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      Without Grr,—I didn’t name him, okay?—I’d have been a goner. And his furry abs? Just a bonus. (A nice one.)

      First, giant alien lizard-guys abduct me. Then they leave me alone in a cell next to Grr. Then the force-field between us dies.

      So now it’s just me and Grr. Sure, he’s beat up and pissed off with claws and fangs (I kind of like the fangs). And he growls a lot. Anyone would in our situation.

      But hey, if you’re going to escape an alien prison ship and get chased across a planet where half the creatures you meet try to eat you, it’s good to have seven-feet of Grr at your side. He’s also easy on the eyes. Abs-on-abs, biceps-on-biceps, and let’s say all the right bulges in all the right places.

      And he likes ear rubs. And other rubs. And rubbing me. (I like that too.)

      The more time I spend with Grr, the more I think getting abducted by aliens wasn’t such a bad thing.

      I just hope the lizard-guys don’t kill us before Grr can call in the big guns.

      The ones that aren’t furry.

      (Seriously, I’m not talking about the St. Bernard sized hamster. We just met him.)

      Grr! is a full-length (and I mean full-length) alien warrior romance with pulse-pounding action, lots of humor, cute critters, and all the hotness.

      If you like alien abduction romance with a twist, give Grr! a try. HEA guaranteed.
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      The last time our cell door opened, two of the giant lizard-guys dragged Svetlana out screaming, so it was just me and Grr. Grr paced, his chains click-scrape-clinking. I staggered from the door onto my pallet, huddled up under the clear, crinkly blanket and cried. I’d cried a lot since they started taking the other girls away. One of us every few visits. No replacements.

      This was bad.

      Really bad.

      Worse than getting abducted by aliens in the Pennsylvania Wilds because you’re lost and the GPS doesn’t work like it’s supposed to in a place where the chief attraction is a town with 1300 people and a tree-burning festival every fall.

      Why had I agreed to go on an artist’s retreat with Mia again?

      The room smelled like rusted metal, misery, and an overpowering minty scent drifting from the fancy hole in the floor they'd given us for a toilet. I was shaking now. Naked and sobbing under a bubble-wrap-like blanket.

      Yeah, this sucked.

      I’m a pretty low-drama person. Growing up as the oldest of six siblings and with my parents working all the time, I’d had to be. I was the one the others went to with their scraped knees, coughs, fights, problems with other kids, whatever. But even my general ‘roll with the punches’ attitude was getting beaten down after however many days of this.

      Who were these guys? What were they? Were they working with the government? Trading technology for...?

      I should have paid more attention to my little brother Josh’s Roswell phase.

      Maybe I had hit that deer, and I was now in a coma, making all of this up. If so, my coma-cracked brain was way too creative.

      When I’d woken up in this cell, there’d been thirteen others, five humans—all female—and a bunch of other aliens. I’d guessed they were female too, by the number of breasts (somewhere between two and six, depending on the lady). One of the aliens was visibly pregnant. Probably pregnant. Her name, as far as I could tell, was Keekyazeethee, and she had fur, like Grrr, but fluffy.

      Keekyazeethee had been talkative, frantic really, pointing to the door, to her belly, and to us.

      I didn’t like what she was getting at. Abducted for sex? To make babies? Me? Why?

      Maybe it was the child-bearing hips. I had more than my fair share of those. Maybe I didn’t get it at all. I hadn’t really understood Keekyazeethee’s chitters and clicks. I’d barely understood Svetlana, who’d spoken Russian or something like it.

      Grr was the only male. Unless females of his species had... well... you know... swinging between their massive, furred thighs. Grr didn’t talk. He mostly paced the inside of his force field, chains click-scrape-clinking. Sometimes he kicked the bones of an earlier meal against the force field to watch them spark.

      The others had been terrified of Grr. I admit, he’d freaked me out at first too, especially when the guards had thrown in a live, giant armadillo-looking critter with like twenty legs through the field and Grr had snapped it up, cracked its neck, and peeled off its skin, biting into the soft parts.

      But after a while, I just began to feel sorry for him. Unlike us, they’d chained him to the wall. And the chains were too short. He could sit, barely, knees to chest and arms resting on them, but he couldn’t really lay down. The lizard-guys taunted him when they brought his food, which was about half as often as they tossed in our square, foil-wrapped meal bars.

      We had the mint-scented hole and pallets. He had the floor and a bucket.

      He had scars, some old, like the one running from his temple and down his cheek, and others new, like the whip marks, dark with matted blood on the striped fur of his back. And they were starving him. He was built, yes, abs on abs, but you could see the lines of his ribs, and his gold round eyes looked sunken into his face.

      Once, when it was just me and Svetlana, and Svetlana had fallen asleep, I’d slipped a meal bar to Grr through the forcefield. It had sparked as it slid through, which made me figure the field really only worked to keep Grr inside. Grr had opened it, almost delicately, and finished the bar in three large bites.

      “Hey Grr,” I said, opening the box of today’s meal bars. They came in three flavors: sweet chalk, salty chalk, and spongy, salty chalk.

      It looked like they’d filled the box with enough for me and Svetlana, so I took four of the bars and sat down next to the field.

      “Try these,” I said, smiling without my teeth. Grr got antsy when you showed him your teeth.

      I slid the bars through the field one at a time with enough force for them to tap his toes. Aside from the claws, his feet were surprisingly normal. Well, human normal.

      Grr looked up, his eyes wide with gold-rimmed elongated pupils, like a cat’s. He took the first bar and looked back at me.

      “Go ahead, eat it,” I said, taking one for myself. He hadn’t been this shy the last time. Maybe it was because we were alone.

      I wasn’t particularly hungry, but I opened the foil and nibbled at the corner. It was spongy salt, light grey with a darker spongy-sweet strip, slightly like cinnamon every few inches. Not bad.

      “Sssank Yuu,” Grr said and nodded, slowly, his eyes still locked with mine.

      It took me a second to realize what he’d said. My mouth fell open, and a glob of chewed spongy salt dropped onto my thigh. “You speak English?”

      Grr stared at me. Of course he didn’t speak English. He’d probably overheard us talking. The girls had been polite, and I’d learned how to say please and thank you in a number of languages, including the click-pop-ssh that did it for Keekyazeethee. “Never mind,” I mumbled, then more loudly added, “You’re welcome.”

      Only then did Grr break his gaze, unwrap the foil, and eat. He’d finished all four meal bars before I’d gotten halfway through my first. I’d been carrying some extra pounds when they’d grabbed me, but the menu here was unappealing enough that I’d probably lost five of them since arriving.

      Still, I was doing a lot better than Grr.

      When Grr finished eating, he turned to the spigot beside him on the wall, and, twisting his body to catch the stream of water, opened his mouth to drink. He coughed and swallowed. I had no doubt the positioning of the water was another way to torture the guy.

      “Assholes,” I muttered and made my way to our relatively more pleasant drinking area opposite the minty toilet-hole. The spigot was tall enough for us to stand at and put a cup under, and there was a second box, the size of an upright coffin—best not to think of it that way—that buzzed the dirt off. Keekyazeethee had shown us how to use it after Svetlana had tried to wash her hands in the drinking water.

      The lizard-guys had given us thick plastic cups, and I had a few left over, so I grabbed one to roll over the Grr. When I held it up, he growled, shaking his head.

      “Okay,” I sat it down next to me. Looking into his cell, I realized the foil wraps, which we usually just shoved back into the box, were gone. Where had he put them? The bucket, most likely. My nose wrinkled.

      Still, if I’d had any doubts that Grr was a thinking person, just like me, his decision not to take the cup cemented it for me. He didn’t want his captors to know I was helping him. Maybe he was watching out for me. I wanted to think so.

      I took the bubble-wrap blanket and sat down again next to the forcefield. Grr wasn’t the most sociable, but he was easy enough on the eyes, once you got past the fur and the growling.

      “I’m Zoe,” I said, tapping my chest. “Zoe.”

      Grr stopped, and knelt, clawed hands on his knees.

      “Zoe,” I repeated. “You?”

      “SsZooohee,” Grr said, baring his teeth. He had two long incisors, which gave the Z a slight hiss as he said it.

      “Yes!” I nodded, excited. “I’m Zoe!”

      Ktunch!

      The ship lurched, and I was floating, dropping, careening through the air, with the bubble-wrap blanket the only thing to break my fall.

      My heart beat in my throat and ears. I hit the wall behind, above, below the toilet—it was hard when everything was spinning—and bounced.

      Thwack!

      My shoulder throbbed. Minty liquid blobbed up beneath my feet as inertia sent me sailing back the way I’d come.

      Back to the force field.

      Funny how TV made zero-gravity seem like so much fun, with the classical music and globs of orange Tang floating gently towards an astronaut’s open mouth. The toilet liquid was nothing like Tang, and I was grateful none of it hit me as I pinwheeled over it.

      Grr roared, pulling at his chains.

      Another lurch, the room tilted again, and I dropped, hitting the floor with my left hand. Something in my wrist popped, sending shocks of agony up my arm.

      Low light, red and blinking, shone in ribbons along the walls, ceiling, and floor. The ship was silent. Scarily silent. I’d gotten used to the air conditioner’s white noise from the vents, accompanied by a faint whine, just loud enough to set your teeth on edge.

      Was the room getting colder?

      If I was on a spaceship, that meant we were in space, and if it stopped working, we’d definitely freeze to death. Or maybe boil. Josh had explained it to me once, when he was eleven and I was fifteen. I hadn’t cared then. Now that I did care, Josh was zillions of miles away. Miles. Light-years. Parsecs?

      What did it matter? If I didn’t freeze to death, boil to death, or starve to death, Grr would probably eat me.

      No, that wasn’t fair. Grr was actually pretty nice, as far as the alien males I’d met so far went.

      “SssZoooeee!” Grr growl-shouted.

      It took me a few seconds to realize he’d called my name. In my defense, it took me a few seconds, through the pain, to remember my name.

      “Grr?” I sat up. My back and right shoulder ached. My left wrist was swelling up. I could move my fingers, but trying to move the wrist made me see white, so I just let it hang there.

      The forcefield was down, and Grr stood and gestured frantically at a panel on the wall beside me. I remembered the guards doing something there to extend the length of the chains before throwing Grr his meal.

      I walked to the panel and looked at the blank screen. I touched it. Nothing.

      “SSZooohee?”

      I looked back at Grr. He mimed grabbing the panel by the sides and pulling it.

      Yeah, maybe Grr could rip the panel from the wall, what with his biceps stacked on biceps, not to mention the claws, but even if I had two working wrists, I couldn’t have pulled that off. I ran my fingers along the edge of the panel, feeling for someplace I could wedge something in behind it.

      Nope.

      “Sorry, Grr,” I said. I wasn’t getting this off, but maybe I could short it out somehow. Get it wet?

      One of the plastic cups had rolled up against the wall near the toilet. I wrinkled my nose. If the power was out on the force field, I didn’t have high hopes for the spigot working.

      This was going to suck.
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      It shamed me, G’rraylix, Vanguard of the Silver Claw, that my escape depended on the help of an alien female, but I doubted Zoe wished to remain a guest of these Marlock slavers any more than I.

      Since gravity had returned, and I heard no signs of an outside assault—no torpedo impacts or decompression hatches locking down—so this had to an internal power grab. Marlock, even the non-criminal variety, usually backstabbed their way up the chain of command.

      It made for interesting staff meetings.

      Blood oozed from the wounds on my back, only partially healed from torture the ship’s interrogator had inflicted before throwing me into this cell with the females to soften me up. As though I would succumb to mating urges and talk simply from being locked in a cell with a group of attractive females.

      Even if the Marlock hadn’t starved the libido right out of me.

      Mostly.

      By the Mother Star, I was due some better luck. Bad enough I’d blown my cover. Worse, the Marlock had captured, tortured, and imprisoned me before I could report that they were not only selling sentients but also looting uninitiated worlds for their slaves.

      Like Zoe.

      I’d never seen a female of Zoe’s species, and judging by the reactions of her and the others of her kind, luscious, thin-skinned bipeds ranging from cream to brown, they’d never made first contact either. I doubted Zoe had ever been in space. No one had trained her on how to move in Zero-G.

      And now I was counting on Zoe to access the controls to free us both.

      Perhaps it would be best to fake an injury and attempt to take my captors by surprise. At least then, circumstances might grant me an honorable death. Preferably with a Marlock throat in my teeth.

      Zoe felt along the edge of the panel and swiveled her head from side to side, a gesture of negation for her kind.

      I turned back to study my chains. I’d had no luck trying to work the shackles free with force, and my wrists bled from the effort, matting the fur. Only a direct command from the panel or a short would open them.

      Zoe left the panel and, stopping to take one of the plastic cups she had offered me from the deck, she walked to the waste disposal cavity. She carefully laid the plastic heat blanket on the deck beside the gap and lay down atop it.

      Was she insane? She couldn’t plan to—

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      But she ignored me. Of course she ignored me. She didn’t understand my tongue, and I’d only picked up a few words of her language. As she swung her arm into the cavity, I dared not interrupt her. A few seconds later, she pulled up a cupful of liquid.

      Highly corrosive liquid.

      She hissed as she adjusted the cup, blowing on her fingers where they had presumably brushed the liquid.

      Then she dashed across the compartment and dumped the liquid onto the panel.

      My breath caught at her cleverness as the panel and screen sizzled. Zoe jumped back, dropping the cup and spitting on her fingertips, which had begun to blister.

      “Oh,” she said with the clear, almost musical quality of her people’s speech. Her shoulders slumped. By the claw, her eyes were dripping again, another sign of distress for her kind.

      Hssss-click.

      My shackles opened. The chains dropped.

      I ran, leaping over the line of the force-barrier just seconds before the lights came back up and the shield reactivated.

      “Zoe,” I said, and I grabbed her up by the waist. Her body was soft, her skin smooth and warm in my arms. She struggled a moment, and I tried another word I had gleaned from my hours of listening to the other females. “Puhjauluista?”

      “Huh?” Zoe stiffened.

      Not that one then. I tried again. “Puhleez.”

      Zoe relaxed. “Okay,” she murmured, laying her cheek against my chest. I pulled the panel off of the door and fiddled with the insides until it opened. I’d memorized the layouts of most Marlock ships before swearing myself to this mission, and I knew the escape vessels would be on the outer hull.

      After taking a moment to orient myself, I ran.
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      Grr carried me tightly against his chest through the halls of the ship. He was strong, his chest velvet fur over muscle as he ran.

      I didn’t see much. I didn’t want to. My fingers still burned from where they’d brushed that disgusting toilet acid, and I was scared we’d run into something or someone who wanted to shoot us.

      That’s how it worked in the movies. Blaster guns. Lasers.

      The giant lizards had carried batons, actually, batons that sparked when they knocked against the walls and floor, which was just to remind us who was in charge. I didn’t want to know what kind of weapon they’d used to take down Grr.

      Had used, most likely. I’d seen the marks on his back. They’d treated him worse than an animal.

      Assholes.

      Grr stopped at a doorway and placed me gently on the floor. He put his hands on my shoulders and nudged me to step backwards so my back was against the wall. The doorway was circular, like a submarine, and it had a rim around the open center which helped a little to shield me from view. Probably why Grr had put me there.

      Through the doorway, I heard shouts in the bark-bark-hiss that I knew was lizard-guy talk.

      Grr dropped to his hands and knees and crawled through. It should have been ridiculous. We were both naked, and he was crawling, ass up. A very fine ass, actually. Muscular, like the rest of him, and the fur wasn’t as thick there as on his back and chest.

      Sleek.

      That was the right term for Grr. Sleek.

      Sleek and dangerous.

      Whatever weapons the lizard-guys had, I was glad to have Grr on my side.

      Grr leapt through the opening. One of the lizard-guys barked, and the sound cut off with a crunch and a gurgle.

      Something let out a high-pitched mechanical wail, followed by the smell of burnt meat. My heart clenched in my chest.

      Had they gotten Grr?

      In my mind, I saw Grr dead. His sleek, dangerous body crumpled in a mass or burnt fur, flesh, and blood.

      Sleek and dangerous didn’t beat bullets. Or rayguns. Or whatever the lizard-guys were using.

      If Grr was dead, I was screwed. Okay, more screwed.

      Worse, I liked Grr. He’d been the one steady thing in my life since my alien abduction. I couldn’t stand seeing his dead body.

      Another weapon hum, then more barking that took on a higher pitch before it cut off with a second crunch.

      Silence.

      I peeked out through the rim of the door. It was a T-intersection with a hall behind me and two more, one to my left, and one to my right. At the head of the T, Grr knelt over a dead lizard-guy, black blood on his clawed hands as he rifled through the dead lizard’s kilt.

      The lizard-guys all wore kilts and bandoleers. And thick chokers around their necks with different metal pins on them, like coins, maybe denoting their rank. The ones who had been responsible for me and the girls had only had a smattering of coins. The lizard-guy who oversaw Grr’s feeding had had a roll of multicolored quarters stuck to his neck,a couple glittering.

      Important guy, I’d figured.

      These two who Grr had dispatched were more pennies, nickels and dimes.

      “Grr?”

      Grr looked up. He grabbed a small something laser-ray-gun-like from the lizard-guy’s bandolier. “SsZoohee,” he said and lifted the ray-gun—it was easiest to just call it a ray-gun—the barrel pointed away from us and down the leftward corridor. He held it the same way you’d hold a normal gun and waved his finger over what I assumed was a touch-trigger without touching it.

      Grr cocked his head and, his gravelly voice rising slightly as though he had rehearsed the question’s sound in his mind, asked, “Guuhd? Dah? Whee? Yehs?”

      “Yes.” I smiled and nodded, holding my good hand out. I’d been to the range a couple of times with one of my mom’s boyfriends, and he’d shown me how to hold a gun and how to shoot. If this kicked like a regular gun, I was risking my good wrist trying to fire one-handed, but Grr didn’t look concerned.

      Of course, Grr was seven feet of solid muscle and could rip a metal panel out of a wall with his bare hands, so maybe Grr wasn’t the best judge.

      As Grr handed me the raygun, he smiled, revealing a touch of fang. His mouth, chin, and flat, feline nose were smeared with black blood. It should have grossed me out.

      Grr had just ripped out at least one lizard-guy’s throat with his teeth. But those lizard-guys had tried to kill him first. They’d tortured him. I didn’t think their plans for me were sunshine and roses either.

      I was on Grr’s side with this one.

      Grr lifted the bandolier off of the dead lizard-guy and took a couple of other devices: a silver, palm-sized capsule and something else, like a cube with a smartphone screen. He stuck them both to the bandolier, stood, and waved for me to follow.

      I followed, glancing behind me as we moved.

      Grr’s ears twitched, swiveling like a cat’s to sounds I assumed only he heard. The ship was cool, and now that the adrenaline of escaping our cell had eased (and I wasn’t hugging a warm, furry Grr), goosebumps rose on my skin, and I gritted my teeth to keep them from chattering.

      My companion stopped twice more, whipping around, raygun raised. He had a good two feet of height on me, so there was plenty of clearance over my head when he lifted his arms and aimed.

      Eventually, Grr stopped at a small, circular hatch.

      “SSZooee?” He held two clawed fingers a few inches from his eyes and extended them to show he wanted me to watch his back.

      Grr’s trust warmed me. I mean, it wasn’t like he was overwhelmed with other options. Still, it was good to feel useful.

      I nodded, smiling with no teeth, and stepped back from the wall, my back to him so I had a clear line of vision in both directions. My left wrist pulsed pain. My right shoulder ached, and my fingers burned, but I held onto the raygun, ready to lift and fire if I heard anything coming.

      I’d just about started to relax when the hum-whine-sizzle of raygun fire startled me. From the hall to my left, three lizard-guys in matte, black armor and matching helmets pounded towards us. I raised my raygun and rubbed my finger over where Grr had shown me the trigger was.

      The muzzle flashed blue-white, firing a beam into one lizard-guy’s shoulder.

      His armor sparked. His helmet had a tinted face shield. But he held a massive, two-handed raygun. A ray-blaster. As he aimed it right at me, a part of my brain asked me if ‘ray-blaster’ was a big enough word to describe the ray-cannon I was staring down.

      From behind me, a whooshing sound and rush of mint-scented air. Grr snatched me up and dove through the door as a ball of sizzling blue and white whumped through the hall.

      Grr tossed the palm-sized silver pill behind us, and the door dropped.

      Whump.

      Grenade? Probably.

      The vibration hummed through my bare feet.

      Grr growled something in his own language, waving me to a large screen and in front of it, a pair of massive chairs.

      I took one, and Grr took the other. The half-eggshell chair fit Grr and swallowed me. Inside, gel cushioning molded to my body as netting crawled out from the sides, strapping me in.

      Whump.

      A second grenade? Another cannon? I tried to look back, but the chair held me in place.

      Grr growled something, which, judging by how quickly his fingers swiped through menus on the screen at the console in front of our chairs, was probably a string of cuss words.

      Some things were universal.

      Then a massive hand slammed against my chest, throwing me back into the chair’s padding as we hurtled into a field of stars.
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      As the emergency pod launched, I fired the maneuvering thrusters to add spin and throw off any of the Marlocks who were paying attention enough to shoot at us. Hopefully, they were still too wrapped up in their mutiny to bother.

      From what I’d overheard before I’d jumped the two guards, the mutiny had begun with an assassination attempt on the captain by his blood nephew and third-in-command. The two guards had debated the best way to pretend to have supported the winning side after the fighting ended, and I would have let them go if I hadn’t recognized the shorter one from the interrogation chamber.

      That one had enjoyed himself, watching.

      Zoe screamed as G-forces hit both of us, harder for her because she was smaller, wounded, and didn’t look like she’d expected it.

      The alien female had held herself together remarkably well, all things considered. Zoe was no warrior. But when the enemy came, she’d held her ground. I respected that. I respected her. She was creative, resourceful, and surprisingly kind.

      That made things difficult.

      Zoe was a female, taken from her home world by force or deception, and for that alone, I would protect her.

      But now I liked her.

      I didn’t want to like her.

      Later, I told myself. First, get away from the Marlock. Everything else came later, if there was a later.

      There would be a later.

      After the initial thrust, stabilizers kicked in, and the gravity eased to something manageable. Zoe gasped, coughed, and gasped again, sucking in air.

      “Saahree,” I said, gentling my voice as much as I was able.

      Zoe let out an odd, musical sound of amusement which ended in something harsher. Odd, how her kind mingled joy and sorrow, its melody like ink drops bleeding through water. She was probably dripping again from her eyes.

      I wished I could unbuckle her, put her in my lap and comfort her, but she needed to stay strapped in for now. With the pod’s limited drive, we’d be in hyperspace a few hours, with enough time to breathe for both of us.

      In the half minute before our stolen pod had launched, I’d downloaded a snapshot of the local system. We weren’t in deep space or hyperspace, thank the Mother Star. Even better, one planet in this system was a colony, Shaiyann.

      Pods had a limited-range, one-time jump capability. Enough to get there, once we were far enough away from the Marlock ship.

      I’d done a training run on Shaiyann once. The air was breathable, if a bit oxygen heavy, and provided you landed somewhere on the central land mass and avoided the stretch of desert on the equator, you wouldn’t bake or freeze to death.

      If we landed near a settlement, I could send a message to the First Claw on what the Marlocks were doing. They’d send in the Pride to dispatch our enemies. With their stealing from uninitiated worlds, we’d have the support of the full Galactic Consortium to  burn this slaver ring from the face of the civilized galaxy.

      But first we had to get there.

      A proximity alarm wailed. I called up a plot on the screen as a missile skimmed perilously close to our hull.

      My ears went back and my nostrils flared as battle fever took hold. I forced my claws to retract so I could manipulate the screen.

      Two ships were on us. Boarding vessels.

      It would be safer for them to just shoot us down and leave our ashes to the vacuum, but Marlock always went for the glory. They’d want to bask in the prestige of our capture and maybe get a bonus for retaking the female when she sold.

      Not a chance.

      I jiggered the thrusters again. Though it wasn’t my specialty, I could pilot a fighter and make an honorable showing, but there was only so much anyone could do to evade in an emergency pod.

      “How long to jump?” I queried the system in passable Marlock. The screen showed a display and countdown.

      Thirty-six seconds. That was give or take. Marlock delineated time differently than the Pride, each second taking a quarter second longer than standard time.

      I increased the thrust as much as the emergency pod structure could handle. The boarders were closing, and a red triangle flashed, indicating the closest one had readied a grapple beam.

      Holding my breath, I waited. It took twenty-three standard seconds for the beam to fully charge. I counted down in my mind.

      Now.

      The beam deployed, and I diverted all spare power to the maneuvering jets to jerk us out of the way. We spun. Zoe groaned, and my guts lurched.

      On the screen, a red triangle blinked, but we kept moving. The beam grazed us but hadn’t caught. A second red triangle appeared on the screen as the second ship got in range to grapple us.

      I tried the maneuvering jets again, but only one responded. We wobbled.

      Not enough.

      Three.

      Two.

      The ship lurched as the grapple beam hit.

      Marlock script slashed over the screen, and the computer barked, “Jump drive enabled.”

      I didn’t know anyone who had translated to hyperdrive while caught in a grapple beam.

      The warrior must leap before knowing he will strike true.

      “Jump,” I ordered and overrode the safeguards with a single swipe. Thankfully, Marlock tech wasn’t much on safety.

      Crunch.

      Everything went white.
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      Millions of tiny fingers grabbed at me, and I expanded like one of those desk ornaments you pull apart into a giant, plastic star and collapse back down again.

      When I’d collapsed back down, I was curled, knees to chest, in my gel cushion and netting. My skin tingled, my eyes itched, my shoulder ached, my fingers burned, and my wrist screamed. I rested my forehead on my knees, or tried to as the netting got in the way.

      “SssZoohee?” Calloused fingers brushed my forehead.

      My throat and tongue were thick and dry, like old bread dough. “Grr?”

      “Yeehs.” Grr’s growl-purr was oddly soothing. And he smelled good, like fresh rain with a touch of gingerbread. “Saahree,” he said.

      “Don’t be.” He wouldn’t understand me, but I had to say it. “You saved us. You saved my life.”

      Grr did something with my chair, and the netting sucked back into the sides. He dropped a large swath of black fabric onto my lap. It looked like one of the lizard-guy’s kilts. We’d had been naked together for days, but I appreciated the gesture. We weren’t prisoners anymore, and thankfully, his definition of civilized lined up at least somewhat with mine.

      “Thank you,” I said, pulling the kilt up to cover my lady parts. My blistered fingers burned as I yanked the skirt over my tits. It was just long enough to hang a third of the way down my thighs if I stretched my legs out, which I did.

      Grr must have been awake longer than me because he’d gotten the blood off of him and braided his hair. It hung over his left shoulder. He also wore one of the lizard-guy kilts. It was a little small on him, digging into his waist and hanging just above his knees. With just the bandolier over his bare chest, Grr made it look hot.

      “Shower?” I said, lifting my left hand to mime bathing, but the pain in my wrist shocked through me.

