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 Claimed by the Hunter

	Alice

	My name is Alice, and I live in the Bugpocalypse.

	I survived my first post-apocalyptic winter, and spring is here. That’s bad news! With warm weather come the endless swarms. 

	I need to forage for food, but there’s just one little problem. Okay, so “little” isn’t the best word to describe the fierce Xarc’n warrior who is obsessed with me. Kaj’k is freakin’ HUGE! And his sharp claws, pointy fangs, and massive horns are scary AF. 

	I reject his gift of food and flowers, but my massively muscled alien hunter doesn’t get the hint. He tosses me over his shoulder and carries me to his shuttle. I expect the worst, but all he does is purr at me.

	Kaj’k

	I’ve spent my entire life fighting the swarm. Genetically engineered to hunt the scourge across the galaxy, Xarc’n hunters are the ultimate predators. It takes a lot to take one of us down. Then, I meet the little human female who brings me to my knees. 

	My Alice is full of fire, and I have no doubt she can survive on her own. But she’s my mate, and she’s mine to protect. When cannibals and scourge threaten my female, I toss her over my shoulder and carry her to my ship.

	Now that I have my mate in my arms, I’m never letting her go!

	 

	 


Chapter 1: Alice

	I held my breath and willed my heart to beat more quietly as the tell-tale scuttling of the giant flesh-eating bugs moved away. Tingles of frisson shot up my spine, and I rubbed at the goosebumps taking over my arms. That was close, too close. 

	For a moment there, I’d thought I was a goner. This quartet of creepy crawlies had turned on a dime and scuttled toward me as if they’d scented my presence. Usually, the best way to avoid being bug chow was to not get noticed at all.

	The ugly buggers traveled in small packs and devoured any living thing they found, leaving nothing, not even bones. Luckily for me, they made an awful racket that warned me of their approach. The moment I’d heard them, I’d taken out the bottle of scented spray I kept on me during my foraging trips and sprayed myself thoroughly with the cheap fragrance.

	The scent threw the nasty alien bugs off. They only ate living flesh, and I no longer smelled appetizing enough for them to seek me out. They weren’t interested in eating—I looked down at the bottle in my hands—“ocean breeze” mixed with who knew what else was in there. Thank goodness for cheap perfumes.

	I eyed the dwindling bottle of pungent, life-saving liquid. It was my last bottle, and I’d poured every last drop of perfume, air freshener, and body spray I’d found into it. It smelled hideous, and it burned my eyes. But it saved my life on the daily.

	Body spray, Eau de toilette, perfume, even air freshener: those were items on my foraging list, along with medicines, any source of protein, and canned or packaged goods. Thinking of food made my stomach growl. I took my water bottle out and took a big swig, trying to fill my stomach with something, anything.

	I peeked out from the dumpster I hid behind. The abandoned streets looked empty and safe. Searching for my destination, I spotted the convenience store I’d ransacked during one of my prior foraging trips. I’d scrounged around and found a key to the place inside a drawer next to the register. I’d shuttered and locked it so I could come back for the leftover items if I needed them or to use it as a hiding spot in the future.

	These alien buggers were lazy, or maybe it was efficiency rather than laziness, but if an area had nothing for them to eat and it wasn’t a good place to nest, they looked past it. It was the other survivors I was worried about, other human survivors or Xarc’n hunters. The bugs weren’t the only aliens that had made Earth their new home. 

	The alien warriors who called themselves Xarc’n hunters had arrived shortly after the bugs, offering their help in fighting the vile creatures. Naturally, most major Earth governments had turned them down. Because “we don’t need no help from no stinkin’ aliens.” Famous last words.

	The largest cities had been hit first by the many-legged alien menace, and they’d taken quite a wallop. So many people had died within those first fateful hours that many houses were left abandoned and businesses deserted with the doors still open. Forget the mental images of looters ransacking the city; looters were cowards; they only looted when it was all fun and games. When the bugs came, everybody ran—those who didn’t were butchered and added to the bugger's larder.

	The alien pests had then used the cities as nests for the next generation. Earth’s governments had tried to bomb out the alien bugs, but it hadn’t worked. The bugs just dug deeper underground. There’d even been reports of radioactive bugs in countries that had used nuclear weapons against them. That had been worse.

	The next flush of the nasty creatures moved onto the smaller towns, choosing the most populated areas for easy pickings. By then, the internet fell, and Earth governments ceased sending out messages. That was early last summer.

	When the bugs found a new town, they devoured all living things from the outside in. They preserved any uneaten bodies with their venom and carried them to the center of town, where they built their nest. This meant that once the nests were established, the edges of large cities and towns were the best for foraging as the dead left pantries of canned and dried goods, medicines, and everything else behind. 

	The edges of Franklin were relatively safe to explore, but the center of town was still Bug City. But every time I went on a foraging trip, I had to go further and further into bugville to find anything worthwhile. My cousin, Natalie, and I were not the only survivors in the area, though I was one of the first to start foraging at the south edge of town. Just last year, getting this close to the nest was suicide. The bugs didn’t spend much time in this area now looking for live prey; they ate it all. Those still alive knew how to avoid them.

	I scurried along the overgrown hedge, moving as quickly and quietly as I could. At the street, I looked both ways, not for traffic, but for signs of bug activity or roving gangs of bad men. All clear. I ran across, and dove for the cover of the convenience store’s fallen awning. 

	I’d brought the awning down across the front of the store on purpose. The more dilapidated the place looked, the less likely other foragers would try to get in. No one wanted to spend more time in the town than absolutely necessary, and if the place looked thoroughly ransacked, most people left it alone. I reached behind the large planter, found the key I’d hidden there, opened the door, and stepped in.

	Safety! Or relative safety anyway. Safety was mostly an illusion now, something I convinced myself I had so I could sleep at night. Even in the abandoned hardware store that I now called home, it wasn’t truly safe. 

	The store looked exactly as I had left it. I went behind the counter, searched the cabinet, and found the cans of luncheon meat and tuna I’d hidden there behind a pile of old magazines and record books. I stuffed as many as I could into my backpack and zipped it up. 

	Damn! Cans were heavy!

	I picked up the last bottle of pain reliever and crammed it into the front zip. There were no perfume or scented sprays at this location, but my pack was getting heavy, and I needed to be able to run. This was an easy forage at a shop I’d already secured, but tomorrow, I’d need to find a new source of supplies. That was always difficult. Especially now that Natalie was injured, and I needed to forage on my own. 

	Natalie was my little cousin. She’d been visiting when the bugs arrived in town. Being the older, wiser one, I was supposed to be taking care of her while she scouted out her future job in the next city over. But when the bugs arrived, it was Nat who took care of me. I’d freaked the fuck out, and became a useless mess. She was the reason why I kept going. When the shit hit the fan, it was Nat, with her ever-present optimism and never-erring voice of reason, who pushed us to survive. She was the fearless one. But she was injured now, and it was time I did my part to keep us safe.

	A sound at the door alerted me of the presence of an intruder. I peeked over the counter and froze. At the door stood a Xarc’n hunter. The alien warrior was huge, with giant shoulders and a broad, muscular chest. He had to duck to get through the door. Even when he stood up fully in the convenience store, he looked almost hunched over from the masses of muscles on his neck and back. And he was staring straight at me as if he’d come in looking for me. 

	Yellow-green eyes met mine. They glowed slightly in the darkened store, standing out against the purplish mauve of his leathery skin. I noticed his horns next. The black horns curved from his temples, reminding me of a ram. They looked heavy, and I was sure they were used often as a weapon from the wear marks on them. No wonder he had such a thick neck; only a tree trunk could hold up those horns.

	He took a step toward me, and I gawked at the inhuman looking legs. Each muscular limb ended in giant feet with three toes in the front and one opposable digit at the back, and each toe was capped in sharp claws. Those were the feet of a monster. He took another step toward me, and the claws gleamed as they passed through a beam of sunlight shining in from the broken window.

	Panicked, I backed away and grabbed the metal bar strapped to my thigh. Though how the metal crowbar would help me, I did not know. It looked like a toothpick next to his monstrous form. His dark skin looked tough and leathery. I’d bet he was very well armored naturally. Even if I put all my weight behind the swing, it would bounce off him like nothing.

	He didn’t wear anything except what looked like a loincloth, a belt, and a harness. Pieces of armor were strapped strategically to the harness to protect him. He wore a long axe on his back and a blaster on his belt as if his claws, fangs, and horn weren’t weapons enough. He also had a few pouches and devices strapped to his harness.

	He growled unintelligibly before a device strapped to one of his belts translated it to English. “Calm, female. No fear. Not harm you.”

	Sure, and I was a monkey’s uncle. I wasn’t stupid. Not trusting the alien, I gripped my crowbar tighter and brandished it in front of me. The alien frowned, and the effect was downright terrifying, drawing attention to his elongated canines. 

	More growling ensued, and I waited for the translator to do its job. “No fear me. I care for female.” He reached into a pouch strapped to his belt and brought out a handful of what looked like alien nutrition bars. He held one out for me, the strange yellow-green eyes still holding my gaze.

	I shook my head, and then, realizing that Mr. Big, Tall, and Scary might not understand the gesture, I said, “No, I don’t need any.” There was no way I was going to take gifts from a Xarc’n warrior. It was rumored that they would offer gifts of food to starving women, and if the women took the food, they took the women. No one has ever seen a female Xarc’n alien, and it doesn’t take a brain surgeon to know what they wanted with us.

	The translator didn’t growl anything back at him, but he looked as if he understood my words all the same. He smiled, and the look was so terrifying, I nearly shat myself. Sharp teeth lined his mouth, and there was no doubt I faced a predator. I preferred him frowning. 

	“Take. Hungry.”

	“No, I’m not hungry. I don’t want your food.” My stomach chose that moment to growl loudly, calling me out as a big, fat liar.

	A low rumble sounded from him, his chest shook, and mirth sparkled recognizably in his strange eyes.

	The oversized asshole was laughing at me! I narrowed my eyes at him, suddenly pissed. The nerve! Fuck him and his food. I wasn’t going to take the food anyway, but now I was doubly sure he could keep it and shove it where the light didn’t shine.

	Shoring up my courage, I stood a little straighter and announced, “I’m leaving this store now. Please let me leave.”

	The alien didn’t move but continued to block the door. He thumped himself on the chest and said a single word. The device did not translate.

	“Move so I can leave,” I repeated. Then a little louder, since he hadn’t hurt me yet, “Get out of my way!”

	“Female no go.” Instead of moving, he repeated his motion and word. 

	Was he trying to tell me his name? He repeated the word one more time, and I took my best shot at the strange alien name. “Kajeck.”

	“Kaj’k,” he swallowed the last syllable.

	“Kaj’k.”

	He grinned, showing a row of shiny, super sharp teeth. I shuddered and backed away. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: Kaj’k

	It was her! The female I’d been looking for since before the cold season started. I’d recognize her tantalizing scent anywhere. She hid from the scourge by covering her delicious aroma with a strong artificial fragrance, and it worked. But it didn’t work on Xarc’n hunters. Her delightful bouquet called to me from miles away.

	The first time I’d come across this addictive scent was prior to the weather turning cold. I’d been fighting a pack of scuttlers at the time. When I’d emerged victorious, I’d tried to look for the source of the intoxicating pheromone. But one of the scuttlers had scratched the side of my face and left my entire face numb with their toxins. By the time I’d flushed the toxins out of my system, the female was long gone and the trail too faint to follow.

	I’d found traces of the female’s scent in and around this area often. But after the cold hit and snow blanketed the land, she’d stopped coming out to forage. Too bad. It would have been easy to follow her back to her den with the snow showing the way.

	I’d almost given up, believing my female was dead. I’d been ready to mourn a female I’d never had the opportunity to know and love. Then I’d scented it again, that perfect bouquet, just a few days ago. I knew she came here for supplies. I watched this location for days, hoping she’d come back. And here she was.

	“Kaj’k.”

	My name on her lips sounded perfect, and I wished to hear it from her mouth again and again. I grinned at her, and the female shrank back. Right. Humans were afraid of our sharp, pointy teeth. Humans had flat teeth for the most part. The only pointed teeth they had were where their fangs should be. 

	I gestured to her and asked her for her name. 

	She didn’t reply. Instead, she pointed to the door with the metal bar she held in her hand, set her delicate jaws, and said, “Please let me leave.”

	“Tell me your name, and I’ll let you leave.”

	She looked tentative, but after a long moment, she said, “Alice.”

	“Alice.” What a beautiful and delicate sounding name! 

	Alice glared back at me expectantly, her soft, brown eyes challenging me despite how small she was in comparison to my warrior’s frame. Right, I had to let her through. I wasn’t a warrior to go back on my words, so I stepped aside, giving her just enough space to squeeze by me to the door. 

	She frowned, clearly unhappy that she needed to come within reach of me to leave the shop.

	“I keep my word, Alice. You are free to go.”

	She inched toward me as if scared I would pick her up, throw her over my shoulder, and steal her away. It was a tempting idea, but we’d made a deal, and I planned on honoring it.

	As she got closer, I inhaled deeply, pulling the wonderful fragrance of her into my lungs. It was tinted with her fear, but still ever as intoxicating. 

	Once she got past me, she dashed for the door. She was out of the store as fast as her little legs could carry her. She turned back a few times, searching for me, but I hid in the shadows, out of view. 

	I followed the little human back to her den and almost walked right into a trap. I paused mid-step above the thin, clear plastic line, glad for my superior vision. Kneeling down to check on the line, I followed it to a nearby tree and up to the first branch. There, hidden in the foliage, was a bundle of metal pans and canisters tied together with chains. The falling stack of metal wouldn’t have harmed the person tripping the wire, but they would have made a loud racket.

	A warning system, then. My female was cunning. The line was so thin that a person triggering the alarm wouldn’t have realized even after the alarm sounded. 

	I stepped over the line, continued a few steps, and stopped again—another wire. Curious, I stepped over it and searched for more tripwires and was rewarded by several more, all a few steps from each other. 

	I moved off the road and traveled on the other side of the hedges and fences that followed it instead. The ground here was harder to traverse, being overgrown with brush. But I detected signs of my female passing through.

	 I continued onwards until I reached a desolate-looking building surrounded by a fence. A hardware store, my translator told me as I read the faded red and yellow sign. I followed the fence thoroughly around the building and back to the front. 

	The front entrance to the road was blocked off as well, though the fencing there looked newer. My female had also planted fast growing thorny vines all along the fence. The leaves were gone, dropped before the cold season, but the thorns remained. It didn’t seem like there was an easy way in, except to climb through the thorns. But my little female was burdened with a heavy pack of foraged goods, and she couldn’t climb the fence without injuring her thin human skin. 

	There must be another way through. I inhaled deeply and followed her scent. The false one she used to confuse the scourge was strong, and it burned my nostrils, but the deliciously tempting one hidden underneath called to me. She could outsmart the scourge’s senses, but she couldn’t hide from me. It was the most amazing thing I’d ever smelled, and I had a strange and inexplicable urge to surround myself with the intoxicating fragrance.

	I followed the trail to a few big thorny bushes growing right up against the fence. Her scent stopped there. The trail disappeared directly into one of the evergreen bushes. I reached out to touch the bush. It was fake. The bush next to it was real. But the shrub I was holding was plastic. Now that I knew what to look for, it was obvious, but from a few steps back and at a quick glance, most would be fooled. 

	I moved the false plant out of the way, and there, at the bottom of the fence, behind the fake bush, was an opening just big enough for the little female to fit. I knelt and stuck my upper body through. I smelled blood. The female had scratched herself recently on some of the thorns as she crawled in. 

	With my wide shoulders and back, I doubted I could make it through the opening without making the opening wider. She’d clearly made the hole just big enough for someone her size. I didn’t want to ruin her perfectly planned system, so I looked around again for another way past the fence. A little further away, a large tree with a sturdy branch that almost extended into the lot provided an easy way in. Though, how I planned on getting out, I didn’t know.

	I drew my claws—retractable claws made working with our hands much less cumbersome—and climbed up the thick trunk, the rough bark making for an easy climb. Then I leaped from the branch and landed inside the little female’s domain. On one side of the building, there was a small, attached enclosure with clear sides and ceilings. Movement there caught my attention, and I snuck closer to take a look.

	My female stood with another human female between rows of green. Food stuff? Was this why she refused my offer of nutrition bars? But even if she had all the plant food she needed, humans still required protein and animal fats, especially in such a scarce landscape where supplements were hard to come by. 

	No. Alice must still be hungry. Despite her verbal claim that she did not need my food, I’d heard her stomach growling during our exchange. She was a bad liar. 

	Humans were able to digest more plant material than my species, a bonus in a world where the scourge collected and ate every source of meat in their territory. Xarc’n warriors supplemented themselves with plant foods but needed large quantities of animal fat and protein to maintain our muscular body composition. 

	Initially, we had farmed what we needed on our ships orbiting the planet. But since then, we’d turned a few of the planet’s islands, which had been easy to rid of the scourge, into food cultivation stations. The scourge had eradicated the islands' wildlife, and there was no way to save the ecosystems. But part of each island had been put aside to repopulate with other suitable Earth species in the future if any survived. We weren’t sure if this little blue-green planet could be saved, but it was our life’s work to try.

	The two females walked along the row of plants, facing away from me, and I took the opportunity to sneak in closer. The glass of the building started at my mid-thigh, and if I crouched low, right up against the wall, they would not see me. From my new position, I heard their conversation clearly through the glass. 

	“He was huge, Nat! The biggest alien I’ve ever seen. I tried to run, but he cornered me.” I recognized this as my female’s voice. She was talking about me. I pushed away the surge of pride at hearing my female describe me as “huge.” It was a compliment for a hunter.

	“But he let you go. If one of them wanted to keep you as a prisoner, you wouldn’t be back here.” 

	“He offered me some strange looking shrink-wrapped bars.”

	“Alien nutrition bars?”

	“I think so. I didn’t take it, though.”

	I stayed quiet and listened to the little human talk with her companion. Her voice was soothing, and I didn’t want her to stop. She could talk about anything to me, and I would be happy. Life as a hunter was a quiet one unless you counted the sound of dying scourge; I preferred to erase that from my memory. Leaning back against the hard brick wall, I closed my eyes and savored the sound of her voice.


Chapter 3: Alice

	“What? Why didn’t you take it?” Natalie asked. “I wouldn’t have turned down free food.”

	I finished watering the last row of fast-growing lettuce greens, our first crop this spring, and put the watering can down by our water reservoir. I refilled my own water bottle before sitting down at the metal bench by the greenhouse glass. Natalie plopped down next to me, leaning her head against my shoulder. It was a cool spring evening, but the temperature of the greenhouse was just right.

	“No way I’m taking that risk. What if it’s a trick, Nat? He must want something. Nobody gives something away for free. And besides, aren’t they supposed to be our enemies?” 

	Natalie wrinkled her nose. “Don’t tell me you believe that crap the government fed us before everything went to shit. If the Xarc’n bugged our planet on purpose just so they could come in and ‘save us’ and take over, why didn’t they take over once the bugs wiped out most of the world?”

	Natalie had a point. If the Xarc’n had truly used the bugs to lure humanity into a false sense of alliance so we would let down our guard, wouldn’t they have taken over already? They could have swooped in with an army of their towering warriors to clean up the rest of humanity, now that the bugs had done all the heavy lifting. 

	Earth governments hadn’t trusted the ferocious-looking aliens, believing that the Xarc’n had sent the bugs on purpose. I mean, the timing was kind of suspicious. Instead of accepting their help, Earth had in essence, told them to sit on it and spin. Eventually, a few mayors made their own decision and asked the Xarc’n hunters to help their cities. But it was too late.

	 A few short weeks later, many of the world’s major city centers were no more. The bugs went where the food was easy pickings; crowded cities were irresistible, all-you-can-eat bug buffets. The world as we knew it was gone. 

	 “Remember when we left the Franklin group? On our way here, we saw a huge-ass hunter taking on a whole swarm of those dog-sized noisy bugs. Earth told the Xarc’n hunters to fuck off, and they are still here, risking their necks, killing those little bastards for us. Sure, those alien warriors are tanks, but they aren’t invincible. They put themselves in danger every day to fight those damn bugs, and that’s good enough for me.”

	Come to think of it, the Xarc’n warrior bearing gifts today had looked a whole lot like the same one that had been fighting the bug pack last fall. But then again, I’d only seen a handful of the alien hunters in real life. For all I knew, I could be alien face-blind, and they all looked the same to me. 

	I leaned back against the low brick wall of our greenhouse and looked up the semi-transparent roof. The sun was setting, and the effect was almost magical.  “I don’t completely buy into the whole ‘they sent us the bug so they can save us’ bullcrap, but we’ve all heard of the stories of women going missing after meeting one of these aliens.” Then I added, “I don’t want to be a statistic.” 

	“Fine, fine.” Natalie laughed and put both hands up in surrender. “But I still think you should’ve taken the food. I would’ve.”

	“And end up like Cynthia? No, thank you.”

	Cynthia had been part of the Franklin group. We’d all read stories from when the internet was still up about hunters charging into homes and running off with women. But, we’d never thought it would happen to one of our own. Cynthia had come back from a solo foraging trip and gone straight to all us women and told us how much she cared for us and how she valued our friendship. 

	Then she’d gone to the leader and told him she was leaving the group. She wouldn’t tell him why, though. One of the men had asked if a hunter was bothering her and told her that she didn’t need to go with him, that we would protect her from the alien warrior. Natalie and I had both agreed; we would all work together to protect her if she needed. But she’d shook her head vehemently and insisted she needed to go.

	Then a huge monster of a Xarc’n warrior had bulldozed into our hideout in just a loincloth and a harness. He hadn’t even used the entrance; he’d just knocked a hole out of the wall like the Kool-Aid man. He’d picked Cynthia up, thrown her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and tromped off with her. We’d gathered our weapons and went after them, but it was as if the two had disappeared into thin air.

	Rumor had it that the aliens needed Earth women as there weren’t any females of their own race. No one had ever seen a Xarc’n female. The menfolk had freaked out and started demanding that the women all stay in the shelter. That was before Natalie’s accident, and she’d freak right back out at them. She wasn’t the type to hide when she could be out helping the group. The group fell apart soon after that, and Natalie and I left to take our chances on our own. 

	“Cynthia is still alive, and you know it. We spotted her traveling with the alien, remember? She looked healthier, well-fed. And happy, too. She was smiling. That could be you.”

	Natalie and I had been out scrounging together at the very edge of town when we saw Cynthia with her giant Xarc’n hunter. Cynthia had looked healthier, and she had been smiling next to her Xarc’n protector. 

	“So, she has to give the big alien some nooky once in a while,” Natalie continued. “Big whoop-de-doo. That’s better than getting caught by the gangs. The raiders are heartless. And any settlement has breeding requirements for ‘useless’ women like me.”  

	Useless? Was she fucking serious? I checked Natalie’s face to see if she was joking. She looked back at me, tears threatening to spill over in her eyes. Nope! She was serious! I gawked at her. 

	“You’re not useless!” I gestured around the hardware store we called home, at the plants growing in our greenhouse. “Look at everything we’ve built together. We survived the winter! Just the two of us. And the greenhouse is up and running now that it’s spring. We will have,” I leaned over to pick up the discarded packages of seeds, “lettuce, tomatoes, peppers, basil, pak choi, and whatever the fuck this is.” I waved the mystery pack of seeds with the smudged lettering in the air.

	“I can’t do shit now.” She looked down at her leg. “I can’t run. I can’t climb. And I sure as hell can’t forage with you. I’m kind of jealous of Cynthia. I want a hunter to come and carry me away.”

	“You must be kidding.”

	“What? It’s better than starving. The hunters are a billion times better than the raiders. I’m not kidding, Alice. How long are we going to survive here? You’re doing all the work, and I’m no better than an invalid.” She choked on the last words, trying not to cry.

	“That’s not true, Nat. And you know it.” I gestured again at the place we called home. “You got all this set up. We are safe and alive because of you. I could never have done it alone.”

	“Tell that to the settlements. They’ll take one look at me and regulate me to repopulation duty.” She made a face. 

	“That’s why we’re not living in one! Fuck them! We don’t need them.”  I gave Natalie a sideways bear hug. 

	“Thanks, Alice. You’re the best.”

	“We should head in; the sun is setting.” I helped Natalie up to standing, and we headed in.

	The sun was going down, and the light from our lantern would be seen through the glass; a big no-no. It was one of the rules we adhered to strictly. From the outside, the building must look uninhabited and dilapidated. 

	We’d purposefully knocked down half the sign and took a crowbar to the front displays, which weren’t connected to the inside of the store. We’d even knocked over some empty shelves at the front so that the place looked already ransacked if anyone looked through the window.

	But the front of the store was a façade. The inside was perfectly livable. Comfortable, even, considering we survived the winter in it, and neither of us lost fingers or toes to frostbite. And using ancient technology like chamber pots hadn’t been hard to get used to. The hardware store had a small garden center attached, and we turned it into a greenhouse. And we had enough rain barrels outside so that water hadn’t been an issue. We even had enough for our crops.

	As we walked through the door to the main part of our hardware store home, Natalie grinned, unshed tears still in her eyes. “Those Xarc’n warriors aren’t bad-looking either. Have you seen the muscles on those mofos? I wonder what else is big on them. I haven’t been laid in a solid year.”

	“Argh! TMI, Nat. TMI!”

	 But once again, Natalie had a point. This forced celibacy was getting to me too. Those muscles on Kaj’k were out of this world, and now I couldn’t stop thinking about what he hid under that loincloth.

	 


Chapter 4: Kaj’k

	I stayed by the low wall of their greenhouse, listening in on the two small Earth females long after they’d moved into the main living area. The two of them were close, and they cared about each other a lot. If I wanted my Alice to come with me, I would need to take her companion, the one she called Nat, as well. I doubted they would part ways, and I wouldn’t want Alice to be unhappy.

	The rumors the Earth government spread about us were only partly true. Xarc’n hunters did not bring the scourge to Earth. But our makers, the now-extinct Xarc’n race, were the ones originally responsible for unleashing the scourge into the universe. We were simply the cleanup crew.

	Our ancestors created us, the hunters, as a last-ditch effort to eliminate the scourge. We were the only ones left. Genetically altered to be perfect fighting specimens, the hunters, the last Xarc’n warriors, were the relic of an extinct alien race. We were to continue fighting the war they had lost until we either disappeared from existence, eaten or destroyed by the scourge, or emerged victorious and wiped the last scourge from the universe.

	The ancient Xarc’n race once used the scourge, created through genetic manipulation, as biological weapons. But the scourge had no ability for loyalty; they just lived, consumed, multiplied, and destroyed. And when the Xarc’n military lost control of their prized weapon, they knew they had brought it onto themselves. The hunters were their last hope for redemption; we provided other civilizations a chance to survive. 

	There’d been only ten thousand original hunters, and they were all long gone now. We were all clones of one of the originals. We kept the genetic material to make clones on every space-bound ship. And every time we confirmed the death of a fallen comrade, or when the scourge reproduced faster than we could destroy them, we grew new clones to replace the lost hunters or to boost our ranks. There were many more than ten thousand of us now. As the scourge multiplied and their numbers grew across the galaxy, so did ours.

	As far as I knew, all of the original hunters were male. There had been no need for females. We simply grew a new clone as needed. But as many of the Xarc’n warriors here on Earth had discovered, Earth females triggered our long latent mating responses. 

	Earth and the human females living on it were blessings. And we intended to do everything we could to fight the scourge here. 

	My female and her companion spoke of one named Cynthia. Cynthia was safe with a fellow hunter.  Cov’k hunted on the other side of the town, and our territories intersected. We’d had to fight together after the last spawning to prevent the masses of scuttlers and spitters from exiting the city.

	That was the goal now for each infested town. As hunters, our job was to prevent the infestation from growing. After every spawning, we worked together to prevent the flushes of fresh scourge looking for a new nest from getting out. Eventually, the nest at the center of town would run out of food. When the scourge in the nest dwindled to manageable numbers, groups of warriors went in to wipe them out.

	It was the only way to clear out the nests. As the humans found out early on, bombing them was useless. Most of the lair was underground in intricate tunnels. There could very well be scourge under my feet right now, but I would never know unless they burrowed up. Luckily for us, that was not something they did.

	Instead, the queen sent flyers out to find food. Unlike the scuttlers, which hunted mostly with scent, flyers were the eyes of the swarm. When flyers located live prey, scuttlers went in, chopped it up, injected it with their preserving toxins, and brought it back to the nest. But that wasn’t enough to maintain populations indefinitely. 

	They collected the majority of their sustenance during the initial attack on the town. Every living creature that did not make it out was now preserved in the queen’s cellar. Piles and piles of dead bodies injected with preservatives lined the walls of the nest. The queen and her spawn lived encased in a fortress of flesh. The food brought in daily added to their stash, but eventually, the swarm would need to find a new place to nest or starve. 

	By the time the nest was fueled only by what the flyers and scuttlers brought in, it was weak enough for hunters to go in and destroy the nest. The town the humans called Franklin still had a ways to go. 

	Now that spring had arrived, and the temperature was rising, it was only a matter of time before the scourge swarmed again. When that happened, I needed to have Alice secure and protected. While sheltered from the menace during the winter freeze, her home would not be safe during a swarm. 

	“Let’s lock up and get to bed. I’m exhausted.” Alice’s voice pulled my attention back to her. She sounded as if she was moving further into the building. I rubbed at my chest, disappointed that she was physically further away from me. 

	“I’ll check the door.”

	A few seconds later, a door just a few body lengths over rattled, and I heard the sound of a lock unlocking and relocking. Then the metal scrape of a deadbolt.

