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      I did not sign up for this.

      I did not sign up to get jettisoned off of the face of the Earth. When I’d joined the army, sure, I’d wanted to protect and serve. But I assumed it would be done on my own goddamned planet. I didn’t think I’d be here, now, with my colleagues torn apart by alien crab monsters and a gaggle of weeping civilian women standing behind me, waiting for some kind of saviour.

      Some kind of hero.

      Only I wasn’t a hero. That had been my father, in the army before me, and look where that got him.

      I could hear the alien monsters crashing through the ship behind us, the space ship that had brought us to this brutal desert planet. P14256ABX. The planet with the mysterious compound we were supposed to be negotiating with the alien natives to retrieve and study.

      Well, at least one population among the natives was currently tearing our space ship, the SS Trailblazer, and my fellow soldiers and pilots, to bloody pieces. The mission had entirely gone to shit before it had even started. Alien screeching and the crunching of metal behind us made goosebumps break out over my skin.

      We had made it into the cargo bay of the SS Trailblazer, away from the bridge where the crab monsters had first attacked just seconds after we’d landed. My gun, a pathetic human pistol that seemed to do shit-all against the aliens ravaging our ship, was held at the ready. I sprinted to the other side of the large cargo space, past rows of shelves and crates, to the keypad that would open the door on this thing. We were trapped in here. There was nowhere else to run. Nowhere but the wide expanse of the unknown desert.

      Running into the desert with no idea of what may be out there wasn’t ideal. But it was sure as hell better than staying in here and waiting to get eaten the way my commanding officers and the pilots had been.

      I typed furiously at the keys. I was the only staff member left. The only one who knew anything about this ship or its security protocols. I finished typing, slamming my security badge against the keypad’s surface, as the women who’d been plucked from our home planet of Earth crowded in and shook behind me. Yeah, I hadn’t signed up for that, either. For abducting civilian women and forcing them into the service of this mission. But by the time I’d known what was actually going on, it was far too late.

      A click, followed by a shuddering metallic groan rang out, drowning out the sounds of the crab monsters getting ever-closer. The whole back wall of the cargo bay began receding upwards and inwards, like a garage door from back on Earth. Sunlight poured in, and a surging mixture of relief and fear twisted in my guts. Relief that we were no longer trapped in here. And fear for what may be outside.

      No time to worry about that now.

      Time to run.

      As I sprinted, the terrified voice of one of the women shot out behind me.

      “Wait, that’s the plan? We’re going out there?”

      I whirled, facing Celia, the green-eyed linguist who’d asked me the question.

      Plan? Who on this terrible alien planet had ever said I’d had a plan?

      I didn’t want any of this. This responsibility of looking after all the other women. They were all looking at me like I was going to pull some heroic escape out of thin air, like a pretty white rabbit from a hat. They were looking at me like they needed me.

      And I couldn’t fucking stand it.

      My voice was bitter as I shouted back at her. “You want to stay in here? Be my guest. But those things were powerful enough to smash through our reinforced screens. Screens that can withstand space travel. There’s nowhere in this place you can hide where they won’t find you. I’m not hiding in here and waiting to die. I’m gonna run.”

      All twenty of the young women before me just stared, stunned and speechless, some of them weeping, some of them looking shell-shocked. I couldn’t blame them for their reactions. I was barely holding it together myself. But having them rely on me like this was about to put me over the edge.

      It’s every woman for herself, now.

      “Come with me or don’t. It’s up to you.”

      Without another glance at their stricken faces, I turned and ran, sprinting for the open side of the cargo bay, clenching my gun like it would somehow save me, even though I’d seen how little effect it had had on the aliens monsters coming our way.

      But I couldn’t think about that now. I repeated my earlier thought, letting it ring in my head like a bell. Time to run. Time to run. One foot in front of the other. Every second that passed was another second I was alive. Second-to-second, I would make it. I’d figure it out.

