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      “So what do you think it is?”

      My question made Kat look up from her microscope. The lab’s white lights shone down on her shaved head and the piercings in her ears, eyebrow, and nose.

      “Not sure yet. But it’s not like anything else I’ve ever examined, that’s for damn sure.”

      I popped another Cheeto in my mouth, the bag snatched from the security room that had been my home for most of my time on this planet so far. Most of the time. But not anymore. I’d been in the alien settlement with the rest of the girls for a little over a week now.

      Kat turned her attention back to her work. On a slide beneath the lens of her microscope was a drop of what everyone called the Lavrika’s blood. The strange white liquid that I had waded into in the caves and that had somehow imparted a whole alien language into my head instantly. It had also brought Kat’s boyfriend, or mate, as they called each other, back from the brink of death. I coughed, choking on my Cheeto, my throat seizing up when I remembered that terrible night.

      Kat glanced over again, her brow furrowing.

      “You need the Heimlich over there?”

      I mouthed the word “no” between gasps, swallowing hard, unable to keep my eyes from wandering to the spot where I’d seen Kat’s huge alien man, Galok, bleeding out on the floor. Kat had cleaned that spot as soon as we’d come back here, scrubbing the tiles with a ferocity that I was sure would wear right through the metal. All that remained of that night now was a slight dark stain on the floor.

      Luckily, Galok had pulled through just fine. In fact, he was so healthy that he had lots of energy to keep drifting in and out of the room to distract Kat.

      I watched as he did so once again, probably for the 80th time since we’d gotten here a few hours ago. I took a wary step away as he moved in behind Kat, looking down over his shoulder. I was not used to these aliens, yet. I’d only seen them on security feeds for weeks. The other girls had been living side-by-side with them this whole time, some of them even falling in love with them. So far the Sea Sand people seemed OK, but I still wasn’t used to having them in my space.

      Not that I could help that now. After the attack last time we were here, we were sent with a whole alien guard for our return to the ship. I’d already completed one half of our purpose here – collecting up a bunch more useful stuff from the cargo bay (including some of the contraband snacks that the crew had hoarded). Now Kat was working on the other part – analyzing various materials from this planet to find ways to create things like sunscreen. But she’d also brought a sample of Lavrika’s blood this time.

      “What does this little black eye tube tell you about the Lavrika’s blood?” Galok asked, bending lower, trying to see around Kat, whose face was glued to the microscope’s lens.

      “It’s telling me that you need to back up and let me work,” she grumbled, flapping a hand behind her, smacking it against Galok’s bulging bicep. Man, these guys were jacked. And a minimum of seven feet tall. For an Earth girl from Montréal, it was kind of… a lot.

      Galok grinned, but acquiesced, moving away from Kat and back to the door. Other than an unusually sharp edge to his gaze, he seemed completely unbothered by what had transpired here last time. From what I understood, these guys fought and faced death all the time. I hadn’t quite wrapped my head around that yet.

      Galok spoke with one of the other alien guards in the hallway, and I moved back in next to Kat.

      “Seriously, though. What do you see?'“

      “It’s crazy,” Kat breathed, not looking up from the microscope. “This is definitely what the humans wanted from this planet. Not only will it conduct energy, but it also is a source of it. It probably lit up every scanner on our research ship even from the caves in the cliffs.”

      “Damn…” I breathed, pushing up my glasses and tossing my long braids over my shoulder. Yep, that would probably have been what the authorities were after. Was it worth dumping all of us on this freaking planet, though? I highly doubted it.

      I sighed, trying to be like Kat and so many of the other girls who had accepted their life here. I had to accept that I was never going back to Montréal, never returning to my MA in Engineering at McGill. My only family, my parents, had died last year in a car accident, so I didn’t have anybody left waiting for me, but still…

      I sucked in a breath, chest aching. I quickly blinked back tears, distracted by Galok who had once again wandered in to bother his mate.

      “I cannot work like this,” Kat groaned, pulling away from the scope and pinning Galok with a murderous gaze. Not going to lie, that kind of cheered me up. Watching Kat’s scowls create bigger and bigger smiles on her besotted boyfriend’s face was weirdly charming.