	Satisfied that the darkness would hide my form from view, I got up from my crouched position and moved silently to the door. It smelled strongly of my female’s tempting scent. This must be the door they used to get in and out instead of the large one at the front. I dug the handful of nutrition bars from my pouch and left them in a neat pile at the door. A gift. I’d heard that human females liked presents. And records stated that Xarc’n females, when they’d been alive, had enjoyed and expected them too.

	Alice had claimed that she didn’t need my offering of sustenance. But their talk told me otherwise. She was hungry, and they were worried about not finding enough food. I would not let my female starve, even if she were too proud to take the gift. Perhaps her companion would see it and take it.

	Her companion seemed more open to receiving my help, though she was not the one I was after. I would even venture to guess that this Nat was eager to meet one of my kind. I wondered which one of my fellow hunters would care for her the best. Maybe that was the solution to get Alice to come with me. If I convinced another hunter to care for Nat, and we traveled and hunted together, perhaps Alice would be happy and join me while I hunted. I wanted her along with me as I rid her world of the scourge pest and built a safer world for her.

	Remembering a tip I’d read once on the human internet, a tool we’ve preserved by attaching it to our own networks, I snuck away to find some flowers for my female. It was the perfect time of year, as spring flowers dotted every field with vibrant color. I didn’t see any of the “roses” that were in the photos, but the colorful springtime blooms were beautiful all the same. Besides, the white, yellow, and purple of the flowers in the nearby field suited my Alice much better.

	I doubted Alice would receive my gifts with open arms. But in the morning, when she opened that door, she would know without a doubt who the gifts were from. And I knew now that even if she rejected my offerings, her companion would not, and my Alice would be fed. And that was most important.

	 


Chapter 5: Alice

	I bolted upright, eyes wide open, heart beating a warpath out of my chest. Cold sweat dripped down my temple as I gasped in a panicked breath of air. I grasped my chest with one hand, pulled the blankets around me with the other, and willed myself to calm. 

	On the double-sized air mattress next to mine, Natalie sat up and rubbed at her eyes. “What’s wrong?” she asked mid-yawn.

	“It’s that dream again. Sorry, I woke you.” 

	Natalie was hard to wake when in a dead sleep, so I must have been loud.

	“No worries. Nightmares suck.” She tucked herself back into the covers. “Where’s Bun-bun? Didn’t you say he helps with the nightmares?”

	I searched around my air mattress for the stuffed bunny that kept the nightmares away and found all the other stuffed animals I’d brought back from my foraging, but no Bun-bun. I finally found Bun-bun on the ground, next to my mattress. I brushed him off and pulled him into the blankets with me.

	The dream always started out the same as in real life. It was the day the bugs came to Franklin. I’d been sitting in the kitchen, sneaking peeks out the blinds of the window, nervously waiting for Natalie to get home so we could figure out what to do. We knew that we needed to stick together, no matter what happened.

	The bugs arrived at our neighborhood before Natalie made it home. I’d heard awful screaming coming from the house next door. I really shouldn’t have looked outside when I did. Call it morbid curiosity, but I’d pay for it in nightmares for the rest of my life.

	I’d peeked through the blinds just in time to see the head and torso of the neighbor’s kid, Eddie, being carried away by the bugs. I’d seen other bodies being lugged off before on the internet, but this time, it was different. This was little Eddie, who just a few days ago was running around the backyard half-naked, refusing to put on his clothes, much to his mother’s chagrin. This was the little boy who had drawn happy faces and rainbows on the driveway.

	The image was burned into my head forever; it haunted me often in my dreams. But in the dream, the kid would open his eyes and start begging me to help him, save him, gesturing wildly with the stumps of his arms. I always woke up sweating and panicked, feeling like puking out the contents of my stomach.

	Bun-bun had helped. He was the first, relatively clean, stuffed animal I’d found in my forage. I knew it was silly that an inanimate object helped calm me so much, but it did, and I wasn’t going to question a good thing. I’d started collecting stuffed animals. If it was clean and if I had room in my pack, I took it home. I’d even tied them to my pack when there was no room left inside. Now, an army of stuffed bears, bunnies and llamas, and even an octopus surrounded my air mattress, protecting me from bad dreams. 

	In this crazy new world, comforts were few and far between. My legion of stuffed animals were the lone frivolous items I owned. They kept me sane.

	I settled back into my blankets and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, it was morning.

	 

	 

	 

	I froze at the door to our home, eyes glued to the pile of alien nutrition bars and the bouquet of fresh flowers. I’d checked my surroundings several times during my trek back yesterday, and I’d even taken the long route home. I’d been so sure that the alien warrior had not followed me home. 

	On my way back, I hadn’t heard any of our makeshift proximity alarms go off; they’d been put in place to trip up anything or anyone following me. We had other alarms that triggered if someone tried to mess with the fence. Those had been silent all night.

	 I stuck my head out the door and peered over at the fence. It looked intact. No brawny alien had barged through while we slept.

	“What’s wrong, Alice?”

	“Nothing,” I lied. I closed the door behind me, looking extremely suspicious. I had the world’s shittiest poker face, and I knew it.

	Natalie narrowed her eyes and barreled past me to the door, despite her limp. She flung the door wide open and squealed.

	“Presents from your not so secret admirer!” She clapped her hands together like a child on Christmas morning. “This is so exciting.” She peered outside and looked around. “I wonder if he’s still around.” She raised her voice and broadcasted, “Thank you, mister Xarc’n warrior. Alice isn’t rejecting your offers. Really, she isn’t!”

	I covered her big mouth, pulled her back inside the safety of our home, and slammed the door shut. “What are you doing, Nat? Are you crazy?”

	Natalie put her hands on her hips and stood her ground. “No. You’re crazy for not taking the presents. If those flowers were for me, I’d jump the poor fool already. Think about it, Alice. You’ll have someone to care for you!”

	“I don’t need anyone to care for me.” But even as I said the words, I knew they were lies. 

	The weather was warming up, and we both knew what was coming. Refusing to say it out loud didn't stop it from happening. The bugs would be swarming again soon. It wasn’t just the danger of the bugs themselves but the starvation that would hit when the bugs devoured everything in their path.

	I deflated. Natalie was right. We needed all the help we could get. But I wasn’t going to accept handouts from a Xarc’n hunter. Especially one that followed me home last night like some stalker. Totally not cool!

	“No way, Natalie. I’m not budging.”

	She blew out a breath at me and rolled her eyes. “Fine, be that way.”

	I opened the door again, praying that he wouldn’t be standing outside, but just the pile of nutrition bars and the bouquet of flowers greeted me. I looked around for any signs of my alien admirer, but I found none.

	“I still need to go scout out a new place to forage today,” I said as I tried to ignore the neatly stacked pile of nutrition bars at my doorstep. We’d depleted our food supply throughout the winter, and my fingers itched to add them to our dwindling stash. My stomach, only half-filled with canned pasta from breakfast today, also urged me to take the offerings.

	“I know. I wish I could still come and help.” Natalie slapped angrily at her injured leg.

	We both knew that we needed to get as much food saved up as we could before the bugs swarmed.

	Natalie limped over and gave me a hug. “Promise me you’ll stay safe.”

	“I will.”

	“And if your knight in shining loincloth comes to take you away, please ask him to send me a friend.”

	I whacked her hard on the shoulder with the back of my hand. “Shush, bitch! That’s not going to happen. Don’t even speak of it!” I pulled on my backpack and walked out of our home.

	Natalie laughed and waved goodbye from the door. Then, she bent, picked up the bouquet of flowers and the pile of food, and brought it inside. I knew she would. And I also knew better than to argue with her. 

	I focused my attention on the task at hand as I headed into town, speed-walking to my destination. I needed to find more food, which meant going further into Franklin. Luckily, the bugs didn’t recognize the cans as food and left them alone. The outskirts of town were mostly all foraged out. 

	But every instinct I had told me not to go further into town. The further I went, the more likely I would run into the bugs. I was terrified of normal size Earth bugs to begin with; overgrown alien bugs were nightmare fodder. 

	I surprised myself every time I came across the deadly creatures. I honestly thought I’d be so frightened that I’d freeze and end up as bug chow. But time and time again, when the bugs came, I’d reacted. I’d found a hiding spot, sprayed myself with perfume, and kept as silent as I could. And somehow, I was still alive. I still couldn’t believe it most days.

	It was windy today, and the wind blew strands of my long grown-out balayage into my face. Only the very ends were blonde now; the rest was the mousy brown I was unfortunate enough to be born with. I pulled the elastic out of my hair and pulled my hair into a higher ponytail, hoping to catch the annoying wayward strands.

	Male voices froze me in place against the evergreen hedge I’d been sneaking along. Fuck! Just my luck, one of the raider gangs were in the area. And not the nice ones either, by the looks of it. I usually traveled on the other side of the street, along the ditch so I could stay hidden. Of course the one day I chose not to ditch it would be the day I got caught.

	They milled around the abandoned house just up ahead. A few were getting onto their bikes, ready to leave. I looked around for a better place to hide. I purposefully foraged in browns and greys in an attempt to blend in with my surroundings, but I doubted crouching on the ground and pretending to be a rock would work out in the open unless the men were all drunk. 

	The nearby field laid fallow after the long winter with no one to work the acreage. There was nothing else besides the hedge I was pressed up against and a large tree on the other side of the road. A little further was a ditch I could duck inside. I ran toward to ditch, hoping to get there before the men came into view. 

	“Look at what we have here.” The voice came from across the street. 

	I’d been so focused on the group up ahead that I hadn’t noticed the lone man standing across the street. He had his pants down and his dick in his hand, obviously mid-pee. My quick movement had drawn his attention.

	Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity-fuck. This wasn’t good. 

	I skidded to a halt. There was no point in running now that I’d been spotted. That was stupid of me. I should’ve been more careful. I put my hands up into the air to show I was unarmed. 

	“This one’s still got some meat on her. I say we take her back and have some fun first.” 

	I felt sick. At least the bugs killed you right away before they dragged you back to the nest. These men were no better than the bugs. They had no humanity left. Most of them had been rejected from the settlements for crimes they’d committed, the same settlements that would make Natalie a breeder because she was unfit to forage.

	The man who alerted the rest of my presence tucked himself back into his pants, zipped up, and crossed the street toward me. I looked around, but as before, there wasn’t anywhere to run to. As he reached for me, I reacted before I could think. I reached for the crowbar strapped to my thigh and bashed him as hard as I could across his face. I felt the reverberation up my arm.

	Score one for me.

	“Fucking bitch broke my nose!” the man yelled, blood pouring from his face. 

	But the rest of them were converging on their new prey now, and I backed away. I was outnumbered, and I knew I couldn’t run or hide; they would chase me down easily on their bikes. They closed in around me, each man a feral husk of what he once was.

	 They stank too, and I held my breath to prevent dry heaving. But it wasn’t just the human stink of not washing for weeks; they smelled strangely similar to a pack of bugs as well. It smelled wrong, and my stomach roiled at the stench. 

	A scabby arm reached for me, and I whacked at it with my weapon. Another angry scream sounded as my crowbar made contact. I intended to go down fighting. If I was going to die, I planned on taking as many down with me as possible. That meant maiming as many as I could. A serious injury was basically a death sentence without medical care.

	I brandished my crowbar in front of me and had a sudden déjà vu of yesterday as I did the same to the big alien warrior. I hadn’t been nearly as terrified then as I was now. 

	The whole gang was coming at me with weapons of their own: metal bars and knives. The men didn’t look too happy at how I treated their friends. Served them right for attacking me. But I knew my time was up. There were just too many of them, and I wasn’t exactly a fighter. 

	Then, a large form leaped over the hedge and landed in front of me with a deafening roar. Kaj’k? It was. And damn, did he look like one mean motherfucker! 

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Kaj’k 

	I had to follow my female from quite a distance away to avoid detection. The landscape here was flat and bleak, with only a few groves of trees dotted here and there to hide my shuttle. And the cloaking technology only did so much. From far away, no one would notice my vehicle. Even up close, when the cloaking was on, it was difficult to see when stationary. But up close and moving, the disturbance in the air was easily detected.

	That was why when Alice ran into trouble with the crew of human males, I was delayed in jumping in to help. I ran along the fence of greenery on the side facing the fields and watched as one of the males reached for my tiny female. But she was ready with her weapon and hit him hard across the arm. Another male was already down, holding his bleeding face. My female was fierce, and I admired her fire. That weapon she’d waved at me yesterday wasn’t just for show.

	I leaped over the hedge of bushes with a fierce roar, choosing not to waste any words on these pathetic males. I landed between my female and her attackers.

	I’d run into this group before; they often attacked the hunters, calling us horrible names. Not all human males were bad news, and some groups even helped the hunters fight the scourge. But this group, they were a real nuisance. The last time we’d come face to face, I’d let most of them live, except for the ones I killed in self-defense. But this time, I’d killed them all if I had to protect my female.

	I considered unsheathing my axe from my harness. It was an energy weapon; the plasma edge embued with intense ionized gas. It made short work of the scourge’s armored carapace. But I didn’t want to clean the blood off after. And fighting with a blaster was not fun. Humans were soft, and I decided to take the males on by hand instead.

	“It’s one of those monsters. Looks like today is our lucky day, boys. We get to bring home a girl and a trophy.” The male rubbed his hands together. “I say we mount his head on the wall.”

	The closest male charged in, taking a swing at me. But he was slow, and I evaded him easily, moving away just in time so that he swung at nothing. I grabbed him and shoved him violently back into one of his companions.

	Unlike the last time I’d fought with this group, they had the distinct fetor of the scourge’s fungal spores. The foul stench emanating from their pores was pungent. They must have been infected recently and through consumption of the spores themselves, rather than through contact with other infected humans. I made a note to decontaminate myself and my female once we were on my shuttle. 

	Two more males jumped into the fray, dashing in and leaping onto me simultaneously. I ducked under one and tackled the other around the middle, bringing him to the ground. I punched his face hard and heard a crunch under my fist. He did not get back up.

	I stood quickly and faced my next foe, who ran at me with a knife. I side-stepped the fool neatly and grabbed the extended arm. Using his own momentum, I swung him around toward his ally. At the last moment, I twisted the wrist and felt a popping sound. He would not be brandishing that knife again for a while. He landed on another human who was just about to attack. They both crumpled to the ground, screaming.

	I landed a solid punch on the next attacker's face, and he went down hard as well. These humans could not take a punch. After dodging two more wildly flung fists and a badly executed kick, I drew my claws. I was done playing. It was time for business. This wasn’t a challenge; it was merely a waste of time. It was taking too long, and the scourge were sure to arrive to take advantage of the chaos soon. I wanted to be gone with my female by then.

	I swiped out with my now-extended claws, catching the next male who dared approach across the neck. Red spurted freely from the wound as he fell to the ground, adding to the tang of iron already scenting the air. 

	But before I could do any more damage, the leader of the group called out, “Fuck! We need to retreat. There’s too much blood. The bugs will come for sure.”

	They were not so stupid, after all. They retreated, and as I’d expected, they did not help their heavily injured or carry back their dead. They knew they needed to leave the area soon and fast. The fight had been loud, with yelling and screaming. And the smell of fresh blood called the flyers in from miles.

	I turned to my female. We needed to leave too. Alice was small, and the flyers could pick her right up and carry her away. She smelled as delicious as the bloodied corpses on the ground.

	“Watch out!” Alice shouted, pointing behind me. 

	I knew what she was pointing at; I’d heard sounds of their loud, cumbersome vehicles approaching and was ready to leap out of the way as the deceitful males charged me on their bikes. They held their weapons out to the side, hoping to catch me with their knives and metal bars. But Xarc’n hunters such as myself had powerful legs, and I vaulted up over their heads as they charged by. 

	Aiming for the last male, I grabbed him around the head with my taloned feet and ripped him off his bike. He landed on the pavement with a loud thud, and I gripped him around the neck with my toes. I’ve always wondered how annoying it must be for humans not to have an opposable digit on their feet. They kept their feet shoved inside protective footwear, how inconvenient.

	This human was smarter than the rest; he had a helmet on, protecting his thin skull from the impact of the pavement. I looked down at him with my most menacing glare. 

	“This,” I pointed to Alice, “is my female. You and your group will never touch her. If I catch any of you bothering her again, I will kill all of you. Do you understand?” I ignored the fact that the entire group was as good as dead anyway, with the noxious spores in their systems.

	I wasn’t sure how much of my words my outdated device managed to translate, but the male nodded best he could with my claws around his neck and my large feet on his chest. I let him up, and he scrambled hastily to his bike, righted it, and sped off. 

	With the males finally gone, I turned to face my female. Alice backed away from me, her eyes staring at the dirty, bloody claws on my hand. I took my flask from my belt and rinsed off their infected blood before retracting my talons. I showed her my hands, now without the claws. I couldn’t retract the claws on my feet as those were permanently extended. She didn’t relax. Instead, she took another step back.

	“You must come with me. It is not safe here. The Scourge will come for the fresh bodies.”

	She shook her head, still backing away. “I’m not coming with you. I need to find my next haul, and then I have to go home. I have someone depending on me.”

	The cry of an approaching flyer had us both looking to the sky. There wasn’t any time to argue or fight. The flyers would arrive soon, and at her size, my female was a perfect morsel for them to pick up and fly off with. I stomped over, picked her up, and tossed her over my shoulder.

	“Hey! Put me down!” She kicked her feet and whacked at the backs of my legs with her metal weapon. It stung, but nothing I couldn’t handle. I knew her heart was not in it; she’d hit the other male much harder. This was just a display.

	I smacked her soundly across her rounded buttocks, my palms making a satisfying crack. “Quiet, female. You will alert the scourge.” And as if to punctuate my point, the flyer called again. My female shuddered and quieted. She went limp on my shoulder, and I started toward my shuttle. It was hard to see with the cloaking on, but I knew where it was, and I could hear the slight buzz from the engine I’d left on.

	In the sky, the first pair of flyers flew into view. Instead of going for the carnage we’d left behind, it zeroed in on my moving form. They always went for the freshest meat first. I put my female down and detached a sonar flare from my belt. Pulling the pin, I aimed and threw it toward where the fight had taken place. The pair of aerial scourge turned sharply and followed the flare.

	“Cool! What was that you just threw?”

	“It’s a sonar flare. The scourge are drawn to the frequency it gives off. It only draws the scourge for a few minutes. The flyers will take the dead males first, but by then, more will arrive, and you smell mighty tasty.” 

	Alice squinted at me as if she only understood half of what I just said. The translator on my belt was doing a less than stellar job, managing only broken sentences. The better-quality translator in my ear told me so. But now was not the time to worry about that as more flyers were coming in. I took her tiny hand and ran toward my shuttle.

	But her legs were short, and she moved slowly, even at a dead run. I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder again. This time she didn’t protest. The scent of fear radiated off her body. Her heartbeat was so loud that I felt the thud-thud, thud-thud on my upper back.

	Finally, at my shuttle, I put her down again and triggered the button to remove the cloaking on the personal ship. As the cloak faded and my shuttle came into view, Alice’s jaws dropped. 

	“What the—”

	The door sensed my presence and slid open.

	“In you go, my female.”

	“Wait, I never agreed to go with you. I can’t go with you. I still have to care for Natalie.” She backed away from my shuttle, and I moved to block her. “You can’t just take me away like that other warrior did to Cynthia. Natalie depends on me.”

	“I will return you to your companion at the end of the day. I promise.”

	She narrowed her eyes at me as if she weren’t sure she trusted me. 

	“Xarc’n warriors have honor; we keep our promises. We both have work to do today,” I continued. “I must check my traps and kill the scourge caught in them, and you need to forage for more food. We will do so together. You will find better items with me along.”

	“I don’t need your help foraging. I’m capable of doing it myself.” My little female jutted her chin out in defiance. “Thank you for saving me from the raiders today. But I can handle the rest now that they are gone.”

	My female did not want my help. I knew she was capable. If she weren’t, she wouldn’t still be alive. 

	I tried another angle. “You are capable of foraging on your own. But life as a hunter is often lonely. I wish for your companionship.” It was the truth, and I wasn’t afraid to admit it to her. Perhaps if she thought it was me who needed her, rather than the other way around, she would stay willingly. 

	No matter what happened, Alice was going to spend the day with me inside my shuttle. The only difference was whether she walked in willingly or if I carried her in over my shoulder and strapped her down to my bed.

	Her eyes softened. My female was a caring type. But it was not enough to change her mind.

	“No can do, big guy. You just—”

	I didn’t let her finished. I swooped in and picked her up, tossing her over my shoulder again.

	“What the fuck?” She shrieked, catching the attention of an incoming pair of aerial scourges. They shrieked right back at her. They were still far away, but they changed their course, reorienting on her.

	“I could just leave you here with our new flyer friends,” I bluffed. I would never leave her behind. “It looks like they’ve spotted you. You do smell delicious.”

	She didn’t look too happy, but she was adorable in her anger. I didn’t expect the hard smack of her hand on my belly. Oof. She hissed and grabbed her hand.

	“What are you made of? Metal?”

	“I am flesh and bone, just like you. But I’m going into my ship where the flyers won’t be able to take a chunk out of my hide.” It was an exaggeration, of course, to convince her to enter my shuttle. Any flyer getting close enough to me would find themselves missing a wing.

	“Okay, okay. Fine, I’ll go with you. But just for companionship. No funny business.”

	My translator didn’t quite know what to make of “funny business,” but from my eavesdropping of her conversation last night, I guessed she meant anything sexual. “No funny business,” I agreed.

	I tossed her over my shoulder again and walked into my shuttle. I quickly triggered the cloaking feature to hide us from the flyers overhead. Then I lowered her gently on my bed.

	The door slid closed behind me, and Alice looked curiously around my shuttle. I hoped she liked what she saw. It wasn’t much, but every hunter had our own personal ship. The shuttle was small, but it was well provisioned and comfortable. It was my home when I was on the move, which was often. She didn’t know it yet, but it would be her home one day too.

	Realizing she was on my bed, Alice scrambled off. I didn’t mind. There would be plenty of time to have her on my bed in the future.

	“So where did you set your first trap? The faster we get our work done, the faster I can get home to Natalie.”

	“A few streets into the center of town from where we met yesterday. There is a large complex there, and I set up a trap for the scourge earlier.”

	Her eyes lit up. “You mean the plaza with the big grocery store?” Then she slumped. “But it’s bug territory still. We can’t get in there. It’s covered in bugs!”

	“Not when I am done. I will rid the area of scourge first, and you will be safe inside the transport. Once they are gone, we will forage the area for things you need. I have two other traps to check after. Then, I will bring you home to your companion.”

	“Deal!” she agreed, and I felt a strange but happy tightness form in my chest.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Alice

	I found myself inside the vehicle Kaj’k had called his shuttle. But the inside looked nothing like I’d expected an alien ship to be. There was no pilot or driver’s seat, no windshield, no dash with blinking lights. It looked like a very comfortable and futuristic RV. 

	There was a sleeping platform along one of the walls and an area that looked like a kitchen. In one corner was a tall narrow closet-like stall that was partially see-through; it was empty. On one wall was a desk with a large, comfortable-looking Xarc’n sized chair. A slim profiled screen sat on the desk. Everything was clean and sleek.

	But I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how he drove this shuttle. There weren’t even any windows. How did he see where he was going?

	“How come the flying bugs aren’t coming after your shuttle?”

	“Ship has cloaking,” he explained.

	It was getting easier to understand the choppy sentences coming from the translator on his belt. That explained why I hadn’t seen the ship on the way here. The shuttle literally appeared out of thin air once we were close enough. “So no one can see us now?”

	“Up close, is clear that something moving. Xarc’n hunters recognize cloaked vessel, and humans too, if know what to look for. But we hidden from Scourge. Ship not only concealed visually, but also releases chemical to confuse.”

	I nodded as I deciphered the translator’s awkward sentences, glad to know that I was safe inside his vehicle. Then I did a double-take as I realized my alien rescuer was taking off his belt and harness. His armor came off as well, showing a whole lot of purple flesh, very muscular and toned flesh. He reached for his loincloth, and I freaked out. “Hey! You said no funny business.”

	“I no remove clothes for sex. Am removing to use decontaminator.”  He gestured to the closet-stall in the corner before whipping off his loincloth. 

	I was now in the presence of a very nude and very imposing alien warrior. “Um, okay, you go do that. I’ll just stare at the ceiling,” I said awkwardly. When I woke up this morning, I had not expected to end up in this situation. 

	“No, you remove clothes too and come in get clean. Those males not clean, they infected with scourge’s fungal spores. I smell on them. We need remove spores from bodies and clothes.”

	First of all, what fungal spores? I’d never heard of that before. And second, he wanted me to take my clothes off too? No way! Taking my eyes from the ceiling, I turned back toward the door and pressed the only button on the door, hoping it would open it. Nothing happened.

	“I programmed doors only let you in, not out,” the low growls of Kaj’k language rumbled behind me, followed by the delayed translation.

	“What? Why?” 

	“Because you are mine. And I keep you safe. You safe here. Not safe outside.” He said the words as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

	Then big hands lifted my still empty backpack off my back before pulling my sweatshirt up and over my head. I gasped, realizing that Kaj’k intended on stripping me if I didn’t take the clothes off myself. 

	But for some reason, I didn’t panic. Considering I had a naked Xarc’n warrior in front of me, intent on stripping me nude, I felt strangely calm. Maybe this was my instinct telling me he was safe.

	Deciding it was best to do it myself, I said, “Alright, Alright, Mr. Bossy, I’ll take it off. But explain to me what the fungal spores are. And keep your hands to yourself.”

	“Explain after decontamination. And my hands attached to my body.”

	I didn’t correct him on what I meant by keeping his hands to himself. As I stripped, Kaj’k moved to open a door and stepped inside the tiny cubicle. He clipped the small device that had translated his words for me onto one of the bars in the small space. That stall must be the decontamination unit. But instead of closing it, he just stood there and motioned to the tiny space in front of his body.

	“You want me to step in there with you?” I stood there, stunned. “That stall is barely big enough for you.”

	“Is plenty space.” He gestured again to the spot right in front of him.

	And of course, silly me, I looked and got an eyeful of flaccid alien dick. I covered my eyes immediately. 

	I heard a laugh a moment before strong arms pulled me into the unit and closed the door behind me. I found myself smashed up against a set of extremely ripped abs. Kaj’k was so tall that I barely came up to his chest. Rough hands rubbed my back in soothing circles.

	“Calm, little one. I do not harm you.”

	I didn’t calm. Who the hell did he think he was, manhandling me like that? I acted without thinking and bit down on the chest I was smashed up against. 

	He hissed and grabbed my ass, digging his fingers into my flesh. “You have fire. I like, Little Flame. But bite is foreplay. You say no funny business. Be calm.”

	Shit! I looked at the burly chest I’d bitten. My teeth barely made a dent in his thick hide. And I didn’t want him to mistake my attacks as foreplay.

	“Close your eyes. Is safe to keep eyes open, but uncomfortable. Not recommend.”

	I stood still and closed my eyes. A tingling sensation started at my feet, and my hands quested forward, looking for something to hold onto. One hand found a thick forearm, and the other the ridges of his washboard abs. I kept my hands there. If I had to be in a decontaminator nude with an alien equivalent of Mr. Universe, I might as well cop a feel. Besides, he totally grabbed my ass, so this was fair play.

	The tingles moved up my body. And as it did, the hand rubbing circles on my back paused, and the grip tightened, then something poked at my belly. I opened my eyes, but before I could look down, Kaj’k pressed me hard into his body, his erection trapped between us. I struggled.

	“Do not move,” he growled. “I promise, no ‘funny business.’ Do not make hard for me.”

	I’d say it was already hard for him, but I kept silent. Kaj’k was struggling to be a gentleman—something I didn’t expect to happen—and I wasn’t going to make his job more difficult. Remembering his comment earlier about being lonely, I had a newfound perspective of him. Xarc’n hunters weren’t impenetrable after all.

	Kaj’k lifted his hands off my back and into the air. I watched in fascination as he unsheathed his claws, the gleaming talons extending out from his knuckles. He held them up for a moment, letting the unit decontaminate them. Then, in a flash they were gone, hidden away in his giant hands again. I tried not to stare.

	We stayed still for the rest of the decontamination cycle. The smell of ozone drowned out any other scents. I closed my eyes as suggested and followed the awkward tingling up and down my body. His hand resumed the calming circles on my back, and I found myself resting my cheek against the ripped front of his body. It was kind of nice.

	The decontamination cycle ended, and the smell of ozone faded, replaced by Kaj’k’s crisp, masculine scent. He smelled awfully good for an alien who just got sweaty fighting a bunch of assholes, and I sniffed at him, hoping he wouldn’t notice since my face was already next to his body. 

	“You smell good too, little female.” 

	So much for being discreet.

	Kaj’k hunched down and buried his nose into my hair. A soft growl rumbled from his chest, and it was strangely calming. I’d read somewhere once that cats purred at the perfect frequency to calm themselves and each other. Was this what was happening? Was Kaj’k purring to calm me? 

	The door clicked open, and I shifted my weight. The hard bar of his still erect cock rubbed against my belly. I’d completely forgotten about that. It didn’t feel like a normal cock. His dick had looked normal when it was flaccid. But erect, it felt as though it consisted of three large bumps in a row. I fought off the curiosity to look; Kaj’k might take my investigative gaze the wrong way.

	The calm moment over, things were suddenly awkward again. I pushed open the door and escaped the confines of the cleaning unit to freedom.

