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Wanted by the Hunter

	NATALIE

	A knight in shining loincloth

	That’s what I’m looking for. I’ve been lusting after the Xarc’n hunters since they landed on Earth, offering to help us fight the alien bugs. These seven feet tall, musclebound warriors are horned, clawed, and fanged—the ultimate protectors. And Rajiv’k is the perfect specimen.

	Just one problem: I can’t fall in love. Nope! Not after the crappy relationships I’ve had. I refuse to deal with a broken heart during the bugpocalypse. No way! So I keep things transactional, his protection for my companionship. What can go wrong, right?

	 

	RAJIV’K

	Hunters are supposed to revel in the physical act of fighting and killing the scourge. But not me. I kill them, they multiply, I kill them, they multiply. What’s the point? Why spend my life saving worlds I didn’t care about?

	Then, she comes along. Little human Natalie fires up my need to claim and protect. And suddenly, I have a reason to fight. Natalie is mine. She just doesn’t know it yet. 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 1: Natalie 

	The oversized alien bug waved its mandibles at me and chittered. 

	“Yeah? Fuck you too, you ugly mofo!” I waved my crowbar at it for good measure. “And you stink too!”

	I talked a big talk. But the truth was, I was screwed. The monster had me cornered, and despite being the taller of the two cousins, I was no fighter. However, I planned on fighting to the very end if I had to.

	And by the looks of it, I had to.

	 Alice shouted and waved her arms wildly at the nasty thing, but the bug ignored her, choosing instead to focus on me. It had an advantage on me, and even with a brain the size of a walnut, it knew a good thing when it saw one.

	It lunged at me, swiping its front mantis-like claws in an arc. I dodged. But the very tip of its bladed front leg sliced into my thigh, just above the knee, opening a shallow cut.

	I watched in slow motion as the blood seeped out of the shallow wound and beaded up at the surface as if coagulating the second it reached the air. How strange. For a long moment, I felt nothing. Then a sharp pain, like electricity, zinged up my leg and through each vertebrae of my spine. It only lasted a single breath, and then it was gone, replaced by an empty numbness.

	“Natalie, watch out!”

	The bug oriented on me again, and one of its scythe-like appendages stabbed forward, aiming for my belly. I rolled just in time, twisting my body to the side as it struck. It missed me by a scant inch, its deadly serrated claws penetrating several inches into the packed dirt. 

	An image of myself, speared through the center, flashed in my head and urged me to keep moving. I pushed myself up, intent on running while the nasty bugger was stuck, but my injured leg refused to respond. I landed sprawled on the dirt just a few feet away.

	“Argh!” Alice’s scream pierced through the panic in my head. I turned to see her poised over my alien attacker with a heavy concrete block held over her head, like some avenging angel.

	How she managed to lift that so easily was beyond me. When faced with the need to protect a loved one, some people developed herculean strength, so maybe that was it. She brought the heavy block down on the bugger’s skull, and something cracked with the nauseating crunch. 

	When the concrete block fell away, the bug was missing most of its almost nonexistent bug-brain, and one eye was completely demolished and crushed into its skull. It chittered one last time, its eight back legs twitching with the final jumbled signals sent from its smashed brainstem. I scrambled back, my heart still pounding fiercely in my chest.

	“Oh no! Your leg.” Alice, my hero and cousin, rushed to my side.

	I looked down at the offending appendage. The cut had stopped bleeding already, and the blood had formed a bizarre clear gel. I’d wondered why the body parts the alien bugs carried away always looked so pristine, the ends chopped and perfectly capped. Now I knew. The bug’s claws must be tipped with a coagulating agent.

	“I need to clean that off.” My voice sounded distant, as if another me said it somewhere in another room.

	I unslung my backpack and dug around for the cleanest piece of fabric I had: a threadbare tank top I’d just washed and dried at the river yesterday. I poured a half-bottle of my precious water onto it and cleaned the wound the best I could. The congealed blood melted off easily, exposing the cut. Aside from a thin crayon-red line, the flesh looked perfect. Too perfect, as if preserved.

	I didn’t feel any pain either, just a lot of pins and needles. I frowned.

	Alice uncapped a bottle of rubbing alcohol and held it over the wound.

	“Ready?”

	I took the padded strap of my backpack into my mouth and bit down. I didn’t want to call any more of the alien insectoids to us by screaming. 

	“Hmm-hmm.” I nodded at her.

	She poured the disinfectant on the wound. But again, nothing. Just pins and needles. Intense pins and needles, so much that it bordered on pain, but it was as if my pain receptors refused to fire.

	It was Alice’s turn to frown. “What the fuck?” She poked at the area around the thin cut.

	I spat out my makeshift and totally unneeded gag. “I don’t feel anything except for pins and needles. It’s almost as if that leg doesn’t belong to me.”

	“The whole freakin’ leg?” Her voice went up an octave. She poked a little further down, by my calf. 

	“Still pins and needles.” I noticed the panicked look on her face now, and she was starting to hyperventilate, even though I was the one injured. So I pulled on my big girl panties and said, “But I’m sure I’ll be fine. Help me up.” 

	I pushed up onto my feet with Alice's help and realized that my knee was locked into place in a mostly straight position. She helped support my weight; I felt awkward leaning against her smaller frame. Alice was the older cousin, but I’d outgrown her when we were preteens, and it had been that way ever since. I put some experimental weight on the leg, and it held, though the pins and needles were almost unbearable. 

	I kept a straight face, not wanting to worry Alice. We needed to find shelter, and we needed to do it soon. And I didn’t mean shelter for the night. I meant shelter from the winter freeze. We needed to collect and store enough food because if we didn’t, even if the bugs didn’t get us, hunger would.

	“See, I’m fine. I can stand on it no problem.” I demonstrated by putting my weight on the leg, and since the knee was locked in place, it held. “Let’s go.”

	We continued down the road with me at a frustratingly slow limp. It was soon obvious that our plan to get the hell out of Dodge, or in our case, the town of Franklin, was not a viable option. 

	As the sun threatened to disappear behind the horizon, we spotted a run-down, dilapidated-looking hardware store. 

	I waddled through the front door and looked around. And wouldn’t you know it, this one hadn’t been looted clean yet! The place looked so run down and abandoned that most travelers must have by-passed it, believing it to be looted as thoroughly as everything else in the area.

	I turned to Alice, and we had matching looks of awe on our faces, not believing our luck. She broke into a huge grin, and I followed, laughing in relief. She started laughing as well, and soon we were both laughing and hugging. One of us must have a horseshoe stuck up our ass because this was the big break we needed. This place was perfect!

	Home sweet, hardware store home!

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Natalie 

	Next spring…

	The electric zinging pain shot down my leg and jolted me from my sleep as it did every morning. Who would have thought the tiny cut I’d gotten from the alien bug would do so much damage? Not much else woke me; I usually slept like the dead. I expected to see the metal beams and water-stained ceilings of the hardware store where I’d camped out all winter, but instead, the minimalist gray ceiling of a Xarc’n hunter’s shuttle greeted me. 

	The events from the previous day filtered through the morning brain fog. Right. My home, our home, our beloved hardware store abode that we’d spent all winter converting into a cozy hideaway, was gone. It had been stolen from right under my nose by a group of cannibal raiders. And with it, I’d lost almost everything I had, everything I’d worked hard to collect since the world went to the bugs.

	Except for Alice. I still had Alice. She was currently hiding out in the sleeping nook with her super protective Xarc’n warrior. 

	I rolled over on the mattress Kaj’k, Alice’s new alien beau, had put down for me in the middle of his shuttle to peek at the area he’d called his sleeping nook. But the entire area was shielded from view by some sort of shimmery energy screen. It was for the best anyway, in case Kaj’k slept in the nude—not a bad guess since they barely wore any clothes during the day. 

	If I had to see my cousin’s piece of alien man meat naked, it would add to my growing envy. Xarc’n warriors were heavily muscled and built like tanks. And I’d been crushing on them since they arrived on Earth, promising to help us fight our insect menace from outer space.

	A loud vibration shook my temporary alien shuttle shelter. I’d heard that sound before, just last night when Kaj’k flew us into this clearing by the river. Was it another ship? Another Xarc’n warrior? 

	Suddenly hopeful, I quickly ran my fingers through my hair, wishing I still had my hairbrush. It was silly I knew, but I wanted to make a good impression just in case it was another musclebound hunter looking for a companion. A girl could hope, right?

	The privacy screen hiding the sleeping nook flashed once and disappeared. Kaj’k stepped out in nothing more than a loincloth. It was a common look for Xarc’n warriors. 

	Alice blustered out of the nook. I didn’t catch her last words, but she didn’t sound too happy. What was this all about?

	Kaj’k paused mid-step, turned to my cousin, and gripped her chin. He tilted it up, to look into her 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.”

	Holy crap! That was so romantic! I was totally envious. No one had ever said anything like that to me before.

	“That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said, yawning. “When’s the wedding?” 

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

	That didn’t sound like a bad idea, considering I was currently homeless and couch, er, mat-surfing in Kaj’k shuttle. 

	Kaj’k was already out the door to meet the other hunter, so the two of us followed, curious. We stuck our heads out to peek at the new arrival. 

	And oh my! It seemed Xarc’n hunters only came in levels of hot. The new arrival was taller and leaner than Kaj’k but still heavily muscled. All Xarc’n warriors were big and brawny since they were all clones of the original hunters the Xarc’n race had genetically modified to be the ultimate fighters. 

	He only wore a loincloth and a belt with a pouch and blaster strapped to it. He didn’t even have the harness over his chest, which the hunters used to strap on their armor and melee weapons. I got an eyeful of yummy, dark purple pecs and perfectly sculpted abs and tried not to drool.

	Alice pulled me back into the shuttle, tearing my eyes away from Mr. Tall, Dark, and Musclebound. “You can’t be serious about going with them!”

	Clearly, my cousin still wasn’t totally onboard the Xarc’n hunter train like I was, even though she had her own warrior professing that he wanted to spend every last breath with her. Alice was always slow to trust.

	Not long after the Xarc’n hunters had arrived on Earth, reports of them stealing and kidnapping Earth women ran rampant. No one had ever seen a female Xarc’n before, so there were no doubts why the hunters would be interested in our women. 

	The internet had still been around when one of the missing women had shown up on her social media, smiling and completely in love, her sexy alien beau in tow. They’d looked like the perfect couple, and her Xarc’n hunter kept her happy and safe. Her religious family had had a public meltdown. Her mother had been convinced that the alien was brainwashing her daughter, and her father disowned “the alien whore.”

	For someone like me, a hopeless romantic who’d given up on the local male species after having my heart broken one too many times, it was squeal-worthy. I’d followed the couple on social media until the day the internet died. 

	When Alice confessed that a Xarc’n warrior had picked up her scent, I encouraged her to jump on it, or him, literally. Kaj’k had left a pile of nutrition bars and a bouquet of freshly picked flowers at our doorstep. But despite my encouragement, she’d rejected his gifts. I’m glad they still ended up together.

	Maybe Kaj’k would introduce me to his friend.

	“They are our best bet for survival.” I grabbed the sweatshirt I’d thrown over Kaj’k’s chair before bed and pulled it over my head.

	The two warriors walked into the shuttle, their large frames making the spacious shuttle feel cramped in comparison. Goosebumps tingled down my arm as the newcomer’s soft yellow eyes met mine. The inside of the shuttle faded from view, and all I could focus on was him. We stared at each other, frozen in place. He grinned at me, showing sharp, sexy fangs, and my breath hitched in my chest. 

	Holy cannoli! Talk about a knight in shining loincloth!

	Alice elbowed me hard in the side. 

	I’d been standing there with my head through the neck hole, one arm stuffed halfway into a sleeve and my mouth hanging open awkwardly. What a bad first impression! I forced my jaws to close and finished dressing.

	“These females lost their home to a band of human males,” Kaj’k explained. “The place was well 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.” 

	As Kaj’k spoke, I felt the newcomer’s eyes on me, and I had to force myself not to stare back. My skin tingled with awareness wherever his gaze landed. 

	“This is Rajiv’k.” Kaj’k quickly made introductions. “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.” 

	“How do you know the new place will be safe?” Alice asked her warrior, ever cautious.

	Rajiv’k answered though he kept his eyes on me. His voice was low and rumbly, precisely the type that turned my knees to jelly. “Because we will be there protecting it.”

	I scratched my head, my hair still a slept-in mess despite my earlier attempt at finger-combing. He’d said “we,” which meant more than one. Having multiple hunters protecting us sounded like a good deal. 

	“Okay, I’m sold.” I glanced over at Rajiv’k, trying not to stare at his perfect, broad shoulders, and asked, “Am I going with you?” I hope that didn’t sound too eager. “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.” I tried to make it sound like I was only eager to rebuild a home.

	Alice sent me 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.” 

	I limped over to Alice and hugged her. I loved her, and I knew this was best for both of us. I wanted to see her happy with her new alien paramour, even if she wasn’t too keen on it yet. 

	“Come on, Alice,” I repeated. “Remember what we said in the beginning? This is a new adventure. A new chapter.”

	Alice’s face softened, and she sighed. She always did come around. 

	Kaj’k explained how the hunters in the area planned to join forces to fight the upcoming scourge swarm. There was an industrial complex they planned on using as their battleground, and they would set up the compound there. The idea was to lure the scourge to the area and funnel them between the buildings so they could pick them off from the rooftops. They had six hunters on the team, and a group of humans had also agreed to join the fight. 

	“And you will see your friend Cynthia again.” 

	“Cynthia?” That was a bomb I had not expected Kaj’k to drop on us.

	 I hadn’t seen Cynthia in almost half a year. Before our hardware store home, before my encounter with the bug that left me limping, Alice and I had been part of a larger crew, the Franklin group. Infighting had broken us apart. And even though Cynthia was only with us for a few months, I’d gotten close to her. One day, a huge Xarc’n warrior had crashed into our hideout, picked her up, and carried her away.

	“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.” I pointed at the device translating from the desk. It did a shit job at translating, chopping up the Xarc’n sentences, but my brain was good at filling in the rest, and I understood the aliens just fine. 

	“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.” Rajiv’k’s golden eyes focused on my ears, making my face heat up with awareness. Then he turned to Kaj’k. “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,” he said, my name sounding so sexy and foreign, “to determine what else to bring and meet you there later.”

	I couldn’t help but notice the scorching look Rajiv’k sent my way before walking out the door.

	 

	


Chapter 3: Rajiv’k 

	There was a human female in my shuttle, and I couldn’t stop staring at her. 

	When I’d stepped into Kaj’k’s shuttle, I was hit with the most captivating scent in the entire galaxy. I’d stood there staring at her like a fool, completely mesmerized. I wanted to fill my life with the smell of her, every day and night. Her name was Natalie, though the other female had called her Nat. And here I was, still staring. I couldn’t stop looking at her eyes, which were a warm, soft brown, so different from the glowing yellow I was used to. 

	Natalie met my gaze without hesitation and analyzed my face as boldly as I did hers. This human held no fear of Xarc’n hunters. Perhaps she did not believe the lies Earth governments had told their citizens. They claimed the Xarc’n warriors had lured the scourge to Earth to conquer it; they claimed we stole and raped their females; they claimed we ate the scourge when we hunted them. None of it was true.

	When Kaj’k had asked for my help, I thought he’d found a new nest of scourge. I hadn’t expected to be given a human female to care for, an injured human female, no less. I’d noticed Natalie’s limp right away. Her right knee was frozen stiff from the effects of scuttler’s toxin. She’d favored the leg inside Kaj’k’s shuttle, and she’d limped all the way to mine. It was a struggle not to lift her up and carry her. But I had a feeling this female did not want to be reminded of her injury.

	These defenseless females had fought the scourge up close and lived. The tenacity of the species that called this world home was commendable. They struggled, but pockets of them still lived, and it didn’t seem as though they would be gone anytime soon. Some humans even continued to fight the “bugs”—they’d named the scourge after similar species native to their planet—and a group had even volunteered to help the hunters contain the next flush. The nest at the center of Franklin would swarm soon, now that the weather was warming.

	“If we start now, we’ll be able to harvest several crops of salad greens by summer and one huge bounty of long season crops like tomatoes and peppers by late July.” Excitement practically oozed out of her as she talked about rebuilding her home at the hunter’s compound. 

	“If you point me to another one of these stores, we can get the supplies and set it up where we are staying.”

	She stared back at me from my bed, a confused look on her face. “I can’t understand you. We don’t have the translator anymore.”

	I’d been so distracted by her presence that I’d forgotten about the translators. 

	 I opened one of my many overflowing drawers and rifled around for the devices. I knew I had a pair somewhere. I collected all sorts of technology, and while my shuttle looked clean and tidy at first glance, it was another story inside the drawers and cabinets. 

	The warmth of her body pressed in behind me as she leaned in to peek over my shoulder at my collection of curiosities. And, for the first time in my life, I felt embarrassed at the mess. 

	“Wow! You’ve got everything but the kitchen sink.”

	“The sink is over there.” I pointed to the facilities, hoping she would understand me even without the translator. She did.

	She burst into a fit of laughter. “Alright, smart-ass.”

	I dug through the mess, regretting not keeping my stuff better organized. It didn’t help that the in-ear translator was tiny, about the size of a seed of grain. I smacked my hand into another panel and a second drawer opened. This one was just as messy and filled to the brim with technological gadgets: some were useful prototypes I was working on, others were abandoned and half-finished, and the rest were just parts I collected.

	I dared not look at the Earth female next to me, afraid to see her look of disgust at the mess in my storage unit. An organized warrior was an efficient warrior. My drawers were not a good advertisement of my abilities as a hunter or my abilities to protect her. 

	“If you show me what you are looking for, maybe I can help.” 

	I ventured a glance her way. Instead of looking disgusted at the mess inside the drawers, Natalie looked almost intrigued. I pulled up an image of the translator on my screen and showed her the approximate size with my fingers. Then I opened a third drawer for her to look through. 

	I slid over in my seat to give her some space to sit down while she searched. I could’ve stood and given her my seat, but I wanted an excuse to sit squished up next to her. She sat down, again without hesitation, her leg pressed right up against mine.

	 The contact was a distraction, and I could barely focus on what I was looking for. My attention was solely on the hot, almost scalding, spot where we touched and the barely noticeable scent of her interest. 

	“Found it! There’s a pair.” She held the tiny devices in the clear protective case up victoriously and sent me a grin that lit up the whole shuttle. 

	Luckily, the translator case had been in Natalie’s section because if it had been in mine, I would have missed it completely, unable to concentrate on anything but her. She passed over the pair of linguistic aids, and I took them to the hand decontaminator in the facilities. I passed them under the ozone, making sure to keep my hands inside for a moment as well.

	I got back to find Natalie in the center of my chair and tapping around on my screen, a slightly frustrated look on her face since she didn’t understand any of the symbols. She rotated in the chair and stood when she saw me, motioning me to sit down. I did, and, to my surprise, she plopped her little ass down in my lap.

	I froze, but my body reacted anyway. I waited for her to bounce back up, exclaiming at the hardness pressing up against her bottom. But she didn’t react. The scuttler’s toxin altered the sensation of the area for years; maybe Natalie had limited feelings there. I hoped that was not the case.

	“Alright, I’m ready! Put it in.”

	It took me a moment to realize she meant the translator. She smiled back at me innocently; she had no idea her effect on me. Then I had a horrible thought. What if Natalie was still a child? She was tiny, though taller than the human named Alice. But despite her winter of survival with her cousin, her hips were still soft and rounded. And her chest was softly shaped as well. Her scent was perfect and ripe. Surely a child would not give off such delicious pheromones.

	 Krux! I needed to hold myself together.

	She tilted her head, and I brushed aside the strands of soft wispy hair that had fallen free of her ponytail. My fingertips sparked with awareness when they brushed against her skin. I wiped down the inside of her ear with a sanitizing wipe, peeled off the backing to the translator, and pressed it to the inside curve of her ear where it would bother her the least. I pressed the button to start it up.

	“Tilt your head to the other side.”

	“Hey! I understood that!” She laughed, and the sound was delightful. She shuffled in my lap to face the other direction, rubbing her bottom against my half-hard erection the whole way across. I groaned aloud this time, not able to keep quiet.

	“I’m sorry, I’m too heavy.” She pushed herself up.

	But my arms wrapped around her like an iron belt, pressing her to my lap, and a blossom of arousal flooded my senses. She knew what she was doing, the little tease. She almost had me tricked with her innocent demeanor.

	“You are not heavy.” I pressed her down onto my now fully hard erection again, letting her know I was onto her. “Sit still, and turn your head.” 

	She sat still with her eyes closed. The smell of her lust drifted up to my nose. I quickly installed the last of the pair into her other ear and turned it on. She pushed off my lap and limped off to sit on the bed the moment the iron bars of my arms released her. I missed her closeness immediately.

	I pulled up Earth’s most popular internet map system, which we had saved onto our network—the planet’s internet system held so much information that we saved the whole thing, just in case we needed any of it for research. 

	“Is that what I think it is?” She hobbled back towards me and the screen. “You guys saved our internet.”

	I took the opportunity to pull her back onto my lap. She was too excited about what was on my screen to care.

	“If you show me on the map where to find another hardware store, we can go pick up the supplies you need to rebuild at the compound.”

	She clicked on the search bar and paused at the Xarc’n characters that popped up. I reached around her little body to toggle off the new addition to their internet. An English keyboard replaced the more familiar Xarc’n glyphs.

	“We saved most of your internet,” I explained as she searched for a good store to check out. “There’s a lot of good information and research we found useful.”

	“Yeah, you can learn anything off the internet. But you gotta filter out all the useless crap and fake news. I would avoid all the news, actually. Propaganda from all sides.”

	“Does that mean you do not believe what your government and media said about us?” I needed to know.

	She laughed. “If you Xarc’n hunters had control over the bugs and were here to take over Earth, wouldn’t you have done so already? Instead, you are still fighting the scourge, even after everything is gone.” She used the Xarc’n word for the creatures they called “bugs.” She must have picked it up from Kaj’k.

	“Not everything is gone.” I pulled her back against my body. “You are still here.”

	She laughed again; my female laughed easily, and the sound filled my shuttle like twinkling lights. 

	“And are you going to be the big, bad, alien warrior and come invade and dominate me?”

	And there went my body again, roaring to life. I held my breath.

	“I highly doubt you Xarc’n warriors originally came here to pick up chicks,” she continued. “Kaj’k already explained your history to me and how the ancient Xarc’n race had used the scourge as a weapon and lost control of it. They made the hunters in their last attempt to redeem themselves and remove their mistake from the galaxy. I also know that you are a clone of one of the original ten thousand hunters. And it is your duty to hunt down the scourge.”

	It was. But unlike some of the other hunters, I didn’t take the duty as my only goal in life. I had a need to tinker and for information that sometimes shone brighter than the need to kill the scourge. I sought innovation. I believed it was a flaw introduced into the original hunter from which I was cloned. Perhaps all his clones faced this same dilemma. 

	Members of the original Xarc’n race were smaller and weaker than the surviving hunters. According to ancient documents, they were weaker than humans, whose planet we now tried to save. But despite their physical shortcomings, they had warred often and invaded other planets, using their creations as weapons.

	She clicked on a flag on the screen. “Can you get us to this store? I know it’s pretty far into bug territory, but this hardware store is huge, and I’m pretty sure it’s far enough in bug land not to be looted out.”

	“There are scourge there. But if we go in the late afternoon, the flyers will not be out, and I can take care of the scuttlers and the spitters in the area.”

	 The store she pointed to was just outside my territory in another hunter’s range. I quickly sent an inquiry out to the hunter on my communication device.  When I finished, I looked up to see her watching with interest.

	“I miss my cell phone.” She looked longingly at the unit in my hand. “Not that I had a lot of friends to call or social media to update. But I liked having all the knowledge of the world at my fingertip.”

	I had a few Earth made devices in my collection; maybe I could rig one up to the hunter’s network for Natalie. 

	“Until the flyers head back to the nest to roost, we will go check my traps.” I pulled up the external cameras’ feeds onto my screen and reached around her to pick up my controller. 

	“I’m in your way.” She made to get up.

	“Stay,” I ordered. 

	That just made her struggle to get off my lap more. 

	I didn’t reply, but I didn’t let her go either, choosing to keep her body caged between my arms, my chest at her back, and the controller at her belly. She was so small compared to my warrior’s frame that I had an unobstructed view of my screen over her head. 

	She didn’t continue to wiggle in my lap in protest, and I wasn’t sure if I was happy or disappointed. 

	 


Chapter 4: Natalie

	During all my girl talk sessions with Alice, I’d always been super vocal and adamant about finding a sexy alien warrior to care for me. I’d gobbled up all the media I could find about Xarc’n-human couples. But now that I was sitting in Rajiv’k’s lap, I was hesitant. Mostly because I never thought I’d actually be in this situation, but also because I was chicken shit.  Sure, I believed in true love, but not for me.

	My experiences with men had been mediocre at best. I’d only had two relationships, and both had left me feeling heartbroken and used. 

	My first boyfriend in high school ended up being a big-mouthed jerk. Stupid me, I thought I was in love. After six months of dating, I finally gave in to Steve, and we got it on in the back of his car. He promptly bragged to all his friends. The next morning, I’d earned myself the moniker of “that slut” in school.

	I felt so betrayed. But I didn’t mind the title; in fact, I leaned into it, letting people believe whatever they wanted. I told all the girls in the locker room that Steve had been the worst lay I’d ever had. I just failed to clarify that he’d been the only one. And since everyone thought I was a slut, it must have meant that I had some sort of basis for comparison. To the best of my knowledge, he never got a date after, not even for prom. Served him and his big-ass mouth right.

	It took me a few years to date again. I’d gone to the big city for school and lost the slut moniker. That’s where I met Mark. He was exactly the type you’d bring home to your parents: well-dressed, well-spoken, had a bright future ahead of him and was loved by most people who met him—including all the other women in his life. Mark was a two-timing, no, quadruple-timing, bastard. 

	After those experiences, relationships weren’t my thing. Maybe it was the type of guys I attracted. Or maybe it was me, and I just didn’t deserve love.

	When I’d heard of the Xarc’n hunters’ interest in Earth women, I told myself I’d be okay with trading sex for safety. I pretended as if it was just a simple transaction. I lied to myself, of course. Despite my shitty luck with men, I was still a romantic at heart; I wanted to be loved more than anything else. 

	I recalled the sweet words Kaj’k had professed this morning to Alice. Alice deserved a warrior to love and care for her. She was the most nurturing person I knew. She spent the whole winter taking care of me and my useless leg. 

	But me? I was just the annoying know-it-all with all the crazy ideas that didn’t always work out. I tended to speak my mind, even if it offended people. I wasn’t particularly lovable or even useful now that I couldn’t run or climb or even forage for food. I couldn’t see how Rajiv’k, or anyone for that matter, could ever want me for anything more than the physical. And even then, they’d probably leave afterward or do something horrendous to make me hate them.

	Maybe it would be best to keep dangling the carrot over Rajiv’k’s head for as long as I could and make him do more for me before giving up the goods. I still planned to be the world’s biggest flirt and tease though, because it was fun, and I loved the feeling of power it gave me. See, I had flaws.

	Earlier, when I’d sat down on his lap, Rajiv’k had frozen, and something stiff had sprung up between us. For someone who’d just spent the entire winter feeling like an invalid, knowing that he reacted so strongly to me was a huge ego boost. I wasn’t going to let that go to waste.

	Rajiv’k was outside fighting the bugs right now. Unlike Kaj’k, who drove and piloted the shuttle with the wall’s external display turned on so the walls looked like giant windows, Rajiv’k preferred to have the images up on his screen. I had no idea how he was faring out there. I didn’t even know how many of the ugly buggers he was up against. 

	When we’d first driven into the area, I’d seen several dozen scuttlers, those bugs with the bladed appendages, on the screen. A few flyers circled overhead. They were all piling over each other, trying to get at something. Rajiv’k had explained that they were all clamoring towards a beacon he’d put down that played a certain frequency on repeat. The sound mimicked the calls of a scourge queen and was irresistible to the swarm.

	My hunter had then launched a net onto the mass from a cannon atop his shuttle. Made of tough and fireproof fibres, the net had caught most of the squirming insectoids, including one flyer who had the misfortune of swooping down towards the beacon at that moment. A dozen or so scuttlers got away.

	“Now I turn off the beacon, so I don’t draw in any more scourge while I clean up the mess.”

	“Wait! You’re going out there? But there are still plenty of them roaming around free!”

	“I am a hunter, and they are the hunted,” was all he’d said before he strapped on his weapons and left me in the shuttle.

	I leaned over to his touch screen and pressed my fingers on the surface, not expecting it to react to me now that Rajiv’k was outside of the shuttle. But it did. I tapped on the icon that looked like a lens. He’d press that icon to put the external display on the screen. The screen rewarded me with the display of the world outside. 

	Rajiv’k faced off a half dozen scuttlers. In the background, a pile of bugs squirmed as they burned, trapped under an indestructible net. The bugs Rajiv’k fought now must have escaped the net before he set the mass on fire with the weapon he’d called a fire cannon. I’d asked him about it earlier, curious about the strange-looking weapon.

