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	Taken by the Hunter

	CONNIE

	I have a purple stalker.

	I don’t know what possessed me to hit the Xarc’n warrior with my bat, but now I have a stalker—a big purple stalker with fangs and horns. And to make things worse, I can’t go back to New Franklin. 

	After my first night out on my own, I wake up all wrapped up and cuddly with a certain possessive hunter. He purrs like a giant cat and vows to protect me. And to top it all off, he has a pet squirrel. A freakin’ pet squirrel!

	The “Jerk” claims he can’t let go of me, but I don’t buy it. I’m no squirrel, and I don’t intend to be his pet. Not even when he claims I belong with him and promises to protect me forever.

	 

	JORG’K

	Killing the scourge is my calling, and I revel in every violent encounter. Hunters are created with strong instincts to protect, but mine never fully manifested. I just wanted to fight. I never understood why some hunters wanted anything more. Until now. 

	I can’t get the little human out of my head. She attacks me with her wooden club, and I realize she’s all I ever wanted. 

	My brave female watches me as I fight the deadly scourge, so I give her a show of my strength and skills. I will convince her to be my mate. I have to. The mating bond has chosen, and it is never wrong!

	 


Chapter 1: Connie 

	So this was the end. I closed my eyes and dragged my palms over my face as the nasty bugs chittered outside the door. Occasionally, they clawed at the barrier with their giant scythe-like front claws, making gut-wrenching, rasping noises. They knew they had me trapped in this tiny closet, and I had to come out eventually.

	I could try to outlast the bugs, see if they lost interest in me after a while. They tended to hunt in the late mornings and head back to the nest in the evenings. It was late afternoon, and I had enough water and food on me to survive a day or two. 

	I squinted in the dark, feeling around my bag for the emergency LED flashlight. Pointing it around the tiny room, I took stock of what else I had:  an old bucket, a mop, and a bunch of cleaning supplies. Jackpot!

	Strong-scented cleaning supplies were lifesavers in the bugpocalypse. The mastiff-sized, scurrying bugs outside my door hunted by scent and strong chemicals confused them. I picked up a spray bottle of lemon pledge in one hand and a bleach disinfectant in the other. Lemon first, followed by bleach. 

	Here goes nothing.

	I cracked the door just a hairline. Lucky for me, the door opened outward, and the bugs were stupid, pushing in against the door. As long as they didn’t get their mantis-like claws into the crack, I was safe. I hoped. 

	I poked the nozzle out of the crack and let loose the stream of lemony goodness. Then I switched bottles, finishing with a few jets of bleach. I quickly pulled the door closed before they could sneak a claw in and prevent me from closing the door again.

	The bugs hit by the caustic spray chittered even more loudly, their disgusting little feet scratching and clawing at the floor outside. Ugh, I hated that sound! That incessant scurrying haunted my dreams.

	I hoped the cleaners covered up my scent and the pea-brained monsters would forget I was even here and leave. But they didn’t. 

	Fuck.

	After a few more long minutes, the sounds changed. Something was happening outside the door. Something big. It sounded as if someone was throwing the bugs against the wall repeatedly. I hoped it wasn’t a bigger bug.

	Curious, I dared to open the door again, the smallest of cracks, and froze.

	A giant purple Xarc’n hunter with a glowing axe and muscles for days fought the alien bugs outside my tiny broom closet. Despite his massive frame, he danced lithely between the looted store’s shelves, beheading my buggy tormentors one by one with his axe. The weapon, while shaped like the axes of old, was made of a futuristic-looking alloy. It was sleek and not one bit clunky despite its size and weight. The cutting edge glowed with energy as it melted through the alien insect’s armored carapace.

	The big alien brute kicked the headless body of his victim aside and swung his weapon again at the next poor invertebrate in his way, somehow missing the metal shelving on either side. I didn’t know much about Xarc’n hunters, having avoided them like I did the bugs since they’d arrived on Earth, but I swear, this one looked like he was having a whale of a time.

	They did call themselves warriors and hunters. Maybe killing things was all fun and games for them. I hoped they only enjoyed murdering mindless space bugs and not humans.

	 Like all the Xarc’n warriors I’d seen online before the internet collapsed, he wore nothing but a loincloth and a harness. A few pieces of armor strapped to the leather harness protected his chest but didn’t hide the giant bulging muscles from my view.

	Gulp. My situation had just gotten worse. 

	Everyone knew the Xarc’n warriors were the enemy. All the media outlets had claimed that they’d brought the bugs to Earth in an attempt to subdue us and take over. 

	I wasn’t completely sure that was the whole truth. After all, humans had been subdued already, but the hunters had yet to take over the planet. And here this one was, killing the very creatures the news had claimed belonged to them. My theory was that the bugs and the Xarc’n were fighting an ongoing war, and Earth just happened to be in the way.

	But I wasn’t ready to test that theory. No way. Especially since I knew the other things I’d heard about them were true.  No one had ever seen a female Xarc’n before unless all the women looked like men. There’d been numerous reports of these purple musclebound aliens kidnapping women back to their shuttles and locking them up forever. These reports were not rumors; I’d seen it happen with my own two eyes.

	I closed the door, checking to make sure my baseball bat was still at my side. My heart beat so loudly in my chest that I worried my unlikely rescuer heard it from outside. I held my breath and stayed quiet, urging my boisterous heart to learn subtlety. Maybe the deadly hunter didn’t know I was in here.

	No such luck. A low series of growls sounded just outside my door before an electronic voice translated.

	“Come out, female. The scuttlers are dead. It is safe.”

	Scuttlers. That must be the name they gave the bug with the praying mantis-like front claws and the eight scurrying legs. 

	I hefted my baseball bat in my hands. It was tiny in comparison to the giant outside, but maybe it would give me enough time to run. I didn’t need to take him down; I just needed to distract him enough to get away. The door to the broom closet opened, and I reacted, throwing my whole bodyweight into the swing as I rushed out of the door with a loud yell.

	That did not go as planned. He didn’t even flinch when the bat made contact. If anything, he looked amused. Then he gripped the bat and tore it out of my hands, and I was weaponless. I stood gawking at the hulking alien. 

	I’d thought he was big. I was wrong. He was huge. 

	The sleek but deadly axe he’d used to massacre the bugs was now on his back, with the edge no longer glowing and looking cleaner than it should. The weapon stuck out behind his broad, muscular shoulders. 

	On either side of his head were the dark ram-like horns that curled from his temples. I’d been fascinated by these horns since the Xarc’n came to Earth. They looked heavy and deadly. And he had fangs too, long, gleaming fangs with a slight curve. I shuddered and looked down. My eyes landed on his feet, which only frightened me more. The talons on his feet were covered in bug guts. 

	I froze, my eyes staring at the sharp innate weapons.

	He noticed and lifted the foot with the most bug innards and wiped, more like scraped, it against a nearby metal shelving unit, leaving most of the guts on the shelf. He grinned at me as if he’d fixed the problem, showing me a mouth full of sharp teeth. 

	I needed to get away. My eyes darted around to find an escape.

	Did I mention he was huge? He blocked the entire aisle, and even light had trouble going around his body. I stood in his shadow.

