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      “So, how’s that magic pussy juice coming?” Kat smirked at me from across the lab, then rolled her eyes. “Man, the things we say on this planet. Never thought conversations about lizardman pussy juice would be part of my everyday work conversations.”

      “Hmm… Lizardman pussy juice sounds like it came from a lizard alien’s pussy. A more correct term would be something like ‘magic pussy-loosening juice.’ And it’s coming along quite well, thanks.” I grinned back at Kat.

      “See, this is what I mean. Arguing semantics over what to call alien pussy-loosening juice. It’s fucking weird!”

      We both laughed at the absurdity of the situation, making so much noise that Galok poked his dark-haired head in from the hallway where he’d been stationed just outside the lab.

      “Oh, no. You go back out there. You’re too distracting in here!” Kat said, making a shooing motion at her big smiley mate.

      “But it sounds more fun in here,” Galok replied, his coppery sight stars pulsing with affection as they stroked lazily over Kat’s face. Her cheeks flushed, and she flapped her hand at him again.

      “No. This isn’t fun. We are working, mister. On very important shit. I’m still working on perfecting using the Lavrika’s blood for potential weapons, and Abby is making sure no big alien baby heads tear any poor human ladies a new one, if you catch my drift.”

      Galok’s brow crumpled in obvious confusion. He, no doubt, did not catch her drift.

      “The Bitter Sea mating fluid,” I clarified, trying not to laugh. “It, er… Helps open things up. It also appears to have anti-inflammatory and pain-relieving properties. It will help the human women give birth, and maybe the Sea Sand women too, if they want to try.”

      We had a lot of medication and medical equipment on this ship, but no trained anesthesiologist to administer something like an epidural. I’d been working my ass off, putting all my experience as a pharmacological chemist to use, so that a drug using the Bitter Sea venom would be the next best thing for all the ladies in labour.

      I stiffened, trying not to think about the fact that I would soon be one of those ladies.

      “Why not just have one of the Bitter Sea men bite the female? Seems more efficient that way,” Galok said. I quirked a brow at him, noticing he’d subtly sidled into the lab and was creeping over to Kat’s side, his large hand already reaching for her as if he couldn’t stand not to touch her.

      “Yeah, not sure how well that would go,” I replied. “Can you imagine one of the Gahns letting a Bitter Sea man come into their tent when their Gahnala is already in pain and vulnerable and letting him give her a mating bite?”

      “Hmm, yes, that is true,” Galok replied thoughtfully. “I do not even want to know what would happen if I suggested such a thing to Gahn Buroudei when the Gahnala Zeezee is giving birth. I imagine he would use his fist to take out all of his anxieties about her health on my face.”

      “Yeah,” Kat said, “And it’s not like they just bite you, right? They have to get all horny first. It’s their mating fluid. I wouldn’t want some big Bitter Sea dude giving himself a bit of a handy outside the tent then lumbering over to pump me full of his special love juice. Plus, who the fuck wants to get bitten when they’re already in pain trying to push out a giant alien baby? No fucking thanks.”

      Galok’s arm went slowly around Kat’s waist as she spoke, as if he hoped that if he moved slowly enough, she wouldn’t notice and send him back to his spot in the hallway. It seemed to have worked, as she leaned contentedly against him.

      I nodded. “There are quite a few reasons why just having a Bitter Sea warrior bite a woman in labour isn’t ideal. And this way, I can tweak things in the lab first,” I explained. “I believe I’ve managed to eliminate the aphrodisiac qualities of the venom, and I’ve amplified the pain-relief. With an injection, things are more sterile, too. And we can control the dosage.”

      Galok absorbed this information, but didn’t get a chance to respond, because voices in the hallway made us all turn towards the open doorway. Galok’s tail rose in a swift show of obedience and respect as Buroudei and Cece walked into the room. Well, Buroudei walked. Cece waddled. She was nearing the end of her pregnancy, now, and having two half-Sea Sand babies in her belly was clearly throwing her way off balance. But I was glad to see that otherwise, she was doing well. The first half of her pregnancy had been really difficult, but she had more energy now.