      Grr growled something and ran off, coming back with a big plastic box. He opened it and rifled inside, pulling out a couple of tubes and something that looked like a spray can. He put tubes on the floor next to my chair and, holding the can, gently ran his fingertips over my injured wrist. “Paaahleez?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      Grr sprayed my wrist with something which sent a wave of coolness through the hinge, followed by a blessed release from pain.

      “Grr! That’s amazing!” I lifted my hand, staring at my wrist, now wrapped in a green, rubbery shell. I couldn’t turn it, and when I tried, Grr growled.

      “Got it,” I said, grinning. I was too happy to think about not showing my teeth, but Grr didn’t seem to mind.

      He lifted the spray can and said please again, his voice rising like a question.

      “Yes, please.” I held out my blistered fingers, and he smeared a cream on those and my shoulder.

      After Grr had worked his magic, I realized I probably should have waited until after I’d cleaned up. We’d done our best in the cell with the shower-box, but our escape, run, and all the rest of it had me smelling like a restaurant dumpster, and I wanted to get clean before I tried on one of the lizard-guy skirts.

      I wished there’d been some lizard-ladies too so I could borrow a lizard-lady bra. Not that I minded Grr bare-chested. Now that he’d cleaned up some and wasn’t covered in blood, he looked downright huggable.

      I meant, sleek, dangerous huggable.

      My legs wobbled as I stood, looking around our escape pod. The screen showed some markings and a slowly undulating series of colored lights. Looking at them made my stomach churn, so I stopped.

      Grr swept his gaze over me, and his tongue, flat and pink, flicked between his lips. The left side of his mouth quirked up.

      Was he... interested?

      My face warmed. I should have been weirded out by a seven-foot-tall alien dude who I’d just seen kill two people with his bare hands looking at me like that, but I found it flattering. Guys usually reserved those looks for Mia: tall, thin, and mostly legs with long blonde waves and wide blue eyes.

      I was more of the bottom-heavy, hourglass type. Medium tits, big ass and thighs. Pear-shaped, that’s what they called it. I was a pear, with frizzy brown curls I usually kept back in a messy bun.

      They’d taken my hair-tie, so it was just a frizzy brown mess now.

      But Grr liked it. He might not be human, but guys were guys, and I could tell when a guy liked what he saw.

      “Shower?” I asked again. The cream on my fingers was really doing a great job on those blisters. My fingertips were still puffy and red, but they barely hurt, and the swelling was going down.

      “Yeehs.” Grr waved for me to follow him.

      Our ship wasn’t very large, maybe thirteen paces for me, nine for Grr because his legs were longer. Halfway to the back of the ship, where we’d entered, was a narrow door.

      Grr opened it to reveal an empty room the size of a small closet. He put two fingers in front of his eyes and growled, “Rr’ghacht,” turning towards the wall at his right with the silver-gray shine of a screen.

      I rr’ghacted as he tapped the center of the screen. Three images came up. The first showed a dirty lizard-guy standing. As he stood, the dirt faded. I got that one. The second showed a lizard-guy squatting over a gap in the floor. I wasn’t thrilled, but I got that one too. And the third showed a lizard-guy bending over, butt up, hands on his knees.

      I pointed. “What’s that?”

      Grr grabbed my hand and pulled it down. He pointed to the first two images. “Yeehs.” And then he held his palm over the last one and shook his head.

      “No. Got it.”

      I was curious, but not that curious.

      Grr stepped back and gestured me to step inside. I did, kilt over the front part of me, and slid the door shut.

      Like the rest of the pod, the lizard-guys kept the shower room a touch too warm. A vent blew down tepid air from above.

      I tapped the toilet setting, waited for the gap to open, straddled it, squatted, and did my business. It had the same mint acid swirling at the bottom, and the smell made my stomach twist. When I was done, I hopped back, careful not to trip.

      Next came the shower setting. I held the kilt, figuring the box would clean it too. My skin tickled as the lizard-guy shower hummed the dirt and grime away. Bonus: my hair, a tangled mess, unknotted and fell, dropping in waves to brush just above my shoulder blades.

      Once I was clean, I slipped my arms through the kilt—that cream had really done wonders for my shoulder, though I could still see the bruise—and, after some fumbling, figured out how to secure the waist above my breasts to make a loose dress.

      Dress was a strong term. The bottom of it ended four inches down my thighs.

      I could have worn it like a skirt and let my tits hang in the breeze. They’d been hanging this long. But I was tired of being naked. Or half-naked. And Grr needed to know how humans dressed, or at least some approximation of it.

      I know, trapped in a spaceship with a hot alien, and all I could think about was my tits. And not even in the sexy way.

      My stomach growled. All of that running and getting shot at makes a girl hungry. I dreamed of apple pie and chicken curry and garlic spinach and anything that wasn’t a lizard-guy meal bar.

      It took another minute for me to get my guts up to go through the door. Weird, now I felt shy. I’d been naked, using the squat toilet in front of Grr for days. Now I worried what he’d think of my makeshift lizard-guy kilt-dress.

      Which was way too short.

      Grr wasn’t even human. Why would he care about my kilt-dress?

      Except, Grr looked at me the way guys did when they wanted you. And he had all the right parts, as far as I could tell.

      I took a breath. Another. I couldn’t hide in the buzz-shower forever. So I turned to the door and touched it.

      The door opened, and I stepped out. Grr sat cross-legged on the floor with metal crates and a half-empty backpack spread out around him. He looked up, and his gaze swept over me, lingering on my legs. I might have been heavy in the butt and thigh area, but my legs had a good shape. I had great ankles and feet. Tim, one of my three exes, had been way too into them, which I’d appreciated until it got weird.

      “Hi,” I said, giving Grr a quick wave.

      “Hi,” he said back, the gravelly sound of his voice putting a slight Zh at the front.

      My stomach growled again, too loud in the silence between us. He nodded, rifled through one of the crates, and tossed me a familiar foil-wrapped meal bar.

      I groaned, but I caught it. Unwrapping it, I walked to him and sat down, legs at my side, trying with limited success to keep the makeshift dress covering my naughty bits.

      This meal bar was forest-green and had a slightly tangy odor, similar to barbeque sauce. I took a bite. Spongy, tangy, with a meaty undertone. It wasn’t what I wanted, but it was better than what I had been eating.

      I swallowed the bar down quickly, and Grr handed me another, smiling with a touch of fang. “Rr’yagaechi,” he said. “Paleez.”

      Grr’s ‘please’ had gotten clearer. Or maybe I was just getting used to his voice. “Thank you,” I said.

      “Ssaahnkyu,” he said back, cocking his head. “Sssaahnkyu, yeehs?” He shook his head. “Nyeeht.”

      “No.”

      “Noh.”

      I nodded. “Yes! That’s it. No! I mean—”

      Grr blinked at me.

      I laughed. “I’m sorry. That was confusing.” And me rambling on was somehow less confusing? Grr, at least, was trying. I hadn’t even managed to learn his real name yet. It couldn’t be Grr.

      I tried to pronounce his word for eat, and his eyes narrowed.

      “Sorry,” I said, hoping I hadn’t insulted him.

      “Noh Sahree.”

      That was much clearer. Grr was way better at languages than me. I’d barely passed high-school Spanish.

      I opened the second meal bar and mimed taking a bite. “Eat,” I said. “I,” I patted the palm of my injured hand gently on my chest. “I eat. I’m eating.”

      Grr nodded. “Yehs, eeeat.”

      I couldn’t help but grin, teeth and all. “That’s amazing, Grr!”

      “Yehs,” Grr grinned. He was definitely giving me the fang now. “I aaahmaaeszing.” He looked smug, in the way only a cat or a man could. He waved at my opened but uneaten meal bar. “Eaat Zohee.”

      “Yes, Grr.” I bit into the bar, chewing slowly. This one was a lighter green than the first with a smokier flavor. Clearly, the lizard-guys enjoyed a more varied diet than what they had offered us. I shouldn’t have been surprised. You couldn’t judge a people’s culinary taste by what they fed their prisoners.

      Grr really was amazing. He knew what he was doing, even now, and his quiet competence both comforted and attracted me.

      Was it really okay to be into an alien? I mean, Grr didn’t seem to have a problem with it. As he continued sorting through the boxes, he stole glances as me, his gaze sweeping over my bare legs, my hips, and the swell of my breasts in a way I knew wasn’t just friendly.

      But if we kissed—did Grr’s species even kiss?—then what next? It wasn’t like I could bring him home to meet my family.

      A chunk of the meal bar caught in my throat, not enough to choke me, just enough to catch my breath as I thought of home. Would I ever see my mom or my brothers and sisters again?

      I didn’t know where I was, let alone where home was. And it wasn’t like I could find Earth on a star map. Even Josh wouldn’t have been able to do that, and he was the one who had done astronomy club through his school.

      Once Grr got to wherever he was taking us, what then? He didn’t need a random human woman following him around, no matter how attractive he might think she was. If I was even reading him correctly.

      Tears threatened to fall, but I pushed them down. As rough as this was for me, at least I had Grr. We’d gotten away from those lizard-guys, which was better than I could say for poor Svetlana, Keekyazeethee, and the other abductees.

      Maybe when Grr got us to wherever he was going, he might be willing to help me find the others? Maybe I could convince him?

      That was a big ask from someone who didn’t even know how to say her rescuer’s name.

      Grr worked through the crates, sorting what he found and putting some of the items into the backpack and others next to it. I recognized a pair of coats and boots, though the boots were too big for my feet. Maybe one of these crates had pants? Or stockings?

      I finished the meal bar and crumped up the foil. Grr took the wrapper and tossed it into one of the crates. Six other foil containers sat in the bottom. Which meant he’d eaten at least four more of these meal bars. He’d eaten four in our cell too. Those lizard bastards had really been starving him.

      “Zohee,” Grr said, holding out a pair of massive boots.

      I shook my head. “Too big,” I said, pointing at my feet.

      “Yehs,” he said, pushing the boots towards me.

      The boots were twice as long as my feet and thigh-high. Thigh wide too, on the calf part. I glanced at the crate with the foil wrappers. Maybe I could wedge some of them in with my foot to keep me from walking out of them?

      “It’s not going to work,” I tried to explain. “No.” I shook my head.

      Grr looked at the boot and growl-muttered something, obviously frustrated. He took one of the second pair of boots and shoved his foot inside. “Yehs,” he said.

      I didn’t want to piss him off, so I took the boot. It didn’t have laces or Velcro or even the scrunch seal around the waist like the lizard-guy kilt. “I’ll try it,” I said, “But it’s not going to work.”

      “Lrlrl Toorai,” Grr said, pointing at his foot.

      “Okay, okay. Yes, I got it.” I shoved my foot in the boot. “See, it doesn’t fit.” As I was speaking, the boot shrank, sealing itself to my foot.

      My mouth fell open. Had it done the same thing with Grr?

      Probably, but his feet and calves were so large, I hadn’t noticed.

      “Wow!” I grabbed the other boot, shoved my foot inside, and stood. The boots were still too tall, going halfway up my thigh, and in combination with my extra-short dress-kilt, I felt a bit like a prostitute, but at least I wasn’t barefoot anymore.

      I scrambled to my feet. The boots moved with me like a second skin, and I rolled onto the balls of my feet, caught up in my own excitement.

      Grr was smiling with full fangs now and some of his regular teeth, a low rumble in his chest as he watched me.

      My face heated. “Thank you,” I said, averting my gaze.

      “Noh.” Grr stood, one boot on and one off. He had nice feet, lightly furred with pointed toenails that were, like his fingernails, retracted claws. He walked to me, slowly, as if afraid he’d scare me off.

      “Yes,” I said, meeting his gaze again. His pupils widened, more black than gold now. I ran my tongue between suddenly dry lips. I wasn’t sure what I was saying yes to exactly, but I wanted Grr closer.

      Grr granted my wish. He was surprisingly good at that, considering we barely knew each other and our conversations mostly consisted of one-syllable words.

      Yes.

      No.

      Eat.

      Grr brushed a clawed finger along my temple and down, teasing my jaw. He was rumbling again, a low, sexy purr deep in his chest. This close, the scent of pine and ginger mingled with another musky scent that made me ache with wanting.

      I touched his chest. His fur was sleek gold, soft and smooth beneath my knuckles.

      “Zohee,” Grr breathed, snaking his other arm around my back as he rubbed his cheek against my hair.

      Not a kiss but hot. His fresh rain scent touched with sweetness drew me closer. I slipped my arm around him and pressed a kiss to his chest. He was so much larger and taller than me. It should have scared me, but Grr made me feel safe.

      Safe, but not comfortable. I wanted him too much for comfort. Desire throbbed, and I pressed myself against him, spiking pleasure below. Through the fabric of our kilts, the ridge of Grr’s cock against my belly made it clear he wanted me too.

      Grr’s teeth grazed my ear, that touch of fang tracing the crest as he whispered something.

      Maybe it was the brush with death. Maybe it was the gentle way he lifted the back of my kilt-dress, brushing the small of my back as I squirmed, slickness gathering in my pussy. It has been almost a year since I’d gotten laid.

      And I’d never been with anyone like Grr.

      I mean, what human girl had?

      The thought froze me.

      I was human, and Grr was not. How could we be doing this?

      Grr must have sensed something was off because he said my name again with that sexy growl-purr rising in a question.

      A blaring scream sounded from the walls, followed by a series of barks.

      Lizard-guy talk.

      My breath caught as I whirled around, irrationally terrified that one of them had sneaked onto the ship.

      Grr ran to the console and started swiping at the screen. It wasn’t showing the same undulating lights as before. The screen was black now. No, not black. Grr entered in a few more commands, barking something back, and the image of a reddish planet appeared.

      “Zohee!” Grr ordered, waving frantically at the chair as the planet grew in front of us. “Yehs!” He growled something else and then sat down in the chair himself.

      The planet was coming towards us, its reddish brown swallowing the space on the screen.

      The floor shook beneath my boots. Metal crates clattered and bounced as the floor tilted.

      The planet wasn’t getting bigger. We were falling towards it.

      Crashing.

      I ran for the chair.
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      I cannot say I was grateful for the distraction of hurtling towards probable death, but at least dropping out of hyperspace too close to Shaiyann’s gravitational field had kept me from dishonoring myself with the female.

      Zoe.

      I could only blame torture, adrenaline, and the fact that the female had shown every sign of wanting me too. Hardly an excuse.

      Once Zoe sat and the netting secured her, I pushed thoughts of our embrace aside to focus on stabilizing our descent, an arduous task with four of the seven maneuvering thrusters still out. The Marlock’s navigation system offered suggestions, and I took them as best I could, but ultimately it came down to instinct.

      We hurtled through the red-pink sky in a drunken fireball as I frantically scanned for a space large enough to make an emergency landing. Even if I had had full control of the landing thrusters, I dared not try to land in a Marlock ship too close to a settlement. They’d shoot us down.

      But we had to get close enough to make it to a settlement on foot. Shaiyann’s weather was erratic, and I was wounded and half-starved. Even without the fragile, thin-skinned human to care for, it would be a difficult trek. While Zoe had proven tougher and more resourceful than her appearance suggested, I did not wish to press either of our reserves farther than necessary.

      Finally, out of desperation, I spotted a dry lakebed, a six-day hike from a heat signature that matched an outpost with perhaps a few thousand settlers. A quick estimate of its width, translated from Marlock measurements, showed the lakebed should be large enough for the pod to skid to a stop without destroying its outer shell.

      And we were far enough from the trees to keep from starting a fire, a genuine concern as Shaiyann went through long dry spells punctuated by massive storms that lasted sometimes four or five of the planet’s 14-hour days. Since this lake was dry, that meant rain was due, and until it came, a fire could easily rage, even overtake the settlement.

      Zoe muttered to herself, hands clasped at her chest as we careened towards the landing site. I’d reserved the last burst of power from our thrusters to straighten us up enough to keep from smashing into the surface. Death was a far more permanent solution to our problems than I wished.

      “Grr!” the panic in Zoe’s musical voice was discordant as I hit the thrusters. The pod bounced twice and slid, the ship’s metal shell screaming against dirt and rock as we dug a smoldering furrow into the ground.

      “Good! Good!” I reassured her, cursing the language barrier between us.

      My implant had sorted out only the barest rudiments of her language. I’d been too tired, too hungry, and far too full of rage to pay full attention to the females, knowing their presence in my prison was only another means of torture by my captors. Worse, the females of Zoe’s species did not appear to have a common tongue. So even amongst themselves, they’d mostly used single words and gestures.

      I only hoped we survived long enough for me to get her to talk more and in complete sentences. If we were to communicate, I would need to master her tongue. As lovely as her voice was, Zoe had no ear for the language of the Pride.

      Finally, we stuttered to a stop. The pod lurched, rolling onto his side as the supplies I had been sorting slid and clattered to the opposite bulkhead.

      I took a breath.

      “Grr?” Zoe said something else, a long, fast string of words in her tone of questioning.

      As the implant analyzed them, I stood, disabled the netting, and knelt before her. “Good,” I said.

      Zoe was gasping and leaking again, the liquid from her eyes wetting her bare cheeks. She nodded and wiped some of the liquid away with her unbandaged hand.

      The bitter smell of smoke touched my nose, and I tensed.

      Another question. Then more slowly, she asked, “No good?” She wrinkled her nose.

      “No good,” I agreed and waved at her to follow. On a vessel of the Pride, safety protocols would initiate fire-foam, killing any blaze before it sparked an explosion. Marlock safety protocols were sketchy at best, and I would not trust our lives to them further.

      I grabbed the backpack and slung it over my shoulders, wincing as the weight settled against the half-healed wounds from Marlock razor-whips. It had been nearly ten days since the last interrogation, but Marlock treated their instruments with poisons to prolong the pain.

      I opened the back hatch and hopped down. Zoe stared down, her eyes widening as she gripped the edge of the door. It was a short drop, perhaps twice my height.

      Smiling in the way of her people, I said, “Good Zoe!”

      Zoe swiveled her chin from side to side. “No. I *unknown* *unknown* *unknown!*”

      The rush of words was beyond the implant, but I recognized her fear.

      This female was smaller than I, and having felt her in my arms, it occurred to me that those lovely curves, while soft and warm, were perhaps not well-designed to right oneself midair and land without injury. Zoe had not moved fluidly in Zero-G.

      Smoke seeped from the nose of the pod, and something crackled. Zoe looked back and then at me. I stood below her, arms wide.

      Another frantic question. My implant filed the words.

      “Yes,” I reassured her. “Please.”

      Zoe muttered something that sounded like a curse and, eyes shut, she jumped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      I screamed all the way down. Wind whipped through my hair and over my skin, cool and dry. What did they say, if your chute failed, you should relax and point your feet down?

      Or was it relax and lie flat to get more air resistance?

      It wasn’t that far down, and the whirring thoughts barely had time to register before I slammed into Grr—thwap—and his arms tightened around my waist.

      Grr let out a hard breath. I might have punched him in the chin. I’d been flailing or, more kindly, deciding which way to orient myself.

      No, that was a lie. I’d panicked, and while I trusted Grr, I don’t think the deep, primal part of my gut was sure he’d catch me.

      We breathed together a moment, and then an odd spark-sizzle sounded from the pod.

      Grr stiffened. Not the good stiffening. He growled something, turned away from the pod, and took off at a full sprint. I hung on as best I could.

      Fifteen seconds later, the shock wave hit.

      My ears rang. Dust and ash flew as splinters of hot metal tore into my borrowed coat. Grr dropped to the ground, shielding me with his body as hot debris rained over us.

      Grr stayed on top of me for at least thirty seconds after the shock wave passed. The weight and warmth of him, like furry, growling armor, held the panic down.

      Ears ringing. It’s a real thing.

      Grr got himself up off of me, and he was saying something, maybe my name. I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      Squatting beside me, Grr held out his hand. I took it with my good one and stood. Eventually, the world stopped spinning. I breathed, holding on, though I didn’t need his help to stand anymore.

      The sky was salmon pink with blue-white clouds, thick like tossed cotton balls in clumps. It was cool, and the sun, smaller and whiter than the one I knew, hung three quarters of the way across the sky. Whether that meant it was nearing dawn or dusk, I didn’t know.

      That’s when it hit me.

      I was on an alien planet.

      I, Zoe Marie Johnson, was standing on an alien world. And I didn’t even need a space suit.

      I breathed in, deeply. The air was dry and smelled of smoke mingled with apples. Not quite apples. Something between apples and cantaloupes.

      Alien air.

      We were in what looked like a massive depression, like a crater but smooth, with dry, dead weeds brushing the soles of my borrowed boots. Beyond the crater stood a forest. At least, I hoped it was a bunch of trees and not something else. I clutched my arms around myself, shivering in the too-big coat I had taken from the pod.

      “Zohee,” Grr said, or maybe shouted. The ringing was still there but getting quieter.

      “Yes?” I shouted back. I really needed to teach him more English.

      Grr put his palms on my shoulders, steadying me. “Zohee good?”

      “Yes. I’m good,” I said. I had too many questions and no way to ask them.

      Where was this planet? Where were we going? Were we stuck here?

      Some of the tension seemed to ease from Grr’s shoulders and face as he let out a long breath. He looked over at the smoldering heap of our stolen, now wrecked, ride. His brows, twin stripes of thicker fur the same black-brown as his braided hair, lowered, and his ears lay back.

      Anger? Fear? Suspicion?

      Grr took one of the lizard-guy’s palm-sized cubes out of his coat pocket and fiddled around with it. He turned, turned again, and mumbled something. Then he turned back to me and waved towards the edge of the crater.

      “We’re going there?” I asked.

      Grr nodded, adjusting the pack. He winced, the briefest expression, and I reached for his hand. “Sorry,” I said.

      “Noh.”

      “We should go.” I held two fingers down and made the, hopefully, universal symbol of a person walking, one finger moving forward the other back. “Walk. We should walk.”

      “Yehs. Waahlk.”

      We walked. Either I’d gotten better at walking, or the days here were a lot shorter than what we saw at home. The sun seemed to zip over the sky. It was almost noon, I guessed, when we climbed out from the crater to approach the edge of what looked like a forest.

      Sometime during our walk, the ringing in my ears had eased, and I could hear the hush-swish-click-click of insects or animals or whatever hush-swish-click-clicked here.

      A massive bird with large, bat-like wings seemed to float just below the clouds. Grr looked at it and adjusted the raygun hanging from the side of his back. Mine was either in the pack or still on the ship. I didn’t know.

      The trees had braided trunks with bark ranging from light blue to indigo and purple leaves. When the breeze blew, the rustling leaves were almost musical, tinging against each other.

      Grr pulled the lizard-guy smartphone—yes, it was a cube, not flat, and the images on the screen kind of glowed, bubbling upwards in 3-D like a hologram, but lizard-guy smartphone was the best I could do—and held it out. The image was distorted from where I stood, but I figured it was some kind of GPS by how Grr looked at it and turned, orienting himself like he was following the magic arrow.

      A dark blue lizard with an extra pair of legs darted out from one of the trees, scurried over my boot, ran another foot into full light, froze, turned, and zipped back.

      “How long?” I asked Grr, pointing up at the sun. Following the sun’s arc, I pointed to the horizon, dipped it underground and made it rise again, making another arc.

      Hopefully Grr didn’t think I was ignorant enough to think the sun actually went underground at night, but I didn’t know any other way to explain it. When I’d finished the arc of the sun, I held up one finger.

      Grr’s brows lowered and drew together.

      “Two days?” I asked.

      Grr shook his head. He held up his one hand, five fingers, closed it and opened it again, only his index and middle finger.

      “Seven days?”

      “Yehs.”

      The days appeared shorter here, but still, that was a lot of walking, with nothing to eat but those chalky, spongy meal bars. And not hiking on planned trails either. Grr would make it more quickly and easily without me. I hoped he didn’t regret having me along.

      From above, the gliding bird-bat’s wings made a low, whum-whum sound as it dropped towards us, screeching. I jumped, much like the lizard.

      Grr grabbed my arm and pulled us into the trees as the shadow of the bird passed over, low and wide, similar to the belly of a jet going over the highway to the airport, its curved claws extended like razor-edged landing gear.

      For a few seconds, the monster’s shadow blocked out the sun.

      Terror froze me, the only thing keeping me from bolting further into the trees the heat of Grr’s arms around me. He was rumbling, a low, reassuring purr.

      When it was gone, I could breathe again.

      “Thanks Grr,” I said, swallowing. “I’m sorry,” I added, because the last thing Grr needed was a scared city-girl human freaking out all of the time. Poor Grr.

      “No sorry,” Grr said. He released his embrace and took my good hand, pulling me deeper into the woods.
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      I’d downloaded the ship’s orbital scan of the planet into the scanner I’d stolen from the dead Marlock slaver. By those maps, at the moderate pace I’d set, we should make it to the edge of the plains by nightfall. There I could find a comfortable burrow with the female. My lower spear was certainly enthused to hold her again. It stirred at the memory of her soft, warm skin and the cool, damp mark she had placed on my chest with her lips.

      But after a half-hour of light hiking, when I glanced at the alien female, her chest heaving, breath gusting as she clutched the Marlock coat to her, I realized my plan was optimistic.

      Poor Zoe. She was no warrior, and though her people were not advanced enough to master long-distance space travel—else we would have begun negotiations to add them to the Consortium of Worlds—her species was not built for wilderness survival either. Or at least, this female was not. It was dangerous to generalize about an entire species based on having interacted with only one of their kind.

      Still, this posed a problem.

      The Marlock would follow at least long enough to see what had happened to their escape pod. While I could hope they believed us to be killed in the explosion, a simple scan would show no bodies existed in the rubble. It was possible the explosion had vaporized us, and a lazy recon force would accept that. But the consequences of my sharing with the Pride, and thus the Consortium, the crimes these Marlock slavers were committing were too high to risk sending a lazy team.

      The farther we made it from the crashed escape pod, the better. But I couldn’t carry Zoe and the backpack and have arms free to defend us from predators. My time and remaining wounds of captivity had limited my capacity as well.

      In short, we needed a better plan and a safe place to sleep for the night.

      I found a promising place to take a break, a scattering of rocks in a copse of trees, and slowed our pace. “Zoe,” I said, pointing to a flat, moss-covered rock. “No walk. Yes?”

      Zoe stopped, leaning over with her hands on her knees. Panting. “No. I can walk.”

      The word “can” implied ability, my implant told me with a 71% probability assessment.

      Her legs were shaking. “No walk,” I repeated. Whether the implant was incorrect or Zoe was trying to show a brave face—and I suspected the latter with what I had learned of this fragile, strong-willed human female—she clearly wasn’t able to make it much further without rest.

      I guided her to the rock, lifted her onto it, and passed her the plasma disruptor.

      Zoe let out a long breath, hunching forward, eyes shut.

      “I am sorry,” I said, doing my best to say each syllable as crisply as I could without inflection beyond a slight lowering of my voice to make clear the fault was mine.

      Not only had Zoe cleverly managed to disable the Marlock system holding me prisoner, but she had kept pace with me throughout our escape and fired her weapon at our mutual enemies when they attacked. She was not a warrior, and while her slow pace made things more difficult, I could not hold her responsible. It was my responsibility to keep her safe and well. A duty I was failing at.