      Unlike the other women, as a member of the armed forces on the ship, I’d had physical training to help prepare me for this planet. Its atmosphere was breathable, but with slightly less oxygen than what most people were used to, similar to a high-altitude climate on Earth. I’d run mile upon mile upon mile on a treadmill with reduced oxygen in the months leading up to this on Earth, under the impression I’d be sent on a mission to the mountains of Afghanistan. So when I hit the copper-coloured sunlit sand, I was able to run, pounding as fast as I could across the shifting ground without any feelings of weakness or lightheadedness.

      But I didn’t get far before I slowed and turned back. I couldn’t stop myself. There was a bitter war waging inside me. Half of me wanted to turn around and save every last civilian. The other half wanted to cut and fucking run.

      The first half was starting to win out. The wannabe hero half. The stupid half. The half that took after my father, the part of my father that had gotten him killed.

      Yeah, maybe I was stupid.  But there was something in my blood. Something I couldn’t deny. An inherent protective instinct that was shot through my bones, reinforcing them like iron. Forcing me to stop. Forcing me to turn back.

      Screaming in frustration, I started running back to the ship.

      Half the women, about ten, had followed me right away and were scattering over the sands, weak legs flailing and chests heaving. But they were slow. Too damn slow. We’ll never make it.

      The second group of women was just now emerging from the ship’s cargo bay, obviously having hesitated before leaving. I slowed as I approached the second group, unsure now that I was here what I should even do. It wasn’t like I could make them run faster. Not like I could carry them all to safety. But I was the only one with a gun and with any kind of training for a situation like this. I had to do something. I’d stopped my own escape in its tracks and come all the way back here. If I was gonna die, it needed to actually be in service of something.

      I watched as Theresa, the blonde vet tech from Mississippi, stumbled and fell to the sand. Celia, who’d been holding her hand, pulled up short, whirling back to try to help her up. I homed in on the two of them and started sprinting. This was something I could help with. The rest of the women were running, now, dispersing over the sands in a gaggle of desperate, flailing limbs. Good. Get the fuck out of here.

      Theresa was in hysterics, sobbing and shaking on the sand as Celia yanked helplessly at her arm, screaming for her to, “get up! Get up!”. I heard a terrible crash come from the ship, my eyes widening in horror as the alien monsters crushed the inner cargo bay wall and started scuttling through the open cargo space towards us on the sand. They were gigantic, like mutant crabs, or some kind of spider-scorpion hybrid, with black armoured shells and barbed tails, four feet in height and with a leg span even larger than that. I’d watched those black legs and tails go through my colleagues’ chests and abdomens like hot knives through butter. Good God, we didn’t stand a chance.

      I skidded to a stop in front of Theresa and Celia anyway.

      The alien creatures were emerging from the ship, some of them scuttling out over the sand in pursuit of the other women who had run. But one was coming straight for us.

      Heart in my throat, I lifted my gun. My puny little gun.

      But before I could pull the trigger, the creature collapsed, squealing, its legs bending inward like a dead spider’s. I blinked in confusion. A massive spear had penetrated its armour, killing it on impact.

      There was no time to process this development. Another alien crab was ready to replace the one that had fallen, barrelling towards us. Something large and dark hit the monster but the projectile clattered and fell, quickly followed by another dark object, shooting through the air. This time, the object landed between the crab monster’s leg and armoured body, disabling it just feet from Theresa, Celia, and me. My breath hissed between my teeth as I realized what was happening. A member of one of the other alien species of this planet had arrived with weapons. The dark object that had struck this monster in front of us was a massive knife.

      A third crab creature was moving towards us now.

      Fuck. Here we go.

      I aimed for one of the spots where the legs met the body, the spot that knife had just penetrated on the other crab. Steadying myself, I let everything inside me go hard and blank. The only thing that existed was my gun and its target.

      I pulled the trigger.

      Miraculously, the creature fell. Before I could make sure it was dead, or at least incapacitated, though, I heard a deep, rumbling cry behind me.

