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      “Well, this is something I never thought I’d cross off my bucket list,” I whispered. I never thought I’d end up on an alien planet, let alone as a guest at a human-alien wedding. Although, the people of the Sea Sands didn’t call it a wedding, they called it a Gahnala-Kai. A ceremony to mark the joining of a Gahn to his mate, and the naming her the Gahnala, queen of her tribe.

      Kat snorted beside me at my words, muttering back, “You’re telling me.”

      Despite the alienness of the whole situation, it was kind of beautiful in its own way. The evening fire had died down behind us, and we were facing the stark stone wall of the Cliffs of Uruzai, the dim firelight flickering across the jagged surface. Chapman and Gahn Fallo stood silhouetted against the rock, which was normally a deep copper colour, but was now black under the night sky. Above us, the ring of asteroids we’d once glimpsed from a space ship none of us had wanted to be on, shone in a line like pearls caught on a string. There were no cities on this planet, no lights besides the glimmers of the tribal fires, and the spray of stars above the cliffs was breathtaking, a million sharp teeth of light.

      “Now the Gahn will offer his weapon to his Gahnala as a show of respect. To show that if she would kill him, he would let her,” Bokeelie, one of the tribe healers, whispered to us.

      “Dude, what?!” Kat hissed back. “Has anyone ever actually done that?”

      “Of course not,” Bokeelie said, the glimmering parts of her eyes tightening up as she looked at Kat. “No woman of the Sea Sands would ever kill her Gahn, let alone her own mate.”

      “What if he deserved it?” I asked, my voice flat, unable to help myself, but Bokeelie did not answer. Her words rattled around in my head. It was strange understanding the aliens’ speech, now. Strange, but kind of nice, after all the chaos and confusion of our arrival. We’d been settling into our new home against the Cliffs or Uruzai for the human equivalent of a week after leaving Gahn Fallo’s territory in the hills. The first thing we’d done when we’d arrived was get marched into the Lavrika’s caves in the cliffs by Cece. Then we’d dunked into the milky pools there, one human after another, like some alien game of bob for the apples. Only this time it was bob for the magic Cupid dragon who will teach you how to talk. My memories of being in the milky pool were hazy. Some women claimed they’d seen something in the bright white – a huge creature with rows and rows of teeth. I hadn’t seen anything, not even my own two hands in front of my face. But I’d felt something. The strong winding and squeezing of a serpentine body around mine. And luckily, it worked. All of us humans could now communicate with the people of the Sea Sands.

      I turned my attention back to the ceremony in front of us. As Bokeelie had pointed out, Gahn Fallo had taken one of his many blades from his back and offered it, bone hilt-first, to Chapman. While most of the alien men had a few weapons strapped to them at all times, along with the spears they often carried, Gahn Fallo’s back was barely visible beneath his many, many blades. To be honest, it kind of seemed like overkill. But then again, almost everything about Gahn Fallo seemed like overkill.

      Gahn Fallo’s over-the-top-ness was balanced out by his new human mate. Chapman was tough, practical, and no-nonsense. “She’ll be good for him,” I said, mostly to myself, but I felt Kat glance over at me.

      “Personally, I still think she’s fucking nuts. Her and Cece.”

      Kat’s eyes darted over to the other couple in question, Cece and Buroudei. Most of our human group was currently standing with Gahn Fallo’s tribe on the sand. Cece was the only one standing with the other tribe, slightly set apart from us. But it made sense since she was now Gahn Buroudei’s mate, and she’d been with his tribe from the beginning. She’d had her own Gahnala-Kai in Gahn Buroudei’s territory before we’d all met up here.

      This was the first time since we’d arrived that both the tribes had gotten so close to each other, and there was definitely some tension in the air. But no one had tried to rip anyone else’s head off, yet. So far, so good.

      Kat was looking ahead again, shaking her head incredulously as Chapman swung Gahn Fallo’s black sword back and forth, as if testing the weapon’s weight. Kat’s sentiments were shared by a lot of the women here. Some of them could not understand feeling attracted to someone outside of your own species. Personally, I didn’t find it all that weird. The aliens had some very odd features, including cropped Doberman-like ears and Kangaroo-like feet and tails, long black claws, and not to mention the fact that the shortest man among them was close to seven feet tall. But at the same time, the longer we spent with them, the more human they became. Not that being human was necessarily a good thing, though. Humans could turn on you at any moment, even the people you thought you knew best. The ones who claimed to love you. So, no, I didn’t find the romantic interactions between human-girl and Kangaroo-dude weird. What I found unbelievable was how easily they trusted these new men. I could get attraction and lust. But deep, abiding trust? True love? With men you hardly knew? Yeah, that was something I was not on board with. Keeping your guard up at all times was the only way to stay truly safe. So far the people of the Sea Sands had been good to us, and I was grateful. It could have been a lot worse. But experience had taught me that it might not last. In fact, it probably wouldn’t.