	Kaj’k stepped out behind me, grabbed our clothes and my bag with an oversized pair of tongs, and tossed them casually into the unit we’d just been in, and threw the tongs in after them. He turned on the cycle again. I stood there naked and stiff. 

	Not wanting to face any awkward silence, I asked, “So what about the spores you were talking about?”

	Kaj’k plopped his naked and very muscular ass down on the large chair by the desk and swiveled to face me. I couldn’t help but notice that he was flaccid again, and it didn’t show a hint of the strange shape I’d felt earlier. Curiosity left unsated, I now regretted not looking earlier.

	 He spoke, but no translation came. We’d left the device inside the unit, and it was getting doubly cleaned. Oops.

	He pressed against a seemingly empty part of the wall, and a drawer opened. Picking up something tiny, about the size of a grain of rice, he motioned me over. He reached for the side of my head, and I flinched back.

	A purring came from Kaj’k’s chest again, and I calmed. He reached for me again, and I let him stick the tiny device into the shell of my ear. 

	“I’m giving you a translator. I only have one, but we can find another one for your other ear soon. Can you understand me now?”

	“Yes, I can.” And this one was superior. The other translator chopped up and rearranged his words, and I’d almost believed that that was how his language sounded. I smiled at him, and he grinned back. And despite a smile of sharp teeth, it was no longer scary. 

	He started his explanation. “The scourge, the things humans call bugs, carry a deadly fungus.” He patted his lap, which was now devoid of his strangely shaped feeling erection. Realizing I was staring, I looked away.

	“You can always sit on my bed, instead. You will look perfect there.” He smirked at me.

	“I’ll stand, thank you.”

	“Suit yourself.” He turned to the screen, and it came to life as if it detected him there. 

	“So how does one catch the fungus?” I was suddenly quite worried. “Natalie and I have been around the bugs more than once.”

	“You can not catch it from just being around them.” He looked at me, and a look of disgust crossed his face. It was curious that I could already read his emotions so well after only knowing him for a short while.

	“Go on.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want to sit down?”

	“I’m good. Just tell me how those guys got infected with the spores.”

	“There are only two ways for the spores to be passed onto a human. The first is to catch it from an already infected human or Xarc’n. And the second, as in the case of this group, is if the humans consumed the flesh of infected scourge.”

	It took a moment for it to hit me. And as I realized that the men we’d been fighting had actually eaten the bugs, nausea threatened to bring up the canned pasta I’d shared with Natalie this morning. The bugs smelled like rot and disease, and I couldn’t imagine anyone desperate enough to eat one. I stumbled forward a step, and Kaj’k stood, steadied me with a hand, and then pulled me into his lap.

	“That’s—that’s disgusting. But how do you know that group got it from eating the bugs?” But even as I asked, I knew it was true. The men had smelled strangely like the bugs. Now I understood why. It had been the fungus I’d caught a whiff of.

	“Because the scent of the spores was very strong on those males, but it had not started to cripple them yet. Which meant they ingested large quantities of the fungus recently. If they were infected by another human, the fungal load would be small to start. And because it takes time for the mycelium to spread, they would show symptoms by the time the scent was this strong.

	“Once in another host, the fungus can spread to hosts of the same or similar species. We have found that Xarc’n and humans are alike enough for the transfer of spores. The fungus can not fruit in our bodies; it must make its way back into a living scourge to start fruiting and producing the next generation of spores.” 

	Kaj’k’s warm hand on my low back calmed the nausea, and I was able to ask, “And how does it get back into a bug—er, a scourge?” All this talk of bugs and fungus made me sick, but I needed to know.

	“The fungus grows and grows, taking over the body, until the temporary host is so sick that it could no longer move. Then sores on the skin bursts open, and the blood draws the scourge in. The scourge brings the immobilized prey back to the nest, consumes it, and the fungus ends up back in its main host, ready to fruit and send out the next generation of spores.

	“The fungus and the scourge form a bizarre relationship. The fungus is parasitic, but in its effort to get back into the host, it also helps the scourge consume species that are large enough to prey on them. Without the fungus, the scourge would simply be part of the food chain.”

	“Oh boy, I’m glad you convinced me to get into that decontaminator.” My stomach was still queasy, and I blew out a breath.

	Kaj’k arranged me so that I was leaning back against his chest, and I let him. He had yet to take advantage of me, and sitting was better than standing while I struggled to get the idea of deadly fungus spores out of my head. Swiveling his chair to face the desk, he pressed a button on the screen. All the walls, which had just been completely solid, turned transparent as if we were in a fully furnished box with windows on all four sides. The floor and ceiling stayed solid.

	Not expecting it to happen, I gasped. “What the hell?”

	“The walls are displaying what the cameras pick up outside. No one can see in, and we are still cloaked. The ceiling is a view screen too.” He pressed another button on the screen, and the ceiling showed the sky above. A pair of screeching flying bugs flew overhead, and I shrank back against Kaj’k’s warm and safe body, despite knowing that they could not see me.

	“I might prefer it to be just a ceiling.”

	“If it makes you feel safer, I can put the camera feed on the screen.” The walls turned solid again, and the display of the outside world around us showed up on the screen instead. “Or we can do front and back wall display only.” The front and back walls showed the outside, making the shuttle feel like a tunnel. The rest of the feed showed up on the screen.

	This was the best of both worlds. I saw outside but still felt protected. I gave him a double thumbs up.

	“I have seen this gesture used by humans. It means good. Does it not?”

	“Yes, thumbs up means all good.”

	He picked up a device from beside his monitor. It was cordless and had several buttons and what looked like controller sticks on them. With me still nestled in his lap, he reached both brawny arms around me and held the device. Held this way, it reminded me an awful lot of a video game controller.

	And a controller it was, because a few presses of the buttons later, we were on our way to our next destination. I relaxed and leaned back on my living chair, musing at how interesting my day was turning out to be.

	 


Chapter 8: Kaj’k

	Alice was dozing, her head resting back on my chest, when the buzz of the decontaminator signaled the end of the cycle. I’d put our clothes in for the extra-long clean since the spores clung on tenaciously to the fibers of her human clothing. That was one reason why Xarc’n warriors wore as little as possible, and the items we did wear were made of properly cured leather. The unique process we’d developed made the leather inhospitable to the fungus. 

	Her body snapped to attention, and she looked around in a panic. She pushed away from me, struggling in my lap.

	But I held her tight. “Calm, I will not harm you, little female.”

	“Oh, right. I remember now.” She calmed, and I listened as the rhythm of her heartbeat slowed. “Sorry, I fell asleep on you.” Her buttocks wiggled in my lap as she stretched out the side of her neck.

	“I enjoy you sleeping on me. It means you feel safe enough to relax when you are in my protection.” I slowed my shuttle to a halt. “Our clothes are finished just in time; we are at my first trap.”

	I pushed my chair back from the desk, and Alice eased herself out of my bare lap. One arm covered her breasts, and another covered her crotch, not that it did much. The image of her body was already burned into my retina. She was beautiful and so very, very mine. I took our freshly cleaned clothes out of the unit and passed over her set. We both dressed quickly. 

	I strapped my items and weapons back onto my belt and harness, including the translator, in case I ran into more humans. I opened my weapons cabinet and continued to choose more weapons from my arsenal. I picked up my fire cannon.

	When I turned back to Alice, she was gawking at me, half-dressed. “You have enough firepower there to take out a mini army!” She pulled on her pants. 

	“I will be fighting an army of scourge.”

	“There’s an army of scourge just outside?” She glanced over at the front and back wall but saw nothing. 

	I triggered the side wall to show the mess of scourge piling on top of each other just a few shuttle lengths away. 

	“Eeeek!” Alice covered her mouth with her palm to stop the involuntary scream that came out. She scrambled back away from the wall. “I know they couldn’t see in, but damn, that’s scary.” Then she turned to me. “You can’t go out there! There’s at least a few dozen of them.”

	“I have handled more. And I am not without protection and weapons.” I patted the fire cannon in my arms

	“Why are they all piling on top of each other like that? The only time I’ve seen them do that was when they are feeding, but that only lasts a few seconds before they tear whatever they are feeding on into pieces.”

	“There is a beacon at the center of the pile of scourge that emits the same frequency as the sonar flare I used for the flyers. But the beacon can emit the sound for a whole day before it needs to be recharged by the sun.” 

	“That’s handy. But once those critters catch sight of you, won’t they all attack at once?”

	I sat back down at my chair, and Alice came to look over my shoulder at the screen. “Yes. That’s why I throw a net over them first.” I aimed the net thrower that was mounted at the top of my shuttle at the group of milling scuttlers and spitters. “Press this button, and the shuttle will deploy a net over the scourge. Here.” I pointed to the button.

	Alice reached out a delicate finger and pressed it, and a moment later, a net covered half of the distracted scourge. I adjusted the aim and pointed to the button again. She pressed it, and the second net covered the rest of the “bugs,” as she called them.

	“Then, I turn off the beacon, so I don’t bring more scourge in on myself.” I showed her again which button to press on the screen. “And now I go out and burn the trapped ones to a crisp.”

	I made my way to the door.

	“Wait, Kaj’k.” Alice grabbed my arm. “Be careful.”

	I nodded solemnly, one of the few gestures I knew both our cultures shared. Then, I exited my shuttle.

	The scuttlers noticed me the moment I stepped into the sunlight. They all turned as a mass toward me, but the net prevented them from moving from their spot. But it wasn’t the scuttlers I was worried about. It was the spitters.

	Xarc’n hunters were no-nonsense, pragmatic warriors. We named each type of scourge descriptively. Scuttlers got their name from the way they moved. Eight legs scuttled along the ground and made a very distinctive sound. Their front appendages were modified to be scythe-like claws, useful for hacking their victims into manageable chunks. In total, they had five sets of limbs, each one sprouting from a different body segment. They hunted mostly through chemical scents and sounds, which was why the scented sprays Alice used were so effective at confusing them.

	The flyers hunted with sight, and usually in pairs or trios. They, too, had eight legs, but only the front six were fully formed; they used these barbed and clawed legs to pick up unsuspecting prey. The last pair were vestigial. Their final set of appendages coincided with the scuttler’s blades, but instead of a sharp weapon, they moved to the back of their bodies during metamorphosis and transformed into wings. 

	The spitters, which were the most dangerous for a Xarc’n hunter, did exactly what their name suggested. They spit digestive juices. Unlike the scuttlers and the flyers, no legs emerged from their five segments. They moved by sliding silently along the ground. They stood up on their tails to aim before they spit their acid. This took time and was easy to dodge if you noticed the attack on time. The problem was, unlike the scuttlers, spitters moved silently, and many good males were dissolved before they could even run. 

	Hunters like myself faced another problem. The spitter’s range was longer than that of my fire-throwing cannon. This meant I had to duck within range of their acidic volley before I could take them out.

	None of the spitters got stuck in the net, and I had seen spitters on the feed. That meant they were still somewhere here, ready to cause trouble. A movement to the side caught my attention as a group of four spitters looped around the netted scuttlers to get into position.

	I strode forward and sent my stream of fire toward the scourge struggling against the net. The nearly indestructible fibers of the net glowed wickedly red, and the crackled and screaming of scuttlers dying sounded in the air. The stench of sizzling flesh and disease burned my nostrils.

	To the side of me, the spitters reared up on their tail-like last segment and prepared to shoot their acid.

	“Kaj’k, watch out!” Alice’s voice warned. Her voice pierced through the tortured sounds of dying scuttlers.

	Krax! Why was she outside of the shuttle? I must not have closed the door properly.

	Alice had noticed the spitters. What she didn’t know was that I was luring the spitters to send their volley of acid all at once on purpose. Once the spitters used their attack, they were defenseless until they accumulated enough acid and pressure for their next barrage.

	“Stay back, Alice. I see them.” Fear for her safety made the blood pound in my ears, but I couldn’t abort my plan now.

	I continued to hold firm, shooting the flames into the pile of squirming and dying scuttlers. The fire engulfed them, and they lit up in a writhing mass, squealing in agony, though I wasn’t sure if they truly felt pain. 

	Then, the spitters shot their only weapon. Here was the moment I’d been waiting for. I cut my flames and ran toward the four spitters, sliding low across the ground so that their acidic spittle flew above my head. The acid always splashed away from, rather than toward the spitters, so I knew none would hit me. 

	I left my fire cannon on the ground and reached behind my back for my battle axe. I swung it in a large arc, the sharp edge blazing a bright neon green. It sliced through the quartet of spitters, splitting them each in half. The top halves slid off with a wet slurp and hit the ground. Their bisected corpses twitch in front of me. 

	Holstering my axe, I retrieved my fire cannon. I backed away to put some distance between myself and the spitters before I lit their remains on fire.

	I surveyed the mess around me. There were no live scourge left in the area. And since the bodies were all burnt, they would not attract any more of the infernal creatures. Scourge ate their own kind if they were dead or if they were hungry enough, but they did not enjoy their meals cooked, or in this case, burnt to a crisp. In fact, scourge often ran from fire, unless they were being lured toward a beacon. 

	Alice awaited me at the door of the shuttle, her eyes wide at the carnage. She had been terrified for my safety. Did that mean she cared? 

	“Wow! You’re like a one-man army. Is this what you do every day to keep the numbers in check? This is impressive!”

	I puffed out my chest, unable to stop the natural reaction at my female’s compliment. I was no better than the scores of other hunters who worked on this continent, but if my female found me to be impressive, then I would work hard to be even better, for her. “Not during the cold season, but now that the weather is warming up, yes. If we let the numbers accumulate, we would be overtaken when they swarm.”

	She shuddered. “I remember running from the swarm last summer. I was sure I was going to die. I still can’t believe Natalie and I made it for so long. We must be really lucky.”

	Luck was part of it, but not all of it. The two humans had been lucky, but they had also been smart, intuitive, and creative. They’d kept each other alive with their ingenuity and a strong will to live.

	“You shouldn’t test your luck. What are you doing outside of the shuttle? You need to stay safe inside the ship when I’m working. It is dangerous out here. And I thought I closed the door.”

	Alice looked guiltily back at me. “You did close the door. But I swung my backpack in before it slid shut completely. I didn’t want to be stuck inside if you needed my help. I realized how silly that was once I was out there. There was nothing I could have done to help you.” She looked down at her feet and scuffed her shoes on the ground. “I think I even distracted you. I won’t do it again.”

	My little female was worried for my safety. This was a good sign.

	“I will show you how to call other hunters to come to my aid if I’m injured outside the ship.” Then I looked over the pile of burnt bodies to the nearby building. “If you wish to collect food or useful items in the area, now is the time before more scourge arrive. They should stay away as long as the fire burns.”

	“Right!” Alice looked around. “We are in the parking lot of the grocery store. Very convenient.” She started toward the store entrance, carefully stepping over a stray burning scourge limb. “I was wondering, why don’t you mount your flame thrower on top of your shuttle like you did the nets?” She poked her head tentatively into the store and looked around for movement. 

	“The spitters outrange our fire cannons. To get close enough to set the scuttlers alight would mean putting our shuttle within range of the spitters. It will take days for their acid to do damage, but repeated exposure will weaken the hull. I can run in past their range on foot much easier. And also, I am a much smaller target than my shuttle.”

	“That makes sense now.” Alice walked down an aisle until she reached a half-empty section of canned goods. “You were waiting for them to spit so you can get close enough to hit them while they are defenseless.” Then she started loading her bag full of heavy cans. “This is amazing! There’s still so much canned fish and chicken here. I wish I had a bigger bag. Thanks for bringing me, Kaj’k. This will feed Nat and me for weeks.”

	“You will not need to worry about food. I will care for you and feed you.” She started to protest, and I amended, “I know you are capable of caring for yourself. It will be a trade. I need companionship.” I hoped that making it about my needs would entice her to stay. My Alice was warming up to me.

	After a few more stops around the abandoned store, Alice’s pack was full of canned foods, bars of something called chocolate, and bottles of vitamins. She’d hastily consumed a bar of the sticky sweets with an almost orgasmic look on her face, and I was thoroughly jealous of the sweet treat. 

	I’d tried one of those bars before. They were full of sugar. They offered a lot of instantly available energy but very little else.

	I reached out and wiped a smudge of chocolate off the side of her lips, and she laughed. 

	“I totally devoured that, and I don’t even feel guilty. Natalie is going to love me when I bring these back. We split our last chocolate bar during one of the snowstorms last winter.”

	She grinned at me, and I smiled back.

	The casual way we were interacting left me bewildered but pleased. It felt as if I could spend the rest of my life like this and be perfectly happy. I shook off the strange and unfamiliar feeling and headed back to my shuttle, my little female in tow. 

	 


Chapter 9: Alice

	I watched Kaj’k take out another trap full of creepy crawlies. He had a great system going. It was similar to how the Franklin group I’d lived with had cleared areas before settling down for the night on extended outings. Except we had used each other as bait instead of a beacon. 

	We’d lured the bugs into a fireproof area, quickly climb up some strategically placed ropes—the ground-dwelling bugs were slow climbers—and then doused them with gasoline and lit them up. But the number of bugs we cleared was nowhere close to the numbers Kaj’k had tackled today. 

	There were no spitters at this trap, but the group of scuttlers was more numerous, too many for the three nets to cover. Kaj’k had to take out the stray bugs before torching the main group. I watched through the wall of the shuttle as the pile of scuttlers writhed and danced their last dance in the flames. 

	Served those buggers right! Burn bitches, burn!

	Kaj’k walked toward the shuttle, the satisfied look of a job well done plain on his face. The scuttler ran in from the side so quickly that I didn’t have time to react. And as it swiped its blade-like forelimb across Kaj’k’s leg, the world slowed down in front of my eyes. I was carried back to the moment that nasty bugger had nicked Natalie’s thigh at the start of winter. I covered my mouth and screamed into my palm. 

	Kaj’k! And before I could even think, I was at the door with my crowbar ready. But the door of the vehicle would not open. After I’d prevented the door from completely closing at the first stop, Kaj’k had been more careful. 

	Fuck! I pressed the button I’d seen him use to open the door again and again. But nothing happened. I pulled up on the horizontal handle, willing the heavy metal to slide to the side and let me out—still nothing. 

	I checked on Kaj’k through the wall-window. He’d dispatched the sneaky bugger and was once again walking toward the shuttle. Good. If he made it into the shuttle, I could help him. I didn’t know how I would help him, but I would do anything I could.

	The door slid open, and as Kaj’k walked in, I threw myself onto him. “You are okay! Your leg, we have to get the poison out now!”

	“It’s just a nick.” Kaj’k didn’t look one bit worried. 

	That was such a “man” thing to say! I put my hands on my hip and took on my most “don’t mess with me” stance. “That’s what Natalie said, and now she couldn’t use her leg at all. You’re not invincible, Kaj’k.”

	“I will wash it and decontaminate it.” He looked as if he dealt with this every single day. Then as his eyes met mine, his face softened. “My Little Flame is worried about me.”

	“I am not!” I denied vehemently. “And I’m not your Little Flame.” That was what he had called me in the decontaminator. I’d thought it was a translator error.

	“Do not worry, little female. This is a small injury. I am a Xarc’n warrior, a hunter. They engineered me to fight the scourge. I can handle a little scourge toxin; my body will neutralize it. But you should not touch the wound. I will wash it.”

	He stood and moved toward a corner of the shuttle that looked like a closet. It was on the same wall as the full-body decontaminator. He pressed his hand on a panel, and a door slid open—a bathroom. Of course, he would need a place to take care of his needs. He lifted his calf up to the sink and washed the wound with an antiseptic smelling soap and water. 

	I moved closer to look at the slash. It had looked a lot worse on the view screen. 

	“There’s a handheld decontaminator under the sink. Can you grab it for me?”

	I ducked down and perused the shelf under the sink. There was only one item there that could be the decontaminator. I picked it up and stood again. 

	And gasped. The cut was already visibly smaller than it was a few seconds ago. 

	“We are genetically altered to heal quickly. My sole purpose in life is, was, to fight the scourge.” He took the device and ran it over his leg, the scent of ozone filling the air.

	I stayed by him, one arm looped around his elbow, and leaned in to watch the machine work. He looked amused but allowed me to hold onto him. I wasn’t sure if I was helping him or just being clingy. I was so happy that he was not seriously injured that I didn’t want to let go of him. It felt surreal. Just a few hours ago, I was hitting him with my crowbar as he carried me to his shuttle.

	“What if you get hurt out there? I don’t mean small injuries. I mean, what if I’m in here, and you get majorly hurt? I tried to open the door to get to you, but the door wouldn’t budge.”

	The device finished its cycle with a loud beep, and Kaj’k replaced it on the shelf under the sink. A small cabinet inset into the wall produced a steamy wet cloth, and he used it to clean himself up quickly. He put the cloth back into the small cabinet, closed the door, and pressed the button next to the door. A hissing sound came from inside the cabinet.

	“Steam cleaning for the next use,” he explained at my confused look.

	We left the bathroom, and I sat down on the edge of the bed, suddenly very tired. Kaj’k unstrapped his weapons and put them away. His belt, harness, and armor came off next. It seemed his default clothing was just his loincloth.

	“If I get seriously injured, you stay in the transport. Tell my shuttle to contact a nearby hunter. One of the other hunters will come for you and take you to safety.”

	I thought it was a great idea until I realized that the solution only took care of me.

	“But what about you? I didn’t mean to ask what would happen to me. I wanted to know how I could help you.”

	“It is my job to fight the scourge, and I am well equipped to do my job.” Then he squinted at me, and a half-smile tugged at his lips. “I will not leave you alone, my little female. Is that what you are worried about? Do you need my company too?”

	“What? No, no.” I stuttered. Then suddenly, I was pushed on the bed with Kaj’k’s muscular body crawling on top of mine. His musky male scent surrounded me and took away my ability to think. I swallowed hard.

	“I think you enjoy my company. I will tell you, Alice, I enjoy your company very much.”

	He did? Why did I feel so happy to hear this? I shouldn’t care whether this alien enjoyed my company or not, but I did. And you know what? Let’s be honest here: I enjoyed his company too! And not just because he kept me safe.

	“That was a lie. I did enjoy my day with you. I’d gotten used to the loneliness of foraging by myself.” I put a hand on his bicep. “We should do this again.” I couldn’t believe I’d just asked a Xarc’n warrior to spend more time with me. I looked up at his alien face. It had looked too strange just yesterday, but today, he almost looked familiar and kind of handsome. 

	Even his ram-like horns had a regal air. Curious, I reached up to smooth my fingers over the rigid curve of his horns. The tips were smooth and worn as if he’d rubbed them down, but rough ridges circled the rest of the length. I followed the curve to the base and marveled at the contrast in texture. 

	I rubbed at the base where it joined to his temples, and he groaned. The purring sounded from his chest again, and the sound started something tingling between my thighs. It was as if a long burnt-out fire had been rekindled as my body roared to life.

	“I thought we agreed on no funny business,” Kaj’k growled. He pressed his rising erection against the V of my legs, and the tingling intensified gloriously where we touched. 

	Oops! Horn touching was funny business. I hadn’t known. Well, maybe a little funny business wouldn’t hurt. Would it? The guy did just help me have the most productive forage in months. 

	Then Kaj’k rolled his hips above mine again, the bump at the front of his loincloth rubbing electrically at my crotch, and I quickly decided against it. This could get serious fast. I was playing with fire, lava hot molten fire, by the rush of lust that engulfed my body, and I was liable to go up in flames. I snatched my hands away from his horns as if I’d touch something hot.

	Kaj’k laughed but did not get off me. 

	I pushed on his broad chest, but he was too heavy, and to be honest, I doubt my heart was really in it. A part of me wanted to see where this would go. But the rest of me was chicken-shit, and I was too terrified of the implications to admit I was interested. 

	He inhaled deeply. “You smell of lust and desire,” he growled. He pushed my sweatshirt up over my chest and buried his face into my belly. “You smell delicious, my little female.” A twinkle flashed in his predator’s eyes. “I wonder how you taste.”

	Taste? Eeeeek! I pushed at his head instinctively, trying to wiggle out of his hold. 

	A purring starting in his chest. “You are touching my horns again.”

	I looked down, and he was correct. I had both hands wrapped around his horns. 

	“Does this mean you want more funny business?” He smirked when I pulled my hands back.

	Heat rose to my face as I squeezed my legs together, hoping he wouldn’t notice my body’s traitorous reaction.

	 


Chapter 10: Kaj’k

	A loud buzzing interrupted us. A proximity alert. Fuck!

	I bolted up and moved quickly to my desk to click on the wall display. 

	Alice’s ear-piercing scream echoed in the shuttle. I turned just in time to watch her tumble out of the bed. She crab-walked away from the video feed displayed on the wall. 

	“It’s just a video. It won’t harm you.” A group of scuttlers and spitters had found the shuttle. “I forgot to put the cloaking back on. The scourge recognizes hunter shuttles and attack on sight. I’m sorry.”

	A pair of spitters reared up on their tails, ready to launch their acid on the shuttle. Alice screamed and scrambled toward me. It pleased me that she instinctively sought me out for safety. I maneuvered the shuttle to evade the volley. Then I proceeded down the road, away from the following pack.

	I gathered a panicked looking Alice into my arms. 

	“I knew they were outside, and we were safe in here, but I couldn’t help but be freaked out. They were right there, just a few feet away.”

	“That was my fault for leaving the cloak off.” 

	Alice no longer smelled alluringly of arousal; instead, the sickly-sweet tang of fear surrounded her. The need to hold her and cuddle her until the fear subsided gripped me. I pulled her into my lap, disappointed that the moment we had before was over, but happy to hold her in my arms.

	In her fear, my female had instinctively come toward me and allowed me to comfort her. She might not be ready for my touch sexually, but her body felt safe with me. This was a good sign. I was a patient male. I had waited all cold season to meet my female, and I would wait again to claim her. But claim her I would. 

	But not now. Right now, Alice still scented of fear. And she half-stood, half-sat in my lap, her muscles tense with worry.

	“You are safe, Alice. Relax.”

	I spread my fingers over her stiff shoulders and rubbed at the tight muscles there. She didn’t protest. Instead, she just closed her eyes. Eventually, she settled sideways onto my lap and relaxed.

	“Thank you, Kaj’k,” she said, opening her eyes.

	She looked to the wall, which still showed the external video feed. “Crap! It’s getting dark. I should have been home much earlier. Natalie will be worried.”

	“We are not far. You will be home soon.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	As we neared her den, I knew something was wrong. I stopped the shuttle right outside of where her first trap wire was set up, but something had already sprung the trap. Pots and pans were littered along the side of the road.

	“Shit.” A worried looked crossed her face. “Someone’s been here.”

	“We will proceed slowly and in stealth mode.” I drove my shuttle along the road, approaching the front of her home. The fence at the front had been torn down, and several bikes were parked inside.

	“Fuck! Raiders!” Alice clutched her hand to her chest. “Natalie! I’ve got to go help her.” She looked as if she was ready to run out of my shuttle and charge in to save her companion.

	“Calm, female. We do not know if she’s still inside. Your Natalie could have left before they arrived.”  I got up and pulled on my weapons. “I will sneak close and see if she’s there.”

	“I’ll come with you.”

	“No, stay in the shuttle.” It would be much easier to sneak close to the males, see if they had her companion, and slip out again undetected without Alice on my tail. Xarc’n warriors were built large, but we had the ability to move undetected.

	“No way! She’s my cousin. I should look for her.”

	“These are the same males you ran into earlier, the same ones with the fungal infections. It is getting dark. I have great night vision. I will be able to see without getting too close. Tell me, Alice, can you see in the dark?”

	“No. But it’s my responsibility to care for her.” She twisted the hem of her shirt in her hands nervously. Her loyalty to her companion was commendable.

	“And today, you are my companion. It is my responsibility to care for you. It is dark out, and these are dangerous males. You will stay in the shuttle.”

	I didn’t let her argue. I left and ordered my shuttle to lock up behind me. She was probably pounding on my shuttle door from the inside right now. My female was feisty. But my shuttle was built to endure more than she could deal out. My angry Little Flame could burn all she wanted in there; she couldn’t be worse than spitter acid.

	I snuck into the fenced-in area. The males were loud and obnoxious, and it was easy to sneak right up to the window unnoticed. They had used the front door, so I gave the area a wide berth to avoid detection and stay away from the spores they exuded. I peered in through the greenhouse glass.

	The group was inside the main area. But a pair of males milled around the edges deliriously, symptoms of the fungus. Most of the males were still aware and coherent. The one I recognized as the leader shouted an order.

	“Get those two out of here before they bring the bugs on us. I don’t fucking care what you do to them, but I need them as far from us as possible before they start bleeding. And disinfect your hands after so you don’t catch whatever the fuck they have.” He threw a bottle of a clear liquid at the male. 

	“But Pete’s been with us since the beginning. We can’t just off him like that!”

	“We can and we will.” The leader stood. “Look around you. Do you want Pete to lure the bugs in and kill the rest of us?”

	The other men in the room looked back at the male who had questioned the leader.

	“Boss is right,” one of them chimed in. “Pete’s gone. He doesn’t even know his name anymore. Very soon, he’ll just be sitting on the floor like Mo and Johnny. If anything, you’ll be doing him a favor by offing him now. Do you want the bugs to carry him off like they did to Mo?”

	“Fuck! This fucking sucks. I hate these fucking bugs. And I hate those fucking aliens who brought them to us.”

	The other male spoke again. “Here. I’ll help you. Pete was my friend.”

	“Thanks, bud.”

	The two males herded the pair of incoherent males out the front door. Once the door closed behind them, the second male, the one he’d called bud, spoke again, “I came out with you for a reason. I need a favor from you.”

	“What do you need?”

	“I might be in Pete’s position soon.”