	I was fucking screwed.

	He lifted his hand and tapped his chest. And I couldn’t help but notice that his hands had no visible claws, though reports of the Xarc’n hunters claimed they had claws on their hands.

	“Jerk kick,” he rumbled. The translator remained silent.

	Jerk kick? Did he just call himself a jerk?

	He repeated himself. “Jerk-ik.”

	Jerk-ik was his name. Jerk ick. Despite my precarious situation, I stifled a laugh. What an unfortunate-sounding name. Maybe it meant honor or something like that in his language. But all I heard was Jerk Ick.

	I swallowed hard and forced myself to speak. “Jerk Ick.” I pointed to the door, and in the process noticed he still held my bat in his other hand. Damn it. I really shouldn’t have tried to attack him. “I need to get out.”

	He didn’t move. He just stood there, sniffing the air. Then, a soft…purring started in his chest. Purring? The soothing, comforting sound was a strange dichotomy to the killer standing in front of me. Maybe he liked the cleaners I’d sprayed earlier. 

	I sidled along the shelving, pressing my back as flat against it as I could as I inched my way to the door.

	“Come with me, female. I will protect you.”

	No way! I inched a little faster along the shelf. 

	He frowned. And if I’d thought he was scary when he was having fun killing bugs, I was wrong. Yellow eyes narrowed at me. 

	“There is danger. The swarm will come.” 

	The swarm will come?  What was he talking about? The swarm was already here. 

	I force my shaky legs to continue inching past him. Since he took up most of the aisle, I had to get closer than comfortable on my way to the door. My heart pounded in my chest, but I kept inching forward. 

	Big and purple didn’t attack or touch me, but he didn’t move over to give me space, either. He just watched, still as a statue, as I awkwardly squeezed past him. He could have moved over just a bit to let me pass, but he didn’t. He probably enjoyed making me uncomfortable, the jerk. 

	Jerk-ik. Yup, that name suited him well.

	I eyed my weapon, which was like a matchstick in his gigantic hands. The jerk had stolen my bat, too. 

	Finally past his massive body, I dared to take a breath. Then I sprinted to the door and out into the bug-infested, post-apocalyptic town of Franklin.

	 


Chapter 2: Jorg’k 

	It was her wonderful scent that drew me to her. But now, the overly sweet stink of fear overlayed her bouquet, hiding it from my senses. My female was terrified of me. She wasn’t just slightly frightened; she shook with fear as she inched slowly around me, her back pressed up against the metal shelf of the store.

	Even while trapped in the small room by the scourge, she had not been this afraid. Her fear was wrongly placed. I would not hurt her. I would never hurt her. 

	I was a Xarc’n hunter, created to hunt down the scourge and protect others from the out-of-control biological weapon that ate flesh indiscriminately. That was what the scourge was. Or had been.

	The now-extinct Xarc’n race had used the scourge as a tool. Created through genetic alteration, the scourge had no loyalties. They lived to consume and multiply, destroying everything in their path. The Xarc’n lost control of their weapon and had created us, the hunters, to keep fighting as they died out. 

	In the beginning, there were only ten thousand original hunters. But as the scourge numbers grew and spread across the galaxy, so did ours. There were many, many more of us now. All of us were direct clones of the originals, created from genetic material saved on every last one of our space-bound ships. One such ship orbited Earth, serving as a hub for our networks. 

	As hunters, we gave other civilizations a chance to survive. But me? I’d never much cared about the other civilizations. I lived for the fight. Killing the scourge was my calling, and I reveled in every violent encounter. Hunters were created with strong instincts to protect, but mine had never fully manifested. Until now.

	As I watched this little human female with rich tawny skin and expressive up-turned eyes, something in my being clicked, and a strange vibrating started in my chest. I thought of the fact that she’d been stuck inside that tiny room with scuttlers eager to tear into her flesh at the door, and protectiveness surged through me.

	I wanted to pick her up and carry her to my shuttle. I wanted to hold her close and inhale her perfume. I wanted to keep her, claim her, protect her.

	But seeing how she crept toward the door, careful not to touch me in the crowded aisle, I doubted she wanted my protection. 

	I’d offered my name, and she’d repeated it back with horrible pronunciation but hadn’t given her own. I considered moving out of her way but thought better of it. I wanted her to get close to me. I wanted to prove to her that I was safe, that I would not harm her.

	She eyed her weapon. I would give her weapon back, but I didn’t think her weapon was effective. The wooden length would do nothing to stop a scourge or even another human attacker. It had not been effective in the slightest against me. I’d barely felt the tap on my side, and she’d thrown her entire weight into it. 

	But although her attack had been futile, my female was full of fight. I respected that—loved that, even—about her. She deserved a weapon that would do her justice.

	I’d return her wooden baton after I made some modifications. She would forgive me; I hoped. In the meantime, she would not need the weapon. I’d protect her, even if she didn’t want my protection, even if she didn’t trust me. She’d trust me eventually; the rumbling in my chest told me so.

	Finally cleared of my bulky form, she turned and ran out into the street. I let her go. I doubted she would be happy if I carried her off to my shuttle. She probably believed all the rumors Earth governments had spread about us. 

	Even though all of Earth’s governments were no more, the rumors persisted. Entire groups of survivors still believed we were the enemy, even though Xarc’n hunters killed thousands of scourge every day on their planet. 

	 Carrying her off now would only confirm the rumors that we “kidnapped” human women to use them as sex slaves. We did not. 

	None of the hunters had been ready for the news when we found out that humans could trigger our mating bonds. We’d been fighting the scourge for so long, replenishing our ranks through the cloning process, that we’d given up on reproduction. There hadn’t been any compatible species until we found this beautiful blue-green planet.

	It was early evening, and no flyers patrolled the sky looking for prey, and most scuttlers and spitters were on their way back to the nest. My female was still careful; she stayed next to the walls as she moved out of the town. When there were fewer buildings to hide beside, she ducked into the ditches that ran along the roads. I followed her back to the human settlement. 

	 The settlement was in the middle of my territory, and I usually did what I could to avoid the residents. Most were not Xarc’n friendly. They didn’t need to know that the only reason they weren’t overrun by the things they called “bugs” was because I killed most of them before they got to their building. 

	Pulling my communicator from my belt, I sent a message to the other hunters who’d made Franklin their home and work. I explained that I had found a female and I’d be late meeting up at the compound. They would understand. What hunter would give up their perfect match? We lived lonely lives, only getting together to fight the summer swarms.

	That was why we’d planned on meeting now. It was spring on this part of the planet. When the weather warmed, the scourge swarmed. The humans in this area had survived the swarms last year. They’d rebuilt the best they could during the cold season. But many didn’t know the scourge would swarm again this year and every year after until there was nothing left to eat. 

	For the next two weeks—Xarc’n hunters had adopted the Earth calendar; why reinvent the wheel—I followed my female around. I destroyed any threat before it reached her, out of sight, of course. I surreptitiously guided her to places I knew still had food and salvageable items. It was easy to erect barriers from piles of rubble, patches of broken glass, and barricaded doors to encourage her toward better forage. With my help, she returned to her settlement with a full bag every day.