      I hoped once we made some kind of camp, I would be able to persuade her to speak more. My implant was doing its best, but clearly her species did not have this technology, so she did not understand the importance of simply talking. She assumed I could only process a small amount of linguistic input at a time, so she resorted to gestures and reusing the words I already knew.

      “I walk,” I explained to her, cursing my limited vocabulary. “Zoe…”

      You, the implant provided.

      “You no walk.” I pointed at the rock.

      She shook her head, struggling weakly against me to stand. Fear, sharp and sour, hung between us. “I walk.” Another rush of panicked words.

      Holding her in place, I queried my implant.

      ???

      Not helpful.

      “You eat,” I said, swinging my pack off my shoulder to open the top. I had filled two canteens with water as well, and there were purifying tablets, though the water on Shaiyann was safe for my kind, so the purifying tablets would be for her use. I handed her a meal bar and a canteen.

      Zoe’s eyes were leaking now, and she kept apologizing.

      “No sorry,” I snapped, and she got quiet, taking the meal bar and canteen with shaking hands.

      I growled a curse, trying to calm myself down. Her eyes, odd with the whites around her irises, shone with the promise of further leaking.

      “Please,” I begged, brushing the pad of my thumb near the outer corner of her eyes. I had upset her somehow, deeply, and I wanted to reassure her, but I didn’t know how.

      I perched beside her, one leg dangling off the side of the rock which was really a touch too narrow for both of us. “I walk,” I explained again, using the gesture with my fingers that she had shown me. Then I lifted the two fingers to my eyes. Opened my mouth. How to say ‘survey’ in her tongue? I shook my head.

      She said something, and my implant picked out the verb.

      “I look, yes.” I dropped my fingers to the walking gesture and showed myself returning. “I walk Zoe.”

      Zoe let out a long breath, and the tension left her. She said something, and finally I understood. She’d thought I planned to abandon her.

      “No!” I said, pulling her close.

      My grip was too tight, I realized as she squeaked, and I loosened my hold. “I walk Zoe. Yes.”

      “Okay,” Another form of assent. “Yes,” she said. “But you walk back. To me. Zoe.”

      “I walk back to Zoe. You. Yes.”

      “Thank you.”

      I let her go, and she leaned back, lips curling up. Our smiles were similar, I realized. I did not yet have enough of her words, so I took her hands and locked our gazes, hoping she would recognize my sincerity as I spoke in my own tongue. “My vow. I will not leave you.”

      Zoe bit her bottom lip and after a moment nodded.

      I handed her two of the meal bars and a canteen. The area under the trees was getting darker and we would need to find a place to sleep before the sun set.

      “Go,” Zoe said, waving towards the trees.

      I squeezed her hands and shed the pack. The meal bars were sealed, so the scent shouldn’t escape to attract predators, and leaving it with the female would serve as further assurance I meant to return.

      Zoe had picked up the canteen and started to drink when I turned to leave. The memory of her throat moving sent a rush of lust through me.

      I wanted her, and she appeared to want me, but I needed more of her language to make sure her interest was based in desire and not fear that I would leave her. She had been taken from everything she knew, and now she was dependent on me for everything. That was no foundation on which to base a mating bond.

      Mating bond?

      Sex was sex, but mating...

      My work infiltrating criminal organizations made taking a mate an irresponsible act. If not for Zoe, these Marlock would have eventually killed me. It was only their arrogance that kept them from finishing the job before I escaped. I could not take a mate knowing my next mission could easily end with my death, leaving her with nothing.

      And I certainly could not make a female from an uninitiated world, one I knew nothing about and who knew nothing about the greater galaxy, as my own. Even if I had moved from my Age of Stalking into an Age of Providing.

      Best I scout ahead and put thoughts of mating—and possibly sex—from my mind.

      I watched Zoe a moment too long before turning to the trees.
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      After Grr left, I perched on top of the massive rock, caught between panic and exhaustion.

      Don’t get me wrong, his brutal boot-camp pace had nearly done me in. But now, alone, gripping a raygun under the steadily darkening tree canopy, I wished we were marching again. At least then I wouldn’t be alone.

      What if Grr had lied? What if he really had left me? For good?

      No.

      No good came of thinking that way. Grr had never lied to me before. If he’d wanted to get rid of me, he’d have just left me to die when the lifeboat exploded instead of catching me when he saw I couldn’t safely jump.

      I took another sip of the water, wondering if maybe I should stop now. Conserve it. We had seven days to walk, and there definitely wasn’t enough water in these two canteens to manage that. I hadn’t seen or heard any signs of water here. Unlike the Pennsylvania woods, the ground between the trees was cracked and dry.

      Maybe there was a drought?

      Maybe that’s what Grr had gone ahead for, to find water. Without me to slow him down, he’d be able to make it easily to whatever stream, creek, or river he found.

      “Come, let’s commune with nature in the woods,” Mia had said. “It’ll be fun. Get the creative juices moving.”

      When I saw Mia again, if I saw her again, I was going to let her know how wrong she was.

      It was dark under these trees. And noisy. You’d think nature would be quiet, but things rustled. Above, the leaves tapped against each other. Occasionally, one dropped with a spli-thunk, like falling apples. It made me nervous one would hit me. Lizards the size of my forearm dove and darted from the trees. And the bugs were too big, one the size of my middle finger with at least ten chubby, blood-red legs and a segmented outer shell, like a centipede except navy with yellow spots.

      I finished my spongy bbq-and-lemon meal bar and hoped Grr would come back soon. Now.

      Then a fat, baby-blue hamster with navy stripes trundled out of the woods.

      I blinked.

      Yup, it was a hamster.

      Sort of.

      The top of its head reached my waist, and it chittered. Like the lizards, the little guy had six limbs, four on the ground like feet and an extra set of arms. In a flash, it grabbed at the dirt, snatched up a centipede, and chomped it down.

      Bits of orange goo clung to its teeth and spattered the side of its mouth.

      That was gross, but the hamster chittered with obvious pleasure. Some people ate bugs too. Not my style, but I couldn’t blame the little-big guy for being hungry.

      In school, we’d had a science room with hamsters and guinea pigs. My favorite had been a tan, wiggly fellow named Nibbles. This alien hamster was twenty times bigger and the wrong color, but there was something similar in the face.

      I opened up a meal bar and broke off a third, tossing it to the hamster. “Here Nibbles,” I coaxed.

      Nibbles—yes, the giant carnivorous alien hamster was now named Nibbles—picked it up and sniffed at it, nose twitching. Finally, he nibbled the side and chirped. Two more nibbles, and the portion of the meal bar I’d offered was gone.

      I tossed him another piece, closer to me this time. Maybe he’d let me pet him.

      Yes, that was stupid. Nibbles was a wild animal. He... or she... or it... might take a nibble out of my hand. Nibbles also didn’t need my help finding lunch, and we’d need those meal bars for our hike, but I liked feeding him.

      And I wasn’t always known for my great judgment. A smart person wouldn’t have decided a wilderness retreat adventure with Mia, whose definition of roughing it included living without a hairdryer for a few days, was a good idea.

      I’d have been miserable even without the alien abduction.

      Nibbles waddled closer, taking the next third of the meal bar and chomping it down. I held out the last piece to him.

      Nibbles was more cautious this time, gaze darting between me and the treat. Finally, he placed his front paws onto the rock, leaking forward and grabbed the piece of meal bar between his teeth. I let go and he chewed and swallowed, chittering.

      Carefully, I reached out to touch his fur. Skimming slowly over the soft fluff with my fingers, I marveled at how smooth he was. Nibbles chittered again, then froze, tiny ears swiveling behind him much like Grr’s did.

      He darted for the trees.

      At that moment, I realized the area around me had gone silent. All I could hear was my own breathing and the thrub-thrub-thrub of my heart in my throat.

      A hissing, slicing thud sounded from the trees. It had gotten dimmer, with only a few orange-white rays of piercing gaps in the leaves. But one area, in the same direction Nibbles’s ears had pointed, was darker than the rest.

      There, the leaves shook.

      I scrambled down from the rock, grabbing the backpack. Being behind the rock was better than being on top of it when whatever had scared everything else off came through.

      Ker-sss-thud.

      Maybe it wasn’t coming here.

      Ker-sss-thud.

      Maybe if I just stayed quiet, whatever this thing was would keep on going.

      Maybe.

      Ker-sss-thud.

      I held my breath.

      A giant, grey-brown spiked leg stabbed down into the dry dirt between the rocks and the trees. Branches crunched as it moved. A smell, like rotted eggs mixed with blue-cheese dressing wafted from the creature. Another leg punched down, maybe five feet from me, as the round, furred globe of its body broke into the gap, mandibles clicking.

      This thing had to be the height of a three-story building. I gripped the raygun, unsure if firing on it would kill the creature or just make it mad. Glistening dark brown, its bloated body swiveled. Multi-faceted eyes shone from its upper carapace. A pouch of flesh swung from its belly, undulating like some mass of spheres was shifting beneath its skin.

      Eggs?

      I tried not puke.

      Ker-sss-thud .

      Something small and dark, the size of a cat, scurried beneath one of the spider’s legs.

      The spider-thing spit a jet of silver-gray, glistening thread, catching the animal.

      Hisstwack.

      Like a yo-yo, the thread zipped back up, whipping the struggling creature into the spider-thing’s mouth.

      After a few crunches and squeaks, the animal was dead.

      Then, mandibles clacking and dripping ooze, the monster spider swiveled its body, fanged teeth facing me.
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      I scouted. It was not as bad as I’d feared, considering the area was in a dry period. The trees's succulent leaves were only somewhat deflated, which meant it hadn’t been too dry for too long. There were predators, of course. Some carnivorous insects, easily avoided. A large canine breed that hunted in packs had marked its territory well ahead of us, but the scents were old, and we should be able to skirt that area with minimal trouble before the pack returned.

      I’d marked out a couple of decent places to camp, both with access to easy prey, and even found a T’kyarlxth tree with succulent green fruit, ripe and hanging from the upper branches. I climbed and took enough to fill the pockets of my coat, slitting the skin of one and squeezing out its contents, cool and tart, as I walked back to retrieve Zoe.

      It would take an extra three or four Shaiyann days to reach the settlement, but as much as we needed to stay ahead of any pursuit, I could not risk pushing the alien female too hard.

      The hunter who leaps before testing the ground is fated to fall.

      I scented the arachnid, sulfur and rotting sweetness, before I heard it. This was a big one, I guessed, from the frantic rush of fleeing prey preceding it.

      Then came the unmistakable sizzle of a plasma arc disruptor and a scream.

      Zoe.

      My fur rose as the skin beneath went cold. Heart racing, I tossed my half-eaten fruit and ran. Branches and fluid-filled leaves snagged my fur, face, and boots. The arachnid was easy to avoid, its steps regular if quieter than one would expect for a predator of its size.

      I reached the clearing just as a second shot lit the air in blue-white plasma. The arachnid waved a spiked leg wildly as it staggered back, drawing in a breath to spit. The arachnid’s belly, full of eggs, swung at three times my height. I couldn’t do it true damage without scaling a tree and leaping down from above, and Zoe did not have time for that.

      The arachnid’s paralyzing venom would overcome her, possibly killing her—I did not know enough about Zoe’s physiology to do more than guess as to its effects—even before the arachnid yanked her up by those same threads to swallow.

      I threw myself at the beast’s flailing leg, digging claws and fangs into the foul, furred and burning flesh.

      It was enough. The arachnid let out a whistling screech and kicked, trying to dislodge me. I clung. The arachnid would not risk hitting itself—herself, considering the eggs—with her own venom.

      Zoe screamed something and fired a third shot.

      Dragging its leg, the arachnid fled, shoving branches aside with more agility than one would expect. I held on until I was certain it intended to leave and then let go, dropping and rolling to the hard ground.

      The fall knocked the breath from me. I lay, cursing myself. I had scouted ahead to ensure Zoe’s safety. Instead, my actions had almost gotten the brave alien female killed.

      I crawled to my feet. Shallow cuts ran over my arms, body, temple, and cheek. And the claw of my left index finger had broken on the arachnid’s furred exoskeleton. But I was alive, and so was Zoe, more thanks to the plasma disruptor than any action of mine.

      When I returned, Zoe sat on the ground, leaning against the rock where I’d left her. She clutched her knees to her chest, and in the dying sunlight, her cheeks glistened. Her scent—a mingling of delicate spices and alien musk—tickled my nose.

      I knelt at her side. “Zoe,” I whispered.

      Zoe leapt at me, stumbling a little as she threw her arms around my waist. “Grr—” The rest was a jumble of alien words, fear and pain.

      “Sorry,” I repeated. Zoe, alive and breathing into me, was perfection in my arms. Her solidity and the shaking remnants of battle fever balanced on the edge of something primal: lust, fear, need, and connection.

      Zoe pressed her lips to my chest again, repeating the name she had given me.

      Grr. An oddly melodious sound in her voice. It meant nothing alone in my language, though it resembled my name in the vaguest sense. Yet between us, the name felt special. Like an endearment. Especially when her pupils widened, swallowing her irises.

      I slipped my hands beneath her backside, lifted her so her face was level to mine, and rubbed my cheek against hers. A marking. A promise. I would care for her.

      Zoe lifted her chin, and suddenly, her lips pressed to mine. A far deeper promise. She could not know the marking of lips, teeth, and tongue—mouth to mouth—was an invitation to a more profound bond than mere sex.

      I should have rejected it. But I couldn’t reject her. The touch of her lips, so much fuller and hotter than any female I had ever known, burned through me.

      My lower spear stirred, filled, and thickened as she parted her lips and I tasted her: spice and sweet and heat and desire.

      Zoe moaned, a delicious exhalation, as she slipped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer. She wrapped her legs around me, fingers skimming my scarred back. The kilt, especially as she wore it, covered little, and I felt the hot-wet of her furred lower lips against my belly as she ground against me, the friction bringing her pleasure.

      At least in this, Zoe was not alien.

      I lifted her onto the rock and let her backside rest against it. Her hips were wide and soft, and her scent intoxicated me. The Marlock kilt allowed my desire to grow to its fullest extent. The whisper of fabric against it was a tease. She pulled me closer, leaning back, murmuring her name for me, some other words, and please.

      “Yes,” I returned, brushing my lips down her jaw and lower, to the dip of bone just above her lovely breasts. The kilt covered them, revealing only the smooth, creamy swell. I pulled the kilt down to her waist, and she squirmed, letting out a lovely, high-pitched keen.

      Her nipples were as large as a birthing female’s, brown and pebbling in the twilight. I wanted to trace them with my tongue and see if they responded, as other females did, to teasing.

      I suspected they might.

      Zoe was a wondrous mixture of delicacy and strength. Her skin, smooth and soft, her sex, hot and wet, and her spirit, kind and ferocious. She should never have had to face the arachnid alone, with only a plasma disruptor, but she had done it. Her species might not have a warrior’s build, but she had a warrior’s spirit.

      By the Mother Star, I wanted her.

      I took her nipple between my lips, and it hardened as she arched her back, fingers twining in my hair. I dared the slightest touch of teeth. She moaned. I did it again, lavishing her nipple until she was mad beneath me. Then I moved to the other.

      She whimpered, “Yes,” and “Please,” and I lost myself in her movements, her reactions, her unbridled lust.

      Something moved, heavy and loud from the trees and I froze, ears back.

      Zoe’s breath hitched.

      The sun had set fully while I had lost myself in Zoe. I peered into the darkness. My vision managed well enough by rays of blue-green and purple-gray moonlight falling through the trees. The first moon was full and the second waning. Another crunch and rustle of leaves, and a sniff-hog waddled out, long nose snuffling the ground for insects.

      Zoe turned her head to the noise and asked something, her tone anxious.

      The sniff-hog was harmless, with only knobs where horns would sprout in one of its larger cousins, but its presence reminded me of how exposed we were here. I could not afford to let down my guard like that again.

      I stroked her shoulder. “Zoe, Grr walk,” I said, regretfully.

      Carelessness would get us both killed. Once again, I had allowed my desire for her to cloud my judgment.

      I slipped my hand behind Zoe’s back and lifted her up. She looked down, averting her gaze from mine as she pushed the kilt back over her breasts. With the sun set, the temperature had grown cooler, and Zoe sealed her borrowed jacket shut. I took mine from the ground, put it on, and after glancing through our supplies—Zoe had eaten two of the meal bars and drunk through a quarter of a canteen of water—slung the backpack over my shoulder.

      “Walk,” I said, holding out my hand.
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      Grr had to be frustrated with me. Not just about... the thing we’d almost done. Yes, I know, I sounded like a preteen girl in the throes of my first crush, but what else could I call it?

      Sex?

      Almost sex?

      What did sex mean to someone of Grr’s species? Grr wasn’t human. It should have been easy to remember. He was seven feet tall with cat eyes, claws, weird ears, and fur. But the more time I spent with Grr, the more normal he became.

      I mean, not normal. He was extraordinary, and the feel of him against my body, the way he had nibbled and sucked at my tits—extraordinary.

      My face warmed. I was still wet, and the memories of his touch, his mouth, his teeth made me throb inside. Human or not, I’d known where our touches were going, and the hard length of his cock made it clear, as if I’d needed a reminder, that we’d fit.

      I had so many questions. Where were we going? Grr had a destination in mind. What would happen when we got there? To him? To me?

      To us?

      Was there even an us?

      How could I be thinking of a future with a guy when I didn’t even know his actual name?

      “Grr?”

      “Hmm...”

      Grr was tense, gaze scanning into the darkness. I’d bet money he could see better than me in the dark. Unlike me, who kept tripping over roots and having to have him steady me, he moved gracefully over obstacles.

      Maybe it would be better to stay quiet. Who knew what predators would hear us and come running? Also, I didn’t want to distract Grr from finding whatever he was looking for.

      “Never mind,” I murmured.

      Another minute of walking.

      Grr reached into his pocket and pulled out something round. He brought it to his mouth and slid his fang along the outer surface. A sweet, honeysuckle scent wafted to me. “Zoe,” he said, holding it out to me.

      I took it. Moisture dripped from the slit Grr had sliced through the skin. I licked it, and honey sweetness, tinged with cinnamon, met my tongue. It was delicious, and I squeezed some more out, the juices dribbling down my chin.

      “Delicious!” I murmured. “Thank you.”

      Grr looked at me, and the white of his fang was visible in a patch of moonlight from above. “Zoe delicious,” he said, with a little rumble in his chest I’d learned as humor.

      I smiled back. “Grr is delicious too.” I’d only tasted his mouth, but I wanted more.

      Grr’s amused rumble grew louder.

      I sucked out some more of the juice. Happiness bubbled up from inside me, mingling with the heat of promise of something with Grr. I wouldn’t put a name on it.

      The surrounding sounds, the chittering of insects and the crunch of dry branches and squish of the odd, fluid filled leaves beneath our boots seemed a comforting melody. And sometimes, when I looked up, the tree cover thinned, and I could see the moon.

      The moons!

      One was blueish green and the other half-full, purple-gray.

      Startled, I stopped and stared.

      “Zoe?” Grr asked.

      I pointed at the twin moons. “There’s two of them,” I remarked, knowing he would not understand. “We only have one moon on Earth.”

      “One moon?” He said, and he pointed to the blue-green one.

      “Yes!” I rocked forward on my feet, and spun to face him, excitement humming beneath my skin. Excitement and something else. “Grr, you’re incredible at this!” I wished I could understand and speak with him too. “Moon,” I said, pointing to the first, and then repeating it for the second. “How do I say moon in Grr?”

      Stupid question.

      I tried again, pointing to the moon and to myself. “I say moon.” I reached up and brushed my fingers over his throat. The skin had a light dusting of sleek, tawny fur. “Grr says...?”

      Grr blinked, his gold eyes shining in the moonlight. “Grr says Rytslk’kdrr.”

      I swallowed and gave it try.

      Grr smiled and shook his head. “Moohoon.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No sorry.” Grr touched my throat. “Zoe is no...” A frustrated noise.

      “Wrong vocal cords,” I ventured.

      Grr sighed.

      I sucked another gulp from the fruit.

      “Walk Zoe,” Grr said, taking my hand again.

      As I sucked from the fruit, the world around me grew fuzzier. I stumbled a few more times, gripping Grr and giggling.

      “Zoe?” Grr asked, his voice concerned.

      I laughed again. My whole body was warm. I should have been scared, but everything just felt like champagne bubbles. “I’m good,” I said. “It’s like champagne.”

      Grr looked at the fruit and then at me. He grabbed for it.

      I yanked my hand away, a bit faster than him. “You gave it to me,” I argued, knowing it was stupid to try and have an argument with someone who didn’t know what you were saying, but doing it anyway because...

      Because I’d won something. Because this was the first time I’d been fully relaxed since those lizard-guys had zapped me up to their spaceship for God-knew-what reason except it was bad and maybe involved knocking me up.

      “Zoe,” Grr growled.

      “I like it when you growl at me,” I said. “The other girls were scared, but I like your growling. You’re strong.”

      Grr grabbed for the fruit again, but I hurled it into the trees before he could get it. Scorched Earth. Not that we were on Earth.

      Instead of being mad, which I half expected and should have been way more scared about, Grr just sighed. “Good,” he said.

      “Not good,” I said back, sticking out my tongue. “I liked that.” Now, I regretted throwing it away.

      Grr stopped and reached into the backpack, pulling out the canteen. “Eat,” he said.

      “Drink, silly,” I said, taking it. My fingers were fat and a bit numb at the tips, so it took me a couple of tries to unscrew the top, but I managed to get it open and hold the mouth to my lips. I swallowed down a few gulps, loving how the sweet coolness filled my mouth and went down my throat to mingle with the bubbling fruit in my belly.

      “Good,” Grr said. It was a testament to how fuzzy things had gotten that I didn’t even notice his growly accent anymore. “Drink,” he said again.

      I took another sip. But only because it tasted so good.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Drink,” he said again.

      “But we need to cons—consummate...” No, that wasn’t the right word. “Consume. Fuck.” Yes, we needed to fuck, but I probably shouldn’t have been teaching him those words. “Fuck,” I said again.

      Maybe it would be okay. I imagined him saying ‘fuck’ in that low, purring growl and my pussy pulsed again. “Conserve!” I laughed and took a step. My legs wobbled. “I want to lie down,” I said. “Where are we going?”

      I was floating, my eyes focused on the double moons above.

      Grr grabbed me around the waist and lifted me up as if I didn’t weigh a thing.

      Normally, that would have worried me, but I was floating. Floating.

      I buried my face in his coat, wishing he’d left it open so I could feel the sable softness of his furred skin against my cheek. “Fuck,” I murmured into the slick fabric of his coat. “Hold onto me, Grr. I think I’m gonna fly away.”
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      I cursed myself to a thousand hells as I clutched Zoe to my chest and ran, searching for a safe place to rest. The tree I’d planned for us to climb would not do.

      Again, I had allowed complacency, and the desire to give the alien female pleasure, even if it was only the fleeting taste of a fruit, to harm my judgment. Hopefully, she was merely intoxicated and not poisoned.

      Zoe made the musical trills that signified great amusement for her kind and repeated a word, “Fuuhk,” multiple times, laughing. The implant had tagged the word ‘fuuhk’ as a verb, an exclamation, an expletive, and an adjective in descending probability without giving me any indication as to the word’s actual meaning.

      I could only hope the water diluted the T’kyarlxth fruit enough for Zoe to recover and explain it to me. At least, as she babbled, my implant could piece together more of the structure and vocabulary of her language.

      When she recovered—if she recovered, but I could not allow myself to think in ifs—we would have an easier time communicating. But first I had to get her somewhere safe.

      After another ten minutes, give or take, of running, I spotted a wide gap in the braided bark of a massive tree. Gripping Zoe, I scented the air for other large animals, my ears twitching as I listened for sounds of someone having taken residence in the tree’s hollow base.

      Nothing.

      Thanking the Mother Star, I dropped to my knees beside the opening.

      “Zoe?”

      “Grr?” Zoe trilled amusement.

      I placed her beside the opening. Inside was large enough for both of us if we curled up together. That would also allow me to monitor her, attempt to do something with the Marlock’s medications if she took a turn for the worse, and keep both of us warm.

      “Sit,” I ordered her, trying out the word at my implant’s suggestion.

      “Yessir,” Zoe said, bringing her right hand to her forehead and holding it there, palm flat, fingers outstretched. She trilled amusement again.

      I shed the backpack and rifled through it for the second canteen and more meal bars. Those had not harmed her. Supplies in hand, I shoved the backpack to the back of the hollow, then took off my jacket and spread it out to soften the ground where we would sleep. With the tree’s trunk to buffer the wind, my fur would keep me warm enough.

      When I’d finished my preparations, I gestured for Zoe to precede me.

      Zoe looked at me, eyes wide. This close, I noticed a shift in scent, something sharp, and she tensed. She asked something.

      Reassurance request, the language implant said.

      “Good,” I told her. “Zoe and Grr.”

      Zoe nodded and crawled inside. I followed. It was dark in here, and even with my excellent vision, Zoe was a shadow, indistinct. Fabric shifted. She reached out to me, trilling again.

      I handed her the canteen. She pushed it away with an explanation I left my implant to sort out. She settled herself on top of the Marlock coat, the shadow of her form shrugging the Marlock coat from her shoulders. She laid her head on the backpack, trilled amusement, and reached for me. “Come here, Grr.”

      Even without the implant, I understood her words and the languid posture of her body. But she was still intoxicated, possibly worse. I would not take advantage.

      I took the coat she had shed and lay it over her. “Sleep,” I said in the language of the Pride.

      “I like it when you *unknown* at me.”

      Unable to resist, I ran fingertips along the edge of where her odd, curled, not quite fur met the skin of her temple. “Amazing,” I said, repeating a compliment she had given me.

      Zoe trilled again, turning to face me. “Fuck, Grr,” she murmured, eyelids falling shut. “I like you.”

      “I like you, Zoe,” I agreed. “Fuck.”

      Zoe trilled again and yawned. Within minutes, her breath evened out into sleep.
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      I woke spooned in a slab of purring Grr, his arm thrown around me with a careless possessiveness that fluttered contentment through my chest. I wanted to burrow into him, except my head pounded like a jackhammer and my bladder pulsed, threatening to revolt.

      Whatever was in that fruit had really messed me up.

      My face heated as memories of the previous night surfaced in popping bubbles of increasing embarrassment. How many times had I said ‘fuck’ to him?

      Had we?

      I didn’t think so. We hadn’t on that rock, and while my bladder really wanted me to find a toilet, or a bush as circumstances promised, the rest of down there didn’t feel like we’d gotten to the fucking stage yet.

      Grr could have. I’d certainly been willing. But he hadn’t, and that consideration made me like him, and want him, even more.

      But first I needed somewhere to pee. Even sex with an average-sized man would have posed a challenge with how full my bladder was now, and Grr was well above average. I shimmied out from under his arm.

      Grr shifted, body going tense. “Zohee?”