      But I kept my gloomy thoughts to myself. Cece was beaming next to her mate across the sand from us, and Chapman was smiling more than I’d ever seen her smile before.

      “This is the part where the Gahnala is supposed to give the weapon back,” Bokeelie whispered, but a note of uncertainty laced her voice. Chapman was hefting the blade in her hand, her human fingers so small around its hilt that it looked totally absurd. Gahn Fallo growled something I couldn’t hear, and Chapman’s grin grew wider, almost devilish. Gahn Fallo’s tail whipped behind him, and finally he seemed to get tired of Chapman’s shenanigans. His huge hand shot forward, so fast it was like a fucking bullet, and he grabbed the sharp part of blade. Chapman swore and immediately let go, and a gasp went through the human women. I tensed, watching Gahn Fallo sheath his blade with a now profusely bleeding hand. Chapman’s words carried over the sands toward us.

      “Jesus, Fallo, you just got that arm working again! I could have taken your damn hand off!”

      The swear words came out in English, a funny quirk of our language acquisition that I had seen madden the two Gahns to no end as they tried to understand everything their mates said.

      “You never would have taken my whole hand, my fiery one. A finger, perhaps,” Gahn Fallo replied, sounding haughty. Chapman opened her mouth, about to shoot back some retort, when Gahn Fallo stepped up to her, brushing the knuckles of his injured hand across her cheekbone, streaking her freckled skin with his black blood. His next words were so quiet I barely heard them. “A hand, a finger, my whole body – it does not matter. It is all yours, to do with what you will.” He growled then, taking his hand away. “My blade, however, is not.”

      I could see the giant roll of Chapman’s eyes from where I stood. Kat snickered, and Bokeelie’s tail twitched nervously.

      “Your kind is very... bold,” she said, frowning. Bokeelie’s small son was nestled under her arm, his head leaning against her hip. Her mate, Vakal, was standing near Gahn Fallo. As his right hand man, he was almost always nearby his Gahn.

      I couldn’t help but agree with Bokeelie. It didn’t exactly seem smart to antagonize the aliens any more than necessary, especially when they had that many knives and were certifiably insane (at least in Gahn Fallo’s case). But not everyone was as cautious as me, and antagonizing kind of seemed to be Chapman and Gahn Fallo’s whole vibe. There was nothing I could do but watch, and worry, and wait for the other shoe to drop.

      Or, er, whatever the alien equivalent would be. None of these guys wore shoes on their long, three-toed feet. Or much clothing at all, besides loincloths and straps for their weapons. The women were a little more covered, wearing long tunics made of woven peet grass, often belted with a dakrival-hide strap at their waists.

      From what I could see, Cece had jumped headfirst into the alien fashion. She was barefoot. Her chestnut hair fell in a long braid down her back, and she wore one of those same alien tunics, belted. Something I’d never seen her wear before, an elaborate arm-piece of woven grass and shimmering black beads, snaked up her arm. Bokeelie must have noticed me looking, because she leaned down towards me to explain.

      “It is the Gahnala-Kai Rek. Normally a Gahnala wears it around her tail. It is only worn for special occasions. See, Kalla brings one for Chapman now.”

      Bokeelie pronounced Chapman the way all the aliens did – with a hard C sound, almost like Capman. I followed Bokeelie’s gaze to see Kalla, the oldest woman of Gahn Fallo’s tribe and one of the healers who’d helped us a lot, stepping forward and holding something delicately in her clawed hands. She handed it to Gahn Fallo, who in turn began to wind it around Chapman’s bare arm. Unlike Cece, who was dressed in the style of the Sea Sands, Chapman wore the grey tank top and pants that we all did, the uniform from the ship. Though, since it was night time, none of us needed the solar protection jackets. She wore her red hair in the classic, neat, military-style bun she usually did, in contrast to Cece’s braid. And her Gahnala-Kai Rek was different from Cece’s, too. Evidently each piece had been created in the style of the tribe from which it came. Where Cece’s was made of intricately braided peet grass fibres with hundreds of small, round black beads, Chapman’s had longer, more roughly-cut, sharper-looking black beads, and the peet grass braiding was interspersed with the white and indigo petals of the rindla flowers from Gahn Fallo’s hills. The beads on both pieces, though, seemed to be made from the same material as the shining black weapons the men carried. Back on Earth I’d been studying to be a geologist, and I was itching to get a closer look at whatever that material was.