      I whirled, just in time to see another monstrous creature scuttling over the sands towards us, different from the crabs. It was terrifyingly massive, the size of a small whale from Earth, with more dark eyes than I could count in its long-snouted, crocodile-like face. Hundreds of its centipede-like legs moved over the sand towards us.

      But that wasn’t the most horrifying part.

      No, the worst part was its rider.

      Humanoid but... not. The alien on this new creature’s back was massive, rippling with corded muscle, his strong body lined with dark blades, and a huge axe in his hand. He’d used some of those blades on the crab creatures, sure. But he was coming straight for us now. And his strange face was a mask of terrifying fury.

      Oh, fuck no.

      I raised my gun again, aiming directly for his chest. I wasn’t about to escape from these crab aliens just to get eaten or raped by someone, or something, like this. The look in his alien eyes was unmistakable. He looked angry and ravenous and like he could crush my throat with two of his clawed fingers if he wanted. And it looked like he wanted.

      I pulled the trigger.

      A terrible, hollow click rang out.

      An agonized howl tore from my throat. Out of bullets and out of time.

      This new alien warrior was almost within arm’s reach.

      “Let’s go!” I screamed.

      There were no crab creatures coming for us three (for the moment, anyway) so I was able to turn my attention back to Theresa. The strength of my arms was enough to finally get her upright after all of Celia’s pulling. And then we were running.

      I held fast to Theresa, knowing that she would probably fall again. She was wailing and stuttering, barely breathing as we took off. Celia split off from us, choosing a random direction and sprinting, closely pursued by the alien man on the centipede creature. Within moments, he had reached down and yanked her up onto his mount.

      “No!” I screamed, and Theresa sobbed, clutching at my arm. But the alien man’s mount was damn fast, its body built for these sands. He was already moving away from us, Celia tossed over his muscled lap as if she were a rag doll.

      “Fuck!” The word was a howl. There was nothing I could do for her. Nothing I could do for any of them.

      Another loud, deep cry sounded in the air, and I pushed Theresa behind me as I turned towards it. It took me a moment to process the chaos of the scene. More massive centipede creatures were moving with insane speed over the horizon towards us, maybe fifteen of them, each ridden by an alien warrior. Dark objects flew through the air – spears and knives – and the crab monsters were falling to the sands all around us. I would be relieved by this, if the warriors weren’t now scooping women up into their laps like they were some kind of won booty to be taken at will. Before I could blink, the crab creatures were all dead on the sands, and Theresa and I were the only women left untouched.

      Pure, primal fear lit me up. My breath choking in my throat, I turned to run again -

      - only to come face-to-face with one of the centipede creatures.

      I reared back as its mouth opened in a snarl, revealing row upon row of huge black teeth. Before I could stumble away, though, a strong arm reached down and gripped the solar protection jacket I was wearing over my US Army uniform. Another hand grabbed Theresa’s jacket, a jacket that looked identical to mine, and we were both pulled upwards, one of us in each hand, as if we weighed no more than a couple of kittens. The strength in that grip was terrifying. Because I knew I’d never be able to fight a creature like that off.

      The alien warrior plunked me down in front of him, and tossed Theresa in front of me. I landed on my ass, facing forward and able to mostly keep my balance. I clutched at Theresa as she landed on her stomach, her legs flailing over the side of the alien mount.

      I tried to help her into a sitting position, but that was impossible. The mount was moving way too fast, jostling and bumping us. All I could do was hold fast to the back of Theresa’s jacket, helping her re-orient so that she was lying lengthwise along the centipede creature’s greyish-purple back, her head towards my lap, her hands gripping my knees. A hard alien arm, like fucking rock, circled around my waist when I tried to lean forward to get better access to her. Guttural words I had no way to understand snarled in my ear, and my chest clenched.

      There was nowhere to go. All I had now was a non-existent plan that had already gone to shit. A sobbing civilian woman at my front. An alien agent at my back. A gun.