      “I have to pee,” I explained, and then, face getting even hotter, did a quick version of the pee-pee dance on my knees before pointing at the exit.

      Grr sat up, like he was going to follow me.

      “No!”

      “Zohee.”

      “I’ll take the raygun,” I said, leaning over Grr to grab it from where he’d placed it on his side of our makeshift bed.

      Yes, he’d been able to watch me and the others do our business in the lizard-guys’ spaceship cell, but that didn’t mean I wanted his eyes on me now. Things were different between us. Hopefully, the next time we laid down together, we’d have sex, and I didn’t want the memory of me squatting, pissing and pooping in the woods to be fresh in his mind.

      “I’ll stay close,” I assured him, slipping back into my lizard-guy boots, which Grr had taken off and sat next to the tree trunk opening.

      Grr didn’t look happy, but he didn’t follow me either, so I took it as a win.

      The sun had risen, and orange light glowed through the gaps in the braided branches that formed the trunk of the tree we sheltered inside. Away from Grr, my purring heat blanket, the air was cooler, but I hadn’t wanted to take the jacket from Grr, so I left it. I’d only be gone a short time.

      Raygun in hand, I walked into the trees in a straight line. Grr’s hearing was better than mine, and I knew it was stupid, but I really didn’t want him to listen to my act of nature, so I went out farther than I probably should have before I found a decent, knee-high bush to squat behind. The bush looked vaguely like a short, navy-blue pine, except its needles were fat, filled with fluid like the other trees around here.

      At least the lizard-guys’ facilities had gotten me much better at squatting and going. My knees didn’t even crack when I did it anymore. Always look on the bright side, as my grandma would have said.

      I finished, feeling human again, though the situation would have been better with toilet paper. After my experience with the fruit Grr had given me the night before, I wasn’t going to risk using one of the fallen, squished leaf-skins on my tender parts.

      I’d stood, pulled my kilt up and turned back the way I’d come when I heard a chittering. The noise was familiar, and after a few seconds, I spotted the baby-blue hamster trundling to me. On level ground, the top of his ears were just above my waist.

      “Nibbles?” I laughed.

      Nibbles chittered.

      I mean, it might not have been Nibbles. Maybe giant baby-blue striped hamsters were a dime a dozen on this planet. But he looked like Nibbles, and he’d responded to his name, so Nibbles he was.

      Nibbles tapped a hand against my thigh, chittering with what seemed like urgency.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him, holding out my free hand, wrist still splinted with the lizard-guy green shell cast. I held the raygun with the other hand. “No food,” I said.

      Nibbles tapped my leg again. He had three perfect fingers and a thumb, fingernails included, the tips a light blue matching his fur.

      “Come on, I’ll find you something to eat,” I said.

      Grr probably wouldn’t like it, and I wasn’t comfortable giving up any more of our meal bars if the food on this planet was going to get me drunk, but maybe Grr had another one of those fruits. If I could export them, I’d make a fortune selling them to bars. Pre-fermented mixed drinks in an all-natural peel. Put a straw and an umbrella in it, and we were good to go.

      I wondered for a moment how money and copyrighting worked for Grr’s people. Probably, I was in over my head.

      I took as step back the way I’d come, and Nibbles grabbed the edge of my skirt, pulling me in the opposite direction.

      “I can’t, Nibbles,” I protested. I’d already been gone a pretty long time, and Grr was going to get mad. Grr couldn’t be happy with me so far already. I was slowing him down and then there was the sexual frustration. Grr was a Grr of honor, but I wasn’t trying to push things more than I had.

      Nibbles stared up at me, his glistening black eyes fringed with navy lashes. He chittered again. My stomach twisted. “All right,” I conceded. “But I can’t go too far, okay?”

      Nibbles pulled again, and I walked a couple of steps before stopping, kneeling, and grabbing a fallen branch. Ignoring Nibbles’s increasingly urgent chitters, I stopped and scratched an arrow into the dry dirt, pointing back the way I’d come. That way, at least, I wouldn’t get too lost.

      After I was done, I followed Nibbles, who darted ahead, stopped, and darted back, circling me like a dog.

      “I got it, Nibbles,” I said.

      As we walked, I noticed a scratch on his rump. It was long and jagged, running from above his haunch and down. The fur was matted there with what looked like blood. I didn’t like that.

      I should have gone back for Grr. But I had the raygun, and Nibbles clearly had something to show me.

      Then I smelled it, the faint scent of rotten eggs and something sweet.

      I froze, listening. The raygun had only slowed down the giant spider-monster before. But the sound of insects and other scurrying animals continued. Maybe the spider had just passed through. Still, an increasing tightness in my gut slowed my steps.

      Hands shaking, I stopped and carved another arrow into the dirt.

      We walked maybe another five minutes, and Nibbles slowed, nose twitching. The giant spider’s scent of rotted eggs and sweet was stronger here, and I noticed globs of spat-out webbing on the ground.

      Nibbles chittered, and a swell of high-pitched chittering came from ahead of us, past a circle of low-lying bushes.

      I followed, raygun out. A twisted globe of branches hung from a rope of braided spider silk from a tree limb above. Inside were a dozen animals. A couple of ant-eater pigs that had startled Grr last night, some big lizards, and another Nibbles, darker blue with what looked like four baby Nibbleses huddled around it. Her.

      The cage, because it was a cage, swung about eight feet above a patch of ground that was littered with glistening globes of jelly, each the size of a large dog. The globes jiggled, not in the breeze, I realized, but from inside.

      “Fuck.”

      Nibbles chittered something that probably meant the same thing.

      I really wished I’d gone back for Grr. I could try and shoot the silk holding the cage in place, downing it, but those eggs were moving.

      One close to me jerked, its dark center bursting outwards in spiked feet. Goo oozed through the pierced sections of egg skin. Shell?

      No, skin.

      I fired the raygun, and the creature screamed, the smell of burning meat and old socks filling the air.

      Another hatched, and I shot it too. But there were hundreds more eggs, and looking at the placement of the cage, Nibbles’s mate and babies and all the other critters were basically laid out like a feast for the hatching spiders.

      Shooting them down would put them right in the middle of the hatching spiderlings, but leaving them up there was just prolonging the inevitable.

      Another spiderling shot out of its egg and leapt six feet in the air towards the cage.

      I shot it, and the spiderling dropped, catching fire in the way its mama’s armored shell had deflected. Unfortunately, the arc of the blast also caught a corner of the cage, scorching one of the lizards who flailed, screaming as the wood surrounding it caught fire.

      Another spiderling hatched, but instead of going for the cage, it jumped straight at us.

      I shot. Thankfully, the raygun fired, but I couldn’t help but wonder how long before it ran out of juice.

      Nibbles grabbed a thick stick between his tiny paws and swung it wildly.

      Spiders were hatching in handfuls now, more than I could shoot one at a time. Some leapt at the cage, and others swarmed the surrounding trees, going for the cage from above.

      If I shot the silk rope and the cage fell, it would hopefully squish some of the spiderlings and break, giving the captured creatures, including Nibbles’s family, a chance to escape.

      It was a long shot, and they’d have to wade through the feeding frenzy. A real frenzy. Some of the spiders, lacking easy access to their feast, had begun chomping on their still burning siblings.

      But any chance was better than no chance.

      I fired.

      The braid of silk burned, fraying, and the cage dropped a foot. Not enough. That stuff was strong!

      I shot again.

      Baby spiders leapt into the air, some biting into the wooden bars of the cage and swinging, legs flailing.

      Nibbles chittered, fast and loud as he spun, swinging his branch with all the fury a hamster body could bring to something behind him. I turned and faced a half-dozen, knee-high baby spiders, mouths gaping like baby birds with teeth dripping drool.
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      I listened at the mouth of the tree as Zoe made her way, loudly, through the forest. Clearly, she needed to relieve herself and did not wish an audience. I understood, though I kept an ear on her movements. It was my responsibility to keep her safe.

      The forest sounds were normal, and while I scented yesterday’s arachnid, the stink was weak. It had likely returned its nest to nurse its wounds, lay its eggs, and then continued on, hopefully far from here.

      I had little experience with Shaiyann arachnids, having taken care to avoid them during my previous training on the surface, but I was pretty sure they prepared a nest for their eggs and then left the babies to fend for themselves. Largely because the babies were just as likely to take a bite out of their mother as any prey.

      After attending to my biological needs, I returned to our tree. Sentimental to think of it as ‘ours.’ Zoe had finished with her business as far as my hearing could determine—I tried not to listen too closely as it clearly bothered her—and made noises like she was walking again.

      I set out our morning meal bars and the second canteen.

      We would need to figure out what to do about water soon. The Marlock had purifying tablets, which would hopefully remove anything toxic to Zoe as well. But I hadn’t expected the T’kyarlxth fruit to affect Zoe as it had. Only by the grace of the Mother Star had Zoe shown no further ill effects than intoxication.

      It was after I’d transferred the rest of the escape pod’s water Zoe’s canteen—I could survive sucking the moisture from leaves and from the juices of fruits until we reached the cave springs—that I realized the sounds of Zoe’s footsteps were fading.

      I cursed, growling in my chest for emphasis, and then added, “Fuck,” in the tone my implant assured me was what Zoe’s kind used for the same purpose. Zoe had the plasma disruptor, which had at least ten shots in it, which should be enough. But why had she walked further away?

      Perhaps she had simply gotten turned around?

      Zoe’s senses were not as sharp as mine, and she did not move through the woods well.

      The most logical explanation was that she had gotten lost.

      My other fear, that somehow a Marlock party had landed in the middle of the night, slipped past me, and tracked us, was not worth entertaining yet.

      I reached the place where she had relieved herself in minutes and noted a moment later the arrow scratched into the hard, dry dirt, pointing back towards our campsite.

      Zoe hadn’t gotten lost. And if the Marlock had found her, they wouldn’t have given her time to etch out directions to my location. Or at least, after capturing her, they would have followed it, intending to capture me too. Or kill me, as I had become far more trouble than I was worth.

      No, it was not the Marlock, which meant something else was at play here.

      I studied the ground again. A second set of tracks marred the ground, one of the area’s fat prey animals by the weight and shape of its feet. Could Zoe have followed it? Had she tried to hunt it so we could eat? But why not just shoot it? She was not built to chase and slaughter it with an injured wrist and blunted claws.

      No, she hadn’t hunted it. The tracks joined each other, which meant...

      Zoe had been talking to herself, though I’d done my best to ignore her words, knowing she wanted her privacy. But my implant would have recorded her words automatically.

      I queried, it and my stomach dropped.

      She had not been talking to herself. She’d been talking to a prey animal who, with a 65% probability assessment, Zoe had designated “Nibbles.”

      It was ridiculous to think his Zoe would befriend a prey animal. Yet Zoe was an alien female and soft-hearted. She had offered me food and kindness with no expectation of reward. Why not assume she exercised the same poor judgement with another unfortunate?

      I followed their tracks. After another minute, the scent of sulfur and sweet touched my nose. It was not the same arachnid exactly. The scent was both diluted and sweeter and...

      The distinct sound of a plasma disruptor sizzled through the air.

      I ran towards the blast, heart pounding, hoping I was wrong, knowing I was right and that Zoe and her prey animal were moments from being devoured alive.

      There, flanked from the front and behind by newly hatched arachnids, stood Zoe, disruptor raised. Beside her, the prey animal grasped a branch, squealing as it swung with spirit, if ineffectually, at one of the hatchlings.

      Zoe fired another shot, dispatching another three hatchlings. Three more stood between her and escape. Roaring with rage, I dove from the trees and grabbed one, slipping my claws inside the still soft joints of its exoskeleton, and ripped it in half.

      A second leapt at me. Foolish creature. I killed it with my hands as I crushed another beneath my boot. Most of the baby arachnids were focused on a cage of twisted branches, swinging low on a frayed strand of scorched webbing.

      “Walk!” I yelled, waving behind me.

      Zoe swiveled her chin in the gesture of negation. I stared, querying my implant in disbelief. It returned nothing of value. She waved at the cage and yelled, “Help *UNKNOWN,* Grr!”

      The T’kyarlxth fruit must have damaged Zoe’s mental faculties. Was reckless irrationality an aftereffect of intoxication for her species?

      Zoe turned back the frenzy of hopping, hungry arachnids swarming the swinging cage, lifted the disruptor, and fired. A colder action than I expected, though I suppose it was kinder to put the creatures out of their misery.

      Except she missed. The disruptor blast hit the webbing above and broke. The cage dropped, smashing the arachnids directly beneath. One side of the cage buckled with a horrifying crunch.

      Arachnids swarmed the opening. Zoe screeched a battle cry as she ran towards the broken cage, firing her disruptor at the arachnids. The prey animal she’d befriended followed.

      Then I knew. Zoe hadn’t missed. She had planned to drop the cage. The foolish, overly kind-hearted female was rescuing the arachnid’s prey.

      I cursed and followed.
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      Grr was pissed. Not just his usual growly wariness, but genuinely ticked off. I didn’t blame him. I’d slowed him down, and this was the second time in as many days I was going to get him almost killed.

      Or worse, actually killed.

      But I couldn’t leave Mrs. Nibbles and their nibblets to become... well... nibblets.

      Not without even trying to help.

      Nibbles screech-chittered beside me as I fired at the spiderlings swarming the cage. Mrs. Nibbles shoved one of her nibblets, this one baby-blue with only a hint of stripes, through the opening. A pair of spiderlings skittered towards the little one, and I fired.

      The blast scorched one as the second caught fire, flailing in red-blue flames.

      The nibblet bolted towards us, stubby legs pumping as it waved tiny arms in obvious panic. Another baby followed.

      Grr roared—and if a roar could sound exasperated, this one did. He jumped on another spider as a third nibblet squeezed through the opening.

      Something yanked the baby back, and one of the other animals, a scaly anteater-hog, pushed his head through the gap. The cage cracked as the hog struggled to free itself.

      Grr grabbed at either side of the small hole and tore it wider. The hog ran blindly through and veered left, away from the path I’d cleared and into a handful of spiderlings.

      The spiderlings jumped and bit as the hog squealed, thrashing.

      I fired at the spiderlings on the hog, and the scent of burnt-sock spider mingled with singed pork.

      Mrs. Nibbles followed her last nibblet from the cage. A spiderling jumped onto the nibblet, who let out a high-pitched wail. Mrs. Nibbles grabbed the spiderling and pulled, trying to dislodge it from her child, as another pair of spiderlings dove at Grr.

      With a screech, Mrs. Nibbles yanked the spiderling off of her child, throwing it down and belly flopping on top of it—crunch-squish. Another spiderling stabbed clawed legs into Grr’s back.

      Grr shook himself violently as more swarmed his legs. I fired again, and the raygun hummed, spitting out only a thin stream of fire.

      “Fuck!” I yelled, flipping it in my hand to use the butt of the raygun to beat a spiderling who was leaping at my face.

      The spiderling went flying.

      My heart pounded, and I smothered a sob. My vision blurred, and I blinked back the tears. If they got Grr, and it was my fault—

      Now wasn’t the time to cry. Grr needed me, and since I’d put him in this position, I had to hold it together.

      “Grr,” I shouted. “Run! Please! Don’t die!” Could he even understand that? I really was the worst. The absolute worst.

      Grr turned.

      I waved him towards me as the spiderlings closed in. I would not leave him, even if it got me killed too. Or maybe I was just too scared to move. The only reason I wasn’t pissing myself was because I had nothing left to piss.

      Grr dropped into a squat and leapt. He grabbed me by the waist, threw me over his shoulder, and jumped again. My stomach rose and dropped as he bounded past Nibbles and his family, who zipped, far faster than I thought they could on their short legs, into deeper woods.

      A spiderling still clung to Grr’s back, hanging by two legs and its mandibles. I swung the raygun butt at the creature to dislodge it. On the second swing, the butt connected, and the impact tore the spiderling free.

      Grr ran, his breath loud and hot on my side. My left wrist throbbed as we ran. I’d used both hands to beat at the spiders when the raygun had stopped working, and now that the adrenaline had passed, it hurt.

      Approaching the tree, Grr slowed, stumbled.

      The giant mama spider had paralyzed its prey before crunching it down, I remembered. Did the baby spiders have the same venom?

      Considering my luck, the answer was definitely yes.

      Grr leaned dropped to his knees and leaned forward, dropping me onto my feet. He waved at the backpack, which was just inside the entrance to the tree. I grabbed it, dragged it to him and opened it.

      “Ssszaank yuuou,” he growl-murmured, his speech more slurred and growly than it had been this morning. Arms shaking, he rifled through the pack’s contents, tossing meal bars onto the ground. He grabbed a silver box, thumbed it open, and poured a handful of tiny, circular pills into his palm. Sighing, he tossed them into his mouth and swigged from the canteen.

      I stood, holding the near-useless raygun behind us, praying none of the spiderlings had followed. There’d been other animals in the breakfast cage, and I felt horrible because I hoped they would occupy the baby spiders and keep them from coming for us.

      Grr leaned back against the tree, eyes half shut, breathing and shaking.

      I knelt beside him, pressing my palm to his forehead. He felt warm and damp. Warmer than last night? Maybe.

      Grr lifted shaking fingers to hover in front of his eyes. “Luuuhk,” he said, slumping with a long exhalation. His chest rumbled, purring. Grr had done that before, on the ship. Mia had said cats purred when they were in pain sometimes. It helped them heal.

      I sat beside Grr, raygun on my lap, knowing it would not be enough.

      Maybe twenty minutes later, a spiderling crawled out from a gap in the trees.
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      I put myself in a healing trance while the detox pills did their work. The anti-venom wouldn’t be an exact match, but hopefully it was good enough. Since the Marlock were constantly trying to murder each other, their broad-spectrum anti-venoms capsules were really broad-spectrum.

      The worst of the poison had sweated out when I woke to Zoe shaking me. “Grr,” she whispered.

      I opened my eyes. My head pounded, and my mouth was dry, but the shakes had passed, so the Marlock pills had taken care of the worst of the venom. I took the canteen she had put in my lap and gulped water down as she waved the disruptor at a smoking baby arachnid some distance away. It was an excellent shot, but there wouldn’t be much juice left in the disruptor, considering how low it had been when we fought them earlier.

      Zoe had gathered up everything into the pack, and she slung it over both shoulders, standing with a grunt. She held out a hand.

      If I took it, we’d both topple, but I appreciated the gesture. Zoe smiled with a glimpse of teeth, her gaze darting to the trees where the baby arachnid’s remains smoked.

      “I walk,” I said, my voice slurred.

      Zoe’s scent spiked in fear.

      “I good,” I said to reassure her and took another swig from the canteen. The edges of my vision blurred, but so long as I looked straight ahead, everything was clear.

      “I’m sorry,” Zoe said, running her knuckles lightly over my cheek. A warm feeling, not lust but comfort, followed the path of her touch.

      “No sorry,” I said. Though I didn’t understand why she had befriended a prey animal and risked her life to save it and its young, I could not be angry at her. She’d had no reason to trust or rescue me either. And I offered a significantly greater threat than a fat, stubby-legged prey animal.

      Well, usually.

      Now, I was as weak as a kitten. If we faced real opposition in the next few hours, I would be as useful to Zoe as the mostly dead disruptor.

      We had to move before more arachnids arrived. They were weakest when newly hatched, and their exoskeletons were still thin. Their venom also got stronger as they grew.

      Grabbing the tree trunk to steady myself, I stood. Zoe put an arm around my waist, hips really, and apologized again.

      It took an embarrassingly long time to orient myself. First, I had to find a break in the tree cover and see the sun, estimate the time of day from its height, and use that to estimate the direction of the caves.

      Most local predators were wary of the cave area because of the scalding geysers. I wasn’t worried. If I shed my boots, I’d be able to feel the small shifts beneath that signaled a geyser forming well before it spouted.

      There was also the issue of food and water. We had meal bars enough for five or six more days, but at our slowed pace, it would longer to reach the closest colony settlement. Which meant I’d have to hunt soon.

      Though the Marlock detoxifiers had purged the venom from my body, the venom had taken a toll. As our hike extended, I found myself leaning more and more on Zoe. It surprised me again how much tougher she was than she looked. She panted a little, but she didn’t complain, putting one foot in front of the other and occasionally speaking in what the implant suggested were terms of endearment.

      We were moving at about a third of my planned pace. As the sun advanced towards noon, I suggested we take a rest. Zoe guided me to a tree and leaned me against it. I managed to sit, not gracefully but not a total collapse either.

      Zoe dropped the pack and handed me the canteen and a meal bar. I drank and ate, feeling a little better for the rest.

      After finishing up her meal bar, Zoe said, “I have to pee.”

      I remembered that phrase from this morning and its disastrous aftermath, so as she shifted to stand, I grabbed her wrist. “No!”

      “Grr.”

      I didn’t need the implant to both smell and hear her irritation.

      Zoe jerked her chin at a large tree. “Just there. Don’t *unknown*.”

      The implant returned with 78% certainty that the female did not wish to be observed.

      “No look,” I said.

      “Promise?” Zoe asked.

      “I promise,” I agreed, hoping the implant was accurate in what I was promising to. “No walk, walk, walk, walk,” I added.

      Zoe trilled a laugh. “I promise.”

      Even if Zoe only went a short distance, I wouldn’t be of much help to her as I was now. I ate another meal bar and rifled through the pack. Along with a spray analgesic, a few remaining tablets of detox pills, and some wound foam, was a pair of stim-patches. I considered them and put them back, unsure if they’d do more harm than good.

      By the sound of it, Zoe released a fair amount of liquid and some solid waste and then returned, thankfully without befriending any more of the local wildlife.

      Zoe brushed her fingers over my forehead. “Your *unknown* is down,” she said.

      I repeated the unknown word with the questioning tone. She cocked her head and then said, “Hot,” and waved her hand in a fanning motion at her face.

      “Yes,” I said. “The—” No word available, so I waved at the bag and mimed swallowing the detox tablets.

      “Med-iih-saine,” she said, pronouncing each syllable slowly and clearly.

      I repeated it. The food, rest, and time had helped. My mouth was moving properly again, well enough to pronounce the words of her language without slurring them as I had before.

      And my improved condition calmed Zoe. The tightness in her shoulders and neck eased, and the scent of fear dissipated.

      She let out a long sigh. Apologized again.

      “I couldn’t leave Nibbles and his *unknown* to those...” Zoe pressed her lips together, shaking her head in a low-grade gesture of negation. “Those things.”

      Nibbles, with 83% probability, was the moniker she’d assigned the prey animal. I felt a little cheated. I’d thought the name she’d given me was special, but apparently females of Zoe’s species wandered around giving pet names to every creature they met.

      Maybe I was misunderstanding the situation. Zoe had put herself in mortal danger to protect this Nibbles, its mate, and its young. Her people probably formed collaborative bonds more quickly than mine.

      I thought back to her interaction with the other females in the cell. I’d only been paying limited attention to them, not wanting to complicate a difficult situation even further, but I remembered how she and the others of her species had interacted.

      Though their speech was similar, my implant had tagged five different tongues with different grammatical indications and speech patterns. They’d been strangers, yet they had acted as a clan.

      Did females of Zoe’s species pair-bond, or did they have wider mating webs?

      I did not like the idea of sharing her.

      Sharing her?

      The arachnid venom must have taken a greater toll on my mind than I had thought. It would be stupid to initiate a lifelong bond with a female who might not even make such attachments. We could barely communicate, and while she was attractive, I still knew almost nothing about her species. How many genders did they have? How did they bond?

      Still, there was a connection between us. She had saved my life, I had saved hers, and I wanted more. I wanted to hear her trilling laugh every day and feel the warmth of her hand brushing my cheek, not lust, but something tender.

      There was also lust.

      Better not to think of that. It was impolite to start something you couldn’t finish, and I took pride in my ability to satisfy a female. Fully.

      Time to change the subject.

      “You and Nibbles...?” None of the words I knew could express my meaning, so I clasped my hands together and tapped them to my heart to indicate a close bond.

      “I—uhh,” Zoe rolled her shoulders with an expression of confusion. Then her brows rose, and she pointed at my hands.

      Confused, I held them up, wondering what she had seen.

      “No,” Zoe said, adding a rush of unknown words. I stared. She furrowed her brows a moment, and then to my surprise, asked, “Please?” with her fingers extended.

      I agreed, and she touched my chest, eyes-half shut. Her lips parted slightly, and she smiled with a slight shake. “Your *unknown* is on the *unknown*.”

      At my blank expression, she touched her own chest on the left side. “My heart,” she said. She grabbed my hand and, leaning forward, lifted it to her chest, just above where the swell of her breast rose beneath the waist of the Marlock kilt.

      Her heartbeat was loud and faster than my own. And on the wrong side. The opposite side. The implant returned probabilities. “My haartah,” I said, attempting the word.

      Zoe corrected it, and I repeated.

      I noticed her pupils had widened and wondered if it was nerves or interest. Zoe’s tongue flitted between her lips, and she lifted her chin, exactly as she had before when she had marked me with her lips and tongue.

      Interest then.

      I had recovered some from the venom, but not well enough to pleasure her and myself as the situation deserved. And we were still too close for comfort to the newly hatched arachnids. Not to mention this growing desire not merely for sex but...

      I tore my gaze from hers and took a swig from the canteen.

      “Sorry,” Zoe said and coughed.

      “No sorry,” I returned. The implant returned an improved phrasing, and I tried it again. “Don’t sorry.”

      “Wow,” Zoe said. “You’re really good at languages.”

      Zoe had said the same thing before, a compliment of my linguistic skill. I tapped the back of my head, above the spine, where the language implant rested. The Marlock had debated zapping it when they captured me, but the lead interrogator had liked to describe his art before performing it and had felt the effect would be lost if rendered gibberish. Also, frying the implant might fry my higher brain functions, which also defeated the purpose of interrogating me.

      “We walk,” I said, glancing up at the sun. Even at our glacial pace, we should make it to the forest’s edge by dark.
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      We walked. After half an hour, he took the pack, standing straighter and stepping with longer strides. That was good. It was also good he hadn’t just taken the pack and run, considering I’d almost gotten him killed twice.

      Unfortunately, our adventures seemed to have killed any chemistry between us, at least on his end.

      I couldn’t blame him. I’d proven to be more trouble than I was worth.

      Luckily, Nibbles and his family had gotten away. I hoped they ran fast and far and lived happy, alien-hamster lives.

      Our route meandered. Sometimes Grr stopped and sniffed the air. Then he’d growl-mutter something and take my arm, pulling us in a new direction. Beyond that, he didn’t talk much, and I didn’t want to distract him.

      I vowed to keep pace and do my part from here on out. Not that I knew what my part was exactly. But I’d do it.

      Eventually the canopy above thinned, revealing more of the red-pink sky. The trees had also gotten younger, their braided trunks thinner. We were coming to the end of the woods.  Grr slowed his pace, clearly looking for something.

      The sun had dipped towards the horizon. Maybe Grr was looking for a place to camp? I remembered those giant bat-birds from when we’d crossed that crater to the woods. If there were more around here, it would be best to sleep under the trees.