      “Night is falling. We should return to the settlement,” Galok said, and Kat sighed.

      “Do we have to?” she asked, her scowl deepening.

      “We should,” I said, my voice shaking slightly. Night had been when the attack had happened, when Kat and I had almost watched Galok die. Even though I wasn’t used to it yet, it was definitely better to be among the other tribes at night.

      “Fine. You’re probably right. Can’t have this guy getting all banged up again,” Kat said, leaning into Galok’s chest. Her words were barbed, but her face softened. I knew how terrified she had been to lose him. I could see it on her face, even now, though it mostly looked like anger.

      We packed up quickly and headed out onto the sands. The four warriors who had been guarding the hallway outside the lab came with us, and we greeted the other six warriors waiting outside with the irkdu creatures, their blades drawn and ready.

      Yeah, if I thought the kangadudes were weird, their rides were even weirder. Huge, monstrous creatures, as big as a small whale on Earth, with dusty greyish-purple hide, hundreds of skittering legs, and a long, reptilian snout dotted with way too many eyes.

      “You’ll get used to them,” Kat said, clapping my shoulder hard and smiling at me.

      “I hope so,” I said slowly. The irkdu seemed pretty integral to life here. They were the main mode of transportation for any long distances. And moving between the ship and the settlement counted as a long enough distance to use them. Plus, we’d loaded them up with all the human supplies we were bringing back to the camp.

      Galok lifted me as if I weighed nothing into the saddle on his mount. A moment later, I felt Kat plop down behind me. It was tight with both of us in the saddle, even though Kat was tiny. But I wasn’t ready to ride with one of the other warriors alone yet. I liked being with Kat and Galok. I took a steadying breath as the other warriors mounted and prepared to leave, casting my eyes over the desert. Dusk painted everything in deepening shades of copper, rust, even indigo. The ring of asteroids that surrounded this planet rose on the horizon, casting a shimmering sheen in the falling darkness. In the far distance, I could see the cliffs where we lived now, the Cliffs of Uruzai, a jagged black ribbon.

      We took off, moving quickly over the sands. I yelped and grabbed the saddle with one hand, tucking my whipping braids into my solar protection jacket’s collar with the other. Behind me, I heard Kat give a whoop. The other warriors fanned out around us on the sand, creating a protective circle that sped over the land with us at the centre.

      I rose and fell in the seat, bouncing as we trotted over dunes and dips in the desert. On these massive, crazy-looking animals, it didn’t take us too long to reach the cliffs. Our group slowed, moving in line with the dark stone wall, heading towards the dent in the cliff’s surface where we had settled.

      Just outside the tents, we stopped. The irkdu were too big to come into the camp, and they seemed to graze all night, going wherever they wanted. Galok helped Kat down, then reached out a huge, clawed hand to me. With a tight smile, I took it, unable to help noting the alien-ness of his hide against my skin, the size of his giant hand against mine as he helped me slide down. The differences were only more apparent when he moved back in next to Kat, looping his arm around her back. Galok was one of the tallest alien men I’d seen, and Kat was definitely the shortest human woman. The contrast between them was almost comical. I shook my head as they walked together into the settlement, then hurried to follow. I’d gotten so used to being alone on the ship that I had to remind myself sometimes that I was part of this group again, and that I had to go where they went.

      Even though it was almost fully dark, now, the settlement was abuzz with activity. And it was a lot more crowded than it had been when I’d first arrived here. I guess after the attack on Galok at the ship, the three tribes present here had decided to all stay together. So the third tribe, the one Melanie had joined as the Gahnala, had joined the first two tribes, all their tents were interspersed together in the space. In the centre, between these tents and the big one all the human girls slept in, some alien women and children were building the huge evening fire. Other women were crouching, cleaning the hunters’ kills, big bison-looking things that we ate pretty much on the daily. Men filtered into the camp, returning from their hunting and patrolling duties. From what I gathered, a lot of the men would still be out there, patrolling, in greater numbers than usual. But even so, the balance between men and women here was wildly off. No wonder they’re looking for mates…

      Well, maybe that wasn’t fair. It wasn’t just the aliens choosing mates, but the Lavrika, the alien dragon god or spirit or whatever it was. The one who’d led us into its caves after Galok’s near-death. The one who’d healed him, and gave me the language of the Sea Sands. I still wasn’t 100% clear on all this mate bond stuff. Seemed kind of woo-woo to me. But then again, I’d witnessed the Lavrika’s power for myself. If it could bring people back from the brink of death, who’s to say it couldn’t make you fall in love, too?