	The only time I came close to being discovered was when I caught a particularly strong whiff of her, and my chest decided to rumble again. Luckily, a storm was on the horizon, and a low roar of distant thunder covered it up.

	Leaving her alone was not an option. My body wouldn’t allow it. Just the thought of leaving her forever and not knowing if she survived overwhelmed me with dread. Something I’d never felt before.

	My female entered the shop I’d prepared for her. I’d made sure the way to the store was welcoming and blocked the entrance to the other stores around it. She would see my surprise soon. 

	I wondered if she would take my gift. I’d melted a glob of metal onto the business end of her wooden striker. Not enough to add too much weight, but enough to make it a more effective bludgeoning tool. I hoped she didn’t use it on me. 

	In my survey of her over the past weeks, I’d noticed one of the straps on her bag was damaged. She’d tied the ends together, but the bag sat lopsided on her body as a result. I’d found a similar bag in my foray into the town, close enough to the scourge nest that no humans had looted the place yet. The bag was pink, like the color of her lips. And the color of her shirt and the piece of fabric holding her wavy dark hair off her face. She must like this color. 

	Inside the store, I’d cleaned off the floor and placed the new bag onto the ground with her upgraded weapon on top. I’d added a handful of nutrition bars for good measure.

	I watched the entrance to the store eagerly. Would she come out wearing her new bag and brandishing her upgraded weapon? Would she accept my gifts?

	But she backed out of the store, empty-handed, looking wildly around, perhaps for me. Then she fled, leaving my offering untouched. 

	My heart sank in disappointment, and a heaviness settled in my stomach at her rejection of my carefully selected offering. I knew that human females living at established settlements were taught never to take food or gifts from Xarc’n hunters. But I’d been hopeful.

	I retrieved my gifts. I was a patient hunter; I’d try again. But this year’s swarms were imminent since the weather warmed more quickly than it had the year before. I needed to have my female safe in my shuttle or at the compound before blankets of scourge covered the land in waves. The first step to that was for her to accept my gift. 

	I’d researched human courting rituals since finding my female. I knew to avoid taking cues from the many sex-sharing videos the humans had on their internet. Xarc’n hunters had saved much of this human network for the myriad of information on it. Some of the hunters who’d formed mating bonds earlier with human females had made the mistake of believing the videos were courtship documentaries—Xarc’n hunters did not make videos for entertainment. We knew better now. 

	Lucky for me, many hunters had found their mates before I did, and the information was already compiled into useful documents. 

	It was common for males to offer a gift. The texts suggested flowers, chocolate, or jewelry. But I doubted my female would cherish such items. Except perhaps chocolate because it was edible. But Xarc’n-made food bars were more nutritious. 

	Maybe I should have given her flowers and metallic body decorations instead, despite their uselessness. I wondered if it was considered bad form to be creative with the initial courting gifts. I chided myself for not being more thorough in my research. I’d never been one for research, often choosing to act and attack. The “attack first” tactic had worked well my entire life.

	Staying out of sight these past two weeks had been a mistake. If my female knew I’d been close to her the whole time, helping her and protecting her, she’d be more willing to take my offering. Then we could move onto the next step of courting, which, according to my research, was to share a meal. 

	I hoped to go through the courting rituals properly, but if the swarms came early, I wouldn’t hesitate to pick her up and carry her to the safety of my sleeping nook. There was only so much I was willing to accept when it came to her safety.

	Just as she did after our first encounter, my female headed straight back to the human settlement. I was glad she’d already filled her bag with cans of food before she found my gift. As she retreated to her temporary home with the humans—her forever home was with me—I thought up my next plan of attack. I was an exceptional hunter, and she was my most treasured prey.

	 


Chapter 3: Connie 

	I stared into the school bathroom mirror at my lack-luster complexion. I missed a good moisturizer, and an exfoliant wouldn’t be bad either. Dry flakes always looked grey against my warm dark beige skin, and I’d been fighting dry skin my whole life. I scooped out some Vaseline; it was all I’d found that wasn’t scented. On top of being as parched as the Sonoran desert, my skin was also sensitive.

	My mind wandered to the pile of strategically placed gifts I’d found today in that store. Even before today, I couldn’t stop thinking about the giant, scary warrior who’d rescued me from the bugs two weeks ago. I’d been so eager to get away from the hunter that I hadn’t even said thank you. And I was thankful for being rescued. I just didn’t want to end up kidnapped and disappeared.

	I closed my eyes and saw the muscular purple Jerk dancing with his deadly axe, killing bugs left and right. He’d moved effortlessly, as if he was built to fight. His golden eyes were strange and foreign, and I’d been scared of them at the time. But now I realized they were full of warmth. 

	 Getting to that store today was almost too easy. In fact, the entire past two weeks had been easy. I hadn’t seen a single bug on my forage, as if someone had gone and cleaned up the area before I’d gotten there.

	And the loot. I’d brought back so much in the past few days that I might not end up as the worst forager in the settlement this month after all. It was good stuff too, not random useless things no one needed in the bugpocalypse. I’d found useful things, like canned meats, full butane canisters, entire tubs of dried mashed potatoes and oats—you know, the type preppers kept in their bunkers—and enough scented spray to confuse a whole nest of bugs.

	 And I needed the extra boost in loot. I needed it desperately. 

	I lived at New Franklin as a forager, but I wasn’t bringing in enough. If I missed my quota one more month, I’d be given the “honor” of being a New Mother for the settlement. They’d wanted me to be a New Mother for a long time, ever since I joined the settlement last summer. They had their eyes on my diverse genetics.

	Half mixed-Asian and half Black, I had an exotic look that some of the men in this compound hungered after. I cringed. Exotic. Ugh! I hated that description. 

	My father was a Singapore-born Chinese, but he was only mostly Chinese; my grandmother had been half Malaysian. He’d moved to America for school and met Mom there. He was in business finance, and she was in nursing. Mom and Dad were perfect together. 

	Neither side of the family had been very happy about the union. But then I came along, and both sides had settled down and accepted the relationship. Grandbabies did that, apparently.

	All my life, I’d never fit in anywhere. My skin was too dark to be considered light, and too light to be considered dark. I was neither here nor there. I was never fully accepted into either culture. Sure, my extended family loved me. But kids were mean, and teenagers even meaner. I’d never felt fully accepted by my peers.

	I pulled my hair out of the elastic, and it puffed up. I had the ability to grow long dark hair like my father, but it was wavy, and any type of humidity frizzed it up horribly. Like my skin, it needed lots of moisture to look decent. Conditioner was my friend: a friend that was currently MIA.

	I’d hated being mixed growing up. But then puberty hit, and I was scouted by a modeling agency for my exotic looks. There was that word again. The scout had clearly never seen me on a humid day. It had helped my self-esteem. Of course, my parents noped out of modeling, hard. They both insisted I go to college and work a “real” job. I’d ended up as an accountant; not that number-crunching did me any good now. 