      Finally, Grr stopped beneath a trio of medium-sized trees. He lay the pack down beside one of them and began gathering fallen sticks and branches, placing them in the center of the small, open space.

      “You’re making a fire,” I said, and started grabbing up branches and sticks.

      Grr flashed me a smile with a touch of fang, which eased a knot of tension in my gut. At least he wasn’t mad at me.

      I set to gathering kindling with a will. My brother Terrance had done two years of Boy Scouts and showed us the basics of making a fire. I’d needed a lighter and toilet paper to get it started, but I knew the principles.

      Grr moved with the confidence of someone who didn’t need a lighter and toilet paper.

      After my third armful of sticks, Grr waved for me to stop. He arranged the sticks in a teepee with smaller twigs underneath. Then he rifled through the pack, taking a handful of meal bar wrappers and shoving them beneath the small teepee.

      “Walk back,” he said, gesturing for me to step back, which I did. Then, he took the raygun, aimed it, and tapped the trigger.

      A narrow burst of blue laser light—or whatever the raygun fired—hit the teepee, and it burst into flame.

      I clapped, grinning. It was stupid, but I felt better knowing Grr had needed the alien equivalent of toilet paper and a lighter too. I felt a bit less incompetent, though it hadn’t occurred to me to fire the raygun at a bunch of sticks to start a fire.

      The rush of flame eased to a smaller blaze. It smelled of mingled cinnamon, pine, and eucalyptus.

      “Sit.” Grr gestured to a patch of dirt next to the pile of remaining branches and sticks. “I go, walk back.”

      I nodded and sat. He took one of the canteens, leaving the raygun beside me. It couldn’t have had much more juice in it, but I appreciated the gesture.

      “I walk back,” Grr repeated before slipping back into the trees. “Stay.” Dropping into a crouch, he ran with incredible speed into the deeper woods. Soon, forest noise and the crackling flames swallowed the sound of his footsteps.

      The fire was hot, but I suddenly felt cold, alone with just the flames. I hugged my knees to my chest and watched the branches snap and pop with sparks of orange-red.

      It was easy to forget Grr was an alien. But I’d gotten used to the fur, claws, and his growling way of speaking. Which was why his heartbeat, on the wrong side, had shocked me.

      I’d gotten used to thinking of Grr as a man, not an alien.

      A man I wanted.

      But what did sex with Grr mean? Something casual? Something more?

      I’d sucked at relationships on Earth with human males. How could I expect to have a relationship with an alien?  What did we have in common when we weren’t running for our lives?

      Maybe it was best he’d lost interest in me. I didn’t do casual. Or, I didn’t like to do casual. Mia was always on me about that. Just kick it and keep feelings out of it. Not that Mia was callous, she just preferred to keep things light. Which meant that men were constantly throwing themselves at her.

      Mia was also hot as hell, which couldn’t hurt.

      Grr had looked at me like I was hot as hell. I’d be a liar to say I didn’t like that.

      I did my best to turn my mind away from Grr and me.

      There wasn’t a Grr and me.

      I thought about what was outside of these woods. Worried about Nibbles and his family. Wondered if the state cops had found my car and if they were searching the Pennsylvania woods for my corpse. I hoped Mia didn’t feel too guilty about things. I mean, I hoped she felt somewhat guilty. I’d wanted to go to a ski-resort in the Poconos. Or the beach.

      The sun eased below the horizon.

      Where did Grr go? Was he still sick? What if something had happened to him?

      When the fire looked like it was getting low, I fed it more sticks. Above me, through the gaps in the tree canopy, the twin moons rose. A sonorous thrum sounded as the ground beneath me tremored.

      Something let out a high-pitched scream. The sound cut off with a gurgle, then silence.

      I swallowed, glancing up, hoping nothing was swooping down to carry me away. The way things had been going, I’d do better to assume something was always ready to pounce and eat me.

      Tail streaming fire, a falling star cut over the purple-gray moon. Something in the atmosphere made it glint as it fell. I tracked the path of the meteor—or was it an asteroid?—until it dropped behind the canopy.

      Wishing upon shooting stars was lucky, and stationary stars too. There was a song about the latter one. But was it bad luck to wish on a falling star? Or were they the same things, just looked at from different angles?

      I should have paid more attention in science class.

      The crunch of footsteps and rustle of branches cut through my reverie. I grabbed the raygun, holding it up and praying it would work one more time.

      “Zohee!”

      I breathed again, laying the raygun beside me. Grr stepped out, his form shadowed by the flickering firelight. Four fat lizards hung by their necks from a rope of vines around his waist.

      Grr grinned as he approached, full fang. “Good eat,” he called out, waving a hand towards the dead lizards.

      I swallowed. Just like chicken, I told myself as he unstrung one. With a swift flick of a large, flat rock he’d clearly sharpened for the purpose, he gutted it, dumping its innards on the ground. Then he stabbed the lizard through with a large stick. “Hot,” he said, pushing the lizard kebob over the fire. “Fever. Yes?”

      “Cook,” I said, and he repeated it, the purr in his tone letting me know how pleased he was with his work.

      I forced a smile and took the stick as he pushed it into my hand.

      ‘Just like roasting marshmallows over a fire,’ I told myself. Or hotdogs. I didn’t really want to know what was in those either.

      I had to balance the stick on the lower part of my injured arm, above the wrist cast, in order to try and turn it so the lizard roasted evenly.

      ‘Space chicken,’ I told myself.

      This is a space chicken.

      As the space chicken cooked, the smell of roasting meat made my stomach growl. I was hungry enough to eat it, at least.

      “Thank you, Grr,” I said, realizing I hadn’t earlier. No point in being rude. He’d worked hard for this. And it smelled good.

      Grr grinned. “No thank you,” he said, his cat-eyes shining in the flickering flames.

      His ‘th’ was getting really good.

      Grr stabbed the next three lizards — no, space chickens—and slammed two of the sticks ends-down into the dry dirt so the spitted animals stood like staked heads. A grim warning.

      Don’t mess with Grr.

      Once again, I was glad Grr was on my side.

      Then he took the third and held it over the fire.

      After some time, Grr waved his free hand at me and said, “Eat, Zoe.”

      I pulled my blackened liz... space chicken from the flames and bit carefully at the side where it seemed the fattest. The meat was surprisingly tender, pulling from the spit in easy strips that tasted like a mix of chicken and pork.

      From there, I tore into the meat like I was first in line at an all-you-can-eat rib buffet. Grr finished two in the time it took me to eat one. He offered me a second, but I was full and Grr needed the calories.

      “Eat,” I said.

      Still, he hesitated.

      I touched my stomach, nodded and smiled. “I’m stuffed,” I said. “Eat.”

      Grr chowed down, cracking bones and all. I lay back on the pack and looked up at the patch of sky, hoping to see another falling star. Or a shooting one.

      The air was cooler near the edge of the woods, so I was grateful for the fire. I wished I could ask Grr where we were going or more about this planet or more about himself or anything really. Grr was good company, and attractive, even if he devoured the space chickens bones and all. It was probably more sensible that way. Wasn’t the healthiest part in the marrow?

      I really should have paid more attention in science class.

      Another falling star crossed the open patch of sky.

      “Grr!” I called out, pointing and grinning. “I’m wishing for a bath!” I said.

      I looked at Grr. His expression had gone grim. I could tell from the narrowing of his eyes and how his ears went back. Not to mention the growl.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Was the meteor shower heading for us?

      “Maaarrghlaaahk,” he growled, teeth bared.

      That seemed like a strong reaction to meteors. Or asteroids. Or whatever.

      I didn’t really want to know what I’d missed, but I had to ask. “What are Maaargh—” I coughed. “Laaahk?” I finished, pointing again because with my Grr language skills, I’d probably asked him about licorice-flavored shoes or something equally random.

      “You, me, Maarghlaaahk look. Maaaarghlaaahk want back.”

      The lizard-guys.

      Oh, shit.
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      Overnight, the fire burned to embers, which had the alien female seeking the next best source of heat.

      Me.

      I woke blanketed in Zoe, her leg over my belly, her cheek against my chest, her wild hair tickling my nose, her scent filling my throat as desire built below, making me hard beneath the kilt.

      In that halfway place between waking and sleeping, I imagined the wet heat of Zoe’s mouth and her other, hidden lips. How she’d be hot and tight. The sounds I’d wring from her. The melody of her pleasure.

      I moaned, cupping the curve of her hip as the kilt rubbed against me. Teasing.

      Zoe was teasing too, though she couldn’t know how her innocent movements were driving me mad. She mewled and wiggled against me. “Mmmm.”

      I opened my eyes.

      Hers remained shut, her breathing even.

      Sleep, not seduction.

      I swallowed down a curse and tried to pretend the warmth spreading over my skin was irritation, not desire.

      I was lousy at pretending.

      It was day again, and the sun glowed faintly through thickening clouds above. The air pressure had dropped. Mingled with Zoe was the scent of an oncoming storm. That might help us with the Acciptera—a Solane name—who would be reluctant to descend through a storm to hunt.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully, the electromagnetic disruption would obscure Marlock sensors too. Either that, or the rival search teams would kill each other. Even when working together, Marlock always had rival teams.

      Before the Marlock showed themselves, , I’d planned to rest here, gather supplies, and cross the geyser plains by night while the massive predatory birds slept.

      But a storm was coming, and storms here lasted days. We would need to reach shelter before it arrived.

      Zoe’s kilt had ridden down while she slept, exposing lovely, full breasts. Far fuller than females of our own species. I remembered the feel of her hard nipple in my mouth, and my arousal grew.

      Not torture, exactly. This pain was sweet with promise.

      I had to wake her. Pleasure would do neither of us any good if a storm killed us or we were captured a Marlock search team.

      “Zoe,” I whispered, running my fingers up her side to her shoulder to shake her awake.

      Zoe moaned, a delicious sound I longed to taste on her lips and opened her eyes.

      “Grr?” she said and yawned. “What time is it? Oh!” She sat up in one sudden movement, wrapping her arms over her exposed breasts. “Sorry!”

      I smiled, letting my gaze sweep over her. “Don’t sorry,” I said, deliberately letting my hand rest on my thigh. Her gaze followed the movement, and eyes her widened at the tenting of the kilt over my arousal. Her tongue swept between her lips as her pupils dilated.

      Zoe might be alien, but her interest was the same as mine. She wanted me.

      The sky flashed purple and green, followed by a tremendous clap of thunder.

      Zoe jumped, stumbling backwards a few steps. Her booted foot caught on a root, and arms wheeling, she started to tip backwards.

      I leapt up, slipped arms around her waist, steadying her. Pressing her close.

      “Grr,” Zoe’s voice was low, and she rubbed her cheek against my chest. Then she marked me with her mouth, soft and sweet. “I want you.”

      The implant returned probabilities, but I got her meaning. “I want you,” I repeated, sliding one hand down to cup her rear.

      Thunder crashed again. Zoe tensed in my arms. “Fuck,” she muttered.

      “Yes,” I said, exhaling in frustration.

      The storm would arrive in a few hours, and storms on Shaiyann could go on for days. In the deep woods, I could find a burrow for shelter. But here at the wood’s edge, we were exposed. And the Marlock hunted us.

      As much as I wanted to lose myself in the heat of our mutual desire, it would have to wait until we reached the shelter of the caves. We did not have time to spare.

      “Sorry,” I said, brushing my cheek against her hair. A shock tingled over my skin.

      Then I let her go before lust overcame what little of my will remained. I gathered what remained of our supplies into the pack and shed my boots, stuffing them into the pack.

      Zoe leaned over to hers, and I gave her the gesture of negation, emphasizing it with, “No.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I feel...” the implant did not provide an appropriate word or phrase for, ‘I feel the forming geysers by tremors against my soles so we can avoid them,’ so I just held out my hand. Zoe took it.

      We walked hand in hand as the trees thinned, revealing the geyser plain. It was not technically a plain. Nothing grew on the cracked and shifting plates of rock. I stepped out from the woods to the rock plain, and the heated groundwater beneath warmed my bare soles.

      Zoe followed. Lightening flashed, and Zoe shifted closer to me, her grip tightening.

      “Good,” I reassured her, but my words were swallowed by another clap of thunder.

      We moved as quickly as Zoe could manage with her shorter stride. After so long in the woods, the open expanse made me feel exposed. The scent of electricity mingled with the ozone of coming rain as the wind kicked up, whipping over my fur, shaking my ears and tearing through Zoe’s already wild curls.

      Zoe had sealed her coat over her chest, and she bent her head down as we walked, knees bent, shoulders braced against the wind.

      The ground beneath my feet tremored, a gathering rush of groundwater ready to burst forth some distance ahead of us. I pulled Zoe towards me as a rumbling, different from the loud thunderclaps, sounded beneath us.

      Ahead of us, rock fragmented as the pressure built.

      Crak-kthunt!

      Zoe screamed as a geyser of water shot towards the sky. Hot spray splattered down on us, carried by the wind.

      The geyser spewed another minute or so, its flow easing as the water diverted to another course.

      In the caves, the water was both tamer and cooler, good for bathing. Best not to think of that. Not yet at least.

      We walked.

      As we advanced towards the mountains, massive boulders scattered over the plain. I took care to avoid them. These boulders, broken, fused, and broken again by the constant geysers, were easily dislodged and sent rolling by the shifting ground.

      Above, nearly lost in the howling wind, an Acciptera gave a hunting caw. It was our only warning. I grabbed the disruptor and aimed straight up at the expanse of the avian’s shadow as it dropped at us, claws silver-grey and sharp.

      The disruptor burped a tiny pulse, and the Acciptera screeched again, twisting away. I grabbed Zoe and leapt opposite the avian’s spin. Its claws scraped the cracked rock plain as it flapped its wings, desperate to right itself.

      The Acciptera stumbled, snapping its beak with red-eyed bloodlust, breathing hot, fetid stink.

      It dove at us.

      Zoe screamed.

      The Acciptera flinched, stumbling.

      I fired again.

      Nothing.

      Acciptera wings were built like long-fingered hands, webbed by flexible wing-skin, ending in secondary claws. As the wings spread, lightning flashes mapped the dark veins running through the skin.

      With the blaster spent, I’d have to convince the Acciptera we were not prey. At three times my size, even with it grounded, this was a challenge. Worse, the fact it was out in this storm meant the avian was either desperate or impaired. Or both. Which made it unpredictable.

      I dropped to my palms, ready to pounce, hoping to injure it enough to have it seek other meat.

      Zoe screamed.

      The Acciptera shook its head wildly, bringing a clawed wing-hand to its head as though trying to block the sound.

      “Yes!” I yelled to Zoe.

      Zoe’s eyes were squeezed shut, and she opened them when I spoke. “What?”

      “Talk.” I tried to mimic her scream, but my voice too low and the Acciptera had no reaction. “This. You.”

      Zoe took in a deep breath and screeched, her voice echoing across the geyser plain until it was swallowed by distance and wind.

      The Acciptera leapt into the air, flapping furiously towards the clouds.

      Before I could suggest it, Zoe screamed a third time, waving a fist at the fleeing avian. Another breath. “And stay gone!” she added.

      I went to Zoe’s side, put an arm around her, and pulled her close. With her blunted teeth and fragile keratin coverings instead of sensible claws, my Zoe was still formidable. And so brave, to stand up to a fearsome predator with only a weapon of sound.

      “Amazing,” I told her, knowing it was a high compliment in her language.

      Zoe shook, and at first I thought she might be having an adrenaline reaction from the ceasing of battle, but then she began to trill in amusement. “No,” she said, adding an explanation which the implant tagged with low probabilities as emotional context or possibly modesty.

      “Yes,” I insisted, and risked, for emphasis, “Fuck! Yes!”

      Zoe trilled louder.

      “I wrong?” I asked, wishing I knew what the word meant.

      “No.” Zoe took a breath. “Fuck is right,” she said. “Fuck.” She took my hand and raised it to her lips, marking it with her mouth. Then, she lifted her chin, eyes wide, pupils dark.

      It was foolish to mark her mouth with mine, as she was asking. Doubly foolish to do so on the shifting geyser plains in the path of a coming storm, but a warrior could only be wise for so long.

      In the hunt, there was a time to wait and a time to strike.

      I leaned down and our lips met, heat on heat. She moaned as I cupped her rear, lifting her to me. I claimed her mouth, tasting its hot seam, our tongues meeting as she wrapped her legs around my waist. Her hands rested at the back of my neck, the fingers of her good hand brushing the nape, the base of my braid.

      My maleness unfurled thick and hot with desire. Her tongue touched mine, press and retreat, a chase and hunt as old as time. From her taste, the heady scent of her arousal, and the heat of her mouth, I knew when I took her, when pleasure shattered her around me, this would be more than an exercise in mutual satisfaction. It would be a joining. A promise.

      A mating?

      No.

      All of my reasons to avoid taking a mate stood. Let alone mating with an alien mate from an uninitiated world who might not understand mating as I did, a bond for life.

      A drop of rain splatted against my cheek.

      None of this would matter at all if we did not reach the caves.

      We had an hour, maybe less, before the rain began in earnest.

      I broke the kiss. “Zoe,” I whispered as another fat drop of rain splattered against her forehead. “We now must have to walk run.”
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      Grr knew where he was going, which looked like the base of a dead mountain. If mountains could be dead. There were no woods or snowy peaks. Instead, I realized after watching a bolt of electricity hit and spark, this mountain was rocky and smudged with  burn marks from frequent lightning strikes.

      Joy.

      I hoped Grr didn’t plan for us to climb it, but I guessed we’d cross that road when we got there. As we walked towards the mountains, more boulders scattered around. Grr gave them a wide berth, pulling me along as bands of rain swept over the plain.

      It was miserable going, but champagne happiness bubbled inside me as we walked... well, jogged... well, as Grr half-dragged me over the cracked ground.

      Grr still liked me.

      He likes me! He likes me!

      I was one step from writing Zoe and Grr on the notebook of my mind and enclosing it in a heart.

      Okay, so I was totally doing that.

      It wasn’t just the kiss, though kissing Grr had been way hot. He’d lifted me like I was nothing, his chest rumbling against my breasts, sending shivers of desire through me. The heat of his mouth, the touch of fang, his smell, all of it turned me on. Grr was the total package. Built like a brick duplex, and the sleek fur made touching him a special pleasure.

      But more than that, I liked Grr. He could have fucked me after I’d gotten drunk on that fruit, but he’d held back. He was considerate even when it made trouble for him. And he had a good sense of humor. Better than most of the other guys I’d dated. Not that I had a large history there.

      Of course, it was stupid to think of this as more than sex. I didn’t even know how Grr’s people did relationships. Or if they did relationships. He was like a cat, and male cats got around.

      And while Grr was getting better at English, I couldn’t even say hello in his language. Most of our conversations centered on food, “you’re amazing,” and “run!”

      So the Grr & Zoe 4Ever in doodled hearts was premature. Still, a girl could dream and enjoy.

      Emphasis on enjoy.

      Grr froze, his nostrils flaring. He held a hand out, palm flat and down. I’d already stopped and held my breath. Anything that got Grr’s fur up would probably tear me to bits.

      Two fingers in front of his eyes, he gestured ahead and slightly to our right. I noticed the boulder straightaway. Lightning flashed, and I saw a glint of steel.

      It was a downed pod, like the one we’d escaped on but bigger. A group of figures in black gathered around it. One threw its arms up in the air, looking, as far as I could tell, pissed off.

      None of them seemed to have noticed us, but that was due to luck more than anything we’d done. I put my index finger over my lips, miming “shhhh,” and nodded.

      Grr gave me a faint smile, a slight upturn at the left corner of his mouth.

      We backed off of the lizard-guy posse. The rain was picking up. Another geyser spouted, too close for comfort. The ground beneath us shifted, and I stumbled. Something rumbled, and I realized a boulder between us and the lizard-guys had dislodged and was rolling. Not towards us, thankfully.

      I stopped, stared.

      The lizard-guys were also staring at the boulder. Which meant we were in their line of sight.

      Grr grabbed me and dove for the ground, twisting his body so I landed on his chest as a blue arc of flame sizzled through the space where we had been.

      Guess the lizard-guys had seen us.

      Grr hugged me tightly, rolled, and then somehow sprung to his feet. He let out a hard exhale, took a breath, grabbed me, and ran, low and hard.

      He moved in a zig-zag motion. This, unlike our earlier pace, took real effort for him. I just hung on as best I could and hoped this mad dash would be enough to save our lives.

      Another blast scorched the ground ahead of us, and Grr spun hard left, running again.

      The dead mountain ridge was closer now, and the ground inclined. There was less cracked rock and more mud now, and the rain was falling harder. Grr bounded up, holding me tightly with one hand and using the other to steady himself.

      A third blast passed close enough that I felt the heat of it on my cheek as Grr dove with a grunt of effort into a hollow behind a large rock. The landing knocked the breath from my lungs, and my injured wrist smacked against his chest. I saw white, swallowing a cry of pain.

      They were firing full-out at the boulder now, and it glowed with a sizzling sound and the smell of burning dirt.

      We couldn’t stay here. The lizard-guys had us cornered. And they had working rayguns.

      Panting, Grr let me go.

      I dropped to the ground. It looked different, more solid. Behind us rose a ridge, jagged and pocked, the area closest to us jutting out from its base, almost like an awning long enough to shield us from the rain. Unfortunately, they’d have a clear shot if we stood there. Not that this boulder was going to hold out for long either.

      Rain beat down, streaming through my hair and into my eyes. The lizard-guy’s coat was pretty waterproof, but I couldn’t say the same for the kilt. The exposed strip hung soggy, sticking to my thighs.

      Grr dropped into a crouch, and crawling to the edge of our protective rock, he peered out.

      Another blast.

      “Stop that!” I whispered at him. Not that mattered. We were screwed.

      The boulder glowed a few seconds longer after the last blast. I wondered how long it would take for the rayguns to destroy our shelter altogether. Would it explode or melt?

      Grr rifled through the backpack, pulling out his boots and shoving his clawed feet into them. Maybe he had a plan. Maybe he just didn’t want to die barefoot. My mom had always said it was bad to die in dirty underwear. Maybe for Grr’s mom had said the same thing about boots.

      It’s weird what you think about when you’re about to get vaporized.

      Knees bent, Grr lay down and braced his feet against the base of the boulder.

      Oh!

      Smart Grr. He wanted to roll the boulder onto the lizard-guys who were, hopefully, running towards us.

      I lay beside him, ready to leg-press with all of my limited strength.

      Grr took a breath, and I did the same.

      Push!

      The boulder wobbled, maybe an inch.

      Grr growled frustration. So did I, but he did it better. More practice.

      At least we’d die together. I lay my bad hand on his forearm. “I like you Grr,” I said, pretty sure he couldn’t hear that over the rain and wind.

      Grr and I tried again. My thighs had never had such a workout.

      The boulder wobbled again, and from behind us, a hissing sound mingled with the roar of an oncoming train.

      I sat up, twisted to see. A wave of dirt rippled along the surface of the dead mountains towards us.

      Uh-oh.
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      My mind slowed as it does when your next decision balances on the edge of life and death.

      Mudslides on Shaiyann were fierce, brief, and best avoided. Too late for that now. We stood no chance of outrunning this force of nature.

      But there was the ridge behind us. It extended out enough to cover us from the worst of the mud. If the rock shelf sheltering us did not crack and fall, crushing us.

      No choice.

      For the short time we hugged the base of the ridge, we’d be exposed. I was betting on the Marlock deciding that saving their own scaly hides was worth more than killing us.

      Unfortunately, the Marlock’s craving for glory often outweighed their sense of self-preservation.

      To say this was the least bad option did not make it a good one.

      At least we’d die on our feet. Scorched by disruptor fire or crushed by rocks and maybe drowned by mud, but on our feet.

      I grabbed the pack and Zoe and bounded for the ridge, doing my best to put the boulder between us and the Marlock as long as possible to prevent them from having a clear shot. Pushing Zoe against the rock, I shielded her with my body. Even if the shelf held, some small debris, propelled by the slide, would hit us. Better me than Zoe with her fragile frame and delicate skin.

      Zoe pressed her face to my chest. If her eyes dripped, the tough, waterproof fabric of the Marlock coat meant I did not feel it.

      Soon, the roar of the slide swallowed all other sounds. I held Zoe close, the feel of her reminding me we still lived.

      For this breath and maybe the next.
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      I screamed until the fury passed. I screamed my throat raw, the heat and strength of Grr’s arms around me the only thing rooting me in place. Somewhere in the din came a horrible crunch, and I was sure the rocks above us had cracked and would fall, pummeling us into the dirt.

      But they didn’t.

      Grr’s scent, that hint of gingerbread, filled my nose, mingling with the smell of mud and rock. I’d cried on him, snotted up his coat. My legs shook. My entire body shook.

      In the avalanche's aftermath, rain tapped a steady rhythm, punctuated by the plop of dripping mud and the rattle-tap of settling rock.

      Grr’s breath tickled my hair as he said, “Zoe,” in a soft, gravelly growl.

      I swallowed. My throat was dry, and it ached. Screaming for five straight minutes will do that to a throat.

      Grr was rumbling, a comforting almost purr. I wondered if he’d been doing that the whole time. Grr petted my hair in long strokes, his palm skimming the surface of my tangled curls. He repeated my name.

      “I’m okay,” I croaked.

      Was the avalanche over?

      Grr stepped back and touched the side of my face. His cat-eyed pupils narrowed, studying me.

      I was scaring Grr. That wasn’t good.

      “We should walk,” I said, not because I wanted to or because I had any idea where we should walk. I just didn’t want to stay here, hoping the next mudslide or something else in these dead mountains didn’t kill us.

      Like those lizard-guys.

      Grr brushed the pad of his thumb over my cheek. The claw tip, mostly retracted, grazed my skin with the lightest pressure.

      I breathed in and tried to relax my shoulders. Grr leaned towards me and pressed his lips to my forehead. It wasn’t quite a kiss, more a brush of skin on skin, but the warmth of it passed through me. A comfort and a promise.

      Grr pecked the tip of my nose, and something inside me eased. I was still scared, but it wasn’t the same blood-freezing, paralyzing terror as before. I lifted my chin, and he whispered my name against my lips, elongating it with a hint of a purr that made the two syllables something special between us.

      “Grr,” I returned, and then he was kissing me. A slow exploration of my mouth, a thorough claiming that sent shivers of pleasure all through me.

      I don’t know how long we kissed. Couldn’t have been very long. Grr pulled away first. “Grr and Zoe,” he said. “Yes.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, and something in his expression made me wonder what I had just agreed to.

      I put that question away. I wanted Grr. Grr wanted me. We’d work out the rest when we weren’t running for our lives.

      Grr dropped into a crouch to take the backpack. Mud soaked the bottom quarter. My lizard-guy boots were also ankle-deep in mud. I lifted my right foot, freeing it with a soupy, farting sound.

      It squelched back down, sinking slowly as I lifted the other foot. So I could walk. The faster we got out of this mud though, the better. Grr shook the pack, and globs of mud slid and dropped. Then he swung it over his shoulder with a wince.