	“What do you mean?” The first male glared at his partner and stepped back as if he'd become leprous.

	“The sores. I’m getting them too. They just started.”

	“Nah, man.” The first male relaxed visibly. “We are all getting sores because of the bedbugs. That’s all. I’ve got them too, and so does the boss, and everyone else.”

	“Fuck, we are all screwed.”

	“No way. The sores have nothing to do with it. I’ve had chiggers before, and their bites looked just like this. We’ve been sleeping on dirty fucking mattresses all winter. That’s why we have the sores.”

	“If you say so. But promise me, man. If I ever get like Pete and don’t remember my name, shoot me before the bugs come for me.”

	“You’re serious.” The male rested his forehead into his palm.

	The other male sighed. “Yes.” 

	The two males stood in silence until one of their delirious charges started wandering away.

	“Fuck. Let’s get this done. We’ll take him around the back so that the bugs won’t come in the front.”

	The second male was correct. The sores were indicative of the fungus’ presence. The sores started small and stayed small until it was time to call in the scourge. It was only after the victim was immobilized that the sores grew to cover the body. I gave the leader credit for trying his best to keep the infection from spreading by removing the ones showing the worst symptoms. But it was already too late. The entire group was too far along to be saved. 

	I almost felt sorry for these males. But then I remembered that they were ready to rape and then kill my female for food, and I lost any sense of pity for them. They deserved everything that was coming.

	I stayed still until the two were out of sight, then I peered over the window again. I saw no sign of any human females. Natalie was not here.

	Staying low so that the brick wall blocked my body from view, I ran over to the door the females had used this morning. The human female’s scent was strong there. She smelled similar to Alice, but different. I did not react to her with the same desperate longing. I followed the trail toward the fence. Natalie had crawled out the same hidden opening that my female had used yesterday evening. She had left the area undetected. 

	Satisfied, I moved along the fence to the front opening and walked back toward my shuttle. 

	 


Chapter 11: Alice

	I banged against the shuttle door, but nothing happened. Who the hell did Kaj’k think he was anyway? Natalie was my cousin. She was my responsibility. It was my job to look for her. But here I was, trapped inside this tin can, being absolutely and completely useless. I hated feeling useless.

	I moved to his console and pressed some button on the screen, hoping that I wasn’t taking the cloaking off. But just like the door, the screen was frozen. It simply refused to react to me. 

	But my anger faded as the minutes ticked by. Even though the walls showed what was happening outside, it was too dark for me to see much. Had Kaj’k gotten close enough to see if the raider assholes had Natalie yet? Or did they catch him? 

	What if it was too late and the horrible gang had already started hurting Natalie? My stomach roiled with the thought. At first, I blamed myself. If I had been home earlier, Natalie would be safe. But I knew it wasn’t true. If I had been home earlier, I would have been inside when the males arrived. I doubted this bunch had much love for me, considering I’d done some damage to them today, and Kaj’k had done even more. 

	A movement outside the vehicle caught my attention. A small form wandered along the edge of the road staying close to the ditch. My night vision was crappy, but I recognized the gait of that limp anywhere. Natalie!

	“Nat!” I screamed. But I was inside the shuttle, which was most likely soundproof. “Nat!”

	She kept limping along the ditch, her head looking around as if searching for something.

	I pounded on the door again, hoping the sound would travel through to the outside. 

	But Natalie didn’t react, and neither did the door. She kept moving further away from the shuttle, and the stupid door stayed closed. Argh! She was right there! But with the shuttle cloaked and me locked inside, Natalie kept walking, each limping step taking her further and further away. I felt like pulling out my hair from frustration.

	I told myself to relax. Now that I knew Nat was following the road, we’d find her once Kaj’k got back. And I also knew that the raiders didn’t have her. That was wonderful. And night time was drawing near; usually, that meant less likelihood of her bumping into any bugs. But it wasn’t a sure thing. The bugs prefer to hunt during the day, but hunger drove them to prowl at night as well.

	After a wait that felt like forever, I saw Kaj’k’s large form walking casually toward the shuttle. How could he look so relaxed at a time like this? The door, which had taunted me by staying closed while I pounded on it and pressed every button on his screen, slid open. 

	“Natalie’s not there. She left before they saw her.” The door closed behind him.

	“She’s not there because she was here. I watched her limp by!” The anger in my voice surprised me. “But some idiot decided to lock the fucking door, and I couldn’t get her attention.” 

	“I see. I scented her trail. She left through the hole in the fence you’d used. She must have looped around to the road if she expected you to return by vehicle.”

	Oh. He knew about the hole in the fence, too. I was stuck on a shuttle with a total stalker. I frowned at him. 

	 “Do not worry. She is alive, and we will find her. Was she following the road?”

	“You are saying my cousin, who has an injured leg, is out there,” I waved wildly toward the wall of the shuttle showing the outside, “on the road, alone, with a bunch of bugs on the loose. And you are telling me not to worry?” My voice was shrill. I knew I was being difficult, but the panic of possibly losing Natalie controlled me.

	 “We will find her now. She will be safe.” He pulled me into his arms as he started up the shuttle and tried to calm me with his purring, but I was having none of it.

	“Nuh-uh. Don’t you pull that on me. Your magic purring won’t work when the only person I have left in my entire life is out there alone.”

	“Purring?”

	“The rumbling in your chest. You can’t just make it better by purring at me.” My voice cracked, and tears threatened to leak down my face. Natalie was the reason I worked so hard to make it through every single day since the world went to shit. I needed her. 

	He pulled me into his chest again, and this time, I let him. “I am not purring. I do not understand the sound I make when I am around you, but I do not control it. But I promise we will find your Natalie. I do not think she went far.”

	She couldn’t. Not with that limp.

	“Over there!” I pointed to the blurry form. “It’s Nat, again.”

	Natalie had turned and retraced her steps. She kept looking toward the road, confused. 

	“We are cloaked. But she knows we are here somewhere.” 

	Kaj’k got up and slid open the door. “Stay quiet. There are bad males out. Walk out a few steps, and she will be able to see you.”

	I walked out of the protection of Kaj’k shuttle and whispered as loudly as I dared, “Nat!”

	She turned to me immediately. “Alice! I knew there was something here. I saw your alien creeping around, but he just disappeared once he got to this area.”

	I ran over to help her. 

	“Don’t go too far from the shuttle,” Kaj’k warned.

	I ignored him and kept heading toward Nat. I gave her a big hug. “The raider gang didn’t get you!”

	“They were so loud coming in. They triggered every alarm we set, and I had tons of time to make it out of the store.” She hugged me back. “I even managed to pack the essentials. Food, though it’s not like we had much left, a few bottles of water and our vitamins and emergency medicines. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to save Bun-bun. He was on the other side of the store, and I needed to run.”

	Oh no! Not Bun-bun. I was upset that I’d lost my nightmare insurance, but I hid it from Natalie the best I could. I didn’t want her to blame herself. “Don’t worry about Bun-bun; he’s just a stuffed animal. What matters is that you got out.”

	But as always, she saw right through me. “You’re upset.”

	“I’ll miss him,” I admitted. “But there was nothing you could have done. I rather have you safe and sound.”  

	“We’ll find another Bun-bun for you.” Nat hugged me again. 

	“I’ll find another nightmare deterrent.” I hoped. I was going to miss Bun-bun a lot. “I’m glad you were retracing your steps. I saw you walk by the first time, but I couldn't catch your attention.”

	“I knew you’d be home soon, so I stayed in the area.” Then she frowned. “You just materialized out of thin air. What’s going on?”

	“Kaj’k’s shuttle has cloaking technology.” I looked back toward the ship and realized that it was gone. “I think I stepped too far from it. I can’t see it anymore.”

	Then suddenly, Kaj’k appeared out of nowhere, just a few feet in front of us.

	“And here’s your knight in shining loincloth!”

	 

	 


Chapter 12: Kaj’k

	Alice’s companion greeted us with open arms. Natalie didn’t seem concerned or even surprised that Alice came back with a Xarc’n warrior in tow. If anything, she looked as if she’d expected it.

	“I stayed close to home so you could find me when you got back,” Natalie said. “I’ve been moving between the secret hole in the fence and the road, just in case you came home in a vehicle.”  

	“You are Nat.” I put one arm behind my back and nodded in a Xarc’n formal greeting. “I am Kaj’k.” The device at my belt translated for me choppily. I needed to get an upgrade for that.

	She looked surprised and stared at my belt for a moment before recovering. “Hello, Kajek.” My female’s companion copied my movement, putting her right arm behind her back and nodding, and I ignored the mispronunciation of my name. “I’m so glad you found my cousin. Thank you.”

	I led them back to the shuttle, and the two females filed into the safety of the ship. Natalie immediately spotted Alice’s backpack on the ground. She took off her own bag and set it next to its sister. 

	“That looks like a full bag. I assume you had a good forage.”

	“The best. You know the grocery store in the big plaza? That was our first stop.”

	“No way! We use to daydream about getting into there and all the stuff we would find. But that’s in bug territory.”

	“Kaj’k took out the bugs in the area. You should have seen it; he totally pulled a Vin Diesel as Riddick on me.”

	I had no idea what a vin diesel or a riddick was, but it was clear that my female was impressed with my fighting skills. Pride made me stand a little taller. 

	The two females took a seat on my bed, the only other place to sit in my shuttle. This shuttle was much too small for three to stay in. Alice helped Natalie to sit. It seemed her knees were stiff and resisted bending.

	My female had mentioned that a scuttler had injured her companion. Scuttler toxin was a nasty compound. It had preservative qualities, but its main job was to immobilize the victims of the scourge. If the prey was particularly unlucky, and the scuttlers were too lazy to hack them to pieces, the toxin’s preservative qualities kept the victim alive for an exceptionally long time. 

	Imagine watching as they dragged you into the nest and stuffed you into a pile with other corpses and random body parts. You would be alive and aware as you waited in the lair for the scourge to cut you to pieces and eat you. It could take weeks, maybe even months, for them to get to you. I shuddered. I was glad that as a Xarc’n warrior, the vile creatures would have to cut me to pieces to transport me. I was too large otherwise. 

	I knew a warrior who took an interest in studying the toxin's effects and had developed a procedure to heal the body even after prolonged exposure. He would be the perfect male to care for Natalie. Taking my communications device off my harness, I sent him a message to come to my location in the morning.

	“I will take us to a spot by the river I usually stay. It’s surrounded by thick trees, so the shuttle will need to lift off and land inside.”

	“Take off?” Both females looked at me in confusion. Alice didn’t know about our shuttles’ flying capabilities. 

	I selected the destination from the list, it was one I traveled to often, and set the ship to autopilot. In the air, there were no fears of running into anything. Most flyers only hunted when the sun was at its highest; they patrolled over the nest during the rest of the day or rested on the ground. And the hunter’s shuttles knew to avoid hitting each other.

	Both females exclaimed and gasped as we lifted off.

	“We are safe,” I assured them.

	As we traveled to the secluded spot by the river, I fished out two nutrition bars and tossed them over to the pair of females. 

	“It is mostly dried and seasoned meat mixed with some of the fat and some fruits and vegetable for vitamins,” I explained. “It’ll be tough to eat with your flat teeth, but it is full of nutrients.”

	“Like pemmican,” Natalie chimed in. “I remember learning in school that early American explorers used something similar. They would make stews out of it with onion and tubers.” She got up and took a bottle of water for each of us from her bag. “I’m sure with some water, we’ll be able to eat it, despite our flat teeth. Thank you.”

	She handed me the bottle. The label was worn, and the seal was broken. This bottle had been refilled many times. I opened it and smelled it. It was clean. They had a ready source of clean water at their old location. It was too bad the group of humans had taken it over.

	“Where do you keep all these random nuggets of information, Nat? I mean, I’m glad you keep them somewhere because these bits of knowledge helped us set up our home.” Alice paused, and her shoulders drooped. “Our old home now. But all I remember from school was doing book reports and solving equations. None of those things helped me one bit.”

	“These random nuggets of info, as you call it, didn’t help me get good marks. The things I remember were never on the exam. I just like learning about everything. And once something piqued my interest, I did a bunch of research on my own. I really didn’t know my two-month deep dive into homesteading when I was twelve would help us set up a good system for collecting rainwater during the bug apocalypse.” Nat turned to me. “And now that you are here, Mr. Xarc’n Hunter, I’m going to pick your brain about these bugs. I want to know everything you know about them. I completely believe in the saying, ‘know thy enemy.’”

	I told her all I knew about the scourge, from how my ancestors had lost control of their weapon to their favorite type of food on Earth; they loved the domesticated bovines the humans kept for food. By the time I was done, the shuttle had landed. 

	“So how did the bugs, the scourge, get here? I mean, how did they survive the vacuum of space?”

	Natalie had a thirst for knowledge, and I knew that I’d made a good choice in choosing Rajiv’k to be her companion. He, too, had an insatiable appetite to search out all the facts when a topic interested him.

	I did my best to answer her question. “When the scourge sense that the planet they are on is running out of resources, they start growing giant generational ships. The larva will metamorphosize into a simple scuttler, but the swarm feeds the scuttler until it grows huge. It gets bigger and bigger until it’s the size of a large building. 

	“Then, it’s stomach lining stops producing acid and hardens into a large chamber. The Scourge then feed it algae or that world’s equivalent of an oxygen producer, which lines the stomach chamber. They also feed it naturally-occurring gases, and this mutated scuttler stores it in its gas chamber. 

	“When it’s big enough, it opens its mouth and in files an army of scuttlers, spitters, and one single queen. Then flyers lift this giant live ship into the atmosphere. At the edge of the atmosphere, it releases some of its built-up gas and propels itself at high speeds into space.”

	The two females exchanged a glance for a silent moment before both of them burst out laughing.

	“Are you telling us that these bugs fart their way out of the atmosphere?” 

	It was technically a release of gas from the digestive tract, so I said, “Yes.”

	They exchanged another look, and both females were rolling on my bed, holding their stomachs and laughing. I didn’t understand what was so funny, but I enjoyed hearing Alice’s laughter. 

	My goal as a hunter was to hunt down the scourge and save as many of the inhabitants as possible so they could rebuild. But suddenly, that goal became much more personal. I needed to save these two laughing females. One of them, because she was mine. And the other because she made my female laugh. 

	“Okay, okay,” Alice said, holding one hand up in a “stop” signal to Natalie. “Now that we’ve established that the scuttlers become shuttlers and,” she giggled again, “fart their way into space, what happens next?”

	“The modified scuttler dies in the vacuum of space. But the queen inside controls its movement through the directional release of gasses.”

	“So through residual farts.” More giggling. “How does the queen know where to go?”

	“She doesn’t. It’s a numbers game. Once the planet they are on hits critical mass, they grow these live ships and continuously sends out their ambassadors, hundreds of thousands of them, until the planet’s resources run out. All it takes is one of these ships to reach a habitable planet for the process to start over again.”

	“Oh, shit.” Suddenly both females were serious. “That’s what happened to us. One of those ships reached us. Just one.”

	“Yes,” I answered solemnly. “Just one. And the only survivors needed to start a colony are the queen and one scuttler. Within the first few generations, the planet could still be saved, and the scourge wiped clean. Once they become established, it is usually too late. Our goal as Xarc’n warriors now is to prevent any live ships from leaving the atmosphere and to preserve whatever is left of the planet's inhabitants.”

	“Well, humans are tenacious. There are still more of us on this rock.” Alice’s voice was filled with her signature fire and determination. “Don’t count us out yet!”

	“Yup!” Natalie agreed. “Humans have been compared to a virus, a horrible disease that wipes out whole populations. The scourge have met their match!”

	I laugh heartily. “The original Xarc’n race had once been known as a plague as well before the scourge took them out.”

	Alice looked serious now. “But you are still alive. And so are all the other hunters. Maybe between a virus and a plague, the scourge will meet their maker, figuratively and literally.”

	“Then we can rebuild the world together,” Natalie agreed.

	 The smiles on their faces were contagious, and I grinned back. Neither of them shied away from my sharp teeth and fangs. It felt good. Like I belonged.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	My female tossed and turned violently on my bed and mumbled incoherently, but she was still asleep. She’d passed out almost instantly the moment she’d closed her eyes, but Natalie was still awake. 

	“What’s wrong with Alice?” I asked nervously from my chair. 

	“She gets these nightmares all the time, especially when she doesn’t have her Bun-bun. I should go wake her up.” Natalie started to get up from the camping mat I’d laid out on the floor. 

	“No, I’ll do it.” It was my job as her protector. I’d finished contacting the other hunters anyway and should head to bed with my female. We had a big day ahead. I got up from my console.

	I shook my female’s shoulder, and Alice bolted up from the bed, breathing hard. Her eyes were wide but unseeing, and a cold sweat trickled down her face. 

	I slipped into the blankets with her and gathered her into my arms. 

	“You are safe, Little Flame. I am here.”

	Her eyes cleared, recognizing me. “Kaj’k?”

	“Yes.” I settled into the mattress, pulling her down into my arms. Tucking the blankets around us, I ordered the shuttle to dim the lights. 

	She burrowed into the warmth of my chest and took a deep breath. “Can you keep the nightmares away?” Her voice sounded small and defenseless.

	“Yes, my female. I will try.” I didn’t know how, but I would try.

	Alice closed her eyes as I smoothed my hand down her back. Her little hands were cold as they clutched onto my arm and chest. But her breathing soon slowed, and she was asleep again. No more nightmares came that night as I held her in my arms.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 13: Alice

	I woke up on Kaj’k’s bed, cuddled back against a warm chest. I searched the bed for Bun-bun before realizing that he was still at the hardware store. I bet those assholes didn’t even know Bun-bun’s magical bad dream stopping powers. It was probably too late to rescue him from the warehouse now; he was probably covered in fungal spores. I pouted. I knew he was just an inanimate object, a toy, but he’d watched over me all winter.

	Last night, as Natalie and I had shared a chocolate bar from the day's haul, Kaj’k had pulled a small sleeping mat out of storage. He used it when he needed to bunk down outside, he’d explained. Then, Natalie had sprawled out on the mat, actively preventing me from getting in, and covered herself with the blanket. She’d told us to enjoy the big bed together.

	“Just pretend I’m not here. And I’ll pretend I don’t hear anything.” She’d waggled her brows at me before pulling the blanket over her head and ignoring me altogether.

	Natalie hadn’t needed to pretend anything as I’d passed out the moment my head hit the pillow. Yesterday had been an exciting day. I vaguely remembered waking up in the middle of the night from my usual nightmare, but it felt distant and insubstantial.  

	With his eyes closed and snoring softly, Kaj’k didn’t look so scary anymore. He was still the same burly alien warrior with claws, horns, and fangs. But I knew he would never hurt me. My perspective on the Xarc’n hunters had changed so much in the last twenty-four hours, and I wonder why humans hadn’t partnered up with them yet to wipe out the bug menace. But they probably didn’t need our help very much.

	I reached for the water bottle from yesterday and found it empty. I weighed the pros and cons of waking Kaj’k up and asking where I can get some water. It was toasty warm inside the blankets with Kaj’k’s big body acting as a living heater. I didn’t want to leave the cozy nook to refill my water. Strike one for getting up.

	On the other hand, I was thirsty, and I felt a headache coming on since I didn’t drink enough liquids before bed. Headaches always made me grumpy. Strike one for staying in bed. 

	The final tiebreaker was my bladder, my tiny bladder, which screamed to be released now that I was fully awake. I got up out of the warm, comfy bed and went to use the bathroom, stepping over Natalie’s sleeping form carefully. The sink there had running water, but I wasn’t sure if it was potable.

	I came out to find Kaj’k awake and waiting for my return. 

	I bent to pick up my empty water bottle. “Where can I fill up my water?”

	“I need to refill the shuttle’s water tank. That was why I landed next to the river. Then, the water still needs to be cleaned. The scourge use the river, too, and anything they’ve touched needs to be thoroughly decontaminated.” 

	Not to mention, the water running through Franklin wasn’t exactly Evian to begin with.

	He handed me what was left of his flask. “Have the rest of this.”

	I sipped the liquid, which wasn’t water. It scented fruity and was refreshing. And the alien flask had kept it cool. I was having a flat alien Perrier. 

	“Thank you.” I handed the flask back, our fingers tingling where they touched.

	“I miss the rain barrels and the large water reservoir in the greenhouse already.” I sighed, knowing I was sulking. I didn’t care.

	“That was what the numerous barrels lining the outer walls were for,” Kaj’k mused. “You collected the rain with them.”

	How did he know? Stalker! But I let it go.

	“We were lucky we found a relatively untouched hardware store. It had a lot of useful items, things we wouldn’t have guessed would come in handy ended up helping us survive the winter. There were stacks of charcoal at the back that we used for fire.” I remembered who those things belonged to now, and I grumped, “I can’t believe I planted a garden for those assholes. And they now have Bun-bun. Fuck!” 

	That last word was a little loud, and I looked over to Natalie. She was still asleep. That was one thing about Natalie; she could sleep through almost anything.

	“Many Xarc’n technologies collect sunlight to recharge our extremely efficient power sources. But clean water in a Scourge-filled land is still a challenge.”

	“But didn’t you just say you decontaminate the water?”

	“We decontaminate water that we find, but that only neutralizes and kills anything live. It does not remove the residue; we filter it afterward. It’s a lengthy process. The larger compounds situated on this planet also collect rainwater to raise our livestock. But I never thought to do so on a personal level for my shuttle.”

	“If we find rain barrels, you can strap them to your shuttle. They might fly off when you lift off, though.”

	Kaj’k had an odd look on his face but didn’t give his opinion on the idea.

	I sat down at the edge of the bed, not sure about climbing back under the covers with Kaj’k. 

	“It is still early, and it’s not time yet. Come.” He lifted the edge of the blanket. “Before I wrestle you into the bed.”

	I wanted to ask what it was not yet time for but decided to just let it go. It was early, and the thought of going back to bed and cuddling with Kaj’k had a certain appeal. But lying in bed with Kaj’k while passed out and dead to the world was one thing; lying in bed with him awake was something else entirely. I hesitated.

	“No funny business.” A corner of his lips tugged up over his fang teasingly. 

	The blankets did look awfully warm, and the chill of the metal floor was getting to me. Before I could change my mind, I climbed into the spot in front of Kaj’k’s chest and pulled the blankets over us. Instead of facing my back to him as I had been when we woke, I faced him instead. He tucked his arm under my neck, and I hummed at how comfortable it was. 

	I inhaled as his yummy scent surrounded me. “Is it strange that I enjoy the way you smell?” 

	“No. You smell delicious to me as well.”

	Yes, he had said that yesterday in the shuttle. 

	His other hand rested on my hip, under the blanket, but didn’t explore further. Suddenly a need to push the boundaries seized me.

	“What if I want a little funny business? But still keeping our clothes on.” Feeling suddenly brave, I reached up to brush a strand of his dark hair off his face, tucking it behind a horn. I traced my fingers lightly around the curve of his horns before gripping both horns by the base and giving both a light squeeze.

	He was on top of me, caging my body in an instant. He growled softly by my ear, and my body reacted, sending tingling and warmth to my center. I squeezed my legs together as arousal dampened between my thighs.

	“A little funny business? I will not be ‘little,’ my female.” He pressed his body against mine, and I had to agree. He was not little, not at all.

	A slow grind of his hips pulled a soft moan from my lips. My body was on fire, and it confused me that he had such an effect on me. Maybe Natalie had the right idea, and we were sex-starved. Though up until I’d met Kaj’k, sex was completely missing from my mind. Right now, though, with Kaj’k bracing over my body, it was the only thing I thought of. 

	My legs moved with a brain of their own, wrapping themselves around his hip, pulling him right up against my body. His whole frame stiffened. I was acutely aware of where we pressed together. I wondered how much of an erogenous zone the base of his horns were and gave my hands a little twist and a pull as if I was jerking off his horns.

	What was coming over me? I was lying in bed with an alien, fondling his horns! I looked around the shuttle, and everything felt surreal. I giggled.

	A feral snarl later, I found my wrists shackled in one large hand and pinned above my head. I wasn’t giggling anymore. Lust punched me in the gut, and a soft whimper came from my lips. Bracing himself on the forearm of the hand pinning my wrists, Kaj’k explored my body with his other hand. He caressed my cheek softly, stroking down across my jaw to my neck. He shoved the t-shirt I wore to bed up and over my chest and gave a growl of appreciation before trailing a finger across the tops of my breast.

	“So soft. My little female’s skin is so soft.” He dipped his head, and I turned to give his horns more room. He inhaled loudly. “And you smell exquisite. I have followed your scent since before the cold season. And I have craved it like the most addictive drug. You are finally in my bed.”

	Since before the cold season? Kaj’k had followed my scent since last fall? That screamed stalker, but for some reason, I didn’t feel apprehension, just gratefulness that he had found me. It felt like safety. True safety, the type I hadn’t known for a long time. Maybe the feeling of security explained why I was so uncharacteristically sexually unrestrained with him. 

	Kaj’k buried his face into my chest and inhaled. “I want a taste.” 

	He licked a path to the tip of one nipple before engulfing it in his mouth. Sharp teeth grazed lightly against my skin, the feeling full of eroticism. I arched into his explorations, panting with the need that gripped me.

	“I need more.” Letting go of my hands, he threaded a finger between my underwear and my hip.

	My underwear? “Wait! Stop. Clothes,” I panted through the haze of lust, “Clothes stay on.” I pushed my top back down to cover my breasts. I guess my shirt was still technically on.

	Kaj’k looked at me, confused for a moment, his eyes glazed over in arousal, his breathing heavy. I cupped his face with my hands. “Clothes stay on, big guy. We just met two days ago.” I thought of his confession that he’d followed me since last fall. “Well, officially. We officially met two days ago. I don’t even know why I’m even doing any of this. I never thought I’d ever touch an alien.” 

	He looked disappointed, and I realized how my words sounded.

	“There’s nothing wrong with you being Xarc’n. I just didn’t think this would happen. Even with human guys, I never get comfortable enough to let them touch me until we’ve gone on a few dates, at least. And most never got a second date.” 

	“I do not want to hear of other males. You are mine now.” Kaj’k was jealous.

	“There is no one else.” Kaj’k relaxed, so I continued, “After the bugs came, I thought I’d die forever alone.” I had Natalie, but romantically, I’d thought I’d die a spinster.

	“You will never be alone again, my little female. You have me now.”

	Wow. I tried to ignore the warmth that filled my chest at his words. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 14: Kaj’k

	My female had not planned to share her life with a Xarc’n warrior, but I’d do everything in my power to make her happy. Alice claimed she didn’t allow males to touch her until after a few dates. I knew what dates were. I’d read up on them over the cold season when the hunting was slow. 

	I couldn’t take her to a movie, but I had vids stored on the ship’s computer we could watch. And I couldn’t take her to dinner at the restaurant, but I could cook a decent meal over a fire. We could go date. I’d already given her flowers. 

	Her body’s reaction to me was promising. The scent of her arousal filled the cabin and drove me crazy. Her hands reached for me instinctively, and even her legs had wrapped around me, pulling our sex together. Her body knew I was the one for her. Another male would never touch her again; any needs she had, I would fulfill.

	I leaned into the delicate hands cupping my face, hoping she would move her hand a little higher up to the base of my horns again. The area was sensitive, an erogenous zone, and her hands felt incredibly good on it. It brought to mind images of her face frozen in pleasure while I pounded into her.

	 I was never interested in sex until I’d scented her. Since then, I’d done my share of research so that when the time came, I would bring her to orgasm repeatedly and convince her to stay.

	She wanted to keep her clothes on; we could do that. That thin, tiny scrap of fabric would not be in my way. I took her wrists again with one hand and held them up over her head, and the scent of arousal thicken around us. My female enjoyed it when I took control.

	But before I continued, I triggered the privacy screen across the front of the inset nook that was my bed. I had never used this function before, having never had the need for privacy. From my research, I knew that humans did not often share sex in the presence of others.

	As the privacy screen darkened the nook, spots of light imitating the stars glowed from the ceiling. 

	“Oh, that’s pretty,” Alice said, distracted by the display overhead. “It’s like we are in our own little private galaxy.”

	Yes, it was. And in this galaxy, my Little Flame was the brightest star. I needed her to burn bright for me. I reached between her thighs with the other hand and found her legs tightly pressed together. “I will keep your clothes on. Open your legs.”

	Her legs did not relax, and I gave her thighs a light slap. The sound reverberated in our starry chamber. She gasped. 

	“That’s loud. We’re lucky Natalie doesn’t wake easily.”

	My female was worried about waking her companion. I was not above using that to my advantage. I didn’t tell her that the privacy screen also muffled our noises.

	“You don’t want to wake your companion up, do you?”

	She shook her head.

	“Then quietly open your legs, my little female.” I poised my hand as if to make a loud slap again, and her legs dropped open.

	I reached between her thighs, and the thin barrier of fabric was slightly damp from her lust. Cupping her mound with my fingers, I rubbed small circles over the little nub that gave human females pleasure. She inhaled sharply, and when I looked at her face, she had her eyes closed and her mouth open. I kept rubbing, and she writhed on the bed, her breathing shallow.

	Moving the narrow strip of fabric aside, I plunged a finger into her wet channel, and she rewarded me with a low moan. I found her clit with my thumb and worked it. She pulled and struggled against the hand that held her wrists.

	“That’s cheating,” she panted, her face flushed.

	I smirked at her, feeling devious. “I know.” I inserted another finger into her pussy and fucked her a little harder. She struggled to stifle her noise. “But your clothes are technically still on. Did you want me to stop?”

	I paused, and she whimpered. “No.”

