused our appearances into the air in a pretty impressive way. Sergeant Green activated his jacket, his frame wobbling, then dissolving into the night air. I put on the augmented sunglasses that allowed my vision to penetrate through the light-scatter tech so that I could once again see him clearly. I activated my jacket by pressing a small button inside the hood. Sergeant Green snapped his own augmented sunglasses into place.

      I adjusted the controls at the sides of my glasses, shifting the dark lenses to something lighter. I needed to be able to see Sergeant Green, but the sun hadn’t quite risen yet (though it would very soon) so I didn’t need the full solar protection aspect.

      After we were as camouflaged as possible we stood, still keeping low.

      Then, we split up.

      Sergeant Green took off in one direction, I in the other. I picked around the outside of the craft slowly, my gun ready, glancing at the screen on my wrist every few seconds. So far, the only life signs in the very near vicinity, besides Sergeant Green’s, were inside the ship. So it was unlikely I’d run into anyone out here. But still, I’d always been cautious. Careful. The way my father had taught me.

      So I stayed low and moved quickly but steadily, taking everything in around me. All around the ship stretched miles and miles of rolling copper-gold desert. In the pre-dawn light, the sand looked velvety and dark, with silvered streaks cast down by brilliant stars and the ring of asteroids that went around this planet like some kind of bedazzled hula hoop. Those asteroids orbited the planet, and they were moving towards the horizon, now. Dawn was coming.

      When I reached the open back of the ship that led into the cargo bay, I once again stopped to check for life signs. None in the cargo bay, which I confirmed visually. I stole inside, running silently between shelves and boxes and crates. The cargo bay was a bit of a mess, and I remembered somebody on the research vessel talking about a sand storm that had gone through here recently. Nasty stuff.

      Another glance at my wrist had me sprinting for the sands. Two figures were approaching. My light-scatter jacket would keep me pretty hidden if I stayed still. But the tech wasn’t perfect, and it wouldn’t hide things like the sound of my breathing or my scent. And depending on how sharp the aliens’ senses were, that could get my ass killed.

      So I got out of there, running out on the sand and then crouching down far enough around the side of the ship that I would be able to observe whoever came out of there. Just as the life signs entered the cargo bay, a third one appeared. I looked up, matching the third life sign to Sergeant Green across from me on the sand. Sucking in a sharp breath I stood and signalled to him, my movements aggressive in my rising panic. The two life signs were about to emerge out onto the sand, right beside where he was standing. What was he doing?

      When he deactivated the light-scatter tech on his jacket, casting himself into stark visibility in the glow of dawn now at the horizon, that question quickly became, “What the fuck is he doing?”

      But I couldn’t yell at him to stop. For one thing, he was my superior officer. And for another, the life signs were now stepping out onto the sand.

      I crouched again, gun ready. My jaw was tight, my eyes wide behind my glasses. I’d seen the aliens on the scanners on the research vessel, but the images were pretty grainy. We’d had some clearer footage from a drone before it got destroyed, but even that was nothing compared to seeing one of these guys in real life.

      The alien man I saw before me now was a hulking, massive wall. Easily seven feet tall, with black hair that hung well past his shoulders. Dark, dog-like ears perched near the top of his head on the sides, and a thick, powerful tail swished over the sand behind him as he walked out of the ship’s cargo bay. I was immensely grateful for my light-scatter tech at that moment. I was not keen on one of these big bastards turning their eyes on me. I was a skilled fighter, but man – that kind of natural strength was mind-blowing. He was so huge and so strange that I almost didn’t register the human woman at his side. And, if I wasn’t mistaken, the two of them were... Holding hands?!

      “Don’t move!”

      Shit! I’d been so distracted by seeing my first alien up close and personal that I’d completely forgotten that Sergeant Green was over there with his fucking ass hanging out, completely visible under the rapidly rising sun.

      The alien reacted with shockingly impressive reflexes, shoving the human woman behind his back and raising the spear he was holding. Sergeant Green had his gun aimed at the alien’s chest.

      This was not the plan. These were not the orders! We weren’t supposed to engage with the aliens or even the humans yet. We were supposed to be doing fucking recon! And yet there Sergeant Green was, shouting commands at them with his weapon raised. Even though I was looking at the alien’s back, and his form was partially obscured by the woman he now held behind him, I could see the tense, bulging stillness of his muscles. I had no doubt that if Sergeant Green made one wrong move, he’d have that huge spear hurling his way before he could even pull his trigger.

      Goddamnit. I had my own gun ready, but I lowered it. At this rate, even if I took a shot, I could hit the human woman. And I didn’t want to have to shoot anyone unless it was in self-defence. Even the alien seemed to be trying to protect the woman with him, which already put him a notch above Sergeant Green in my books.