      And with more energy meant frequent trips out to the ship for pregnancy scans.

      “Greetings, Gahn,” Galok said as his tail swished back into place behind him. “Have you come for another cub vision?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at that. The aliens had begun referring to pregnancy scans as “cub visions,” similar to the “mate vision” they got in the Lavrika’s pools or the Kell’s caves. And in a way, it did make sense. Both “visions” were glimpses of someone special. But in our case, we were using human technology instead of whatever mystical alien power the Lavrika, Vrika, and Kell used.

      “Yes,” Buroudei rumbled, his deep, commanding voice echoing in the large lab.

      “He can’t get enough,” Cece said, shaking her head. “But then again, neither can I, so it’s all good. It’s nice to be able to come here and take a look at them any time we want. Make sure everything’s going alright. Back home I’d have to wait until whatever scheduled scans I was supposed to have.”

      I had to fight to keep my hand from going to my own abdomen. I knew exactly what Cece meant about having frequent scans.

      I’d been doing the same thing myself, after all.

      Peanut chose that moment to kick, rather violently, at my bladder. I curled my hands into fists to stop myself from visibly reacting.

      I was even further along than Cece, considering I’d gotten pregnant back on Earth. But unlike Cece, I wasn’t showing the way she was. She wasn’t overly tall, and with two large babies growing, her stomach was practically bigger than she was.

      But me? I was 6’2, with broad hips and shoulders and a long torso. That, combined with a kid who seemed perfectly content to live inside my spine, meant that even nearly full-term, I didn’t really look all that pregnant. My stomach was certainly distended from its usual size and positioning, but not so much that wearing baggy jackets couldn’t hide it. I’d been careful not to change or be naked around the other women in the past couple months, too.

      The result?

      Nobody knew I was pregnant.

      A flash of jealousy went through me as Kat, Galok, and I walked with the happily expecting parents to the room with the ultrasound machine. I wish I didn’t have to hide this.

      And I fucking wished I knew what was going to come next.

      If I’d gotten pregnant with a girl, I wouldn’t bother hiding it at all. The Sea Sand men had such a skewed population, with so few women, that they’d likely welcome the birth of a girl here even if she had a human father.

      But I wasn’t pregnant with a girl.

      I was pregnant with a boy.

      A 100% human male.

      Which meant… Well, I didn’t know for sure, but I doubted it would be good. The Sea Sand men didn’t like outsiders, especially males. They barely even tolerated each other, and they were from the same planet! The only human male they’d had contact with so far was the soldier who’d come here and shot Xyan and who’d immediately earned himself one of Fallo’s blades to the back of the head.

      I was scared. Scared of what would happen once the Sea Sand men found out there was a new human male among them. Scared they wouldn’t want him.

      I’m not going to let anything happen to you.

      I said it silently to Peanut, watching as Buroudei lifted Cece onto the exam table beside the ultrasound machine.

      Peanut may have been the unplanned result of a drunken hook-up with a stranger in the bathroom stall of Tony’s Tacos and Tequila in downtown Winnipeg one cold winter night, but I’d loved him from the moment I’d learned of his existence, just before I was abducted and brought here. I hadn’t even had a chance to have a doctor’s appointment for the pregnancy before I’d ended up on this alien planet. But even so, I knew I was going to do whatever it took to keep him safe. Safe from the sun, from the sand, and even from the alien warriors at the settlement if I had to.

      Whatever it took.

      If I had to fight, I’d fight.

      And if I had to run?

      I’d run.
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      “Do you require assistance, Varrow?”

      I knew the answer before the question was out of my snout. It was the answer I got every time I asked.

      “No.”

      Varrow tossed me a dark look over his shoulder, easily adjusting the weight of his slight mate, Camille, upon his back. I was not offering assistance because the desert man was missing an arm. No, the lack of limb seemed not to cause him much trouble at all, as he’d grown up that way and had evidently learned to compensate by using his tail and cultivating deep strength in his other muscles.

      I offered him help because not long ago I’d seen him nearly die in an area we now knew to be called the Deep Sky plains. He’d taken a small sort of spear right through the heart.