	The fire cannon reminded me of a super soaker on steroids, a lot of steroids. Instead of water, the canister at the top acted as a source of fuel. And instead of harmless jets of water, it shot out pressurized flames. The weapon was huge too, looking ultra-menacing wielded by Rajiv’k’s seven-foot warrior’s frame. 

	That wasn’t the only weapon the Xarc’n hunter had out there with him. Next to the fire cannon, his blaster looked like a toy, though I knew it was still deadly. On his back, he wore a pair of energy blades, swords that had edges glowing with plasma energy when in use. He looked every bit as deadly as he was.

	The figure on the screen was too small. I wanted to see Rajiv’k in his life-sized glory. There was a symbol next to the one I’d pressed that looked like a lens with lines projecting from it. I pressed it, and the screen showed an icon of the shuttle with the front and back highlighted. Sure enough, the front and back walls of the shuttle now looked see-through, with the external video displayed life-sized on the walls. I tapped the sidewalls of the shuttle icon, and that wall changed as well to show the outside. 

	Rajiv’k danced between a pair of scuttlers, blades slashing, fleet-footed in lethal grace. He spun, swooping low, and the glowing edges of his twin swords wove an intricate deadly design as the scourge around him dropped to the ground. 

	His body was a well-honed weapon, and when he was done, nothing moved except for the twitch of severed limbs.

	Holy crap! These Xarc’n hunters were no joke. If I were looking for protection, I’d come to the right place. Those nasty bugs were toast, and Rajiv’k hadn’t even broken a sweat. And damn, did he look good doing it!

	My powerful warrior strolled casually back to the shuttle as if this was a daily occurrence. It probably was. These alien hunters had been working hard to destroy our buggy invaders while I’d been hiding most of the winter.

	The door to the shuttle slid open, and Rajiv’k walked in, his chest armor splattered with bug guts. I tried not to gag from the smell. He stopped at the entrance and narrowed his eyes at the display on the wall; then he turned to me.

	“Did you like my performance?” He tilted his head in a way that made his horns look more prominent and impressive. 

	 “You were spectacular.” I didn’t see the harm in stroking his ego, especially since it was the truth.

	He sent me a devilish grin, complete with gleaming fangs, and I squeezed my legs together, willing my body not to react. Even with the stench of the bugs, my body found him irresistible. It wasn’t fair that he was such a hottie, and I was just plain ole me. 

	Rajiv’k removed the canister from the top of the fire cannon and deposited the empty fuel container into a special cabinet in the wall. He disappeared into the bathroom, and when he came back out, his armor had been wiped clean of the offending substance. Then he stepped into a clear sided decontaminator unit in the corner of his shuttle, weapons and all. 

	Damn it! I was hoping he would strip first. Couldn’t fault a girl for ogling that perfect, perfect body. A body that had reacted to me earlier. I hoped Rajiv’k never caught the eyes of another Earth woman. I might be tempted to rip her eyes out. 

	 I chided myself for the jealous thought. I had to keep feelings out of this. I needed to keep things practical. It was hard enough surviving the bugs; I didn’t want to be distracted by my heart, especially with my luck in men.

	He stepped out, walked to the walls that contained his wardrobe, and proceeded to remove all of his weapons, armor, and harness. He threw them all haphazardly into a cabinet.

	Alice’s Kaj’k had kept his shuttle neat and tidy. I’d assumed that all the hunters were the same. I saw now that I was wrong. At first glance, the shuttle was just as organized, but every drawer and cabinet I saw was filled to the brim with stuff. Rajiv’k was a collector and a tinkerer. 

	In just his loincloth, Rajiv’k sat down on the bed and motioned me over. “We still have some time. Let’s look at that leg.”

	I knew my limp was obvious, but since Rajiv’k hadn’t mentioned it, I’d hopd we could just bypass any discussion of the leg altogether. I frowned. I hated talking about my leg, especially to someone I just met. It was like showing him one of my worst weaknesses.

	“No.”

	“Show me your leg,” he ordered.

	I ignored him.

	He stood and stalked towards me, and I suddenly felt extremely small and prey-like. I wanted to shrink back into the seat, but my stubbornness wouldn’t allow it. I squared my shoulders and glared back a challenge. I was not one to back down. 

	The arrogant asshat didn’t even meet my glare. He just pulled me from the seat, picked me up, turned around, took two large steps to the bed, and dumped me onto it. I landed on the mattress, ass over teakettle. 

	“What the fuck!” I squealed, shooting daggers out of my eyes. “Quit manhandling me!”

	“I am not a human man. I am a Xarc’n warrior.” He puffed out his chest, looking all too regal and sexy for his own good. “Now show me the injury,” he ordered.

	“You can’t boss me around!” I wanted to wipe that haughty look off his face. With my fist. But I doubted he would even feel it. Besides, I didn’t want to injure my knuckles.

	“You are mine to care for now, little female,” he continued. “I will do what is needed to keep you safe.” 

	In one deft motion, he pulled my sweatpants off, exposing my bare legs. I gasped. He leaned over me, his attention intent on my right knee and the scar above it. 

	“When did this happen?”

	Pissed at him for pushing me around, I ignored his question. Nobody bossed me around! I gripped his horns, which were right there in front of me, from his leaning over my leg, and shoved. Hard. Of course, he didn’t budge. The guy weighed a ton. 

	Keeping my hands on his horns, as they did make great handles, I pushed again. This time, a loud rumbling, reminiscent of a cat purring—but a cat making this noise would be huge—sounded in the room. 

	“Oh em gee! Are you purring?”

	I stared at my hands and where they rested on his horns, the realization soaking in. 

	Oh! His horns! They must be some sort of erogenous zone. I didn’t let go. I pretended I didn’t understand the implications and pushed again, giving a light squeeze this time.

	His gaze met mine, his yellow eyes full of need. He looked as though he was ready to devour me whole. He licked his lips, his wet tongue passing over a sharp fang. A low growl sounded from his throat, full of feral need. Then he grinned, the look full of predatory promise.

	 


Chapter 5: Rajiv’k 

	Natalie’s face clouded over when I mentioned her leg. The injury bothered her, though she tried hard to hide it. But if I were to care for her and protect her as my companion, my female, I needed to know the extent of her injuries. 

	She didn’t take orders well, but getting her on the bed and removing her leg coverings to look at the site of the toxin entry was easy. She was light, small, and easy to maneuver. 

	I didn’t expect her to distract me by grabbing my horns. My body reacted the moment her soft little hands touched me, roaring to life. I was gripped by the need to take her, own her. 

	“Oh em gee! Are you purring?”

	I didn’t know what purring was. But I had read in the records about this reaction I was having. I’d never experienced it before, having never been around females of my kind, or even other Earth females. Xarc’n males rumbled in the chest to calm and reassure females they cared for. The rumbling also indicated arousal and happiness. It was a communication device only used by Xarc’n males and only in the presence of a breeding compatible female. 

	That Natalie was breeding compatible was not news to me. We hunters had found out shortly after our arrival on this planet that the females here would trigger our long latent mating bonds. Xarc’n hunters had roamed the galaxy for many centuries, believing we were and would be the last of our kind, clones forever of the original hunters. 

	The ancient Xarc’n race had long since died out, lost to the fight against the scourge. Xarc, too, was no more. The planet was an irradiated wasteland, unable to support life. It had been a last-ditch effort to rid the homeland of the scourge. 

	The thought of finding females and building a real future, one that consisted of more than hunting the scourge until we died, hadn’t been in our consciousness. Then, that first warrior had succumbed to his urges and carried off the Earth female he’d been interested in. It had triggered the mating bond, something that signaled breeding compatibility. 

	Before that incident, I’d fought the scourge on this blue-green planet because it was my duty. After, I fought the scourge in hopes of finding my future. Was Natalie my future? 

	Her soft brown eyes were full of mischief as she pushed at my horns again, squeezing them in her tiny fingers. Her hands felt so good on me I never wanted her to stop. She sent me the most innocent look, pretending she only wanted to push me away. But I knew better. I eyed her, meeting her impish gaze. I licked my lips, eager to have a taste, and growled low.

	Her arousal blossomed, filling the air with the intoxicating fragrance. 

	“Hey Mister, don’t you go getting fresh on me!”

	I could guess what she meant. I grinned. “You sensed my reaction, Natalie, and yet you still have your hands on my horns. Don’t play innocent with me. It won’t work.”

	She moved her hands away and tucked them between her body and the mattress. “I have no idea what you mean.” More false innocence. Her eyes darted around.

	I smacked my hand on the control panel, enclosing my sleeping nook with a privacy screen, just in case she was looking for an exit. No exit now; she was stuck with me. The privacy screen was a physical barrier of energy, and if she tried to push through it, she would just bounce right back in unharmed.

	“You’re taking advantage of the situation!” she exclaimed in mock outrage. 

	“I just wanted to take a look at your leg.”

	“You’re not looking at my leg now, and you have me trapped on your bed.”

	“And you love it. I can smell your arousal.” It was strong as it filled the small space. 

	I straddled her hips and braced my arms on either side of her. I felt drunk with the need to possess her. I nuzzled her face with mine, pushed her head to the side to make room for my horns, and buried my face in her neck. Her scent was strong here, and I breathed it in. She hissed as I nipped at the side of her neck, being careful not to break her thin skin with my sharp teeth.

	My hips moved involuntarily at the sharp sound, rolling against her body. She moaned as my hard cock pressed eagerly between her thighs, our clothes in the way.

	“Stop.” Her voice was small and breathy. “We shouldn’t.”

	I didn’t move, and she pushed at me with her little hands. 

	“Get off. I’ll let you see the leg. That’s a fair trade, right?” Natalie’s face was flushed.

	Fair trade? Not even close. But I moved off her anyway. There would be plenty of time to explore my female. I did want to learn more about her injury. I sat crossed legged at the end of my sleeping nook, prompted the control to increase the lighting, and picked up her leg. I draped it over my lap and looked closely at the original injury. 

	It was just a small scar, almost too perfect looking. But that was the nature of the scourge toxin. 

	“When did you get this?” I touched the area around the scar, and she flinched. I looked at her to see if she was reacting to the sight of me touching her or to sensations. She watched my face inquisitively. She must have some sensation in the area. That was a good sign.

	“Last fall. It barely cut me, but it was enough.” She sounded bitter. 

	“Do you feel anything when I touch it?”

	“Yes. But only a tingling, like pins and needles.” She paused as if deciding whether to share her next words. “It wakes me up in the morning with shooting pain down my leg. It feels like a jolt of electricity.” She made a face, as if she felt it just by speaking of it.

	That was very promising. 

	“I tell myself that it’s a good thing, that it’s the nerves growing back. I’m not sure if it’s true or not. For all I know, it could mean that it’s about to fall off. But since I can’t change the outcome either way, I choose to believe the better one.” She snorted.

	“You are correct, Natalie. The shooting pains are a good sign. It tells me the nerves are not dead and are trying to grow.”

	“Really?” she asked, the excitement barely contained. 

	“Yes. But my research tells me that in humans, nerves regrow very slowly. Your medical literature claims about one inch for each of your Earth months. And the scuttler’s toxin is still in your system, destroying the new cells as fast as you create them.”

	Her shoulders drooped. 

	I lifted her chin to look into her eyes. There was a disappointment there that rivaled the hope I’d seen just a moment before. My female let her feelings show openly. She was not good with deceit, which was why I’d known she was teasing me on purpose.

	“But I may be able to help. Will you let me?” 

	I had more than one reason to help her. I wanted to cure my female of anything that ailed her. But I also never had the chance to test out my procedure on a human. I knew this process worked well with other Xarc’n hunters, but no humans had volunteered as of yet. 

	She licked her lip nervously, then she said, “Yes. Let’s make a deal. You fix my leg, enough that I can bend my knees and have decent mobility and sensation, and I’m all yours physically. But in the meantime, we can stick together and trade. You can give me protection, and I will give you companionship.” 

	I frowned. This wasn’t what I’d expected.

	“By all yours, I mean sex,” she clarified, her face tinged just a touch of pink.

	“And what if I can not heal you? Will you leave for another protector?”

	“If you fail, you can always keep trying. We don’t have to put a time limit on the arrangement.”

	I noticed she didn’t say she would not leave for another hunter if she had the chance. Not that I’d let her. Her deal was not a bad one, though it lacked even a hint of romance in its pragmatism. But even if I never healed her leg to her liking, we would still be together. And I could always woo her as I’d planned to before.

	“How often does the electric pain wake you?” I wanted more information before I accepted her offer. 

	“Every day.”

	I unsheathed a single claw on my right hand. She gasped.

	“You guys have retractable claws too? What don’t you have?” 

	“Now that I have you in my sleeping nook? Nothing.” 

	“Oh.” She looked flustered.

	I poked the sharp tip of the claw next to the scar, not enough to cut her, but enough to test pain sensation. “What do you feel?”

	“Not much. The same pins and needles I always do. Do you understand what I mean by pins and needles?”

	“The English term is different, but I understand very well. I have felt that sensation for many months.” I uncrossed my legs, careful not to hurt her or shred the blanket with the claws on my feet, which were not retractable. I twisted and showed her the large, faded scar at the back of my leg. 

	“Wow! How had I not noticed that on you earlier? That’s a huge scar.” Her eyes were wide as she leaned in and traced a finger along the faded line.

	I groaned at her touch. It was time I made my own demands. “While we spend time together, you will sleep in my sleeping nook at night. Naked, as I do. And,” I added, looking her in the eyes while Natalie looked back boldly, not shying away, “sex is penetration. We will sex when, not if, I heal your leg. But until then, we can do anything else, as long as you are willing.”

	She laughed. “I didn’t expect you to make demands of your own. But I like it! But before I agree, tell me what happened.” She brushed her fingers softly over the scar again.

	“Even with our accelerated healing and ability to neutralize the toxin, a hunter can not always heal from a serious wound. This cut went to the bone.”

	She cringed and started to move her hand away, but I dropped my hand on top of hers and held it to my skin. 

	“I like when you touch me.” It was the truth. I continued my story, “I was unable to heal from the toxin. Like you, I suffered from altered sensations for a long time. This was unacceptable for a hunter; it was career-ending. Unable to do my duty, I would be relegated to food production, forced to watch over the machines and animals that make our food. It is how severely injured hunters continue to aid in the fight. This was not something I wanted.

	“I hid my injury, choosing to be a loner. Only one other hunter knew my secret at the time. Jorg’k was there when I got injured. He picked up supplies for me so that others would not find out. Eventually, Kaj’k found out as well; our territories on that planet also overlapped. But he too, kept my secret.

	“I developed new ways to hunt the scourge so that even with just one leg, I would be successful. The netting was my idea. And the fire cannon was my invention.”

	“Wow!” She looked truly impressed, and I resisted the urge to puff up my chest. “How did you end up fixing your leg? You move as though you’ve never been injured before.”

	 “Compared to other hunters, I will always be slower, but I can hold my own. I found a way to help my body neutralize the toxin and then encouraged my body to focus on nerve regeneration. But even after all that, I had to rebuild the atrophied muscles.”

	“That’s impressive!”

	“I’ve replicated the results on another warrior who had been injured for years. But I can’t guarantee I could do the same for a human, for you. Do you still want to make the deal?”

	“Yes. It’s worth a try.” She beamed. “Pinky swear?” She stuck out her tiniest finger, and I looked at it confused. “Okay, so maybe not pinky swear. I have a better idea.” Natalie’s face turned devious. “Let’s kiss on it.”

	 


Chapter 6: Natalie 

	I was pretty damn proud of myself for making up that deal on the fly. The thought of having two functioning legs again was exciting, but more importantly, I now had a protector while Rajiv’k worked on the solution. And since it was a simple deal, I knew to keep my feelings out of it. A deal I could handle, a relationship, not so much. The last thing I needed during the bugpocalypse was a broken heart. 

	And once he fixed my leg, I wouldn’t have any problem putting out with a virile warrior like Rajiv’k. The guy was pure sex-on-a-stick! It was a bonus, not a price.

	I pushed up on my good knee, eyes intent on my prize. Licking my lips exaggeratedly—what could I say, I was a tease—I crawled towards the massive Xarc’n hunter leaning against the wall at the foot of the nook. Stuck in this small space with him, I couldn’t escape his musky, masculine scent. If he were a shirt, I would never want to take him off. I wondered if he tasted just as good.

	I expected him to be confused when our lips touched; from what Rajiv’k had told me about his life, I doubted he’d ever had experience with women before. But instead, he kissed me right back, hungry and demanding. I also didn’t expect the electric spark that ignited between us and dampened my panties. 

	The loud purring sounded from his chest again as he threaded his thick fingers through my hair. The other hand gripped my ass, supported it, and maneuvered me until I straddled his lap. His fangs got in the way for a moment, nicking me lightly on the lips, but it was nothing a change in technique didn’t fix. I barely noticed the coppery taste of blood as he explored my mouth with his lips and tongue.

	The fingers in my hair tightened and pulled my head back gently, exposing my neck. I shuddered at the warm breath tingling my skin.

	“Beautiful.” The word was barely a rasp.

	I panted in shallow breaths and tilted my head to make room for his horns as Rajiv’k trailed a line of nibbles and kisses to my collarbone and back up to the side of my neck. He suckled on an earlobe, and my hands shot up to clutch at his horns. Every titillating pull at the sensitive skin of my ears earned him a soft tug.

	When he moved away, I mewled in disappointment. I captured his lips again, not wanting to part, and ground my hips against his lap. Something hard and interesting was growing there, and I rubbed against it wantonly. 

	He snarled and pushed away. “If you want me to honor your deal, stop now.” His eyes glowed a feral yellow, the light in the nook having dimmed while we made out. “Rub against me again, and I’ll take it as a request to hold you down and fuck you.”

	Oops. I froze. I’d been trying to be a tease at first, but by the end there, I was really enjoying myself. A little voice told me to rub up against him again and see how far I could push it. But I told it to STFU. I needed to keep Rajiv’k wanting me, which meant not giving it up, no matter how tempting he and his broad shoulders, ripped abs, and massive hard-on were.

	We separated reluctantly. Rajiv’k dissolved the privacy screen, and I was glad for the extra space and air. I hadn’t realized how enclosed we were, how the air we’d been breathing was thoroughly soaked with the lust between us. 

	I took a big breath and scanned the shuttle, looking for a place to sit that was not his bed. The only other seat was the pilot chair at the helm, which Rajiv’k had already plopped his perfect ass down into. This shuttle was designed for a lone warrior. It must be a lonely life. 

	The shuttle started moving, and I asked, “What about the net? It’s still out there.”

	“The pile of scuttlers will burn for some time, and the fibers will stay hot for longer still. I will come back for it tomorrow.” He checked something on the screen. “The flyers are heading back to the nest to roost. We can head to your hardware store now.”

	“Really?” I tried tamping down the excitement but couldn’t. After losing my home to those stupid-ass raiders, I was eager to rebuild and prove to myself that I could do it again, that I was still useful. This time, I had the protection of a group of Xarc’n hunters. It would be less about survival and more about improving life for everyone at the compound. 

	I got up and made my way over to the screen, looking over my big warrior’s shoulders. He swiveled in his chair, pulled me onto his lap, and turned back to the screen. 

	“Be good, stay still, and do not tempt me,” he warned, the words whispered low against my ears. 

	That sounded an awful lot like an order, and I wanted to tease him just to defy it. Alice was right; these Xarc’n hunters were bossy. But I was also eager to go foraging, so I decided against pushing things. I hadn’t foraged since I’d gotten injured.

	“Why not just fly in? Why go by land?” I only knew two hunters, but both chose to drive their shuttles through the town rather than fly, and there must be a logical explanation. I wanted to understand why.

	“The cloaking on the shuttle is more effective when on land. We also avoid flying when the flyers are out. There are only rudimentary air-to-air weapons on the shuttle. It is designed to be a portable home and transport, not for battle. Each hunter is only given one shuttle, and we work hard to maintain and upgrade it.”

	“So you’ve had this shuttle your whole life?”

	“My entire hunter existence.”

	I remembered what he’d said about Kaj’k’s territory bordering his own as well on another planet. “How many planets have you fought the scourge on?”

	“Only two. Our last planet did not fare well. By the end, there was nothing left but the scourge. At first, many smaller animals survived by burrowing and climbing.”

	“Like our squirrels did.” I thought of the squirrels that I still saw in the trees. They went about their day as if nothing had happened. 

	“Correct. This year, you will see their population explode. They will be numerous without competition from other animals. But if the ecosystem does not stabilize, they will breed themselves out, just as the animals on the other planets had. Even creatures not directly affected by the scourge face extinction.

	“Records showed that on Xarc, many survived the initial scourge attacks. They did not survive the decades that followed. It hadn’t helped that the Xarc military had used brute force in their attempts to contain the source. The planet never recovered.”

	Earth governments had considered doing the same; we had enough bombs to level the planet. But after the first ones went off and they saw no slow of the scourge spread, they had nixed the idea. 

	“What happened next on your last planet?”

	“When the scourge sent their missionaries en-masse from the planet on their live ships, we took to the air to destroy them. The scourge could not survive the vacuum of space outside  their live ships. A few dozen hunters remained to clean up what was left of the abandoned nests and see if they could salvage any surviving animals and design artificial ecosystems for them. The rest of us left.”

	I rubbed my arms, suddenly chilled. “Is that what you’ll do if we lose the fight to the scourge on Earth? Will you leave to fight the scourge elsewhere?”

	“No,” he grunted. “That will not happen. This will be my last planet, as it will be for many others.” He turned me sideways on his lap and looked me in the eyes. “Many of us have decided to stay on Earth, whether we succeed in eliminating the scourge or not. We will stay and fight to the very end, even if we die here.”

	“But why?” It confused me that he would hedge his bets on Earth.

	“Because our future is here.” One giant palm stroked my hair, almost reverently. “You, Natalie. You, and all the other human females are our future. We have traveled the galaxy and have never found a race that was compatible with our own.”

	I didn’t know what to say. Rajiv’k was pro at leaving me speechless.

	Fighting the bugs on Earth and winning meant more than just clearing another planet of their nemesis. It was more than just saving us humans. They were saving themselves, too. Maybe our two races would save each other.

	“I wish to be more than just a hunter. There must be more to life than this.” 

	He sounded almost lonely, and I hugged him, wrapping my arms around his neck and resting my cheek on his chest. His skin felt like buttery soft leather over granite. The beating of his heart sounded different, slower than a human’s, but it was calming all the same. I’d originally meant for this to be a quick hug, but I stayed on his chest, enjoying the closeness.

	My stomach chose this intimate moment to complain. Loudly. The sound echoed in the shuttle to my embarrassment. Aside from the chocolate bar I’d had with Alice this morning while our hunters filled their water tanks, I hadn’t had anything else to eat. 

	“You are hungry. I have failed to feed my female.” The look of defeat on his face was almost comical. He set the shuttle to continue down the straight road at a slow speed.

	I laughed. “This female can feed herself!”

	He reached down under the seat of the chair, and something clicked, then he pushed off with his feet, and the chair rolled a few feet towards one of the cabinets set into the wall. There must have been some sort of magnetic lock keeping the seat from moving during our travels. The cabinet was a pantry, and it looked just a messy as the other storage spaces I’d seen. 

	The pantry in Kaj’k’s ship had been neatly stocked with Xarc’n made nutrition bars, all the different types lined up in rows. Foraged cans of tuna and chicken had lined one side. This pantry was the polar opposite. Ravij’k had thrown everything in willy nilly. 

	He turned his seat quickly as if trying to prevent me from seeing the mess. Reaching behind him into the cabinet, he brought out two nutrition bars and handed one to me. He looked almost embarrassed. He rolled quickly back to his screen, locked the chair, and we continued towards the far side of town. 

	“I don’t mind the mess. It’s behind closed doors. But I can organize it for you if you want. I like doing stuff like that.” I thought of my perfectly arranged closet back at my parent’s place. 

	When the bugs arrived, I’d been staying with Alice as I checked out the city where I’d gotten my first big job. I’d kept in contact with my parents until the internet and phones went down. I had no idea if they were okay. I told myself that Daddy was too mule-headed to do anything other than survive. And Mom, she was one smart cookie and would outsmart the bugs at every turn. 

	Believing these things kept me going every day. I’d considered making the trek cross country by foot to find out the truth, but did I really want to know? And I also wasn’t sure I would survive the trip. Maybe it meant I was a coward.

	“What’s wrong?” 

	“Nothing.” I forced myself to think of the present, something I’d gotten very good at doing over the past year. I looked at the bar in my hand and at the strange glyph on it. “What does this one say?”

	“This one is higher in carbohydrate, for energy. Our species have similar nutritional requirements, but humans can handle more carbohydrates while Xarc’n hunters need more protein.”

	“Are all the different types of Xarc’n bars just different nutritional composition?”

	“Yes. There is a basic bar for daily use. A higher protein and fat one for when we are healing from wounds. A higher carbohydrate one for extended hunting missions. And we have one for the cold months for parts of the planet with low sunlight.”

	That would be here. In the winter, it was dreary.

	I peeled away the wrapping to the bar and gnawed at the hardened foodstuff. Kaj’k had explained that it was meat and fat, mixed with fruit and veggies. I thought of it as alien pemmican, and it was just as tough as the original traveler food. My teeth barely made a dent, and I pushed off my live alien warrior chair to grab the water bottle in my bag. I’d managed to down half a bar yesterday with the help of copious water.

	I returned to find a very concerned looking Xarc’n hunter.

	“You can not eat our food. Humans have flat teeth and weak jaws.”

	His bar had a perfect bite mark in it. His sharp teeth tore through the tough leathery food easily.

	“Don’t you worry about me; I’ll get it down. You know, humans used to make a similar food. But we cut it into thin strips to eat or soaked it in water and made a stew.”

	He took the hard piece of food from my hands, put it on the table, and unsheathed one sharp, gleaming claw. Then, he sliced off a few thin strips for me and handed it back.

	“Thanks.” 

	I put one thinly sliced strip into my mouth and found it much easier to chew. It still needed water to go down, though. I felt a bit like a baby, having my food cut into pieces for me. I made a mental note to pick up some utensils. I had a Swiss Army knife in my backpack, but it wasn’t very sharp. And I didn’t even have a fork and a bowl. They were still at the hardware store home I’d lost. 

	My meal was slow going, and by the time I finished, we’d arrived at our destination. I wished I’d made a list of things to pick up. I added a pen and notebook to the mental list of things I needed.

	I couldn’t wait to go shopping.

	 


Chapter 7: Rajiv’k 

	I dodged another volley of acid, this time from my right. The corrosive spittle flew over my head and splashed across the faces of another pair of spitters, a pair that had already used up their chemical weapon. The unfortunate creatures screeched in agony. Their esophagi were armored to withstand the acid, but their eyes were not. 

	  With one set of enemies blinded, I rushed towards the others with my twin blades swirling. There were four of them, and they were all vulnerable, having used their ultimate weapons. It was quick work to dispatch the spent spitters. I moved on to the blinded pair to finish the job. 

	Clearing the area in front of the hardware store was tedious work. Usually, if I wanted to pick up items from a shop, I would land on the roof, find an entrance and rappel down if needed. But with Natalie in tow, that was not an option.

	I huffed a breath at the bevy of scuttlers that had arrived, drawn in by the commotion of me fighting the spitters. I lost my patience. Unlike some of the hunters who relished fighting the scourge, the physical fighting part did not excite me. I found it tedious. I’d much rather find novel ways to kill them than to slash them to bits. 

	But slash I did. It was the quickest way to rid the area of the dangerous creatures that would hurt my Natalie.

	A few more arcs of my energy blades, the edges glowing brightly, and the way was cleared for my female to pass. We needed to hurry before more scourge appeared. I’d already confirmed the store was empty of our insectoid threat.

	She waited for me at the door of my shuttle, and I lifted her into my arms. I carried her hastily to the store and closed the door firmly behind us. The windows and doors at this location were barred and would keep the scourge out as long as they didn’t see or scent her inside. 

	I didn’t need to usher her away from the front door; she was already limping through the aisles in search of what she needed. She explained to me how she’d planted a garden in containers at her last location and listed all the things she needed to replicate the set up: containers, potting mix, seeds, stakes, nutrients, and a way to keep the plants watered. 

	She had planted sixty large containers for her cousin and herself, and they’d had a greenhouse to work with. There would be half a dozen Xarc’n hunters at the compound, at least three human females, and another half dozen or so human males. We would need hundreds of containers, as many as we could fit on the roofs. 

	I found a trolley and loaded up all the bagged soil I could find, and wheeled them over to my shuttle, checking for scourge each time I exited the building. It was going to take many trips to get everything loaded. But the fresh greens would be worth it, especially for the humans at the compound. 

	I found Natalie at a rack of seeds, stuffing all the packages she deemed useful into her pack. She beamed at me, holding up a pack with the words baby leaf mix lettuce. “This stuff grows super fast. We will have a harvest of salad in no time!” 