      And no fucking bullets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            FALLO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gahn Fallo.”

      At the sound of Vakal, my closest commander’s voice, I stopped, just as I was entering my tent, and turned.

      “What is it?”

      Vakal raised his tail before his eyes in respect. I was mighty Gahn and warlord here, leader of the largest tribe of the Sea Sands. None would dare come before me now without raising their tail in submission. His tail fell back into place behind him, the sight stars in his eyes pulsing.

      “The hunters are on the horizon. They return.”

      I frowned, tensing immediately. It was early yet for the hunters to be back. Usually they did not return until the sun had begun its descent, just in time for the women to butcher their kills for the evening meal.

      “Then they must have made a great many kills already. How many dakrival do they carry?”

      “None, my Gahn.”

      My jaw clicked. Hot anger licked at my limbs. I was suddenly keenly aware of all the blades at my back, hard against my even harder flesh. I carried more blades than any other man. But so I should. I was larger than any other man. And I had more enemies.

      Questions whirled. Why would my hunters return so soon, when it was against their orders? Why would they defy me? The anger turned to rage as suspicion fuelled it. A man could turn on his Gahn at any time. I would know. I had done it myself.

      I growled, yanking two of my longest blades from my back, stalking away from Vakal, ready to meet my treacherous hunters as they returned. The few women of our tribe and their children scurried away from me, hurrying into their tents at the sight of my weapons drawn. The Cliffs of Zadazar, against which we made our home, loomed behind me as I moved through, and away from, our tribe’s tents, out towards the rolling hills. The hunters had been out on the open sands, beyond the hills that sheltered our tents on the plain against the cliffs. It was dangerous out there, but it was where the dakrival, the great horned beasts whose meat we ate each day, stampeded and roamed. I grunted, moving my huge body into a run as I crested one of the hills on the outskirts of our settlement. Rindla plants with their pale flowers, along with bushes of poisonous red axrekal berries, peet grass, and valok plants dotted the hills that rolled out away from me. Eventually, the hills flattened into endless desert land. The Sea Sands.

      Moving across the Sea Sands and into the hills of our territory were my hunters on their irkdu. Vakal had not told a lie. I snarled, leaning forward, baring my fangs and sniffing the air, trying to gauge what was going on. Trying to smell any hint of deception from here. Vakal came up the hill behind me, stopping at my side.

      “I did not get a chance to tell you, Gahn. They bring no dakrival, but they bring something else.”

      I narrowed my gaze, feeling my sight stars pull tight at the centre of my eyes. He was right. Each man had something with him on his irkdu. Some men had two. What were they? They looked a bit like people of the Sea Sands, but small. So small. Children?

      But they wore the strangest garb. And as they got closer and I could make out more of their features, I felt my chest tighten. These were no people of the Sea Sands.

      Who these men were, I did not know. But they were not of this tribe.

      Thus, they were my enemies.

      A war cry exploded from my chest and I barrelled forward, down the hill, ready to meet my hunters as they returned. Vakal charged behind me, catching up quickly, drawing his own weapons. My hunters seemed to have subdued these enemies for now, but I did not trust that to remain the case. I did not know these ones. These small, strange creatures. I laughed at the thought of something so small trying to best me. Surely it would not happen, but I would be ready if any one of them made a move. Bright blood lust pounded, and I felt a grin split my face.

      A laugh tore from my throat as my blood ran hot. The beat of battle was rising in me now. I, Fallo, most brutal of all Gahns, was ready.

      One of the hunters at the head of the group, whom I recognized as Bankor, called to me from his mount.

      “Gahn Fallo! We come with strange women!”

      Women.

      It couldn’t be. That was impossible. There were so few women of the Sea Sands now, a paltry handful, spread among the five tribes. Our tribe had only twelve women to the sixty men. But here my fifteen hunters came, each with a woman on their mount, some of them with two. Almost twenty of them, I was sure.