      We had not stayed in the Deep Sky long. After Varrow had nearly died, saved only by the Deep Sky Vrika, I had remained with him and Camille in the lands of his birth, the Death Plains, while he recovered.

      And recover, he had. So much so that he let me do nothing for his mate at this point. He hunted for her and carried her all day through the Death Plains, even when she protested that she could walk on her own.

      Though I did not doubt that, even if he had not fully recovered, he still would not have let me help him if it meant touching his precious mate. He guarded her like a male possessed. Obsessed.

      The mate bond had the power to do that to a warrior.

      I had no direct experience with the mate bond. Though I was older than some other males like Kor and Grim, I had not yet been called by the Kell.

      My gaze narrowed, and I reached forward with my claws as Varrow slipped on a bit of grey gravel. Camille gasped, but Varrow regained his balance swiftly, muscles straining in his legs and tail.

      “Do not worry, little bean,” he murmured in a soft tone reserved only for Camille. “I’d break my remaining arm before I let you fall.”

      “I wasn’t worried about me!” she retorted. Despite the fact that the new women apparently did not feel an automatic mate bond the way Bitter Sea or Sea Sand women did, there was no doubt that Camille had a strong mate bond for Varrow now. She’d been at his side night and day as he’d healed, and after he’d mostly recovered, I’d had to get further and further from their tent to get any sort of rest.

      Though I did not need much sleep, I also did not need to be plagued with their mating sounds all night.

      We were nearing the edge of the Death Plains mountain range, now. Soon, we would be back in the Sea Sands. We would continue on to the settlement at the Cliffs of Uruzai. Once Camille and Varrow were settled, I would be back on this same path once more, journeying back into the Deep Sky to join the newly formed settlement there.

      I kept my eyes on the two just ahead of me, ready in case there was another slip. I took in the size difference between the tiny new woman and the warrior she was bonded to. Such a size difference would only be amplified between a new woman and a Bitter Sea male.

      Not for the first time, I wondered if I’d be granted a mate from among the new women.

      Honestly, I rather hoped not. I already did not consider myself adept at speaking to strangers, especially females. The idea that my mate would not have the mate bond, that I’d somehow have to woo her, win her, made my guts feel like they were filled with spike-scaled fish.

      Do not worry about such things, I told myself sternly. You were not called by the Kell before you left the island.

      Grim and Tok, who both had human mates, had been granted their mate vision by the Kell before we’d left our homeland. If I was meant to bond to a new woman, would it not have been the same for me? And unlike the Sea Sand men, we had no imbalance between men and women. There were myriad unmated Bitter Sea women back home. Likely, one of them would eventually turn out to be my mate.

      So, the fact that I had absolutely no idea what to say to a new woman did not matter.

      Probably.
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      The rest of the journey through the Sea Sands, which took about ten days, was largely uneventful. Just as the sun dipped down and dusk sent its cooling tide over the sky on the tenth day, the shining shell of the new women’s ship came into view. As we passed it, heading for the red cliffs in the distance, a call made us stop.

      We turned, and I pounded my scaly brows as Hakah Gog, king of my kind, came to meet us. He came from the direction of the ship, running on all fours to cross the distance swiftly.

      I pounded my brows again in deference when he rose up onto two legs before me.

      “I am glad to see you back, Kohka,” he said, his brilliant blue sight discs taking me in before turning to examine Varrow and Camille at my side. His eyes swung back to me. “Grim and Tok are now settled in the Deep Sky mountains.”

      “Yes,” I said, my heavy tail scraping through the sand as it swished. “We heard Thaleria’s ship go over us three times.”

      I’d tracked the sounds of the shuttle in the sky. Once into the Deep Sky, then once back towards the Sea Sands when they’d briefly stopped and updated us on what had happened with Priya and the Deep Sky men. Then, there had been the final trip over our heads as they took the shuttle to settle in the Deep Sky for good.

      “I am ready to join them at your command, Hakah,” I added.