	“Good.” I started up again, thrusting into her as I rubbed at her clit. 

	“Please,” Alice pleaded between gasps. “Pillow.” She pulled at her hands again, and I released them. She grabbed a pillow and held it to her face. Her channel clenched and suckled at my fingers as she muffled the sounds that threatened to give us away. 

	Satisfied that my female was well-pleased, I pulled my fingers from her warmth. Keeping eye contact, I licked them clean. “My little female tastes as good as she scents.”

	 She pushed herself up to sitting and grinned at me. “Your turn,” she whispered as she reached for my loincloth. 

	I hadn’t expected her to return the favor, but I didn’t complain. I started to help her with the fastening at the side, eager to have her hands on my cock. Then remembering the stories of human females who had run after seeing a Xarc’n cock, I froze. Yesterday, in the decontamination unit, I had pulled her against my body to prevent her from seeing our differences. 

	“Don’t tell me the big, strong alien is suddenly shy.” 

	“We are different from your males. I have seen your males in the sex vids on your internet. I do not wish for you to be frightened and leave.”  

	“I won’t leave, I promise.” Alice reached for me and rubbed at my cock through the soft leather of the loincloth. I grunted, and my cock throbbed at her attention. The leather was thick and soft, but it did not hide how differently shaped my cock was to human males.

	Surprise showed on her face, but she did not pull away.

	Instead of the single head and a longer shaft I’d seen on human males in their internet vids, Xarc’n cocks had three sections, each one flaring out into a ridged head before dipping back in. Each flare, lined up consecutively, got wider as it neared the base. The final flared ridge dipped in before joining to the body. Flaccid, the shape was not obvious. The flared ridges and dips only showed when engorged with blood.

	I looked at Alice’s face, which showed fascination but also a little fear. “Do not be frightened. I will not hurt you. Our species are compatible for sex sharing.”

	“How do you know? Have you shared sex,” she used the term I’d used, “with other females before?” She frowned.

	Was my female jealous?

	“I have not. Females did not interest me until I found your scent. But there are many Xarc’n and human pairings, and the females are always happy.” 

	A loud rumbling sounded outside, so loud that the privacy screen barely made a difference, and we both paused. What poor timing!

	I grumbled and redid the fastening on my loincloth. Alice moved her hand away, and I willed my body to calm.

	“What’s going on?” She looked around, worried. “This sounds like your shuttle when you flew into this clearing yesterday evening.

	“You are correct. Another warrior is here so we can take you and Natalie to the new compound we are setting up.”

	“What new compound? I never agreed to go to any compound.” Alice sat up, her tiny fists at her hips, trying to look intimidating. It didn’t work. She looked adorable, and I had an urge to pick her up and soothe her anger.

	“I need to hunt down the scourge. It is my job.”

	“Alright,” she looked at me like I was slow of intellect. “So, go and hunt them down. I’ll go with Natalie to find a new home. We built a home once; we can do it again!”

	I did not doubt my female and her companion would succeed. I’d seen their set-up, and it was praiseworthy. But now that Alice was here with me, she was mine to care for. “You are my female. You will stay with me. The scourge will swarm soon, and the hunters around Franklin are teaming up to fight them. You will come with me, and Natalie will stay with Rajiv’k.”

	She did not look happy about my response. But before she fired back with a reason why she couldn’t stay with me, I smacked my hand on the side panel, triggering the privacy screen to dissolve.

	Pulling her clothes back on, Alice made a compromise, “You and your friend can go and fight the scourge, Natalie and I will find a new hideout and start over. If you are lonely and wish to spend some time, we can work together some days, like we did yesterday.” 

	I turned to her and gripped her chin, tilting it up to look into my eyes. “Now that I have you, I will never be happy spending just some days with you. You are mine, Alice. I wish to spend every last breath with you.”

	She stared back at me, her jaws slack. It seemed I’d shocked my female, and she no longer had words.

	“That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.” A sleepy-looking Natalie yawned from the mat on the floor of my shuttle. “When’s the wedding?”

	“Stop it, Nat. It’s not funny. Mr. Bossy Pants here wants me to go with him and you to go with his friend to some new compound.”

	“It’s not like we could go home, Alice. Why not just stick with them?”

	“But we can do it on our own! We can find a new home and set it up and—”

	“And what? Have another gang steal it from right under our noses again? We can’t fight off the raiders with just the two of us, Alice.”

	I kept my mouth shut, feeling guilty. The raiders had only been looking for a new home because hunters had chased them out of their old one. The area was perfect for funneling the upcoming swarm through for disposal. I had inadvertently caused the loss of my female’s home. They were, in essence, making an unanticipated trade.

	I left the two females to meet with the other hunter outside.

	Rajiv’k was already out of his shuttle and heading toward mine. I met him halfway and grasped his forearm in the common greeting between warriors. A soft click sounded as we touched the side of our horns together. We hunted the scourge together often, teaming up to take on the larger swarms. And he was part of the team that was gearing up to fight the upcoming Franklin swarm. 

	His eyes darted behind me in question. Alice and Natalie stood by the door, poking their heads out.

	“I will introduce you to my female and her companion. Her companion needs a Xarc’n hunter to protect her.”

	“Your female?”

	“I will explain later.”

	We approached my shuttle. The shuttle was big enough to fit two grown Xarc’n hunters, but it was crowded. As we squeezed our wide bodies through the door, Rajiv’k tensed up, closed his eyes, and took a long inhale. He paused for a second in front of me before continuing in, his head turning in an arc as if searching for something important.

	Natalie stood by the sleeping mat, her head through the neck hole of a thick fluffy shirt, but her arms and body still halfway in. Then her eyes settled on my hunting partner. Her mouth opened in a little O, and she stood there half-dressed. After a moment, Alice elbowed her, and Natalie finally closed her mouth and pulled the shirt fully on.

	“These females lost their home to a band of human males,” I explained to Rajiv’k. “The place was intelligently set up: barrels to collect precipitation, stoves and fuel to cook with, equipment and seeds to grow crops, and many other things we could use to set up our new compound.” 

	“This is Rajiv’k.” I quickly made introductions, then I turned back toward the two females. “You no longer have your home, but if you come with us to the compound, you can help us rebuild there. We plan to stay there at least until the end of summer.” I didn’t mention that at the end of summer, should I decide to leave the compound, I would bring Alice along.

	“How do you know the new place would be safe?” Alice asked.

	Rajiv’k answered for me. “Because we will be there protecting it.”

	Natalie scratched at her head, her hair still a slept-in mess, then she shrugged. “Okay, I’m sold.” She glanced over at Rajiv’k again and asked, “Am I going with you? If you want to set up rain barrels and a garden at the compound, I can tell you what to look for. It will take time to restart the crops, but if you plan to stay until late summer, it’ll be worth it.”

	My female sent her cousin a look of disbelief. “Are you fucking kidding me? You’re taking their side?”

	 “Oh, come on, Alice. We always knew the hardware store was temporary. We knew we would need to rebuild constantly, living in a world like this. Nothing is forever. And we knew when we left the Franklin group that we would need other people eventually.” Natalie limped over to Alice and hugged her.

	Rajiv’k frowned at the pronounced limp.

	“Come on, Alice. Remember what we said in the beginning? This is a new adventure. A new chapter. We’ll even find you a new Bun-bun. What do you say?”

	There was that mention of “Bun-bun” again. This “Bun-bun” was important to my female, and I was curious to find out what it was.

	Alice’s face softened, and she sighed. I wished one day to have the skill Natalie had of swaying my female’s decision. But for now, I was glad Natalie was here to convince her.

	“Fine, I’ll come along. But where are you taking us?”

	“It is spring,” I explained, “and we had planned to join forces after the snow melted to take care of the upcoming swarm together. There is an industrial complex we plan on using as our battleground. We will set up our compound there. 

	“The scourge take the path of least resistance, and we plan to lure them to the area and funnel them between the buildings so we can pick them off. Once the swarm starts in late spring, we will need to fight for days, and teaming up means some of us can rest while others continue the fight.”

	Alice paled. “You want to funnel the scourge between the same buildings we live in?”

	“You will be safely inside, and the scourge will follow a path outside,” I countered. “There will be six hunters on-site to protect you. And a group of humans has also agreed to join our fight, strong, organized males who have proved themselves reliable.” 

	“It will be a group effort and well planned,” Rajiv’k added. “You will be safe on the second floor of the building.”

	“And you will see your friend Cynthia again.” Perhaps this little fact would decide my female once and for all.

	Both females brightened immediately. “Cynthia?” they asked in unison.

	“Yes, her mate is part of our team.”

	“Mate?” Alice wrinkled her nose at the new word. “I think my translator is malfunctioning.”

	“Just go with it, Alice. At least you have a translator. I’ve had to rely on that thing.” Natalie pointed at the device, translating from my desk. 

	“Wow, I’ve somehow managed to tune that one out entirely now that I have a proper translator. I forgot it was even running. I think that thing needs an upgrade.”

	“I have a translator earpiece in my shuttle.” Then Rajiv’k turned to me. “Let’s refill our water tanks, and then you can take your female to set up. Cov’k is already on his way. I will talk with Natalie and determine what else to bring and meet you there later.”

	Rajiv’k left with Natalie to his shuttle, and I turned to see Alice with her arms wrapped around her body. She looked unsure. I pulled her close and held her. “You and Natalie will make great additions to our team. I do not believe you need us, but I do believe that we need you. Come, let’s go see our new home.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 15: Alice

	We arrived at the industrial complex before Cynthia and her alien, and I immediately saw the defensibility of the area. If Natalie’s injury hadn’t forced us to stop moving last autumn, we would have reached this location before winter, and we probably would have stayed here instead of the hardware store. 

	No, I corrected myself. We wouldn’t have because Kaj’k had explained during our fly over that the gang of cannibals had lived here. Natalie’s injury might have saved us from a fate worse than death by forcing us to stop.

	There were many buildings, concrete, and brick, which formed alleyways between them, and Kaj’k’s description of funneling the bugs through the building made a lot of sense. With a few strategically placed barriers, the bugs would have to run along the maze-like gauntlet. We could take out the nasty buggers en masse easily by fire. The only difficulty would be dealing with the flyers. 

	I headed toward the building that looked the most promising as a home, but Kaj’k stopped me. 

	“Not that building. The males slept there. We disposed of most of their items, but we will need to fumigate the whole building.”

	Oh, right. Those men had carried the deadly fungus. 

	Kaj’k led me to another building at the opposite end. This one looked very habitable as well. “We plan to use this building as living quarters. It has a thick concrete wall facing where we plan to channel the swarm. And the windows on that side are high up on the second-floor loft, and they are securely barred. The scourge would not be able to enter.”

	That was reassuring. I looked back at the first building and saw that it had windows on the first floor with only glass.

	“It also has access to the rooftop from the inside,” Kaj’k continued. “We plan on attacking the swarm from the roof.”

	 “Great choice! Let’s go in and check it out.” 

	We entered the building, and it was clear that hunters had been here already. The place was clean and organized. A place left abandoned for so long would be covered by a thick layer of dust otherwise. Nothing stayed clean in the bugpocalypse.

	Several weapon racks of an alien design lined one long wall; some had melee weapons on them already. On the opposite wall, they’d created make-shift rooms by arranging shelves and fencing as walls. The center area was left open, and rugs of all shapes and sizes lined the concrete floor. They’d even found a few mismatched couches and arranged them in a semi-circle facing the back wall. And was that a screen? I didn’t remember the last time I’d watched a movie on a projector.

	“Cozy.” 

	“The sleeping quarters are up on the loft.” He motioned to a set of strange looking stairs. 

	The top half of the stairs looked normal, but the steps had been knocked out entirely halfway down. The hacked ends were finished cleanly, so this was done on purpose. The bottom half of the stairs were replaced by a five-step rolling ladder with a platform, the same kind we’d used at our hardware store home to access the top shelves.

	“Wow. Why the Frankenstein job?”

	My alien looked back at me with a confused look. It was kind of cute, and I had the urge to pull Kaj’k’s face in for a kiss. 

	Oh, what the heck. I took the two steps to my hunter, reached up on my tiptoes, and tried to wrap an arm around his neck. Seeing me struggle, he bent down, amused. I latched on and pulled him in, giving him a big smooch on the lips.

	Kaj’k didn’t react at first. He stood frozen, probably unsure as to what to make of it. Then, he growled and kissed me back. He was careful with his teeth as he moved his lips against mine, tasting me, and exploring my mouth. I darted a tongue into his mouth, and he suckled it in.

	Having sharp teeth and fangs didn’t prevent Kaj’k from fully possessing me with a fiery passion. I took a shaky breath against his lips. Knees weak with desire, it felt as though the only reason I wasn’t a puddle on the ground was that I clung on so tightly to his shoulders.

	Strong arms encircled me and lifted me against his body. My legs wrapped around his hips instinctively. His chest rumbled, and I felt the vibration through the layers of our clothing; my nipples tightened in response. I clawed at his shoulder with one hand and threaded my finger into his hair with the other. 

	One large hand palmed my ass and squeezed as Kaj’k’s lips and mouth teased at my own. He pulled me against his body, against the erection forming at the front of his loincloth. I moaned and kissed him back frantically, as if I couldn’t get enough of him, and rolled my hips against the hardening bar of flesh at his crotch. 

	When we finally parted, I was panting with need, and Kaj’k was purring like a motor. Reluctantly, he let me down onto shaky legs. I looked around, remembering where we were. And the fact that Cynthia could walk in at any time.

	“Wow. Okay.” I took a moment to clear my sex-filled thoughts. 

	“That was a kiss,” he stated.

	“Yes,” I laughed. “That was some kiss.”

	“It was pleasurable.”

	It was only then that it occurred to me that Kaj’k was inexperienced with romance. Sure, he’s told me that he had no interest in sex before, and there were no females of his kind. But somehow, I hadn’t put two and two together. 

	That was probably his first kiss. We’d run our bases in all the wrong order. He’d played my body so well in bed this morning that I’d assumed he knew what he was doing. 

	“Kaj’k, how did you know what to do this morning on the mattress?”

	“We saved your internet on our systems, and there are many sex vids on it.”

	Sex vids? Did he mean pornos? 

	“Wait? Are you saying you learned about sex through porn?” 

	“Some. But I am controlled strongly by my instinct as well. Hunters have strong primal impulses; it helps us be better fighters.” He held my gaze. “My instinct is telling me to claim you and make you mine. You set me on fire, my Little Flame.”

	Oh boy, it was getting hot in here. The last thing I wanted was for Cynthia to walk in and see us on the couch playing Hide the Snake in the Bush. So, I changed the topic, awkwardly.

	“The stairs. I was asking about the stairs. That wasn’t how the stairs were originally built.”

	Kaj’k frowned at the sudden change in the conversation. “It is a precaution in case the Scourge breach the living area. It probably won’t happen, but we will retreat to the loft and push away the ladder platform if it does. The Scourge would not be able to reach us, and we would be able to take care of the problem from the safety of the loft.”

	They’d really thought of everything. 

	“Come,” Kaj’k took me by the hand, and we headed up the frankenstairs. “You can choose our sleeping quarter.” 

	He walked a bit awkwardly, and I knew he was calming down his erection. Likewise, I probably needed a change of underwear. I made a note to pick up a few more pairs. I’d lost most of my clothes at the hardware store. All I had was one change of underwear in my bag and the clothes on my body.

	“Shouldn’t we bring in the sleeping mat Natalie used last night?” 

	“My mat is too small for both of us, and it is meant for sleeping outdoors. We haven’t moved the tables and chairs in the rooms upstairs yet. We will do so today. And once Cov’k is here, we will set up a perimeter, and we will go together to find more suitable sleeping mats.”

	The upstairs loft was one long hallway with a railing overlooking the main area and doors on the other side. The first door opened into a long meeting room, complete with unfinished notes still on the table. A layer of dust covered everything. 

	“Needs a bit of a clean.”

	“We didn’t have the chance to clean it yet.” Kaj’k looked almost apologetic. “The human males left the area only recently.”

	I understood now what he hadn’t wanted to say in the beginning. The same group they had chased out ended up stealing our hardware store. I wasn’t upset anymore, though. Once I’d decided to come with Kaj’k, I knew it was the right decision. I saw it as a challenge now to rebuild what we had, but better.

	Curious, I asked, “How exactly did you chase the gang out?” I knew those men would not give up without a fight, and I was curious why they did not come back.

	“We didn’t chase them away. Technically, the scourge did.” But Kaj’k didn’t look me in the eyes, and something in his posture changed. Kaj’k’s poker face was worse than mine. 

	“And how did that happen?” I thought back to the beacon the hunters used to lure the scourge, and I answered the question before he could. “Kaj’k, did your team flush them out with scourge on purpose using the beacons?”

	“Maybe.”

	I put my hands on my hips and stared him down. He caved easily.

	“Yes, we did. It was the easiest way, with the fewest casualties. Seeing the scourge, the humans left on their own. If we went in and fought them, they would fight us to their death.”

	He had a point. If the place was overrun by bugs, the gang would just leave. But if alien warriors came knocking, they would fight tooth and nail. I wasn’t too fond of Kaj’k using the bugs as a weapon as his ancestors had, but it was the lesser of two evils.

	The next two rooms looked very similar to the first, long, narrow meeting rooms. The fourth room looked like it was used as a staff lounge. It had a set of couches along the wall, a commercial looking coffee table, and matching end tables. Generic looking prints decorated the walls. There was a long counter with a sink, a microwave, and a dishwasher. Several cups were hung up on the wall. The whole place was, again, covered in the thick layer of dust. 

	As I closed the door, a mote of dust floated down, and I sneezed. I sneezed not once, but five or six times repeatedly. By the end of my sneezing fit, Kaj’k was kneeling in front of me, a look of concern on his face. 

	“I’m fine.” But that was followed by another sneeze, tears squeezing out of my eyes.

	“You are not fine. We should go back downstairs, where it is clean. The dust is irritating your lungs.”

	“I swear, I’m fine. It’s just dusty.” I rubbed at my eyes, which were starting to itch. 

	“Don’t rub. Your nose and eyes are all red. I will have the hunters check the room for contaminant and irritants.”

	In less than a second, I found myself in Kaj’k’s arms, being carried down the set of frankenstairs. I was grateful that he held me in a bridal carry this time rather than over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I sneezed a few more times before we got to the bottom.

	“We could stay on my shuttle until they have the area cleaned.”

	The shuttle had running water, a bathroom, and a decontaminator anyway. And not to mention, it had lights and was climate controlled. Then an idea came to me. “Why don’t we stay in your shuttle all the time? We can still be part of the compound, but instead of taking a room, we can use your shuttle. But then,” I thought out loud, “I don’t know how hard it is to top up the water in your shuttle or how much energy it uses.”

	“I live in my shuttle most days. The power cells are highly efficient and continuously recharges on sunny days. Fresh water is more difficult to come by. I usually stop by the river every few days. But with the help of the rain barrels, it would be easier. We could live indefinitely on my shuttle. But—”

	Of course, there was a but. There was always a but.

	“It won’t be safe on the shuttles once the swarming starts. Since we are forcing the scourge through the spaces between the buildings, we planned on barricading our shuttles in on the other side of the complex, away from harm's way. Then, we can fight the swarm from the rooftops.”

	The roof. I looked up at the roof. “Is the roof strong enough to hold up the shuttles? Can’t we just stay in the shuttle up there?”

	Kaj’k looked pensive as he carried me to one of the couches. “That might work. I will need to consult with Cov’k. The building is strong, and the roof is well built, but the shuttles are heavy.”

	“They don’t all have to be on the same roof. The next building over looks to be in great condition too. And it might be close enough to build a bridge so the hunters that park there can get over. Or maybe some of them want to live in the building.”

	Hey, would you look at that? I pulled a Natalie! The words came from my mouth, but I totally heard it in her voice. The whole fall and winter at the hardware store had my little cousin spouting her many solutions to problems and me wondering why I didn’t think of that myself. I finally thought of something useful. Kaj’k seemed to be seriously considering my idea, and it felt good to be able to help. 

	Kaj’k sat down on the couch with me still in his arms, and I ended up sideways on his lap. I had the perfect view of his impeccably chiseled face and suddenly had an urge to kiss it again, but I held back. 

	I wondered if the couch had a good bounce. Why did my brain immediately go to dirty thoughts? 

	Kaj’k must have noticed because that purring, the one that meant he was feeling frisky, started up again. 

	 


Chapter 16: Kaj’k

	Alice had that look on her face again. The same one she had before she shared the mouth-to-mouth kiss with me. I’d seen couples kiss on vids, and knew it was pleasurable. But this kiss, this mouth mating, was beyond what I’d expected. It was a preview of what our bodies would do when I claimed her. Arousal drifted up, and I knew she was thinking of us joining. 

	An incoming shuttle sounded from outside, and my female perked up and looked to the door. It must be Cov’k and his female. Again, such bad timing. No matter, I would claim her soon. Both our bodies knew they belonged to each other.

	 “Do you think it’s Cynthia? I was so worried about her when her hunter stole her from our hideout last summer. I’m glad to know she’s alright.”

	Stole? Xarc’n warriors did not steal females; we took them as companions, as mates. 

	Cov’k pushed opened the front door and held it open for his female. Cynthia looked around the room before she spotted us at the back on the couch. 

	“Alice?” Cov’k’s female dropped her bags and hurried over, and Alice jumped up from my lap and rushed to meet her. 

	“Oh my goodness, Alice. You’re alright. I heard the Franklin group disbanded shortly after Cov’k picked me up, and I was worried about you.” 

	When I’d met Cov’k’s mate before, I’d thought her voice was annoyingly high pitched. But after spending time with Alice, it no longer bothered me. 

	“I made it through the winter.” Alice gave the other female a hug. “Natalie too. We looked for you after the Xarc’n carried you off, but you just disappeared. I realize now that you were cloaked. Natalie and I wanted to keep looking after the initial search, but the menfolk literally locked us down and blocked us from leaving.” She turned to Cov’k, who looked at me with amusement on his face. “I’m glad you didn’t need any rescuing.”

	Cynthia looked sheepish. “I kind of knew it was going to happen. You know how I said I was from Canada? Well, I left and traveled south for two reasons. The first was because the area I was stuck in was all foraged out. And the second reason was to avoid a certain hunter. But hunters gonna hunt. Now I’m glad he found me, and I’m glad I gave him a chance.” She looked questioningly at me. “I see you found your own warrior.”

	“Oops, how rude of me, I didn’t even introduce—”

	“No need. Kaj’k and I have met. I’m the one who needs to make introductions. Alice, this is Cov’k. Cov’k, Alice.”

	Cov’k put his right arm behind his back and nodded to my female, and Alice returned the gesture awkwardly. 

	“I hope I was supposed to do that back.”

	“Females are supposed to use another gesture. But there are no more Xarc’n females,” Cov’k explained. “You may use the same gesture back.”

	“Have you picked out a room upstairs yet?” Cov’k’s female asked excitedly. She looked eager to do so and settle down.

	“I looked, but the dust got to me.” 

	Then I explained to Cov’k her idea of the hunters staying in their shuttles on the roof.

	“I would prefer to stay on my shuttle as well,” he agreed. “The human males coming to help will need the rooms in the building. And I prefer if my female did not sleep around them.”

	“Cov’k and I will check the stability of the roof after we set up the perimeter alarms. It should be safe enough for you two to stay in here while we work.” 

	“No problem. We’ll be here.” Then the two females settled on the couch and were lost in conversation.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Have you heard from Jorg’k?” I asked as we took the sensors out of our shuttles. The hunter was usually very reliable, but he’d been unable to give me his estimated time of arrival. 

	“Last I heard, Jorg’k was chasing a female.” Then Cov’k laughed. “I didn’t know you were chasing your own. And she knows my Cynthia. This is good; my female will have company.”

	“I never understood why you would keep a human female with you until I scented my Alice.”

	“And you understand now that you have claimed your mate,” Cov’k finished for me.

	“I have not yet claimed her,” I admitted. “But I will.”

	We headed out to the perimeter to get the early warning sensors set up. The sensors were even more important now that Alice was here with us. Humans were strong-willed but weak of bodies compared to Xarc’n males. Some of the males were good fighters, though; what they lacked in teeth and claws, they made up for with skill and discipline. Humans were also surprisingly ingenious. 

	Often, when the scourge took over a planet, the inhabitants went extinct quickly. But the survivors on Earth had proved that they were hard to kill. Natalie said humans were sometimes compared to a virus. That was not a bad thing. Viruses were strong survivors the universe over. The ability to change and adapt was crucial to outlasting the scourge.

	The scourge were not the only threat to our compound. The males that had lived here hadn’t been back since they believed the complex was overrun with the scourge. But they may return to check. Those males were dangerous to my Alice. 

	“Where is Rajiv’k? I thought he planned to arrive with you. You two fight together often.”

	“He is with Natalie, my female’s cousin.” I understood what cousins were, though I never had a biological one. In a way, all Xarc’n warriors were cousins. “Alice and Natalie had a good set up at their old den before the human males took it over. Rajiv’k is working with the female to locate and bring back items so we can set things up similarly here.”

	“Once we are done checking the roof, we should go pick up more supplies as well. I cleared out a large warehouse we could forage from.” Cov’k used the human term for procuring serviceable goods. “I want to have most things set up by the time the humans arrive to help.” Cov’k made a face.

	“I know you don’t agree with teaming up with humans, but I have worked with this group before. They are more than willing to ignore our differences to take down the scourge. Most are good males.” 

	Cov’k huffed. “Most. It’s the rest I’m worried about. Once Rajiv’k and Jorg’k arrive, it will be safer for our females at the compound. But even so, do not leave your female alone here in the compound with the other humans. Some of them are willing to help us fight, but they despise that some Xarc’n warriors have taken Earth females as mates. Your female’s idea to stay on our shuttles on the roof is a good one.”

	Cov’k and his mate had had to deal with hateful humans who targeted them for their joining. I would need to watch out for these humans as well now that Alice was mine. Suddenly, I wished all six hunters guarding Franklin was here. Just as I would fight to keep Cynthia safe for Cov’k, I trusted my fellow hunters to keep my female safe.

	 We’d all planned to meet here initially. But as we finished setting up the barriers and fences to funnel the swarm to our trap, hunters would be coming and going. We also needed a hunter to circle the town and check the funnels daily to make sure it wasn’t tampered with. Only when the swarm started would all six hunters be at the complex together. Once the scourge started swarming, no one in their right mind, human or Xarc’n, would break the fences and barriers we put up to guide the swarm. Doing so would be suicide.

	We finished setting up the perimeter and connected it to the network. All hunters would have access to the camera feeds and sensor detection through our shuttles and our communicators. Then we headed back to the compound to check the roof. Cov’k deemed it sturdy enough to handle the combined weight of our shuttles. Some of the buildings had thin, metal roofs, but the building we chose as our living quarters was well-built. 

	“I have seen some buildings with roofs like this one in larger cities. The humans used it to park their ground vehicles. Their vehicles are small and light, but they keep many hundreds on a roof such as this. And this roof is well supported by strong beams throughout.” 

	“We’d planned on building bridges to the other roofs so we would have more mobility to fight and destroy the swarm. As long as we can still access each other and the supplies, there’s no harm if other hunters wish to land their shuttles on different roofs for privacy.”

	We checked on a few other roofs, and only one roof was made of light metal. We marked that one as unsafe for landing our shuttles. Then Cov’k and I headed back to our females. We’d only been parted for a short while, but I was eager to see my Alice again.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 17: Alice

	“So,” Cynthia said expectantly, “tell me all about it.”

	“There’s nothing to tell. We only officially met two days ago. Kaj’k said he scented me in the fall and had been looking for me since. But that’s it.”

	“Don’t tell me you are making him wait.” Cynthia clasped at her chest. “Oh, the poor thing. Kaj’k is a good guy, don’t torture him for too long.”

	“You ran from your alien. From Canada.” I gave her my best “don’t pretend your shit don’t stink” face. “And you were with the Franklin group for some time. You made your warrior wait for months.”

	“So did you, all winter.” 

	“I didn’t know him then, so it doesn’t count.” Then I remembered the differently shaped cock I’d felt through the leather this morning and decided to sate my curiosity. It wasn’t often during the apocalypse that I had the opportunity to indulge in girl talk about boys. “Just between us, how different are they. You know. Down there?”

	“If you are curious, you should go find out. I’m sure Kaj’k would have no problem with that.” Then she got serious. “Once I got to know Cov’k, I regretted running from him. These Xarc’n males are big and strong, and kind of scary, but they are also lonely. They have each other when they need to team up and fight, but they spend most of the time alone, clearing the never-ending hoards of bugs. They don’t know any other life.”

	“I realized that after spending some time with him. I didn’t know how hard these hunters worked to keep the bugs from taking over completely. They deserve more.” 

	I turned to check the door again for our protectors. It felt strange to be apart from Kaj’k. “I’ve gotten used to Kaj’k’s presence so effortlessly that it almost seems natural to just move in with him on his shuttle.”

	“I know what you mean. I think we were lonely too.” 

	And I had to agree. 

	“Cov’k said that when Xarc’n warriors finish with a planet, whether they succeed or fail, they move onto the next world. But many of the hunters have decided to stay on Earth.”

	“If they succeed in eradicating those nasty alien bugs from Earth, they deserve to stay. Earth would belong to them as much as it belongs to us, if not more so.” Humans had never been good at sharing this planet, but we needed to learn now. If the Xarc’n hunters wanted to stay, we wouldn't be the top dogs anymore. If I had to be honest, we hadn’t been top dog since the swarm arrived. “I fucking hate bugs. I can’t believe we were wiped out by brainless invertebrates.”