      Although, so far, it hadn’t made any humans fall in love. Just the aliens. And, from what I’d seen of Galok and Kat, the alien men had then had to work their asses off to win their human women.

      “You coming? Come on, let’s go eat. I’m starving.”

      Kat’s voice made me pause in my reverie. She had stopped walking with Galok, turning back to face me expectantly.

      “Sorry,” I said, jogging to catch up.

      “Still taking everything in?” Kat said with a grin as I fell into step with her and her mate.

      “You got that right,” I said with a shaky laugh. I cast my eyes around us to the many brown hide tents, the alien people moving to and fro, the imposing, almost ominous dark cliff face behind the human tent. I stopped, gasping, almost stumbling over an alien toddler who ran directly in front of me. I said toddler because of the roundness to their cheeks and limbs, but the little boy was honestly the size of a human 8-year old, if not bigger.

      “It’s definitely a lot,” Kat acknowledged with a bob of her head as we reached the edge of the fire.

      “You could say that again,” I muttered. Most of the other humans were together in a clump, sitting with some of the alien women and children at one end of the fire. On the other side, I could see Cece with her mate, the leader of one of the other tribes, and Melanie with her mate. Chapman was sitting near the humans with her mate, a sketchy-looking bastard with red eyes and an expression that seemed to swing between intense rage and an insane smile. When those red eyes fell on Galok, he definitely moved into intense rage territory, but a swift elbow in the ribs from Chapman made him back down.

      Wonder what the deal is there, I thought, sitting down with the other girls on my left and Kat and Galok on my right.

      “How was the ship?” Theresa asked, leaning forward to look at me from between the other girls.

      “Good,” I said. “Nothing crazy happened, thank goodness.”

      Theresa smiled, the firelight flickering over her blond hair and dimpled cheeks.

      “For this planet, that’s a damn blessin’.”

      I smiled back, scooching closer to her now that Kat was completely lost in some kind of bickering conversation with Galok.

      “What did you guys get up to today?” I was still trying to get a handle on daily life here, the rhythms, the routines.

      “Just the usual stuff. Helped the other ladies around here beatin’ and cleanin’ the hides. I’ve been learning how to butcher the big animals they bring in from hunting, the dakrival.”

      “Aren’t you a big animal lover?” I asked, feeling my eyes grow wide behind my glasses.

      She shrugged.

      “I mean, yeah, I am. I was a vet tech, after all. But I’ve also assisted on surgeries, and I had to do a ton of animal autopsies in school. So I’m kind of used to it. Besides, it has to be done. It’s the only real food around here, besides the cactus things. And I want to be helpful.”

      She looked so sincere when she said it that I couldn’t help but smile again. Then I jerked, smacking my hand to my forehead.

      “Oh my God, I forgot! We brought back a ton of Earth snacks from the ship. The crew had squirrelled a bunch of good stuff away. Chips and Cheetos and even chocolate.”

      “Chocolate?!”

      “Yep,” I said, grinning. I wrenched around in my seated position. From here, I could just barely see some of the alien men unloading the irkdu at the edge of the camp, putting the various crates and boxes next to the human tent.

      I nudged Theresa, pointing over at them.

      “Looks like we’ll have some dessert for back at the tent after this.”

      “Thank the Lord. I mean, I’m happy to be fed and all, but damn. A girl can only have beef and cactus gel so many days in a row.”

      I laughed, and with that, we finally dug into the so-called beef and cactus gel, knowing that some treats from home awaited us afterwards.

      

      A loud snort from somewhere nearby woke me with a start. Heart pounding, I had to remind myself where I was. I was in the tent with all the other humans. I’m safe. I let out a long, quiet breath, trying not to wake anyone else. I’d always been a light sleeper, and I usually slept alone. Even back home, I lived alone in an apartment. No boyfriend or anything. Not even a pet. Which was probably good, considering the fact that there would be no one there to feed it now.