	The settlement’s monthly assessment was coming up, and before my recent glut of good forage, I’d known I was going to fail this month. Even here, post-apocalypse, I didn’t quite fit in. The other foragers helped each other, and they worked together to bring home better bounty. But no one helped me. Most of them believed I should be a New Mother; they didn’t understand why I wouldn’t accept the honor of making babies for humanity’s future.

	It wasn’t that I didn’t want to make babies. I loved children and had always wanted to be a mother one day. But not like this. The New Mothers at the settlement never looked happy. They were never allowed out of the fences and were watched closely. Sure, they were well protected, but it almost felt as if they were property, not people. 

	Not to mention, the choices of fathers were—how to put this in a nice way… less than ideal.

	I had an inkling who in the settlement was pushing to make me a New Mother. Simon had come onto me more than a few times, but I’d turned him away. As long as I was a forager, I could avoid him. But if I were a New Mother, I’d practically be expected to make babies with him. I gagged mentally just thinking about slimy Simon.

	I’d considered running away but was afraid of dying out there on my own. Or worse, being kidnapped by one of those terrifying Xarc’n hunters. Though, after my recent experience with my purple stalker, I wasn’t so sure about the rumors I’d heard. 

	Most people believed the Xarc’n hunters were the enemy and that they’d brought the bugs with them, but I didn’t believe that now that I’d seen them fight the awful things. It didn’t make a lick of sense to use the bugs as a weapon if they had to fight the bugs for years afterward. And Jerk-ick hadn’t kidnapped me for his nefarious purposes yet, despite having had plenty of opportunities. 

	“Connie?” 

	I turned to see Stacey looking at me warily. She was the only person in this settlement I considered a friend. With no foraging skill what-so-ever, and her debilitating phobia to any thing with more than four legs, they’d slapped the New Mother moniker on her from day one. Surprisingly, she still had her flat stomach. 

	“They want me to talk to you about being a Mother.” From the exaggerated eye roll, Stacey knew it was useless.

	They must have seen the amount I was bringing in and realized I would make this month’s quota, so they had sent my friend to work on me. 

	“Let’s go up to the roof and talk. You know, girl stuff.” 

	Most people headed to the roof to get some much-needed fresh air and time alone. Privacy was rare in this settlement. 

	The word settlement called up mental images of a village with separate buildings, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Everyone in New Franklin was squished into a fenced-in high school. The classrooms served as sleeping rooms and the gym as a gathering area, and everything else stayed the same; the office was still an office, and the cafeteria still a cafeteria. We were more like a desperate, mismatched band of survivors rather than a settlement. But I wouldn’t let anyone hear me say that.

	The look in her eyes caught my attention, and I agreed, following her out to the roof. Once up there, she walked to the side and looked around to make sure no one was close. 

	“They told me to tell you about the privilege of being a Mother. But you are my friend, Connie. So I’m here to tell you to get out. Get out now.” 

	I checked her face to see if it was a joke. It wasn’t.

	“They say you can choose your baby’s daddy. But it’s not true. They paired me up with that asshole Rob, the one who was hitting on me the day I arrived. I bet the menfolk are bribing Mama Sal to match them up to the women they want.”

	“Oh shit.” And suddenly, I had all the confirmation I needed on who was responsible for bringing attention to my low foraging yield. The last time I’d turned Simon away, I’d used some choice words. Mean words.

	I looked over the edge and onto the neat little rows of green plants poking their heads out of the school’s football field. Everyone worked so hard to turn that football field into a mini farm. Last autumn, everyone took turns pulling up the sod and cultivating the ground to prepare it before the ground froze. I remember coming back from my forage and working in that field until sunset. 

	“I’m going to make quota this month, Stace. I’ll be fine. But what about you? I had no idea. Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

	Stacey shook her head. “What good would it do? Making a fuss could get us kicked out, and winter was coming then. Rob’s an asshole, but he’s also the one-minute wonder. I just starfish for a minute a day. I’m just glad I don’t have to talk to him. But they told us we had a choice, and we don’t. That grinds my gear. And I hate being watched 24/7.”

	 As bearers of the next generation, New Mothers were closely guarded. They were only ever allowed out of the building for fresh air in groups. And they were never allowed near the fences. 

	“I won’t be stuck in this for long,” Stacey continued. “If I don’t get pregnant in a few months, they’re going to boot me from the colony. And I know I won’t. I didn’t tell them, but I have an IUD.” She made a face. “Have you ever gotten one inserted or taken out? That shit hurts. And I read online you can get an infection if done wrong. I didn’t want anyone with no experience removing it for me.”

	The rules at New Franklin were simple. If you couldn’t forage and couldn’t make the next generation, and you didn’t have any critical skills they needed, you got booted from the settlement. 

	“When they boot you, I’ll come with.” I looked around to make sure we were still alone. “I’ll start building a stash for us somewhere.”

	She shook her head again. “You,” she said, looking pointedly at me, “are not going to make this month’s quota. They’re making sure of it. I overheard Mama Sal and Richard talking. They saw the hauls you’ve been bringing in and are going to announce the numbers tomorrow evening.”

	Richard was the leader of the settlement, though he didn’t make many decisions without Mama Sal.

	“But there’s a week left to the end of the month!”

	“They don’t care, Connie. Someone has their eyes on you, and they aren’t going to let you go. That’s why I volunteered to come talk to you; I needed to warn you. Most of us ‘mothers’ are unhappy, but we plaster a smile on and repeat what a privilege it is to restart the human race.”

	“Thanks, Stace. I’ll leave tomorrow morning. When will they boot you from the settlement? I’ll come to find you.” Unlike me, Stacy wouldn't make it on her own out in the bug world. She had an insect phobia and had hyperventilated and passed out when one had gotten inside the building. 

	“Three months, I think. They give every woman nine months to get pregnant. Any longer, and they treat you like a freeloader.”

	“I’ll come back for you,” I promised.

	She nodded solemnly at me. Her eyes darted to the side. 

	“Shit,” she said under her breath with a fake-as-fuck smile plastered to her face. “It’s Mama Sal.”

	I raised my voice just a little so Mama Sal could hear, but it wasn’t too obvious that I wanted her to hear it. “I’ll think about it, Stacey. Not being in danger every day is a good reason not to forage anymore.” I hoped I sounded believable.

	“Stacey, Rob’s looking for you. You can’t get lazy until you get pregnant like the other ladies.”

	“I’m just trying to convince Connie here to join us in making babies for mankind.” Then she smirked. “And it’s not my fault Rob’s shooting blanks, Mama Sal.” 

	The whole settlement called her that since she was in charge of getting the world, or at least our corner of it, repopulated. She was an older no-nonsense woman who took her job seriously. I’d thought it was because she believed in her work, but now I realized it could very well be due to the extra bribes and perks. She was putting on weight while everyone else was getting slimmer and slimmer as foraging got more difficult in the area.

	“Connie, my dear. You look so tired. I heard you’ve been having some trouble out on the forage. You poor thing.” Mama Sal sounded as genuine as a discount Gucci bag from Ebay. “You should come join the ladies.  There’s always a spot for you with the New Mothers. You’ll make such pretty babies.”

	“I’m considering it,” I lied. Why would she bother to try to convince me when she knew they would force my hand tomorrow anyway?