	 “It sucks for humanity’s track record, doesn’t it?” Cynthia asked rhetorically. “So much for being the apex predator. But Xarc’n warriors were engineered to hunt the Scourge. They are our hope for surviving the alien bugs. But we are their hope too. Humans are the only species so far to trigger their mating bond.”

	There were those words again: mate, mating. I wanted to ask her what mating meant since it seemed to have more significance than just sex, but movement at the door distracted me.

	Our two warriors walked in, and as Kaj’k came into view, I broke into a smile so big, I felt it in my cheeks. He hurried over to me, lifted me from the couch, and clasped me to his chest.

	“How would you females feel about a ‘shopping trip?’” Cov’k asked, using the English words he’d obviously picked up from Cynthia. That was the term we’d used for group foraging trips with just the girls.

	“Did you say shopping?” I asked, eager to go on another productive foraging run. I’d lost most of what I’d owned to the raiders.

	“I recently cleared out a warehouse of scourge. It is still well-stocked since it is far into the city, and no humans have reached there since the scourge came.

	Cynthia was almost bouncing with excitement. “Ooh! I know where we’re going. It starts with a C and ends with an ostco.”

	“The big one in town?” Then my excitement dropped. “But it’s filled with bugs.” According to the reports, the alien critters had gone straight for the meat section. We had first thought that they ate only live food. But apparently, frozen was just as good. They just didn’t eat rotten flesh.

	“It was, but Cov’k lured them out and burnt them to a crisp.”  Cynthia looked at her alien like he was the hero who just saved her life, and considering how dangerous it was to get so far into the city, he probably did. “Our menfolk have a way to get in. Cov’k already secured the store last time we were there. So we know there are no creepy crawlies inside. It’s just a matter of luring the new bugs in the area away as we land on the roof.”

	It was so convenient that their vehicles, which I’ve come to think of as alien RVs, could fly. 

	“A word of warning, though,” Cynthia continued, “you are about to see a lot of bugs.”

	I shuddered. I fucking hated bugs—native Earth bugs included—but the alien insectoids were so much worse. But I was ready to face them if I could go on another big forage. There was nothing like the thrill of finding something useful in a desolate landscape. Some people hated rummaging through the ruins, but I enjoyed the feeling of coming back with a pack full of goodies. I was ready to go shopping.

	I followed Kaj’k to his shuttle.

	“Do you want me to turn on the external display, or should we keep the walls solid?”

	I thought of the number of bugs we saw yesterday and replied, “Solid, please.”

	Kaj’k sat at his desk, facing his screen. It was still strange to have the driver of the vehicle to be lounging in front of a screen rather than at a windshield. I sidled over to him to peek at the display, and he pulled me onto his lap. I seemed to be ending up there often. 

	Big, warm arms reached around me to grab the controller, and I didn’t protest. Instead, I leaned back against his chest and enjoyed the feeling of being safe. I thought of what Cynthia said about the invincible looking warriors being lonely. Maybe that was why Kaj’k insisted on touching me all the time when we are together. He was starved for physical contact.

	I reached an arm behind my head to rub at the side of his neck, and he replied with a long, contented sigh. 

	Natalie had been right about the Xarc’n as well. She’d been correct about most things since the start of the bugpocalypse. I should learn to listen to her more often. I wondered how she was doing with Rajiv’k. Were they hitting it off? Knowing that she had a strong warrior protecting her gave me peace of mind. Usually, when I was out foraging, I worried about her being alone the whole time.

	“You are quiet. What are you thinking?” Kaj’k murmured next to my head.

	“Just wondering how Natalie is doing.”

	“She is safe. Rajiv’k is a good fighter. He will protect her.”

	“I’m sure he will.” 

	I wasn’t worried about Rajiv’k taking advantage of her. If anything, I was worried that poor Rajiv’k would end up with more woman than he knew what to do with. Natalie always knew what she wanted and never hesitated to take it.

	 My little cousin had been correct in this, after all. Just like she was correct about almost everything since the world ended.

	“What is a ‘Bun-bun’?” 

	The question caught me off guard. I guess I’d mentioned the stuffed animal a few times, but I didn’t expect the big alien hunter to pick up on it.

	He rummaged in a drawer and handed me something that looked like a tablet. A few taps of the screen later, the front page of a recognizable search engine popped up on the screen. “We saved what we could of your internet on our systems. There is much useful information there. You can use this and keep entertained. It will be a longer drive. Our destination is on the other side of town, but we don’t want to fly through the worst of the scourge while the flyers are out.” 

	The internet! Then I reminded myself that it wouldn’t be the same without anyone posting regularly. 

	“Show me on here, what a ‘Bun-bun’ is. My search showed me a few results, but I don’t believe they are what you refer to.”

	I Googled “bunny stuffed animal,” glad that the device was intuitive, and Bun-bun’s image popped up. It was a commonly sold stuffed animal, and I’d seen them at every bookstore and toyshop before the apocalypse. Happiness filled me, knowing that one day I might be able to find another that looked the same. I showed him the picture.

	“This was Bun-bun. He was a stuffed animal.” 

	Kaj’k squinted at the photo. “It is a dead animal which has been preserved? Earth animals are too soft. Where are the claws and teeth?”

	Oh dear! “No, no!” I exclaimed. “Not a dead animal. Stuffed animals are toys, representations of animals made from artificial fur and filled with stuffing. Bun-bun is a rabbit. Rabbits are prey animals.” I showed him a photo of a Holland Lop.

	He perked up. “I see similar ones away from the town. But they have ears that stand up, and they move fast. At first, I was surprised they survived so long, but their numbers keep increasing, despite the scourge.”

	I didn’t understand why, but it made me proud to know that at least one of Earth’s creatures were outbreeding the scourge. It was most likely because the scourge ate all its predators and competitors, but I tried not to think of it.

	“They are very tasty. Humans are strange. Why recreate your food in non-edible forms?”

	I stared back at him. Humans, strange? He should speak for himself! “They are toys originally meant to comfort children. But adults like them too. And we have stuffed animals that are predators as well.” I showed him a picture of a teddy bear and an image of a real bear, rearing up on his hind legs.

	He grunted. “I understand now. They are a representation of baby animals before they cut their teeth or grow their claws. I have done my research, females like babies.” He sent me a resolute look. “I shall give you a baby stuffed animal to replace the one you lost.”

	For a moment there, I thought he was about to tell me he was going to give me a baby, and I had a mini internal freakout. A baby stuffed animal I could handle. A baby? Not so much. Especially in a world where I had no idea where my next meal came from. 

	I doubted Kaj’k could give me a baby unless he stole one from some poor woman. He was an alien, and therefore a completely different species. If there was anything I remembered from high school biology, it was that vastly different species could not interbreed. And even species that were similar did not have viable offspring. There was no worry of getting pregnant when I did the horizontal tango with Kaj’k. 

	Knowing that there was no possibility of babies between us, I let myself imagine Kaj’k as a baby. He would have been a cute kid, with big yellow-green eyes and horns that were too big for his head. I wondered if he went through a phase of headbutting everything with his horns. A Xarc’n kid must be a terror to raise. I imagined the number of wrecked sheets and curtains when they found their claws.

	“What was your childhood like? They told us that Xarc’n warriors were all lab-grown clones.”

	“We are. I do not remember my early childhood, but I remember training to be a hunter from a very young age.”

	“What about playing?”

	“The hunters that grew up with me would play-fight with each other. It was fun. But it was also good training. Cov’k and Rajiv’k were in my training group.”

	That was kind of sad. Kaj’k had spent his entire life, from childhood until now, fighting the scourge. It was his sole purpose. Did he even know what fun was? He hadn’t been kidding when he said he was lonely. Suddenly I was determined to show him a softer life, one with hugs and kisses, and laughter and love.

	I turned on his lap and reached to give him a hug, resting my cheek against his upper chest. And we sat like this the rest of the way to our destination. 

	 


Chapter 18: Kaj’k

	After a quick look around to make sure the store was still secured and free of scourge, we told the females to look for anything they thought would make our new compound more comfortable for them. Then we got to work loading the things we needed. 

	We had a long list of supplies to pick up. We needed more sleeping mats for the humans that would join us and for the hunters who chose to stay in the living quarters. Blankets and pillows were also required. Other things on the list were glass bottles, alcohol or any type of flammable fuel, material for makeshift wicks, and torches to create fire. The humans planned to make a weapon they called a Molotov cocktail to burn down the trapped scourge. 

	We headed for the sleeping mats first. Luckily for us, the mattresses were compressed and easy to carry up to the roof. 

	As Cov’k and I climbed back down to the store, we heard it: the skittering sound of scuttlers. 

	Fuck! I had been sure the store was secured. From my position on the ladder, I surveyed the store, looking for the intruders. 

	Alice and Cynthia were in one corner loading the scented sprays they used to confuse the scourge into their bags.  Alice held up a hand, and the two paused. They heard the scuttlers too. Good, it meant they would be cautious. I watched as they sprayed themselves thoroughly. They might confuse the scuttlers. But it might be too late if the scuttlers had already locked on their scent, or if the scuttlers saw them

	“Alice,” I bellowed, “Climb!”

	Scanning the store, I sensed movement in one of the aisles. And from his sudden change in posture, I guessed that Cov’k did too. We descended the ladder as quietly as we could and headed toward the aisle. 

	We saw the problem immediately; a corner of the building had been corroded away by spitter acid. It was behind a row of light, lofty paper, and we’d missed it on our initial search of the place. Scuttlers had come through, lured in by the delicious scents of our females, and knocked over the neatly piled packages.

	A chittering sound came from the hole as two more scuttlers made their way in. I pulled the long axe from my back and smashed it hard into the skull of the closest scuttler. Cov’k did the same to the other with his double swords. 

	But more of the repulsive creatures were piling in, and we needed to clear them all before we could plug the hole. Not to mention, there were already scuttlers in the store, searching for our females. We needed to work fast.

	I swung my axe in a low arc in front of me, the energy on the blade glowing brightly. It cleaved off the heads of the first row of scuttlers cleanly. But a few of the scuttlers at the side got free and skittered away. Cov’k chased after them and dispatched them as I continued my scourge beheadings.

	Another set of scuttlers filed in, and I swung my axe again. More heads rolled. But again, more scuttlers entered. The opening they were coming through was small, and it limited the numbers that came through. Dispatching them was easy but tediously slow. Too slow. 

	I imagined my female cornered by the scuttlers, and panic built inside my chest. I needed to get to Alice now. I bellowed a furious cry as I smashed through the next batch of scourge. Eventually, the area was free of scuttlers, and no more came through the acid burned hole.

	Cov’k grabbed the wooden platforms that once held the now scattered packages and wedged a few against the opening. It was a short-term solution, but it would stop any more scuttlers from coming in for now. As for the pack we’d heard earlier, they were no longer in this aisle. They were well on their way toward our females. 

	“Up there.” Cov’k gestured to the top of a row of shelves.

	Alice and Cynthia were both hauling themselves up to the top. Good. They would be safe for now. These shelves were tall, and the scuttlers were weak climbers. Their front appendages were large, blade-like claws designed to hack up prey; they provided no purchase when climbing. They needed to rely on their eight smaller back legs that were not evolved for vertical movement either.

	Hang on, Alice. I’m coming for you.

	I sprinted down the aisle. We turned the corner into a more open area and came face to face with a large group of the infernal nuisances. We had misjudged. There were already two packs of scourge in the warehouse: this group and the pack attacking our females. 

	Beside me, Cov’k growled and charged at the creatures. They swiped at his legs with their sharp front claws, but he was fleet-footed and danced quickly out of the way. Seeing his maneuver before, I knew what he planned to do and gave him his space. Once at the center of the group, he swept low with his dual energy blades in a large circle. Scourge body parts went flying. Heads and claws flew from their bodies and splattered on the nearby walls and shelving. 

	Staying out of the tornado of his radial attack, I picked off the stragglers that were too far from his blade to meet their doom. Fighting in close quarters was always more tedious.

	I’d researched Earth melee weapons and found that their modern axes were short and heavy. They were used mostly as tools rather than as weapons. My long axe gave me the much needed range when dealing with large numbers of enemies.

	With this group finally cleared, we ran toward our females. 

	 


Chapter 19:  Alice

	I couldn’t believe how intact this wholesale warehouse was. A few things had been looted, and all the frozen meat had been carried away, but most of the merchandise and products were still sitting on those big metal warehouse shelves. The sun shone through numerous large skylights, lighting everything up. I was like a kid in a candy store and didn’t know where to start.

	The two Xarc’n warriors had a list of essential things they needed to find, but they told Cynthia and I to look for extras to improve comfort and entertainment for the females. I’d been searching for bare necessities for so long that I’d completely forgotten what extras I needed. 

	“We should have made a list,” Cynthia said wryly. “Let’s start with what I have now with Cov’k that I didn’t have back with the Franklin group. Besides safety and food, that is. One of the first things I picked up with Cov’k was moisturizer. My skin was so dry that I looked like a lizard.”

	My heels were cracked and peeling. Moisturizer was a great idea. 

	“I need some clothes and underwear, too. Natalie and I just got chased out of our home by a bunch of raiders.” I thought of everything I’d left behind. "Lip balm, tampons, shampoo, and conditioner. Maybe back up first aid supplies; it’s not considered an extra but always useful. Hair ties. I’ve been using the same scrunchie for months, and if I lost it, I’d have to resort to a shoelace.” Now that we had a few items on the list, my brain was on a roll. “Now onto the extras: notebooks, coloring books, markers, and pens.” I listed, remembering the boring winter days Natalie and I had spent locked up in the hardware store. 

	“That’s a good start. The health and beauty sections are right there.”

	We headed over. And despite Cynthia assuring me that food and nutrition was not a worry, I stuffed two bottles of vitamins in my bag, just in case. Then, because my brain kept telling me essentials first, I headed to the first aid aisle for the antibacterial ointment.

	“We don’t need that. They have decontaminators in their shuttles.”

	Right, they did.

	“What about antibiotics and other medications?” I pointed to the pharmacy counter. 

	“They have antibiotics on their shuttle too. But I’m going to pick up some allergy medication. Lucky bastard didn’t even know what allergies were. Cov’k thought I was seriously sick during ragweed season.”

	“Earlier today, I breathed in some dust on the second floor, and Kaj’k was worried too. It makes sense now that I know they don’t suffer from allergies.”

	We went through the aisles, collecting what we thought we might need or want until we got to a selection of scented sprays. I stuffed a few into my bag, just in case I needed to hide from the bugs in the future. 

	“What’s next?”

	“I think I need some summer clothes. My two tank tops are threadbare. And socks. My socks all have holes.”

	What was that noise? I held up my hand, and Cynthia stilled. Then we heard it, that scurrying sound of many legs that we’d come to fear and despise. Muscle memory kicked in, and I reached into my bag for the body spray I’d just picked up and doused myself and Cynthia in the stuff. We froze and listened, trying to determine where the bugs were coming from and where to hide.

	“Alice, climb!” Kaj’k’s voice echoed in the warehouse. 

	Cynthia and I looked toward the closest major aisle, and our eyes traveled up toward the top. The very top. Wow! These shelves sure were stacked high, which at this moment was to our advantage.

	“Good idea. Let’s get climbing,” I agreed. 

	We both sprinted toward the shelves, hoping we got there and climbed high enough before the bugs got to us. Just as my hands touched the metal frame, the first insect monstrosity scurried into view. They saw us; no amount of scented sprays worked once the bugs saw their prey. They scurried faster, their disgusting little legs making that horrible sound. The noise echoed in the warehouse, and it spurred me on. 

	I wasn’t a great climber, but the terror pounding in my chest gave me gecko feet and hands. By the time the nasty buggers were at the foot of the shelf, I was heaving my body over onto the top level. Made it. I looked down and fought a moment of vertigo. That was a long way down.

	“Shit! I think they’re trying to climb.” Cynthia peered over the edge on her hands and knees. 

	I’d never seen the bugs climb before. Unlike the insects from Earth who happily hung out on the sides of buildings, these space bugs were only ever seen on the ground. The only time I’d seen them get up onto anything was when the pile of them were so thick that they climbed over each other.

	In the beginning, when we still got our information through the internet, entire buildings in the major cities sealed themselves in, thinking they would be safe. They’d thought that once the bugs left, they would be able to come back out. But the bugs never left. They bred and grew their colonies in the city to swarming size. The first swarm had been the largest since they had almost unlimited food. 

	Some people who had barricaded themselves into their high rises had put out daily vlogs. When days turned into weeks, and they ran out of food, things got bad. The first vlogger to run the gauntlet was a college athlete from New York. He was fast and fit, and the whole world was cheering for him. If anyone were to make it out of bug city, it was him. He didn’t make it. This was when the first reports of cannibalism started. No one believed it at first. Then one vlogger was mowed down in her apartment on-air, mid-stream, by her neighbor.

	Franklin had been still safe then, and the link had circulated through my workplace. I hadn’t clicked on it, though, not wanting to be traumatized for life. Much good that did, considering the atrocities I’d seen and lived through since. Most people stopped coming to work after. 

	All the stores had been sold out of canned goods, rice, pasta, and toilet paper for a good week. But the government, insisting that they still had things in control, jacked up the supply chain to replace the goods in an attempt to maintain a sense of normalcy. Natalie had claimed that towns like Franklin had perfectly stocked shelves until the very end because everybody in the nearby cities was dead, and they’d diverted everything to the smaller towns. I believed her. 

	“Oh yeah, they are trying to climb,” Cynthia confirmed.

	I peered over the edge to see for myself. A bug slashed wildly with its praying mantis-like blades as it saw my face. It chittered its ugly mandibles at me, and I couldn’t help but flip it the bird. 

	Yup! The damn buggers were climbing alright. But it was slow going. Their legs were not designed for climbing, but hunger was a demanding mistress, and a few of the bugs were already pulling themselves up onto the first shelf. So that cleared up a few things; they could climb, but not well. Their repulsive little feet were meant to move along the ground or in tunnels. 

	I eyed the next towering rack. “Do you think we could jump that?”

	Cynthia stood by the edge and looked over. “I don’t think so. That must be, what? Three metres. No way I can jump that.”

	“Metres? Your Canadian is showing,” I laughed, my nervousness getting to me. 

	“Haha, very funny.” Cynthia scrambled toward the middle of our row of shelving, and I followed her. And by the sounds of many alien feet, so did the bugs on the floor and the first shelf. “Look over there.”

	I saw what had caught her attention, a few extra pieces of shelving. They were each just long enough and strong enough to use as a bridge. But they were heavy and cumbersome to move, especially with both of us on the same side of the future bridge. Our first attempt ended up with the shelf plummeting down to the ground with a loud crash. Oops.

	“Alice!” 

	“Cynthia!”

	“We’re fine,” I yelled back. I didn’t want Kaj’k distracted while he was fighting the scuttlers.

	The second plank made it across in one piece, and we both breathed a sigh of relief. If our warriors didn’t get here on time, we had an escape route. 

	“Let’s not cross yet,” I suggested. “Let’s buy ourselves some more time and wait for the majority of the bugs to climb to the second level. Then we can cross and take the bridge with us.”

	Cynthia stood and looked over at the two Xarc’n warriors fighting the bulk of the scuttlers that made it in. “Good idea. I’ll take all the time I could get. That’s a lot of bugs. And they couldn’t burn them down without setting the place on fire.” 

	We sat down by the bridge and rested our arms and legs. Now that the immediate danger was over, the ache in my arms set in. I didn’t have the right muscles to climb. That had been Natalie’s skill. She’d never lost her strength from the monkey bar days as kids. 

	Cynthia and I took turns peering down the side to check on the bug’s progress.

	Then, suddenly, with the immediate fear of being eating alive behind us, I laughed. 

	“What’s so funny?” Cynthia didn’t look so amused.

	“I’ve always imagined climbing up these tall shelves to save myself from the zombie apocalypse. We got a bug apocalypse instead, and here I am.”

	“And what did you imagine once you got up to the top in your zombie musing? We need all the ideas you’ve got.” 

	“Well, I’d imagine myself braining them by throwing heavy shit down at them.” I looked around the top shelf and spotted a skid of marble mortar and pestles. “We could probably injure a few buggers with those. They look heavy.”

	We got to work unboxing the mortars, and soon we had a row of artillery all lined up. I looked over the edge and spotted one particularly fast climber getting up to the second level. I hefted up the heavy piece of marble, tested the weight, and took aim. I knew I didn’t have a good throwing arm, but I hoped I didn’t miss my target completely. I tossed the mortar down at the scuttler. It hit one of its scythe-like front arms, knocking him off the shelf. It got back up again and headed back toward the base to restart its climb.

	“Great shot!” 

	“I was actually aiming for his head.”

	“Who cares where it hit, as long as it knocks them down.”

	“Right,” I agreed.

	Cynthia peered over the opposite side of the shelf. “None on this side.” She came back over and whipped another piece of marble down. This one hit a bug’s head, right in its hideously disgusting maw. It, too, fell back to the ground. Then, just like the other one, it shook itself off and started climbing again.

	It went on like this for a while, with us knocking the bugs down as they got too close. But the bug’s carapace was strong, and they all got back up. That was until one of us scored a good hit on a bug’s back legs. A few of the bug’s legs snapped from the impact, hindering its ability to climb when it got back up.

	“The legs. Break their hind legs.” 

	But soon, our supply of mortars ran out, and the bugs were still climbing. 

	“I think it’s time to cross to the next row.” 

	I agreed. I looked down at the ground that suddenly seemed much further than it was just a moment ago. “I sure hope our makeshift bridge holds.” I pushed at the plank, and it wobbled as if to taunt me.

	“I’ll hold it still as you cross, and you hold it for me once you get to the other side.”

	Cynthia held the plank still the best she could, and I crawled over quickly, focusing my eyes on the shelf ahead of me. Looking down was not a good idea. The bridge seemed to grow longer and longer, and it felt as though I was stuck suspended twenty feet off the ground for minutes. When I finally made it to the other side, I released a breath I didn’t know I was holding. 

	Phew! Made it.

	“Your turn,” I shouted over, stabilizing the wobbly plank.

	Cynthia took a deep breath and started across.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 20: Kaj’k

	We arrived just in time to watch our females scramble over to the next shelf on a bridge they’d made out of a piece of shelving. The scuttlers climbing to reach them noticed their prey escaping and dropped to the ground. Our females were smart and had bought themselves more time. 

	The scuttlers were also bad jumpers. There were jumping scourge we call lungers. Usually, a swarm either had spitters or lungers, not both. Lungers were usually spotted in mountainous regions where their mobility was crucial in reaching their victims. I never saw lungers in Franklin. Without the ranged acid attack, they were easier to fight but often came in larger groups. 

	We took care of the dozen or so scuttlers that dropped to the ground, but a few made it across and started climbing the second shelf. A few of the scuttlers had just made it up to the top shelf. They made a beeline for the bridge. Alice and Cynthia pulled the bridge over to their new platform, just in time.

	“Nyah nyah nyah nyah nyah nyah, you can not get me!” the two females taunted in unison.

	Cov’k rumbled a laugh. “It seems our females are having fun up there.”

	At least some of us were having fun. I usually enjoyed losing myself to the fight, but knowing my female was in danger made this fight not the least bit enjoyable. I wanted Alice safe inside my shuttle. But I knew that I couldn’t keep her in there and deny her the ability to explore and forage. I would just have to do a better job of keeping her safe.

	Seeing the two delectable females on the other shelf, the rest of the scourge dropped down and headed toward them. We killed most of them as they scurried across. But I still heard sounds of scuttling legs. I looked around but saw nothing. 

	“Alice. We don’t want to miss any of the scuttlers. Come down. You two are the best bait we have.” 

	Alice peered over the edge and eyed the scuttler chittering at her from the first level. It waved its front blade at my female, and I bashed the creature’s carapace in with the back of my axe. Nothing threatened my Alice without dealing with the consequences.

	“There’s a few on the shelves. They are bad climbers, but so are we. If we climb down, the ones on the shelf will get us for sure.”

	“Jump,” I urged. “I will catch you.” I tucked my axe away behind my back. 

	“What? Are you fucking kidding? It’s like twenty feet down. No way.”

	She gasped, and Cynthia cried a desperate sounding, “No, no, no, no, nooo!”, a moment before the plank of shelving they’d used as a bridge fell to the ground with a raucous clatter.

	“FML.” 

	I had no idea what that meant. 

	“Don’t look now, Alice, but one of the bugs is already halfway up the shelf,” Cynthia warned.

	“Jump down,” I ordered. 

	Cov’k echoed my order, and his female didn’t hesitate. Cynthia pushed off the ledge, arms extended out toward her warrior. Cov’k caught her easily and put her onto her feet.

	“Come on, Alice. If I can jump, so can you. These Xarc’n warriors have impeccable coordination. Kaj’k won’t drop you.”

	“I will not,” I swore solemnly.

	One of the scuttlers was almost up at the top now, chittering its mandibles at her. Alice grimaced. 

	“Fine,” Alice decided. “But if you drop me and I die, I’ll never forgive you, ever. And funny business will be totally out of the books. Because I’ll be dead.”

	My Little Flame threatened to burn me if I failed her, but I was unafraid. I would not fail.

	“Funny business?” Cynthia sounded amused. I ignored her and focused on my female instead.

	Alice took a deep breath and pushed off the top edge. I caught her little body easily. The moment she was in my arms, my panic subsided. Things were going to be okay. My female was safe.

	I wanted to hold onto her and never let go. But the sound of the scuttlers reminded me that the fight was not over. Reluctantly, I put her on her feet.

	“You did not die.” I looked down at Alice, who still clung to me, her eyes squeezed shut. “I did not drop you. There will be funny business.”

	She opened her eyes and took a huge breath. “You betcha there will!” She pulled me down to her height and planted a noisy kiss on my lips.

	With both females down on the ground again, the remaining scourge reoriented toward them. Putting our females together between our backs for safety, both from the terrible creatures as well as from our deadly weapons, Cov’k and I prepared to finish off the last of the nuisances.

	I bashed the first one that scurried toward us with the blunt end of my axe. The next one, I sliced open with the sharp, energy-filled edge, detaching the top half of its body from the bottom. And finally, the last scuttler who dropped down on me from the shelf, I head-butted with my horns before I launched it against the wall. It hit the wall so hard that it landed with a splat. When I was done, Cov’k had taken care of his share, and the store was devoid of scourge life.

	I wiped the edge of my axe clean against a nearby cardboard box; it would have to do until I got back to my shuttle. I replaced the handle of my weapon into its holster on my back. I turned to Alice to see her reaching for me. 

	“Thanks for saving me again.”

	An overwhelming sense of importance flattened me, and when I lifted her off the ground, I did not let go. 

	It felt as if I could never let her go again, literally, physically. I just held her onto my body as if she were life itself. Something irrational told me that all my life force would go with her, and I would cease to be if she left. What was this feeling? It was wonderful but terrifying.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 21: Alice

	Kaj’k, I kid you not, headbutted the last of the bugs, knocking it out. Those horns of his sure came in handy. Then he finished it off by smashing it so hard against the wall that it cracked open, leaking yellow goo onto the concrete floor. 

	“I don’t think I’ll ever think of crab dinner in the same way again.” Cynthia made an exaggerated retching noise.

	“You’re telling me.” 

	I’d had enough bugs to last me the rest of my life. I never wanted to see an exoskeleton again, but I knew I would never be so lucky. I had a feeling I would be dealing with these alien horrors for a long, long time. But with Kaj’k along, it didn’t seem as bad. Maybe I’d make it out of the bugpocalypse alive after all.

	I reached my arms out to Kaj’k, an impulsive longing to touch him, hold him, be with him, driving me forward. And just as expected, he plucked me up from the floor and clutched me to his chest. Despite the dead bugs splattered all over the place, Kaj’k managed to stay clean. He was not just a skilled fighter; he was a clean one too.

	“Thanks for saving me again.” He was a little sweaty, and I inhaled the masculine musk that I’d come to associate with safety. 

	I had a craving to rub my cheek against his chest, but his leather chest plate was in the way. So, I climbed higher onto his body to put my face into his slightly sweaty neck. Mmm. It felt so good to be close to my protector. Any fear I had of him, any doubts of staying with Kaj’k, was gone. I knew things were meant to be. I didn’t try to understand it.

	We stayed there for a long while, and when I felt Cynthia’s eyes on me, I lifted my head and pushed away. We were probably holding them up with our impromptu post bug massacre cuddle. But Kaj’k’s arms tightened around me and held me close.

	“I can not let go.” The words came out as just a rumble. “I do not understand, but my arms will not let go.”

	I frowned. “What do you mean you can’t let go?”

	“Oh boy. Here we go.” Cynthia giggled and sent me a smile. “Congratulations, Alice.”

	“What do you mean by congratulations?” I asked, moving my frown onto her. 

	“As hunters, we never learned about the Xarc’n mating rituals,” Cov’k explained. “There was never a need for us to know about it. There weren’t any females to trigger our bond—until we found Earth. I looked it up when it happened to me. When Xarc’n males find their mate, they are unable to release their mates for a short period.”

	“Luckily, this happened after you two took care of all the bugs.” Cynthia looked around at the clutter of bodies littering the floor.

	“We believe it only triggers if the female is safe.”

	Okay, so I was Kaj’k’s mate. Kaj’k had used that word in reference to Cov’k and Cynthia. And Cynthia mentioned that humans could trigger their mating bonds.  But what did it mean?

	“Back up one pea-picking moment. What is a mate? Why can’t he let go? And how long does it usually last?” I imagined the two of us stuck together for the next few hours, but that only gave me naughty thoughts. 