      “Aw, sweet, it’s like an alien weddin’ ring,” Theresa said from somewhere behind me as Gahn Fallo finished lacing the long piece of jewellery around Chapman’s arm, from wrist to shoulder. I could hear the smile in her voice, and I couldn’t help but smile softly back. Theresa was so kind. So trusting and open, like a Southern ray of sunshine. Sometimes I wondered if it were better to be that way.

      Better, maybe. But not safer.

      But as Chapman grinned up at Gahn Fallo, and Gahn Fallo’s bleeding hand lingered on her own, intertwining their totally mismatched fingers, I wondered if maybe Theresa had it right. Maybe this was good and safe and something to rely on. Maybe I really didn’t have to worry anymore. Maybe, finally, things would be OK for me. For all of us...

      But then the sound of war cries cut the air, throttling from across the open sands. The scene descended into chaos, the men drawing their weapons, while Bokeelie and the other alien women hustled us, along with their children, back to the tents. I clenched my jaw, keeping low while Kat stumbled and cursed beside me. I grabbed her arm to steady her.

      “Less swearing, more running,” I hissed at her, and she clamped her mouth shut, focusing on her feet.

      We made it back to the largest tent, the human tent, that stood alone from all the others, nestled in a curved part of the cliff face. As I scurried through the tent flap along with the others, I turned my head just in time to see men on irkdu racing towards us from the open desert, weapons drawn.

      And all those thoughts of trust and joy and safety went to fucking shit.

      Theresa was wrong. And I was right. Unfortunately.

      I didn’t want to be right. I didn’t want to live on edge, unable to trust, always waiting for something bad to happen.

      But that was just how the alien cookie crumbled. Just like the cookies on earth. Crumbs everywhere. Making a goddamn mess.

      Shit.
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      “There it is, Gahn!”

      It took me a moment to realize that Oxriel was speaking to me as we thundered over the plains on our irkdu. The title of Gahn did not yet sit easily upon my shoulders, and I was beginning to suspect it never would. It was never a title I had sought, never one I’d asked for. And whenever I heard the word, I expected my predecessor, the mighty Gahn Irokai, to respond. But he was a dead man, now, slain by Gahn Fallo. And he had named me his successor.

      Emptiness in the shape of him was stark around me as I grunted at Oxriel, looking at what he was pointing at. The long dark line of his bone and zeelk spur spear was aimed across the sand at a great dark structure. So this is what Gahn Buroudei told me about. The dead flying thing that brought the new women to our desert. He said they had come from another world, beyond Zaphrinax, beyond the sky and stars. It still seemed impossible. Unfathomable.

      But then again, the new women, and my new mate, with all her wondrous, foreign beauty, was unfathomable, too.

      “We are getting close,” I said, bending lower over my hulking mount, urging it to go faster. The Cliffs of Uruzai were a dark line in the distance. It was to be our new home, with two of the other tribes of the Sea Sands and the new women. I never would have consented to such a thing before, I never would have obliged to live with the Gahns Fallo and Buroudei, but everything had changed with the arrival of the new women. And with my summoning to the pools of the Lavrika, where I’d glimpsed my mate’s strange face.

      My mate.

      Like the title of Gahn, the thought of my mate, too, felt strange. But maybe it was because she was strange. I knew nothing of her, or her people. Not her name, not a single word of her language. I knew nothing of her voice, her mannerisms. I knew nothing of the body beneath her clothing, though that thought was a hot stab of pain mixed with desire.

      I knew nothing of her, yes.

      But I would learn.

      And Gahn Irokai, if he were still living, would confirm to any man who asked that I had always been a diligent student.

      The cliffs were expanding as we got closer. Soon, I would be with my mate. Soon, I would hold her in my arms and take her to my bed of hides. And finally, I would know joy again.