	“Of course, hun.” It dripped with false sincerity. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	The two left, and I was standing alone on the roof. 

	I thought of my upgraded bat—I’d noticed the new metal portion the hunter had added—sitting in that neatly arranged pile of presents and wondered if it were possible for me to pick it up first thing in the morning and hightail it out of the area before the hunter noticed. I’d leave everything else behind. 

	That bat had been mine to begin with. I was just taking back what was mine, not accepting a gift. I hadn’t asked for an upgrade.

	But that was as far as my plans went. Deep inside, I’d always known I would leave New Franklin one day. I just didn’t know it would be so soon. But I was ready. I had to be. Failure was not an option.

	 


Chapter 4: Jorg’k 

	Her weapon was missing from the pile, and the entire store scented of my female’s intoxicating scent. But nothing else was touched. The new bag in her favorite color and the nutrition bars sat where I’d left them. 

	She must have come earlier in the morning, just as the sun rose. I’d spent the morning enjoying my favorite task: killing scourge. I hadn’t expected her in the area until much later in the day.

	This was curious behavior, and I couldn’t help the gut feeling that something big was at hand. Usually, she foraged during the afternoon, after the flyers had gone back to the nest to roost. Getting stuck out in the open during high noon was a dangerous thing for humans; the scourge were the most active and aggressive during late morning and noon when the sun was highest in the sky.

	I picked up the rejected pink bag and food bars and followed her scent out into the street. I inhaled deeply, filtering her addictive bouquet through my lungs. She hadn’t stayed near the plazas and the shops. 

	Many of the suburbs in this portion of the planet were designed similarly. Large plazas clustered together with interconnected or easily accessible parking lots. The commercial complexes were surrounded by residential neighborhoods of winding, interconnected roads lined on both sides with houses. Many times, these roads terminated in dead ends.

	My female had headed toward one of these residential neighborhoods. She’d already foraged through most of these homes before. But that didn’t stop her from going through them again. 

	I followed her unmistakable fragrance as she wove through the maze-like residential streets. Her path was methodical, cutting across lawns and through shortcuts between the roads. She knew this area well. 

	 After several twists and turns, I eventually spotted her small form ducking into a two-story home that had seen better days. The front windows on the first floor had been smashed by looters, the glass scattered on the ground. My female had used the front door; she must have unlocked it during a previous forage. The words “JUDGEMENT DAY” were written in red spray paint across the large door at the front where humans kept their vehicles.

	I watched from the shadows as she systematically went house by house down the street. I knew what she was doing. 

	I’d gone through some of the places she’d foraged in during the past weeks. She’d left some of the locations partially looted, hiding useful items in unexpected places. I’d found cans and packages of dried food hidden in the fireplaces of homes and packs of lighters and cans of butane in the vents of stores. Emergency rations? I wasn’t sure, but I kept watching. 

	Her bag looked a little fuller each time she exited a house. She must be collecting the emergency rations and supplies she’d left behind previously. This ratcheted up my suspicion that change was afoot. Today marked something significant. 

	Whatever it was, I intended to be a part of her life after the change. I’d been patient enough. I was done waiting. 

	But I was curious to see what she planned, so I resisted the urge to meet her at the door of the next home. I wanted more than anything to pick her up, take her to my shuttle and claim her thoroughly. But then I would never find out her plan. Half the fun these past two weeks had been figuring out her thoughts and anticipating her movements. Today was a total surprise.

	Something felt off about the way she moved. She was awkward and stiff. Was she injured? But she didn’t have a limp or any other outward signs of an injury. 

	The reason revealed itself as the morning progressed. My female stepped out of her most recent forage site, fanning herself. The day warmed, despite only being spring in this part of the planet. Comparison to records showed this year to be warming faster than most, an important bit of information for hunters, as the scourge reproduced more abundantly in warmer weather. 

	She unslung her bag and unzipped her hooded outer jacket. She tied it neatly around her waist. Underneath was another hooded garment, this one a thinner, softer material. She pulled it over her head and tied it around her waist as well. The extra fabric looked bulky and awkward around her slim torso.

	I was surprised to see her remove yet another layer. And by how bulky it was, there were probably several more layers under that as well. My female wore many layers today. The day was not a cool one and did not merit so many layers. 

	She carried a second bag on her back, a thin fabric one with a drawstring opening, under the two hooded garments. It was flat enough that she could put her larger backpack over the top. 

	 After she tied the third garment around her waist, she proceeded to the next home as the sun continued its climb in the sky.

	Had she put on everything she owned this morning? Had she been thrown out of the settlement? In the time I’ve spent clearing scourge from my territory, the settlement my female belonged to had cast out two humans. 

	The first had been an adolescent boy. I’d spoken with him briefly, and he’d told me he’d been thrown out for not bringing in enough foraged goods. He hadn’t been given a chance to collect his gear. He had no weapon or water. They’d thrown him out with just the clothes on his back. But at least he’d had a thick coat. He’d been young, but extremely quick and bright. I’d foraged with him until he found a decent weapon and collected a pack of provisions, then he’d left the area. He’d planned to hike to another community he’d heard about.

	The older woman they’d cast out next hadn’t fared as well. She’d been terrified of me and shrieked as though I was killing her when I approached. She didn’t answer any of my questions, but she’d been expelled with nothing as well. 

	Unlike with the female I now followed, who smelled of wonderful promises, the first female hadn’t smelled of anything in particular. I had no urge to steal her away and protect her. When I’d realized she wasn’t going to stop screaming as long as I was there, I left. She would have called all the scourge onto herself. I looked for her a few days later, but she was gone.

	Both outcasts had been thrown out with nothing. My female wore many changes of clothes and looked ready to be out of the settlement. She was prepared; she was not banished. 

	As noon approached, she settled in one of the homes, one at the end of a cul de sac. She hid while the scourge who were sent out from the nest to look for food passed through the area. The flyers circled above, looking for movement on the ground. 

	The flyers and the scuttlers worked as a team. The scuttlers hunted mostly through chemical detection and had horrible eyesight. The flyers acted as their eyes. Once the flyers spotted live prey, they called the location out to the scuttlers, and in return, the scuttlers cut the prey into manageable pieces for the flyers and themselves to take back to the nest. 

	Flyers had been seen carrying smaller humans—children and small adults—but they balked at anything larger. The only weapon the flyers had was a spike at the end of their hyper-mobile tail they used to impale larger prey as they waited for the scuttlers to arrive.

	Knowing she would not leave her shelter, I took the time to kill some scourge. Right in sight of her window. I chose the center of the cul-de-sac as a stage and turned on a portable beacon I had on my body to draw in any nearby scourge.

	As expected, the first scourge to arrive was a flyer. It called out its shrill warning when it saw me and reoriented to swoop down on my location. A single flyer was an easy kill. Typical procedure was to shoot its wings until it fell and fight it on the ground. But I wanted to try something different today. I waited for it to dive for me.