	Her smile was contagious, and I found myself grinning back, even though vegetables were not something I enjoyed. Xarc’n warriors could survive solely off animal fats and proteins if we chose. If the roughage wasn’t formulated into our nutrition bars, I would not eat it.

	Her pack full of little paper packages, she went to grab a giant tub of granular fertilizer. I helped her load it onto the trolley. Then she checked out the planting containers. “Not a huge selection here. And the large planters are mostly decorative and heavy. That won’t do.” She chewed on her lip, thinking, then said, “Let’s go look for storage totes. We can drill holes at the bottom for drainage, and the larger size means they won’t dry out as quickly.”

	She moved slowly towards the other side of the store, and impatient, I picked her up again. She didn’t complain. Instead, she wrapped her arms around my neck and let me carry her. 

	I enjoyed having her in my arms, almost too much. I didn’t want to let her down when we found a large stack of storage tubs. The stack was taller than even me, and we loaded the whole thing onto the trolley.

	“We still need rain barrels,” she reminded me. “No, wait! I have an idea. What about tarps to collect rainwater and large, covered cisterns to store it? The more surface area, the better, right?”

	It was a good idea. Otherwise, we needed to collect water from the river, decontaminate it, and filter it to make it potable.

	“I like this idea of collecting rainwater for the compound. We collect precipitation at our food production facilities for our livestock. But since Xarc’n hunters are usually on the move, we have not thought of it for personal use.”

	“I’m glad you like the idea. Just a warning, you’ll probably hear a shit ton of ideas coming from me. I’m full of ideas, not all of them useful. You know how you like to collect knickknacks and tinker with things? Well, I like learning stuff and problem-solving.”

	I reminded myself to get that tablet converted for her. 

	“We are alike in this way,” I mused. “You can always tell me your ideas.”

	“Thanks, Rajiv’k. Most people get sick of all my ideas. I hope that won’t happen with you.”

	It wouldn’t. I might even run some of my own ideas past her as well.

	We picked up everything we needed at the store and loaded the large haul into my shuttle. Then we headed to our new home. A gang of bad human males, cannibals, once lived there. We’d used the scourge to chase the men out, then cleaned up the scourge after they left. The same gang of cannibals had, in turn, chased Natalie out of her hardware store. 

	I was indirectly responsible for her losing her home. I couldn’t regret it. Not when it meant I had her on my shuttle, sitting in my chair, and tapping around on my screen like she owned it. 

	“Would you like to learn to control my shuttle?” She’d already figured out how to access the external cameras and use our interface to access Earth’s old internet system. After I’d triggered the English keyboard once, she’d figured it out herself.

	“Seriously? But I have to warn you, it took me three tries to get my driver’s license. Stupid parallel parking!”

	“I don’t know what parallel parking means, so you won’t need to do it.” I handed her the controller and showed her how to use it.

	“This thing works just like a video game controller. Cool!”

	I had heard of these video games and seen ads for them in their media. Some of the hunters had expressed interest in them, and I planned on converting some for our entertainment in the future. It was the first time I’d realized there were other hunters who wanted more to life than hunting and fighting. But for now, the scourge kept us busy.

	We came across a trio of scuttlers on the road, surrounding a dead animal of some sort. 

	“How do I shoot them?”

	“There are energy blasters mounted on our ships, but we usually reserve them for use on flyers in the air, or to bring down live ships. We typically deal with scuttlers and spitters in large groups where incendiary and slashing weapons are more effective and energy-efficient.”

	“Oh boo. I wanted to blast these buggers sky high.”

	My female was bloodthirsty. I liked it. 

	“Can’t I just run them over?”

	“If you want to clean scourge guts off my shuttle.”

	She made a face. “Maybe not.”

	She guided the shuttle off the road to go around the feasting scuttlers. “I remember the military putting out a video showing the bugs walking around even after rounds of gunfire to the body. And some light machine gun rounds bounced right off their shells. They concluded it was a waste of resources, and we would run out of ammo long before we ran out of targets.”

	“All our weapons must have renewable or easily attainable power sources,” I agreed. “Most of our ships and weapons convert and store energy from the sun. My fire cannon uses compressed gases produced by livestock.”

	Natalie giggled. “Kaj’k said you use whatever livestock is available on the planet, so are you saying the fire cannon uses cow farts?”

	“Yes. The bovine animals give off much useful methane.”

	“Oh boy! First, I learned that the scourge builds giant live ships that fart their way into space. And now I find out that the fire cannon uses cow farts!” 

	“We must be economical in our fight.”

	“Right.” She was serious again. “With the scourge’s ability to multiply, you need to be.”

	“Yes, our ancestors threw everything they had at the scourge and ran out of resources. They stripped every planet they had access to bare. That is why we prefer to fight the scourge in large groups to better use our resources. Flyers cost the swarm more time and food to create and, therefore, are worth taking down one at a time. And live ships need to be destroyed at all costs.”

	“I understand.” She turned to the scuttlers on the screen. “You ugly buggers lucked out today.” She looked disappointed to let them live.

	Wanting to see the look of excitement on her face again, I made a decision. “Maybe we could make an exception and take these ones out. Just for fun.” 

	“Really?” Her eyes were wide and hopeful.

	“Yes. I wish to watch you ‘blast these buggers sky high.’” 

	She grinned at me, and I grinned back, knowing I made the right decision. Anything that made her smile like that was the right decision.

	I had a sudden idea. This was a perfect opportunity for Natalie to practice shooting. “Stop the shuttle,” I said. I got up and grabbed my blaster.

	“Are you going to get them with your blaster instead?”

	“No, you are going to take them out.” I held up the blaster. “This is what you humans call a safety. Pull it this way to toggle it off, then just point and shoot.” I handed my weapon to her.

	 If Natalie was to keep herself safe, she needed to learn to use a blaster and use it well. She didn’t have any of the innate weapons I had. She took the blaster with an excited look on her face, almost as if she couldn’t believe it was in her hands.

	“The scuttlers will not be able to see or hear us if we stay close to the shuttle. But they have learned to charge at where the shots come from. I will be there if one of them charges you.”

	I opened the door, and we stepped out. 

	“They are pretty close. I better not miss!”

	“You won’t. Stand with your legs apart and put the foot of the firing arm slightly behind. Knees should be soft to absorb the recoil, but your right knee is stiff, so watch the left. Dominant arm shoots, and the other arm supports.” I adjusted her stance with a nudge here and there.

	Natalie looked ridiculously sexy with my weapon in her hands. She aimed it at the closest scuttler. As long as she braced for the recoil, it should hit true.

	“Like this?”

	“Correct. You may shoot.”

	The first shot hit the scuttler in the head, killing it on impact. It fell to the ground, headless. 

	“Good girl.” My heart swelled with pride. “Next!”

	Before the other two could react, she adjusted her aim for the next scuttler, and its head too exploded in a gelatinous mess. 

	“Next!”

	But the last scuttler, having had two warning shots, lifted its bloodied maw from its prey. It moved quickly, charging towards my female.

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Natalie 

	I knew that last shot would miss. The scuttler moved too quickly, and the blast missed its head by a mere inch. It charged towards me, its eight hind legs moving with that horrible scurrying sound. I dodged to the side the best I could with my bum leg.

	But before the bug even got close, Rajiv’k dispatched it with a swing of one of his energy swords. The slimy ichor burned on the plasma edge, and the rest slid down to the ground with a disgusting wet noise.

	I turned to find him smiling at me. “Good job!” He pulled me in for a congratulatory hug, his big arms enveloping my body.

	“But I missed one.” I was so excited about getting a chance to kill me some bugs that I wasn’t ready for the disappointment of missing a shot.

	“Two out of three is a good start.” He squeezed my arm. “And you were super sexy holding my blaster, little warrior.”

	That earned him a nudge and a smile. “I knew there was an ulterior motive for handing me a blaster.”

	And little warrior? I think I like it!

	I put the safety on and handed the blaster back, butt first. Instead of heading back into the shuttle right away, Rajiv’k stopped at the door, arms still around me. I noticed a series of small tubes mounted to the shuttle next to the door control that looked an awful lot like the blaster's energy cartridge. Sure enough, he removed one from the side of the ship and exchanged it with the cartridge in the blaster.

	“It charges in proximity to the ship,” he explained as he cleaned off his blade. “I keep it mounted here for easy access.”

	As Rajiv’k sat down in the pilot’s seat, he pulled me onto his lap and picked up the controller. It was for the best; I didn’t know if I could drive after shooting the bugs. My hands were still shaky, and I fidgeted with the residual adrenaline.

	The rest of our trip to the compound was eventless, aside from the message Rajiv’k received from Cov’k saying the two couples wouldn’t be back tonight. I was eager to see Alice and Cynthia. Bummer.

	It was a struggle getting Rajiv’k out of his shuttle to meet the others at the compound. He claimed that notifying the other hunters via his communication device was good enough. Despite his healed leg, he still acted very much like a loner. 

	If he wasn’t going to leave the shuttle to stretch his legs and greet the other warriors, I would have to go on my own. I’d spent the whole winter hiding out, now that I had the chance to socialize and meet new people, I wasn’t going to let it pass.

	Realizing I planned on leaving his shuttle with or without him, Rajiv’k followed me out reluctantly. 

	When we’d arrived at the compound, he’d handed the control back to me and walked me through hopping his shuttle up onto the roof, no parallel parking necessary. 

	I was glad to see that the building’s roof had actual stairs leading down to the second floor. I wasn’t looking forward to dealing with ladders.

	More surprising was the set of frankenstairs between the first and second floor. It looked as though the bottom part of the stairs had been lasered off. A five-step rolling ladder with a platform replaced the bottom steps.

	“In case the scourge breaches the building,” Rajiv’k explained. “We could retreat to the second floor and push away the ladder. The scourge are bad climbers, and there have been no reports of lungers in this area.”

	I’d watched videos of the leaping bugs the Xarc’n called lungers. They jumped high on their pneumatic legs. Luckily, they were usually found in mountainous regions. I’d also heard of swimming bugs that plagued the Pacific Islands. Luckily for us, most scourge nests had to choose between weapons and mobility, creating either spitters, lungers, or swimmers, not all three. 

	The second floor of the compound had several rooms they’d planned to convert into sleeping quarters for the human group and any hunter who did not want to stay on their shuttle. The ground level was open concept. They’d created a few makeshift rooms using dividers and tall shelves but left most of the space open. A large projection screen hung on one wall, and several mismatched rugs and couches were arranged in front of it in a semi-circle. 

	This place had potential, and I got a great feeling from it. Alice and I had known the hardware store was home the moment we saw it. This place gave me similar vibes. 

	I met two other massive Xarc’n hunters. Tarv’k looked older than both Kaj’k and Rajiv’k, with greying, wiry hair at his temples. But he was a total silver fox and still had the exemplary body all Xarc’n warriors had. He didn’t even have a stitch of wrinkle. If it weren’t for the silver around the base of his horns, he would look just like all the other Xarc’n males I’d met. He wore a long staff on his back with a metallic spike at the end. The setting sun shining through the building’s barred windows glinted off the metal edge.

	Koriv’n was a lighter mauve than any of the hunters I’d seen. And even his name sounded different. 

	“Koriv’n recently joined us on Earth,” Tarv’k explained. “He was part of a group destined to another planet, but after learning that Earth females could trigger the mating bond, their entire unit changed course and headed straight for this planet.

	“It caused quite a stir too. Never in hunter history had a unit questioned their objective and gone awol. Once on Earth, the unit disbanded and disappeared to avoid disciplinary action.”

	From what I knew about the hunters, they did not have a strict hierarchy, or many laws at all, and the groups on each planet enjoyed a great deal of autonomy. Hunters too injured or old to fight, but not ready to retire, took care of things like food production or supply chain management, delivering resources to those on the ground. To my knowledge, no one funded or controlled these warriors, as their makers were extinct. 

	“Would there be disciplinary actions?” I asked.

	“Some hunters did not approve and suggested they round us up and send us to our original planet. But Earth was an opportunity I could not resist.” Koriv’n held out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Natalie.”

	Surprised at the very human gesture, I instinctively reached for it. The big hunter brought my hand to his lips and kissed it. Clearly, this hunter had done his research in Earth customs; he came ready to find a female. 

	Next to me, Rajiv’k growled low. Was he jealous? He couldn’t be. We weren’t together or anything, right?

	Koriv’n lifted both hands up in another very human-like gesture, one of surrender. “I’m not poaching. Just being polite. You altered my shuttle to be undetectable so the other hunters could not find me without sacrificing the link to the network. I owe you.”

	“We hide him here willingly,” Tarv’k explained. “We understand why he deserted his post for Earth. I would have done the same.” Then he turned to Rajiv’k. “A pair of the humans have arrived already. The rest will come in the morning. Jack told me that two of the males on their team are vocal against our races mixing.” He looked at me pointedly. “I would be careful once they arrive.”

	I’d met those types before. They blamed the Xarc’n for stealing their women. But even if the Xarc’n didn’t exist, they would be forever alone. I’m glad one of the men gave us a warning.

	“Who’s Jack?” I asked.

	“Jack is a young human male, a warrior in training. He is trustworthy and reliable. He is staying in one of the designated sleeping quarters with his friend.” Tarv’k pointed up at the second floor. “He’s busy right now and has asked that we do not disturb him for the time being.”

	“We will meet the humans tomorrow.” Rajiv’k looked as if he’d had more socializing than he could bear. 

	It was getting late, and the sun barely lingered above the horizon. I’d wanted to set up the water collection system, but that would have to wait until tomorrow. With my night vision, or lack thereof, I would only make a mess. 

	Yawning, I kicked off my shoes at the door of the shuttle—Xarc’n hunters didn’t wear shoes; they just went barefoot on their clawed and well-armored feet. I hadn’t realized how tired I was. 

	Acutely aware of the interested stares from Rajiv’k, I took off my sweatshirt and sweatpants and folded them neatly next to my backpack. I’d been living in comfy clothes for months. I figured that if I had to survive through the apocalypse, that I might as well do it comfortably. In my panties and tank top, I headed over to the facilities to get ready for bed. 

	This shuttle had running water, and I intended on taking advantage of it. I rinsed my mouth and washed my face, savoring the feel of the cool water on my skin. That reminded me I still hadn’t replaced my lost toothbrush. I didn’t even have a change of clothes.

	I came out of the bathroom and eyed the decontaminator. I’d been cleaning myself with baby wipes all winter. Alice had informed me that the decontaminators weren’t the same as a water shower, but she still felt much cleaner after hers.

	“How do I work this thing?” I opened the door to the unit. “And you went in fully dressed before. Does it make a difference?”

	Rakiv’k, who had his head buried in a pile of parts and tools on the desk, turned to me, swiveling his chair. “The decontamination works on exposed surfaces and through thin, porous materials. If I return from a hunt and the gore and dirt are superficial, I wipe off the excess and step in without removing my clothes or armor. But if I wish to thoroughly clean my skin, I strip bare.” He pointed to a button up high on the inside of the unit. “It is already set for an average clean. Just press that button once inside. Some prefer to close their eyes, but there is no harm to keep them open.”

	Since I wanted to get as clean as possible, I stripped off the rest of my clothes. A low purring sounded from Rajiv’k as I ripped my tank top over my head. 

	“There is more clothing underneath.” He stared at my bra with a mixed look of interest and disappointment. 

	I chuckled and turned my back to him. “Can you help me undo that?” I could do it myself but decided to have some fun. Just because I vowed to keep my heart safe didn’t mean I couldn’t tease with my body.

	Unlocking his chair, he rolled over to me. It took him a few seconds to undo the clasp. He did not roll away after, and I felt the warmth of his breath on my back. I tossed my bra over my head, loosely aiming for my pile of clothes. I turned my head to see if I made the throw. I missed the pile by a few feet. I laughed at my horrible blind aim.

	Bending at the waist, I pulled my undies down my legs, stepping out of one side then the other. They too, got tossed over my head and fared better than my bra. Then, totally nude, I turned around to face my warrior, whose purr now rumbled the whole shuttle. 

	“Thanks for helping me with that.” Then I turned and stepped into the decontaminator and closed the clear door behind me. 

	I swear I felt the vibrations from his chest through the glass.

	


Chapter 9: Rajiv’k 

	I couldn’t look away from the naked female singing at the top of her lungs in my decontamination unit. Natalie had been tired and yawning when she entered the shuttle, but she found the extra energy to sing a song about rains in Africa. 

	I knew of Africa. The herds of bovines that once migrated across the continent were now gone. The scourge, supplemented by the rich biomass, were numerous and vicious there; each nest was able to produce multiple types of specialists—lungers, spitters, flyers, swimmers—with the extra nutrition. The long dry season there also made fighting the scourge difficult. The hunters there missed the rain too.

	The decontaminator unit beeped, signaling the end of the cleanse. My little female stepped out, still singing. But she was now recounting stories about lions that lived in the jungle. 

	The Earth lions I knew of did not live in the jungle. They lived in the grasslands of Africa. And like their prey, they too suffered a horrible end. Sure, some died to the scourge when they swarmed. But most faced a worse fate. 

	With their usual prey cut up and taken home in neat little packages by their new competition, the big feline predators hunted the scourge in their hunger. The majestic beasts succumbed to the fungus that partnered with the scourge and turned their predators into their prey.

	The fungus usually did not jump species unless the predator ate the flesh of the scourge, not a particularly appetizing meal. But hunger drove many to do the unthinkable. Once the fungus hopped over to the temporary host through ingestion, the mycelium grew, taking over the new host. At this point, it could be transferred to new hosts of the same or similar species. But it needed to make its way back to a scourge host to finish its life cycle and fruit. 

	When the body of the new host was completely colonized, the fungus rendered the animal immobile. Then, sores on the body opened up and bled, calling the scourge in to pick up its prepackaged lunch.

	Luckily, not all lions succumbed to this fate. A group of Xarc’n hunters had relocated a few groups of clean, fungus-free lions, and they were now being kept alive by volunteers on secluded islands. If hunters were to stay here on Earth with our potential mates, we needed to help rebuild the ecosystems after the scourge was gone. 

	I had never comprehended the drive, the need to rebuild a planet. But looking at the naked little female, who was now losing steam again as she danced her way towards me, I understood. I wanted Earth to be worthwhile for her. 

	I hadn’t expected Natalie to offer a pragmatic arrangement for us to stay together. It was less than ideal but better than nothing. I planned to keep her here with me long after our initial deal was over. 

	She ruffled her hair with her fingertips, tossing it into a mess. “I haven’t felt clean, fluffy hair in so long. I didn’t believe it would work, but it did.”

	“The oral stories you sing, are they used to teach children? An oral tradition?” I wondered if lions used to live in jungles in the past.

	“You mean my singing? They are just songs. I don’t think they are meant to do much but entertain.”

	“Lions do not live in the jungle.”

	She burst out in a fit of giggles. “No, they don’t, or didn’t. I heard they all died out.” 

	“We saved enough to preserve their genetics.” 

	“Really? Thank you.” She reached up, because even sitting in my chair, I was taller than she was standing, to ruffle my hair, much like she did to her own.

	And the strange rumbling in my chest started again. 

	Ignoring the sudden need to pick her up and head over to my sleeping nook, I turned back to the project I was working on. I held up the Earth-made tablet.

	“Did you soup-up a tablet?” She took it from my hand. “Oh em gee, you did!”

	“The power source was unreliable. I have added a Xarc’n energy pack. It will recharge simply being in the presence of our shuttles, and it holds a charge for many days with constant use.”

	“Sweet!” She turned the device on. 

	Natalie moved close so that we were side by side. She held the device out an arms-length, and our faces stared back at us from the screen. “Say cheese!”

	“Cheese is coagulated milk food, is it not?”

	“Just look at the screen,” she said with a titter. “We’re taking a selfie.”

	A soft click from the device later—I always wondered why humans added noise to their devices to mimic mechanical triggers—she held the device up for me, the likeness of our faces frozen on it. 

	“Xarc’n hunters do not take—” I paused, recalling the words she used “—selfies. We record images to document new scourge variants or to create maps of unexplored lands.” Parts of the humans’ internet had been filled with these selfies, a waste of space.

	“I’m not the post-a-million-selfies online type. But I do like to have photos of my friends and family.” She looked at the image. “I’m showing some shoulder, but I don’t think anyone can tell I’m naked in it. You have a photo of you and me now.”

	I couldn’t explain it, but that made me happy. I looked down at the image of us. I wished to keep an image of us on my shuttle as well.

	“The device is connected to our network and will remain connected anywhere on Earth.” I showed her the concentric circle icon in the corner of the screen. “You will be able to contact my communication device using that.” I showed her how to send the image to my ship. “And you can contact me the same way, should we get separated. This device is too large to carry on your body. You will need to carry it in your pack.”

	“Wait. You’re giving this to me?” 

	“Oof!” I wasn’t ready for her to launch herself at me, still naked from her cleanse. She pressed her lithe little body against mine, and I tensed, suddenly bulldozed by need.

	“Thank you!” She planted kisses all over my face. “This is going to be so useful. I don’t know how to thank you.”

	I knew exactly how she could thank me. Her scent had been driving me half-mad all day, and I needed to know if she tasted as good as she smelled. I took the device from her and put it safely on the table, then I stood, picking her up with me.

	“Eeeek!” she squeaked, not expecting her feet to leave the floor. 

	I took the two steps to the sleeping nook and laid her down on the bed. “You can thank me by letting me taste you.”

	I ran a palm up her body, admiring the luxurious feel of her soft skin. I’d always thought humans were badly designed, their thin skin offering no protection, but I saw the appeal now. The supple feel of her under my fingertips woke my need to take and claim. I palmed a breast, and softly rolled the nipple between two fingers. It tightened under my fingertips, and Natalie made a small whimper, her body shuddering under my touch.

	My cock strained against my loincloth, and her eyes landed on it. She inhaled sharply but didn’t push me away. 

	I crawled onto the bed, covering her with my body, and captured the taut nipple into my mouth. She arched her breasts towards me like an offering, and I took them, kissing and suckling with my mouth and caressing and pinching with my hands. She moaned and writhed, her eyes closed. 

	Her legs wrapped around my hips, pulling us together, and my pelvis moved instinctively, thrusting against the V of her legs. I ground against her, rubbing us together, and her legs tightened around me. 

	“Yes!” she hissed as my leather-covered cock rubbed up against her pussy.

	I pushed up to kneeling, and she whimpered, disappointed at the loss of contact. She’d left a wet spot on my loincloth, so I tore it off and threw it aside. 

	“Oh my!” she gasped at the sight of my cock. 

	Xarc’n warriors were shaped differently from human males, our shafts comprised of three sections, each flaring to form a ridge before dipping back in to start the flare of the next. Some of the first hunters who had shared sex with humans reported that some females were terrified of us at first. But Natalie only looked at me with hunger in her eyes. She licked her lips as if she wanted to devour me as much as I wanted her. 

	She reached for my cock with her hands. But I stopped her, shackling her wrists in front of her body. 

	“Not yet. I am not done taking my payment,” I growled. “Let me taste you.”

	I lifted her hands above her head and pinned them to the mattress. She struggled ineffectively, pulling at them. But I had her pinned; she was not going anywhere. From her body’s reaction, it only heightened her lust. I grinned down at her, licking my lips. 

	With my other hand, I traced down her body towards the source of the arousal that overwhelmed my senses. Her body shook with anticipation, and the feeling of power coursed through me. I enjoyed having her under my control. 

	My fingers slid through the wetness of her pussy as I played the petaled opening. She writhed on my bed, and her knee snapped shut, trapping my fingers between her legs. 

	“Open up for me,” I demanded. I pulled my hand up and eased her knees open. “Keep them open until I’m done with you.” 

	She nodded and whimpered at my words. It seemed my female had no problem obeying orders when pleasure was promised. 

	I eased two fingers into her channel. “My female is so wet for me.” She was tight too, and I imagined how her sheath would feel around my shaft. 

	 Her breathing was shallow and ragged as I fucked her in three long strokes. Then I pulled my fingers out; they glistened with her juices. She watched me with half-closed eyes as I licked them clean, savoring the taste of her. She tasted as good as she smelled.

	I released her hands then and moved down her body, eager to have my mouth on her pussy. Her hands landed on my horns, rubbing them, squeezing them, encouraging me to continue. It felt good, and my cock twitched at her touch, jealous of my horns.

	She moaned at my first lick, the sound driving my hunger. 

	 


Chapter 10: Natalie

	I didn’t expect Rajiv’k to go down on me. And I didn’t expect him to be so good at it. I gripped the curve of his horns, my pelvis moving involuntarily against his mouth. It felt like my entire body was on fire, and only he could put out the flames. 

	He drove his thick fingers back into my pussy and pumped them in rhythm with the movement of his tongue and lips. The slow slide of his fingers and the circling of my clit teased me, bringing me closer to the edge. My orgasm bore down, building and building. I panted softly with each movement, waiting and anticipating the crest. But it was too slow; I needed more.

	I squirmed and rocked my hips, forcing a faster rhythm, whimpering when he stopped. 

	“Nooo. More.”

	“Stay still,” he ordered, nipping my thighs. 

	I yelped and hissed at the sudden pinching pain.

	He returned his focus to my body, teasing me with the same slow movements.

	“Faster, please,” I begged. 

	“Soon. I wish to explore and worship my female’s body.”

	Then, his mouth was on me again, his tongue thrusting into my channel. Wet fingers held my pussy open and played on my clit, keeping me teeter-tottering just on the edge. I was so close. So very, very close. 

	“Please.” He had me begging now. “Please. Don’t stop.”

	He switched again, moving his mouth back onto my clit. But this time, he thrust hard into my channel with thick fingers as he suckled hard on my sensitive bundle of nerves.

	I screamed as I came, my knees squeezing against the side of his horns. But he kept fucking and licking me, not letting me down from the precipice. A few more thrusts of his fingers had me cresting again; this time, my mouth opened, but no sound came out. My whole body rocked and shook with the overwhelming sensations. 

	After long moments with just the sound of my panting, I pried my fingers from his horns, and he lifted his face to meet my gaze.

	“Thank you, my little female, for letting me enjoy your body.”

	I stared back awkwardly. Did Rajiv’k just thank me for letting him give me not one but two Earth-shattering, toe-curling orgasms? 

	“Um, you’re welcome?”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I tried not to think of Rajiv’k’s cock as I typed the last item of my shopping list into my newly upgraded tablet. I’d heard rumors that Xarc’n man parts were shaped differently. Rumors confirmed! He was shaped like one of those sex toys with multiple heads all lined up in a row, each section wider than the next.

	Too bad he’d pulled on another loincloth and turned back to the screen after extracting his “payment.” And I’d been too limp and satisfied at the time to complain. Now I wished I’d pushed for more. 

	I tried to clear my head of the distractingly dirty thoughts and focus on my tablet. It wasn’t every day that I had the opportunity to go shopping during the bugpocalypse. I should be more excited.

	I grew up as a bit of a packrat, albeit a very organized one. It came part and parcel with having a million hobbies and interests. But before the bugs came, I’d gone through a minimalism phase, inspired by all the perfectly tidy homes and clean aesthetic I saw online. Who hadn’t? Despite still living at home with my parents, I’d decluttered my organized mess of a room. I donated and downsized until I only had what I wanted and needed, just in time to move out on my own. 

	I’d been staying with Alice until I started my new job and found a place of my own. So I was already couch surfing and living out of my one suitcase. It made cutting everything further down into what I could fit in a backpack while on the run from the bugs much easier.

	But after an entire winter living with whatever we had in that hardware store and then losing all of that as well, I had to fight the urge to become a packrat again. Everything I saw had some future potential, and I wanted to squirrel it all safely away. I forced myself to keep my shopping list small and practical. 

	We were on our way into the town again, right smack dab in bug-infested territory. But this time, Rajiv’k stressed that after picking up yesterday’s nets and setting up new traps, we’d go pick up things I needed. 

	“You can store your items in one of the shuttle’s cabinets.” He pointed to one next to his clothing storage.

	I opened it and found it filled with more electronic parts and pieces. “Uh.”

	Rajiv’k looked almost embarrassed. “They are failed projects. I will remove them.”

	His shuttle almost reminded me of my room before I went on my decluttering sprees and garbage bag therapy sessions. Except, my truckload of craft supplies and projects had been organized by type and color-coded. It was normal for tinkerers and those with busy hands to accumulate a lot of things. 

	“Will you let me organize your storage?”

	His face fell, but the words were already out, and I couldn’t take it back. Then I recalled how he’d tried to block me from seeing the mess in the pantry when he’d handed me the nutrition bar yesterday. He was self-conscious about the state of his shuttle.

	“Is it not normal for Xarc’n hunters to have so many things inside their shuttle?” I already guessed the answer, but I wanted to hear it from him. 

	“An effective hunter does not need many things.” The words sounded flat. 

	“Is that what you were taught?”

	“It is what all hunters believe.”

	“Not all hunters invent new gadgets and weapons to better the lives of other hunters.” Then I added, “I did a lot of crafts when I was younger, and I know the creative process generates a lot of stuff. I can help you organize your collection if you wish, but I won’t if you don’t want me to touch your stuff.”