      Vakal knew better than to stop and ask me his questions, though I knew he must have had questions like I did. We ran through the hills and then stopped at the edge of the flat sand as my hunters approached.

      Women. They bring women.

      I kept my weapons ready all the same.

      It did not take long for the hunters to reach us as their powerful irkdu surged over the sands. Bankor arrived first, urging his irkdu to a halt, raising his tail then lowering it, a bold grin cutting across his face.

      “My Gahn, look at the bounty we bring you from out on the sands. This has been a hunt like no other.”

      My eyes fell to the woman on his mount, held tight against his torso despite the fact that it did not look like she was trying to escape, or that she’d even be capable. Her bizarrely bright yet dark eyes were glazed, her hair hanging limply in front of her blank face. As the other hunters pulled up, I saw much of the same thing among the other women – all of them unlike any other I had ever seen. With small faces, high noses, and hair and hides coming in a shocking range of colours. But all of them seemed to be as frail and lethargic as the first.

      All but one.

      The last hunter pulled to a stop, and I heard bright noise erupt, a high scream that lit my blood on fire and set my fangs on edge. I ignored Bankor and his limp woman, moving through the group to find the source of the sound.

      The hunter Ankrolok had two of the new women on his mount. One was lying still, barely moving, and the other was screaming, fighting in Ankrolok’s arms. My chest clenched as I beheld the terrible creature – a creature with a face like pale stone and red hair like flames. I tensed, sucking in a breath as her baleful eyes met mine. Everything in that moment was fire – my blood, my limbs. Her hair. My cock. The very air around me burned.

      And still she screamed.

      “Let her down, Ankrolok!” My voice was tight and low.

      Ankrolok let the strange woman go immediately, and she surprised herself, falling off of the irkdu with the force of her movements. I gritted my fangs and moved towards her as she sprang back up from the sand. She seemed stronger than the others, and she half-crouched in a defensive pose as I stalked towards her. My eyes trailed over every bizarre part of her – her pale skin that was streaked with red across the high nose and narrow cheeks, the eyes grey and white like stones, the long and impossibly slender neck that disappeared into a stiff, strange cloak. She had no tail! And no ears, from what I could see. She raised her small, clawless hands before her, clutching something dark between them. Something shining and pointed right at my chest.

      A weapon?

      What woman dared to bring a weapon before a Gahn? If that’s even what this was. But the snarl on her small, pink mouth, and the stance she held, told me that this must be a weapon of some sort. She was primed for an attack.

      That insolence was like a hot desert wind to the flames that already burned inside me, bringing everything to a manic blaze. Rage pulsated with every beat of my heart, hardening every muscle. And hardening my cock. The challenging quirk to this woman’s laughably slim brows was bringing me to the edge of madness.

      I knocked the weapon, or whatever it was, from her hands with ease. A sick satisfaction surged as I watched her small mouth widen in despairing shock. And that look of shock only intensified when I lunged for her, quickly sheathing one of my blades and capturing her pale neck in the powerful grip of my right hand.

      My fingers reached all the way around her throat with ease. Every muscle in her body was pulled taut, tension thrumming, her pulse quick as a brazelbird, the tiny winged creatures of my hills. For a moment I did not move, could not move, powerless against the onslaught of sensation that was her heartbeat against my hand. I did not like the feeling. I fought the urge to crush her windpipe in response. And I fought other urges, too. I forced my hand to remain steady. Do not squeeze.

      I lowered my face to hers, keeping my hand in place, noting with interest the way her heartbeat came even faster when we were eye to eye.

      She has no sight stars.

      Just round white eyes with inner circles of grey, then tiny points of black. Circles inside circles inside circles. Dizzying. Maddening.

      Those eyes were wide, but still haughty. I growled a warning, adjusting my hand to draw my thumb’s claw down the pulsing column of her throat. Her breath caught beneath my claws. My loincloth was drawn painfully tight now. And that infuriated me.