      “Good. You can rest tonight and prepare to leave at dawn tomorrow. But since you are here now…”

      His spiked tail jutted up from the sand, gesturing towards the shining silver bones of the human ship.

      “One of the new women requires a Bitter Sea warrior in there. I was about to fetch someone else from the settlement, but you have good timing. Go assist her, and I will escort these two back to the cliffs.”

      I pounded my brows again, acknowledging his orders.

      I let my fists fall, asking, “Do you know what she needs me for, Hakah?”

      I’d actively avoided conversation with the females on the journey into the Deep Sky, so other than carrying Priya on my back, I’d had very little contact with any of the new women. I wondered what she could possibly want with me.

      “Something about your mating fluid,” Hakah Gog said, his snout tightening with suspicious unease. “Grim and Tok donated fluid already, but apparently she needs more for whatever unnatural potions she’s concocting.”

      She needed my mating fluid? For “unnatural potions?”

      I… Did not like the sound of that.

      But no matter how strange the command, I did not hesitate to obey it.

      I could not deny my king, and none of us could deny the whims of the human females. It seemed, more and more, that our lives and lands were no longer ruled by the customs that had always governed us, but instead by one new implacable and overriding law:

      What the new women needed, the new women got.
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      “You guys can head out if you want,” I said to Kat. I jerked my chin towards the door, where Galok stared at Kat hopefully, like a golden retriever waiting to be taken out on a walk.

      “Honestly, we might. I’m beat,” Kat said. She yawned, and the bright light of the lab gleamed on her various facial piercings. “I know Malachor and a couple others are still here somewhere to escort you back when you’re ready.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, plus, Hakah Gog’s sending a Bitter Sea guy over for another sample. So, I won’t be on my own.”

      Kat’s eyes gleamed.

      “So how are you gonna collect the sample this time?” she waggled her pierced brows. “Grim and Tok had their mates here to help them. Are you gonna, you know…”

      “Am I gonna what?” I asked pointedly.

      She smiled wickedly.

      “You know… Take your top off and jiggle your titties at him or something.”

      I laughed at the image and shook my head.

      “Um, no. I’m counting on him being able to just… Conjure at will, if you know what I mean.” I didn’t even know if the Bitter Sea men were attracted to humans in general. Obviously, the mate bond caused intense attraction between mated males and their women. But would a random Bitter Sea male be attracted to a human? We were so anatomically different…

      Kat rubbed her chin and glanced at one of the computers in the lab.

      “Hmm. Check the databases. See if there are any gator-on-gator mating videos from Earth. Or dino erotica eBooks. That’s a thing, ya know. Although, you’d have to read it out loud and translate it for him. Ooh! Or monster hentai cartoons. Maybe that will get him going.”

      I laughed even harder at the idea of me reading dinosaur erotica out loud to a ten-foot-tall lizard alien. Gasping, I squeezed my thighs together. Peanut was pressing against my bladder more every day.

      “You seem like an expert on this stuff. Maybe you should stay and help him,” I joked.

      She smirked. “Go ahead. You can judge all you want. But honestly, I’ve literally fucked an alien at this point. I don’t think knowing about monster hentai is any weirder than that.”

      “Touché!”

      Kat stretched, raising her bony arms over her head.

      “Alright, then. I think we will head out. You sure you’re all good here?”

      “I am. Go get some rest,” I said, nodding firmly.

      “Thanks,” she said. She grabbed her pack from the floor and slung it over her shoulder. “See ya.”

      With that, she left the lab. Galok draped a lanky arm around her narrow shoulders before they disappeared down the hall.

      I blew out a sigh. Now that I was alone, anxiety crept back in. It was easy to pretend this wasn’t all happening, that my pregnancy wasn’t progressing, when I was chatting and joking with friends. But alone in the cavernous lab with the lights so bright they exposed every single flaw in my life, there was no way to avoid reality.

      “Not that you’re a flaw,” I said quickly, patting my belly and making the fabric of my jacket crinkle. “Just a… Complication. That’s all. But don’t you worry. I’ll sort it all out.”

      Big words considering I had no idea how to do that yet.