	His gaze softened. “You can help me. Thank you.”

	I grinned. “I’ll start in the pantry.” 

	By the time Rajiv’k returned from retrieving and reloading yesterday's spent nets, perfect rows of nutrition bars, organized by macronutrients, stared back at me. I’d found a rather large collection of alcohol at the back of the cabinet. Rajiv’k must have raided a liquor store recently.

	“I didn’t know you hunters drank.” I held up the mini bottle of flavored vodka.

	“Most species do. We celebrate and relax after difficult hunts.”

	I recalled the videos I’d seen of monkeys, bears, and squirrels getting drunk. “That makes sense. I guess sugar ferments no matter where in the galaxy you are.” 

	“It does.”

	I squinted at Rajiv’k large body. He was huge. I bet it took a lot to get him drunk. I put the cute little bottle back into the cupboard.

	His hunting chores finished, we headed over to the now-abandoned mall at the edge of town to look for items I needed. Rajiv’k had suggested going further into bug territory for better items, but I’d had all the bugs I could handle for the day.

	I’d watched him decimate two large groups, and the last battle had been close to the shuttle, so close that the side of the shuttle was now splattered with bug juice. Where was a functional carwash when we needed one? You know, those ones that sprayed the pretty multicolored protectants. I’d gotten enough bug imagery to give me nightmares for weeks. I didn’t understand why I insisted on watching. 

	This location was only partially picked clean, and since I wasn’t a fashionista, I was sure I’d be able to find some new clothes here. The first thing I did was grab a lightweight gym bag, those nylon ones that were durable and rolled up small. In the bugpocalyspe, I valued dependability combined with high carrying capacity and low weight.

	Rajiv’k checked each store for hidden scourge before I entered, though he’d doubted it would be a problem. Anything edible in the mall was long gone. Still, to be safe, he’d landed the shuttle on the roof. Luckily for me and my bum leg, this mall’s roof had stairs leading down to ground level, the roof having been converted into a garden for shoppers.

	We went through the stores, looking for the things on my list: an extra change of warm clothes, several tank tops and two pair of shorts for the coming summer, a bra that hadn’t lost all its elastic from being worn all winter, and a good handful of underwear. We picked up a set of camping cutlery and a durable, lightweight water bottle for me as well, from the outdoor and camping supply store.

	I had first aid supply written near the top of my list, but Rajiv’k had nixed that one. “I will not let you be injured. But if you are, you have access to my shuttle and the equipment there.”

	All that was left on my list were personal items. But when we got to the drugstore, we found the leftover of a massacre. 

	“Holy crap!” I stared at the charred walls and floors. Human bones lay scattered in front of the store, stripped clean by fire and bugs. Something must have blown up in there. I was surprised the explosion only affected the drugstore and the units around it and not the entire mall. On closer look, the concrete wall construction and the tiled floors prevented the fire from spreading.

	I blew out a breath. “That must have been some fire.”

	“The marks on the wall tells me it was initially an explosion, followed by a fire.” Rajiv’k pointed to the dark marks on the wall leading to the unfortunate unit. “There is a smaller pharmacy in the plaza on the other side of the concrete expanse you humans call the parking lot.”

	I knew the one. It was on the first floor of a medical building. If we were lucky, it would still have things like tampons, nail clippers, toothbrush, and moisturizer left.

	“It’s worth a try.”

	We opted to walk over to the plaza. Getting back into the shuttle to hop the short distance—the plaza shared a parking lot with the mall—reeked of laziness. I didn’t plan on getting soft or weak now that I had a Xarc’n warrior protecting me. 

	After a quick check around the building, we entered the ground floor pharmacy. I was in luck. I found a big carton of tampons, toothbrush and toothpaste, a brush, and a tube of unscented hand cream. No nail clippers, but I found cuticle nippers and a nail file. And as a bonus, I found a scented body spray that had rolled back behind a shelf. Scented sprays of any kind were like gold since the bugs came to town.

	The bugs the hunters called scuttlers tracked their prey through scent and chemical detection. Survivors of the initial attack learned to use strongly scented products to confuse them. We called it the spray and hide method. If you heard scuttlers around the corner—the sounds of their creepy little feet were unmistakable—you sprayed yourself with as much stinky stuff as you could afford and found a hiding spot. Of course, if the bugs saw you, you were still probably dead, even if you drenched yourself in a whole can of Axe.

	With my shopping list completed, I grabbed an extra tinted lip balm from the shelf. Makeup was the last thing I’d thought about all year, but it felt good to have something a little extra. I laughed to myself. Tinted lip balm was now considered “extra.”

	I felt Rajiv’k tense up behind me long before I saw the concern on his face. He tilted his head to the side as if listening for something. Something was happening, something bad.

	I zipped my bag closed. But before I could put the strap over my head, Rajiv’k grabbed it and tossed the bag over his shoulder. It looked comically small on his giant frame, a gym bag version of one of those mini backpacks.

	He crouched and motioned me down. Then I heard it: voices. Mean, up-to-no-good voices.

	“They have to be here somewhere. I know what I saw. Aliens just don’t disappear like that, especially not with one of our women in tow. Keep looking.”

	“I knew those rumors of them monsters hiding our women in this area were true! Fucking aliens.” 

	“The bitches or those Xarc’n creatures?” This voice had a slight lisp, whistling his S’s.

	“Both!” 

	This was followed by loud crowing laughter. By the sounds of it, there were more than a few men out there. 

	“I couldn’t believe any of our women would fuck one of them. They are no better than beasts. Monsters.”

	“Yeah, and I bet they sent the bugs to Earth.”

	The voice with the lisp spoke again, this time loudly, “Come out, you purple freak! Let me fix your ugly face.”

	Taking my hand, Rajiv’k snuck to the door, still crouched. He poked his head out to look but immediately ducked back in. He shook his head, his face looking grim. He gestured to the entrance that opened into the medical building. Then he stood, moving quickly, and pulled me towards our alternate exit. 

	We would have gotten away without detection too, if my bum leg hadn’t knocked over a display on my way out, sending it crashing to the ground.

	Fuck!

	 

	


Chapter 11:  Rajiv’k 

	I picked up my female and ran through the building, aiming for the front door. Bullets peppered the wall around us as I rounded the corner. A single bullet hit the armor protecting my back with a thud, and I was glad I took the time to strap my armor on today. 

	These humans were well-armed, and not with the weapons to kill the scourge either. Weapons like these, with smaller caliber rounds, did not pierce the scourges’ carapace; they were used to kill other humans and Xarc’n hunters. These males were here to hunt the hunters.

	There’d been word of a group of these paramilitary thugs moving in from the region to the south. But I hadn’t expected to bump into them yet. The hunter group to the south had only been dealing with them for a few days. None of us expected them to move through to our territory so quickly. 

	But if they’d caught news of hunters taking up with human females, it made sense. The idea of one of us “monsters” defiling their women riled them up something awful. 

	I angled my body to protect Natalie and shouldered through the front glass door of the building. I also had both arms wrapped around my female to protect her. We’d found the door locked tight earlier, and brute strength was the only way through. The shatterproof glass broke into tiny balls all around me and scattered to the ground. 

	 The main group stood between me and my shuttle, which sat cloaked on the larger building’s roof. I was a fast runner, even with my old injury, but with how well-armed this group was and their reckless use of ammunition, I knew I couldn’t make it across the parking lot.

	I could live with a few bullet holes, and I’d healed from worse. Engineered to fight, Xarc’n warriors expected our share of injuries. Our bodies had an unnatural capacity for healing. But Natalie’s did not. She was soft, and just one shot could kill her. 

	I headed for the back of the building instead. When we’d explored the area earlier, I’d noticed a ladder leading to the roof. It looked to be the only way up. If I could get up there, the building itself would shelter Natalie from the light machine gun rounds. And I could take care of anyone who came up the ladder. I doubted these males would give up so easily, but at least my Natalie would be safe, for now.

	“Holy shit! They’ve got a lot of guns.” Natalie peeked over my shoulder.

	“Don’t poke your head out. Keep my body between you and the bullets.” 

	She tucked her head back in front of my chest as I made the turn around to the back of the building. I ran directly into a very alarmed human male. 

	“What the fuck?” the male shrieked.

	With Natalie in my arms, I did the only thing I could. I headbutted him. My horn landed with a loud crack, and the male went down. I continued towards the ladder.

	“That’s what I call using your head.” Natalie peeked over my shoulder again and snorted. “He was taking a piss. He’s passed out with his pants around his ankles.” 

	I wasn’t sure the male was just passed out. Humans had thin skulls, and that hit had been so hard it vibrated my own head. Xarc’n skulls were made to absorb any impact from our horns. But I didn’t correct her. 

	“I need to climb.” I was at the ladder. “Do you think you can wrap around me and hold on?” 

	Natalie wrapped her arms around my neck and her good leg around my hips.

	“For sure. Don’t worry about me. I won’t fall.” Her arms tightened around me, and she buried her face into my neck. “I was the jungle gym queen back in the day. I can hold on like a sloth.”

	She did feel very securely attached, despite only using one leg. Satisfied with her hold on me, I started up the ladder, moving as quickly as I could without jostling her. Just as I crested over the side of the roof, the first of the males rounded the corner. He aimed his weapon, and I dove for cover over the side of the wall onto the roof. I rolled, keeping my body caged around Natalie to keep her safe.

	Shots hit the side of the wall. But the building was well-built, and it protected us from the rain of bullets. Natalie scrambled to her feet, away from the edge of the roof.

	“I’ll look around the roof while you keep our new friends from coming up.” 

	“Stay close to me,” I ordered, but she was already limping away to explore. 

	“I’ll stay well away from the edge,” she compromised. 

	A hand appeared on the top rung of the ladder moments before a head cleared the edge of the wall. I pointed my blaster at the male. “You can head back down, or you can die,” I shouted as a warning. Then I realized I didn’t have a translator unit on me. 

	He didn’t head back down, so I took the shot. He fell back and landed with a loud thud.

	“Why are you all just standing there?” It was the same voice that had spoken first earlier; he must be the leader. “Go up there and get them.”

	“No fucking way, man! He’ll just pick us off one by one.”

	“I’m with him. No way!” This was followed by a chorus of agreements.

	“Fine!” The leader raised his voice. “You need water and food, just like the rest of us. You’re going to have to come down one of these days. And when you do, we’ll be here to send you to hell! And that disgusting alien-fucking slut of yours too.”

	“Aww boss, I say we all share her first. I haven’t fucked anything in months.”

	A snarl ripped from my throat. I wanted to go down there now and kill them all, but Natalie, who had come back when they started talking, put a hand on my arm.

	“Ignore them,” she whispered. 

	But I couldn’t turn off my hearing. 

	“Fuck no!” It was the male with the speech impediment. “That creep probably gave her all sorts of alien diseases. And I heard they are hung like horses; it’ll be like a hot dog down a hallway.”

	I snarled again. I did not have any diseases.

	Natalie’s hand tightened on my bicep. “Ignore them,” she repeated. “They’re just trying to get a rise out of you. They know they couldn’t get us as long as we are up here and staying away from the edge.”

	She was right. I took a few breaths to calm myself. 

	The leader spoke again. “Find his ship. It has to be here somewhere. We can part it out at the outpost.”

	Natalie looked at me, concerned. 

	“It’s still cloaked,” I reassured her. “And even if they find it, they would never get inside.”

	She nodded. “We should still keep an eye out on the ladder. One of them might sneak up when we aren’t looking. And what if they try to get up anywhere else?”

	I had a solution for that. I unhooked the pair of aerial surveyors from my belt. They were another one of my inventions, and I was eager to use them.

	“What are those?”

	“Small flying machines with cameras for surveillance.” I placed the pair on the ground in front of us. “They are controlled through my shuttle, but I can link to my shuttle from my communicator.”

	I sent one of the tiny machines straight up. It hovered above the building.

	“If any of them try to come up the walls, we’ll know.”

	The second one I sent to patrol between us and my shuttle. It passed over the band of human males and sent back anything it saw or heard. 

	“They’re kind of cute. Like teeny tiny spy drones.”

	I frowned. “Human females think babies are cute. Small machines are not cute.”

	“I think these ones are.” She leaned in to look at my screen, which now showed the feed from both machines. “What now?”

	“We can wait and see if they lose interest.” I knew even as a said it, they wouldn’t.

	“Nah, us humans are stubborn. They won’t lose interest. And with a group that big, they could keep a small team here to watch us. Gimme plan B.”

	“We could call for help.” I hated asking for help, but my female's safety trumped my pride.

	“Any plan C?” She looked over to the other roof, where my shuttle sat waiting. “Do you think we could get to your shuttle somehow?”

	“I may be able to get across.”

	“Right. But not me. And if you ran across to your shuttle, they’ll get to me before you could fly over.” She blew out a long breath. “I’m the weakest link, aren’t I?” 

	“We’ll call for help.” It was imperative that I keep my female safe. 

	“That’s probably best. I’m sorry I’m holding you down.” 

	Holding me down? Did she blame herself for our situation? 

	I pulled her into my chest and held her close. “It is not your fault that these males wish all hunters dead.”

	“I knocked over the display with my shitty leg. And because of me, you couldn’t run across to your shuttle.”

	“I may not have made it if I ran across. Those men are well-armed. We were warned of such a group coming our way. I should have been prepared.”

	“I’m not sure how you could have been prepared for a small army of machine-gun-toting assholes. I didn’t even know groups like them existed.” 

	Then, as if to prove that they did exist, a round of gunfire sounded, followed by another. The males must have come across some scourge. 

	“I heard it takes a lot of bullets to take down a scourge. Where the fuck are they getting the ammo?”

	“There are places still manufacturing them.” I left out that they were made specifically with Xarc’n hunters in mind, but Natalie picked it up anyway.

	“The whole world knows it takes a lot of light ammo to take out the bugs. A few bugs, sure, they could aim for the head. But they declared these weapons useless against a swarm. Why bother to manufacture them when there are better alternatives?” Then she paused, a look of disgust creeping onto her face. “They aren’t making bullets for the bugs, are they?”

	“These factions know the weapons are wasteful against the scourge. They believe that if they killed all the hunters, the scourge would leave on their own. If they ever get their wish, they will be very disappointed and very dead.”

	I connected to Kaj’k’s device, and his familiar mug showed on the screen.

	“Rajiv’k. We got held up. We are just loading up the supplies.” Kaj’k paused. “Something wrong?”

	“We need an extraction.” I explained our situation, silently fuming inside that I wasn’t able to keep Natalie safe on my own. “My shuttle is cloaked nearby.”

	Cov’k’s face showed over Kaj’k’s shoulder. “There’s a 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.” Natalie pushed her way into the call, and I let her. She did have a stake in this. “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 ton 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’s concerned voice rang through the speaker. “We’ve got to help them.”

	“Of course. We would never leave another hunter stranded,” Kaj’k assured her. Then to me, “Do you have shelter from flyers if we use the beacon maneuver?”

	We did. There was a mechanical room at the center of the roof. The door was probably locked, but nothing my blaster wouldn’t fix.

	“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.”

	Alice had been less than happy about using the scourge as a weapon. I understood her concern. Using the scourge as a weapon had fast-tracked the original Xarc’n race to extinction. But the scourge already existed, and the harm was long done. 

	Then Natalie spoke up. “This group carries weapons targeted for use on Xarc’n warriors and humans. Don’t waste your honor of these crooks, Alice. 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 bounced excitedly next to me.

	But our call was cut short as I noticed a male sneaking up the ladder. He’d pulled himself up over the edge already and had the weapon in his hand pointed at Natalie.

	“Krux!” I dropped my communicator to push my female behind me, shielding her with my body.

	 


Chapter 12: Natalie 

	I saw everything happen in slow motion, just as I did the day the scuttler nicked me. But this time, instead of getting injured, I was safely tucked behind Rajiv’k’s large body. He reached for the blaster strapped to his belt. His body blocked my view, but I heard a blaster shot moments before the ratatat of the human-made gun. 

	With the shooter knocked off-balanced by the blaster shot, the spray of bullets went wide. But two made it our way. One pinged off Rajiv’k’s armor. The other one hit him in the shoulder between two pieces of armor; I heard the sound of it puncturing his flesh as if someone held a microphone to the point of impact.

	“Are you okay?” Rajiv’k held me an arm’s length away, scanning me for injuries.

	He was worried about me? He was the one with a bullet in his arm. 

	“Your shoulder.” I watched the slow trickle of blood seep from the wound. Xarc’n hunters bled red, just like us. 

	“Ignore it for now. I’ll dig it out when we’re safe, if my body hasn’t pushed it out on its own by then. I’ve been shot by Earth bullets before.” He turned to the ladder. “I’ll keep watch. Go check if the mechanical room door is open.”

	I took a curious peek at our attacker's body before walking to the mechanical room at the center of the roof. It lay crumpled in a pile a few feet from the ladder. That was close. That man had pointed his weapon at me, not at Rajiv’k. It sure showed how much these men hated women who fraternized with the “enemy.” 

	Except the Xarc’n hunters weren’t enemies at all, but allies of anything living on Earth that wasn’t the scourge. Too bad it would be impossible to convince them. They were too set in their beliefs. 

	Most Earth governments had been suspicious of the Xarc’n hunters, believing the alien warriors had sent the noxious bugs to begin with. Despite being told to get lost, the hunters stuck around anyway and aided individual communities that accepted their help. And when Earth’s governments fell, they stepped in and continued killing the bugs for us, though by that time, it had been too late. 

	I recalled all the silly people who took to social media claiming the bugs were a lie. They claimed the bugs didn’t exist and that all the footage was made up. There were also people who believed the bugs were the wrath of God, like the biblical plagues of locusts sent to cover each and every tree of the land and eat all that is there to be eaten. And there were those who believed the governments’ lies that the Xarc’n warriors sent the bugs to subdue the humans and take over.

	If there was anything I’d learned in my life, it was that you never reasoned with the crazies. Especially if doing so might get you killed.

	I pulled at the door. Damn it. It was locked. The key was probably in the security booth I’d seen on the way out of the building. I doubted we could reach it. Getting too close to the edge of the roof risked either of us getting our head shot off by gun-toting fanatics. As if fanatics weren’t bad enough, this group had enough firepower to level a small town. 

	I returned to Rajiv’k with the bad news.

	“I expected it to be locked. I’ll blast off the lock.” He pulled me close to his body. “Stay here with me until help arrives. We will watch the ladder together.”

	“But your shoulder, I shouldn’t lean on it.”

	“My body has already pushed out the foreign object and has started the healing process.”

	I looked, and it was true. A bullet sat on the roof by our feet. The hole was already beginning to knit together. I stared at it in awe. They weren’t kidding about being engineered to fight. Their bodies were made to brush off injures like they were nothing. That cut on his leg that kept him limping for months must have been a very grave injury, most likely fatal if he’d been human.

	I finally understood what it meant for someone to be built like a tank. My alien protector was a tank.

	I settled my back against his front and leaned my head against his chest armor. I was glad it was there to protect him, even though I secretly wished to pillow my head directly on his pecs.

	After a minute or so, a hand appeared on the top rung of the ladder. Rajiv’k fired a warning blast a good foot from the hand. The man must have freaked out because he let go of the ladder and fell, swearing as he went.

	“You two lovebirds getting comfy up there?” the leader asked.

	We ignored him.

	I’d gotten a good look at his face as Rajiv’k was busy running us away from the danger. The leader wore a beard. It was very different from what I’d imagined a paramilitary group leader would look like. The rest of his men were clean-shaven and buzzed clean, meeting my visual expectations. 

	Though from what I’d seen of the group, they only dressed like pre-bug military. They were thugs, through and through. I doubted the criteria for entrance was very high. The ones taking the chance to sneak up on the ladder must have ultra-low IQs.

	“Hey, alien loving slut.” 

	Great, now he was talking to me directly.

	“When we get our hands on you, we’re going to kill you first. We’re going to make your monster watch. You’re garbage now that you’ve let one of those disgusting beasts touch you.”

	Behind me, a low, ominous rumble started in Rajiv’k’s chest, distinctly different from the soothing purring that I usually heard. 

	“You’re a piece of filth, with a rotten cunt. No one would ever want you now.” 

	The rumbling got louder. 

	“You’re probably carrying that demon creature’s bastard right now.” The asshat spat loudly. “You’re fucking disgusting. We should cut that belly of yours open and see if you are carrying his abomination. Then, we’ll let you bleed out as he watches.”

	Rajiv’k moved towards the edge, murderous rage shining from his eyes.

	I was wrong. The leader wasn’t really talking to me; the words were meant for my hunter. He was trying to lure my protector out, goading him.

	“No,” I whispered as I pulled him back. “It’s a trick.” I took Rajiv’k’s arms and wrapped them around my body. “He’s trying to bait you.”

	“I know. I should not have reacted.” But the anger radiating from his body did not subside. 

	I turned in his arms to face him. “I don’t care what they think. You are not a monster to me.” I reached up to cup his face, and he leaned into my palms.

	I slid the tips of my finger up into his hairline and rubbed in small circles. He closed his eyes, and the angry rumble subsided. 

	The communication device in Rajiv’k’s palm buzzed. Help was here. 

	I watched on the screen as Kaj’k dropped two beacons behind the enemy’s position and turned them on. Luckily no one noticed the special delivery since the shuttles were cloaked.  Kaj’k and Cov’k landed their shuttles on nearby roofs: one at the mall where our shuttle sat waiting, and the other on the plaza opposite ours, the one with the dry cleaner and the coffee shop. 

	We abandoned our post watching the ladder and headed over to the mechanical room. A quick blast from Rajiv’k’s weapon fixed the lock, and we headed inside. 

	I was pleasantly surprised the room was clean and not dusty like all the other abandoned places I’d been. Rajiv’k sat down cross-legged on the floor and pulled me down into his lap. We watched the feeds from his spy drones as the first scourge arrived on scene. 

	But our strategy didn’t go off as planned. The men moved away from the scourge but didn’t run. They stood just outside of the range of the beacon. This group had encountered this tactic before.

	It was time for another group meeting. 

	“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.” 

	“They’ve encountered this tactic before,” said Cov’k, “and know the scourge aren’t after them.” The ragtag army had retreated close to his shuttle on the mall’s roof. “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.”

	That earned a growl from Kaj’k and a rumble from Rajiv’k.

	“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, the noise vibrating my back. “Why are we using the non-lethal option again? We should just kill them. This world is better off without them.”

	I had to agree. These assholes didn’t deserve a second chance.

	But just like how Alice was more soft-hearted than I was, Kaj’k preferred not to go in guns blazing. 

	An idea formed in my head as they always did in moments like these. I could always rely on ideas to come to me, often unasked.

	“I’ve got an idea,” I chimed in.

	“Of course she does.” Alice’s words were mumbled under her breath, but the microphone picked it up loud and clear. 

	She’d had to deal with my one hundred and one ideas all winter. And while some of them ended up making our lives more comfortable, most of them were bunk. I’d known it the moment they’d left my mouth. I hoped this one wasn’t bunk. But I never knew until I heard it out loud.

	“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 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. 

	It felt satisfying that my tank of a protector was the first to endorse my idea. I continued, “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,” Kaj’k agreed.

	Hey, would ya look at that! It wasn’t a bunk idea after all.

	We ended the call and settled down to wait it out. Patience was the name of the game now. And lucky me, I had the perfect distraction to pass the time: a sexy Xarc’n hunter.

	I turned to sit sideways in his lap. But one look at Rajiv’k and I knew seduction was not in the cards, not now. He looked rattled, as if the callous words of that hateful son of a bitch had hit their mark. These hunters were made to fight, but they were unused to the social battlefield and verbal warfare. I needed to distract him.

	I gripped him by the horns. Yes, it was kind of cheating, but I enjoyed the way it brought his attention to me immediately. Then I remembered how he’d head-butted the man with these very horns. 

	“These are some impressive weapons.” I rubbed them at the base. “Does it hurt your head when you headbutt something?”

	“I just feel vibrations. Sometimes the vibrations are intense, and I need to reorganize myself. But the shape and structure of my horns dampen the impact.” 

	“But they are still sensitive to my touch.”

	“They are. It’s like quicksand. If the impact is forceful, the sand acts like a solid. But slow movements move through like liquid.” He frowned. “The analogy is not perfect.”

	“I think I understand.” 

	Despite talking, Rajiv’k’s body language still hadn’t changed. He held himself rigid and stiff. I looked him in the eyes. His yellow eyes looked cooler and more murderous than usual. 

	“You are still thinking of what that man said,” I stated. “Ignore him. You are not a monster. And I don’t give a flying fuck what they think of me, so neither should you.” 

	The anger in his eyes softened. 

	“I care not what he thinks of me. It angers me that he would hurt you just because you touched me.”

	“Ha! As if that would stop me!” I pulled on his horns again, just to prove my point.

	Sometime between him taking his “payment” from me last night and now, my attitude towards him had changed. It was getting difficult to think of him as only an ally I’d made a deal with. Somewhere along the way, I’d started to care. 

	It felt wrong, impossible even, to keep my emotions out of this. Everything in my being screamed that Rajiv’k was the real deal. Just yesterday, I’d been so sure that I wasn’t ready for a relationship, wasn’t ready to take a chance. Things were different now. Maybe, just maybe, this time, I wouldn’t get my heart broken.

	I planted a kiss on his lips. And that now-familiar purring started up immediately. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 13: Rajiv’k 

	Natalie was talented at distracting me from my anger. Her softly rounded body, her hands on my horns, and her lips moving against mine all helped to calm my fury. I kissed her back, savoring the feel of her lips and tongue. She sat sideways on my lap, and I cradled her body as we devoured each other.

	Her hands moved off my horns to hold onto handfuls of my hair, and I returned the favor by gripping her ass with a palm. I gave it a soft smack, and she moaned against my mouth. Wanting more response from her, I gave it a harder spank, the sound reverberating off the walls of the small mechanical room. She hissed, and the scent of her lust teased my nostrils.

	I pushed her shirt up to expose her breasts and was disappointed to see them still covered by that blasted device. I grumbled with impatience, and she pulled the top completely over her head and removed the offending garment with practiced ease.

	I took the peak of a nipple in my mouth, swiping over the puckered nub with my tongue. She arched into my mouth, encouraging me.

	“Yes!” she hissed. Her little nails dug into my scalp; it felt good. 

	I cupped a hand over the v of her legs, on top of her pants. She ground against my hand, eager for my touch. Her reaction to me, her acceptance of my touch, made me drunk with desire. 

	I lifted my head to watch her face as I rubbed at her mound through the layers of clothes. She met my gaze with half-lidded eyes and open lips, eager for every movement. 

	“Yes,” she urged.

	I moved down her body, tracing kisses down her ribcage and to her stomach. I stared at the pale skin there. Then, the human male’s vicious words repeated in my mind, pouring ice water on my ardor. The mental image of my female sliced open invaded my thoughts, and I had to look away from the pale perfection. 

	Krux! It ruined the moment and any lust I had drained away.

	“What’s wrong?” She’d notice my change right away. She looked down at her body. “Oh.” She guessed the reason easily.

	“I don’t want you hurt.” I didn’t understand why a few words affected me so much.

	“I won’t be. Because you’ll be protecting me, right?” She looked back at me with her big brown eyes, and I could do nothing but agree.

	“Yes. I will protect you,” I promised. And I would. I would do anything to keep her safe.

	She smiled. “Good! I’m going to hold you to that. Now stop thinking about what that asshat said. It won’t happen because you will be there to protect me. And besides, you couldn’t get me preggers anyway. So, it’s a—”

	Preggers, that was a colloquialism for being in gestation. Most humans believed our species were too different to create life together, and Xarc’n warriors had thought so too at first. We’d never found a species similar enough for the miracle of life. But we’d learned that if a mating bond could develop, then so could life; though a bond was not required for life to form. By the O of surprise on her lips, I must have given it away with my body language.

	“You can? No fucking way!”

	“I can. And yes, fucking is the way babies are made.”

	Natalie scrambled off my lap and pulled her top back on. I resisted the urge to haul her back; I missed her closeness already. She settled across from me in a half-straddle, her right leg sticking straight out and stiff. 

	“Get back here.” I pointed to my lap.

	But of course, she ignored me. 

	 “You need to explain this to me in small words so I could understand. And I don’t mean about the fucking part. How could two different species make a baby?”

	I explained to her how hunters were created with our fertility turned off since we never expected to find mates and have families. It was one extra function that distracted our bodies from things like fighting and healing. Xarc’n hunters had spread through the galaxy for centuries, believing ourselves to be the last of a dead race. 

	But that was before Earth. On Earth, Xarc’n warriors found females could trigger our mating bonds. Mating bonds could only be triggered by species that were biologically compatible. Not only were we blessed with the chance of finding personal happiness, but it meant the continuation of our species. 

	The Xarc’n race would still be no more. Instead, it would be replaced by the mixed race, human and Xarc’n. New genetics meant the ability for our kind to grow and evolve. Humans were the key to our genetic prison.

	“So you aren’t fertile currently?” she asked, her brows furrowed. 