	Kaj’k growled as if he could sense the sexy ideas in my head.

	“For us, it only lasted a few hours. Though in the literature, there are records of males who felt the need to hold onto and touch their mates for days. After the first few minutes, I was able to let go briefly to change positions, but I felt the need to be in constant full-body contact with Cynthia for hours.” Cov’k grinned at Cynthia, and she grinned back.

	“And I loved every second of it.” Cynthia looked at her warrior like he’d hung the moon. “Cov’k and I looked up information in their literature about mate bonds; we’ll send it over to your shuttle. We should get back to the roof, though. It’s getting dark, but it should be safe up there. We can stay in our shuttles on the roof tonight and head back down in the morning to finish our forage. The two of you should be able to separate by then.”

	“Congratulations, my fellow hunter.” Cov’k smacked Kaj’k in the back so hard that even I felt the air knocked out of me. “This feeling is called love. And it will change you for the rest of your life.” He looked at Cynthia, and they exchanged a sappily romantic look. “Your life mission has changed now.”

	“You are correct, Cov’k. My life mission has changed.” Kaj’k lifted his face from my shoulder and looked me directly in the eyes. 

	I marveled at the fact that his yellow-green predator eyes no longer looked alien. 

	“You are my life’s mission now, Alice. You, your safety, your happiness. This thing called love feels terrifying, but I welcome it if it means I get to spend the rest of my life with you.”

	The look on his face was so sincere that my breath hitched in my chest, and I couldn’t breathe.

	“You love me?” I cupped his face, tracing down the jawline that would look strange without the shadow of his horns. 

	“I have not loved before, so I do not recognize it. But you are everything to me, the perfect companion. And I will fight every scourge to keep you safe. Without you, my Little Flame, there is no more light. You are—”

	I didn’t let him finish. I pulled him down to me and kissed him. My hands roam up his scalp to rub at the base of his horns, and he growled, the sound reverberating against my chest.

	Cynthia cleared her throat. “Alright, lovebugs, try to make it back to the shuttle, would ya? No ‘funny business’ until then.” She giggled.

	I glared at her. Bitch. I mouthed. She just laughed harder.

	 


Chapter 22: Kaj’k

	I climbed the ladder up to the roof with Alice still latched onto me. I tried to release her at the base of the ladder, but my arms refused to let go until Alice was securely attached to me “like a Velcro sloth,” her words. And even so, I raced up the ladder, needing to hold her again. 

	I gripped rung after rung and hauled my body up, and Alice along with me. But it felt as if the ladder kept growing. I let out a frustrated snarl. I did not want to be climbing a ladder forever, I needed to claim my female, and I needed to claim her now. An overwhelming urgency spurred me upwards and onwards.

	“Hey, it’s okay, Kaj’k. I’m right here,” Alice soothed as if sensing my urgency and frustration. She tightened her arms around my thick neck and buried her face into my skin. The in-and-out of her breath alleviated my uneasiness, and I focused on it for the rest of the climb to the roof.

	One hand after another, I ordered myself to climb until the crisp evening air greeted us. The fresh air was not nearly as good as the scent of my female. Not even close. The most impatient part of me told me to set her down and claim her right then and there. But the metal roof was hard and uncomfortable, and my female deserved a soft bed. And not to mention she would call every flyer in if I did my job right. I stomped toward my vessel. 

	Somewhere between the ladder and my shuttle, Alice pulled my mouth in for a human-style mouth mating. Her little hands fisted in my hair, holding me in place as she rolled her hips against my body. She became my entire world. Her need and arousal overwhelmed me, and I had no recollection of getting into my shuttle. 

	 I only remembered tearing my mouth from hers to strip us of our clothes. My skin craved the touch of hers. I needed to be as close to her as possible. My axe ended up on the floor, and I mentally apologized to it, promising to clean it soon. My leather harness and all my equipment ended up on top. Then I peeled Alice’s clothes off layer by layer, glad that she did not tell me to stop this time.

	With only the scrap of fabric she called her “undies” still on her body, I laid her back and admired her. Alice was perfection, everything I’d ever asked for and more. Her hair was mussed and pulled back into a loose, haphazardly thrown together ponytail, the strands golden at the tips. Her lips were red and swollen from the kisses we’d shared. Her eyes were hooded with desire. Lightly muscled shoulders showed off the hard work she’d done to survive in this world. 

	My female was a survivor. Alice was a beautiful, strong, intelligent survivor, and she was mine. How did I ever get so lucky?

	She pushed up to sitting and reached for my loincloth. Amused at her keenness to take control, I sat back and ordered my hands to still. Eager little hands fumbled excitedly with the fastening of my loincloth, and as it fell away, Alice gasped. She’d touched me through the leather before, but she’d never seen me standing proud.

	Did it frighten her?

	“Do not be afraid.” If she ran now, it would kill me. “I want you.”

	I wanted to push her down onto my bed, spread her legs, and drive into her. I wanted to hold her and prevent her from running. I wanted, needed, to claim her now. But I forced myself to still. My female wanted to explore me, and I would let her, even if it killed me.

	“I want you too, Kaj’k.” She bit her bottom lip. “I’m willing to take a challenge, especially one that looks as good as that.”

	My name from her lips set tendrils of anticipation through my body. My cock grew even harder and pulsed at her praise. It pointed toward her as if to say she was the one. “Touch me.” My voice bordered on a desperate growl. “I need you.”

	Alice stared in open-mouth fascination at my cock. And as tentative, questing fingers explored my length, I licked at my suddenly dry lips.

	“Fuck,” I hissed to the ceiling.

	 She smoothed her fingers over the first flare and then tightened down where it dipped in, then she stroked down the next ridge and the next, all the way down to the base. Then she started again from the tip. As one hand finished with one of my three flared sections, the next hand followed, driving my need higher. 

	She paid special attention to each flared ridge, her fingers tracing along the ledge. The flared ridges were extra sensitive, and I held my breath as she explored.

	“I wonder.” 

	That was all the warning I got before she leaned over and engulfed the entire first portion into her mouth, her lips wrapped tightly around the first dip. 

	“Krux!” As if with a mind of its own, my hand released the sleeping mat they had a death grip on and reached for her. I instinctively gripped her loose ponytail and fisted her hair. Instead of reacting badly, she hummed, and her eyes rolled up in pleasure.

	With my eyes half-closed and my mouth opened in bliss, I moved her mouth up and down my cock, just along the first section, at first. But with some urging, her lips slid past the first dip. Her jaws struggled to open any wider, and I kept her there to avoid hurting her. Even with just the first two sections in her mouth, it was all she could take. Tears squeezed from her eyes as she tried to take as much of me as she could, and I hit the back of her throat.

	I grunted as I fucked her mouth. I hadn’t planned to use her mouth like this. But she had reacted so well to my aggressiveness that instinct had taken over. The rumbling in my chest, the sound my female called purring, was so loud that my whole body shook. But as much as I enjoyed her mouth on me, I needed to claim her. I needed her so much I could hardly breathe.

	I pulled her off my cock by her hair, and her lips detached from me with a wet plop. She licked her lips.

	With a snarl, I pushed her back onto my bed. She gasped, but I sensed no fear, only her heightened arousal. My female liked it when I was rough. I pulled off the last scrap of fabric covering her pussy from my view and threw it to join the pile of her clothes. Holding each ankle in my hands, I pulled and lifted until she was on her back. 

	The delicious scent of her called to me, and I dove in, covering her nether lips with my mouth. I repeated the mouth mating we’d shared on the way to the shuttle, but with her pussy. She moaned and gripped my horns tightly as she writhed on my bed. 

	I licked down her inner thigh and nipped at her soft skin there. She hissed. Humans had soft skin, and I tempered my bites, keeping them light and playful. Instinct told me to bite down hard, but I ignored it. 

	I drifted back to the flower between her legs, licking and teasing at her lips. She tasted so good, but I wanted to plunge my cock inside of her now. I thrust my tongue into her warmth and suckled on the little nub that gave her pleasure one more time, and she keened in bliss. She was wet and ready. And I was impatient.

	“I need you now, Alice,” I snarled.

	“Yes, Kaj’k, please.” That was all I needed.

	I crawled over her, bracing my arms on either side of her body, and lowered until my cock rubbed against the inside of her thighs. 

	“Yes,” she hissed, encouraging me. 

	I rocked my hips, rubbing my three-sectioned length along the seam of her pussy in a slow, deliberate drag. As each flared ridge brushed against her sensitive clit, she made helpless little noises and dug her nails into my bicep. I ran my flared ridge over her sensitive nub a few more times, enjoying the way she reacted to me. 

	Her pussy lips coated my length with her juices. “You are so wet for me.” 

	Then, unable to wait anymore, I spread her legs, lined up my cock at the seam of her pussy, and pushed in. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 23: Alice

	My cry bounced loudly off the shuttle walls as Kaj’k pushed the thick first head of his cock into me. Despite how wet I was, my body resisted. It had been a long time since I’d had sex, a very long time. And Kaj’k was huge. I wasn’t sure I could take him, but I sure as hell was going to try. I wasn’t going to back down from something so magnificent.

	I closed my eyes and panted as I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him closer. I wanted him to know I wanted this. I needed him to fuck me, even if it hurt at first. I rolled my hips and pushed, urging him to do the same. 

	 As he parted me with the thick crown of his cock, I held my breath. The first flare was in, but I knew each section flared even wider. Despite the pained look on his face, Kaj’k held his position as if giving me time to get used to him. 

	But I didn’t need any more time. I just wanted him to fuck me. I smoothed a palm over the curve of his horns, knowing how much that drove him insane. He snarled and pushed in harder, the second section of his cock pushing into my depths.

	I hissed. And he paused.

	“No, don’t stop,” I pleaded. “I can take you.” I’d never wanted anything more.

	He moved in quick, short thrusts; each one penetrating deeper. I tossed my head from side to side from how intense it was, and he kept his slow intrusion until he was seated inside of me. I stared into the beautiful chartreuse of his eyes. They were hypnotic, and I couldn’t look away.

	“Krux. You’re so tight.”

	He fucked me slowly at first as my body got used to him, each flared ridge increasing my sensitivity. It drove me wild, and I cried out with each thrust. I knew I was loud, but I didn’t care. Then he buried his face into my throat and neck, and I turned my head to make room for his horns. I gripped them tightly at the base, and he nipped my neck softly with his pointy teeth.

	Kaj’k continued pounding into me. He breathed me in as if I was his only sustenance. The slight change in the angle made his cock hit something inside of me that made me scream. After a few powerful thrusts, he held himself wholly inside me, and the purring from his chest took over our bodies. The vibration of his pelvis against my clit was too much. I threw my head back, crying out as pleasure tore through me. My vision exploded in white, and my whole body seized and throbbed from the climax. 

	Before I could come back down from my euphoric explosion, he resumed his rhythmic thrusting. 

	I was crying and sobbing now, unable to control my body. Kaj’k lifted his head and wiped the sweat and hair off my face. 

	“My mate is so beautiful when she milks my cock.” It came out as a sexy growl.

	Damn! That was freaking hot. He leaned down to capture my lips in a kiss, and I bit at his lips. 

	He pounded into me a few more times before he froze above me. A loud roar echoed through the shuttle as he filled me with jets of his warm seed. He kept coming as he ground against me. Then he collapsed on top, spent. He was heavy, but since I could still breathe, I didn’t mind. I wanted to stay as close to him as possible. 

	After a moment, Kaj’k rolled off, and I protested the loss of his body heat and closeness. But he repositioned us so that he spooned me from behind, his bicep acting as the perfect pillow, and I relaxed. His other arm draped over my body, keeping me warm. Satisfied and content at the continued intimacy, I closed my eyes and inhaled the calming combination of our sex. 

	“Alice, my mate.”  

	The rumbling in his chest hadn’t stopped, probably because we were still touching. I’d come to think of the purring as something he did just for me. He did it to soothe and calm me. And he did it when he was turned on. Now, he purred because he was happy after sharing our bodies.

	“Mmm.” I snuggled back against him. “That was amazing. I really enjoyed touching you.”

	“But you like it best when I touch you. You like it when I’m rough on you.” 

	“It’s totally hot,” I agreed. “Especially when you get all growly. You can do it as much as you like.”

	“Good. I plan on doing it for the rest of my life. You are mine, Alice. My mate. I never understood before why I was so attracted to you. But now I do.” He turned me in his arms to look me in the eyes. “You will never be alone. I will be in your life always, caring for you and loving you.”

	I swallowed hard. The intense emotions tumbling around in my chest made it hard to breathe. For months, I’d believe that what I wanted the most was for Natalie and me to make it out of the apocalypse alive. Now that goal seemed lacking. Just making it out alive, just surviving wasn’t enough anymore. I wanted to do more than survive. And Kaj’k was the solution. Together, we could thrive. 

	I scratched lightly at his scalp, not just around the base of his horns but all over his head. He closed his eyes and leaned into my fingers. “You will never be lonely on a hunt again, Kaj’k. I’ll be there.”

	He opened his eyes, and for a moment, I swear, I thought he was going to cry. But the idea of a big, powerful alien warrior like Kaj’k crying was just ludicrous. Instead, another round of purring started afresh. 

	“You will not regret your decision. I live for your happiness.”

	“I will need to spend time with Natalie often, though. She means a lot to me. I hope she finds a mate of her own.”

	I hadn’t known I needed a Xarc’n warrior, but life knew and sent me Kaj’k. I hoped my cousin found her own hunter to care for her. Physically, she needed one more than I did. She could barely walk, much less run, climb, or fight. 

	“You can contact her through my shuttle. And you can spend time in person too. Rajiv’k’s territory overlaps mine.”

	“But how do you know she’ll end up with Rajiv’k?”

	“I don’t. But by the look on his face when he’d scented Natalie in my shuttle, I am willing to bet they were meant to be. It was the same way I’d felt when I first scented you.”

	“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m glad you did the whole stalker thing. I’m glad you found me.”

	“I’m glad too, my mate.”

	He enveloped me in his arms, and I snuggled blissfully into his chest. I closed my eyes, thinking it would be for just a second. But sleep swept me up instantly.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I yawned and rolled over, coming face to face with a big burly chest. I burrowed into it. Despite his granite-hard muscles, Kaj’k skin was like thick, soft leather. And aside from the dark, and slightly wiry hair at his scalp, he was hairless all over. 

	He’d woke me up several times throughout the night to have sex again, and each time was better than the last. My body was happily sore, and I’d never felt so connected to anyone else in my life. For the first few hours, anytime we weren’t joined together, Kaj’k held me tightly as if he couldn’t let go. And even now, his arms were draped over me protectively. 

	I stared up at the artificial starry sky of his, no, our sleeping nook. He’d triggered the privacy screen and the stars after our last go-round. Peaceful tranquility filled my heart. I knew that outside of our shuttle, the bugs, the scourge, continued to ravage my planet. I knew that my future was still precarious. But if there’s one thing for certain, then I was certainly sure that I’d found home. 

	Just days ago, I’d been terrified of him. Kaj’k was an unknown. He was an alien warrior. But since then, he’d proven himself to be trustworthy and honorable. And he’d saved my life more than once. His crazy fit body helped, too, not just because it was easy on the eyes, but because he used it to keep us safe. Not to mention, I enjoyed spending time with him. I hadn’t known I was lonely. 

	I’d thought Natalie and I could be a two women team for the rest of the apocalypse. I was mistaken. Natalie and I made a great team, don’t get me wrong, but we were just getting by. 

	Beside me, my giant protective alien stirred. Thick, inky lashes a mascara commercial model would be jealous of blinked open. His eyes no longer looked so strange. They were still the eyes of a predator. But he was my predator. 

	I brushed my fingers, pale from the lack of sun all winter, over the dusky mauve purple of his brows and marveled at the contrast of our skin. I smoothed a thumb over the lines forming there. Teasingly, I moved over to his temples and inched over to where his horns met his skin.

	He caught my questing hands and bit back a growl. “You are trouble. But we should stop. You will be sore.”

	“I can handle it.” Honestly, I wasn’t sure I could. My coochie did feel pretty sore after the night we had.

	“Also, it is morning. Cov’k is down in the warehouse with his female already. They sent a message earlier when you were still asleep.”

	Was it morning already? In the cocoon of his sleeping nook, with the artificial stars overhead, I’d lost track of time completely. I stretched out, feeling sore muscles where I’d never felt before. Last night was a marathon, and it seemed I’d have some mild sex injuries to take with me. It was totally worth it.

	We got up, cleaned ourselves off at the sink, and dressed. At least with my clothes on, all the love bites and bruises didn’t show. But one look at me and anyone would know that I’d been thoroughly loved. Then we headed down to finish our forage.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 24: Kaj’k

	We collected the rest of the items on our list with no more distractions from the scourge in the area. And my mate did well on her forage, too, finding several new outfits in her size. She picked a few pieces for her cousin for good measure. Alice had spent months surviving on just essential, and I had stressed to her that she needed to look beyond that now.

	I wanted my female to be happy and comfortable. Though hunters at each town tended to work together as individual clusters and each had a high level of autonomy, Xarc’n hunters were well-provisioned by a globally networked system. Our ships, which orbited the planet, co-ordinated rations and supplies from the food production facilities to all hunters once a month. And I could request more if we needed it. 

	 We followed the calendar that had been in global use by the humans when the scourge took over. It was an imperfect calendar, considering it matched the movement of neither the sun nor the moon properly. But since it was easily transferred to our systems, we used it. Perhaps we would fix the second month of the year one day. But until then, the current calendar and clock systems were sufficient enough to organize our attacks.

	With our food and shelter taken care of, it was only water that we had to worry about. Finding a fresh water source on this continent was simple, considering a number of lakes and rivers dotted the landscape, and our decontaminators and filters did the rest. And with the addition of the rain barrels for collecting precipitation, we had access to even cleaner water. 

	My Alice no longer needed to worry about the essentials. I wanted more than survival for her. I wanted her to have fun, excitement, comfort. I wanted to give her my love. And I wanted her to be happy.

	If I had to be honest, I wanted us to be happy. I’d never experienced true happiness before. My life had been just one trap, one swarm, one fight after another. I had my fellow hunters, true, and I wouldn’t trade the world for their camaraderie. But having a mate felt big. Enormous.

	Family. I could give Alice a family one day. We hadn’t talked about it yet. And I assumed that my mate thought we were genetically and biologically incompatible. But when Xarc’n warriors had discovered that Earth females could trigger our mating bonds, we’d also found out that our species were close enough to create viable offspring. 

	Hunters were created with our fertility switched off. Mostly because we never expected to find mates and continue our line. For centuries we had lived as the last bastion of our people. It was a lonely existence. And sometimes I wondered if it was all in vain. I knew I was not the only one.

	And I never expected to find my mate. Alice was a surprise to me, a gift. A Little Flame to brighten my days. If she wanted, I could undergo the procedure to switch on my fertility, and we could start a family. 

	As we loaded our supplies up into our vessels, my communications device pinged. It was Rajiv’k. I assumed he called to ask where we were. We were delayed by almost half a day by my need to claim Alice as my mate. 

	“Rajiv’k. We got held up. We are just loading up the supplies.” Then I noticed the frown on his face. “Something wrong?”

	“We need an extraction.” His voice sounded tight. “We are stuck on the roof of a building. I managed to carry Natalie up onto the roof with me. But we are surrounded by a gang of humans, a group new to the area. They are extremely well-armed and do not appreciate Xarc’n hunters, especially if we have a human female in tow. I can pick off each male that climbs up. But I must do so from out of range of their weapons. My shuttle is cloaked nearby.”

	Cov’k poked his mug over my shoulder. “There’s rumor of a former military group coming into the area. Maybe it is the same one. They are very well-armed and believe that we sent the scourge to destroy Earth.”

	“That’s the one, I bet.” The side of Natalie’s face appeared momentarily on the screen. “They’ve got assault rifles and machine guns. I can’t see those guns being very effective against a pile of scourge unless they have a shit tonne of ammo. And I remember the news reports about light machine gun rounds bouncing right off the bug’s carapace. But it’s doing a great job keeping us from the shuttle.”

	“Nat?” Alice pulled at my arm to look at the device. “We’ve got to help them.”

	“Of course. We would never leave another hunter stranded.” Then to Rajiv’k on the screen. “Do you have shelter from flyers if we use the beacon maneuver?”

	“Yes, we can hide in the mechanical room. Let me send you our location.”

	The map of his location showed up at the corner of my screen.

	“I have a trap set nearby,” Cov’k offered. “I can turn it off, and you can fly over and drop an operative beacon on the human’s location.”

	“You plan on bringing the scourge onto them?” Alice frowned. “I don’t mind using lethal force on these pricks. But using the scourge feels cheap. And didn’t your ancestors lose control on them?” 

	Cov’k defended our decision before I could speak. “It is the option that will preserve the most lives, human and Xarc’n. The scourge will approach the beacon from one direction, giving the humans a chance to flee. The scourge are attracted to the beacon, so they will stay on location until we turn it off; they will not chase the humans. If we go in and face the group head-on, this group will attack us with lethal force. We would have to reply in kind.”

	My female still didn’t look convinced. I understood; some hunters were against using the scourge as well, not wanting to make the same mistakes as our ancestors.

	“This group carries weapons targeted for use on Xarc’n warriors and humans. Don’t waste your honor of these crooks, Alice.” Natalie added through the screen. “I don’t think they will stay to fight the scourge. But they look like they’re itching for a fight with hunters.”

	“Yeah, Alice. Our hunters are using the bugs because they don’t want to fight humans. But some groups of men won’t give our guys the same courtesy,” Cynthia added.

	“Cynthia? Is that you?” Natalie sounded excited.

	“Krux!” Rajiv’k’s voice came through the device, and the screen bumped wildly around before finally showing the sky. Xarc’n energy blaster fire sounded, followed by a barrage of gunfire. 

	“We are coming.” 

	I quickly loaded the last of our supplies and ushered Alice, her face drawn in worry, into the shuttle. 

	“I will save your cousin, my mate. If it upsets you to use the scourge, we will fight the humans. But there will be much bloodshed.”

	“Use the bugs. I don’t like it, but I understand why it’s necessary.” She settled in the seat between my legs. “Besides, I don’t want them shooting at you. I think of you as near-invincible, but I’d still be terrified of you getting hurt.”

	I didn’t know what stroked my ego the hardest, the fact that she thought of me as near-invincible or that she cared enough about me to fear my safety. And just like every time I thought of my mate, my chest started vibrating again. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I parked my cloaked vessel on a roof while we waited for the scourge to rush in. As they did, we realized that this group of males had seen this tactic before, and instead of fleeing the area, they only retreated out of the scourge’s way. This was a complication we didn’t expect. I opened a three-way line to Cov’k, who waited cloaked on an adjacent roof, and Rajiv’k, who hid in the mechanical room with his female. 

	“The armed males are not moving away. They are not wasting their ammo on fighting the scourge, either. They know hunters are coming to destroy the scourge once they leave.” 

	That was the plan: use the beacon to lure the scourge, and then once the humans leave, burn the scourge to a crisp. Hunters never gave up on an opportunity to annihilate our target.

	“They’ve encountered this tactic before and know the scourge aren’t after them,” Cov’k agreed. “From my ship, I can pick up the words they are yelling. They are saying that they know us aliens are sending the bugs in, and they claim it proves we brought them to Earth.”

	I growled. “That is an untruth.” We did not bring the scourge to this planet. We were here to fight and destroy them. I did not enjoy using the scourge to do our bidding, but the alternative was to kill the human males. Hunters were not created to hunt humans; we were created to hunt the scourge. 

	Alice rubbed my forearm, and some of the anger at being misunderstood faded. She knew we did not send the scourge to Earth. That was the most important.

	“And now, they are saying they know we’ve got at least one human female with us,” continued Cov’k. “I can not repeat the things they claim they would do to any female they found.”

	Rajiv’k growled. “Why are we using the non-lethal option again? We should just kill them. This world is better off without them.”

	“It will be our last resort,” I told him. “But don’t get too eager yet.”

	“I’ve got an idea,” Natalie chimed in.

	“Of course she does,” Alice mumbled under her breath, still passing soothing strokes over my forearm.

	“They expect hunters to go in and destroy the bugs for them, right? So why don’t we change up the pattern? Turn off the beacon for a few minutes so that the bugs chase the humans a little. Then turn it back on to draw the bugs back so the humans can’t get back in the area. Do it every ten minutes or so to keep them on their toes and see how long it takes for them to leave. It’ll force them to choose between using their ammo to defend themselves or fleeing.” 

	“That might work,” Rajiv’k agreed. 

	“And even if they choose to fight the first few times, after wasting their ammo for a while, they’ll give up if they're smart. All we have to do is sit pretty and wait for them to leave.” 

	“Let’s try it.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 25: Alice 

	Kaj’k and I dozed in our sleeping nook while we waited for the group of troublemakers to give up the chase and go. I wanted to do more with him than doze, now that my libido was awake, and I knew that Natalie was safe. But my body was exhausted, and I couldn’t summon enough strength to do more than cuddle and explore his massive body with my hands. So, I busied myself with that, tracing my fingers across his bulging muscles. 

	Every so often, Kaj’k turned off the beacon and let the scourge loose on the stubborn group for a few minutes. These men were angry and tenacious. I was glad our shuttle was too far to pick up the obscenities they were shouting at us.

	About an hour in, we saw the fruits of our labor. The group of ex-military men gave up and left, and it was now time for our Xarc’n hunters to get to work. I asked Kaj’k to turn on the external display for the walls. I told him I wanted to watch him work. But it was a lie. I hated seeing the bugs through the walls. But I needed to know he was safe. 

	I knew it was probably worse for me to watch the fight in gory detail, chewing my fingernails as I witnessed the horror outside. But not knowing wasn’t an option. I couldn’t stay in the shuttle, blinded, not knowing what was happening to Kaj’k. It would kill me. 

	He took care of the flyers first, shooting holes into their wings with his energy blaster. On nearby roofs, Cov’k and Rajiv’k did the same, the neon glow of the shot tearing through bug wings. I’d never gotten a good look at flyers before, opting to run and hide rather than stand and ogle. Now, I was being treated to an up-close and personal display.

	They looked similar to the spitters with their five sectioned, sinuous bodies, but instead of standing up on their rear, the flyers had two pairs of wings sprouting from their first body segment. The next three segments were short, with a couple of hooked and barbed legs sprouting from each. The final section was strange. It had a pair of legs as well, but they looked small and useless. The rest of the segment curved up and over its body like a scorpion’s tail. It was barbed with a long spike.

	As blaster fire tore their plastic-like wings to shreds, the ugly bugs fell. Most of them ended up on the ground, but one fell onto the roof with a heavy crash. Kaj’k approached it with no hesitation, his axe in hand, the sharp edge emblazoned with energy. He swung the axe at the downed bug, but the flyer recovered from its fall and dodged out of the way. 

	The bug shook itself off, releasing its tattered wings from its body. Then it screeched at Kaj’k so loud that it vibrated the cabin of the shuttle. Its tail, which until now had been stiff and held in an arc over its body, started moving. I’d thought that the tail was one fused piece, but it was actually sinuous, with many articulated joints.  

	It swished its tail back and forth behind its body as if judging distance. And then it came down, lightning-quick, to strike at Kaj’k with the sharp spike at the end. I screamed involuntarily. A stinger? Were the flyers venomous?

	The stinger just barely missed Kaj’k as he rolled away, and I gasped as the spike drove several inches into the roof. Even if the flyers had no venom, that attack would have speared right through a person. But this time, that strike force was the flyer's downfall. It tried to pull its tail back, but the stinger was stuck, impaled into the roof.

	Kaj’k took advantage and, with a big swing of his ax, lopped off the creature's entire tail. Then, with the blunt end of his ax, he smashed in the bug’s head with a final blow. He roared his triumph to the skies.

	A sense of pride filled me. That was my mate out there kicking some serious bug ass!

	Similar scenes played out on the other roofs until finally, all the flyers were gone. Then the warriors took out the scuttlers and spitters on the ground, shooting jets of flames at the critters from the rooftops. 

	From my angle in the shuttle on the roof, I couldn’t see much, but I heard the sounds of burning and dying scuttlers and spitters. A volley of alien bug spittle splashed onto the roof, but Kaj’k avoided the acid expertly. Then, to my surprise, he launched himself over the side of the building. No climbing, he just jumped, and I felt my heart leap into my throat.

	I gripped the arms of the chair and peered expectantly at the display on the wall. But I knew I’d see nothing. I was on the roof, and the rest of the action was on the ground below. I looked to the other roofs and saw that Rajiv’k was also no longer there. Cov’k was still on his roof, but a moment later, he took the leap as well, flying over the edge of his building with two glowing swords in his hands. 

	I chewed the inside of my cheek nervously as I waited for Kaj’k to return. After what seemed like forever, he pulled himself over the edge of the roof, battle-worn but in one piece. I breathed a sigh of relief.

	Kaj’k went straight into the decontaminator the moment he came in. As the unit cleaned him, I realized that he hadn’t bothered to remove his clothes or his weapons. He stepped into the unit as is. That first day, he’d gotten me to strip to step into the decontaminator with him. That sneaky bastard!

	He stepped out of the decontaminator unit, and I launched myself at him, needing to touch him and know that he was okay.

	“Oof! I didn’t expect to be attacked in my own shuttle,” he exclaimed as I landed on him and latched on. “Let me take off my gear and weapons.”

	I released my big alien reluctantly. Placing my hands on my hips, I narrowed my eyes at him. “I noticed you went into the decontaminator with all your clothes and weapons on. What happened to stripping before going into the unit? Hmm?”