      Since seeing her in the pools, and then again at the battle with Fallo’s men, I had not been able to shake her from my mind. Her small round face, her white and brown eyes, and her long dark hair followed me everywhere, appearing behind my eyes before I slept, igniting my body and quickening my heart. I had barely registered the other women when I’d seen her in Gahn Fallo’s hills. She’d shone like a star in my darkness, a great pulse of light that almost blinded me until I could see nothing else.

      Well, I did know one thing about her.

      When Buroudei’s mate had been reunited with their group, the women had smiled widely, laughed, and been exuberant. My mate’s lips had turned upward only briefly, before her face closed back down again.

      It seemed my strange and painfully lovely mate did not smile much.

      But it was no great matter.

      Neither did I.

      Soon, I would see her. I would touch her. And I would learn everything else there was to learn.

      But first, I had to kill Gahn Fallo.

      “Faster!” I commanded, and both my irkdu and my men obeyed. It was just a small party of us. Oxriel and three other warriors and me. I had ordered some unmated men to stay behind and guard our territory. The rest of our tribe’s men were further back, moving much more slowly, accompanying the women, children, and elderly, bringing up the rear with our tents and other supplies. It had been a great task to prepare to move our people from our mountains to the Cliffs of Uruzai, and finally we were almost there.

      The Cliffs of Uruzai were a truly impressive formation. Sprawling, cascading rock that went on for thousands of paces, carving the horizon. I had visited these cliffs only once, when the Lavrika had called me more than twenty-five days ago, but I knew that there was more to them than the Lavrika’s caves. Those caves made up only a tiny portion of one small part of the cliffs. The rest contained peaks and valleys and ravines and clearings. Endless walls and gaps and tunnelling rock. It was almost as large and imposing a rock formation as the mountains of my people. Almost.

      As we got closer, my sight stars pulled inwards. I scanned the rock face, searching for signs of the new settlements. The deal we’d struck was that the new women would live together in a central, neutral location, and that the other tribes would exist around them. But I had not yet seen with my own eyes how such a settlement had taken shape.

      We passed the small, dark opening that was guarded by the Lavrikala. The opening to the caves where I’d seen my mate for the first time. Even as we sped past, I raised my tail over my eyes in respect for the guardian of the Lavrika. When I lowered it again, she was far, far behind us.

      We raced along the edge of the cliffs, quite close to the rock, but I brandished my spear towards the sands.

      “Back to the sands! We will have a better view.”

      Oxriel raised his own spear in return, crying out, and we peeled away from the rock, continuing along the cliffs but further out now. My breath pounded in and out of my chest. My fist was tight upon my spear. My eyes tracked back and forth, looking for any sign of life or movement.

      Ah. There. Ahead. The embers of a dying fire.

      My men had already seen it. We raced towards it, and the scene started to take shape. Two groups stood, slightly separated, facing two lone figures against the cliffs. I sucked in a breath and hissed as I realized that those two figures were Gahn Fallo and one of the new women. Gahn Fallo was winding a Gahnala-Kai Rek up the new woman’s arm. I recognized the woman. It was the angry one with the fire hair who had challenged Gahn Buroudei in battle. So the Lavrika has granted Fallo a mate from among the new women, too. It was a shame she would have to watch him die the night she was named his Gahnala.

      It would not have been my first choice to kill a man during his Gahnala-Kai. But Gahn Fallo deserved no courtesy and no such considerations. He’d killed my Gahn, Gahn Irokai, the man who’d raised me as a son. And thus he’d doomed himself to die by the bite of my blade.

      I pulled that blade from my back now, raising it with my free hand. This blade had belonged to Gahn Irokai, once. It felt heavy in my hand, but the longer I held it, the more right it felt. I slashed its huge, swooping scythe of a blade through the air.

      I said nothing as we approached, but my men began shouting, their war cries echoing in the night. They knew I meant to kill Gahn Fallo. Their voices split the air, hungering for blood. My voice did not join theirs.

      I never cried out in battle as some men did. My promise for vengeance against Gahn Fallo was a silent one.

      But no less deadly.

      The scene before us collapsed into madness as our presence was detected, women and children running, warriors drawing blades and gnashing fangs. I did not see my mate, nor did I look for her. I had to focus on my first task. I had to kill Gahn Fallo before I saw her, otherwise my mind would forever be torn from its duty.

      We were close, now. I broke my silence.