	“No.” I had never thought of starting a family, but then again, it never was an option. I wondered now how it would feel. Would my job of killing the scourge have more meaning?

	Natalie bit her bottom lip, thinking, before scrambling back onto my lap. I welcomed her, pulling her into my chest.

	“You freaked me out for a bit there. I’m not ready for a kid. I couldn’t even take care of myself.”

	I frowned, my mood darkening. “Freak. The humans who hate us call us that.”

	“Freaking out means to panic. It does not mean the same thing as a freak, which means an aberration. And to get freaky means to do sexy things. And freak can even be used as an endearment. English is a weird language.”

	She cuddled into my chest, and the sound she called purring started again, a soft, soothing tone, rather than the urgent rumbling of before.

	“This rumbling sound indicates the presence of a breeding compatible female. Until I met you, I’d never experienced it.”

	“This must be huge for the Xarc’n hunters. Humans and Earth, I mean.”

	“Yes.” 

	She looked up at me. “I know I’m not supposed to ask things like this when we’ve only known each other for like, two days, but do you want a family?”

	Did I? A part of me screamed yes! The lonely part that wondered why we even fought the scourge at all.

	“Hunters derive satisfaction from hunting the scourge. I am flawed; I do not. Perhaps it is selfishness, but I don’t see the point. We fight them, they multiply, we fight them, they multiply; it never ends. But if I had a reason to fight them, a family to protect, maybe my life’s work would finally have meaning.”

	She wiggled in my lap to a more upright position and planted a kiss on my cheek.

	“What was that for?” I did not believe she wished to explore our bodies now; I did not scent any arousal this time.

	“For opening up. I guess that’s the bonus with you hunters. You don’t have preconceived notions that talking honestly about feelings is taboo for guys. And for the record, I don’t think you are flawed at all. We all need something to fight for, and we all need someone to go home to.”

	Someone to go home to. I closed my eyes and imagined walking into my shuttle after every hunt to find Natalie waiting for me with open arms. That was what I wanted.

	She settled back in my lap, and I held her close for the rest of our wait.

	


Chapter 14: Natalie

	Once the thugs finally gave up their chase, killing the scourge that chased them away was easy as pie, at least for the Xarc’n hunters. They took care of the flyers first before lighting the scuttlers and spitters on the ground up in flames. 

	Then Rajiv’k nearly gave me a heart attack by leaping off the roof. I watched from the door of the mechanical room in wide-mouthed horror. The medical building was only three stories high, but it was still a long way to jump. But the rest of the hunters did the same, so I told myself to calm down.

	A short while later, Rajiv’k climbed back up the ladder, kicking the body of the man who had tried to sneak up on us out of the way. For someone who just demolished a small army of killer alien bugs, he looked almost relaxed, and I shook my head in disbelief. Despite the battle, he didn’t look any worse for wear, not even a splatter of bug juice or a single cut.

	“Ready to head back to my shuttle?”

	“Am I ever! That was enough adventure for one day.” 

	We made our way back to our shuttle. I spent most of our trip being carried since he refused to put me down once we left the roof.

	I didn’t mind; there were dead bugs all over the concrete. And it was faster anyway. His long legs made fast work of the large parking lot, and soon I found myself back on the mall’s roof. I looked around for the shuttle, challenging myself to find it despite its cloaking technology.

	When Alice had returned with her hunter in tow, I’d had an inkling of where Kaj’k’s hidden shuttle had been, despite not seeing it. There was a bit of a haze ahead, almost like the faintest of rising vapors. If I didn’t know what I was looking for, I would have brushed it off as nothing, maybe a trick of light, or fuzzy vision. I concentrated harder on the area, and the haze faded. Now the area looked exactly like the surroundings. 

	Maybe I was wrong, and the shuttle was elsewhere. But Rajiv’k continued towards the spot. Sure enough, as we got closer, Rajiv’k reached out, and the shuttle appeared right in front of us from thin air. I would have walked right into it, thinking it was just a few more steps ahead.

	Moments later, we were on our way back to the compound.

	 

	 

	 

	Alice, Cynthia, and I chatted, catching up on the couches at the bottom level of the compound. I’d known that Cynthia was safe, having seen her with her hunter from afar. But it was my first time talking to her or touching her since the end of last summer.

	The front door creaked open, and we all turned our heads simultaneously to look. Four men walked in, Jack and his friend—I hadn’t caught his name yet—greeted them at the front. 

	Cynthia kissed her teeth in annoyance. “Fuck! I know that guy. He’s an ass. He helps the hunters fight the bugs, but he does it out of necessity. Like, the enemy of my enemy is my friend sort of thing. He was fine working with Cov’k until he met me, then his tune changed. I didn’t know he still worked with the other hunters.”

	“Oh, he’s one of those,” I mumbled under my breath. “Jack told the hunters that two of them don’t look kindly on women who spend time with aliens. They aren’t openly hostile like the group we just dealt with, but I wouldn’t trust them farther than I could throw them.”

	“Great, so there’s one more like him? That sucks. Cov’k didn’t want to have this group with us during the swarm, but the other hunters stressed that the extra fighting hands would help.”

	“At least Jack is nice, so the whole group can’t be like that.” I hoped I was correct. 

	We’d met Jack earlier when we first arrived back at the compound. Alice and I recognized his voice immediately. Aside from each other, we had nothing else for entertainment all winter except a small hand-cranked radio. There were only two stations that worked, and each one broadcasted a daily show for about half an hour each through the darker days of our first post-apocalyptic winter.

	“You’re Jack from Stay Alive!” I’d exclaimed, excited. “We listened to your show almost every day all winter.”

	“No way! I actually have fans?” The surprise was plain on his face. “I’ve just been putting those on air out of sheer boredom. I didn’t expect anyone to listen.”

	Jack looked much younger than he sounded on-air. I’d pegged him as a middle-aged man with a beard, but he was a young twenty-something, looking barely out of college, and with a goatee.

	“You and this couple that sang annoying duets were the only things on. I’m sure any survivor with a radio in the area listened to your show.”

	Stay Alive was a show where Jack went through his library of survival and bushcraft books and talked about tips and tricks for survival. Some of the tips in the books had been laughable for our situation, and Alice and I had cracked up along with him. It almost felt as though we were already friends.

	“Who’s that?” Alice’s question pulled me back to the present.

	I peered at the group by the door and saw a woman I hadn’t noticed before. 

	“I don’t know. I’ve never seen her,” Cynthia replied.

	If Alice hadn’t called my attention to her, I would’ve missed the woman walking in behind the group of men completely. As the other men conversed, Jack pointed to our little group and the young woman’s eyes lit up. She started towards us but was firmly pulled back by one of the older men.

	“Don’t wander off, Evie.” Then the man noticed us sitting on the couch. He took one look at Cynthia and scowled. 

	Next to me, Cynthia scowled right back. He must be the aforementioned jackass.

	“You shouldn’t hang out with them. Your father wouldn’t like you talking to heathens.”

	Evie’s face screwed up, and for a moment, I thought she would tell the ass to shut the fuck up. But she just held it in. She gave us a sad-looking smile as the group moved up the stairs to pick out and clean up their sleeping quarters. 

	“I should probably go set up the garden now that the sun is no longer trying to kill us with skin cancer.” I pushed myself up from the comfy seat.

	“We’ll help! I’m excited to get our garden back. We were just about ready to harvest the first spring greens.” 

	“What’s this about a garden?” Cynthia perked up. 

	“I plan to start a massive container garden on the roof.”

	Alice and I explained how we’d set up the greenhouse at the hardware store. 

	“I don’t have a green thumb at all,” Alice insisted. “I killed every houseplant I received as a gift. But somehow, we still managed to get everything to grow. We started at the end of winter, and just a few days ago, when the gang took over the place, the first baby leaf lettuce and radishes were almost ready to harvest. Those things grow fast!”

	“I haven’t eaten anything fresh since I found an apple tree last fall with Cov’k. I marked the area so we could go back next fall. I picked an armful, and we stored them in his pantry. For a high-tech alien race, I was shocked to see they didn’t have refrigeration.”

	“All their food comes to them packaged in bar form. From what I gathered from Rajiv’k, they only have what’s needed to fight the scourge and not much else. It almost makes me sad.” I made a note to look up makeshift refrigeration units when I got to my tablet, which still sat on the desk in Rajiv’k’s shuttle.

	“Yeah,” Cynthia agreed, as she helped me up the first part of the frankenstairs. “It’s almost like they were created only to be weapons, tools to get a job done, and no more. I’m glad many of them are opting to become more than they were designed to be.”

	That reminded me of my talk with Rajiv’k on the roof. Families. He’d said having one might make his job of fighting the scourge more worthwhile.

	“Yeah, families.”

	I turned to Cynthia, realizing I had said the word out loud. She grinned back at me. 

	“I promised Cov’k a family one day. But only if we have a permanent home with a community. I’m sure I could be happy with just him for the rest of my life, but kids need more than that. It takes a village.”

	“Kaj’k mentioned offspring too.” Alice didn’t look quite as certain. “But I don’t know.”

	I kept quiet. After my moment of weakness on the roof, I’d remembered that Rajiv’k and I weren’t technically a couple the way Cynthia and Alice were with their hunters. A part of me wished we were. 

	We opened the door to the roof and were greeted by a bright sunny day with a cool breeze. Rajiv’k and I had already set up the water collection system this morning. He’d piled all our gardening supplies at the center of the roof. We had our work cut out for us.

	I rolled up my sleeve. “Let’s get started, bitches!”

	 


Chapter 15: Rajiv’k 

	I watched the heat signatures on my screen and listened through the roof with my scourge detection device. They were both inventions I’d made to help myself fight while injured. I’d used heat detection to avoid run-ins with aggressive humans. And the scourge detector sensed vibrations through walls and told me how many scourge I would be dealing with. By turning up the sensitivity of the device, I could listen in on conversations. 

	I knew from reading about human culture that behaviors such as spying or eavesdropping were frowned upon. But I was not human, and I needed to know that Natalie was safe. The humans I trusted had warned us about these men, and that was enough justification for me. 

	I had both devices aimed at the room the newly arrived humans had gone into.

	“I finally see other girls close to my age, and you won’t let me talk to them. There’s not even a good reason why.” It was a high-pitched female’s voice, and it sounded angry.

	“You want to know why, Evie? Because those females are tainted. Or at least that blond bitch is. She sleeps with those—”

	“Hey, watch your words, Shawn. You’re talking about people who are risking their necks to help us take back our world.” I recognized Jack’s voice. The young male was sticking up for us.

	“I never agreed to come; not after I found out that thing kept one of our women in his shuttle. But four versus two, you won the vote. I’m here, but I’m not happy about it. And my niece,” Shawn paused as the heat signature turned back to the smaller female one, “will not socialize with women who sully their bodies like that.”

	“Whatever, man. I’m heading up to the roof. The two of you are making this place stuffy.” That was Jack’s friend, Noah. “Just don’t do anything to fuck up our relationship with the hunters. We need them.”

	Jack and Noah headed one room over. I kept my equipment pointed at the one named Shawn. There were only three in the room now, two males and the little female. 

	“Those sluts should be ashamed of themselves. God didn’t make us in his likeness so we could dirty ourselves with alien devils,” the other male said. 

	I couldn’t see the details of his face with the heat detection technology, but I heard his voice clearly. I’d remember his whiny tone and recognize him when I saw him. 

	“I say we leave this group and form our own.”

	“It won’t be safe until after the swarm. We have to stick it out just a little longer.”

	“I know which group I’m choosing,” the female mumbled under her breath.

	“What did you say?” Shawn asked.

	“I said,” the female said louder, “I know which one God’s choosing.”

	“Your Evie is a righteous woman; she wouldn’t consort with the demons. And we don’t really know if those other women have touched those devils. We only know that the blonde, Cynthia, that was her name, has slept with one.”

	“We’ll know soon enough. When night falls, we’ll take note of who sleeps with who. Any woman who stays in one of those ships of sin deserves to have an accident.”

	I growled, angry that the males would even think of harming innocent females. Cov’k was right. We shouldn’t have invited the humans into our compound. Some of them were trustworthy, but these two were not.

	Having heard enough, I stomped out of my shuttle to get some fresh air.

	Natalie worked with the other females on the roof, setting up their extensive garden. The entire compound was concrete, so Natalie had decided on container gardens spread out on the rooftops. 

	I’d helped her set up several tarps and containers to harvest the rain earlier in the day. The tarps not only collected the precipitation, but Natalie had also set them up so that they provided shade for anyone working on the roofs. I’d been confused about using the poles and sandbags until she’d explained it to me. Each cistern had three large tarps feeding into it, and each tarp also served as an awning to provide shelter from the sun or rain.

	The tarps could be quickly taken down and the cisterns covered to protect our water supply from the flyers once they started to swarm. Natalie was even talking about setting up a simple system of pipes and hoses to bring water down into the building for those living there. 

	I was impressed with her ability to improvise and adapt what we had to create better systems. Not all of her ideas worked out, but she learned from each failure and came up with an even better idea each time. As another creative mind, it was exciting to watch her ideas come to life.

	Tarv’k and Cov’k worked on building bridges between the buildings, something that would survive a few flyers accidentally crashing into them. They had brought up the trolley so the females could move the bagged soil and containers around on their own. Cov’k had even helped poke holes into the bottom of a stack of storage bins.

	It was clear to me the bags of soil we’d brought back were not enough. I’d need to make a few pit stops at other locations tomorrow after picking up the nets from today. 

	Occasionally, while she worked, Natalie turned, looking for me, and her smiles lit up the very air. I sat in the shade of my shuttle, working on an idea for the females to help with the fight. I knew they would insist on fighting alongside the males. Kaj’k and Cov’k still believed they could convince their females to hide in the building. I knew better.

	These females would not hide if they could fight.

	Jack and Noah sat cross-legged, making something they called Molotov Cocktails. They planned on throwing the primitive but effective devices down on the scourge from the rooftops and had started a covered cache of them. Another pair of humans were setting up barriers along the edge of the roof to block spitter acid. Six; there were six males in total and one female in the human group. And two of them were secretly hostile.

	The men at this location didn't know that Natalie had touched me yet. She wouldn’t be safe if Shawn made good his threat to harm the females. I imagined her injured, or even dead, because of her decision to stay with me. 

	No. That couldn’t happen. 

	Unlike Cynthia and Alice, who were more mobile, and could leave a bad situation quickly, Natalie would be stuck and exposed if they decided to attack her for being associated with me. The only way to keep her safe was to keep her on my ship constantly, or follow her around the compound like a guard.

	Cynthia and Alice also shared mating bonds with their warriors. My body however, had not reacted to Natalie the same way. I had not experienced the need to hold her, unable to let go, for an extended period. I was disappointed. Perhaps there was something wrong with me.

	Without the promise of a mating bond, it was wrong to put Natalie in danger just so I could have her share my sleeping nook. I couldn’t, in good conscience, put her at risk to save myself from loneliness, no matter had much I wanted her.

	Staying on my shuttle would put her in danger. I hated what I had to do, but I’d promised to be her protector. I needed to keep her safe.

	The next time Natalie’s big brown eyes sought me out, I made my decision and motioned her over. She limped over to my shuttle. I could have walked over to her, but I wanted some privacy. 

	Shawn and the other hostile were still down in the building, but I triggered the vibration cloaking to my shuttle anyway so none of the humans would hear us. I knew Jack and Noah were on our side, but the other two were wild cards. 

	“If anyone asks, I am talking to you about finding a way for the females to help fight the swarm.”

	“You think we could help out? That’ll be great. As long as we don’t get in the way.” She looked excited.

	“Yes, but that’s not why I called you over.”

	“Okay, so why am I here?”

	“I relieve you of my part of the bargain, the part I added at the end. You don’t need to stay with me on my ship or spend the nights in my sleeping nook.”

	Her brow furrowed. “What? Why?”

	“I will fulfill my part of the deal; your leg will be fixed. And I will protect you from harm. You can stay here in the compound where it is safe. Take one of the rooms on the second floor.”

	Her look of confusion morphed into hurt and then, finally, into anger. “You’re kicking me off your shuttle? What did I do?”

	“Nothing. It is for your safety.” I wanted to explain more and tell her my reasoning, tell her what I’d heard, but the words were stuck in my throat. This was not how I’d imagined the conversation. I didn’t trust myself not to snatch her up and hide her away, so I stood instead and stepped into my shuttle like a coward, ordering the door to close behind me.

	She didn’t chase after me. And she didn’t make a loud fuss either. Good. I’d read that some human women were prone to loud fusses. Natalie kept her calm. To onlookers, it looked as though we just talked about something casual.

	That was why I left and hid in my shuttle. If I had to see the look of betrayal on her face for just one more second, I knew I would crack.

	Not able to hold back, I turned on the display to the outside. That look of utter betrayal was still on her face. She stood there facing the shuttle for a moment before her features changed, looking normal again. Then she turned away and headed back to the females.

	 She must hate me right now. But it was for the best. This would keep her safe without the need to lock her up in my shuttle all the time. Natalie would hate me for that. She enjoyed fixing up the compound, enjoyed making life better for everyone. She would grow spiteful if I controlled her movements. 

	When the swarm was over, and the humans left, I would claim her. It would be safer then, and perhaps my body would finally react and initiate the bond. Until then, I must keep her safe.

	But all I wanted was to make her mine now and never let her go. Every instinct told me to scoop her up and hide her in my shuttle forever. It was everything I could do to walk away. 

	 

	 


Chapter 16: Natalie 

	“What was all that about?” 

	I kept a straight face, even though I was angry and hurting inside. I’d made that deal with Rajiv’k to save myself from heartache. It failed. I’d fallen for him anyway, and now that he no longer wanted me around, it hurt. It hurt so much.

	The two men who’d just come up to the roof were suddenly very interested in us. I recognized one as the man Cynthia had pointed out earlier. They were obviously eavesdropping, so I put on my best poker face and replied, “Rajiv’k is working on a way for us girls to help out with the swarm.”

	Cynthia’s eyes lit up. “Get out of town! Cov’k and I have been butting heads on that. He wouldn’t let me help out, not even from a shelter with a blaster.” My friend made a face. “Let me? As if any man, human or alien, would ever stop me from doing something.”

	“Kaj’k and I had the same conversation. Calling it a conversation is being nice. I swore at him a few times. I’m surprised Rajiv’k didn’t kick up a fuss the way Kaj’k did.”

	“That’s because Rajiv’k and I aren’t together.” I watched Alice’s face drop at my announcement. “I’m going to claim one of the meeting rooms on the second floor once we finish here. I’ll need to clean it out before I go to bed tonight.

	Unlike Alice and Cynthia, who had the protection of their warriors, I couldn’t show any interest in the Xarc’n hunters unless I wanted to make myself a target.

	“Why don’t you go get a head start? It’s getting late,” Cynthia suggested. “Alice and I will come down and help you when we finish here.”

	That was a smart idea. The last I’d checked, those meeting rooms were still covered in dust.

	I left them to pick out a room, slowly making my way down the stairs to the second floor. I hated this blasted limp. And now, I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to take Rajiv’k’s solution for a cure if he came up with one. I knew that, logically, I should, and I was usually a pragmatic person. But I didn’t feel very logical at the moment. I felt like throwing his cure back in his face if he presented it to me.

	It was difficult to think clearly when my chest hurt so much.

	I chose the room closest to the stairs leading up to the roof. The second and third rooms were taken already by the group of men. I also wanted to be close to my garden. I planned on focusing on that to get stupid Rajiv’k out of my mind. I wished he would park his shuttle further away. 

	Opening the door, I saw the room was still covered in a thick layer of dust. Someone had left a cart full of cleaning supplies in the hallway, so I grabbed a handful of rags and a spray bottle and went to work. There was a long table at the center of the room; I needed to move it against the wall, but it wouldn’t budge. That would have to wait until I had help.

	The door opened, and I looked up, expecting Alice and Cynthia. Instead, I found Jack at the entrance with a bucket of water, more rags, and a long-handled duster. 

	“I figured I should come help out since there are no bugs to kill yet, and I’m sick of making Molotovs.” He smiled warmly at me, walked into the room, and sneezed. He grabbed a chair to prop the door open. “This place needs to air out.”

	I was glad for Jack’s company. Besides, that duster in his hands would come in handy with cleaning the cobwebs off the walls and ceiling, which was what he was currently doing. The way he held the duster made me pause. 

	“What happened to your finger?” I didn’t care about being polite; that went out the window last year when the bugs came. 

	Lucky for me, Jack didn’t seem to mind. He held out his right hand and wiggled his fingers; the last two fingers did not move. They stuck straight out, like my knee. “Same thing that happened to your leg. I was slow, and I got nicked. But I can still do everything I need to survive, and I’m pretty good with my left hand anyway.” He sent me a grateful smile.

	“Are you going to continue to broadcast Stay Alive while you are here?” 

	“Totally, I brought all my equipment. I even put out an episode yesterday evening. And now that I know I actually have listeners, I don’t plan to stop.”

	I sent him a thumbs up.

	Tarv’k did say Jack was busy and asked not to be disturbed yesterday. He must have been on-air.

	“What’s the deal with Evie?”

	“She is Shawn’s niece.”

	“And I’m going to assume that Shawn is the ass.”

	Jack laughed. “You’ve got him pegged correctly. Be careful around him, and Benson too.”

	Benson must be the other guy who was against interspecies relationships, not that I had to personally worry about that anymore.

	“Evie’s a good kid. No, I shouldn’t call her that, she’s older than me, but she’s been protected all her life. She reminds me of my little sis.” A look of pain crossed his face. I didn’t ask; we’d all lost loved ones. “Shawn holds her dead father’s memory over her to make her do what he wants. It sucks to watch.” 

	“For a moment downstairs, I thought she was going to tell her uncle to can it. From the look on her face, you might not have to watch it for very much longer.” I hoped I was correct. 

	“That would be the day. I hope I’m there to witness her telling him off.” Jack looked almost excited at the prospect. “That ass deserves it! If it weren’t for Evie, we’d have kicked those two out of our group already. But we didn’t want to desert her.”

	“I’m glad the rest of your group is decent. It’s difficult to find good people now.”

	We continued cleaning the room, him on the walls and me wiping down the tables and chairs. Very soon, my rags were gray and brown with dust and dirt, and I rinsed them out in the bucket of water. 

	“We’re late to the party!” Cynthia’s exclaimed. “This room is already half cleaned.”

	I turned to the door to see her and Alice. 

	“Alrighty Jack, this is going to be an all girls party from now on. Thanks for helping. But out you go.” Cynthia got straight to business, shooing Jack out of the room.

	“I’ll be in the next room if you need help with anything.” Jack sent me a grin. He was cute, and he gave off a boy next door meets warrior in training vibe, but he didn’t do anything for me, not the way Rajiv’k did.

	“Thanks for the help!” I shouted after him. 

	I picked up the long-handled duster he left behind and continued on the walls. 

	Alice pulled the chair from the door and let it close. I knew they were here for answers, and I’d better cough them up.

	“Okay, Nat.” Alice put her hands on her hips, the way she often did when she tried to look serious. “Spill the beans. You might have tricked those guys listening to us up on the roof. But you couldn’t trick me. What happened?”

	“Nothing. Rajiv’k and I just aren’t a unit.”

	“And by the look on your face, you aren’t happy about it. Which means there’s something you aren’t telling us.” Alice dug into a fanny pack at her hips—a new item, she must have gotten it with Kaj’k—and brought out a pair of chocolate bars. “I thought these might convince you to talk.”

	I narrowed my eyes at her. “You manipulative bitch.” 

	“Do you want chocolate or not?” she asked, not one bit offended. 

	I sighed. “Fine, fine. I’ll talk.” It wasn’t really because of the chocolate bars. I thought talking about it might help. I didn’t hide anything from Alice, anyway. 

	We finished clearing off the meeting table of dust and washed off our hands with some clean water from our water bottles. Then we sat down, and I told them everything. I told them about the deal and his counter deal. I told them about why I’d been holding off on doing the deed. About how I’d thought we were forming a bond of sorts. And how I’d started to care.

	“I was falling for him.” The words came out a sob. I hadn’t realized I was crying. And I hadn’t realized, until the words tumbled out of my mouth, that it was the truth. “I don’t even need to sleep with this one, and he’s already lost interest in me.”

	Alice wrapped her arms around me, and I put down my half-opened candy bar. 

	“These warriors are different than the men we know,” Cynthia said softly. “They grew up with only one purpose. Their entire life had been to fight these bugs. I don’t think they know the first thing about navigating social situations outside of hunting together. Throw a woman in the mix, and Rajiv’k’s probably confused as fuck. He probably has some reason in his head why he’s doing this. I can’t imagine him not being interested in you.”

	“Well, he can take that reason and shove it.” I was bitter, but I didn’t care. I had all the right to be bitter right now. I’d trusted Rajiv’k, and it felt as though he’d pulled the rug from under my feet. 

	For the first time in my life, I told someone about my high school and college experiences with men, or rather, boys. Both Cynthia and Alice listened intently as I explained why I tried to keep things transactional with Rajiv’k. I couldn’t help but think it was my own fault. I was the one who’d kept things strictly pragmatic, pretending that feelings didn’t exist.

	“Don’t blame yourself. I’m sure he’ll regret it.”

	Great. He’d better. “Well, I’m not going to let it bother me. I don’t need him.” I said the words, but I didn’t feel it.

	“That’s the spirit.”

	“I don’t need him,” I repeated, as if trying to convince myself. “And if I need to scratch an itch, there are other hunters here. And a whole group of human men to choose from. Maybe it’s best to be single now anyway.” I didn’t believe that either. I doubted I could be interested in anyone else after spending time with Rajiv’k. But saying it made me feel better.

	“You know the saying, the best way to get over someone is to get under someone.” Cynthia waggled her brows at me. And I laughed. 

	“Thanks, ladies. I needed this.” I looked around the now much cleaner room. “If anything, I’ll have to learn some self-defense so that I can fight off the men. I guess I’m bunking alone. You are both staying on your respective hunter’s shuttle.”

	“Why don’t we both stay with you tonight?” Alice offered.

	“It’ll be like a sleepover,” Cynthia agreed.

	When we used to travel with the old Franklin group, we’d all slept in one giant room. But the other women and the menfolk were all there too. We’d had no privacy. This would be different.

	“Let’s do it!” I looked at the chocolate bar on the table. “We should probably grab some real food before we tuck into those.” Ever since my injury, I made an effort to eat protein whenever I could get my hands on it. And I had a bottle of B12—I’d heard once that B12 aided in nerve regeneration—in my backpack, which I realized was still in Rajiv’k’s shuttle. I sighed. “Shit!”

	“What’s wrong?”

	“My bag with my supplements is still in Rajiv’k’s shuttle. And so are my new bags of clothes and belongings.” There was no way I was going to pick them up. I didn’t want to see his face. And I was pretty sure I wouldn’t have a tablet to do my research on anymore. That sucked. 

	“I’ll get them for you,” Alice said. “You two hunt up some grub and some sleeping mats. I’ll let the boys know we’re sleeping down here with you tonight.”

	“Better you than me,” Cynthia said. “Cov’k won’t be happy about it.”

	 

	 


Chapter 17: Rajiv’k 

	I watched as Alice’s heat signature left the room below. I’d moved my shuttle to be directly above the room that Natalie chose to stay in. When the human male Jack had entered the room, offering to help my female clean, I’d almost run downstairs to chase him away. Fortunately for both of us, Jack was only being friendly. He had warned my Natalie of the two hostile men. 

	Jack was a good male. He held no contempt for Xarc’n warriors and worked with us often. Despite being young, he was both quick on his feet and a fast learner. He would grow to be a formidable warrior one day, and he was a good ally to have. I could not attack him out of jealousy. 

	This was a new emotion for me, and I did not like it one bit. Ever since meeting Natalie, I had felt so many new and terrifying things. Things I did not understand. I’d been created to fight, not to feel.

	The other females had arrived and chased Jack off, and despite knowing Jack was not making romantic gestures at my female, I relaxed, glad the other females were there. Again, I did not claim to understand my feelings. These feelings were new to me, and I did not enjoy them. 

	I’d listened to the females talk as I worked on formulating a nutritional supplement to encourage Natalie’s body to grow the nerves back faster. I’d already calibrated the device I’d used to help the body remove the toxins to her human body.

	As I listened, a hard lump formed in my chest. And when she’d recounted her bad experiences with the males of her species, I realized that I’d made a huge mistake. I’d wanted to protect her by making sure she wouldn’t be a target for humans who did not approve of cross-species relationships. But instead, I’d done the very thing that would hurt her the most. How could I ever regain her trust?

	When Natalie had mentioned “scratching an itch” with another warrior or a human, I’d snarled loudly in my shuttle. I didn’t need to ask what she meant. The thought of any other male touching her sent fire through my veins. It was everything I could do not to stomp downstairs, pick her up, and lock her up in my shuttle. I doubted she would agree to enter it willingly now, not with how angry she was with me.

	I turned off the monitoring device. I’d heard enough. I forced myself to focus on the task at hand, but her words echoed in my head. “I don’t need him.” The lump in my chest refused to leave.