      Grr’s back, already injured by the lizard-guys’ abuse, had been most exposed to the falling mud and rock. While the coat had repelled some of it, I could see when he turned that it hadn’t held up all the way. A gash ran through the fabric of his shoulder and underneath the backpack strap. It didn’t look like the slash had reached his skin, but that didn’t mean other cuts hadn’t cut deeper.

      Grr had put himself between me and an avalanche. James, my last boyfriend, hadn’t even been willing to give up the last nacho in the bucket, let alone stand between me and an avalanche or a giant, hungry spider.

      Honestly, Grr was superior in all areas to anyone I’d dated. Or even crushed on. And he wanted me.

      I had a hard time wrapping my mind around that, but I couldn’t ignore the evidence. Even through the layer of thick kilt, I’d felt his cock was definitely into me.

      I was willing to let the rest work itself out, provided we could find somewhere warm and dry where nobody was trying to shoot at us or have us for dinner. A difficult task out here in the wider universe.

      It was still raining, a steady tum-tap-tip. Grr took my hand again, and we stepped out from beneath our awning. The lizard-guy coat lacked a hood, a major design flaw, though maybe they were more like frogs than lizards and liked getting their faces wet.

      The avalanche had dislodged our boulder and sent it rolling somewhere. I didn’t see it. No lizard-guys either, though the orange-red mud made it difficult to see more than the outlines of things in the avalanche’s path. Without the boulder obstructing the view, the geyser plain spread out below, the canopy of forest a greyed-out, rainy smudge in the far distance.

      If any of the lizard-guys had survived, they weren’t moving around looking for us. I doubted they’d gotten out of the way too easily. I couldn’t see their ship, and I didn’t think it had been in the best shape before the avalanche.

      We squelch-farted through the soupy, orange-red remains of the mudslide. It was slow going. Broken branches floated along our path. Falling pebbles made my heart leap as I looked around frantically for an aftershock.

      Did avalanches have aftershocks?

      When we reached the edge of the mudslide’s path, I was panting, my eyes stung with exhaustion, and my legs felt like lead blocks.

      We sat and caught our breath on scattering of large rocks. The sun had set at some point while we were walking, and the twin moonlight glowed faintly through the thick cloud cover.

      We walked again, the ground angling upwards. Grr was looking for something. He’d stop, tell me to wait, and then bound off towards some crevice or rock formation he’d seen. Stopping was fine with me. Even with the rain, I was practically swaying on my feet. And I could barely see, so I had to walk with a shuffling step to keep from tripping.

      “Zohee!”

      Grr bounded back to me with far more energy than he’d shown the last four times he’d run off to look for whatever he was looking for. He took my hand. “Walk,” he said, with more levity in his tone than I’d heard since our fight with the baby spiders.

      I followed. This was the most walking I’d ever done in my life. Forget weight-loss apps. The key to a beach body was to get abducted by aliens, escape, and run for your life across a nightmare planet.

      By the time Grr told me to stop again, I admit I was humming animated musicals just to keep from falling over. If Grr had been inclined to throw me over his shoulder again, I’d have gone for it. But I figured he had to be at least as tired as I was, more since he’d been doing most of the running around.

      We stopped in front of a jagged crevice in the rock.

      Grr pulled me in after him.

      It was serial-killer-cellar dark, with a cool, cave-like smell. The floor inclined downwards very slightly, but it was smooth with no rocks, twigs, or other hazards to trip me up. That alone was worth the price of admission. That and the fact it wasn’t raining on me anymore.

      “Good,” Grr encouraged me as we went deeper.

      Of course, Grr could see. I wasn’t resentful, exactly. Just tired. Very, very tired.

      The path ahead of us seemed a bit brighter. I blinked, at first figuring the exhaustion and darkness was getting to me, had me making up things to feel more comfortable. But it was brighter. Grr’s outline stood out more sharply against the glow behind him, which gave his fur a slightly golden cast.

      I could see the walls now, and they arced outwards, widening as we walked. It was also warmer here. Caves on earth didn’t get warmer inside, did they?

      Score one point for the alien planet.

      Finally, the crevice path opened up into a large cave.

      My breath caught as Grr stepped aside, revealing the cavern that would be our home, at least for tonight. A glowing, yellow-green light came from what looked like patches of soft moss along the ground, walls, and high, domed ceiling. Flecks of glowing yellow-white motes floated like tiny fireflies above.

      In the center of the cave was a large, flat pool. Steam wisped over it as glowing spots almost like flower petals drifted along the surface.

      Grr unsealed his coat, dropping it to the ground beside one of the thick moss patches. Scars crisscrossed the expanse of his broad muscular back, matting the fur. I was caught between admiration, lust, and sympathy for his pain. Then Grr dropped his kilt, and the balance tilted to admiration.

      I didn’t think I’d ever seen an ass that firm and defined. My mouth watered, wanting to run my hands over it and, purely for cross-cultural study, figure out if all of those muscles were even possible.

      Grr dipped his toe into the water and let out a low, satisfied sound. In a fluid series of movements, he squatted, leaned on his palms, and swung his feet to dangle in the water.

      Grr twisted back towards me and grinned, all mischief and... was that anticipation?

      He patted the ledge beside him. “Good,” he said.

      My whole body flushed. I was still exhausted. But just like how after Thanksgiving there’s always room for pie, somewhere inside me, I found a second wind for Grr.

      Even without Grr’s invitation and the sheer, mouthwatering temptation of him, I’d have wanted to get clean. Two days of hiking across this planet and running from various angry creatures, not to mention the mudslide, and I was a mess.

      Of course, that meant I’d have to get naked too.

      Stupid to be shy. We’d both shared the same cell naked as the day we were born, and Grr clearly had no issues with nudity. Not that he needed to. Grr had nothing to be shy about.

      I took a breath and unsealed the coat, folding it and putting it next to Grr’s. That was the easy part. Next came my makeshift kilt-dress.

      A breath, a pull, and that was on the ground too.

      In for a penny, in for a pound, as they said. Or in this case, in for the full monty. Now I was mixing metaphors.

      It’s crazy what you think about when you’re about to share a cavern hot tub with the sexiest man you’ve ever dreamed of kissing, human or not.

      I left my kilt where it fell, walked to his side, and sat, gently lowering my feet into the steaming water with a moan of pleasure. The temperature was perfect, hot enough to warm the shivers in my soul and relax the muscles of my feet and calves, easing out the small aches terror and exhaustion had masked.

      “Good?” Grr asked. He lifted a mass of hair from my chest and over my shoulder. His finger lingered a moment on my skin.

      My cheeks were warm from more than the water. I turned to him. In the glow of the moss and fireflies above, his eyes shone soft gold, the pupils wide.

      Our thighs almost touched, and I imagined I could feel the heat off of him, mingling with the heat of the pool.

      Grr slipped an arm around my waist. “Come,” he said, and my pussy pulsed. Then he leaned forward, pulling me with him into the water.

      “Fuck!” I started, surprised that I had dropped and kicking to keep afloat.

      Except Grr had me, his arm around my waist. My toes touched the ground, and I realized the pool was on an incline, deepening towards the center. Here, the water reached just below my shoulders. My breasts, without the constraint of a bathing suit, bobbed upwards in the water.

      They really are floatation devices, I thought, and then laughter overtook me. I stood facing Grr, laughing like an idiot, unable to stop it even as I knew this wasn’t humor but something between anticipation and dread, lust and an emotion I didn’t dare allow myself.

      Too soon. Too much distance between us.

      Grr dropped under the water. He stayed submerged long enough for me to begin to worry, though I felt the disturbance of his movements through the water. When he surfaced, he held a handful of sand. He rubbed the sand in his palms and held it out under my nose.

      I sniffed it. The smell was sweet, fruity almost, a mix of berry and lemon.

      “Good?” Grr asked.

      I nodded. “Very.”

      Grr rubbed the sand over my shoulders and neck. It was softer than I expected sand to be, and I felt cleaner as it scrubbed the remaining flecks of mud from my skin. I breathed a soft sigh of sheer pleasure at the feel of the sand and Grr’s hands on my skin. The joy of being clean. The joy of being touched.

      I wanted to touch Grr too, and I reached out, petting down his sides. The fur was smooth and wet and luxurious against my skin. A different luxury from the sand. One I wanted to taste.

      When Grr dropped down for another handful of sand, I ducked my head under the water, relishing in the feel of it through my hair. I felt around on the ground with my good hand for some of the sweet, soapy sand.

      The cast on my wrist was holding up, thankfully, and the hot water soothed the throbbing pain. It eased all the aches in my body, all except arousal, which was growing sharper and more insistent every time Grr touched me.

      Grr scrubbed sand into my hair next, something I normally would have discouraged as my hair was a difficult beast. But dirty as it was, a little sand couldn’t make it worse, and Grr’s fingers felt too good on my scalp. I scrubbed sand on his belly and chest, my fingers brushing the small nubs of his nipples, just like a human male’s—except, judging by his swift intake of breath, more sensitive than most.

      I did it again, liking that I’d gotten a reaction from him.

      Grr let out the rumbling growl I’d come to know as his laugh. He took one of my nipples between his fingers with a light pinch that sent pleasure straight down to my sex.

      “You like?” Grr asked, slipping his other arm around me, his palm resting on the base of my spine, just above the curve of my ass. He held my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, gently massaging it.

      I moaned, squirming a little in the water.

      “Good?” Grr asked again, pulling me closer so I could feel the brush of his furred skin against my other breast.

      “Yes.”

      Grr grinned. “Very?”

      I smiled. “Fuck yes.”

      Grr’s eyes narrowed. “What is fuck?” Even without the surly expression, the sharper growl in his words made clear his frustration.

      I laughed, and for a second, he looked even grumpier. I stood on my toes and pressed a kiss to his chin. As my nipples brushed the sculpted magnificence of his chest, my thigh slid over further evidence of his desire.

      “I’ll show you,” I said, raising fingers to my eyes in a mirror of his ‘look’ motion. I wasn’t sure if it was enough to explain my intentions, but if he didn’t get it now, he would soon.

      They did say most communication was nonverbal.
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      Zoe wrapped her legs around my waist and took my mouth. I could get used to her species’ easy mouth-marking behavior. Desire swelled, a rush of pleasure at the heat of her lips, the heat of the water, and the fractionally hotter pulse of her sex against my skin.

      Was this ‘fuck’?

      Did I care?

      Every part of me firmed in anticipation as our mouth-marking deepened. Her thigh rubbed over my hardening tail. Days of wanting her had me quickly swelling to my full length. She was bare of fur except on the top of her head and over her sex, a secret veil to treasures I wanted to plumb until she shuddered in ecstasy beneath me.

      If this was the usual Shaiyann storm, the rains would go on for at least a few days. We had enough supplies, supplemented with some edible fungi, to stay here until the rain passed. In that time, I intended to discover everything about what brought this female ecstasy and bury myself in her until there was only pleasure and us.

      I threaded fingers through the hair on her head, grasping it at the base and pulling lightly.

      Zoe moaned, her tongue caressing mine as her eyes fell shut and she rubbed her rough furred sex against me, eliciting another sigh.

      Her sex was hotter and slicker than the water, and from the way she tilted her hips, I suspected the seat of her pleasure was similarly located to other females I had enjoyed.

      Zoe ended our mouth-marking, licking and kissing along my jaw. I could not argue with that, especially when she raised her opposite hand to caress the ridge of my ear. It was dangerous to touch a male’s ear without permission, as the area was nearly as sensitive as our lower spear. But despite having no instruction, Zoe swept her soft finger pads with just the right pressure.

      Pleasure, sheer bliss.

      My lower spear strained in the water. I leaned into her touch until the pleasure of it grew almost painful.

      “Enough teasing,” I murmured, knowing she did not understand and not caring. I walked her to the edge of the pool and leaned her back against it. I wanted nothing but her slick, wet heat, but I could not let that lower head rule me, not yet. Not until she begged me.

      And to do that, I would need to learn exactly what gave her pleasure. As the hunter stalked his prey, I mapped her body with my fingers and tongue, seeking what made her flush, thrash, and moan.

      I marked her neck with my mouth, noting that the scrape of my fang along her skin made her shiver and pull me closer.

      “Grr,” Zoe moaned, petting my hips and rear, her legs parting for me. I slid a finger between her lower lips as I marked her collarbone and the crest of her breast. The sweet soap-sand mixed with the salt of her soft, bare skin. Her sex was slick for me, and I slipped a finger in, exploring her folds. She had a lovely shape, reminiscent of the Goddess flower of my home-world. I kept my claw firmly retracted, careful to move slowly, feeling for the crest of her pleasure.

      A tiny nub, but I knew I was right when she mewled, grinding against me.

      I smiled and took her nipple into my mouth.

      “Grr!” she cried, her body caught in the carnal dance of sexual pleasure.

      I sucked her nipple, giving her the same touch of fang that had made her moan when applied to her neck.

      Zoe cried out, reaching blindly to touch me, pull me close as her muscles tightened. It was adorable how she offered herself, pushing her breast into my mouth and then shying away as the pleasure grew more intense.

      I wanted to lose myself in her, but first, I wanted to unravel her. I circled that tiny nub, so small and so potent.

      “Fuck,” Zoe’s moaned, throwing her head back against the wall of the bathing pool. Afraid she had injured herself, I hesitated, lifting my mouth from her breast.

      Zoe’s eyes shot open, and she grabbed my hips, pushing her sex against the head of my sex. “Fuck,” she ordered, and I let the translation implant’s probabilities wash away in the slick heat of her sex on mine.

      I pressed myself against her entrance, careful to tease the ridges of my head against that tiny nub that brought her so much pleasure. Males of the Pride were uncommonly large, and as much as I wanted to lose myself in her, I wanted to feel her come apart first.

      “Grr, please! Please!” Zoe cried, grinding herself against me with abandon as I took her other nipple between my fingers, pinching it. “Fuuuck,” she breathed.

      My head filled her entrance, and she pushed down, her body wanting more. I rocked against her, teasing her inexorably towards that peak. Pleasure built, filling my head as the glands at my base slicked in preparation for our joining.

      I rested a palm behind her head as her body tensed, back arching, and she cried out, her sex pulsing around my head as she came undone.

      She was, if possible, slicker and hotter than before, and my will, already tried, frayed nearly to snapping. I pushed inside, thanking the Claw when she met me, her sex sheathing me in slippery heat, the pulse of her pleasure milking mine as she took me to my root.

      Her eyes widened as her sex touched the pleasure glands at the base of my shaft.

      “Grr...,” Zoe breathed as another peak built.

      “Fuck?” I asked, pulling out a third and then pushing in again, feeling for where her sex welcomed mine, where pleasure built inside.

      “Oh! Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!” Zoe’s words went to probabilities as I thrust again, sensation washing away thought as she shattered around me a second time.
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      I came. Came again. Grr’s cock filled me, heating my lips, my clit, my g-spot and other spots I hadn’t even known existed but now pulsed and screamed for him.

      I came a third time, the pleasure approaching pain as he came in hot streams inside me. My inner walls twitched. His cock head grew, and whatever made my clit still ache with desire after three, God help me, three orgasms was now promising a fourth peak that built from deep inside.

      I was screaming myself raw again. Grr, ever considerate, cradled my head as I writhed against him. I kissed his chest, his shoulder, his mouth as I pulled him closer, wanting to feel every part of him on me, wanting this moment to go on and on even as this tsunami of want and pleasure and need broke me again and again.

      Fuck.

      I came a fourth time, tiny pulses that left me floating in a haze of satisfaction. Grr kissed me, slow and sweet, one hand cupping my jaw, the other hang gripping the edge of the pool to keep us from going under.

      If left to me, we’d have drowned. I literally didn’t have the energy to care. At least I’d die happy with him inside me. Filling me.

      Sparks of pleasure glinted like fireflies inside, and I knew I would not let Grr go. Not now. Not ever.

      Great sex could make a girl a little crazy, I knew.

      Sex like this?

      This was the kind of pleasure governments and religions tried to ban because if they didn’t, society would collapse.

      Time passed. My fingers and toes had pruned up when Grr’s cock slipped from me. He kissed my mouth, slow and sweet. Then he lifted me onto the ledge of the pool.

      I sat, feet dangling in the water, just breathing as Grr climbed up beside me. He touched my hair, petting it and then squeezing water from it. After so long in the water, the temperature of the cave felt cooler, and goosebumps pebbled my skin as Grr finished with my hair and slipped an arm around my waist.

      Smiling, I touched his face. Loose from his braid, his dark hair hung almost like a mane around his face, falling just below his shoulders. Unlike my hair, his was straight and did not seem to tangle.

      Lucky Grr.

      Lucky me, to have a Grr, even if I couldn’t expect it to last.

      To say I wasn’t lucky in relationships was an understatement. Of the three guys I’d seriously dated, James: ‘Pry the last nacho from my cold-dead fingers,’ had been my best relationship.

      Until now.

      Grr and I made out for a few minutes, soft and sweet. His cock wasn’t hard but not exactly flaccid either, which considering how long we’d gone at it was a marvel. I had to pull back as a yawn overcame me.

      Grr purr-laughed. “We sleep?” he asked, waving towards the patch of glowing moss next to where we had dropped our clothes.

      I wondered if the moss would be safe to sleep on, but it looked soft, and I’d have slept on the stone ground if it came to that. Grr stood and held out a hand. I took it, and we walked hand in hand to our makeshift bed.

      I touched the moss cautiously with my fingertips to see if it itched or scraped. But the moss was soft, almost furry, though I preferred Grr’s fur. When I didn’t immediately break into hives, I reached for my clothes to see if anything was dry enough to use as a sheet or pillow.

      Grr, not so picky, simply stretched out on the moss with an arm behind his head. He grinned, full fang, and patted the moss beside him. My borrowed kilt was still damp, but the outside layer of the waterproof coat had dried out enough to roll it into a pillow. Which I did, and laid down beside Grr, wedging the pillow under my head before I rolled onto my side and put my arm around him. Or at least laid it over the expanse of his wide, muscular chest.

      There was a lot of Grr to hug.

      Grr turned his head to me and rubbed his nose against the tip of mine. He was purring again, and so was I, mentally, which was good enough.

      The caves—because there were more of them—were a refuge from the nightmare we’d lived the past however many days since the lizard-guys had snatched me out of my car. We woke, bathed, fucked, slept, and with handfuls of glowing moss to light our way, got familiar with the rest of our temporary home.

      There was a convenient smaller cave for relieving ourselves, with a flow of water streaming away from the bathing pool and down, down, somewhere else. Another cave had an ice-cold spring that, with the lizard-guys’ purification tablets, tasted like the commercials made you think mountain water was supposed to taste. A third cave had another pool, this one with floating yellow cucumbers. When we singed them with the slight remaining juice of the raygun—I think it recharged some overnight, from the air maybe, I didn’t know— the cucumbers tasted like slick cinnamon bread.

      Our time there was a dream, the kind that leaves your thighs wet and your pussy throbbing in the morning. No matter how many times Grr took me or I took Grr—he liked it when I rode him—I wanted more. And that thing he did when he came and filled me up, locking us together with starbursts of mini-orgasms...

      Grr had pretty much ruined me for any other man.

      I did my best to return the favor. I straddled his cock and rubbed his ears until his hips thrust, his length gliding along my seam, a slow build to bliss. I took him in my mouth, and though I couldn’t handle his entire length, he squirmed and thrust into my mouth, growl-purring with obvious pleasure.

      He tasted salt and sour and something else that swept tingling heat over my tongue and relaxed my throat. It sent shivers of pleasure down, tightening my nipples and settling in my belly, a diffuse arousal that slicked my pussy.

      And his tongue on my clit...

      The second time he’d licked and sucked my pussy to cascading orgasms, we lay in each other’s arms on our mossy bed as his cock slowly softened inside me, and Grr murmured against my hair, “Zoe, you say?”

      “Huh?” After your third orgasm, the brain shorts out a little. “Say what?”

      “Yes.”

      “You want me to talk?”

      “Yes, you talk. Please.”

      “About what?”

      “Talk.”

      So I did. I jumped from topic to topic, telling him about my mom and how before she met my stepdad, she’d taken me with her to her job at the bakery, and I’d play for hours with a pile of dough, making princesses and castles and giant snakes. I told him about our cat Fran and the litter of kittens she’d had three months later. I told him about what I’d thought when I’d first met him. I told him about Mia, and how I’d gotten abducted, and how Grr was the best thing that had come from that experience.

      For as long as this thing with Grr lasted.

      I kept that thought to myself.

      “Why you are sad?” Grr asked. I’d gotten so used to his growly way of speaking, I hardly noticed it, but that was a deeper and more complicated question than he’d ever asked before.

      I forced a smile. “Not sad,” I said, running my hand along the eight packs of his abs. Grr put Greek sculptures to shame. All of them. “I like you, Grr.”

      “I like you, Zoe,” Grr said.

      “You’ve gotten so much better at English!” I said. “I mean, you were incredible before, but...”

      “You speak. I hear. I learn.” Grr tapped the back of his head. “I have... English oven. No. Machine.”

      “App?” I suggested. “Chip?”

      Grr nodded, but his brows lowered at the same time, an expression of questioning that mirrored humans.

      It made sense. Grr had some kind of chip or translation app in his brain. And that made him learn English quickly. Other languages too, I figured. They wouldn’t have just put a chip in his head to learn English. He didn’t look like he expected to meet any humans.

      It made me wonder how many languages were out there in the wider universe. How many aliens? How many other women?

      Grr traced my cheek with his fingertips. “I like you smile, not cry. Don’t cry, Zoe.”

      “I’m not going to cry,” I said, scrunching closer on the moss bed. Flecks of bioluminescence clung to his fur, making the ends glow. On my bare skin, it smudged more often than not. Grr didn’t seem to mind. He ran a claw through the moss, breaking it apart and gathering some on his fingerpad.

      He dabbed a glob on the tip of my nose.

      I wrinkled it, knowing I had to look like the green version of Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

      Zoe, the Green-Nosed—?

      Grr rubbed his flat, wide nose against the tip of mine, so when he pulled away, eyes sparkling, a smear of moss juice stuck to him too. His cock swelled against my thigh as his fingers moved to trace the pulse and tendons of my neck.

      Grr, the Green-Nosed Sex Beast?

      I could live with that.

      I could live a lifetime with that. With Grr, whatever color he turned his nose.

      “Grr, do you have a girlfriend?” I asked.

      “Girl? Friend?”

      Yeah, ramblings of my childhood baking adventures wouldn’t give him the word for that.

      I hadn’t talked about my exes. It’s bad form to talk about your exes, and I didn’t want to frame myself as someone’s else’s ex, either. That moved to conversations about breaking up, and I wasn’t ready to think about endings yet. I didn’t want to leave this place. This fantasy of a life together.

      We’d have to leave these caves soon. Even supplementing our diet with the cinnamon-bread cave-cucumbers, we were running low on meal bars. While I was pretty sure there had to be some alien aloe vera in Grr’s cock, eventually my body was going to break under all of the sex.

      It’d be worth it, though, to learn how much I could take. An experiment.

      Grr tasted of cinnamon bread and himself, which was the best taste. We’d bathed each other thoroughly earlier that day, though I’d lost track of days and nights here. Since arriving, Grr had put on his kilt, coat, and boots and tracked out the way we’d came three times, each time returning with a head shake and one word, “Rain.”

      I’d never been so grateful for rain.

      Grr didn’t seem upset either, though he definitely had a destination in mind and a schedule of some kind. Also, I wanted to get away from those lizard-guys—Maarhklock, as Grr called them—before they found us. And Grr was definitely taking us somewhere else.

      I trusted Grr’s judgment.

      Grr pulled away, kissing my cheek and nuzzling my earlobe. He whispered, “Zoe is sweet.”

      Butterflies fluttered in my belly. If it had just been sex, I’d have been able to accept the end of us, but Grr caught me off-guard with his sweetness. His words. His touch. Grr was a cuddler.

      As we lay together, he held me tightly to his chest, rubbing his cheek over my hair and kissing my hairline, cheek, shoulder. His gaze and his ears followed me when I left his side. Protection? Possession?

      Grr traced my nipple with his thumb, a tickling pleasure, but my body tightened with anticipation. I knew what he did to me, and my body wanted more.

      Everything.

      Grr’s cock brushed my leg, the tip tickling the sensitive skin between my thigh and hair. I parted my legs, and he shifted, rubbing the length of himself along the seam of my pussy.

      “How many?” Grr asked, rolling my nipple between his fingers. It tightened, pulsing pleasure below, which was getting wet for him.

      “Huh?”

      Grr slipped the head of his cock into my entrance, his ridges brushing my clit. “How many?” He asked with another shallow thrust.

      I lost count.
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      The rain stopped.

      I told myself this was for the best. We had four more days of travel, at a minimum, to reach the nearest colony settlement. And it wasn’t as though we couldn’t, as Zoe said, fuck again.

      But here, we were safe. Out there, I would have to keep some part of my attention on our surroundings. Even if we were lucky and the Marlock thought Zoe and I had perished with the others of their kind in the avalanche, we would still have to be wary of predators. After a storm, it was especially dangerous. Prey would gather at the newly filled lake, rivers, and streams. And we would need those for fresh water.

      And after, Zoe would want to return to her world.

      I had pleasured her. I knew that. She said she liked me, and my implant translated her affection at a 98% probability. As close to certain as any communication.

      But Zoe held a hidden sadness. One she’d hinted at with her question, but my implant had translated it as a female friend, with a 54% probability of an unknown, alternative meaning. Did Zoe want to know if I had a mate? Was she interested in having me as her mate?

      The thought excited me, but I wasn’t prepared to answer until I knew what she meant. Or how mating worked for her species.

      I was not prepared to share her. The thought of having another male touch her sparked a rage that could only be quelled by blood.

      Zoe was my female.

      No, I could not afford to think of her as mine until I knew she would accept my mating mark. Something I could not offer without her understanding the bond we would share.

      As I stepped from the crevice into our cave, Zoe sat up, yawning on our shared moss bed. “Rain?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Oh.”

      “Yes.”

      “Guess that means we have to go.” Zoe didn’t look eager to leave, which made me feel a little better.

      I nodded. The bio-battery in the disruptor had recharged enough for two, maybe three full-strength blasts. I’d explored farther into the cave system while Zoe slept and found no other exit, unfortunately. We’d have to leave the way we came and hope no Marlock were around, searching for us.

      The next team would probably be smart enough to avoid parking their ship directly on the plain, unfortunately.

      Zoe stood up and stretched, her soft, warm body tempting me to taste her once more before we left. But if I started, we’d lose the day, and we were running low on supplies.

      I’d hoped my desire for Zoe would ease as I lost myself in her again and again, but it only increased.

      Maybe it was the knowledge this was temporary.

      I imagined her belly full with our child, and my lower spear twitched beneath the kilt.

      No. It wasn’t the fleeting nature of our joining that captivated me. I wanted Zoe as my lover and my mate.

      We packed up quickly, more quickly than I wanted, though I was glad we would have most of the day to hike. Zoe’s night vision was not as good as mine, so we would not be able to travel safely by moonlight. That meant I could sleep with Zoe in my arms, though the sweet screams of her climaxes would give us away to the Marlock and other predators.