      I’d thought about coming clean and just hoping for the best. One night recently at the evening fire, I’d casually plopped myself down next to Gahn Fallo and asked him what would happen if a human male showed up here again. Perhaps predictably, his answer was a single hissed word: “Death.”

      “What if it was a child?” I’d countered uneasily, my mouth going dry.

      His red sight stars had misted over his dark eyes, a violent flurry as he replied.

      “Children become men.”

      By that time, the other warriors around him had begun to look at me suspiciously, no doubt wondering why I was asking such questions. I had no alien mate, no one to vouch for me. I’d never caused any trouble here, of course, but there was always the chance one of us ladies could be a human spy or enemy soldier. I knew that wasn’t the case, but they didn’t. Hell, even Valeria had started out as an enemy operative on this planet, so they were right to be a little suspicious.

      Not long after that, Chapman had come over and asked what we were talking about. I’d shaken my head and smiled tightly, saying nothing and scurrying away. Yes, Fallo listened to her. But would he listen to her about this if she tried to help me? Would he and the other Gahns let a human boy grow up here and potentially become competition for the already scarce women?

      I could hope, but I couldn’t be sure. And I’d be damned if I risked my baby’s life on hope. I was a scientist. I valued evidence over abstraction. And so far, the evidence was telling me I needed to get out of here before I went into labour.

      I just had no idea how. The Sea Sands were brutal, and leaving on my own might be even more dangerous for Peanut and me than staying.

      “A rock and a hard place, I tell ya,” I muttered bitterly at the shiny metal floor.

      “You need a rock?”

      I gasped and whirled towards the sound of a shockingly deep voice.

      In the lab’s doorway loomed a massive creature. A Bitter Sea warrior with shining brown and silver scales and coin-like silver pupils in large dark eyes. He filled the wide doorway, bulkier and more muscled than some of the other longer-limbed Bitter Sea men. With his neutral colouring and brawny frame, he gave the impression of a gigantic boulder planted in the doorway.

      That reminded me of what he’d just said.

      “Oh, hi! No, sorry, I don’t need a rock. I was just talking to myself.”

      He stared at me unblinking, and a creeping flush went down my neck.

      “So, what, you guys don’t talk to yourselves?” I laughed shakily, feeling weirdly embarrassed under his penetrating gaze.

      “I try not to,” he rumbled. “There is no one who grows more tired of hearing my own thoughts than me.”

      I blinked.

      Then burst into laughter.

      My embarrassment dissipated as my laughter died down into a muted chuckle.

      I couldn’t quite read his expression, but he seemed shocked, or maybe confused, by my outburst. Obviously, he hadn’t really meant it to be a joke. But there was something so dry and self-deprecating about what he’d said. It was oddly charming.

      “Come on in,” I said warmly, realizing he hadn’t budged from the doorway, as if he didn’t want to intrude. With a grunt of acknowledgement, he did so, coming to a stop about a metre from me.

      Jesus, the guy was huge. I knew who he was and I’d seen him around before, so I knew he wasn’t quite as tall as some of the biggest guys, like Tok or Hakah Gog. But he was definitely broader than others of his kind. The bright light from overhead spilled down his smooth, hard scales, and I noticed that some of the more silvery-coloured scales, and his silver spikes, actually shimmered slightly. Like fearsome liquid metal had been mixed with delicate crushed pearls before hardening.

      He’s beautiful.

      I cleared my throat and dragged my gaze up, up, up to his face. A wide, reptilian snout was angled down to allow his bright silver eyes to meet mine. Still no blinking.

      “Do you guys blink?” I asked, unable to stop myself. His eyes were just so intense.

      “Yes,” he answered simply.

      “But… You’re not blinking now?”

      He stared and stared.

      “No.”

      “Well… Alrighty then.” Christ on a cracker, who was I, the blinking police? The poor guy had come here to help me and I was being so freaking weird.

      “OK, well, thanks for coming. Please feel free to have a seat.”

      I screamed internally at how stupid a thing that was to suggest when his massive head swung to look at the puny human office chair I’d indicated.