	Against my better judgment, I brought up the image of Natalie and me together, our selfie. Her eyes sparkled with life, and her full pink lips filled me with longing. Her hair was a cute, tousled mess, as it often was, and my fingers itched to smooth it out.

	A knock came at my door, and I quickly closed the image. I opened my door to see Alice there with her hands on her hips. 

	“I’m here for Nat’s stuff. Hand it over.”

	She glared at me as I picked up the tablet Natalie had left on my desk and put it into her backpack. Since my shuttle was directly above her chosen room, the tablet should charge as long as she stayed there. I stuffed a handful of nutrition bars into the zippered front for good measure, even though I knew she would be fed now that she was at the compound. I handed Alice both the original backpack and the bag of new items we’d picked up this morning.

	This morning. Everything had felt so perfect this morning. My heart had been so full of hope. Now, everything felt doomed, even though the day hadn’t changed. 

	“It’s your loss, buddy.” Alice shook her head disappointedly, turned, and left, and I was alone again. 

	But not for very long. Another knock sounded at my door, this one, more urgent. What now? Even at my best, I was not a social male. I preferred to spend my time alone unless it was with Natalie. I’d enjoyed my time with her. I huffed at the frustration building in my chest before slapping my palm on the control panel to open the door again.

	 Kaj’k stood at my door, looking like he’d swallowed his axe. Good. I needed to warn him and Cov’k about what I’d heard, though I was sure Cov’k already suspected as much.

	“Put the sound dampening on,” he demanded, grinding his teeth.

	“It’s already on.”

	“Alice and Cynthia plan on staying in one of the sleeping rooms with Natalie instead of in our beds tonight.” His fists clenched and unclenched. “Tarv’k and Cov’k are helping them move mattresses into the room. But they won’t let Cov’k stay. They called it a girls only zone.” He made a face as he said the last three words.

	“And what does that have to do with me?”

	“Why is Natalie not in your shuttle? Was Natalie not to your liking? I’m surprised. She was so inquisitive when I met her, and I thought the two of you would get along. Maybe Tarv’k would be interested in her instead.”

	I couldn’t stop the growl that tore from my throat. The thought of Natalie warming Tarv’k’s sleeping nook blurred my vision with red. He was helping them move the sleeping mats into the room. And Tarv’k had been vocal about finding a human mate.

	I couldn’t deny that he deserved one. He’d been fighting the scourge much longer than any of us. Tarv’k was a good male. But Natalie was mine. I knew it in my gut. I only avoided her to keep her safe. But if Natalie accepted Tarv’k instead, she would be in just as much danger.

	“That growl tells me you are possessive of her.”

	“I am,” I admitted. 

	“Then why are you alone in your shuttle?”

	I replayed the recording I took of the exchange, hoping he would understand. Kaj’k’s jaw tightened as he listened to the words the males had said. I heard the grinding of his teeth from where I sat. 

	“Why come and help if they have such low opinions of hunters?” His voice was a low, angry rumble. “Those males had me fooled.”

	“Keep your Alice close, and tell Cov’k what you’ve heard.” 

	“Cov’k tried to warn me earlier. I thought he was overreacting. I was wrong.”

	Then, I told Kaj’k the hateful words the males who attacked us this morning had said about females who shared their bodies with Xarc’n hunters. “I believed she would be in danger if any of the males here thought the same. Alice and Cynthia are your mates. A mating is worth the risk. But it wasn’t worth risking Natalie’s safety for a deal.”

	“A deal?”

	“It doesn’t matter.” I didn’t want to tell Kaj’k that she’d offered me sex if I fixed her leg. Put that way, it sounded so pragmatic. The deal lacked the genuine care and emotion that Alice and Cynthia showed their mates, and I was ashamed. I wanted more from her than that, and I’d been a fool to accept anything less. And I’d been a fool to let her go.

	“Avoiding her will not protect her. I’ve heard Nat tell Alice that she wants a Xarc’n warrior. If you do not claim her, she will find another.”

	Kaj’k opened the door and turned to leave. “If you won’t keep Natalie as your own, I will tell Tarv’k she is available. You have until tomorrow evening to fix this. I will not have Alice sleeping out of my shuttle for more than one night.”

	I growled again. 

	Kaj’k turned back to me and looked pointedly at the screen. “Thermal imaging. Where did you get the heat sensors? They will come in handy.”

	Built to fight the scourge who are coldblooded, our shuttles weren’t outfitted with such equipment. I’d long believed that for planets with other forms of warm-blooded life, it was a necessity. 

	“I cobbled it together from some old technology.” This was the first planet I’d been on with usable technology I could salvage and put to use. 

	“And what can I trade for such a device of my own?”

	“I have an extra one.” I rummaged through the messy drawer for the infrared camera I’d hacked to work with our systems, but it was nowhere to be seen. “I’ll come by and install it when I find it. For payment, I’ll give you a list of items to look for when you are out ‘foraging,’” I used the English word, “with Alice, so I can make more for other hunters.”

	Xarc’n warriors learned to live with very little, just the bare minimum required to fight the scourge. Our creators hadn’t given us much, having developed us only for one reason. It was time we changed that. 

	“Thank you.” He turned again to leave. “Remember, you have until tomorrow evening.”

	Krux!

	I was sure that if I went to Natalie now, she’d throw something sharp or heavy at me. My female had a bloodthirsty streak. I thought back to our encounter with the scuttlers on the road, glad that I did not give her a blaster to keep. I doubt she would seriously harm me, but I could see her warning me off in her anger. I would need to approach her strategically if I didn’t want to mess things up even more than I already had.

	I pulled up the information I had on human nerve regeneration and got back to work formulating a supplement to help her body regrow her nerves. She would need to come into my shuttle for the procedure to help her body clear out the toxins. And once I had Natalie back in my shuttle, I didn’t plan on ever letting her leave. She was mine, and it was time she understood what that meant.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 18: Natalie 

	We had coffee! I took a sip of the liquid gold, my eyes closing from the familiar scent. This stuff was worth a fortune now. The group Jack ran with had a stockpile and brought some to the compound. It was instant coffee, with powdered creamer, but I wasn’t complaining. That first sip was heaven. It felt as if everything was normal again. Coffee had a way of doing that.

	A loud feminine cursing rang out through the empty living quarters. Well, cursing might not be the best word to describe the things coming out of Evie’s mouth.

	“Argh! Son of a monkey! Why the fudge is this flipping room so effing dusty?” She coughed a few times. 

	I opened the door to the last meeting room at the end of the hall, the one no one had cleaned yet, and found Evie standing on a chair, brushing down the ceiling fan, the dust falling all over her face. I instinctively covered my coffee mug with my hand, protecting my precious from any stray dust particles. She coughed again. 

	“Do you need some help? There’s a duster with a long handle in my room. Let me go grab it.” I limped to my room a few doors down, found the duster, and brought it back.

	“Thanks.” She retied the handkerchief over her face to keep from inhaling the dust. “I haven’t even had the chance to introduce myself yet. I’m Evie.” She stuck out her hand.

	“I’m Nat. I saw you heading toward us the other day, but Shawn pulled you back.” I looked around the half-cleaned room. “Why are you cleaning this all by yourself? Weren’t you staying in the other room with your uncle?”

	She made a gagging sound. “No flipping way! He might make a fuss about it, but I’m done being trapped with him and Ben day and night.”

	I understood her need to get away. “Shawn seems hard to get along with.”

	 “He is. And if you ever hear him say anything mean, just know that I don’t subscribe to his beliefs. He’s the only family I have left, but at this point, I wish I didn’t have any.” 

	“I’m sorry. It’s hard to lose someone to the bugs.” I thought of how Shawn had held the memory of her father over her the other day.

	“Oh, no. That’s not how it went. I lost my father more than two years ago, long before the bugs came.” Her entire posture sagged as she spoke. “My mom died when I was little, so it was just Daddy and me for a long time. He passed away a few weeks before my eighteenth birthday. I was supposed to live with Uncle Shawn until I turned eighteen. I hate living with him. He treats me like a child. Daddy left me enough to live on, but when I first turned eighteen, I was too depressed to go through the process to access it.” She paused, swallowing hard. 

	I pulled up two chairs and sat, putting my mug on the table that Evie had cleaned earlier. I gestured for her to take the other chair. “Sounds like you’ve been holding it in for a while. Wanna trade? I’ll listen to you, and you’ll listen to me? My lips are sealed.” I made a zipping motion across my lips.

	“You’ve got something bothering you too? Sure. I miss having friends.” Looking relieved, she sat and continued, “When I finally got up the nerve to ask about my inheritance, Shawn kept avoiding the topic. At first, I thought he just didn’t want to talk about anything pertaining to his brother’s death. Then he started saying things like I was too young to know what to do with money. After a while, I got suspicious. With the small allowance he gave me every month, I saved up enough to hire a lawyer. But it took a long time, and then the bugs came, and I’ve been stuck with him and Benson since.” She blew out a long breath.

	“I’m sorry. That’s real shitty. My boy troubles seem small now in comparison.”

	Her eyes lit up. “Boy troubles? Do tell!”

	I told her about Rajiv’k, my impromptu deal, and our not quite break up. Since we were never together to begin with, it wasn’t “real.” I left out all the juicy details, preferring to keep them to myself. 

	“A comfy ship with climate control and a working bathroom sure sounds a lot better than a dusty room with a chamberpot. I wonder if any of the single hunters would be interested.” She giggled. “Shawn would have a conniption fit! You know, I only keep my mouth shut so we don’t argue and get kicked out of the group. Otherwise, I’d tell him exactly what I think of him.”

	“Why do you think you’d get kicked out?” I thought of the conversation I’d had with Jack yesterday.

	“I don’t bring in anything useful.” She sighed. “I never foraged a day in my life. Shawn has me doing the cooking and the laundry.”

	“You’d be surprised. I think the group will keep you over them. Shawn’s not exactly on board with working with the hunters, is he?”

	 “They had a vote, and it came out four to two. Shawn and Benson lost. I’d watch out for them, especially if you show any interest to a Xarc’n. He’s got some backward ideas about race mixing, even between humans. Mixing species makes him positively livid.”

	“He sounds like a real stand-up guy,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. 

	The door opened and Jack poked his face in. “There you are, Nat! Ready to work on that garden?”

	He’d promised to help me with the garden once he got back from his forage. “That was a fast forage.”

	“It was a bust. That paramilitary group you guys ran into must have been in the area recently. Everything’s stripped clean.”

	“Damn!” That sucked. I knew yesterday wouldn’t be the last I saw of them. The only reason the hunters had even left the compound this morning was because the group had retreated south to another hunter group’s territory. Kaj’k and Cov’k were in touch with the hunters there, and they’d send a warning if they saw movement toward our location. It would give all the hunters time to get back to defend our base.

	If individual scouts arrived ahead, the plan was for the Xarc’n to hide in their cloaked shuttles. The humans would meet and greet and encourage the group to move on their way. They had enough firepower and manpower that taking them on wouldn’t be smart. Especially right before a coming swarm.

	Even if all six hunters were present—I had yet to meet Jorg’k—there were only sixteen at the compound: six hunters, six human men, and four women. Not to mention, two of the men were liable to switch sides at a moment’s notice. It was best to play it safe.

	“Do you want to help us with the garden?” I asked Evie. She seemed starved for friendship and social interaction.

	She looked around the still dusty room. “Playing in dirt sounds a lot better than cleaning up dust.”

	“You can share my room. There’s tons of space, and I could use a roommate,” I offered.

	“Really? Thanks!”

	We headed up to the roof.

	It was a cloudy morning, still cool enough for a sweatshirt and sweatpants. Evie and I got to work lining the unused containers up along the side of the roof. Jack followed behind us with the bags of soil. We made quick time and soon had several dozen storage bins filled with potting mix. 

	I dug into my backpack for the seeds, choosing the ones best sown in early spring. I knew this garden was too small to provide many calories, but I hoped to supplement the nutrition bars and canned goods.

	I couldn’t help but notice Ravij’k’s shuttle, uncloaked, smack dab in the middle of the roof, right next to Jack’s solar powered FM transmitter. Pretending the shuttle wasn’t there, I instructed Jack and Evie on how to sow the different varieties of peas, spring greens, and radishes. 

	I was planting my fourth container when Ravij’k stepped out of his shuttle, distracting me from my work. I dropped a few too many peas into the hole I’d just made. He headed toward me, but I ignored him. Or tried to.

	These—I look down at the packet of seeds in my hand—telephone pole peas weren’t going to plant themselves. I dropped another pair of peas into the holes I’d made. They were spaced very close together, but there was a reason to my madness. 

	Pea plants were fast-growing, and my plans for these were not for the peas, but for the growing tips, which were perfect as a salad and as a cooked vegetable. Then once we’ve gotten a few harvests of pea tips in, I’d thin them out and let them grow up on a trellis. 

	 I marveled at how easy and different my life had suddenly become. Just last week, Alice and I were struggling to feed ourselves while our greenhouse grew in. We hid from the world, seeing every person we met as a potential enemy. Today, I was enjoying a cup of coffee and chit-chatting casually on a roof as I planted seeds, giving a certain hunter the cold shoulder.

	“Natalie,” Rajiv’k rumbled. “Come with me.” 

	Why did his voice have to be so damn low and sexy? I ignored him, exchanging a glance with Evie. She raised her brow at me, and I rolled my eyes.

	Rajiv’k continued, “I have recalibrated my healing device to help your body clear your leg of the remaining toxins. I also have supplements to give you that will encourage faster growth of the nerves in your leg.”

	“I’m not interested in being your guinea pig.” I didn’t really mean it. I wanted my leg back, but I was still too angry with him. I looked over to Jack, who perked up, extremely interested. “Jack here has a bug toxin injury too. Maybe you can test it on him instead.”

	“The machine is calibrated for your body and injury, as are the nutritional supplements.” Rajiv’k turned to Jack. “Show me your injury.”

	I focused on the oversized container in front of me as Rajiv’k and Jack played fifty questions. I wasn’t sure if I was glad that Rajiv’k’s attention was so easily shifted or if I was offended. 

	“I’m sure I can heal your injury, more so than I am of Natalie’s leg. You have nearly cleared the toxin on your own, and you are young and strong. I will fix your injury next.”

	“Seriously? Thanks, man!” Jack was beaming ear to ear, and I realized just how young he was. He must have been just out of college when the bugs hit, maybe around Evie’s age. Most of the time, Jack looked older, as if he’d seen some shit, and he probably had. We all had. I wondered if I looked older too. 

	“In exchange for healing your hand, I ask you for a favor.” 

	“I’ll try my best. Shoot.”

	“I need you,” Rajiv’k said, then looked over to Evie, “and you, to ignore me as I pick up my reluctant patient and carry her to my shuttle for treatment.”

	“Done!” “What?” Jack and I both exclaimed at once. 

	 


Chapter 19: Natalie

	Rajiv’k tossed me over a massive shoulder before I could even say “boo.” My packet of seeds fell from my hand, the little yellow peas scattering across the roof. One rolled towards Jack, stopping at his feet.

	I glared at the owner of the booted foot. “You betrayed me. How could you?” I asked dramatically. I would’ve clutched my pearls if I had any.

	“Rajiv’k is a good guy,” Jack said, cocking his head to the side. “I’ve fought beside him and Kaj’k before. Let him fix your leg. I’ll finish planting these for you. Plant them closer than the instructions on the packet, right?”

	“Yes. The whole first row of containers. But I’m never forgiving you, Jack. Nor you, Evie!” 

	Evie just grinned and wiggled her fingers at me in farewell.

	Jack laughed. “You don’t need to.” Then he turned to Rajiv’k. “Go fix that leg. We’ll ignore any yelling coming from your shuttle. And if anyone asks, we have no idea where she is.” 

	“Thank you.” He bent to pick up my backpack from next to the first planter.

	“That’s not fair. You guys sold me out,” I grumbled as Rajiv’k carried me to his shuttle. 

	I found myself dumped unceremoniously into the middle of his bed. He reached for the cuffs of my sweatpants and pulled them off in one go. I suffered a moment of déjà vu. 

	“You will stay still and let the machine work.” He brought a device over and placed it around my leg. “If you do not, I will tie you to my bed.”

	“You wouldn’t dare!” They were just words though; I knew he dared.

	“I would.” He leaned in close, the familiar and masculine scent of him enclosing me in warmth. “And I’ll make sure to strip you completely first, so I’ll have access to your body any time I want to hear you scream my name. You enjoyed it when I tasted you.” He smirked, one side of his lips raised to display a sharp fang.

	Argh! I wanted to wipe that smirk off his face. He knew my body reacted to him.

	“I have rescinded my addition to the bargain, but the original deal remains. I fix your leg, and I get to have you.”

	“Fuck that! I’m reneging. You’ll probably kick me off your shuttle again once you’ve had your wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am. I’m not going to sleep with someone who doesn’t want me around!” I screamed the words at him. I hadn’t known I was screaming until the words were out.

	He growled, and I found myself pushed down onto the bed, his face close to mine. 

	“Don’t want you? I want you more than life itself.”

	“Lies.” If he did, he wouldn’t have kicked me off his shuttle in the first place. Angry, I snapped at his face with my teeth and almost got a face full of horns. 

	If he thought a few sappy words were going to make everything better, he was wrong. 

	I shoved back at him, but he didn’t budge. “Let me go! I don’t want to see your face!”

	He swallowed hard. “I made a mistake. I thought I was protecting you by avoiding you. Some of the men here are willing to work with Xarc’n hunters but are against our races mixing. I didn’t want you to be a target.”

	Okay. This wasn’t what I’d thought he would say. I knew what had happened yesterday affected him, but I never guessed how much. But that still didn’t give him the right to tear my heart to bits.

	“I was pushing you away to protect you. But I was wrong. I’d rather keep you with me from now on and work harder to keep you safe.”

	I turned from him, trying not to let his words sway me. “You could have told me. Gave me a choice. We could’ve worked this through like partners.” I didn’t trust myself to look at him.

	“You are correct,” he agreed softly. “I should have consulted you. I am not good with working with others, and I’ve never had a partner before. But I will learn, for you; if you’ll give me the chance.” He adjusted the machine on my leg. “You will let the machine help you heal.” 

	I’d let the machine stay on, but I wouldn’t forgive him. Not this easily. I ignored him as he continued speaking.

	“I was also disappointed that you did not trigger the mating bond. I didn’t want to risk your safety if I was not even your mate.”

	“Good! Maybe I don’t want you as my mate.” I regretted the angry words the moment they left my mouth. They were a lie, and I knew I was being mean. I wasn’t perfect, and I tended to get defensive when hurt. Who didn’t? Could anyone honestly say they’d never said or thought mean things when hurt and angry?

	I was equally disappointed that I did not have that connection with him. I yearned for what Alice and Cynthia had with their hunters.

	That got Rajiv’k to shut up. He moved away, and I stared silently at the blank gray wall as the machine worked—my regret at my angry outburst growing by the minute.

	The shuttle rumbled to life. 

	“Wait. Where are we going?”

	 “I have beacons to set. And I need to help set up a barrier around the city to funnel the swarm towards our location. You will come with me, as you will every day from now on. And when we are done fighting the scourge, we will return to the compound, and I will help you with your projects. I will not take no for an answer.” The shuttle lifted off from the compound’s roof.

	“I never agreed to leave the compound. And this thing is getting hot.” I sat up and pushed the machine off my leg. My leg was getting incredibly warm, and it made me nervous. I didn’t usually notice warmth on the leg, just the cold.

	Rajiv’k growled, pushed me back down, and put the medical unit back in place. Then he reached around to either side of the bed, pulled out two straps, and clipped them together at my waist. He tightened the straps so I couldn’t move. Then he reached for another set by my ankles and did the same.

	“What the fuck?” I screeched. Oh yeah, that was a proper screech with a hint of harpy. I hoped it hurt his ears. He deserved it for strapping me down. I fumbled with the clasp, but it did not respond.

	“I had time to install these yesterday in case you did not comply. You will lie still and let the machine work. My future mate will be healed.” He gripped my chin and forced me to look at him. “I was disappointed that we didn’t trigger the mating bond. But that doesn’t mean you are not my mate, Natalie. Bonds could form at any time. Cov’k and Cynthia bonded months after they first met. And I plan on keeping you here with me until it happens. I don’t care if I have to spend every waking moment with you.

	“I change my mind about our deal. Our deal is off, Natalie. There is no need for one as you are my future mate.”

	Oh. For once in my life, I was speechless. It was kind of romantic, in a stalkerish kind of way. I should be even angrier that he would have the audacity to do such a thing. It shouldn’t make me feel…giddy? But it did. 

	But Rajiv’k wasn’t done bulldozing my heart. “You were upset when I pushed you away. You wish to be claimed by a Xarc’n warrior. I know this. You will not look for any other males. I will claim you. You are mine.” 

	He leaned in and gave me a bruising kiss on the lips. Then, he walked to his console, leaving me confused. I stared back in shock at his words. How did he know I was looking for a hunter? And I was his? What did that even mean? 

	I lay there, bewildered. It was impossible to stay angry at him. Not when he made such romantic declarations. Dared I believe them? I wanted to. 

	The heat on my leg started up again. It wasn’t burning me, but it was uncomfortable.

	“Um, Rajiv’k.” I never saw anyone move so fast. One second, he was watching his screen; the next, he was by my side. “My leg feels hot. Is that supposed to happen?”

	“Yes, it should alternate between hot and cold to help bring in and flush out blood to the area. That will help your body break down and flush out the toxins. But it should be bearable.”

	“It is.” I stared at him, wishing I didn’t feel so torn. I wanted to forgive him. 

	“I want my little warrior at my side rather than at my throat. Trust me to care for you.”

	“Says the guy who has me strapped down.”

	He stared at his hands guiltily. “I overheard you telling the other females about your past experiences with males. I have not given you good reason to trust me, and I feared you would run.” He ran a palm over his face.  “I am not those males. I value you. And I will spend forever earning your trust if I must.”

	He knew about my past. I let that marinate in my head. I was glad to find out that he’d asked me to leave because he believed it would keep me safer. But I was not ready to forgive him.

	“I will remove the restraints if you stay still through healing.” Then softer, barely audible, he said, “I’m sorry I hurt you before. I won’t do it again. I need you.”

	 


Chapter 20: Rajiv’k 

	I pointed the camera at the latest scourge variant, documenting the new threat to send back to the hunters and humans at the compound. The monstrosity was long and sinuous. Adapted for life in abandoned Earth cities, it was made for traversing through rubble and buildings.

	Unlike the basic scourge, which had one head and five body segments, this newest addition to the scourge arsenal had many segments and more feet than I could count, maybe even hundreds. It moved quickly and effortlessly through the rubble. Each segment had a sharp blade, pointing backward, on each side of the carapace. The way it moved was creepy, even to a Xarc’n warrior who had hunted the scourge menace his whole life

	I was not a novice to dealing with new mutations, but this was the first recorded mutation evolved specifically for Earth. Along with the basic scourge phenotypes—scuttlers, spitters, lungers, flyers, swimmers, queens, and live ships—the swarm usually generated geographically specialized mutants after several generations. These mutants were unique to each planet.

	The abomination reached a dead end, but instead of turning around, it climbed straight up the vertical wall. 

	Krux! We needed to rethink our plan to fight the coming swarm from the rooftops. The original scourge were designed for use on the battlefield. And since most planets the scourge encountered were not inhabited by lifeforms that build skyscrapers, or even low rises, a basic climbing soldier was not needed. Any large prey hiding in the trees was swooped up by flyers or knocked down by spitters. 

	“Fuck! I thought we had another year at least before new variants showed up.” I kept my voice low to avoid detection.

	“Ewww. They look like centipedes. Gross,” Natalie uttered with disgust. She was safe back in the shuttle. I’d connected my device to the ship so that we had a line of communication open while I was out.

	“You have ‘bugs’ like these on Earth?”

	“Yeah. It’s almost a copycat. Except this one is huge.”

	“The scourge makes variants using similar life already found on the planet and assimilating it into their mutations.” Their planet did have insectoids that reminded me of the scourge, though they were much smaller and less deadly. The humans called them “bugs” as well. 

	“I think I’m more scared of the ones that look like Earth bugs,” Natalie whispered through the communicator. “Are you heading back?” She sounded nervous.

	“I’m coming back now.” 

	The plan had been for us to start setting up the barrier today, but now we needed to regroup and discuss how to proceed. I sent the recording to all the hunters and tucked the device back into my belt. Then I took out one of my flying surveillance units, the ones Natalie had called “mini drones,” and set it to follow the monster. 

	I knew there was at least one of the new scourge mutations between me and my shuttle, and I was not eager to fight it without first knowing more about my adversary. I needed to sneak past it. A good hunter knew when to hunt and when to rely on stealth.

	I was almost to my shuttle when a second new variant attacked, appearing from behind a nearby building. It was fast and cut off my path to the shuttle. Intuition screamed at me to avoid the many knife-like protrusions at the side of its body. Now was not the right time to figure out its weakness. I needed to get into the safety of my shuttle now. 

	I considered shooting it in the head with my blaster, but it took that moment to whip around, moving so quickly that it blurred even in my enhanced vision. Compared to the long body, the head was a small target. I aimed for the middle of its length instead, firing a shot. It moved fast, curling around its body, the thick carapace facing the outside. The shot missed, but the scourge’s protective stance gave me the time to run past it toward my shuttle.

	“I’m running in fast. Uncloak, and open the door!” I yelled, hoping Natalie was still by the control. I was glad I’d given her the lesson on operating my shuttle that first day together.

	“Done!” her voice said from my belt.

	My shuttle appeared in front of me, negating the need for me to guess the approximate location. I could usually detect my shuttle and its features when approaching slowly, but at the rate I was traveling, I didn’t want to miss the door. I was past my scourge adversary now, but it recovered, and seeing me get away, it lashed out with the length of its body. I dove for the door.

	I felt just the slightest of nicks at the back of my calf and recognized the familiar feel of the toxin. But from the mild pain, I knew the injury was small, and the amount of toxin easily removed from my body. As I had surmised, the projecting blades at the side of each segment were tipped with the same toxin that edged the scuttler’s blades. 

	The door slid closed a hair-width behind me, triggered by Natalie at the helm. Then, I felt the momentary tingle that signaled the cloaking technology; she’d turned it back on before I had the chance to tell her to.

	The external camera feeds were displayed life-sized on the shuttle walls, the way it had been when I’d gone out to clear my traps the first day, making it seem as though the walls were transparent. Natalie liked being able to see out of the shuttle, while I preferred to view the details on my screen. 

	The new scourge type charged towards the door and crashed headfirst into the side of the shuttle. It couldn’t see the shuttle with cloaking, but it sure felt it. Dazed, it took a moment to recover. Then it climbed on top of the shuttle, giving us a view of its underbelly.

	“This is too much.” Natalie looked queasy. “I think I’m going to throw up.” She pressed on the screen, and the walls became a solid light gray again. She turned away from the video feed on the screen. 

	The scratching of its many feet on the outside of the shuttle sounded tinny. It reminded me of the noises of the scuttler’s feet, but there were more of them.

	“How do we get it off the shuttle?” 

	“We will stay put for a few minutes, analyze what it does, and study our new opponent.”

	“If you say so,” Natalie said, still looking pale. Then she noticed the cut on my calf. “You’re hurt!” 

	“It’s a small injury, and the toxins are the same as the scuttlers. I will clean it. It will heal easily.”

	“Let me clean it for you.” She bustled into the facilities, took the warmed and sanitized cloth from its receptacle in the wall, and urged me to sit.

	The excitement of finding a new scourge mutant had distracted her enough that she’d forgotten she was angry with me. I didn’t remind her. 

	I considered protesting and cleaning the wound on my own, but I enjoyed her attention. It was better to have her attending to me than angry and ignoring me the way she had the entire way here. I instructed her on how to clean the wound, first wiping it clean with the cloth, then disinfecting it with the handheld decontaminator.

	She returned the soiled washcloth into its sanitation unit, pushed the drawer closed, and started the cycle.

	“I’m glad you’re okay.” She wrapped her little arms around me.

	I returned the gesture, happy to have her close to me again. If I’d known she would forget her anger if I were injured, I would have faked an injury with the scuttlers I’d fought earlier. That rumbling I’d come to associate with Natalie roared to life in my chest. 

	I nuzzled the side of her face with mine, careful to keep my horns out of the way. “Thank you for cleaning my wound.”

	Since I hadn’t encountered any other scourge during this outing, aside from that mutated monstrosity, I was pretty clean. A good thing too, because I preferred spending time with my female over another cleanse in the decontaminator. 

	I moved with her in my arms to the pilot’s seat and sat down, arranging her onto my lap. 

	“Ouch! Something on your belt is digging into my hip.”

	I wished to touch my female skin to skin anyway. So I stood again and stripped, pulling off my armor, harness, and belt. But I didn’t stop there; I kicked off my loincloth as well. Then, I started on Natalie’s clothes.

	“Hey!” she protested with not much conviction. “Stop that. I’m supposed to be still angry with you.”