      Zoe had pulled the kilt back over her breasts before sealing the coat. The costume was still ridiculous, but I felt a tingle of pleasure knowing she hid those sensitive nipples from all but me. She had no mark of claiming, though that was not evidence that she was unmated. Not all species marked their mates in the same way.

      Still, she had not mentioned males other than her siblings, which along with how well our bodies fit together gave me hope of a future together after we left Shaiyann.

      Enough dithering. With a final look back at the cave that had been a shelter and haven for our pleasure, I waved for Zoe to follow me.

      Zoe fell in step behind me slowly. She murmured, in a whisper I suspected she did not know I could hear, “I’ll miss this place.”

      “I too,” I agreed.

      From behind me, Zoe wrapped her arms around my waist.

      It was odd now, feeling her through layers of Marlock coat and kilt. But the weight of her warmed me. My chest rumbled contentment, and some knot of tension in me eased. I vowed again to keep Zoe safe.

      Zoe released me, and we followed the narrow crevice path to the opening. Outside, the sun shone white-yellow through the orange sky. Zoe held a cupped hand over her eyes as, squinting, she stepped into the light.

      “Whoa,” Zoe said, her lips parting as she surveyed the flurry of post-storm growth along this seemingly dead section of the mountain’s base.

      Tiny, twisting vines crept out from between the rocks, some dotted with puffs of white flowers. A lizard snatched one of the flower puffs and swallowed it down with a flick of its tongue. To our right, perhaps ten paces, fourteen for Zoe, water trickled through gaps in the rocks to gather in a small pool below.

      Further out, back the way we’d come, spread the plains. A scattering of geysers spewed white streams in the distance. The blue of new growth stopped at the plains as shifting ground and sudden scalding water killed all that tried to grow there.

      We had five hours of light left before we needed to find overnight shelter. I turned away from the plains. It’d be safest to follow the base of the mountain until we reached the shining, orange snake of the river. The river was dangerous, but it kept us close to fresh water and food. From the map I’d surveyed before our pod crashed, the river would also put us a half-day’s walk away from the closest settlement within four, perhaps five Shaiyann days.

      As we walked, I watched Zoe’s energy while looking and listening for threats. The Marlock who had found us on the plains were likely dead, but Marlock teams operated independently, often in opposition with each other when they could get away with it. One group’s destruction did not guarantee the elimination of the rest.

      But as we walked under the gentle sunlight through the new growth, I began to relax. With the rocks around us as shelter, Acciptera would have a harder time picking us out from above, and what few animals we came across were small, fat, and had diets limited to bugs and plants.

      Zoe and I ate in the shade of a large ridge. After finishing her meal bar, she pried up a section of vine the length of her forearm. It was too fragile to use as rope.

      “What that?” I asked.

      “Bracelet,” Zoe said with a flash of her blunt teeth. The implant offered no insight, but she reached for my arm. I rested my palm on her thigh, a part of me wishing I had time to take advantage of the position for our mutual satisfaction but also curious. Zoe looped the vine around my arm and on the second pass began weaving it in and around. On the third loop, she ran out of vine and twisted the end through the other sections to tie it off. “Bracelet,” Zoe said, tapping the vine lightly.

      Touched, and a bit confused, I said, “Why?” The question was probably too open-ended for my current abilities with her language, but I wanted to know. Even if I did not understand now, the implant would store her explanation to review later.

      “I wanted to give you something,” Zoe said, patting the top of my hand. She looked up, and her cheeks reddened slightly. She dropped her gaze again, the tips of her fingers brushing beneath the bracelet. “It’s not too tight, is it?”

      Was this a marking behavior of her species? My body heated. “It good.” I swallowed. “Is good.”

      Clearly, this was the right answer because she leaned towards me, chin raised slightly in the way I knew invited mouth-marking. I obliged. The mouth-marking was surprisingly shy, a brush of lips and tongue. It could have shifted quickly to lust, but as much as I loved pleasuring her body, the hot slick of her sheath as the pulse of her release pulled me closer and deeper, I wanted this tenderness too.

      My arousal was diffuse, mixed desire and affection. It was dangerous to walk this middle space between mating and mere sex, but a warrior did not win great victories with small risks.

      As the temper of the kiss shifted to lust, I reluctantly pulled away. This ridge was too exposed to the elements to make a safe camp. And if we pushed, we could reach the river by nightfall. I might even hunt.

      “Sorry,” I said, brushing her cheek. “We must reach water.” I pointed in the direction of the river. While seated, a craggy rock blocked our view, but she’d have seen the river as we walked.

      Zoe nodded. We gathered our wrappers and put them back in the backpack.

      Ahead of us, something moved, sending pebbles clattering against the rocks and dirt path between them. I whirled to the sound, disruptor up.

      Zoe whirled too. I grabbed for her arm with my free hand, wanting to put her behind me, but she gasped and ran towards the threat.

      “Zoe!”

      Something fat and furry zipped onto the path rock ahead of us.

      Zoe shouted, “Nibbles!”
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      Nibbles trundled up the narrow space along the ridge between large, jagged boulders, chittering.

      “Zoe!” Grr shouted after me, his voice going to a growl.

      Irritation? Fear? Probably a mix of both.

      It might not even be the same hamster… except I noticed a small hole in his right ear just the size of a spiderling claw.

      Nibbles bumped his head above my knee, chittering wildly. Maybe Grr’s language chip could make something of it. I reached down carefully and patted Nibbles’s head.

      I looked around for his family. “Mrs. Nibbles?” I asked. “Your babies?”

      Of course, Nibbles didn’t have an explanation. But fear eased as I looked further down the path and saw another darker, fatter hamster and four baby-blue ottoman-sized fluffballs.

      Good.

      I didn’t know what the Nibbles family was doing here or how they’d found us, but I was glad to see them.

      Nibbles bumped his nose against my leg again, whiskers twitching.

      Grr approached, and Nibbles shifted closer to me.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured him with another pat. “Remember, Grr’s a friend.”

      Grr’s brows lowered, and he growled something. I didn’t need an implant to see he wasn’t quite on board with the friend label.

      “Grr’s my boyfriend,” I said. “And Nibbles is our friend.”

      “Boyfriend?” Grr asked.

      I held out my hand, and Grr closed the two steps between us to take it. “I hope so,” I said. Had Grr learned hope? The word? How would I even explain it?

      Nibbles waved his front hands behind him, down the path.

      I looked at Grr, “Can you understand him?”

      “No,” Grr said.

      The rest of Nibbles’s family arrived, and they all chittered at each other for about fifteen seconds. Then Mrs. Nibbles and the babies walked to us, tiny hands cupped. One-by-one, including the baby with a healing scar along its tiny back, they each dropped a crushed bug at our feet.

      When they finished, Mrs. Nibbles chittered hopefully. Stomach turning, I knelt and picked a bug up between my fingers. “Thank you,” I said, praying they didn’t expect me to eat it. I smiled and nodded, knowing this was meaningless to them.

      If Grr hadn’t won my heart in the cave with the bathing, cuddling, and orgasms, he did when he knelt, picked up the remains of a red bellied centipede, legs twitching, and popped it into his mouth.

      The entire Nibbles family chittered loudly. Cheering, I bet.

      While they were watching Grr, I slipped my dead bug into my sleeve.

      “Mmm...” I said, moving my jaw like I was chewing.

      The bug twitched in my sleeve. It was gross, but not as gross as eating the thing. I drew the line at chowing down on alien bugs. I drew the line at chomping on Earth bugs too, though I knew objectively they were good, cheap protein.

      After another consultation, Nibbles bumped my leg again, and they all turned, running back the way they came. Those hamsters were fast. After a minute or so, they’d zipped through a pair of rocks, turned, and were gone.

      “Thank you,” I said, shaking the dead insect from my sleeve. Bits of it clung, goopy with bits of something scratchy mixed in.

      “No eat?” Grr said with a shrug. His lips twitched.

      “You’re laughing at me!”

      “Good eat?” Grr waved a hand down at the remaining, mostly dead insects.

      “No.”

      Grr shrugged, and swinging the pack over his shoulder, rifled around for one of the canteens. He took a long gulp. “Come,” he said, stepping around the Nibbles family’s largesse, waved for me to follow.

      For all Grr said about good eating, he hadn’t gone for seconds.

      Good man.
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      While I was not as revolted by insects as Zoe, the many-legged one left a bitter aftertaste that it took a lot of water to clear.

      These prey animals impressed me. No, not prey animals. They showed intelligence. And memory. I’d make a note in the planetary database not to hunt them as food. The Consortium might even offer them protected sentient status on the next planetary survey.

      We reached the river by nightfall. The water moved slowly here with a steady, shh-shush sound. A young forest ran along the river’s edge, its trees thinner and lighter blue than the old growth we’d passed through on landing. A variety of prey animals gathered along the banks, chewing through the young plants and drinking from smaller streams and pools that flowed from the main waterway.

      I was not eager to camp in the open, so we walked some distance into the forest and found a burrow that smelled to have been abandoned by its creator for at least a week.

      The larger of the two moons was waning now, leaving us with only the half-full light of the smaller. I considered hunting, but we were too close to the Marlock’s landing area to make setting a fire a safe decision. Better we eat from the remaining meal bars tonight and put more distance between us and them tomorrow.

      Unfortunately, looking through our stash, we wouldn’t have food enough for more than another day, maybe a day and a half of hiking. That meant we’d need to live off of the land for at least two days longer.

      Zoe had tolerated cooked meat well enough. I would hunt tomorrow, skin, and use the burrow to smoke the meat. We’d lose a day, but the makeshift smoker would allow us to preserve meat for the rest of our journey.

      That night, cuddled in the burrow with Zoe so close, I could not resist teasing her a little, which quickly turned to an awkward but ultimately satisfying evening. I pressed my hand over her mouth to keep her from screaming as she frantically sought her second peak, and I filled her, spilling with a smothered groan into her throbbing heat.

      The joining eased by morning. As light streamed through the entrance of our burrow, Zoe made an irritated noise and turned her head into my chest.

      I stroked her hair. Marking her with my fingers.

      “Mmhmm,” Zoe murmured. Something between words and sleep.

      “I go, food,” I said.

      “No.” Zoe reached for me, her hand catching my hip. She shimmied closer.

      This female was going to kill me. I lifted her hand and marked it with my cheek, then lips. My scent was on her, my seed in her, and it was not enough. My primal-self burned with the need to lay a proper claim.

      This was bad.

      Worse than the Marlock cell.

      I did not live a safe life. And I enjoyed my work.

      Of course, allowances would be made for a male with a breeding female. Less clandestine work. More planetary defense. Instead of serving in secret, investigating pirates and slavers, I’d be making a home and putting myself, if necessary, between my mate and those who would harm her.

      I’d found the idea of being bound to one planet boring before, but with Zoe, it would be a new adventure. Zoe’s penchant for finding trouble meant things would never be dull. And Zoe herself was an endless fascination.

      But I could not, in honor, claim her until she understood what it meant. Which had my primal-self growling frustration.

      I marked Zoe again, lips and cheek along her hair.

      “Mmmm,” Zoe murmured.

      As much as I wanted to leave her sleeping, curled up in my coat, my scent clinging to her smooth, warm skin, if a predator approached, she would need to be aware enough to use the disruptor to drive it away.

      Shaking her shoulder, I said, “Zoe, wake. I must hunt. Food.”

      Zoe opened her eyes and yawned. “Now?”

      “Yes,” I handed her the disruptor. “If walk, don’t walk far. Get trouble.”

      Zoe trilled laughter. “I’m not that bad.”

      She was that bad. “No more animals friends,” I added.

      “You like Nibbles.”

      “Promise,” I said, touching her cheek.

      “I promise I don’t want bugs for dinner.” Zoe said.

      It wasn’t exactly a promise to avoid trouble, but considering her reaction to the Nibbles’s creatures’ offerings, it would have to do.

      Prey was plentiful here. I’d quickly find something appropriate to kill and smoke, taking care the creatures showed no special intelligence. And better something scaly or lizard-skinned.

      Zoe befriended things with fur.

      A flaw I could live with so long as she reserved her carnal attentions and deeper affections for me. My fingers brushed the bracelet Zoe had made for me. The vines had dried out some overnight, but the weaving held.

      When Zoe had awakened fully, I slipped from the burrow. Soon, I caught scent of my desired prey and lost myself in the hunt.
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      Before we went to bed, Grr had mentioned something about using the burrow to cook meat. So after eating and chewing down a meal bar, I decided I’d help him along by cleaning out the burrow.

      The burrow was a good size for a smoke pit, if larger than we’d need unless Grr dragged back a space-deer or cow.

      When I was a junior in high school, my brother John had gotten the barbeque bug and dug a smoke pit in the yard. I’d learned the basics, to put twigs in the bottom and make a teepee with newspaper and dryer lint to get the fire started. Then we’d spread woodchips along the bottom and longer branches over them to lay the meat on. The rest of it was time.

      I was dragging a third branch to our camp when I saw a bright orange, spotted frog the size of a small dog hunched over the backpack, fiddling with the handle.

      “Hey!” I shouted.

      The frog looked up with wide, black, frill-fringed eyes. It blinked, lifting a clawed finger to its mouth. The tip scraped over a row of pointed, pearly white teeth.

      I lifted the raygun, knowing I’d be lucky to get off one shot. Worse, if my aim was off, I’d set our remaining supplies on fire.

      Maybe I could scare it off. The frog hadn’t attacked me, though the claw thing was kind of scary.

      “Go away!” I ordered, stomping at it. A sack of skin over the frog’s throat expanded and retracted as it stared at me. I didn’t want to touch it. Bright frogs on earth sometimes had poison on their skin.

      The frog lowered itself as I approached, legs tight, ready to spring. I’d shoot it if it jumped at me. I didn’t want to, but I would.

      Then, faster than I could process, the frog turned, twisted, and bounded away. It took me a second too long to realize it had grabbed the backpack.

      Or maybe I just didn’t believe it.

      The backpack was bigger than the frog, but that didn’t slow it down. Another leap, and it was eight feet away, coiling to jump again.

      Our medicine. Our second canteen and all the rest of food, gone.

      Hell no!

      I ran after.

      The frog leapt again. It only got three feet on the third jump, so maybe the bag was slowing it some. I could catch it and get our things back.

      Ten minutes of running and two shots later, I stood victorious, breathless, body shaking as I gripped the shredded backpack.

      I turned around.

      Trees.

      More trees.

      I slung the pack over my shoulder by its remaining strap and started back the way I’d come.

      How hard could it be to retrace my steps?
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      I heard the Marlock before I saw them. Grateful I had chosen prey that hung easily from the string at my waist, I climbed a tree.

      Below passed a three-male team, grunts in a triangle formation with disruptors raised. Trusting for Marlock, as each member of the team was responsible for watching the back of the others.

      They moved with efficiency, one occasionally barking an order, or more often, a complaint. Combat goggles arced over their extruding eye sockets and cushioning tissue.

      Suspecting they had my biosignature loaded into their hardware, I followed above. The day was breezy, and the Marlock would attribute any rustling in the trees to that.

      True to form, they did not look up to verify this assumption. Marlock reserved creative thinking for when they were trying to kill each other.

      After a few minutes following them, I learned their shuttle was located a two-hour’s walk from here, farther up the river. The surface temperature was too cold for their liking, and they believed we had died when the escape pod had exploded, thus making this mission a waste of their time.

      Satisfied we could avoid them easily, I left the patrol to their complaints and returned to our camp.

      Zoe had pulled everything from the burrow, folding my coat neatly at the mouth beside a pile of twigs and two larger branches. A third lay some distance off. Dropped.

      And our pack was missing.

      “Zoe?” I called out. But her scent had faded, just slightly. I might not have noticed if I had not become so used to her.

      I had debated leaving her, but we needed the food, and she’d been fine the last time I left her to hunt. Had another Marlock patrol taken her?

      My nostrils flared as I scented. No Marlock, but Zoe’s scent and the light impression of her boot sole in the dirt led into the trees.

      I cursed again. At least Zoe wasn’t running directly towards the Marlock patrol.
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      Grr was going to be pissed.

      Not only had I gotten my idiot-self lost, but I’d practically walked into a pack of like, fifteen of those lizard-guys. Maaarkghlack. Or something like that.

      The only good news was they hadn’t shot me. Yet.

      One barked something at me, holding a raygun to my chest as another tied my hands behind my back. Another lizard-bastard barked something in reply, and then there was a flurry of barking, fists punching air, lizard teeth flashing in lizard grins.

      This would not go well.

      The problem was, I’d gotten too comfortable traveling with Grr. Between our time in the cave, the great sex, the tender touches, his English skills, and how he’d protected me from everything this far, I’d forgotten we had more to fear than the wildlife.

      I’d forgotten this wasn’t a reality-TV adventure. We were running for our lives.

      Stupid Zoe. I’d screwed up the best relationship of my life for a backpack with three meal bars, some random pills, and a half-full canteen.

      Hopefully, Grr wouldn’t try to rescue me.

      I mean, I didn’t want these lizard-guys to do things to me, but whatever they had planned for me, it wasn’t torture. They’d tortured Grr. I couldn’t live with that being my fault.

      When the lizard-guys finished their pep rally, the one who had tied me up grabbed my arm and pulled me after the others. I could hear another one behind me. They weren’t quiet about walking like Grr was. This only made me feel more stupid. How had I missed them?

      Grr had been right to get me to promise not to leave the camp. I really had a way of jumping from the frying pan into the dumpster fire. My eyes stung. I swallowed, blinking back tears. Now wasn’t the time for crying.

      If Grr was here, how would he handle this?

      He’d probably bite someone’s throat out.

      Or maybe Grr wasn’t the best model for escape. When they’d dropped me in the cell, Grr was already chained up behind a forcefield.

      So what would a baddass movie heroine do?

      Act scared.

      Okay, I had that one down. I was terrified.

      Get myself untied while they were doing something else. Or trick them into untying me.

      I twisted my wrists in the bindings. There was some give.

      The lizard-guy behind me barked something loud and pissed-off sounding.

      I stopped twisting my wrists. Honestly, I’d need to dislocate a thumb to get these off. I didn’t know how to do that. Worse, my left wrist was already sprained. Thankfully, they hadn’t tied it in a position that made it hurt more. Another sign they wanted me relatively undamaged.

      Good for now. Probably bad for later.

      Maybe I could trick them into untying the ropes for a short time. I’d have to pee. Except the kilt was open air, and I didn’t think these guys were going to care if I splashed myself because I couldn’t get into a full squat.

      Okay, assuming I got my hands untied, what next? Steal a raygun and run?

      Sure.

      It helped to have a plan, even a bad one.

      As we walked, the sun dropped closer and closer to the horizon. The days were shorter here. Maybe because this planet spun faster than Earth. Or maybe some other science-y thing.

      I dragged my feet. A lot. Made a show of being exhausted. We stopped to rest twice, and I practically collapsed wherever they let me, hunching my shoulders and projecting misery.

      It wasn’t hard.

      I knew they were taking me to their ship, and I also knew that if they took me off of this planet, I didn’t stand a chance. The next cell they put me in wouldn’t have a helpful Grr.

      Something in my chest clenched at the thought of Grr. I missed him already. I hoped he remembered me fondly and not as a total pain who couldn’t stop getting herself captured and almost killed.

      At the second stop, when they barked at me to move, I went limp.

      One of my captors prodded me with his boot. I groaned and considered coughing, but I wanted them to see me as exhausted but not actually sick. They wanted me alive, but that might change if I seemed too badly off.

      And I felt lousy. They’d taken the pack off of me before tying me up, and nobody had bothered to offer me food or water for hours.

      Two of the lizard-guys barked at each other in increasingly frantic consultation. Eventually, a third barked over them both, and the two lizard-guys scurried off. Nobody bothered me, and through half-open eyes, I realized they were setting up a rough camp.

      Good. That gave me the night to figure out an escape plan. My captors had to sleep sometime. Maybe I’d get lucky, and another giant spider would tromp through and eat a few of them.

      Knowing my luck, the spider would tromp through and eat me.

      The sun had fully set by the time the lizard-guys had finished setting up camp. Six lizard-guys went out in groups of three. The fire was going when the first group returned, carrying a lizard-sow the size of a small sheep.

      I’d have thought the lizard-guys would feel weird about eating a cousin, but they set to skinning and grilling it with what sounded like cheerful—well, cheerful for lizard-guys—banter.

      The smell of roasting meat made my stomach growl. I dared to sit up, making it look like more of a struggle than it was. This would be an ideal time to crawl off, and I almost risked it until I saw a lizard-guy sitting behind me, the raygun resting on his lap.

      No running, but maybe I could get him to get me something to eat.

      “Excuse me?” I said, looking up at my lizard-guy guard, who I decided to call Steve because when I was in second grade, Steve was the jerk who had pushed me off the monkey bars and nicknamed me Fatty Zoe.

      Then I’d bloodied Steve’s nose.

      Lizard-Steve barked, firelight limning the wrinkled triangle of his jaw and cheek and the bulge of his eye socket. He’d had taken off his goggles. They hung from his neck, revealing his bare eyeballs.

      Not an improvement. The lizard-guys had their eyeballs set in large, puffy sockets that wrinkled and bulged depending on if they focused their gazes forward or to the side.

      It was something I’d hoped never to see again.

      I jerked my head to the fire and opened my mouth. “Please?”

      Steve let out a hard breath through his nostrils and barked something to the others at the fire. Another argument, and to my dismay, instead of my captor walking to the fire to get some something, another of the lizard-guys walked over with a strip of meat on a stick.

      The lizard-guy didn’t even untie my hands, instead holding the meat to my mouth. I ate it, tearing it off the stick in porky strips. The lizard-pigs tasted more like pig than lizard. I made sure to rip the flesh off and chew loudly, imagining my teeth around one of these lizard-bastard’s throats.

      Maybe Grr was rubbing off on me.

      When I’d finished, I mimed drinking, and the lizard-guy grabbed my canteen—I knew it was mine because he’d pulled it from my ripped backpack—and dribbled some of the water into my mouth.

      “Thank you,” I said. I really wanted to cuss him out, but it paid to be polite. At least that’s what my mom had always said.

      The lizard-guy flicked his tongue out over his elongated mouth and bared his teeth. His eyeballs, bare, focused on my neck.

      Charming.

      At least I wasn’t hungry or thirsty anymore. I leaned back on the flat rock they’d dropped me on top of and watched the fire. Another lizard-guy—their leader, I’d determined because his choker had more metal bits than the others—intercepted the lizard who had fed me and waved him and two more to the woods.

      The lizard grunted something that sounded like grudging acceptance. They tromped off, while the other eight, including the leader, continued to eat, drink, and get merry around the fire.

      I was too far away for the fire to warm me, but the lizard-guys to be having a good time. They passed around a canteen, which, considering how much more raucous they became as the second moon rose, I suspected was spiked with something.

      My guard took a stick and began sharpening it with ferocity to a spear using a knife from his boot, but his left eyeball kept rotating towards his friends.

      That was something. My guard had to sleep sometime, and if one of the others relieved him, maybe they’d be too drunk to notice me slipping away. It was a long shot, but that was a lot better than the zero shot I’d had before.

      It’d be easier to run though if I could get a lay of the land.

      I turned to my guard. “Excuse me.”

      Steve grunted, but he didn’t go for the gun this time. Good. He was getting relaxed around me.

      “I have to pee,” I told him.

      A third eyelid swept over Steve’s visible eyeball. He barked something.

      Slowly, I stood. “Pee,” I said, dropping into the squat position. It was hell on my knees to stand again without my hands to balance, but I managed it.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Not here.” I jerked my chin towards the trees. “There.” Maybe the lizard-guys had language chips too. Unlike Grr, they didn’t seem interested in talking to me, but maybe they’d understand something.

      Steve stood, raygun in hand. He barked something to his friends by the fire, one of whom said something back. Steve spit on the ground and then flicked his tongue over his lips before barking at me once and taking my arm. He tapped something on the raygun, and a small beam of light emitted from the barrel, lighting the ground ahead of us.

      I wish I’d known about that setting. It also meant his night vision wasn’t as good as Grr’s. I could use that.

      Unfortunately, instead of heading to the trees as I’d hoped, he walked me across the camp to a narrow, maybe three-foot long trench the lizard-guys must have dug while I pretended to sleep.

      The faint scent of mint made its purpose clear.

      Yup, lizard-guy outhouse.

      Steve jerked his gun to the hole. This forced a decision: moon the group, or moon the woods. I walked around to the outside of the hole so I was facing the woods, ass to the group by the fire.

      Not that they cared, but it made me feel better.

      I squatted and did my business.

      Peering out into the trees, my breath caught as something chittered at me.

      Nibbles?

      It was too dark to see more than the vaguest outline of the animal’s form, round and about the right size.

      Crap.

      If Steve saw Nibbles, Steve would shoot and eat him. I shook my head, hoping Nibbles understood my gesture and the guard didn’t.

      I stood, and Steve walked me back to my rock.

      I sat down and tried not to cry. I couldn’t wipe my nose with my hands tied like this. My fingers were tingling something fierce. Even opening and closing them periodically, the ropes were really beginning to do a number on my hands and shoulders.

      At least Nibbles hadn’t come out to say hi. I’d be crushed if my stupidity got him killed.

      I also admit, while I had wanted Grr to save himself, the more time I spent with the lizard-guys, the more I thought self-sacrifice was easier in the movies than in real life. I didn’t want Grr to get hurt, but I didn’t want him to abandon me either.

      I guess our time together hadn’t meant anything more to him than sex.

      Yes, it’s unfair to blame a guy for not wanting to take on over a dozen armed lizard-guys to rescue a girl who was just as likely to fall down a hole and break her neck tomorrow.

      Still, it hurt.

      I blinked back tears, but they slipped through anyway.

      The only being who’d even come looking for me was an alien hamster who could have just been nosing for another meal.

      Laying down only made my shoulders fall asleep, so I sat, forehead pressed to my knees, and told myself knowing the truth about me and Grr was better than a pretty lie.
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      I found Zoe as the Marlock were setting up camp. My primal-self wanted to throw myself into their midst and tear my claws into Marlock guts, pull them free, and string each from their still-stinking innards for daring to harm my female.

      Marked or no, foolish or no, Zoe was mine.

      But there were fifteen of them and one of me, so I had to be smart about it.

      I took out one of the hunting parties first. The trick was luring each away from the others. The first, I slit his throat. The second, I broke his neck. With the third, I took my time.

      Marlock blood ran hot on my claws. In the old way, I painted a line on my cheek in their blood for each kill.

      It hurt me to offer them quick deaths.

      Their leader proved his incompetence by sending three more to search for the first. Did they think so little of me? Did they believe Zoe had somehow survived while I had died?

      Fools.

      The second moon rose, but no more left the camp. Nine-on-one was still poor odds. Worse because I could not let battle fever overcome me. I had to protect Zoe.