      “Why?” he asked, turning that unblinking gaze back to me. “Do you need it crushed?”

      Once again, there was no hint of joking in his voice. But I did get the sense that, if I had wanted the chair to get flattened into a pancake for some reason, he’d lumber over there and sit on it without complaint.

      “Uh, no,” I said quickly. “I’d actually prefer that it remain uncrushed, thanks.” That particular chair was my favourite. Something about the cushion on the seat was heaven on my aching back.

      “Then I will not sit,” he said. “Or, if you require me to sit, I will do so on the ground.”

      “Got it. Well, it’s up to you. Whatever you’re more comfortable with,” I said. “Thanks for helping me, by the way.” I held out my hand, trying to be halfway normal despite the fact I was about to ask this guy to get himself all riled up to give me his mating venom for my drug development. “I’m Abigail. Abby.”

      “Greetings, Abigail Abby.”

      “Oh, no! Sorry. Abigail is my full name. Most people call me Abby.”

      He said nothing for a moment, no doubt realizing that he was not “most people,” AKA, my human friends.

      “I…” he began haltingly. “I do not know…” He made a frustrated grunting sound, and his hand rose, his knuckles rubbing furiously at the underside of his snout. “You must tell me what you want me to call you.”

      Good grief, could I make this poor guy feel any more uncomfortable?

      “Either is fine!” I stammered, shaking my head rapidly.

      His heavy scaled brows lowered. He still hadn’t fucking blinked.

      “I do not understand the naming customs of the new women,” he growled. “I need you to tell me what to do. I do not want to choose the wrong name and offend you.”

      “Sorry. Just call me Abby,” I said hastily, trying to end the awkwardness of this conversation.

      “Abby,” he replied slowly, “I also need you to tell me what you expect me to do with your hand.”

      We both looked down to see my hand still floating in the air between us.

      “Oh!” I said. “That one’s easy.” I looked up at him once more and smiled encouragingly. “You shake it.”
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      She wanted me to shake it?

      An image of me shaking her hand too hard and breaking a delicate bone somewhere made me queasy.

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to, of course,” she said, faltering.

      “No, I will do it.”

      I’d already made a mess of trying to understand her name. Surely, I could figure this out and appear somewhat less of a dunce in front of the pretty human female.

      Pretty.

      Yes, she was pretty. I couldn’t deny it. It was an impression that had struck me the moment I’d entered the odd shiny cave we occupied. Abby may have looked completely different from one of my kind, but there was an easy openness to her flat face and a warmth in the deep brown sight discs of her eyes that I couldn’t help but like. Human smiles, so jarring with their wide display of teeth, seemed gentler and more sincere in her expression, somehow. Her short brown hair, cropped close to her head, was so shiny and smooth that it gleamed like the surface of sun-spangled water. She was taller than most of the other new women and looked a little sturdier than some others, which appealed to me. But even so, her wrist was frightfully narrow peeking out from the sleeve of her cloak.

      Which brought me back to the mildly terrifying idea of shaking her hand.

      Slowly, so slowly my arm nearly shook with the effort, I raised my hand. I took her outstretched one between the pads of my thumb and forefinger.

      “Soft.” The word was out before I’d even noticed I’d said it. It was barely a whisper, but she still heard it. I couldn’t help the escape of the word. The visceral shock of feeling just how soft, how vulnerable this female was, had apparently blunted any sort of good sense. Good sense that usually kept my words inside my head.

      “Ah, yeah! Well, thank you!” she replied. “Talka gel is very moisturizing!”

      I supposed she meant for her skin. But it was not just the skin that was soft. Everything was. I was gently gripping her palm between my thumb and forefinger, her flesh pliant beneath mine. I wondered how hard I’d have to press to find the hardness of bone in there.

      I didn’t, of course. More queasiness overtook me when I thought of the mess I could make of her little hand if I were not careful.

      Evidently, holding her hand straight out the way she had been had become a burden. Her fingers relaxed and curled inward towards her palm, their tips grazing the tiny, flexible scales on the side of my thumb. The scales on my hand were sensitive; the light touch exploded up my arm.