      I sheathed the weapon I had still been holding in my free hand, then used it to grab the front of her strange cloak, crushing her body to mine.

      I wanted to speak to her, command her, ask questions of her. But she had no ears. How could such a thing be done?

      But there! Below the pull of her red hair. Soft and low and small, so unlike the high pointed ears of our people. Though her neck was the one being gripped, my throat contracted at the sight of that soft curl of skin. I wanted to take one of her ears between my fangs and bite down hard.

      This could not stand. Control was slipping from me. Enraged, I wrenched my gaze from her exquisite little ears and back to her eyes. Eyes that fought me, even now.

      My voice came, broken like stone against stone, as I rasped.

      “Who are you?”

      She did not answer in the language of the Sea Sands. She hissed fickle, unknowable words at me, and then spat in my face.

      I did not flinch. I drew closer, examining her carefully. What did such an action mean? The people of the Sea Sands did not produce enough saliva to spit the way she had. Was it a greeting for her people? Even with three strong tongues, I would not be able to reciprocate. In the desert, our fluids were created and used in our bodies much more sparingly. Saved for blood and seed.

      The expression on her small face made me think it was not a greeting. Certainly not one showing the kind of respect owed to a Gahn. Yet more insolence.

      “You do not understand that you have been captured by my warriors,” I said. “You have no power here.”

      She spoke again, harshly, then her mouth puckered, as if to spit again. Quick as desert lightning, I shifted my hand on her throat, my thumb coming up to press tightly against her lips. They were soft, and beneath that tissue I could feel small, blunt teeth.

      “So much bite but without any fangs,” I muttered.

      As if she understood me, and perhaps she did, as I knew nothing of her language yet, she wriggled, managing to hook her lips over my thumb. I seethed at the hot wetness of her mouth.

      Then she bit down.

      It did nothing at all.

      Those teeth truly were pathetic.

      A mad grin spread over my face as my rage was replaced with wild power. These women were weak. She could spit and bite as much as she wanted – it was like the tickle of a morning breeze against my hide. I let my three tongues slip out of my mouth, tasting the spot on my chin that was still wet from her saliva. My cock pulsed again as I watched her eyes flash in anger, her teeth bearing down harder on my thumb.

      With a cry, she finally unlocked her jaws, and I moved my hand down to join the other gripping her clothing. She was speaking rapidly again. I grew tired of listening to her nonsense words.

      “I do not know what you are trying to say,” I told her. “And I do not care.”

      Though I held the front of her cloak fast, her arms were free. She gestured sharply to the irkdu, to the women laying limply upon them. Her face no longer seemed challenging. She looked... concerned? It was hard to tell on her foreign features. I found myself irritated that I could not read her strange face better.

      Annoyed, I followed her flailing, pointing hand. She seemed to be worried about her fellow tribeswomen. I squinted as I took in their weak forms, their floppy limbs. Growling, I sniffed hard, scenting something unknown, and when I saw the dark patches on some of the women’s clothing, I knew it was their blood.

      The women were unwell. Some were injured. Some could even die.

      A fierce rumble of opposition rose in my chest.

      These women may have been strange and new and led by a terrible, insolent creature of fire, but I could not let them die. Not when there were so few women among us now. This could be a great boon to the tribe. I would not, as the woman before me had just done, spit in the face of such a thing.

      My rage returned, quick and hot, this time aimed at my hunters.

      “Do you fools not smell the blood in the air?” I asked them. “Do you not see the women wither on your mounts?”

      The men looked dubious, glancing down at the women they held and back at each other, then me.

      “Take them to the healers,” I barked. “Now.”

      My men sprang to action, urging their irkdu through the hills towards the tents of our people, followed by Vakal on foot. My woman (my woman?) shouted something after them. I turned back towards her.

      “Are you the Gahnala of these women?”