      OK. No more sad thoughts.

      I sat up, reaching for my glasses. I’d wrapped them in a spare bit of hide for now, but soon enough I’d need to fashion a real case for them. The last thing I needed was to have someone step on them. It’s not like I had my contact lenses or backup glasses here.

      I pressed my glasses onto my face, drawing my knees towards my chest and resting my elbows on them, looking around the tent in the gloom. It looked like everyone was sleeping but me. I waited, torn between the idea of lying back down in the surprisingly comfy hide bed, or dealing with the rapidly-growing thirst I’d just become aware of. After the feeding frenzy of salty and sugary human snacks after the evening meal, I was dying for a drink of water. I vaguely remembered a crate of water bottles being left outside the tent, and trying to be as silent as possible, I rose, heading outside for them.

      Chouette! Awesome!

      I was right. There was a crate of water bottles out there. I crouched, grabbing one, before cranking it open and chugging. The valok gel stuff wasn’t half bad if you liked overly-strong green tea-flavoured gel, but it didn’t compare to drinking 500mL of water in less than 60 seconds flat. Stomach sloshing, I tucked the empty water bottle into my pocket, wiggling my bare toes in the sand.

      Everything in the camp was still. Everyone within the settlement was quiet in their tents, and the only people awake were the guards, standing on the sand in the distance. From here, they were deceptively small, difficult to see even in the surprisingly sharp glow of the asteroids and stars.

      I turned my eyes up to those asteroids and stars now, letting myself take in their beauty. It wasn’t the Earth sky I was used to, but it had similarities. And, I had to admit, it was just as lovely, especially without the ambient light of cities blocking out the diamond-dotted tapestry of its constellations. I sighed, letting myself fall into those stars, those asteroids, as if floating upwards. They seemed to be calling to me. Almost… buzzing?

      I pulled my chin back down, frowning. No, there was definitely something buzzing nearby. Oh great. Was some giant alien mosquito about to drift over and take a big bite out of me? I looked around, crossing my bare arms over my chest, squinting behind my glasses.

      The buzzing droned louder. It seemed to be all around me now. Right on top of me.

      With a gasp, I wrenched my head back, staring upward.

      And I was met, face to lens, not with an alien insect, but with a drone.

      A human drone.
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      From my place in the shadows of the Cliffs of Uruzai, I watched.

      By the time I had found my way here into these cliffs, to study the tents below, night had fallen. A few warriors patrolled, and a few more guarded the space between the tents and the open sands, but all the rest was quietness upon the sands. I adjusted my position, moving lower to the ground, further into the shadows. I was above and behind the settlement, on a ledge high in the cliffs, gazing down at everything like some kind of brazelbird. I had no wings. But that did not mean I could not climb.

      There was no real movement, nothing special to see, and yet, somehow, I knew. I knew that I had found her. This was the place, the place I’d find my mate. The strange female I’d glimpsed in the water caves of the Kell, the water serpent that my mother called the Lavrika of the Bitter Seas. My mother told me long ago that her people, those of the Sea Sands, had their own Kell, the Lavrika who dwelled in these very cliffs. And like the Kell, it bound warriors to their mates.

      But the Kell had only bound a warrior of the Bitter Seas to a woman of the Sea Sands once before – my father to my mother. And now, the Kell had bound me to someone even more foreign than my mother had been to my father. Everything in me ached beneath my scales as I pictured her face – luminous dark eyes in circles of white. Her long dark hair braided like the people of the Sea Sands, but showing few other resemblances to them. She was smaller, with no claws, and soft shell ears. Brown skin glowed over bird-like bones.

      I did not waste time wondering what it meant. I only looked forward, planning for what was to come. I had never expected to have a mate, caught halfway between the water and the sand as I was, the only one of my kind. I would have lived, exiled and alone, with my mother forever had the Kell not called me.

      But call me, it had.

      And everything had changed. I had travelled further than I ever had, days upon days upon days of scraping over the Sea Sands alone, with only the bizarre vision of my mate’s face to pull me forward. I had no well-worn path before me. And yet, finally, I had made it here. Here, to where she was.

      I was certain of it.