      So instead of striking the camp directly, I disassembled one of the dead Marlock’s disruptors and reprogrammed it to explode, setting the bomb close enough to their camp to require checking but far enough away that the ones who went to survey would be more easily killed.

      The good thing about Marlock is they did not trust their own people. They’d easily assume another of the search teams had learned of their prize and murdered them to take it.

      They had only been a few hours from their pod when Zoe’s scent had intersected their group’s path. I could only assume they hadn’t taken her back to the pod and immediately left the planet because they were using her as bait. Fortunately, they weren’t very good at it, sending groups of three out into the forest to be picked off instead of staying put and threatening her to draw me in.

      Maybe it was incompetence. They’d certainly shown enough of it so far. Maybe something else had slowed them down.

      After setting the countdown on my improvised bomb, I crouched on a thick, braided tree branch between the camp and the detonation area. Best to let them pass and pick off as many as I could while they were watching the pyrotechnics.

      From there, success would be a matter of wit and claw.
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      Time passed. The group at the fire got louder, and their drunken barks seemed harsher. I looked up to see two circling each other, knives bared, while the other six gathered around in a loose ring around them.

      One was the leader, I realized as he turned and the firelight reflected off of the medals on his choker.

      I glanced at Steve. His body was turned to the fire, both eyeballs shifted forward. When I stretched out my legs, he flicked an eyeball to me, but he quickly returned his attention to the fight.

      Maybe if the leader got killed, it would distract Steve and the others enough to let me get away.

      I made a show of rolling my shoulders as I scraped my heels over the dirt in front of me.

      Steve’s eyeball flick to me was even quicker the second time.

      A rustle came from the woods behind me. I froze, scared to move as Steve twisted his torso towards the sound, his eyeballs twitching in their half-deflated sockets as he peered into the darkness.

      Luckily, Steve’s eyesight was worse than mine because I spotted Nibbles, a furry rock huddled behind a braided tree trunk, maybe five feet away.

      Steve slapped the goggles over his eyes and looked again. Hissing with what sounded like disgust, Steve dropped the goggles back to his chest and turned his gaze to the fire.

      The lower-ranked lizard-guy crouched, the knife glistening in the firelight. Black blood dripped from the leader’s left eye socket.

      Another rustle from behind. Steve barely glanced or moved this time, his attention fixed on the fight. I yawned and brought my legs back in, scraping the soles of my boots over the dirt. Hopefully, it would give Nibbles enough cover to run away.

      Something brushed my fingers.

      Double crap.

      Nibbles hadn’t run. He was right here, trying to help me. My stomach clenched as he pulled gently at the ropes around my wrists.

      Nibbles was clever, and he was small enough to hide in the shadow of this rock and my body, at least while the rest of the lizard-guys focused on the fight. But I doubted he’d be able to make much headway with untying the ropes.

      He was trying, though. I felt his tiny hamster fingers slip between the rope and my skin, and then movement. Soft breath on my skin as the ropes twisted.

      Chewing.

      Nibbles didn’t think he could chew through the whole thing, did he? The rope was matte-grey. Space rope, probably with metal wound through it. I didn’t want Nibbles to hurt his teeth or make himself sick.

      Hope fluttered through my chest. If Nibbles could free my hands, it would be easier to run. I might even climb a tree, though it would be a feat of upper-body strength for me to manage something like that with two good wrists.

      Maybe I could grab the gun.

      My bonds loosened as Nibbles, well... nibbled.

      Both lizard-guys were looking winded now. The challenger slashed at his leader’s face, and the leader dropped, flipping the knife and shoving it upwards into his subordinate’s crotch.

      I winced. Maybe the lizard-guys didn’t keep their junk there.

      Eye sacks bulging, the challenger dropped his blade. He staggered, as his fingers brushed the knife sticking from his nether regions.

      Everyone else was quiet. Dead quiet. Quiet enough for the hush-scrape of Nibbles’s teeth through the rope to echo in my ears.

      The challenger tipped backwards, like a falling tree. He landed with a thump and a whimper.

      I was thinking the lizard-guys did store their junk there.

      The leader knelt over the felled man and stabbed him in the center of his chest. The lizard-guy shuddered and went still. The leader yanked his knife free, looked up at the other three, and hissed.

      They barked, practically clicking their heels as they scurried to look busy doing something else.

      The leader leaned over the dead guy and pulled the choker from his neck.

      BOOM!

      A shockwave of dirt and wind swept from the woods and through the camp, cracking branches and throwing leaves. The fire sputtered as burning branches and coals were blown towards me and Steve, though we were far enough away not to get hit.

      I couldn’t say the same for the rest. Coals and burning sticks smacked into them, one setting the dead guy’s kilt on fire.

      Another one whimpered, smacking a coal from his skin. Further away, in the trees, a blue-white light danced over the canopy, the top of it fringed with yellow-gold.

      Fire.

      The leader leapt to his feet, pointing in the direction of the explosion and barking orders.

      Steve had left his post and started for the fire, raygun in hand.

      I wasn’t going to get a better chance. I swung my legs over the side of the rock and dashed for the woods. As I moved, the rope fell from my right arm.

      Nibbles chittered ahead of me, his baby-blue rump barely discernable from the increasing darkness as my eyes adjusted to the little moonlight seeping through breaks in the tree canopy.

      My chest heaved, each breath an ache as the crunch of boots on twigs sounded behind me, the thump-thump of pursuit.

      Steve.

      Crap.

      I dared not stop or look behind me.

      A raygun blast zipped over my head, catching the branches of a tree in front of me on fire. The puffed leaves made hissing sounds as they burned.

      I turned, running for a patch of shadow, and made it three steps before something large and lizard-like tackled me.

      Steve and I slid together across the damp dirt, scraping rocks and twigs. Thankfully, my injured wrist hadn’t hit, but even through the coat, I felt the burn of our slide up my forearm and through my shoulder.

      I kicked, elbowed, even bit as Steve tried to get his arms around me. He’d dropped the raygun as we fell, and I saw it, wedged by the barrel between a tree root and a rock.

      If I could get to it, I could shoot him.

      But I’d need to get out from under him to grab for it.

      One chance.

      I went limp. He barked something, pressing his fingers into my shoulders. He barked down at me, and his meat-scented breath washed over my cheek.

      Muttering to himself, Steve rolled me onto my back.

      Echoing through the trees came the sizzle of raygun blasts. And barking. The other lizard-guys were fighting something. Maybe each other.

      Focus, Zoe.

      I wasn’t planning to trade one set of jailers for another one. And if Steve dragged me back and all his friends were dead, I wouldn’t be of any use to him alive. It wasn’t like we’d gotten buddy-buddy in our brief time together.

      Eyes open to slits, I kept my breathing even, waiting for a good angle. Straddling me, he barked something and touched my neck. Unfortunately, he had gotten the goggles back on, which meant I couldn’t go for the eyes.

      But if my guess from watching that fight was right, I knew where his junk was located.

      I slammed my knee up with as much force as I could manage, grazing his crotch, and then I kicked out, hitting it square on.

      Steve huffed out a hard breath that ended in an almost groan. He swayed.

      I scrambled, crab-walking out from under him and then rolling onto my side, lunging for the raygun.

      Steve grabbed my ankle. I kicked back, hitting something that made Steve grunt again. I gained another few precious inches.

      My fingers just brushed the raygun’s shell when Steve yanked me back. White lights of agony shot through my injured wrist, stealing my breath and shocking tears to my eyes.

      I screamed.

      Steve hunched over me, a blade in his left hand, glinting moonlight on steel. The knife flicked. I squeezed my eyes shut, hands coming up to cover my throat.

      Grrrrrrrr.

      In the slow time that happens when you’re about to die, I asked myself, ‘Do the lizard-guys growl?’
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      Two more left the camp to survey the explosion. Two shots, and they died choking dirt.

      The camp was a greater challenge. I shot two Marlock from the trees but had to take the last four tooth and claw.

      Zoe’s scent lingered at the campsite, but I didn’t see or hear her. Had she run? She’d have been safer not to run from me, but my primal-self, the berserker unleashed who tasted his enemy’s blood as sweetness, would frighten anyone.

      From the woods, Marlock cursing and a scream.

      I bounded to the sound, blood-fury and the need to protect, to kill, coursing through my spirit.

      The Marlock straddled Zoe, knife in hand.

      Time slowed. I leapt behind the Marlock and grabbed his arm as he moved to stab my mate. My Zoe.

      Yanking the Marlock up by his wrist, I gripped his neck and in the Marlock tongue ordered, “Drop it.”

      The Marlock struggled. I twisted his wrist until the joint cracked. The knife fell.

      “Grr!” Zoe called out.

      Zoe’s cheeks were wet, her nose leaking, and she had injuries. As she sat up, she held her wrist gently to her chest. Her lower lip quivered as she repeated my name.

      “Yeeehs,” I breathed, knowing my words were more rage than coherent.

      “You came back?”

      Had Zoe doubted me? That hurt more than witnessing her pain. Hurt more than the fear that I had failed to get to her in time.

      “Mercy! Mercy, please!” The Marlock spoke frantically, his barks rushing over each other in his bid to convince me to let him go. “Our ship is four clicks to the south-east. It’s abandoned, almost. Just use the code.”

      He named it, a string of Marlock letters and grunts. I had my implant record it as he went on, outlining the defenses—minimal—and remaining officers—useless as every Marlock in this slaver ring considered himself an officer.

      When he began repeating himself, I squeezed my claws against the pulse in his throat.

      Silence.

      “Zoe,” I said, the battle fury easing as I saw she could stand. “Did he hurt you?”

      “Are you going to kill him?”

      “Yes.” Eventually. After I’d returned on him every ounce of pain he had given my mate. My Zoe.

      “Make it quick,” Zoe said.

      My gentle, often too-kind Zoe.

      I snapped the Marlock’s neck.

      Dropped him with a thud.

      As I stepped away from the body, Zoe ran to me and wrapped one arm around my waist. The other hung at her side. She would need true medical attention for it, and soon.

      I put an arm around her. Her weight, her living scent and the sound of her breath catching as she sobbed against my chest was a balm to my spirit.

      As the battle fury passed, my limbs shook. I hated to touch her with blood-stained hands, but Zoe clung to me as though I was a lifeline. A treasure.

      “I was so scared,” she said, her words coming faster and faster as the sharp scent of her fear eased to relief.

      “I come back,” I reassured her. “Always.”

      We stood together until her tears and my tremors eased.

      Zoe pulled away first, straightening, looking around. “Nibbles!”

      “What?”

      Zoe held out her casted arm. A loop of chewed-through rope hung from it. Had that creature helped her?

      I was definitely going to make sure that his species was listed as protected. How had the original survey overlooked such a high native intelligence? And what a marvel my Zoe was to have befriended it.

      “Nibbles?” Zoe called out again.

      An answering chitter, and then Nibbles trotted out, nose twitching, to bump her leg. Then mine, soft and quick. Zoe knelt to rub his head, “Thank you,” she said.

      Nibbles chittered. I set my implant to store and index his verbalizations, though my tone was too deep to manage such quick, high-pitched vocalizations without an external device.

      I did not wish to return Zoe to the Marlock camp. But the Marlock grunts had supplies and weapons, both of which we would need for what came next.

      And I dared not let Zoe out of my sight again.
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      After looting the camp, we gave Nibbles a backpack full of meal bars. It wasn’t enough of a thank-you, but he seemed happy. Slipping his shoulders into the straps, he hugged the pack to his chest, and with a goodbye chirp, dashed back into the woods.

      The next day, we broke into the lizard-guy’s survey ship. Yes, both of us. Grr made it clear I wasn’t going anywhere out of earshot again.

      This made peeing awkward, but better that than dead. I’d never thought of myself as a commando type, but with Grr, anything was possible.

      We made it all the way to the ramp, which looked like a frog tongue flicking out of a silver cricket, before anyone started shooting. And I guess Grr might have been glad to have me along. He needed both hands for the code key, which left me with the raygun.

      Luckily, most of the lizard-guys were out looking for us. Even more luckily, only half the lizard-guys seemed to want me dead. The others got there first, hefting some kind of electrified net gun that caught fire when hit with a raygun blast.

      Grr got the door open just as the second group was getting serious.

      A startled lizard-guy at a console threw up his hands as Grr tromped in. Grr punched him, and he dropped as a raygun blast sizzled into the bulkhead above. I turned and shot back wildly through the door.

      The door dropped.

      Ker-chunk.

      Grr shoved the unconscious lizard-guy off of his chair and sat down at the console, clawed fingers flying over the screen.

      Outside, the lizard-guys had started smashing the door. A few good-sized dents bulged when the tiny ship lurched upwards.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “We fly little, land, wait for friends,” Grr said. He stepped over the unconscious Marlock to put an arm around me. “Then, we have future.”

      I leaned my head against Grr’s chest. His soft purr rumbled against my cheek. “I like that,” I said. “You and me. A future.”

      I smiled, wishing I could match his purr with one of my own.

      This was good.

      Really good.

      I just hoped Grr’s friends found Svetlana, Keekyazeethee, and the other girls. Made sure they were safe.

      But they’d have to get their own Grr.

      This Grr was all mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      After the Consortium ships landed, guns blazing, and took the lizard-guys into custody, things got weird.

      Good weird, bad weird, and just plain weird.

      The good weird was they’d given me the royal treatment once we got to the Station. They pushed me into a tube that healed every hurt I’d ever had and left my skin smooth, soft, and radiant, like a commercial.

      While I was out, they also popped a language chip into my brain, which meant I actually understood what people were saying, even if I couldn’t replicate a lot of the sounds unless I used the sound-patch on my throat.

      I tried it in the mirror and squeaked, trilled, and growled like a poorly dubbed Kung Fu movie.

      The bad part was when we reached the station. One of his superiors, a massive panther-guy with gold-eyes and twin rings through his nose, came for Grr.

      We kissed the breath out of each other before Grr left, his final words, “I always come back. I promise,” in my language and then his.

      Then there was weird, weird.

      My next visitor was a nice, lavender lady with jewel-green eyes and intricately braided white hair that on closer look I realized was moving, the strands braiding and unbraiding themselves on their own. Her hands glowed.

      She held them out, and I took them. Her voice sounded in my brain.

      Call me Jane.

      “Hi Jane,” I said. Or maybe I was just supposed to think that. Could she read my mind?

      A ripple of amusement fluttered over my consciousness. That should have freaked me out, but it didn’t. Jane was definitely doing something to my brain.

      I mean no harm. You are in a unique role, Zoe Marie Johnson of...

      A flash of images, memories stacked on memories of my home, my mother’s garden, school, nature documentaries, swimming at the shore: it all jumbled together, the rush of it making my head ache.

      “Stop!”

      The images ceased, and I realized I’d squeezed my eyes shut against the onslaught.

      My apologies.

      And Jane was sorry too. I felt it.

      “Where’s Grr?” I asked, my vocal patch producing the tangled growl that was his true name.

      You are an uninitiated sentient.

      What did that have to do with anything? I said, “I want to see Grr.”

      You and your people may consider themselves in the protection of the Consortium of Worlds.

      Now we were moving into bad weird again. “I want to see him.” Why were they keeping Grr away from me?

      Or maybe he’d tired of me? Maybe he was already married. Did Grr’s people marry?

      Grr will mate for life.

      I swallowed. That sounded more serious than a marriage even. Marriages were supposed to be for life, but over half of people got divorced. And if Grr mated with me for life, what would that mean about kids? He probably wanted some. I did too.

      You and he are compatible.

      We were? I touched my belly. Grr and I had been... intimate on the planet. What if I was pregnant already? Shouldn’t they have figured it out while I was in that tube? And if so, why didn’t they tell me?

      Or maybe that’s why Jane was here.

      You are not yet with child.

      “Oh.”

      Weird again to be caught between hope and relief. In that brief moment of wondering, images of what our children would look like had flashed over my mind. Charming. Little boys and girls with claws, golden eyes, and wild, curly hair.

      But if I had already been pregnant, Grr might be mating with me out of an obligation. I didn’t want that.

      I wanted the future I’d imagined on the Marlock ship. A promise given freely and grown into years of happiness.

      I see.

      Jane stood. Took both of my hands in hers. Bowed.

      It is not an easy path you’ve chosen, Zoe Marie Johnson of Earth. But I think it will be a joyful one.

      Thanks.

      Was Jane like a matchmaker? Or a priest?

      I am a Speaker for the Council.

      I nodded.

      And for the Council, I accept you as a Speaker for Earth. Does the council concur?

      Concur.

      Concur.

      Each concurrence held the flavor of a different soul. A different world. They grew heavier and heavier, the weight of a hundred and a hundred more minds chanting agreement.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying not to scream.

      Silence.

      Blessed silence.

      I breathed.

      It is done.

      Jane let go of my hands. Her green eyes glowed, and like scenting a whiff of smoke on the breeze, I felt her happiness.

      Happiness for me. For my people.

      What did this mean? Was I an ambassador now? She’d said “a speaker,” which meant there would be more. I hoped there were more. I wasn’t qualified to speak for everyone on the planet.

      But I was glad I’d passed whatever test this had been. I didn’t want to imagine what would have happened for me and the rest of Earth if I’d failed.

      Speaker for Earth, huh?

      I laughed.

      Me, Zoe, who couldn’t even follow a map without getting abducted by aliens.

      My door opened again, and the worries about my new job, whatever it was, scattered because Grr was back.

      Clean, his tawny fur shining. He wore a deep, navy tunic trimmed in gold. The crest of his ears and his claws were gilded too. Made me wish I’d dressed up.

      I still wore the soft, pale blue shift and slippers they’d given me at the hospital tube. It wasn’t paper, exactly. But as my skin pebbled under Grr’s gaze, I realized it probably wasn’t leaving much to the imagination.

      Grr grinned, all fang. As the door swished shut, he closed the space between us, taking me into his arms. We touched frantically, me assuring myself that he was real, solid, that this was not some long, odd coma dream but a magic all our own.

      Grr kissed my forehead, ear, cheek, mouth. Every scrap of skin awakened in anticipation of his touch. I ran fingers through his sleek fur, my nipples tightening against his chest as his cock swelled. I touched his back. The scars had healed, though the skin was still rough and hard along the lines of them.

      Healed, but not erased.

      I liked that.

      Grr picked me up and walked me to the expanse of air that was my bed. I was still getting used to rolling around on an invisible cloud. Then he dropped his tunic, revealing all of him.

      God.

      I knew what he looked like, but this was the first time I’d seen him in full light, his full length swelling as his gaze swept over me. The caves had always been a little dark, so I hadn’t noticed the fine gradations of color to his fur, some light, some golden, some warm brown.

      His elongated pupils were large, nearly touching the top and bottom of his irises, and wide enough that the rim of gold was only slightly wider at the edges.

      My sex ached for him to touch me, taste me, fill me and empty himself inside me. I fiddled with the seal of the gown.

      Grr growl-laughed and hopped onto the bed. One benefit of a bed of air is seven feet of Grr can land right next to you without shaking anything.

      “We’ll get you a new one,” Grr growled in his own tongue. He extended a claw and carefully, thoroughly, ripped the gown from my body. He took my nipple into his mouth, suckling and teasing it until I writhed beneath him.

      “How do we mate?” I asked, as waves of pleasure crested and fell. He was going to get me off without even touching my clit.

      “I show you, but first, pleasure. And fuck.”

      I laughed, and Grr joined me, until the laughter became kisses and moans and release, joining and joy.
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      The mark of my mating bite glistened gold on Zoe’s skin above her oddly placed heart. Zoe slept, her hand curled over it as though it were something precious. Five standard, which was four Earth months after claiming Zoe as my mate, and I had only begun to learn the intricacies of her spirit.

      I kissed her cheek and pulled her close, resting my palm over her belly.

      They had assigned me the duty of Pride Planetary Defender of Shaiyann. It meant we split our time between Zoe’s duties on Earth, serving her family and her people, and our dwelling here, near the woods.

      It had taken less than three weeks for Zoe’s local friends to find us. Nibbles, his mate, and his children came and went through the half-doors we’d installed for them, mostly raiding our kitchen for foodstuffs.

      It was a good life.

      I dipped my finger into Zoe’s folds, teasing her clit until she was pushing against me and moaning in her sleep. She woke as she crested with me inside her.

      Zoe moaned my name, grabbing the fur on my back. I made her crest a second time before filling her with my seed.

      “Fuck!”

      “Yes,” I agreed, kissing her.

      As we lay together, knotted and sparkling pleasure, Zoe whispered. “Grr, I think I have something to tell you.”

      I’d smelled the pregnancy on her, but I let her tell me, anyway. And the joy on her face at sharing the news was reward enough. Now I just had to keep her from walk-walk-walking into more trouble for the rest of our lives.

      
        
        Thank you for Reading!

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed this book and the characters! I sure had a blast with them (especially Nibbles, who sort of pushed himself into the book with no warning.)

      I’m busily working on the next book in the series, under the working title Hss!

      Here’s a quick taste of Book 2:

      I was wrist deep in this rhino-dude’s leg, – Gzaarth? Drlaaxk? I wasn’t sure -- feeling for his femoral artery or vein or whatever was streaming rust-brown blood when he came to, barking, biting, and waving his tusks.

      As a vet, I was used to my patients growling, snapping, and occasionally going for the throat. It was almost normal.

      The rest of this...?

      One thing at a time, Jazz.

      Above, in the arena, sounded a thunder of cheers and stomping. If you thought the idea of anal probes was bad, try getting abducted by aliens for entertainment. Then ask me again why I prefer animals to people, human or otherwise.

      “Hold pressure on that leg,” I ordered, making a push-down motion with my free hand to the two simians who were nominally my assistants, Zira and Cornelius. (I’d named them as a joke. It was not a good joke). They didn’t talk and nobody here understood a word I said, so we communicated by gestures.

      Medicine by charades.

      It worked. Sort of.

      Like the other gladiators I’d treated so far, my rhino-esque patient was bilaterally symmetrical, standing upright on two legs, though his were short, stout and covered in a thick, leathery skin a shade softer than tree bark. His shoulders were broad, his arms built like a pro-wrestler, and he had a potbelly.

      As he lost blood, his thrashing eased and his grey-green skin went to just grey.

      Shit.

      I didn’t like either of the rhino-guys. At mealtimes, they took mock bites at me if I passed too close to their table with my bowl of hot slop. But you didn’t have to like your patients to treat them. I’d taken an oath to do no harm, and I would honor it.

      The sharp smell of urine mingled with the scent of blood and sterilizing spray. My patient’s blood was slimier than a cow’s or a cat’s. Gooey clots clung to my spray gloved hands as I squinted into the wound.

      There.

      I felt around with my free hand for the clamp, needle, and suture.

      Sometimes we got lucky, and the overseers gave Dr. Zid (his name had a chirp, but Zid worked) a laser suture machine. And a scanner. Most of the time, it was just me and the crude instruments of my trade.

      Clamp. Sterilize. Stitch. Glue.

      Dr. Zid had been shocked to see me use them. Shocked and delighted. He’d taken me on as his assistant, incidentally saving my life and making his much easier.

      Eventually, my rhino-patient was pulled away, his green perking back up a little, thank goodness. He was replaced with a shaggy biped with large, mouse-black eyes. The gash on his chest was an easy fix, skimming the skin with little muscle damage. I closed it and slapped a patch on his arm. The patches kept secondary infections at bay.

      Then I chewed on one of the sticky-sweet biscuits they gave the gladiators for endurance and worked on the next patient.

      And the next.

      You fell into a trance after a while: diagnose the problem, find the solution, let your muscle memory do the thinking. Better that than your brain.

      Because no matter how bad things were, they could always get worse.

      First your fiancé dumps you two weeks before the wedding.

      Then you’re stuck with the bill.

      Then you’re abducted by aliens.

      Then, this.

      I ate another biscuit and made myself stop thinking. Again.

      So when Zira and Cornelius dropped a seven-foot-tall feline at my feet, his chest a tick-tack-toe board of bleeding slashes, I was in the zone.

      “Hssssss...” My patient breathed out through his teeth as I sprayed his wounds. His eyes were shut, and he gripped the gurney sheet, his claws scraping over the canvas as the fur on his chest dissolved.

      Someone had sliced and diced him good, which boded ill for his future survival, though the slashes seemed superficial. He would be in a lot of pain when the spray’s numbing agent wore off.

      “It’ll feel better, big guy,” I reassured him. I always talked to my patients, four-legged and other. They didn’t understand my words, but the right tone of voice went a long way.

      His eyes shot open: black limned in gold. “Hyuuuu,” he wheezed.

      “Shhh.” Since he wasn’t snapping or biting, I dared to pet his hand. The skin had a short, sleek layer of fur. “It’s okay. I’m just going to stitch you up.” I kept talking as I readied my suture, “It’s only a few stitches.” That was a lie, but did it count as lying when the other person had no idea what you were saying?

      “Hyuuumuuuns. Hyuuu hyuuumuns?” His voice rose, like he was asking a question.

      A question in English.

      I froze, my needle hand shaking.

      Nobody had spoken to me in English since my abduction.

      Probably I was just hearing things.

      Stop thinking, Jazz. Patch this one up. Move onto the next.

      But what if it was English? What if he could help me get back to Earth?

      I leaned closer to his lips, a stupid decision when dealing with injured creatures with fangs, but I needed to know if he’d really talked to me or if my brain had started turning nonsense sounds into words.

      “You speak English?” I whispered.

      His ears were a mix between a housecat and horse. The leftmost, the one closest to me, twitched and shifted to my voice.

      “Yeeehs,” he said.

      Despair is a weight, and hope a knife. The blade cut through me, catching the air in my lungs and making my chest throb with wanting.

      Home.

      Of course, this male was as trapped as I was here. How had he learned English? He must have been to Earth.

      Cornelius tapped a fist twice to his chest, his way of saying ‘hurry up,’ and I realized I held the needle just above the first slice on my patient’s gut, which oozed bright red blood. Odd how sharing a common tongue made me scared to stitch him. As if I needed to ask permission.

      “I’m going to suture your wounds now,” I explained, touching the needle to the split edge of his first gash.

      He nodded again and the familiarity of it felt like an embrace....

      I hope you enjoyed this sample. If you’d like to get notified when Hss! is live on Kindle and get snippets and free chapters in the meantime, feel free to join my reader club at zetastarauthor.com/newsletter.

      All the best,

      Zeta
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      Greetings and salutations. I’m a lifelong sci-fi and fantasy fan. It’s generational, really, as my mom took me with her to sci-fi conventions when I was a kid. Some of my best memories are playing laser tag in the hotel hallways. Since writing my first (very) short story in grade school about three dragons fleeing by car from a nameless enemy, I’ve had characters and worlds clamoring for attention in my mind. Now I get to share them with readers like you, and I’m so excited!

      When I’m not writing, you’ll find me playing with my cats, doing karaoke, and occasionally dressing up as Ziggy Stardust. If you want to get notified about future releases from me and get random snippets of what I’m working on (or sort of working on), check out my reader club at zetastarauthor.com/newsletter.

    

  

cover.jpeg
“AN ALIEN WARRIOR ROMANCEV V. ‘

VA i B~ Y S AR