	It called again and dove. I stayed still until the very last moment and then dodged, running toward it so that I ended up behind its body as it reached the lowest point of its dive. I grabbed the tail, careful to avoid the sharp stake-like spike at the tip, and swung to redirect its momentum. I released it, and it slid across the pavement, the friction against the rough ground tearing off a few legs. It crashed into a parked vehicle. 

	I reached for the axe at my back and swung it in an arc to test the weight, the edge glowing in a fluorescent blue so bright it was nearly white. It felt good, perfect, as it always did.

	 I charged toward the downed flyer as it tried to stand, flailing from the lack of legs on one side of its body. Seeing me charging with my deadly weapon, the flyer thrashed around, attempting to weaponize the spike on its tail. But the angle was wrong, and the spike lodged itself into the side of the battered vehicle, immobilizing the flyer even further. 

	Somewhat disappointed that this flyer wouldn’t be much of a fight, I lopped its head off quickly and readied myself for the next group: a quartet of scuttlers and a single spitter. The scuttlers rushed toward me, and I started to swing my axe, but I saw the spitter preparing to throw its acid and changed my mind. 

	With such as small group, I enjoyed finding novel ways of killing them. It helped break up the monotony. I saved the mindless hacking for large hordes.

	Judging the distance, I backed up just enough to put the scuttlers in the line of fire, then held them at bay with the blunt side of my weapon.  The spitter launched its acid, and I dodged to the side. The scuttlers pushed forward into the space I’d vacated just in time to be doused with a healthy splash of digestive juices. The scuttlers screeched and writhed, but I gave them no mind. Instead, I charged the spitter, a smile on my face, and sliced it in half with my axe. 

	And on it went as small groups of scourge found their way to my killing stage following the lure of my beacon: a pair of flyers, a group of scuttlers, a trio of spitters, and so on. They all came in small groups. I usually didn’t hunt in residential areas for this very reason; the twists, turns, and copious fences meant smaller groups reached me bit by bit. It wasn’t much of a challenge. I preferred fighting larger groups with scourge coming at me from all sides. 

	But I wasn’t looking for a challenge today. I was showing off. I knew my female watched, and I couldn’t help but display my skills. 

	I looked to the window where I’d last seen my female, and sure enough, she was still there watching the action. Her pretty brown eyes stared back at me from the second-floor window. I wanted her to know I was a strong hunter, able to protect her from the ones she called bugs. I was one hunter who enjoyed the fight for the fight. And I was good at it, too—one of the best.

	Puffing out my chest, I grinned at her, not bothering to hide my fangs. Large fangs also announced my strength and virility. She ducked behind the wall, and I laughed. I affected her, I knew.

	Show over, I turned off the beacon and took care of the rest of the stragglers that came in. It felt good to know that she watched me. Now she knew I was a strong warrior, able to protect her. And protect her, I would. 

	 

	 


Chapter 5: Connie 

	I couldn’t look away from his perfect muscular body as he fought the bugs with a massive grin on his face. He moved with such lethal grace it resembled a dance rather than a fight. He was having fun. Instead of taking the bugs out quickly, he played with them, killing each group in a unique and novel way. These small groups were child’s play to him.

	He knew I was in this home. And he knew I’d taken my weapon. 

	The pretty pink backpack that had tempted me so much swung from his harness: a spot of baby pink against dark purple muscles and black leather armor. It flashed brightly between lunges and swings and other crazy maneuvers as he fought the bugs with glee. 

	A pair of flying bugs flew into view, and I shuddered. Those things were terrifying. They looked like scorpions with wings and oversized pinching mandibles. Like their spitter counterparts, they had five body sections. But unlike the other bugs, wings sprouted from the first one. They had four pairs of legs, each connected to the next four sections. 

	I’d never taken the time to look before, but those last pair of legs didn’t reach the ground when they landed; they were small and useless. That final segment formed a long tail with a stinger-like spike at the end. That stinger was the size of a stake. 

	Yup. They totally gave off scorpion vibes. I shuddered. 

	The Xarc’n hunter took care of this pair easily too, his body moving fluidly despite his large size. I shouldn’t be ogling him. No matter how hot he was, no matter how sexy he looked when fighting—and he was sexy—he was still the enemy. 

	With the two flying monstrosities dead, he sent a victorious grin toward my window. I quickly ducked my head back behind the wall, hoping he hadn’t seen me. Who was I kidding? He totally saw me. He knew I was here, and he knew I watched. He’d turned directly to this window. The jerk was showing off.

	I took out my empty powder case—I’d hit pan months ago, but I kept it for the mirror—and held the mirror at the bottom edge of the windowsill. I angled it so I could watch him from where I hid.

	He continued fighting the bugs that came, but they soon tapered off. It was strange the way the bugs had all come into this dead end as if lured by something. And it was equally strange that none came now. I tilted my mirror to watch the sky, and sure enough, a few winged bugs patrolled the air. But they ignored him. He’d used something to bring the bugs to him, but what?

	He looked at my window again and waved. He waved at me. How did he know I was still watching? The sun wasn’t shining in my direction, so I doubted my mirror gave off any reflection. Then he pointed to a nearby house, headed toward it, and ducked inside.

	He most likely expected me to leave after the flying bugs went home for the day. But I had to shake my alien tail no matter what. Leaving this shelter during the heat of the day and facing the flying extra-terrestrial bugs was a risk I was willing to take. 

	I didn’t leave the settlement to avoid being coerced to make babies with Simon just to be stolen by a Xarc’n for the same purpose, minus the babies. Sure, there’d been rumors the Xarc’n hunters could get women pregnant. But I didn’t believe them. They were aliens, and it wasn’t possible. I remembered that much from biology class.

	I moved about the home, retrieving the extra food and resources I’d hidden the first time I foraged here.

	I checked this home’s fireplace first. Most foragers didn’t check there at all, and fewer still checked under the first layer of soot; they just looked briefly into the darkened corners. If they’d looked more closely, they would have seen two cans of sardines covered in black soot. I fished them out and wiped them, and my hands, the best I could on the couch cushions. It didn’t do much good, and my hands left black smears on my already dirty backpack.

	I thought of the new backpack tied to Jerk-ik’s harness. A new bag would be nice, but I doubted it would remain pretty and pink for long.

	Next, I went to the range hood and removed the filter. A few granola bars fell from their hiding place and landed on the stove top. I stuffed those into my bag as well. 

	One more place to go: the washing machine. I hated going down into dark basements with only my mini LED light, but it was a necessity. I took a big breath, steeled my nerves, and headed down into the darkness.

	I knew there wasn’t anything creepy down there; the door was still closed, and the step stool I’d placed in front of it last time was still there. No one had opened the door. The worse that could be down there were raccoons. But that didn’t stop me from talking softly to myself all the way down to the laundry room. I picked up the double-pack of baby wipes I’d hidden there and ran back up the stairs as fast as my legs could carry me. 

	Sure, I could have used these items to meet my foraging quota. But some innate survival instinct told me to hide them and save them for a rainy day. That rainy day had come. Maybe it was because I never quite felt like I belonged at the settlement. Sure, I’d never felt like I belonged anywhere. After a dangerous foraging trip, I never saw the converted high school in the distance and thought, “Yes, I’m safe.” The settlement never felt like home.