      I had seen another strange female who was like my mate and unlike my mate, back in the mountains. Back when the warriors from my mother’s tribe had attacked the new Gahn, Taliok. I had killed the man who threatened her, but I did not have time to learn anything useful from her.

      Nothing besides drinking in her foreign female scent.

      That scent was amplified beyond measure, here. It came from the large tent directly below me. I stared down at its flat top, breathing in deeply through my nostrils. That scent was the scent of many females, different threads strung through it, making it rich and complicated. And above them all, one scent rose. Intoxicating and bewildering. It had to be hers.

      Yes, she is here.

      I bit back a hiss, my claws digging into the stone beneath me. A putrid animal instinct rose up inside me. I wanted to climb down the side of this cliff, tear open the tent, and steal my mate away by force. I had always hated that my father had done such a thing to my mother. But suddenly I understood it. It did not make his actions right, and even beyond his death I despised that history, but suddenly, against all the teachings of my mother and every moral instinct, I understood. Feral need mounted in me, and I felt my cock pulling behind my slit. I adjusted my loincloth in anticipation, in case my cock emerged. With my cock behind my slit the loincloth was largely pointless, but it was a scrap of my mother’s culture that I had always adhered to. The men of my father’s people wore nothing at all. But I knew little of them and their ways. My father died when I was too young to remember him. And since then, it had just been my mother, me, and the sand.

      But not anymore.

      Now, I had a mate. I had to carve a whole new life for myself. Something completely beyond any realm I’d ever imagined.

      I breathed deep, groaning as I found her scent again. That scent seemed to wind itself inside my body, upending my scales, making my tail thrash behind me. I rose up off of all fours, standing to my full height, planting the butt of my spear down onto the stone beside my feet.

      No, I would not steal her. Though a dark and ravenous part of me screamed to.

      What then?

      My mother had always kept me shielded from the Sea Sand tribes. The men of the Sea Sands knew nothing of me or my father’s kind. My mother had always feared that they would kill me on sight, treat me as an enemy. Even amongst their own kind, the warriors of the Sea Sands were territorial and violent. This, they had in common with the warriors of the Bitter Sea.

      I could not reveal myself to the men of the Sea Sands here. And yet, I had to find my mate.

      Perhaps I can wait. Wait until she emerges, and goes somewhere alone. Then I could corner her, and she would be so overwhelmed by the sacred mate bond that she would no doubt agree to come with me away from here.

      That was one thing I was sure of. Even though my mother and father came from two different races, even though they had no common tongue, they both felt the sacred mate bond. My father was not good in the stealing of my mother, but she could not deny that the mate bond had been strong within them both.

      Just as it would be between my mate and me.

      Perhaps even now she feels it. Perhaps even now she waits for me, maybe even looks for me…

      The thought made me curl my claws tighter around my spear in anticipation, my cock stirring again. I pressed a hard hand to my groin, forcing myself to focus. Losing myself in desires now would not serve me. I had to watch and wait and find my moment to strike.

      But then, as if pulled from the dark of the night by the deep call of my desire, she emerged.

      Everything went silent and still as my sight stars pulled in to focus on her below.

      She stepped daintily from the tent, the starlight glinting along her braids and skin and the strange, clear shells that were held over her eyes. She crouched next to a very strange stone with sharp corners, then took something from within it, gulping at the contents of whatever she now held in her hand.

      Even at this distance above her, I could see the pulsing of her tiny throat, the working of her narrow jaw. Gratitude for my strong sight overwhelmed me as I watched her, mystified. Entranced.

      But I shook myself to action. Is now the time? She is mostly alone…

      There were warriors down there. Maybe eight that I could see now. I was larger and stronger than any man of the Sea Sands, but I did not like my chances against eight of them. If I had to, I would fight them off in order to gain access to my mate. But I loathed to kill any of them. They looked too much like my mother.

      A loud buzzing sound that made my fangs gnash sounded nearby, distracting me from my plans. My sight stars exploded in my skull, fanning out across my sight. I located the source of the sound immediately. There was a large, silver, bird-like creature, floating through the air on four spinning wings. I had never seen its kind before, but I was also in new territory. Perhaps it was native to these lands.

      But, native creature or not, it could very well be a predator, and it was heading straight for my precious one.