	She’d finally remembered she was angry with me. But it was too late. She was mine now.

	“You can be angry with me while naked.” I tossed her top onto the floor on top of my clothes and fiddled with the confounded contraption that held her breasts. This time I managed to unclip it. I held it in the air triumphantly like a trophy, and Natalie laughed, her body relaxing. 

	“If you wish to attack me now with your anger, naked, you may,” I told her. “I will enjoy it very much.”

	A small palm smacked against my pecs as Natalie made an exasperated sound. 

	“That’s it, keep doing that. Your hands feel good on my skin,” I goaded. 

	She ran her fingertips across my chest before attacking, to my surprise, my armpits. 

	Armpits were a point of weakness, but her weak fingers did nothing. 

	“Damn it! You’re not ticklish. I was hoping that’d make you let go.”

	I frowned at the foreign word. “Ticklish. My translator tells me it means sensitivity to light touch, resulting in involuntary laughter or reaction.” 

	I poked my fingers lightly at her armpits and was rewarded with a delightful squeak. 

	“Hey! Not fair!” Natalie squeezed her arms tightly to her body and glared daggers at me. It was cute.

	“What a strange trait! It doesn’t seem to offer any benefits.” Except maybe getting my female to forget she was angry again. 

	“No, it doesn’t,” she grumped, her arms still held close to her side. 

	“Why have a reflex that offers no benefits?”

	“That’s evolution for you. It doesn’t have to be perfect, just good enough to survive long enough to reproduce. I can think of more traits that don’t offer benefits,” Natalie scoffed. “Like, I shouldn’t be able to swallow water down the wrong pipe, or bite my cheek when I eat, but I do both all the time.”

	My eye widened, and my mouth fell open. “You injure your own mouth when you eat?”

	She laughed. “Not all the time! Sometimes I chew too fast and bite myself.”

	That didn’t make it any better. But humans did have flat, dull teeth, aside from the canines where their fangs should be. 

	“Doesn’t it happen to you?” She looked up at my mouth. “On second thought, these teeth are really sharp. Accidental cheek biting would not go over well.”

	“You are correct. It would not. I have never injured the inside of my mouth with my own teeth.” I looked down at her soft mouth and lips. “I’m more worried about hurting you when we 'kiss.’” I used the words she had used that first day to seal our deal. “Some humans are afraid of our teeth. You are not.”

	I licked my lips, my gaze drawn to hers, and thought of our mouths mating. A hunger filled my chest.

	“Oh no, don’t you look at me like that. I’m still angry with you.”

	I knew she lied. “You are not. Every emotion has a scent. You do not scent of anger.” I ran the back of my fingers down her cheek, tilted her head to the side, and buried my face into her neck. “Mmm, you smell…happy.” 

	“Fine, I’m not angry anymore.” She eyed me seriously. “But, if you ever break my trust again, I will leave you. Forever. This is your last chance.”

	“I understand. I will not break your trust,” I swore. I never would. She was my entire world, and I’d do anything to keep her happy.

	She relaxed, accepting my promise, and I returned my attention to her body. I licked and nibbled at the soft skin there, enjoying the scent and taste of her, and heard her soft inhale of breath. “Lust, I scent your lust. Your body wishes for mine.”

	“It doesn’t.”she lied.

	“Lies! I should punish you for lying to me.”

	“I’m not scared of you.” Her voice held a playful lilt, and she gave my chest a soft shove.

	I caught her hands and put them carefully behind her back, holding them there. She struggled ineffectually, and the scent of her lust filled the air. Her breathing quickened, becoming more noticeable.

	I rearranged her to straddle my lap, her hands still secured behind her back, and captured her mouth with mine, tasting her. She explored me with equal eagerness, leaning in and tilting her head to deepen our kiss. Lust exploded around us. She was demanding as she ground her hips in my lap, the dampness at her center rubbing against my belly and my rising cock. 

	I growled at the feel of our bodies rubbing skin to skin. It felt decadent and right. I rocked her on my lap, the juices from her wet lower lips sliding along my length. The tension in her body was palpable through our skin, and she made short little inhales every time her clit hit one of the flares on my cock.

	The eager rumble in my chest vibrated through our bodies.

	 


Chapter 21: Natalie

	Rajiv’k had a built-in vibrator. And the shape of his alien cock was perfect for rubbing against; each flared ridge teased at my clit. I was so close. I couldn’t believe I was so close to coming just from rubbing against his bumpy length. 

	The way he took control of my body, restraining my arms with just the right amount of pressure, drove me wild. His bossiness out of bed frustrated me sometimes, but I loved it when he was demanding with me when it counted.

	My body wound tighter, and I slowed down, not wanting to take my pleasure yet. But Rajiv’k continued rocking my body against his, driving me closer to the edge. Then the vibrating from his chest increased. The sensation traveled down his body to where we joined, ratcheting up my body’s response.

	“Wait,” I panted, trying to pull my hands free from the iron lock of strong fingers. I didn’t want it to be over so soon. 

	“Come for me.” It sounded like an order, one I could not deny.

	He rolled my hips again, and the stronger vibrations were too much. I exploded with a breathy cry, my body shaking and trembling in his lap.

	Rajiv’k released my wrists, and I reached for his horns, holding on as I rode out the rest of my climax. He lifted my hips and lined us up.

	“Tell me you want me. Tell me you want me to fuck you.” His growled words were as needy as my pussy, which now pulsed and clenched around nothing. 

	“Yes!” The choice was easy. I wasn’t sure how I would feel about my decision tomorrow, but I wanted every inch of his huge, alien cock inside me right now. I wanted to know how each flared head felt. I wiggled down eagerly, the first of the graduated heads opening me up. 

	“Greedy little female,” he growled, holding me in place. 

	I whimpered in complaint and tried to force myself down some more. He released my hips, and I sank down, the first large head spearing past my opening. I gasped; the thick, flared ridge was more than I was ready for. 

	He moved his hips in rhythmic rocking movements. I went just a fraction of an inch further each time. Again and again, he moved us, working his thick length deeper into my body. I felt each flare as it forced me open and each dip as my muscles clenched tight around it. By the time I was fully seated on his huge cock, I was gasping and panting. And he wasn’t even moving yet.

	“Krux! My female feels perfect, like you’re made for me.” 

	Then he guided me up and down his cock as he drove into me. It was intense, and I gripped his horns tightly as pleasure tingled through my body with each movement. I felt another orgasm build almost immediately, and I increased my pace, riding him towards nirvana. 

	But before I reached the crest, he stopped, holding me still.

	Frustrated, I whimpered and tried to move again. 

	A big palm landed a crack on my ass. “Stay still. You will get what you need.”

	He stood then, bringing me with him. I wrapped my arms around his neck to hold on as he fucked me standing up. In this position, he had more leverage. He lifted me up and down his cock like I weighed nothing at all. Thrusting into me almost violently, he grunted, the controlled male from a moment earlier gone. In his place was a feral beast, driven wild with need.

	At this angle, his wide ridges rubbed against my g spot with every thrust, taking me far past the point of no return.

	“Oh god, oh god, oh god!” I screamed into the air, unable to stop the cries tearing from my throat. My mouth formed words, but my brain refused to comprehend them. It was so intense I thought I would pass out. I thought my body would fall, unable to control my arms and leg. But Rajiv’k held me tight as he continued his relentless assault on my senses. 

	A roar filled the air, joining my screams of passion. He swelled impossibly big, and I held my breath, unable to move. Then his warm seed filled me, and I felt every jet as it bathed my clenching walls. 

	He took a few steps to the sleeping nook and lowered us down onto the mattress. I was so lost in bliss I didn’t notice as he separated us. He returned from the bathroom with a wet cloth to clean our bodies. He then joined me on the bed and pulled me to lie over his warm, firm chest, his arms draped possessively over my waist.

	I closed my eyes and rested my head against the pillow of Rajiv’k’s pecs, listening to the slow thud-thud, thud-thud of his Xarc’n heart. Overlaid on top of rhythmic beating was the low purr that vibrated both our bodies. I imagined myself lying on top of the biggest cat ever. The biggest, most muscular, and furless cat!

	So much for making him wait. I’d already given up the goods, and not only was my leg not healed, he hadn’t even shown the signs of a mating bond. But I couldn’t regret what happened; I’d never come so hard or felt so connected with anyone before in my life. Something about the way he held me, like he could never let me go again, told me I didn’t need to worry about him leaving me or cheating on me. Even now, I doubted I could get up off his chest even if I wanted to. 

	I was sweaty from my exertion, and my hunter was warm, but a cool breeze blew lightly down on us from the ceiling. Rajiv’k finger-combed through my messy hair absentmindedly. I closed my eyes, taking slow, easy breaths, and wished the magical moment would last forever. 

	But a scratching from the outside of the shuttle caught my attention, ruining the perfect moment. The new scourge! I’d totally forgotten that it was still on the shuttle. I’d hoped that it would lose interest and leave.

	I pushed up onto my palms. “Shouldn’t we get rid of our buggy friend?”

	Rajiv’k got up, bringing me with him. He moved over to the pilot’s chair, and I ended up straddled across his lap, head on his chest. He tapped at the screen.

	“We have a pair of them on the vessel now. I don’t know why they settled on the shuttle. This is strange behavior.”

	“Could it be a way to identify the cloaked shuttle to other scourge? That would be a problem.”

	“I doubt it. If it were, they would have called more to attack the shuttle. According to the sensors, they are not harming the shuttle in any way. Our shuttles conserve energy well and do not lose much through heat loss, but it is warmer than the temperature outside currently.”

	“You think they are using it for warmth? It is a cloudy day. And cool to boot.”

	A simultaneous buzzing came from the communication unit on the floor and the screen behind me. Rajiv’k tapped the screen without hesitation. Did he just put us on a video call naked?

	“I assume you saw the recording of the new scourge variant I sent.” 

	“Eww! You’re both naked!” Alice’s voice pierced through the speaker. 

	“Calm your titties, bitch!” I countered. “You can only see my back.” I hoped the camera only went that far, and I wasn’t in actuality showing major butt crack. 

	“Yes, I saw the recording.” 

	“I have two of those things on my shuttle right now.”

	“On your shuttle?”

	“I will send you the external feed.”

	A moment later, Alice’s gagging sounds filled the shuttle. “Ugly motherfuckers! Yuck.” She made another exaggerated retching noise. “Gives me the heeby-jeebies.”

	“I believe they stay on my shuttle for the minute amount of heat it gives off. We should capture one and study it. I will try to move the shuttle slowly back to the compound with the two creatures.”

	“You should probably warn the humans too. So they don’t freak out at the giant centipedes we’re bringing back.” I imagined the uproar that would ensue if it were left unsaid. “Surprise centipedes are never a good thing.”

	“I will take care of it,” Kaj’k said. “I’ll get Tarv’k and Koriv’n working on a cage. I doubt a pit would hold it.”

	“You plan to bring those things back alive?” Alice asked, aghast. “Can’t you study it dead?”

	“We need to study its behavior and learn its weaknesses,” Rajiv’k replied.

	“Ugh! You sound just like Natalie when the bugs first came to Earth. You two are the perfect pair.”

	I supposed we were a couple now. I hoped that mating bond showed up soon.

	“I will head back to the compound. Even if I lose the two on the shuttle, an aerial surveyor follows one of them. I will lure one back.”

	Rajiv’k ended the call, and I shifted on his lap. 

	“I think I prefer to be dressed while luring a giant centipede.” I made to get up from his lap.

	“Stay.” He pulled me back, so I was once again plastered to his chest. And again, I mentally thanked the shuttle for the cool breeze it supplied.

	I guessed we were doing this naked. Fun. I hadn’t had a boring day since I’d met my bug-hunting alien warrior.

	 

	 


Chapter 22: Rajiv’k 

	We managed to make it halfway to the compound at the galaxy’s slowest crawl before one of the creatures stirred. Natalie surmised that the pair had been asleep on the shuttle. I kept the pace consistent, hoping that with luck, the scourge would settle down again. Luck was not on our side.

	The long sinuous body moved, writhing around the shuttle, waking the second creature. The two scourge moved off the shuttle and slithered away, my camera flying away with them.

	Natalie, who now sat with her back to my chest, reacted before I did. She triggered off the cloaking. But the new mutants were traveling away and did not notice.

	“We need to get their attention. Can we use the blaster mounted on the ship to shoot the ground around them?” She cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow. 

	“They might not react unless they see prey.” I stood up, bringing her with me. “We will lure them with our bodies.”

	I grabbed the blaster on the way to the door, slapped the control panel, and leaned out. Luckily, the pair of creatures were still within sight of the shuttle door, having had no reason to move quickly. I aimed and shot at the ground right behind them.

	At the same time, Natalie yelled at the top of her lungs, “Hey uglies! Come and get me!”

	They both whipped around, faster than something that size should, and made a beeline for the shuttle. I ducked back inside and hit the door panel, enclosing us in the safety of the shuttle’s high-density composite shell. 

	“Damn! Those things are fast!” Natalie shuddered.

	I headed to the screen, one arm still around her waist, and ordered the ship to move.

	It took a bit of trial and error, but eventually, we found a speed that kept us close enough to encourage the chase, but far enough to stay just out of reach. 

	“Look at those stupid buggers,” Natalie snorted with a shake of her head. “At least we know they aren’t too smart.” 

	I put out a message to all the hunters that we were heading into the compound faster than expected and with the two unknown scourge on my tail. 

	An incoming call pinged on the screen from Tarv’k. 

	“We need more time to set up containment. We also need a plan on how to get them into the containment area. Keep them entertained for a while longer.”

	“I’ll loop them around the compound. But the longer I stay out here, the more chance I’ll attract scuttlers or spitters. I’m luring them with my cloak down.”

	The last thing I wanted was to lead a whole group of scourge into the compound when everybody expected only two. It was best to deal with the unknown scourge types on their own first. 

	Throughout our fight against the scourge, hunters had discovered time and time again, that some new scourge variants were greatly enhanced when fighting alongside one of the existing scourge varieties. This was why we needed these two for research. We needed the information to anticipate how this novel threat fit into the scourge army.

	When researching a new variant, it was standard procedure to send hunters in to fight it but not kill it. The point was to learn to anticipate its movements and develop a method to counter them. Once the hunters understood how the mutant worked on its own, they caught and introduced scuttlers, lungers, and spitters to see how the new type worked with each. It was more difficult to contain flyers, though there had been cases of mutants that used flyers as their eyes in the past.

	This newest abomination was fast. Faster than any I’d seen. It would be hard to dodge its attacks continuously and fight it without killing it in self-defense. “We may need to figure out a way to trick it to attack.” 

	“Pardon?” 

	I’d forgotten that I was not alone now. Natalie had heard me mumbling to myself. I explained to her how hunters usually assess new scourge mutants, and she stared back at me, eyes wide in disbelief.

	“You guys go into a cage with it and encourage it to attack you repeatedly just so you can see how it reacts?” Her eyes blinked rapidly. “And you can’t even kill it? That’s reckless.”

	“We go in as a group so there are many targets. We support each other. But this mutation is faster than any we have faced in recent history. And it is extremely mobile.”

	She looked pensive. “It must have weaknesses. If it specced into speed and agility, it must have given up something else.”

	“Specced?”

	“Gaming term. In some of our video games, we award points for experience. But to choose to spend the points on one thing means to lose out on another.”

	“I know of video games. We thought they were training simulations at first but realized quickly they were for entertainment. I enjoyed the ones I tried. They remind me of lore from the old Xarc’n race.” 

	I considered the small female in my arms. Our two species were not only similar enough to breed, but we also shared similar lore and narratives. To have found that after centuries of searching across the galaxy was a miracle. She was a miracle, my miracle. 

	So far, the mating bond hadn’t been triggered. But I intended to keep Natalie by my side until it did. My body didn’t know it yet, but my brain did: Natalie was my mate.

	“Why are you looking at me like that?”

	“Can’t I look at my female?”

	“You’re acting weird.” She leaned away.

	But it was said light-heartedly, so I continued to stare at her, moving my face closer and closer to hers as she avoided me. “I will be your weird hunter.” 

	“Oh em gee! You’re impossible,” she chortled, slapping her palm against my still bare chest.

	“You like it!”

	“I can be weird too.” She did the same thing back to me, shooting me an exaggeratedly intense look and encroaching into my space. I had to agree that it was very strange, but equally humorous.

	“I was just thinking how lucky I am to have you.”

	“Oh.” She paused, mid-weirdness, suddenly serious. “I’m lucky to have you too, Rajiv’k.” She cupped my cheeks in her palms. “I forgive you for asking me to leave your shuttle.” 

	“You are mine to care for now.” I thought of the two human males back at the compound, and my mood shifted. 

	“What’s the matter?” 

	I played her the recording of the two men and watched as her face grew red. 

	“Those asses! Do the rest of the hunters know?”

	“Kaj’k and Cov’k do.”

	“The girls need to know too, so we can avoid them. I mean, we were going to avoid them anyway. Wait!” She held up a finger, and her whole being perked up. “I have an idea!”

	“Another idea?” I teased.

	“Of course! You’re going to be stuck with my ideas for the rest of your life. Get used to them!” 

	“I love all your ideas.” Then jokingly, I muttered under my breath, “Even the stupid ones.”

	“Hey!” She did that thing where she slapped my chest again.

	I grinned at her.

	“Ooh! Those fangs are so cute!” She launched herself at me and kissed my lips on top of one of my fangs.

	“Cute?” I grumbled. No part of a warrior should be “cute.”

	“Cute also means attractive. I find your fangs sexy and attractive.”

	That was better. 

	“And impressive and intimidating.”

	That was perfect. I knew she stroked my ego, but I puffed out my chest anyway.

	“But my idea. I say we trick those assholes into leaving the group. Or maybe trick them into threatening one of us girls in front of everyone. It’ll give everyone reason to boot them from the compound. Jack told me the rest of the group only accepted them to keep Evie around. And I think Evie is good and ready to ditch her uncle.”

	It was worth a try. My only requirement was that my female would not be exposed to any danger, should it happen.

	Tarv’k called, letting us know they were ready for us to come in. “Enter from the North. One of the buildings has large doors on opposite sides, and we have lifted both doors to allow your craft through. We will drop them down once the mutants are inside, and trap them in.” A map of the buildings of the compound popped up on the side of my screen, showing me where to go.

	We headed back, our targets at our tail. I easily spotted the building they’d planned on using as a cage. Natalie called it a garage. With front and back doors opened, it formed a tunnel, one that I drove my shuttle through. I turned off the engine once on the other side and put the external display on the shuttle walls.

	The two mutant scourge charged towards us. The scourge had no capacity for emotions, but they almost looked gleeful that we’d stopped. Perhaps they believed they’d tired their prey out. 

	“Alrighty,” Natalie said, rubbing her palms together. “Come and get us!”

	The two doors of the garage slammed shut with a loud crash the moment they entered the building. Too easy!

	 


Chapter 23: Natalie 

	I sat on a couch with Alice and Cynthia, trying to ignore the giant video feed of two creepy bugs playing on the big screen. It wasn’t the best use of the projector, but I understood why everyone in the compound, human and Xarc’n, insisted on knowing where the pair were and what they were doing at all times.

	We’d had our two mutant pets for a few days now, and the menfolk had been taking turns analyzing their behavior. Currently, they had several cameras pointed at the pair in the garage. It was a huge garage, one meant for trucks, and the pair had a lot of room to move around. Rajiv’k’s mini drone now sat crushed on the garage floor, attacked and destroyed by one of the monster bugs in the confined space on the second day.

	Alice and I had tallied our food stores earlier this morning, and we were well on our way to collecting enough food to last the swarm. And there’d been talk about staying at the compound long term. 

	I'd spent the last few days working on the garden and spent my nights with Rajiv’k in his shuttle. After a long hard ponder, I’d decided to approach our relationship with fresh eyes. He’d hurt me, but he’d done it inadvertently; he’d been trying to protect me. And Rajiv’k learned to communicate better, asking for my opinions on things before acting. It was a compelling start to rebuilding my trust.

	It had all the semblance of marital bliss. Except the initial indicator of a mate bond—the inability for him physically to let go of me for a significant period—never occurred. While I appreciated what we had, I couldn’t help but feel a certain disappointment, as if we’d let each other down.

	Rajiv’k sat with the other hunters, wiring up more cameras into drones. Jorg’k was still missing, though the hunters had news that he was still alive. 

	The four men, Jack, Noah, Gerald, and Calvin—I’d finally met the whole crew during our post mutant capture celebration—were playing cards the next couch over. Unlike Jack and Noah, Gerald and Calvin were a bit older: middle-aged. They had warm smiles, though Calvin looked sad most of the time.

	Over the past few days, we’d developed a habit of hanging out in the common area to listen to Jack broadcast his show. Then we’d all relax for an hour or so before bed. The only ones who would not join us were Shawn and Benson. Evie came to sit with us the first day and had ignored Shawn when he kicked up a fuss.

	Today, Evie had been MIA during the broadcast and was still nowhere to be seen. Something nagged at the fringes of my consciousness. 

	“I’m going to go check on Evie.” I pushed myself up from the couch. 

	“I’ll come along,” Cynthia offered. “Those two asses are up there, and you shouldn’t go alone.”

	“Count me in.”

	We found Benson leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest, guarding Evie’s door. 

	“Go away. She doesn’t want to come out.”

	We paid him no heed and approached the door. He shoved Cynthia hard, knocking her into Alice and myself. He didn’t want us here one bit. We shoved our way close enough to knock. There were, after all, three of us and only one of him.

	“Leave me alone, Ben.” 

	“He’s still here taking up space”—I sent him the stink eye—“but so are we. Are you okay?”

	A moment later, the lock to the door clicked open, and a frustrated Evie walked out, bristling with anger. “I’m fine if you don’t count being harassed by this fuzz nugget. I’m so glad this room had a lock.” 

	I’d moved in with Rajiv’k the day we brought home the centicreeps, and Evie had moved into my room. She preferred it, as it was further away from Shawn and had a lock. 

	She stomped out to join us, and we moved to block Benson’s access to her. Then we turned to leave. 

	“I can’t believe I had to lock myself in my room to avoid him,” she huffed. 

	“What’s going on?” 

	Fuck! I recognized the voice. 

	“Come back here right now, Evie.” It was Shawn. “I mean it. If you don’t want to spend time with Benson, then stay in your room. I don’t even know why you need your own room, you spoiled brat.”

	“Go jump in a lake!” Evie yelled, surprising us all. Then under her voice, to us only. “I’m sorry, ladies. I’m pissed. Let’s get downstairs.”

	We hurried to the stairs.

	“Young lady! Your fa—”

	Evie whirled around in a rage, all semblance of the sweet little girl gone. “Daddy is dead!” she screamed. “It’s been over two years, Shawn. And he wouldn’t care who I hung out with anyway. He’d just want me to be happy. Stop controlling everything I do. I’m so sick of you!” 

	“You ungrateful little bitch!” His face got redder, if that was even possible.

	Remembering my idea back on the ship about convincing our two assholes to leave on their own, I decided to push things just a little bit. Okay, I decided to push things a lot.

	“You’re always welcome to hang out with us, Evie. And if Benson’s bothering you, I’m sure one of the hunters would let you stay on their shuttle.”

	That hit the mark right on target. 

	Shawn stormed toward us, nostrils flaring. “You!” he screamed at our little group. “You are the culprits! You sluts have been feeding Evie these sinful ideas.” 

	“I have no clue what you mean. What sinful ideas?” I pretended to be innocent.

	“You filthy bunch of alien fucking whores! You all deserve to die and rot in hell with your demon lovers. I should have done more to stop us from coming.”

	“I thought we were here to help the hunters,” Evie said firmly. “Maybe I want to help a hunter by sharing his shuttle. What are you going to do about it?”

	Damn, girl! I was speechless at her outburst. Evie was not messing around. She meant business.

	“You little bitch. You are just like your mother! I knew nothing good could come from that woman.” He turned to me. “And you. I blame you for this.” He made to lunge for me but stopped short, his face turning pale.

	I turned to see what stopped him and saw Rajiv’k at the top of the stairs, giving off the ultimate protective bear vibe. If looks could kill, Shawn would be cut up into a dozen pieces by now. It was nice to have such effective backup. No one in their right mind would mess with me with Rajiv’k there; it was a death sentence. 

	“Do you have a problem with my female?” The question held a quiet threat.

	The bravado Shawn had while facing me dissolved in the presence of a Xarc’n warrior. 

	“Forget it, Shawn.” Benson pulled Shawn back. “I don’t want Evie anymore, not if she talks about joining with an alien devil so easily.” Then to Evie, “You could’ve had a real man, Evelyn. But I’m done waiting for you to be ready for me.”

	Beside me, Evie made a gagging sound, and her lips curled in disgust. “I wouldn’t touch you, Ben, if you were the last man on Earth.”

	“You’ve made the wrong choice. You’re going to regret this,” Shawn said through gritted teeth.

	“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” She waved him away. 

	The two men disappeared into their room, and the door slammed shut behind them.

	“Did he hurt you?” Rajiv’k looked me up and down. “I came the moment I heard yelling.”

	“You got here just in time.” 

	“Let’s go break into the chocolate bars,” Cynthia suggested. “We need chocolate after that.”

	“Great idea!” I could use some chocolate, or even just sugar, right about now.

	We all headed down the stairs, and Cynthia went to the storage room to grab us some high-calorie healing. 

	“You okay?” Alice asked. She was always the caring one.

	“I’m fine.” Evie exhaled loudly. “That was a long time coming. I’m sorry I dragged everyone into this.”

	“Nah, don’t be,” I said. “I hope you didn’t mind me giving the guy a push. I knew he would react badly and said it anyway to goad him.”

	“I should have done it myself months ago.” Evie looked worried as she settled on the couch. “But I don’t feel comfortable staying in that room anymore. I’d be afraid to find Benson there every time I open the door.”

	“We heard what happened,” Noah said, his eyes full of concern. “Two of us can stay with you. We won’t bother you; we promise. And we can even set up privacy screens, so you get your own area.”

	“Thanks, Noah. I think that would be best.”

	“And make sure you don’t go anywhere alone,” I suggested. “I don’t like how he spoke to you at the end.”

	“I’ll be careful. Shawn’s a dickwad, but he’s also a coward. I don’t think he’ll do anything if there are people around.”

	Cynthia arrived with our chocolate bars, and the rest of the men showed up as well, lured by the promise of sugar. Our Xarc’n hunters shook their heads, unable to understand the appeal of the giant hit of carbs but joined us on the couches anyway. 

	“If they do anything like that again, we are going to boot them out of the group,” Calvin assured us. “If it were up to me, I’d boot them now.” 

	“Fuck booting them,” Jack said. “I say we feed them to our new pets.”

	I couldn’t agree more.

	 

	 


Chapter 24: Rajiv’k 

	Natalie bolted awake on the bed, as she did every morning since sharing my shuttle. I reached for her leg and rubbed it, encouraging the blood to flow through the extremity. The knee joint was more pliable now, not frozen as it was before. But with the joint moving again, it meant she might find it hard to walk or put weight on it until she rebuilt the muscles. 

	Last night, on the way back to our shuttle, she’d fallen after her leg gave out, the knee bending when she was used to it being stuck straight. I had a brace and a cane ready for her so she could stay mobile. 

	“Thanks for the leg rub.” She tipped her head back for a moment and closed her eyes, smiling. “I feel a little more in that leg every day. But holy crap, the electric pain in the morning is so much worse now.”

	“The nerve pain will get worse as it heals, but it is a good sign. Pain means there are nerves.” I bent and straightened the knee, loosening up the joint. 

	She watched through the tangled mess of hair that fell over her face. Unlike our thick wiry hair, humans had hair that was soft and easily mussed. It needed detangling often, a task I enjoyed doing for my future mate.

	I gave her leg one last rub down before grabbing her brush. I positioned her between my legs and started the detangling process. This was our routine every morning. 

	“Mmm, a girl could get used to this.”

	That was my plan. Natalie would be so spoiled on my shuttle that she would never want to leave. She had yet to profess her love for me, which I learned through my research was an important landmark in human romantic relationships. But she would. Receiving her love words was one of my current life goals.

	The other was to get my stubborn body to recognize her as my mate and initiate the bond. But even if my body refused to acknowledge the truth, I planned to keep her here with me forever, bond or not.

	My brain processed the sound, and my body reacted before I actually heard the scream. A male’s scream. I jumped to my feet and hastily threw on my loincloth. My door opened to chaos.

	Both of our pet centicreeps—the humans called them that, and the name stuck—were loose and on our roof. But that was not all. There was a trio of flyers as well. The human male named Calvin slashed at one of the new variants wildly with a machete, his other arm swinging limply at his side. Tarv’k and Koriv’n fought the flyers with the tools they were using to build the bridges between the roofs. Neither were adequately armed.

	Natalie limped to the door. “Oh shit!”

	“Stay here,” I ordered. 

	Pressed for time, I strapped on my swords and blaster, forgoing my armor. None of us were ready for an attack. 