      If she were a Gahnala, a queen, then somewhere out there she must have a Gahn. The thought made my lip turn up into a snarl. Any Gahn mated to a woman so disrespectful would be unlucky indeed.

      She wriggled in my grip, staring up at me defiantly. My fingers tightened on her cloak.

      And then, she was gone.

      I jerked back in surprise, yanking hard at what was now an empty cloak. With a groan, I tossed the thing to the sand as the woman crouched then ran. Not only defiant, but devious, too. It was not a becoming combination for a female.

      Not that that mattered. Why did I care about such qualities in her? It was nothing to me if she were becoming or not.

      She appeared to wear strange shells on her feet, feet that were so unlike mine. She was not built to run in the sands like I was, with my high, strong ankles and long, clawed feet. Her legs were short, too, her strides less than half of mine. Despite these shortcomings she ran hard, hard, up the hill beside me, chasing after her fellow women. I watched her for a moment, my curiosity outstripping my need to subdue her. Her face was pulled in a snarl of determination, her arms pumping furiously.

      One of her foot-shells caught, and she stumbled, her small hands catching in the thorns of an axrekal berry bush. She did not cry out, simply straightening and starting to run again, though I saw blood streaming from the skin on her hands, and from a line across her cheek where a thorn had snagged. Blood a bright scarlet colour, shocking in its brilliance. I sniffed, hard. I’d already scented the blood of the other women. But this fragrance was hers alone. I breathed deep, committing it to memory, before finally breaking into a run.

      I caught up to her in moments, slinging my hands around her waist and tossing her easily over my shoulder. She howled, and fought, but it made no difference. I ignored her attempts to escape, following my men and the irkdu back to the tents of our people.

      The walk back was not long, but the whole way the slight weight of her body against my skin was a hot irritation, an itch I could not scratch. It made my cock even harder. And that made me angry.

      I was under no illusions about my reputation. I knew people called me the Mad Gahn. But this was the first time I truly felt myself slipping from sanity. She screamed and scratched. I grunted and walked, the whole time trying to escape the word that was frothing in my brain.

      Fallo, this is madness.

      Madness.

      Madness.

      Perhaps I was more like my father than I’d thought.

      I thought that when I’d killed him, I’d stripped that madness from my blood. But here it was arching inside me, rising to meet this woman’s fury. I’d never felt so out of control.

      And so brutally alive.
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      So, I hadn’t been able to pull a magical escape rabbit out of a hat for the other girls. But apparently I was able to pull a bit of a Houdini. As Big Alien Enemy Number One barked orders at the men who seemed to be his subordinates, I was furiously pulling my arms through the sleeves of my jacket until they were tucked tightly against my torso. When The Enemy turned back to me say something else I didn’t have a hope in hell of understanding, I wished myself good fucking luck and ducked, pulling right out of my jacket and hitting the sand in a crouch.

      It bought me about half a second. But that was all I needed to get my ass out of The Enemy’s reach. I didn’t like the way his weird, dark eyes were looking at me. He had no irises, but rather thousands of shimmering shards, reddish in colour, that expanded and contracted. When he looked at me, they practically vibrated. That, coupled with the massive straining at his loincloth, was all I needed to encourage me to do whatever it took to get the hell outta dodge.

      So I ran.

      I knew I wouldn’t make it alone out on those sands. Sands that were endless in their burn-your-face-off heat. Not to mention the crabs I’d watched destroy some of the sturdiest stuff our planet could produce. I also knew I couldn’t leave behind the other women. Not now. So I bolted after them, tearing up the closest hill so that I wouldn’t have to pass by The Enemy by running between them.

      My chest heaved. My legs burned. It had been a long-ass day, but I was in for a far worse night if I let that alien get hold of me again. I tripped, gritting my teeth hard as I landed in some mutant version of a holly bush, my hands getting sliced. Bright heat shot across my cheek as a thorny branch snapped at me, but I got right back up and kept running. My palms were slick with blood and sweat. I’d sweated off most of my sunscreen, too, and without my jacket I could feel the sun like a physical pain on my face.