      “We’re not moving! Don’t shoot!” The woman sounded frantic. Terrified. I wondered if the fear she felt was for herself, or for the big guy putting himself in front of her like some kind of alien shield. They had definitely been holding hands. That told me there had to be some kind of relationship between the two of them. It also meant that the aliens were sentient, intelligent, and capable of emotion. At least, I assumed so. Which meant it was extra fucked up that we were suddenly jumping in like this with our guns out.

      The woman was speaking again, and rapidly, in a language I didn’t recognize. The alien answered her, and even through the foreign words, I could hear the deadly rage of his voice.

      “Tell it to stand down!” Sergeant Green called, obviously wanting the woman to translate for him.

      He is going to get us both fucking killed today. More rapid conversation flowed between the woman and her alien guard or boyfriend or whatever he was.

      Sergeant Green was getting agitated. “Tell that motherfucker to lower its weapons, now!”

      “Please! Just wait! Put your gun down and we can -”

      Sergeant Green cut off her desperate plea. “Don’t try to negotiate with me, you alien-fucking whore. Just tell it to do exactly what I said.”

      I hissed out a tight breath between clenched teeth. So he’d seen what I’d seen then. The hand-holding.

      Anger mounted in me. This was all wrong. Cole was ruining everything and putting potentially innocent people in danger. Yeah, he was Cole now. No more Sergeant Green. He’d lost my last shred of respect, and frankly, the little respect I had had for him had been mandated by our respective positions. Calling this terrified woman a whore while he pointed a gun at somebody she apparently cared for was fucking low. I mean, I wasn’t exactly interested in banging an alien that looked like some kind of gigantic kangaroo bodybuilder, but I also knew that people survived the best way they knew how depending on their circumstances. And no matter the circumstances, it was clear that this big guy was doing everything he could to protect her.

      Fuck it. If the other two weren’t directly in my way, I’d have had my own gun trained on Cole at this point. My father had always taught me to resist authority. Frankly, he’d be rolling over in his freaking grave to know I was even in the army. But when he’d died and I’d had nothing and no one else, it had seemed like the best option.

      To say I was seriously regretting that decision now would be putting it... Lightly.

      Uh oh. Things were happening. The warrior said something else, fury thick in his alien words. His tail pounded the ground and he raised his spear.

      He stopped.

      I’d fully expected that spear to go flying, but everyone had frozen, now looking off towards the horizon. I looked, too. Despite the heat of the morning air, goosebumps exploded on my skin when I heard it – a fierce, sky-shattering roar in the distance. It was a sound more than animal, more than primitive. It was... Primal. It echoed in my ears and ran a dark jagged claw down my spine.

      A quick glance at my wrist told me that a large number of life signs were coming towards us at top speed. So many of them that they looked like a cloud of light on the screen instead of individual dots. More kangaroo alien dudes? Some kind of backup?

      Looking up, I realized with shock that I was wrong. Totally, completely, utterly wrong.

      Because those weren’t more of the kangaroo-looking guys coming our way.

      They moved with astonishing quickness over the sand. My fingers shook as I pressed at the side of my glasses, turning on the binocular function. My breath caught in my throat as I got a better look at what was coming.

      Monsters.

      The word came into my mind unbidden, but frankly, it seemed appropriate. These guys looked like fucking Godzillas or something. Huge croc-creatures pounding over the sand with hard scales that glinted like gems in the sun. Many of them had spears or knives in their mouths, which meant they weren’t just animals. They were some kind of people.

      Not like any fucking people I’d ever seen, that was for sure.

      “You’re outnumbered, pal!” the woman called, sounding giddy. “A gun might hurt us, but it won’t do shit to the guys coming our way right now. And they’re our allies!”

      Honestly, she was right. Those scales looked like natural armour. If I’d thought the big guy in front of me looked tough, then these guys were a whole new level. And there were so many of the lizardmen coming. Too many.

      Time to fucking go.

      Cole seemed to have had the same thought.  He started backing away, gun still raised, his head swivelling between the two people here and the army approaching.

      “Wait!” the human cried, coming out from behind her muscly shield, “you can’t just leave after aiming your gun at us. Who are you?”

      I had to hand it to her, she was brave. Most people wouldn’t be asking questions like that after having a gun pointed at them.

      Cole didn’t answer her, instead turning to run. Which was the first smart thing he’d done all morning.

      “No!” the woman screamed again. Her alien guard didn’t appear to say anything else. His spear did all the talking, flying through the air and smashing clean through Cole’s right thigh, sending him sprawling face-first on the sand.

      My heart slammed, my breath catching. I knew this idiot was going to get us killed. Look like he’d already achieved it for one of us.

      I shook
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