	The purpose of living in New Franklin was so that we could all help each other. Most of the foragers at the settlement teamed up and worked together. With three or four people working together, it was easier to take down the random pair of bugs or have an extra pair of eyes as the lookout. Or one person could cause a distraction to attract the bugs while the rest looted the location. 

	I used to work as part of a team. Things were much easier then. I thought of how I’d been trapped in the broom closet by the unexpected group of bugs that day I’d meet Jerk-ik. That would never have happened if I was a part of a group. The watcher would have sprayed the area down with a strongly scented spray at the first sign of the bugs and given the warning to remain quiet. With our chemical trail muted, the bugs would have gone on their way. 

	But ever since Mama Sal had approached me about being a New Mother, I’d gotten no help from anyone. They just kept telling me what cute babies I’d make and how lucky I would be to mother the first post-bug generation. I wish I’d punched a few of them before I left. But I’d chosen to leave quietly. When I failed to return tonight, they would simply believe I was lost to the bugs or taken by a gang of cannibals. Yes, those did exist in the bugpocalypse.

	It made sense that I hadn’t felt comfortable bringing everything back to the settlement. I had to look out for myself. 

	I went back to the front of the house and looked out the living room window at the house Jerk-ik had ducked into. He’d pushed the couch right up to the bay window and drawn the curtains to the side. He lounged on the couch with his feet up on the windowsill, looking right in my direction. He grinned when he saw me and waved again. 

	Crap! I hadn’t expected him to be staring right at me. And I sure as hell hadn’t expected his smile to make me feel all fuzzy inside. Damn him and his casually radiant smile. 

	I should have been more careful. I was making mistakes, and mistakes would cost me. I closed the blinds.

	I’d need to leave through the backyard. I checked the yard and saw that this backyard had no gate. No problem. I’d just hop the fence. It was low enough, and a dining room chair would help. 

	I had ways of camouflaging myself from the flying bugs while foraging in the town. I kept a thin grey piece of fabric in my bag. It was similar in color to the concrete in the area and hopefully would fool them; the bugs weren’t known to be particularly smart. I also had a piece of thin nylon fabric in camo for when I moved through fields. I had yet to test the effectiveness, but I knew the flying bugs hunted with sight. 

	I took out my bottle of cologne and sprayed myself down thoroughly as I held my breath. That should confuse the noisy ground-dwelling bugs that hunted with scent. I didn’t have much left, but the strongly scented men’s cologne did a great job at hiding me. As long as the bugs didn’t see me, I should be good. The bugs were a lot sparser now than they had been last summer when the whole town of Franklin was crawling with them. These tactics would never have worked then.

	I snuck out of the back door, a chair in hand. I dashed under the shade of a cherry tree, set up my chair, and hopped over to the next backyard. This one had a tool shed, and I ducked in to see if I could find a better weapon. But compared to the wood and metal bat contraption Jerk-ik had crafted for me, the shovels and rakes looked heavy and unwieldy. Keeping my body close to the building walls, I made my way over to the front of the home. 

	I knew this area well. The neighborhood had many trees that hid me from view. It was an easy trek until I had to cross the street. I took out the grey nylon fabric I’d salvage off of a kid’s play tent—it was supposed to be a spaceship—and draped it over myself before hurrying across the road. Ducking into the closest covered porch, I looked back at the way I came. 

	No hunter followed me. I looked to the sky. One lone flying bug circled above, but it too ignored me. 

	I continued this way, heading back towards the settlement. But I didn’t stop there. I made a wide arc around the school instead, hoping no one would see me. I moved further and further away from Franklin and out into the unknown. An equal sense of dread and excitement filled my stomach. This was it. There was no turning back.

	 


Chapter 6: Jorg’k

	My crafty female had given me the slip. I hadn’t expected her to leave the safety of her shelter while the flyers were out. But she had and was well on her way back to the human settlement. She was a tricky one, and I appreciated her willingness to take calculated risks. 

	I followed her back as I did every day. Except it was early afternoon this time, and many of the humans were leaving the fenced-in building to forage for the day. Usually, she left with them to head into town.

	When she continued past the settlement, leaving herself a wide gap, I wasn’t surprised. Not after her strange behavior today. She avoided the other humans just as she avoided me. It was easy to do. The groups of foragers coming out from the settlement were loud and easily spotted. Even a Xarc’n hunter cub with no training would have no trouble avoiding them.

	My female continued out purposefully past the edge of town, traveling through the barren fields. She’d wrapped herself in a piece of green and brown fabric and blended into what was left of last year’s abandoned crops and this year’s new, wild growth. Any scuttlers seeing her moving form from afar would mistake it for foliage blowing in the wind. They had terrible vision. 

	The strong scent of the chemical she’d sprayed herself with hid her delicious scent from the scourge. But not from me. I’d recognize her scent even under all the badly scented liquids on Earth.

	The flyers, on the other hand, had exceptional vision. They would see her every time she moved, but they would not recognize her as prey. One had noticed her back in the residential area when she’d been using her gray camouflage. It had circled around, not knowing what to make of the moving ambiguous form. It had gone after some other more promising prey instead.

	Had I made a bad choice by choosing a pink bag for her? Would she have taken it if it had been better camouflaged? I hadn’t thought of her wearing it while hiding in the bushes. In all my mental renditions of my little female using my gift, I was there to protect her. Her pink bag would call in all the scourge as she traveled, and I’d dispatch each and every one with delight.

	As this world’s single sun started its descent, my female came across an old barn. She checked it carefully. She was right to be thorough. Last year, when the scourge first started swarming on this planet, the animals kept in the barns had drawn in the scourge as effectively as one of our beacons. This one was empty, the livestock in it long consumed. There was no door to the barn, but it was still a good place to stay.

	She disappeared inside to get ready for the night.

	I set a simple perimeter around the barn that would detect anything scuttler-sized or larger. At night, the predators I was most worried about in this area were humans. Most scourge did not hunt at night unless blocked from their nests. And anything smaller than a scuttler would probably be harmless, most likely one of the small rodents that had escaped the scourges’ mandibles.

	One such small rodent was why I needed to leave my female to get back to my shuttle. Tooth waited for me in my shuttle. Tooth was what the humans in this area called a squirrel. The squirrels were fleet-footed and evaded the scourge easily, taking to the buildings and the trees. They were also too small for the scourge to pay much attention to. At least not now when they still had larger prey to hunt. 

	One of the hunters, Ravij’k, had sent out a video showing a new scourge variant recently. This new variant had the ability to chase the squirrels up their trees, though I doubted they would until they’d exhausted the larger prey in the area. Tooth was so tiny that he would not even be a snack for one single scourge.

	Perimeter set, I headed back to the barn to check on my female. The darkened skies hid me from view, and I snuck in close. She sat on the second level and ate a meal of canned vegetables, drinking the liquid in the can. No one wasted potable water. Even hunters preserved their water. With the scourge using the same water source, water taken from the river needed to go through decontamination and a filter before it was potable. 

	She ate in the dark. I was unsure if she had a light. I hadn’t seen her use one yet. She’d put on her jacket again and used the thin camouflage fabrics as blankets. It was spring, and the temperature dropped at night. I would need to keep her warm.