	Kaj’k looked back at me sheepishly, and the expression was amusingly absurd on his angular warrior face. He threw the last of his armor into the closet and slid the door closed. He grinned at me, and that was all the warning I got before he lunged, picked me up, and tossed me onto the bed. I landed with a playful squeak, and my Xarc’n warrior was on me in an instant, enclosing me with his massively muscled body.

	“It was the only way to tame my Little Flame. Do you regret getting into that decontaminator with me, my mate?” He gazed down lovingly at me, and I lost myself in his mesmerizing eyes.

	“Nope! I don’t regret it one bit.” I was too grateful that he was alive to be angry with him. And his little white lie did lead to the two of us getting together in the end, so it was all worth it.

	“Good. Because when it comes to you, I’ll do anything to keep you with me. And I’ll do anything to make you happy. You are all I ever thought of once I scented you. And you will be all I ever think about from now until I draw my last breath.”

	I grabbed him by the horns and pulled him in for a kiss. And as his chest purred and our mouths met in a tangle of tongue and lips, I knew I’d found forever. One strong hand gripped my ass and pulled me against his rock-hard body. He nudged my head to the side to expose the column of my neck before trailing the points of his teeth down the sensitive skin of my throat.

	The rumble of two shuttles taking off vibrated the air. I looked out the wall, which still displayed the world around us.

	“Shouldn’t we be heading back to the compound with them?” I asked breathlessly.

	“They can wait,” Kaj’k growled. “There are things I need to do to my mate.” Then with his lip by my ear, he whispered, “I plan to make you come over and over again.”

	Carnal hunger shot shivers down my spine at the words.

	“I’m turning off the external display. When I get back, I expect my mate to be naked on my bed.” He sent me a devilish grin before releasing me to head over to the console. 

	He stripped in the two steps it took to get there, and I was left staring at his perfectly formed ass. I pulled my clothes off and threw them to the corner on top of his, and waited for him on our bed.

	The scenes of post-apocalyptic Franklin, US of A, was suddenly replaced by a beautiful alien landscape. I found myself amidst a field of dark blue and purple grasses sprinkled with small white and yellow flowers. Above us, twin alien moons and sparkling stars lit the scene. The bright glow of the moons made every little flower glimmer with an otherworldly brilliance. In the distance, a mountain range rose to meet the stars with snowy caps.

	“Wow!” I looked around in awe.

	“This was Xarc. It doesn’t exist anymore. My ancestors destroyed our planet in the process of fighting the scourge. But every biome is programmed into our shuttles. And we have the ability to bring up any flora and fauna in our records.”

	“It’s beautiful.” 

	“Was. Was beautiful. Xarc is no more. But Earth still remains, and we will fight to our deaths to save its beauty.” He turned his eyes on me, suddenly looking very much the hunter he was. “And I have the most beautiful piece of Earth on my bed.” He prowled toward me, all predatory grace. His cock pointing straight at me like an arrow.

	My pulse quickened, and I swallowed hard. Poised over me, he paused. We stared at each other, neither moving. I could hardly breathe with the anticipation. His musky scent filled my nose, and the heat of his muscles radiated against my skin.

	Kaj’k’s attention dropped to my body. “Yes, I have the most beautiful thing on Earth.” Then he captured my lips in a demanding kiss.

	I lost all ability to think as Kaj’k took over. His lips and tongue lit my insides with a burning desire. He kissed me with a blend of gentleness and primal need that demanded my surrender. I writhed against the hard cock that pressed up against my belly.

	My shaking fingers yearned to touch him. I needed to feel the bulges and lines of his muscles. His skin was like the softest leather over the hardest granite, and I never wanted to let go.

	A hand buried into my hair and tugged, pulling my head back to expose my throat. He buried his face there, leaving nibbles up and down my neck.

	“Beautiful,” he murmured against my skin. He inhaled, and the rumbling started in his chest.

	I arched my back, urging him to move lower, and he did. He palmed one breast as he explored the other with his lips and tongue. I gasped as he pulled a nipple into his mouth, and I reach to thread my fingers through his hair.

	He growled and gave my nipple a light nibble, and I whimpered from the intense sensation. He moved his mouth further down my body and gripped my ass with firm fingers. 

	Then he paused, and I whimpered at the loss of his attention. “I want my little mate on her hands and knees.”

	He lifted my body easily and maneuvered me into position, my knees at the edge of the bed. He pulled my hips up and pushed my chest down so that my ass was on full display. Trailing a warm hand down my spine, he moved to stand behind me.

	I tensed. I was turned on, but Kaj’k was huge, and I wasn’t sure I could take him yet. But to my surprise, I felt a hot breath at my pussy. My knees collapsed on the first lick, and Kaj’k had to hold my hips up. But he didn’t stop licking, and soon every nerve was tingling and threatening to explode. 

	My whole body shook, and I sobbed his name, begging him to keep going. I was so close, poised on the edge of a cliff. He added fingers to play with my clit as he plunged his tongue into my depths, and I screamed. Lights blinded my vision, and every nerve ending sparkled like white flowers in the Xarc’n moonlight.

	Before I had time to come down, Kaj’k lined us up and pushed in in one strong movement. I screamed again at the feeling of being filled to capacity, each flared ridge rubbing up against my insides in succession, forcing me wider. The sensation eclipsed the first orgasm and started a second rush of pleasure—the feeling cascading over my already shaking body. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 26: Kaj’k

	I slid my hand down around Alice’s body and between her thighs, finding the special spot there that gave her pleasure. Her channel already squeezed and fluttered wildly around my cock, but I needed to focus on her or else I wouldn’t last. I pounded hard into her pussy as I rubbed her clit and was rewarded with another round of passioned screaming and sobbing.

	“Krux! You are perfect, my mate.”

	I gripped her hips again and set a brutal rhythm, trying to hold on for as long as I could. I did not want the pleasure to end. My hips jerked as I felt the pressure raise, grinding fiercely against her ass. I snarled and lost myself in my mate, body jerking violently as I spilled my semen into her warmth.

	The sounds of our breathing joined the rustling of Xarc’n grasses as the artificial moons lit our bodies. It felt as if we were fused together as one for eternity, not just our bodies, but our lives. I collapsed on the bed on my side, spooning her against my chest, our bodies still joined. 

	“You are mine,” I whispered.

	“Hmm,” she hummed, already half asleep. 

	“I will never let you go.”

	“Then don’t.”

	And I didn’t.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I held my mate tighter as she slept, opting to fly my shuttle from the sleeping nook with Alice in my arms and the controller in my hand. I never appreciated the ability to control my shuttle from anywhere on the ship until now. There were many things I took for granted before I’d met Alice. It was hard to feel grateful when my entire life revolved around killing unwanted pests. I have something more to live for now. 

	I woke her reluctantly as we approached the compound. I wanted to stay with her softly snoring on my chest for a while longer, but the other hunters expected us. And from the looks of it, the human team had arrived as well. 

	“We have arrived.” 

	She stretched and pulled on her clothes as I hovered the shuttle over the roof of the main building, readying us for a soft touchdown.

	“Pick up trucks? The other humans are here.”  Alice’s brows furrowed in concern. “Are these guys going to make a fuss about us being together? I mean, I’ve known some men who were militantly against any cross-species relationships. They had some choice names for women who even dared to comment on the Xarc’n warrior’s muscular bodies.”

	Was Alice embarrassed to been seen with me in front of these men? Was she worried they would judge her because of our relationship? I rubbed at my chest at the tightness forming there.

	“Would you prefer to hide our mating?” I nearly choked on the wrongness of the words. But I didn’t want Alice to be unhappy. 

	“What? No way! You are mine, and I am yours. I’d never hide what we have.”

	Relief flooded me, and I could breathe again.

	“It’s just that, some of the men I knew, if they found out I was sleeping with a hunter, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill me in my sleep. Some of them are fanatics. They’d think they were doing me a favor by releasing me from a life of sin.”

	I snarled at the thought of one of these males putting my mate in danger. Cov’k had tried to warn me of this before. I hadn’t realized just how much danger our females were in. I resolved to keep a good eye on my mate and never let her be alone at the compound. I knew most of the males in this group, and they had no issues working alongside hunters. I hoped that this meant they would be friendly to our females as well.

	“This group of males is hunter friendly. I do not know how they feel about females mating with hunters, but I promise you will be safe.” I landed my shuttle and turned off the engine. Then I turned to my mate and held both her hands in mine. “And if any of them even think about harming my female, it will be the last thought they have. I would take on a whole army if it kept you safe. Do you believe me?”

	“I do. I’ll never doubt your ability to protect me. I just don’t want to cause any problems.” 

	“You are no problem, my mate.” I pulled her in and kissed her on her head, where her horns would be if she were Xarc’n. “My love for you trumps any hardship or adversary that we may endure.”

	“Thank you, Kaj’k.” She looked up at me with affection shining in her eyes. “I love you too.” 

	She pulled me down to her level, wrapped her arms around my neck, and rubbed her cheek against mine. “I feel much better now. And besides, there’s Cynthia and Cov’k, and maybe even Natalie and Rajiv’k as well. We will not be alone.”

	“No, we will not. There is another hunter who was tracking down a female he scented. Perhaps Jorg’k will have a female with him too. All the hunters will help keep the females safe. That is the only way we would ever be able to start a family. Our mates are our future.”

	Alice held up a palm. “Whoa! Back up, back up. A family?” She held me away at arm’s length, though her arms were too short to keep us far apart.

	Oops. I hadn’t wanted to tell her like this. But I guess we were having the discussion now. “If you want, Alice. We could have a family one day. You, me, offspring.” 

	I’d expected her to be happy. My research told me that females liked babies. But a look of panic crossed her face instead, and a heavy weight settled into my belly.

	“You can get me pregnant?” She looked down at her body. “Oh God, what if I’m pregnant already? I can’t have a baby now!”

	I gathered her into my embrace, she pushed at my chest, but I held her there. “Our species are close enough to create viable offspring. But hunters are not created fertile. When we are ready, I can undergo a process to recover my fertility. Until then, we will not produce any offspring.”

	“Oh, thank goodness. You scared me there.” She sighed in relief.

	“It scares you to have my baby.” I tried to block the disappointment from showing in my voice, but it rang through loud and clear. Alice’s face softened. 

	“That’s not how I meant it, Kaj’k. I would love to start a family with you one day. But things are so uncertain now, and well, we just met. And I would like to wait until I’ve spent lots of time alone with you and we have a home to raise our kids.” Then she smiled at me. “I bet we’ll make adorable kids.”

	“Kids. That’s more than one.” The heaviness lifted, and I smiled back at her.

	She laughed. “Don’t get ahead of yourself!”

	I kissed her on the top of her head, rubbing my nose into her hair.

	“Hey, watch the hair. We’ve got to go meet everyone. I haven’t seen Natalie in an entire day. And Natalie, Cynthia, and I haven’t been together as a group since last year.” 

	Her excitement at seeing her friends was contagious, and I found myself grinning from ear to ear. Her happiness was my happiness. I quickly threw on my most basic armor and elected to leave my weapons on my shuttle. Any confrontation with a human about our mating would be easily resolved with my claws or my horns.

	We exited our shuttle, and Alice skipped in front of me toward the stairs leading down into the building. I watched her little form bounce with renewed energy, and happiness filled me inside out. I was no longer just a hunter. I was a mated Xarc’n warrior. 

	There was nothing more important in my life than my mate. My job hadn’t changed. I still vowed to rid the planet of the scourge menace. But I had a reason to do so now; a reason that burned so bright, it illuminated my world, my Little Flame, my mate, Alice. And I knew I would never be lonely again.

	 


Epilogue: Alice

	“One hundred and fourteen.” I finished tallying the crates of food we had stored up in preparation for the big early summer swarm. During the two weeks at the height of the swarm it would be too dangerous for anyone to go foraging. Not to mention, every able hand would be at the compound, killing off as many bugs as we could. 

	Thanks to some convincing arguments from Natalie, the hunters were going to let the females help in the extermination effort. There was no way we were going to sit pretty while the menfolk did all the work. My little cousin devised a set up to protect us from the flyers while we help light up the creepy crawlies on the ground.

	Most of the fencing for the funnel was already set up around Franklin, forcing most of the swarm to travel through our complex. And the numbers coming through every day was getting larger and larger.

	“That is plenty to last us.” Natalie made a note in the ledger. “There are only six hunters, and they are the biggest eaters.”

	“You’re telling me! They eat a fuck-tonne of food.”

	Natalie laughed heartily. “I’m not sure that’s a proper measurement.”

	The door to the storage room opened, and I turned to see Kaj’k at the door. 

	“Go hang out with your mate. I’ll finish the rest of the inventory.”

	“Thanks, Nat.” I gave her a hug before meeting my big burly mate at the door.

	He didn’t look too happy. 

	“What’s wrong?”

	“You and Nat should not be alone without a hunter.” He was still worried about the menfolk taking issue with us being with the alien warriors. 

	“The two males who are vocal about our races not merging are out placing traps today. The rest of the guys are fine with us being together. And Jack is just outside.” We stepped outside of the storage room, and there was Jack, sitting on the couch, sharpening his knife. 

	Kaj’k had saved Jack’s life once during the winter. And he’d made it his job when he was around to keep an eye on Nat and me. The kid looked barely out of college, but the last year had added a rough-hewn look to his baby face. The apocalypse sure made people grow up fast. 

	Kaj’k nodded to Jack, and the young man nodded back solemnly.

	My warrior mate led me up the strangely assembled stairs to the second floor and then to the final stairwell to the roof. “I have a surprise for you up in the shuttle.”

	 “Let me guess; the surprise is in your pants.” I waggled my brows at him.

	“Not this time. I’ve got something in my pants for you too, but that’s not a surprise.” He opened the door to the shuttle. “Close your eyes, my mate.” He covered my eyes for good measure and walked me into the place we called home.

	He released his hands. “Okay, you can look.”

	I opened my eyes and there, on the bed, was Bun-bun!

	“Oh em gee!” I squealed. I scooped up the stuffed animal and held it to my chest. I’d never gotten that horrible dream again once I started sleeping with Kaj’k. But I’d never forgotten that Bun-bun kept the nightmares away all winter. “Thank you, thank you!”

	I pulled Kaj’k into a hug so that we squished Bun-bun between us. 

	“I’m pleased you like my surprise.”

	I decided it was time to give him a little surprise of my own. “Maybe next year, when we start our new family, Bun-bun will be a gift to our first offspring.”

	He didn’t react at first, then slowly, understanding dawned, and he spoke. “Next year?”

	“If you think it’s not too early. I know the scourge still roam my planet. But I feel safe here at this compound, and I overheard you talking with Cov’k about staying together as a group for the long term.”

	“Yes, we believe it is best for our mates.”

	“I wasn’t sure about having a baby if we didn’t have a home. But this is home now. And I don’t just mean the compound; I mean you and our crew.” I put my hand up to his chest. “When the bugs came, I’d thought I’d lost my home forever. I’d thought that nothing will ever feel right again, that Natalie and I would be on the road searching for home until the day we died.” Tears came to my eyes as I recalled the despair I’d felt. “You changed that, Kaj’k. You are my home now.”

	It was true. Kaj’k was my home. He was my light, my happiness, my hope. 

	“Then I will have my fertility turned on for next year.”

	He hugged me so tightly I could barely breathe, but I didn’t mind. Slow death by hunter love wasn’t so bad.

	“Thank you, my mate,” he continued. “You’ve given me everything, and I will give you everything I have in return.”

	“There’s one thing you haven’t given me yet,” I said.

	“And what is that?”

	“The surprise in your pants.” I tried to keep a straight face and was successful for all of two seconds. Then, I laugh snorted instead. 

	Kaj’k guffawed. “My mate wants some funny business, does she?”

	“Yes! Give me all the funny business you can. I want it all!”

	And he did.

	THE END
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A Captive for Kean, Excerpt

	Kean sat across the table from the sniveling Dominion representative, wondering if he should just kill him outright and be done with it. It was a very tempting option. He tapped the claws on his feet on the thickly-carpeted floor to stop himself from slicing the male open with a swift kick to the belly.

	The negotiation was just a thin veneer, a façade until Gadrek made the first treacherous move, then Kean would show his true colors. He wasn’t here to parlay with the Dominion. He was here to give Gadrek a chance to join him. 

	Sure, Gadrek would need to give up control of the port and his alliance with the Dominion, but he would live. That was usually a very good incentive to switch sides, especially since the Dominion didn’t pay well too far from the inner planets. Kean would offer Gadrek the same job he had now, except he would be working for Kean instead of the Dominion.

	“You used to be Dominion. You know I have no say in these matters.” Gadrek leaned back in his chair and reached down to pet a frowning human female kneeling at his feet. 

	Kean pried his eyes from the little human. He’d spent most of the meeting trying not to stare at her. The human female at the feet of the Dominion representative was all that Kean could focus on. Her dark hair had been shorn short, the cut jagged as if it had been done with a dull knife. But the style only served to make her look cuter. She could be bald and still be beautiful.

	She was small, scrawny—Gadrek was not feeding her well—and bruises dotted her arms. But despite looking starved and malnourished, her dark eyes shone fiercely with rebelliousness. This was no broken slave; she had fight in her yet. 

	In contrast to her condition, she wore a dress heavily encrusted with jewels at the hem, Gadrek’s way of showing off his wealth and status. He’d layered a pile of gaudy looking necklaces on her; they dwarfed her frail frame, looking garish and accentuating her emaciated neck and collarbone. It made Kean hate Gadrek even more. He never understood those who would starve a slave, only to cover them in jewels when they needed to boast and brag of their riches.

	The female cringed as Gadrek petted her. Her eyes darted to the side again, and Kean followed her gaze. A knife. She eyed a knife on the side table. From the defiant look on her face, Kean doubted she would hesitate to stab her owner in his sleep. Forget in his sleep, she would probably stab him in the back the moment he looked away.

	Kean wanted to stab Gadrek too. He wanted to rip the bastard’s hands off for daring to touch the pretty female. Those hands had put the bruises on the female’s pale, thin arms. Kean considered just killing the Dominion rep outright instead of offering him a way out. But he needed as many people working to keep the peace as he could. As satisfying as it would be to kill Gadrek for touching the female, it was more sensible to have his alliance. He needed to focus. 

	“I also know that the Dominion holds little sway here. They barely pay you enough, and you work hard to keep peace on this uncivilized planet. Why do their bidding when I can pay you more? Stop the Dominion troops from landing, and force those who have landed to leave, or I’ll be forced to fight back.” It would be so much easier to skip the niceties and just gut the fool now. Kean hated wasting time. 

	The Dominion forces currently swarmed Vosthea. They were using the planet as a launching pad to attack the nearby colony of Reka 5. While Vosthea was technically Dominion owned, it was in name only. The planet consisted of mostly outlaws, and the Dominion had trouble controlling it. Up until recently, three major players ruled the planet, each holding one of three ports on the planet.

	The first was Kean himself. He had settled on Vosthea after the Dominion left him for dead while he was working for them. A biochemist by trade, he’d built himself a small empire producing Euphora, a mind-altering substance sought after by many in these parts. He’d worked hard and made a small fortune. The people on Vosthea respected him. And those who didn’t, feared him, and for good reasons.

	Another main player had been a crooked merchant named Soren. He’d controlled the largest port until he was taken out recently by a simple, mostly unknown delivery crew over a human slave. Kean had swooped in immediately and claimed the port as his own. He’d then offered the next largest player in the area the chance to work for him and rule the area as his representative with a high level of autonomy. The male had agreed. It was the much smarter and less deadly option compared to fighting Kean for control.

	The only port still out of his rule and letting in these blasted Dominion troops was the one owned by Gadrek. Once this last port was his, Kean would own all of Vosthea. He’d never had delusions of world domination, but here he was. But it wasn’t like he had much choice; he needed to get the Dominion troops off Vosthea before they found his second lab. No, not his second drug lab, but the lab researching a way for Talleans and humans to procreate. He needed the Dominion troops off of his planet, now.

	The human female darted her gaze to the knife on the side table again. She really wanted that weapon. Luckily, Gadrek was not paying the female much attention and didn’t notice her interest in the blade. Kean had. The female noticed him watching and quickly looked down into her lap.

	Kean forced his attention back to his adversary.

	“You are asking a lot from me. It’s true, I have no loyalties to the Dominion, but they—” Gadrek was interrupted but a male at the door.

	“Sir. Sorry to interrupt, but you have a comm, and it’s very important. It can’t wait.” 

	“Go ahead. Take the comm. I will be here to hear your answer after.” Kean waved the representative off. 

	“Naturally.”

	Gadrek stood, the female moving to give him space, then he left to take the comm. His guards left with him, leaving Kean alone with the males on his team. Very strange. Usually, guards stayed to watch the guest, especially one they didn’t trust. Kean could almost bet the guards were busy strapping on better weapons or planning out an attack.

	Kean exchanged a look with his crew. They noticed it too and would be ready for deception.

	While Kean’s team looked like any other security detail, they were his elite guards, trained to fight and kill without weapons. They had left all their weapons at the door, but they were just as deadly unarmed.

	Kean’s gaze fell on the little female again. Her hands were hidden behind her back, and something about the way she held herself made him look at the side table. As he expected, the knife was gone.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Sarah avoided the gaze of the intimidating but devilishly handsome Tallean male who was boring a hole into her soul with his shocking green eyes. The alien was here to make a deal with her owner, and she shouldn’t be paying any attention to him. But Sarah couldn’t help but to sneak peeks at him the whole meeting. 

	Unlike Gadrek and his security, Kean and his entourage had a wild, untamed quality to them. She knew they had all been checked for weapons at the door, but that didn’t make them any more harmless. She was surrounded by predators. She had met none on this planet who were not predators, but these aliens in the room with her now hunted hunters. She felt it in her bones.

	She stared down into her lap, pretending to ignore them. And especially to ignore him. Now was not the time to catch any male’s attention. She was sick of being prey, and today, the prey was going to fight back. One of Gadrek’s guards had made a mistake and left a weapon out on the side table. The knife was now tucked into her waistband. She didn’t know what she planned to do with it exactly yet, but Sarah knew that Gadrek was a dead man.

	She hated him more than anything else in the universe, and she was desperate enough now to take him down with her. When she’d first heard of human slaves taking their Master down murder-suicide style, she’d thought she would never get so desperate. But that was last year. At the time, Sarah still had her sister, Chrissy. 

	Since then, Gadrek had sold the only family she had. When Sarah had acted up at the loss of her sister, he’d taken to starving her as punishment. He’d also locked her up tighter than a clam with lockjaw. She hadn’t seen another living soul for months. It was most likely because Sarah had told everyone who would listen that Gadrek was impotent. Because he was.

	If Sarah had to live without her sister, then Gadrek would have to live without his dignity.

	Kean, the drug lord her owner was having a meeting with, stood and walked towards her. Her heart thumped in her chest. Had he seen her take the knife? He knelt down in front of her, and to his surprise, he sniffed at her.

	“Little female,” his voice was soft, just loud enough for her. “What are you hiding behind your back?”

	Shit! He’d seen her.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Deny everything!

	“I know you took the knife on the table. Whatever you plan to do with it, I urge you to rethink. There are other ways.”

	Was this guy for real? Other ways? Against her better judgment, she scoffed. 

	“You don’t believe me.” The corner of his lips lifted in an amused smile, and Sarah ignored how sexy the look was on him.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She decided to continue playing dumb.

	“What’s your name, female?”

	“Sarah.” She didn’t see the point of withholding the information; she’d probably never see him again after today.

	“Sarah.” He paused as if he savored the feel of her name on his tongue. “I’m Kean, but you already know that.”

	She did. Kean was a household name on this ass-backward planet, and it was often said with fear or reverence. 

	The infamous outlaw continued, “Even if you manage to kill Gadrek, what would happen to you? Give me the knife, and I’ll offer you an alternative. A better one.”

	That piqued her curiosity, but she still didn’t want to admit she had the knife, though he clearly already knew. She stayed silent.

	“If Gadrek agrees to work for me, I will request a token from him. You. You’ll come home with me, and you’ll be mine.”

	The way he said those words made her look up. It was a mistake, a huge mistake. She was now trapped in his beautiful green eyes, unable to look away. His cheek creases, the ones all Tallean had, accentuated his angular jawline and gave him a sexy but dangerous vibe. He grinned at her, showing sharp fangs, as a rough hand caressed the side of her face tenderly. The light touch sent goosebumps down her arms, and her breath hitched. 

	Damn! No criminal should be this good looking!

	Eventually, his words permeated her brain. “He won’t. The Dominion’s got him wrapped around their finger. Gadrek is loyal to them, and he’s just stalling for time. He’s probably planning his attack right now.”

	“I wasn’t counting on it. No matter, I’ll take you home anyway. You’ll be safer and better off with me.” His hand brushed down across the bruises on her bicep gingerly, as if careful not to hurt her. “Now, the knife. Give it here. Be patient, and I’ll do your dirty work for you. Do not soil your pretty little hands.”

	Was he offering to kill Gadrek for her and steal her away if Gadrek did not agree to his plan? This was too good to be true. But before she could reply, Kean lunged. He was on her in a flash, holding her body to his and reaching behind her to retrieve the blade she had worked so hard to steal. 

	He didn’t let go of her immediately. Instead, he pressed her close to his chest and buried his face into the side of her neck. Sarah tensed, suddenly imagining his sharp fangs sinking into her throat. But the attack never came. He just inhaled against her neck, and a low rumbling growl came from his chest, the vibrations sending shock waves through where they touched.

	Pressed right up against him with his clean, musky male scent teasing at her nose, Sarah’s body reacted immediately. Where they touched, her skin felt as if it was on fire. And the sound, that growl, sent a wave of warmth tingling between her legs. It was as if her body had been asleep for months, and it finally woke, ready to go.

	He groaned. “I can’t afford to be distracted, little one. We can continue this later. For now, just sit tight. And no more stealing weapons.”

	A flush of heat warmed her face, followed by indignant anger. Who was he to order her around? He didn’t own her! Though the thought of Kean owning her instead of Gadrek made a tempting daydream. 

	“Later, when I call you over, you will stand and walk over to me. Ignore Gadrek. My males and I will protect you.”

	“But you are not armed, while his security guards carry blasters.” Sarah didn’t mean to say it out loud, but Kean was easy to talk to, and he encouraged her to speak, while Gadrek always wanted silence from slaves. She hadn’t had real social interaction for much too long. She was not much more than a piece of furniture for Gadrek.

	“Trust me, little one. I will protect you.” 

	His words filled her with warmth, though she dared not believe it. Kean and his entourage had the look of seasoned warriors, but they were outnumbered and unarmed. Still, Sarah nodded, and Kean, satisfied, went back to his seat. 

	Kean pocketed the blade casually before approaching a younger looking member of his team who seemed out of place. They conversed quietly, in hushed tones Sarah’s ears couldn’t catch.

	The door to the meeting room opened again, and Gadrek strolled in, followed by a team of security. He came to stand in front of his seat, and as he got close, he frowned at Sarah. Then he gripped her by the short strands of her hair and lifted her up. He sniffed, then snarled angrily. Talleans had a remarkable sense of smell; Gadrek must be picking up the scent of Kean and her reaction to him earlier.

	“No matter.” He tossed her back onto the floor. “This ends here anyway.” Gadrek made a motion, and his guards fanned out around the room and pointed their weapons at Kean and his group. “It looks like Vosthea is supposed to lose one criminal and gain one ultimate Dominion overseer!” 

	Sarah looked around the room frantically, hoping to find some way to help Kean, but she knew it was useless.

	“Sarah,” Kean said her name with a calm voice as if he held no fear despite the weapons trained on him. “Make your choice and come to me now.”

	Now? He wanted her to choose between staying with her horrible owner or jumping onto a sinking ship? Did he not realize the danger he was in?

	“Sarah, now! Don’t make me come over there and get you.” The way he said that made Sarah squeeze her thighs together. He didn’t even look unnerved.

	Sarah had planned to stab Gadrek with the knife and face the consequences. She’d planned to throw it all away. What difference would it be now if one of the guards shot her with the blaster?

	“You go over there, and I will shoot you with the rest of them.” Gadrek didn’t move to stop her; he probably thought she would be too scared to join Kean.

	That made up her mind. Sarah stood and hurried around the table, trying her best to project the same calm Kean did. Gadrek didn’t stop her. His face simply got redder. Kean grabbed her the moment she got close enough and passed her to the younger member of the team.

	“You want to die with them, so be it. You were a terrible slave.” Gadrek turned to his guards. “Kill them.”

	Want to know what happens? Pick up your copy now!

	

	 

	 


AUTHOR’S NOTE

	Hey Sexy Readers!

	I’ve had this story floating around in the ol’ noggin for years, and I’m so glad to finally share it with everyone. I hoped you enjoyed Alice and Kaj’k’s story as much as I did. 

	I can’t wait to share Rajiv’k and Natalie’s story too. And of course, Jerk, um, I mean Jorg’k is also hunting down his mate.

	And for those of you asking about Kean from the Tallean Mercenaries series, he’s getting his own book next! Keep your eyes peeled for A Captive for Kean.

	If you enjoyed the book, I’d appreciate if you can leave an honest review on Amazon and Goodreads. 

	JOIN MY READERS’ GROUP to get a FREE copy of Pursued by the Hunter! It’s the only way to read Cynthia and Cov’k’s story. If you are already in the group, but missed the story when it was sent out, feel free to reply to the next newsletter and I’ll send you the link.

	I love to connect with my readers! So come leave me a message, ask me a question, or just stalk me for fun on FACEBOOK, INSTAGRAM and GOODREADS.

	XOXO
Lynnea Lee
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