      My mate had no doubt heard the sound, even with her strange little ears. Her head rotated on her terrifyingly weak-looking neck. I hissed, hefting my spear, as the bird got ever closer to her. She turned her head just in time to see the thing approach her.

      And just in time to see my spear smash through it.
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      OK, when I was thinking about things I missed from home and wanted to see again, a drone was definitely not one of them. It was completely out of place here, almost anachronistic. It made absolutely no sense. There were some drones on the ship, sure. But nobody besides me would probably have the engineering know-how to activate them, and I certainly hadn’t done it. To be honest, I was kind of kicking myself, because I totally should have activated one of these bad boys to scan the surrounding area while I was alone on the ship.

      But I hadn’t done it. And I was pretty damn sure that none of the other humans had done it, either. And it definitely wouldn’t have been an alien…

      These guys were intelligent in their own way, and they definitely used tools. But activating and flying a human drone? I didn’t think so.

      I leaned forward slightly as the drone hovered in front of me.

      “What the hell…?”

      I didn’t have much time to look at the thing. Because something shot down, in front of me in the dark, shattering through the drone. I screamed, falling back on my ass at the unexpected impact in front of me. A few sparks flew outward, and smoke rose from the ground where I could now see that the drone was pinned by a spear.

      I blew out a shaky breath. It’s OK. Just one of the warrior dudes.

      My scream had sent three warriors running my way, all still with spears in hand. I paused, looking down at the fallen drone again, realizing that the spear must have come from… above?

      I tossed my head back, scanning the wall of the cliffs and its innumerable shadows and crags and ledges. Was there a warrior up there? It seemed like a bad idea – Theresa had warned me about the predators that nested high in the cliffs. Huge, carnivorous bat-creatures called krixel. So what was a warrior doing up there?

      “What has happened?” The first warrior to reach me snarled, rearing back when he saw the wreckage at my feet.

      “I’m not sure,” I said honestly, meeting his questioning gaze. Two more warriors soon joined him.

      “That is not a Sea Sand spear,” said the second warrior. I stared downwards again at those words, realizing he was right. It didn’t look like any of the other spears I’d seen here. It seemed most of the men here carried spears with long staffs of bone and black zeelk-spur tips. But this spear was… different. Its handle appeared to be bone as well, but it was thicker in circumference than any other. The hand that would have to grip that would be massive, I thought with a shudder. And the pointed tip was different, too. Instead of a black zeelk spur, the tip of this spear was flatter and longer, shining and silver. Almost disc-like, but brought to a sharp point. It looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why. And then an image from my youth exploded behind my eyes. Fishing with my father on the shores of Lac Saint-Jean. Catching a pike and watching its silver scales shimmer in the sunlight.

      It’s a scale.

      Before I could figure out exactly what that meant, a flurry of activity behind me made me turn. Theresa stood in the tent’s entrance, her brown eyes wide. I heard other voices behind her.

      “What happened out here? We heard your scream!”

      I moved aside so that the others could see the smoking carnage at my feet.

      “It’s a drone. It just flew over to me. And then a spear smashed through it.” I cast a wary glance upward again, but saw nothing. Nothing but shadows and stone.

      “A drone?!” Theresa’s eyes looked like they were going to pop right out of her pretty face. “How is that possible?”

      I was about to tell her I didn’t know when an authoritative voice cut through.

      “I know how it’s possible.”

      I whipped around to find Chapman crouching, staring at the fallen drone. Her grey eyes were hard, her red hair clearly rumpled from the sleep my scream had woken her from. Her serious gaze swung up to meet mine, then over to Theresa as her huge mate, the Gahn Fallo, loomed menacingly behind her. The three warriors raised their tails as she straightened.

      “It means the research vessel is back. It’s in orbit.”

      Several gasps rang out from the tent. One by one, the other human girls were coming outside. And they all looked to be varying degrees of worried or royally pissed off.

      And I didn’t have a clue why.

      “Wait, why is that bad? If they’re back, maybe we can signal to them what happened. Tell them that we’re stranded here!” My voice got stronger and stronger with each word. “Maybe it’s recon for a rescue mission. We should-”

      “It’s not,” Chapman interrupted, her voice an icy bark. “It’s not a rescue mission.”