      My face wasn’t turned up towards the sun for long, though. Because a split second later, two rock-hard hands closed in around my waist. The breath was knocked out of me as my chest and abdomen came down hard against the alien’s shoulder.

      What are these dudes made of?

      I’d bitten down on his thumb as hard as I’d could and I hadn’t even drawn blood. And now his shoulder was like a boulder under me. I bucked and kicked, but he held me easily, with only one heavy hand. It was almost insulting.

      I kept fighting, screaming up at his ear, an ear that sat high and pointed up at the top of his head like a clipped Doberman’s. His hard jaw was set, his lip quivering in a snarl under his broad, mostly flat nose. His tough skin was similar in colour to the sands – deep copper, but swirling into black in places. His claws were black, as was his hair, which fell down his back in dozens of thick braids. And below the ends of that hair, so help me God, was an actual alien tail. Thick and muscled and as long as one of his legs, if not longer, shifting from brown to black at the tip. I paused my feral fighting for a moment to try to catch my breath, letting my eyes fall over the rest of him so I knew what the hell I’d be dealing with. Across his huge, broad back, a back rippling with pure muscle, was strap over strap of leather-looking material, each strap holding a huge black blade. Like the rest of him, his legs were massive and strong, thick thighs meeting taut calves and very weird, high ankles. It reminded me of something, those ankles, especially with the tail...

      Kangaroo.

      It almost would have been funny, the comparison to the kangaroo, if this guy wasn’t so clearly a pure killing machine. And if the very little clothing he had around his groin weren’t still pulled so fucking tight while he held me.

      Yeah. That was not a good sign.

      My throat tightened as I thought of the other women. My face pressed into The Enemy’s back, I couldn’t see up ahead where they had gone. Maybe the other guys had monster erections too. Maybe he’d already given the order for his men to have their way with them.

      “Sorry. But that just doesn’t fucking work for me.”

      I said the words out loud, my tone murderous, and The Enemy grunted something in response. I stilled myself, trying to figure out exactly what to do. I needed to get out of his grip. Even if he caught up to me again, I had to try. As much as I hadn’t wanted it, I now felt the responsibility for the other women heavily upon my currently upside-down shoulders.

      Kicking and bucking hadn’t gotten me anywhere. What I needed was the element of surprise.

      I sucked in a breath as I figured it out, and without stopping to consider any other options I stretched forward and down The Enemy’s back, grabbing the base of his muscled tail and pulling with everything I had.

      I was hungry and hot and tired and it felt like 99% of my body’s blood was currently sloshing around my skull, so it turned out all I had wasn’t a hell of a whole lot. It didn’t get me the chance for escape I’d hoped for, but it did elicit a sharp yelp from The Enemy, causing him to yank me off his shoulder. And at that point, it was something.

      He kept a strong hold on my waist. Heat flooded outward from his hands on me. My pulse was a tick-tick-tick in my head and a muscle twitched in my upper lip as I stared up at him. Normally, I’d punch a man for trying to hold onto me like this when I didn’t want him to. But he was so tall, over seven feet, easily, that any punch I aimed at his face would barely reach. There’d be no power on impact. And by the look of that jaw, my hand would probably be the only thing worse for wear if my punch connected.

      He growled something down at me, the red swirling glints of his eyes drawing inward then pulsing once, hard.

      “Don’t know what you just said, Bucko,” I spat back.

      It was crazy to antagonize him. I knew that. But the heat must have been going to my head. I felt wild, almost giddy. I didn’t care one iota if I offended him now.

      “The only one of us who knows anything about your language already got scooped up and taken away. So don’t bother.” Those words tore viciously from me. I hadn’t seen Celia among the women taken by this group. She’d been carried off in another direction, hopelessly far from us. And that knowledge, that she was out there somewhere alone, was an agony I forced myself to
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