	I shot at the centicreep closest to Calvin. Distracted by tasty human flesh, the scourge did not protect itself by curling up. The blaster shot hit its middle, tearing it in two. But the front end kept attacking; it didn’t need its back end to survive. I needed to hit the head, but the damn things moved too fast. I shot at the body again, breaking the half into half. With only a few pairs of the toxin edged blades still attached to the head of the creature, the human male got close enough to dispatch it. 

	We took care of the second centipede the same way, with me shooting off most of the body, the sharp poisoned spikes with it, and Calvin slashing down the head. 

	As we’d surmised during our study of the beast, the head was relatively harmless. The main weapons were the sharp protrusions at the side of its body. It thrashed its body, cutting into its opponent with hundreds of knife-like blades. The weak jaws served mainly as a way to carry lopped-off pieces of their prey short distances, perhaps to a place where flyers could pick them up and carry them back to the nest. 

	I aimed my blaster at the flyers, shooting holes into the membranes of their wings. With one wing in tatters, the most damaged flyer swerved and veered, crashing into the wall of the adjacent building. It would not be airborne again. The other two crash-landed on our roof, and we hacked them apart.

	With the sounds of our fighting gone, we heard the many feet of scuttlers. Tarv’k looked over the edge. 

	“I don’t see them. But I hear them.”

	The door to the stairway burst open, and Evie ran out, eyes wide and panting.

	“They’re inside the building,” she blurted out in a panic. “The door was left wide open.”

	“What? How? Is the swarm here early?” Natalie asked from the door of my shuttle. 

	What was she doing there? She should be safely inside. Especially since she had no armor, no weapon, and couldn’t even stand without help.

	Before I could chastise her, Tarv’k answered. “No, this is too small to be a swarm. But it is very strange. Go down,” he said to me, “I will join you once I am armed.”

	Tarv’k and Koriv’n ran back to their shuttle to arm themselves properly. 

	Natalie hobbled out of my shuttle toward Evie. She’d put on the brace herself though it was not tightened properly. 

	“Get back in the—” 

	“Don’t try to boss me around now. There’s no way I’m hiding in the shuttle while everyone else fights.”

	“Go down and help them, Rajiv’k,” Calvin urged. “Evie and I will help her down the stairs.”

	I knew better than to argue with my little warrior when she had that look in her eyes. I would lose. I sprinted past them and hurried down the stairs. I paused at the strange scene that met me.

	The second floor formed a balcony over the first with railings along the side, and they’d punched out some of the railings intermittently, making holes just big enough for one scuttler to get through. They’d lowered planks of wood down to the floor at an angle. As each scuttler made its way up the plank and landed on the second floor, the males killed it and tossed it back over the railing.

	“We couldn’t use fire,” Jack explained. “All the flammables are downstairs. It would take everything out with it, including us.”

	It was a slow but ingenious way to pick off the scuttlers one by one. But it would only continue to work if no spitters showed up. The door to the building was opened wide, and more scourge filed in.

	“Where are the others?” 

	“Cov’k and Kaj’k left not long ago to investigate a radio signal, and Gerald went with them. Shit!” Jack ran a hand through his hair. “I shouldn’t have asked them to go.”

	“We couldn’t have anticipated this.” Noah hit another scuttler over the head with a heavy piece of metal and shoved the dying scourge over the edge.

	Natalie finally made it down the stairs with help. She frowned at the setup. “We’re lucky there are no spitters in this bunch.”

	“And it’s taking too long. We need to hurry before more arrive. This sudden attack is suspicious.” Tarv’k joined us, fully armed and ready to fight.

	I exchanged a glance with my fellow hunter, and we both hopped over the railing, landing amidst the scuttlers below. The large open concept layout of the building gave us lots of room to fight, and we soon had the numbers down to only about a dozen. 

	“More incoming,” Jack warned. 

	“What the fuck!” Natalie sounded angry. A quick glance saw that she was pressed up to a barred window on the second floor, next to the railings. “They are coming straight for the building as if lured. I see spitters. Quick, close the door.”

	I ran to the door and slammed it shut before the next wave could enter. I got a good glimpse of the incoming pack, and just as Natalie said, there were several spitters in this group. Tarv’k and I made quick work of the remaining scourge and pushed the ladder back to the stairs so we could join the others.

	Koriv’n came down the stairs from the roof, looking defeated. “I thought I’d take care of a flyer that came in. But they just keep coming.”

	“Something’s luring them in,” Natalie repeated. “Did anyone forget to turn off a beacon?”

	“Impossible. We turn them off before we bring them into our shuttles.” But every hunter present checked our devices anyway.

	“Krux!” I swore. “There is a beacon signal on our location.” How could one of us have made such a grave mistake? And with the females here as well. Things could have ended badly.

	I checked the device code and didn’t recognize it. “This one is not mine. Do any of you recognize it?”

	“Not mine either.”

	“No.”

	Evie, who had been quiet while we fought, biting her nails nervously in the corner, spoke up. “We have a few. We keep them for emergencies to get the bugs away from us.”

	“They are downstairs with the extra weapons,” said Jack. “Could one of them have turned on? That’s fucked.”

	We checked the makeshift armory and was greeted by another surprise. 

	“What the fuck!” Calvin bellowed. “Half the weapons are missing. Shit. Check the food.”

	Natalie limped over to the pantry. “Someone’s been here too. We’re missing a few crates.”

	“None of the beacons here are on.” I checked the two still in the stash. 

	“Where’s Shawn and Benson?”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 25: Natalie 

	I stared at the beacon with the little red light sitting in the middle of Shawn and Benson’s room. The two were long gone, leaving only some empty cans, candy wrappers, and the reason for our scourge problem.

	“Fudge!” Evie swore, scrubbing a hand over her face. “I didn’t think he would have the guts to do something like this. He was always going on about how even 'shepherds need their flock.’ I’m sorry.”

	“Oh no, Evie. Don’t you dare try to apologize for those asshats. This is their fault, not yours. None of us knew. We should have watched them better.” I wasn’t going to let her feel guilty for standing up for herself. 

	“It’s probably Benson’s idea. Shawn’s a coward, but Benson... he’s crazy enough for anything.” Calvin picked up the beacon and smashed the kill switch. 

	“We should connect all the beacons you have to our shuttles and communicators so we can control them remotely,” Rajiv’k suggested. 

	“Remote operation would be convenient.”

	I thought of the tablet Rajiv’k had given me. It would help the whole compound if every member had the ability to communicate, not just the hunters. 

	“How much work was it to rig up that tablet for me?” 

	“Not much. I could make some more for the compound if I had the supplies and equipment.”

	“Tablet? You mean you can get Earth devices hooked up to your network?” Jack looked like he’d hit the jackpot.

	“I will need to source Xarc’n batteries and signallers,” Rajiv’k said, looking excited at the new project. “I can get them brought in with the next shipment of resources. And I will need Earth devices, the newest ones, with the most advanced technology. They integrate best with our network.”

	 “I was surprised that most Xarc’n hunters get by with so little personal technology,” Jack said. “You guys have neat weapons and translators and flying shuttles, but I’d expected a lot more cool tech.”

	“We are only given enough to do our job.” Tarv’k sounded disappointed. “Many of us were created with the drive to hunt and kill our targets. Very few of us were engineered to be creative. I’m glad a few of us are.” He nodded to Rajiv’k.

	A shrill shriek came from Evie as she stumbled back, covering her mouth with one hand. She gestured wildly at the barred and glass window with the other.

	A giant centicreep crawled over the bars. It whipped its tail hard against the window; where it managed to hit the glass through the bars, the glass cracked, impacted by the hard, pointed protrusions on its body. 

	Holy shit! I was grateful we’d chosen the building with the barred windows even on the second floor. A few good hits and a glass window would shatter for sure.

	“We go now and fight.” Tarv’k marched out of the room, his face serious.

	That was when I noticed Calvin’s arm. It hung by his side as useless as my leg. “You’re injured, Calvin!”

	“It’s my left side. I still have my good arm.” Then he was out the door and up the stairs. These men were just as tough at heart as our Xarc’n hunters. 

	“Stay here and don’t leave the building,” Rajiv’k ordered before following Tarv’k up to the roof to clean up our bug problem, leaving Evie and me inside.

	That was cute. He thought he could order me around. 

	I hobbled to the window; the centicreep was gone now, lured up to the roof by our men. I surveyed the mess of bugs below. 

	Damn ugly bastards. I hated each and every one with a passion. 

	“I don’t know how you could look at those things,” Evie said. “This is why I can never forage. I scream involuntarily. I can’t stop it. If it weren’t for the charity of these guys, I’d be dead.”

	“We all have our strengths. You don’t need to fight or forage to be useful.” Then I laughed, a bitter sound. “Alice spent the whole winter saying the same words to me. I didn’t believe her then, but I see the truth in it now. We might not be able to fight, but we are needed here. We all are.”

	“Thanks, Nat.”

	I turned my attention back to the window. Rajiv’k and Tarv’k were on the ground slashing and hacking, bug parts flying around them like a tornado. I was awed anew every time I watched these hunters fight. 

	One of the spitters reared and aimed, but Rajiv’k rolled under the spray of corrosive acid towards the now weaponless bug. The bug was split in two in a blink of an eye.

	Something large fell from the roof. It looked like a tarp, but it moved. What the hell was that? The wing gave it away. It was a flyer, all wrapped up in one of our water collection tarps. It rolled around in front of Ravij’k, flailing wildly, blocking his view. He didn’t see when another spitter shot its caustic liquid missile.

	“No!” I screamed as the bug’s acid splashed across the side of Rajiv’k’s body. 

	I watched in horror as my hunter fell against the spitter, one of his energy ladened swords clattering to the ground. Recovering quickly, he bashed his head against the spitter, his horns crushing the spitter’s carapace. He kicked it away with his taloned feet. He turned his attention to the bound up flyer next. He was still fighting despite the acid melting his body.

	I had to help him. Water, we needed lots of water. The hunters had stressed that the first thing to do when hit with spitter acid was to rinse it thoroughly. The water diluted the acid and rinsed it away. Evie and I grabbed the two buckets we’d used for cleaning and filled them from the spout I’d connected to the cistern on the roofs. It was as close to running water as I could set up with my limited supplies and knowledge. Luckily, we’d had a downpour yesterday.

	Evie helped me down the stairs, and we opened the front door a crack. There were still a few scuttlers, but the sight of Rajiv’k on the ground in pain drove all the fear away. I shoved the door open and limped out, buckets in hand. 

	Rajiv’k noticed me. “Get back inside, Natalie. Now!” 

	I kept lugging the buckets of cool water towards him.

	“Behind you!” Evie screamed. 

	I turned to see the scuttler beelining toward me. I had a flashback of the moment I’d been nicked by that scuttler last fall. The beast would cut me down before I reached Rajiv’k. All I had were the buckets in each hand, and I refused to use them as weapons. I needed the water to dilute the acid eating away at Rajiv’k’s body.

	Evie ran in with a loud yell and smashed the bug, which had its attention solely on me, over the head with a…chair? It stopped the bug just on time. It had its bladed arms raised, ready to strike me down. She beat the bug with the metal stool we kept at the door. I continued pulling the life-saving water to Rajiv’k, who stumbled toward me, a look of terror on his face.

	He looked bad. The arm that had been splashed by bug juice looked as if it had no skin left, and the same was true for a patch on his belly. My last meal threatened to come up. These two measly buckets of water wouldn’t be enough. He dunked his arm into one bucket the moment he was close enough, and I slowly poured water from the other onto his belly.

	Another shrill scream from behind me saw Tarv’k running to Evie’s rescue, finishing off the rest of the scuttlers. 

	Koriv’n leaped from the roof, somehow carrying the smallest of the water-filled cisterns with him. He carried the large reservoir as if it were no bigger than a bucket. He left the water with us and went to help the others remove the carcasses from our living area. The corpses would bring in more of the deadly bugs. Not to mention, our carpets and couches were goners, covered in bug guts and fungal spores. The place would need a deep clean. 

	But that was the least of my worries now. I got to work flushing Rajiv’k’s wounds. 

	It started as an involuntary gasping for air, then a stabbing in my heart every time I tried to breathe. Then I was crying, tears streaming down my face, my body shaking violently.

	“What is wrong, little warrior. Are you hurt?”

	I shook my head, trying to stop my reaction. I cupped more water with my hands and splashed it over his injuries.

	“Then tell me why you cry.” His good hand landed on my back and rubbed in small comforting circles. 

	I sobbed. “I was so scared. I thought you would die. And,” my voice caught in my throat, the words choking me, “the acid.” I sniffed, tearing my eyes away from his arm. 

	Even now, the stench of his flesh being dissolved burnt at my nose, the memory of it would be ingrained in my mind forever. The acid burns were bad. It had gone through the skin and dissolved patches of his flesh. He must be in so much pain. I splashed more water on the large, angry patches. 

	“I will heal,” he said solemnly. He tried to hide his pain, but I saw through it.  

	Heal? After that? The arm rested limply on his crossed thighs, and I knew he could not move it. The acid had eaten through nerves and tendons. 

	I burst into tears again. I splashed the water almost violently onto his arm, trying to wash away the feeling of dread and hopelessness that threatened to drown me.

	“You are worried that I will not be able to care for you until I heal. I’m sorry you are stuck with an injured hunter, but I promise to put your life above my own. I will protect you till the day I die. Injuries can not stop me.” He bowed his head. 

	He was missing big chunks of his arm, and he was worried about protecting me?

	“I’m not worried about me. I am worried about you, you big lug! And I’m crying because you are hurt. I’m crying because I’m relieved you are alive. And I’m crying because—” I took a shaky breath. “Because I love you.” I bit my lip to stop from dissolving into a pile of sobs. 

	There, it was out. I knew better than to expect an alien with no concept of human relationships to say it back. I doubted they exchanged words of love as we do.

	Strong fingers cradled my face, and I turned to look into the warmth of his yellow eyes.

	“Say it again,” he demanded. 

	“What? That I love you?” I sniffed. “I do. I love you. And I don’t care if you won’t be able to use your arm. I know you can still care for me. And I’ll care for you too. Because—” my breath hitched “—because, that’s what mates do!”

	I didn’t care if the mating bond never developed. Rajiv’k was mine. I couldn’t form a bond back anyway since I was human. As far as I knew or cared, he was my mate, and I was his. We didn’t need no stinking bond. 

	The purring that told me he was happy, despite losing his arm, was so loud the top of the water in the container rippled with the vibrations. He shifted, pushing himself up to standing. 

	“The acid is no longer burning. I have a spray in my shuttle to help neutralize any residue.”

	He scooped me up with one arm, and I found myself tossed over his good shoulder, right next to the hilt of one of his sheathed swords.

	“Put me down!” I didn’t want him to strain and hurt himself more. And I wasn’t sure about traveling next to the deadly weapon, even sheathed.

	“I will carry my mate if I want to.” He stressed the word mate as if to agree that we didn’t need the bond. He entered the building and took the stairs two at a time, the injured arm not slowing him down one bit.

	 

	 


Chapter 26: Rajiv’k 

	Natalie loved me. Her species did not form mate bonds, yet she’d called me her mate. I knew I could do no less. She was the mate of my heart, even if my body was too stupid to realize it. The knowledge filled me with such joy I barely felt the pain encompassing the right side of my body. 

	She worried about me, and she spoke as if she believed my arm would not heal. Perhaps for a human, an injury like this would be permanent. But I was a Xarc’n warrior; I was made for the fight. I was made to kill. I was made to survive grisly injuries. Even now, the wounds were starting to heal.

	The spitters acid had not hit anything vital, and I was grateful. Many hunters were not so lucky. Eyes did not grow back like skin and flesh. And Natalie’s timely arrival with water to dilute and wash away the acid meant the damage did not reach the bones, which would have also been permanent. Once neutralized, spitter acid did not have residual effects. 

	I would remember the image of her rushing towards me forever, like the bravest warrior, with her buckets of limb saving liquid. I would also remember how close those toxin-edged blades had come to slicing her open and how I’d failed to get to her in time. I owed Evie for saving my mate.

	I dropped Natalie on her feet inside the decontaminator and crowded in behind her. She wrapped around my good arm, clinging to me as if she needed to be touching me to survive, the look of distress still on her face. 

	“Relax, it is over.” I wanted to ease her worries.

	She did not relax. Instead, she stole glances at my injuries throughout the decontamination cycle, and her distress increased. Her body started to shake again, as it had when she cried outside.

	“Calm.” I rubbed her shoulders as the decontaminator signaled the end of our cleanse.

	“I can’t.” Her small voice was barely a whisper. 

	I ushered her to the bed and pushed her down. “Sit.”

	For once, she obeyed without question.

	I retrieved the healing spray and a roll of sterile bandages from one of my drawers. Instead of the mess that I’d expected to dig through, the drawer was neat and organized. Natalie had been here. She’d been organizing my shuttle piece by piece, making my life easier. I found the bottle easily and sprayed the affected area thoroughly. I picked up a few nutrition bars before returning to her on the bed, placing the spray on the desk.

	My arm still dangled by my side. It would take time for my body to rebuild the muscles and nerves and form new connections. But it would happen. I just hoped it would be before the swarm arrived. My body would need as many nutrients as it could get. 

	I sat, placing the pile of nutrition bars in my lap, and started wrapping the bandage. I struggled with the roll; getting a clean wrap with only one arm was near impossible.

	“Let me do it.” 

	I handed her the roll. 

	“The patch on your belly doesn’t look as bad as it did outside.” Natalie moved in to get a better look. “Wow! Your body is already trying to heal. I can see it working.”

	“The spray forms a protective layer and encourages healing. You did not believe me when I said I would heal.”

	“No.” She finished wrapping my arm and held the strip out for me to cut with my claws. Then she started on my torso. “I thought you were just trying to calm me.”

	“I will heal, but it will take time. And food, a lot of food.” 

	I picked up a packaged food bar and brought it to my mouth to tear the wrapper off. But she stopped me, taking the package from my hands. She removed the biodegradable wrapper but refused to give it back. Instead, she settled sideways on my lap, being careful not to touch my injuries, and held the food to my mouth.

	“I would have gotten injured earlier if I knew I would be fed by the most beautiful female on the planet,” I grinned at her between bites. “What else do I have to do to get this treatment daily?”

	“How about start with not getting injured. You scared me half to death. If we struggled so much with today’s attack, how are we going to handle the swarm?”

	“We were not ready today. The other hunters were not armed properly, and neither were the humans. I was not wearing my armor. And we chose not to use fire when fighting the scourge outside since we wanted to save fuel for the swarm. This injury was from lack of attention. I fought distracted. It will not happen again.”

	She didn’t look convinced. Did she doubt my abilities now? 

	“I fight these monsters every day. You have watched me hunt before.”

	“I have, and you fight with your arm exposed,” she huffed. “Your chest armor would have done nothing today.”

	“We have armor pieces for our arms and legs too. But many hunters choose not to use them; we rely on our speed and agility instead.” The extra armor pieces took time to strap on, and I’d gotten lazy after a lifetime of the same routine. Perhaps I hadn’t valued my life enough since I didn’t have a female who cared for me. “I will wear them from now on.”

	“Please do. I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t want to think about living without you. When that acid hit you, I thought I’d lost you. I—” She swallowed hard as if just the thought was enough to bring her to tears. 

	So I finished for her. “You love me.”

	She nodded.

	“I love you too.” I kissed the top of her head, despite a mouth full of food. What were a few crumbs between mates? “You’ve given me something to fight for. Before, fighting the scourge was a duty, one I didn’t particularly enjoy. We’d used the same tactics for centuries, without growth or innovation. It felt meaningless. I questioned why I spent my life saving worlds I didn’t care about. I care now. I care about Earth, and I want to save it because you are on it.” 

	I wrapped my arm around her, holding the most precious piece of Earth to my heart. 

	“I’m leaning on your bandage.” She tried to push away.

	But I stayed firm, refusing to let her move. I felt her weight on the wound on my belly, but she was light.

	“I’m hurting you!” She looked panicked. “Let go.”

	“I can’t.” Then the realization hit me, almost knocking me back. I couldn’t let go. I enjoyed having Natalie in my arms, but more importantly, my arms would not budge from their position on my female’s body, from my mate’s body. “I can’t. The mating bond.”

	“You’re kidding! It chooses to manifest now?” 

	Natalie looked simultaneously awed at the wonder and disgusted at the bad timing of the mating bond. And the look made me love her even more. 

	She pulled my head down by the horns, the nutrition bar still in her hand—again, what were crumbs between mates—and kissed me firmly on the lips. “I guess we figured it out before it did. I don’t mind being forced to cuddle for the next who knows how long.”

	Me neither. But now that I had her in my arms with nowhere to go. I had a few concerns I wanted to hash out.

	“Now, onto the matter of you running out of the building. I told you to stay inside.”

	“I don’t take orders well. You should know that by now.”

	“I do. But you can’t put yourself in danger for me. I won’t have it.”

	“Well, learn to have it. Because if you ever need my help, I will charge in, well, limp in. And you can’t stop me!”  She looked defiantly at me. “That’s what—”

	“—mates do,” I finished with her.

	I sighed. I knew it was true. She was my little warrior, and there was no stopping her from running into battle when it came to me. It just meant I had to make sure to stay out of trouble. And I had to make sure she was well protected. She needed a full suit of armor, with a scourge repulsion system. 

	“You give me hope, Rajiv’k,” she said, settling her head down on my chest. “When I’m with you, it feels like there is a future. A good one, here on Earth. I don’t know how to thank you.”

	“We’ve gone through this before. I always know how you can thank me.” I squeezed the rounded cheeks of her ass and licked my lips suggestively. “I always want a taste. You can distract me while I heal. And put the mating into the mating bond.

	“You’re injured!” she protested.

	As much as I wanted to mute the pain of my injury by losing myself in her body, in my mate’s body, she was right. I needed rest. The swarm was coming, and the numbers would make today’s attack look like training practice. But we would be ready then.

	 “Then you can thank me when I’m healed. And you can thank me every day after.” 

	“Done! I’ll even make up for the days we miss while you heal.” 

	Her beautiful smile made my heart quicken in my chest. “I can’t wait.”

	My mission was simple: hunt down the scourge and save another world from extinction. But a little female with a billion ideas and the inability to follow orders saved me instead. Natalie—my mate, my world. And now that she was my entire world, extinction was not an option. Those “bugs” better run because this world was all mine!

	 


Chapter 27: Natalie

	I screamed hard into the pillow as sparkling pleasure spread from my center and tingled down to my fingers and toes. A few more thrusts later, Rajiv’k collapsed next to me on the bed and pulled me to his body to spoon me from behind. I tilted my head back against his chest, enjoying the closeness. This was the life.

	It felt great to be wanted and loved, and my mate showed me that in spades. The mating bond had Rajiv’k refusing to release me for almost two days. Two days! We’d learned to do everything together. Even the not so sexy things. But it strengthened our connection. There were no secrets between us now.

	The need to touch and hold me only subsided after he’d healed enough to take me to bed, multiple times. He’d worn me out that day with so many orgasms that I passed out in bliss. The next morning, we’d woken up touching but not attached for the first time in two days. 

	I was worried that all the hard work would slow his healing, but I underestimated his healing abilities. Our frequent action didn’t slow down his body at all. If anything, he claimed it helped. I wasn’t sure I believed him, but I wasn’t going to question it. 

	Face down, ass up was a great position to help Rajiv’k work off the extra energy accumulated from not hunting for a good week. He was healed enough to wrestle me on the bed, but not enough for scourge killing duty. Due to his injuries, they’d sent him to watch the nest at the center of town. We’d spent the last week on the office building roofs, from sunup to sundown, sensors pointed at the nest.

	I barely recognized downtown Franklin. For a few blocks all around the nest, the old city was covered in the white fuzz of the scourge’s fungal companion, the mycelium spreading out in deadly tendrils. I didn’t know what we were watching out for, but I knew that the scourge would swarm soon. 

	But not today. Today we returned to our compound at sundown with no new information. That was good; it meant we still had time. We were still missing our last hunter, Jorg’k. And we had yet to figure out how to deal with the new variant. 

	Our original plan had been to send the scuttlers and spitters through a maze around the industrial complex while we took down the flyers. Then, when the scuttlers and spitters arrived, we’d torch them from the roof. The introduction of a climbing, and ridiculously fast, new variant made it more difficult. 

	Rajiv’k had originally wanted to think up a way for us women to help with the fighting effort. But since the appearance of the centicreeps, all hunters had agreed that all the females should stay inside. Yeah right! I planned on helping with the fight somehow. I just had to figure out how.

	I stretched out on the bed, turning to lie on my back, letting the vents from the ceiling cool my warm body. The whole shuttle smelled of sex, so strong even my human nose could detect it. We probably should air the place out, though I was sure Rajiv’k would disagree. He’d live forever surrounded by our scents if he could. 

	I glanced over to check the time. Jack would start his broadcast soon; we should head down. But it was so nice just to lie next to my big, sexy warrior. I turned to him and placed a hand on his broad, muscular chest, still softly purring from our lovemaking. I never got sick of touching my alien warrior. 

	He was perfection. His body was strong and beautiful, and his mind full of creativity. But more importantly, he represented safety and home. Something I’d thought I’d never find again. 

	I’d believed that I would be happy with a simple deal. I’d thought I wanted to trade my companionship for safety. I was wrong. What I really needed was love. What I really needed was my knight in shining loincloth. 

	“You are looking at me strangely.” He frowned.

	I stared at him more intently, moving closer and closer, as he’d done that day we’d found the centicreeps. “I will be your strange mate.” 

	He chuckled before pulling me in for a quick kiss. “And I love it. There is nothing I would trade it for. You are all I want.”

	That earned him a much longer kiss. At this rate, we might end up missing Jack’s broadcast.

	The sound of an incoming shuttle had us both perking up. All the hunters were accounted for, so this must be the last member of the group.

	That got me up and pulling on my clothes. Rajiv’k gathered the pile of converted Earth made smartphones and tablets he’d been working on while watching the nest—did I mention it was a boring task? He’d had the Xarc’n parts delivered at the last resupply. 

	We exited the shuttle just in time to see a Xarc’n hunter stomp out with a very pissed off woman with dark skin and exotic eyes tossed over his shoulder.

	“Let me down, Jerk!”

	“It’s pronounced Jorg’k.”

	 


Epilogue: Rajiv’k

	My mate skipped across the roof toward me, the injury to her leg barely noticeable. Natalie had worked hard over the last few months to rebuild her muscles and train her newly formed nerves. She still got the occasional electrical tingling sensations when she woke, but she claimed her leg felt like it was mostly hers now.

	 She held a plump red fruit of some kind in her hands. I didn’t trust the fruit, not after my first taste of what Natalie called a hot pepper. She hadn’t had the chance to warn me that these types of peppers were used only in small amounts in food. I’d put the entire ghost pepper in my mouth and chewed. Ghost peppers were not food; they were weapons.

	“The first of the tomatoes are ready.” She came to a stop in front of me, brandishing her questionable produce. “They should keep coming until the end of summer if we keep the vines going. Wanna taste?”

	Remembering my last experience with something that brightly red-colored, I grimaced. 

	“Oh no!” She covered her mouth with the hand not holding her harvest and giggled. “This one you can actually bite into. It’s not spicy at all.”

	I hesitated, eyeing the colorful fruit. Red was the color of warning.

	“Here, I’ll bite first.” She took a big bite out of the fruit, her eyes squinting at the juiciness. “See,” she said around a mouthful of the red pulp.

	She held it up to my face expectantly. I took a bite, deciding to trust her reaction, and was rewarded by a fresh, sweet, slightly tart flavor. It was refreshing, especially in the summer heat. I still preferred meat, but I wouldn’t mind this as a flavoring. 

	“It’s good.” I wiped the juices from my lips. “But I know something that tastes even better.” I pulled her up against my body and leaned in close to whisper into her ear, “My mate has a fruit that is juicy and tart, and I could never get enough.”

	She giggled and pushed me away, her face turning red. She looked around the rooftop, but no one else had heard. 

	Then she went onto her tiptoes and pulled me in so that her plump lips were by my ear. Her soft breath teased at my face, and a tightening started at my crotch. 

	“I’ll race you to the shuttle. The first one there gets to have the first taste.”

	Then she was gone, running towards my shuttle at the other side of the roof. Grinning at her fleeing form, I thanked the universe for giving me such a beautiful, intelligent, and playful reason to live. I prowled after her, though there was no rush. The first one there got the first taste, but I wanted to go last. I wanted all the time in the universe to savor my mate. There were no losers in this game; we’d both win. 

	By the time I stepped into my shuttle, she was already naked, kneeling on my bed.

	“I won.” She beamed, her voice breathy from her short sprint to the shuttle.

	“No, little warrior.” I swept her up into my arms. “I won. I will always win because I get to love my mate. And I will love my mate. I’ll love you until the end of the world.”

	And the world wouldn’t be ending anytime soon. It wouldn’t dare; not on my watch. 

	THE END
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	Looking for More from the Author? Enjoy An Excerpt from A Captive for Kean

	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.”

	READ A CAPTIVE FOR KEAN NOW!
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