      “Remember my orders!” The words came quickly as we charged. “Remember that we are not here to wage war. We are outnumbered. I will kill Gahn Fallo, and that will be the only blood shed here tonight. Fight only if your lives are threatened.”

      I knew my men would not like such orders. It was not our way. Our ways were of the blade. But they would heed me.

      “Yes, Gahn Taliok!” Oxriel cried. He and the others fell back slightly, lowering their weapons. I charged ahead, my irkdu forcing the crowd of warriors on the ground to part. Gahn Fallo’s mate was gone, and he faced me alone, his long arms spread wide, each holding a large blade. I eyed those arms distastefully as I leapt from my mount, stalking towards him.

      It was a pity Gahn Buroudei had not cut off Fallo’s arm when he had the chance in battle.

      Or his head.

      But perhaps it was not such a pity, after all. Because now I would have the honour of avenging Gahn Irokai and wiping the stain of Gahn Fallo from the sands of our people.

      Fallo stood waiting, his arms still spread wide. His fangs glistened under the light of the stars and moons as he grinned at me wildly. I did not return his dark expression of mirth.

      “Have you come to taste my blade, Taliok, the way Gahn Irokai did?” His smile got wider. “Your old Gahn found it bitter.”

      Referring to Irokai as Gahn, but not me, was meant to be an insult. I ignored it. I did not let rage explode into shattered madness inside me the way Fallo did. My rage was cold and silent and drawn to a sharp black point.

      Where Fallo was fire, I was stone.

      And with that stone, I would crush him.

      I hefted Gahn Irokai’s blade, my blade, in one hand, my spear in the other. The warriors of Fallo’s and Buroudei’s tribes gathered in a loose circle around us, watching, waiting, tails snapping.

      Fallo hissed and bent his legs, digging his feet into the sand, preparing to launch and strike. I did not give him such a chance. Weapons high, I vaulted forward.

      I swung my huge, ablik scythe blade down just as Fallo’s two blades came up to meet it, crossing over each other beneath mine. He grunted, and one of his arms faltered slightly when our blades connected with a crash. Blood poured from his flinching hand, though I did not think I had cut him yet. Taking advantage of whatever this momentary weakness of his was, I yanked my spear up, slicing at the underside of his faltering arm with the zeelk spur. He hissed at the contact, but pressed his two blades harder against mine, forcing them up, up, up, his feet scrabbling in the soft sand. Gahn Fallo was taller than me, one of the tallest warriors of the Sea Sands, but where I was shorter, I was wider, more heavily packed with thick muscle. With a snarl, I ripped downward with all my strength, forcing his weapons back down. The small victory fuelled me, dark heat in my veins, and I twirled my blade in my hand, pulling it back hard towards myself. The curved edge of my blade caught on one of Fallo’s, the one in his weaker hand, and his weapon fell down to the sand, sliding towards me. I used my blade to hook it out of his reach, simultaneously raising my spear to block the thrust of his other arm. He was reaching for another blade from his back, now, but that could not stand. I would not let him get that far. He’d die before he ever touched it.

      Chest heaving, I thrusted hard with my spear, knocking Fallo’s arm away from me and stepping forward, swinging my long blade up as I did so. The blade heaved towards his throat, ready to end him...

      The hard press of a blade bit beneath my jaw. I froze, wondering how Fallo had managed to get another weapon against my throat so quickly. But Fallo was standing still, one arm bleeding, empty-handed, at his side, the other still holding a blade half-raised against my spear. It was not him.

      Gahn Buroudei’s voice boomed from beside me

      “Do not do this, Gahn Taliok. Do not kill him.”

      My rage doubled. It was no longer just directed at Fallo, but now Buroudei as well. How dare he keep me from my vengeance, something I had promised myself on the body of my dying Gahn? I had sworn it, sworn that I would kill him. My jaw locked hard as I stared at Fallo. My blade looked good against his neck. One flick of my wrist would bring that curved blade across his shoulders, rending his head from his body. But could I do it before Gahn Buroudei killed me?

      Fallo glared at both of us, his sight stars spinning and pulsing furiously. His broad chest heaved, his neck bunched with tense muscle against my blade. I could do it… I could do it, so quick, quicker than the beat of a brazelbird’s heart...