      Waves of our fathers, my thumb was as long as her entire hand! The sight of our hands together, so similar in some ways (the general shape and number of fingers) and so different in others (the sizes, skin versus scales, soft versus hard) was alarming and fascinating.

      “OK. Now shake,” she reminded me gently.

      I jiggled her hand so gingerly it was barely more than a tremor. I stared at her fingers, every muscle taut, making sure I hadn’t done something wrong or dislodged something important from its tiny human joint. When she laughed, I wrenched my gaze up to her face.

      “Not like that,” she chided, still laughing.

      This new woman laughed a lot. Despite the confusion that had rained down upon me during this entire encounter, I decided that I liked it.

      I inhaled sharply when her small fingers closed forcefully around my thumb. Then, with more vigour than I would have anticipated her capable of, she jerked my hand in a swinging up-and-down motion.

      I relaxed my arm and let her do it. Otherwise, even with her impressive energy, my hand would not have budged.

      Perhaps it was the movement increasing her body heat. Or maybe the motion of her arm caused her cloak to adjust and waft more air towards me. Whatever the reason, I was suddenly struck by the full force of her scent. I hadn’t noticed it before under the foreign metallic tang of the room.

      I noticed it now.

      More than noticed it.

      I was overtaken by it.

      Luscious, warm, and sweet, it worked down my throat and into my chest where an odd, erratic thumping had taken root.

      I realized with dismay the horrible thumping was my heart.

      Why is it doing that? Something is very wrong with me…

      My body felt suddenly hot, like I’d taken ill with some bitter fever. But I had no festering wounds that could cause such a thing.

      The heat moved lower, oozing into my pelvis and wrapping around the base of my tail until it twitched. Abby stared at me curiously, her slender brown brows furrowing until a wrinkle appeared between them.

      Her fingers still wrapped around my thumb, she stepped closer, peering up at me. Her scent grew stronger. My heart hammered harder and the heat intensified.

      “Are you alright? Your eyes are even more unblinky than before, if that’s possible.”

      No, I wanted to pant. I am not alright. Because for some reason your scent is doing my blasted head in.

      I’d gotten physically close to Priya – she’d ridden on my back many times. I knew her scent well, and it had never made me feel like this. It had never made me feel like my heart was a seabird with desperate wings trapped by the very ribs that housed it.

      My scales are on fire.

      I tugged my hand from Abby’s grip. She started, looking down at her own hand, as if she hadn’t realized she’d still been holding mine.

      I wrenched my head to the side and took in great gulps of air, trying to rid myself of the scent that seemed intent on branding my insides. But it was no use. My sense of smell was too strong. And now that I had her scent inside me, I couldn’t get it out.

      This is why I avoid the new women, I thought gravely. They were unpredictable. Unknowable. Strange and silky and apparently possessing scents that could turn a grown warrior inside out.

      At least… This one did.

      “We can do this another time,” Abby said. The wrinkle between her brows had gotten deeper.

      “No. I am ready,” I said tightly, my snout twitching as more of that scent entered my nostrils. I’d already noticed with grim resignation that the scent had yet another effect on me: it had primed my fangs.

      Not with vicious venom.

      But with mating fluid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            ABBY

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know what the hell I’d done, but apparently shaking this big guy’s hand was giving him a goddamn stroke. At least, that’s what it looked like. The massive alien lizard was wide-eyed, his silver pupils blown as he stared off to the side, breathing heavily. His barrel-like chest heaved and his tail jerked periodically, the spikes scraping the metal tile and leaving jagged gouges behind. The fingers of the big hand I’d shaken flexed and curled over and over again, as if I’d hurt him somehow. Which I was pretty sure was completely impossible, considering the difference in strength between us.

      I kept him in my line of sight as I walked slowly over to a nearby counter. I grabbed the sterile collection tray I’d planned to use. It was a wide and shallow rectangular plastic container that could be positioned under the top fangs to collect the fluid.

      “Um… Oh! Do you need to flush out any venom first?” I asked. “You can do it over the basin over there.”

      Kohka’s eyes snapped to me.