      “How do you know?” I cried, feeling tears build at the back of my throat. I mean, I got that I wasn’t with these guys for a while. But I kept feeling like I was one step behind everything. Like I was on the other side of some kind of wall, where they knew everything and I was just barely catching up.

      Chapman sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose. Her massive mate moved closer behind her, growling.

      “Speak in the tongue of the Sea Sands, my mate.”

      Chapman switched gears, and it was as fluid as if the Sea Sand tongue was her own native language. And it was just as fluid for me listening.

      “This thing on the ground is human technology. I believe it means our people are back.”

      Gahn Fallo roared, drawing his great arms out to his sides, his massive head rolling.

      “They have come to reclaim you? Because if they have, they have come to meet their deaths.”

      “Not everyone has to go with if they come back,” I said quickly. I could feel my chance at a rescue slipping and slipping away, and I couldn’t figure out why. “Why don’t you guys want to go back?”

      I turned around to scan the faces of the other girls. Theresa’s kind, sad expression caught my eye.

      “What do you think they’d do with us, hun? Truly, what do you think they’d do? They drugged us and abducted us just to keep this mission secret. You really think they’re here to take us home after all that?”

      My heart sank low. Not quite as low as it had when I’d learned of my parents’ deaths, but pretty damn close. Because it meant that I was never, ever going home.

      Because Theresa was right. They were all right.

      I’m so stupid. How did I not see it before?

      By now, more warriors had arrived, and Kat strode into the group.

      She crouched next to Chapman, poking the burnt wreckage then whipping her hand back with a hiss.

      “Didn’t you see the smoke?” Chapman chided, but Kat just shrugged.

      “They’ve gotta be after the Lavrika’s blood. But they obviously saw the wrecked ship on their scanners up there so they sent down a fucking drone to scope everything out. See how many of us are left and what the threat level is,” Kat said.

      “I don’t think they sent it down,” I cut in, sitting in the sand next to them. “I think this is a drone from the ship. They activated it from orbit and steered it here.”

      Chapman nodded and Kat rolled her eyes.

      “Motherfuckers… They dumped us here to die, can’t they just leave us alone now?”

      “They might, still,” Chapman said, her eyes looking far away. I blinked back more tears, trying to push away the fact that I didn’t want them to leave us alone now. I wanted it to be OK after all. I wanted them all to be wrong. I wanted the whole human cavalry to show up and take me home, damn it.

      “Do you really think they will? Leave us alone, I mean?” I asked, my words coming out croaky. I sniffed, then cleared my throat, trying to mirror some of Chapman’s stoic strength and Kat’s fierceness. But it was fucking hard.

      “I don’t know. This could be nothing. One last check on us before they cross this planet off the list entirely. Or...”

      “Or what?” I pressed, not liking the way Chapman’s brows drew together in the darkness.

      “Or, it is some kind of recon mission. Not for rescue, but rather to prepare to come down here to take whatever it is they want by force.”

      “Let them try!” Fallo cried from above us, the asteroid light catching on his fangs. “We will destroy them all.”

      “You don’t get it!” his mate snapped, her grey eyes flashing. “Our people have weapons that could wipe everything off the face of this planet. It would be carnage. And everyone would die.”

      My blood ran cold at Chapman’s words, because I knew without a shadow of a doubt that they were true. How many times had humans done that exact same thing, to our own kind, on Earth? If they came down here, we could all be doomed. As much as I wasn’t used to our new alien neighbours yet, I didn’t want to see them blown to smithereens by the corrupt governments of our planet.

      But Gahn Fallo didn’t seem as worried as any of us. He knelt in the sand beside Chapman, tipping her chin up with a claw.

      “There is no enemy, from this world or any other, who would live after threatening my mate.”

      “OK, then, humans aside, what about whoever threw this spear?”

      Ghan Fallo’s buzzing gaze hit me. I gulped, a little surprised at myself for speaking to this insane, huge alien like that. But I was getting more and more unnerved by the fact someone had thrown it from above me.

      “The drone and the potential human presence is definitely an important issue. But they aren’t here yet. Whoever threw that spear is here. And they could have been aiming
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