      I looked at Buroudei from the corner of my eye, not moving. I did not want to kill him Buroudei I could avoid it. He was not my friend, but he had allied with my Gahn Irokai against Gahn Fallo not long ago. Buroudei was a good sort of Gahn, honourable, though he was not of my tribe.

      But then again, now he was allying himself with Gahn Fallo against me.

      “Let me have this, Buroudei. Let me kill him. We will all be better off,” I muttered, my words coming out as a deep growl.

      My gaze moved back to Fallo, who was smiling now. It was a disconcerting combination – the smile of his wide mouth under the hatred in his eyes.

      “I do not doubt it.” Buroudei’s words came heavy. “But Gahn Fallo killed Gahn Irokai in battle when we attacked his tribe. It was a fair kill, and he did not break from the ways of our people by doing such a thing. We all lost men in that battle, and we will lose many more if you commit this act now.”

      Fallo’s tail thrashed behind him in the sand, and his smile turned into a snarl.

      “You speak as if I would let him do it,” Fallo hissed at Buroudei, his hand tightening on the blade he still held. Then, a high, hard voice rang out.

      “And you speak as if I would let him do it.”

      My eyes flicked over to the sound, just for half a moment.

      The red-haired woman. Fallo’s mate.

      Like Buroudei’s mate, it seemed this woman could speak with our words, though some of them were accented strangely, and some of them I did not recognize at all. Fallo wrenched his head towards her as she strode towards us. His movement sliced some of his skin against my blade. My body tensed as I watched the black wetness of it roll down to his shoulder. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

      Fallo would have to give all his blood to the sands to make up for what he’d done.

      Buroudei’s blade pressed a little harder against me in return, and I clenched my fangs tightly as Fallo’s mate reached us. She planted her feet in a wide stance next to her mate, placing her hands upon her hips in an odd posture I did not understand.

      “Look, bucko, I don’t know you yet. But I’ve already told both these boneheads that if you want the human women near you, there’s no killing. None. Nada. Zip. You hear me?”

      I stared at her for a long moment, not understanding. Finally, I ground out,

      “What is she talking about, Gahn Buroudei?”

      His tail swished.

      “It is true,” he said, “All of the new women, up until now, have been living with Gahn Fallo and his tribe. They feel allied to them, and they did not want to come here with us. They came only on the condition that there would be peace. If you kill Gahn Fallo now, you risk losing all access to them.” His voice fell lower. “I know you have a mate among the new women. Do not let your need for vengeance separate you from the greatest joy this life has to offer before you even get to touch her skin.”

      A muscle in my cheek jumped. I did not move. If I moved, my whole body might split down the middle, torn apart by two equally ferocious desires. The desire to avenge Gahn Irokai. And the desire to claim my mate.

      “‘The greatest joy this life has to offer?’ That’s a new name for me I haven’t heard yet. I like it.”

      Gahn Buroudei jerked at the sound, and my eyes flicked away from Fallo and his new woman to see Buroudei’s mate now marching towards us.

      Is every one of new women going to come and interrupt my work?

      There was only one new woman I’d welcome here, now. Only one I wanted. And she was nowhere to be seen.

      The cold reality of what Buroudei had said sliced through me. If I killed Fallo now, then I might never see her again. Don’t lose her before you even get to touch her skin...

      I remained silent, thinking, as the red-haired women turned her attention to her mate under my blade.

      “And you, what do you think you’re doing! I told you, no fighting!”

      Fallo drew a sharp breath, staring at her, as if no longer aware of me and my blade.

      “I did not start this battle!” he cried, but his woman did not seem convinced. Her eyes rolled in a strange, almost stomach-turning way, the grey parts moving upward, showing the whites. I swallowed hard and looked away, my attention caught by Buroudei, now. He was holding up his free hand in the air, as if to keep his mate back.

      “Zeezee, why have you come back here with Chapman? You should be at the tents, where it is safe!”

      Zeezee flicked her braid over her shoulder and took a similar pose to Fallo’s mate, Chapman.

      “When I saw it was Gahn Taliok I figured it would be OK. For a second I thought it was some enemy I hadn’t met yet coming to attack, but it’s not.” Buroudei’s Gahnala fixed her gaze on me.

      “Come on Taliok, we’re friends, right?”

      I grunted. We had been allies, once. Now, I was not so sure.

      Her strange little face softened. I was not familiar with these new women and their features and expressions, but I swore it almost looked like... Pity?

      “Look, I know this is hard for you guys. This isn’t your culture
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