      “No,” he said, rather wheezily. “The mating fluid immediately neutralizes any fatal venom in the fangs.”

      I nodded. That made sense. It wouldn’t be good to have leftover venom from a fight poison your mate when you later bit them.

      “Then I suppose we’re good to go,” I said cautiously, taking note of the fact that Kohka absolutely did not seem good. At all. He sat heavily on the floor as I approached.

      “Do you… Uh… Do you want to be alone?” I was about two seconds away from making some stupid joke about giving him a magazine to try to dispel some of the weird tension in the room. But Kohka answered quietly before I could.

      “You have no idea.”

      Man. I’ve really fucked something up.

      I put down the plastic tray on the counter and hurried over to him. I crouched beside him. Unfortunately, crouching at about nine months pregnant was no easy feat. I winced, and to avoid losing my balance, I put an unsteady palm on the hard curve of Kohka’s chest.

      The chest that before had been expanding rapidly with ragged breath went utterly still beneath my touch.

      “I’m sorry, Kohka. I feel like I’ve done something to make you really uncomfortable. You can go if you want.”

      He made no move to get up.

      “You know my name.”

      His voice sounded like gravel pouring down the side of a ravine.

      “Of course!” I said, wondering why this surprised him. “All you Bitter Sea guys look so different with your different scales, so it’s easy to tell you apart. And you’re the one who went on the journey beyond the Death Plains and helped look after Camille and Varrow, right? Your name’s been mentioned a lot around here lately.” I smiled softly, trying to put him at ease. “You may not know this, but you’re pretty hot stuff as far as us humans are concerned. We’re all really grateful you helped take care of Camille and Varrow after he was injured.” That wasn’t some false flattery to make him feel better. It was true. We’d all been so upset to hear about what had happened to Varrow out in the Deep Sky Plains. And Camille was possibly the kindest woman I’d ever met. So, knowing that she and Varrow had someone to rely on out there had been a relief to all of us as the others had gone back to look for Priya.

      “Hot… Stuff…” Kohka repeated blankly.

      “It’s a good thing!” I assured him.

      He made a strangled sound deep in his throat, then muttered, “I remain unconvinced.”

      I moved to my knees, no longer able to crouch the way I had been before. Once settled in a seated position on the tile floor, I slid my hand off Kohka. He unceremoniously reached up with a sledgehammer of a fist and pounded the place on his chest where my hand had been. As if trying to knock something loose. Or back into place.

      “Anyway, like I said, you can go, Kohka. I can find someone else to help me out with this tomorrow,” I said gently.

      “I came here to help you and that’s what I plan to do,” Kohka ground out. “Besides, leaving now would just be pointless. A waste.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He gave me a burning look. I sucked in a sharp breath when I realized that rivulets of dark fluid were coursing down the scales of his jaw and neck.

      I scrambled to my feet as fast as my pregnant ass could go.

      “Hold on. I’ll get the container!”
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      I watched Abby hurry away from me to grab the tray she apparently would use to catch the mating fluid. There was something odd about her gait. It was a little different from what I’d observed among Camille, Jocelyn, and Priya during our trip beyond the Death Plains. It was as if her balance was ever so slightly off.

      Even so, she moved quickly. She returned, kneeling between my splayed thighs with her tray. My fangs ached, and I already knew the tray would be no match for the amount of mating fluid I was about to unleash. But I couldn’t tell her that now. As soon as I unlocked my snout, my words would be garbled by the flowing onslaught.

      I will try to hold back once her tray is filled, I reasoned, panic mounting. Panic that I was about to soak this poor, lovely female in my fluid.

      “I’m ready,” she said steadily, moving her head up and down in a motion I’d come to recognize among the new women.

      I could not ask her if she was sure. Could only part my jaws as she lifted the tray and slid it between my fangs.

      The sound of the fluid hitting the oddly translucent material of the tray was a forceful splatter. Like the ardent rush of rain in a rare island storm. The dark fluid poured, pulsing harder from my fangs with every scent-strangled beat of my heart.

      “Holee shitt!”

      I stared down
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