	Secure in the knowledge that my female was safe for the time being, I headed back to my shuttle. I found it still parked on the roof of the plaza in the suburbs of Franklin near where I’d picked up the scent of my female today. Its cloaking technology hid it from detection.

	Tooth greeted me at the door by running over and leaping onto my leg. He shimmied up with his sharp claws and over to the leather pouch on my belt, where I kept a few nutrition bars. He was hungry. Usually, I’d be home by now after seeing my female safely back at her settlement. Today had been an anomaly.

	I dug into the pouch, opened a nutrition bar, and broke off a piece for Tooth. He took it greedily and ran back to his home, a small piece of furniture the humans called a cat tree. It looked nothing like a tree. And most cats were gone now, with the exception of maybe the quickest and wiliest feral ones. Unlike the squirrels and the chipmunks, they were big enough to get on the scourges’ radar. 

	I took a bite of the remainder of the bar and a swig of water from my canteen. I picked up the metal bowl magnetically attached to my shuttle walls next to the cat tree and refilled it with clean water. Tooth sat inside the top alcove eating his bar. Despite his eagerness for the food, he was far from starving. He’d hidden food all over my shuttle. I kept finding pieces of nutrition bars and seeds in the strangest places. 

	He’d learned how to open my drawers by triggering the touch sensors the first week I’d brought him in. After not finding him when I got back to the shuttle one day, I’d thought he’d escaped. That evening I’d found him trapped inside one of my drawers, thirsty and hungry. He’d also chewed on everything in that drawer in an attempt to escape, leaving his teeth marks behind. I’d programmed my shuttle to only react to my touch from that time onward. 

	And while it had prevented any more accidental drawer imprisonment, it hadn’t stopped Tooth from chewing on every chewable surface in the shuttle. I didn’t mind. I’d rather live with bite marks on everything than live alone in my shuttle again. 

	I’d lived most of my life without realizing I was lonely. I enjoyed my work. Killing the scourge gave me purpose. I saw the destruction they left behind, the ecosystems and worlds they destroyed, and I knew what I had to do. Even if I hadn’t been genetically engineered for this job, I would volunteer to do it. 

	I hadn’t realized what a lonely life it was until I met Tooth. He came into my life before the cold season. I’d been on Earth exterminating the scourge all spring and summer when we’d met. The weather was changing, and Tooth had been fattening up for the winter. I’d found him when I destroyed his nest by accident during a fight with a duo of flyers and damaged his leg in the process. It took him a while to trust me, but good food and a warm home helped establish a good rapport. 

	Months later, when Tooth no longer favored the injured leg, I’d taken him out of the shuttle. He’d climbed into the nearest tree, scented the air, then bounded right back down. He’d scrambled up onto my shoulder, chattering at me the whole time. I’d heard the scuttlers too. Tooth preferred the safety of the shuttle over the stink of scourge, and I didn’t blame him. I’d been dreading an empty shuttle anyway.

	I started up the shuttle and flew over to the barn, wondering how my female would react to Tooth. Human females’ reactions to rodents confused me. In some videos we’d saved from their internet, they reacted positively, squealing about how cute they were. And in others, the females screamed and scrambled onto the nearest high surface. That would not be effective with Tooth as he was an exceptional climber, though he was getting a bit fat from all the food he’d been eating.

	I wanted my furry companion and my possible future mate to get along. 

	Until we’d arrived on Earth and found out about human females’ compatibility with Xarc’n hunters, I’d never even thought about a mate. And just like how I hadn’t realized I was lonely before I met Tooth, I hadn’t realized I wanted a mate until I met my female. Earth had opened my eyes to a lot of things I’d not previously known about myself.

	I was made to fight. I was made to kill. I wasn’t made to navigate social situations. Especially one where the female I believed to be my mate was not Xarc’n friendly. Perhaps my female was one who liked small rodents, and Tooth would help me gain her trust. She did remind me of the little acrobatic creatures, and I meant that in the most positive way possible. She was quick and tricky like a squirrel, evading both me and the scourge earlier today. If I’d convinced one crafty little creature to stay with me, I could persuade another.

	Perhaps Tooth would show her that Xarc’n hunters were not the monsters Earth governments had made us out to be. I didn’t know how many of the lies she believed. 

	I did know one thing though: this little female was mine. And I didn’t intend on leaving her alone. I’d just have to do my best to show her I was not a monster. 

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Connie 

	I stretched on the soft hay bed as I woke, my eyes still closed to the morning sun rudely forcing its way into the barn. It was comfortable and warm, warmer than the unheated high school classrooms I’d been sleeping in all winter. And for a moment, I forgot that I slept on year-old hay in a barn loft. 

	A welcoming and insistent heat radiated from behind my back, and I snuggled in, enjoying the warmth. My heater also rumbled softly, reminding me of the purring of a really large cat. It was calming, and it surrounded me with a feeling of safety. I yawned, inhaling a spicy and pleasing scent. One part of my brain urged me to wake immediately and investigate my comfortable situation. Another part told me to relax and enjoy the morning. 

	My heat source moved away ever so slightly, and I wiggled back, trying to avoid the cooler air that snuck in. Something thick and rigid poked at my lower back, and the purring sound thundered louder. Muscular arms tightened around my waist. My eyes popped open, and I gasped as I tried to scramble away, but the arms held me still.

	“Calm, my female. I will not hurt you.”

	I recognized the voice before the device had the chance to translate. But instead of sending me into a state of panic, as I’d thought waking in the arms of a Xarc’n warrior would do, the frightened pounding in my chest calmed. Jerk-ik had followed me for weeks without harming me, and I doubted he wanted to hurt me now. 

	I mentally checked my body. All my clothes were still on. And despite the hardness poking into my back, he kept his hands on my waist. I looked for my weapon, which I’d placed next to me before I’d gone to bed, but it was gone. 

	In its place was the strangest thing. A squirrel sat on an upside-down bucket just a few feet from my head, eating a piece of an alien nutrition bar. It eyed me suspiciously, almost as if it were judging me. 

	What was going on? This must be a dream. I’d gone to bed thinking of a certain big purple alien—it was hard not to think of him—and now I dreamt of him. That was the only possible explanation for the judgemental squirrel in the scene. 

	But the smell of the year-old hay and the beams of morning sun shining through the barn’s missing doors seemed too real to be figments of my imagination. And his brawny arms still held me tightly against his warm body. A dream wouldn’t feel this real, would it? 

	I wiggled again experimentally. Jerk-ik growled low behind me, and his arm tightened around my body. The thick bar of his arousal pressed insistently against my back again. My skin sparked to life where we touched. 

	 Nope. This was not a dream.

	I thought of all the stories I’d heard about the hunters stealing women to use as sex slaves, and the panic, which had refused to show its head earlier, finally came. I struggled against his hold, but his arms did not budge. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought his arms were glued together around my body.

	“I will not harm you. I protected you all night and kept you warm,” he rumbled into my ear. The translator’s electronic voice came from the device on his hip. 

	I shivered at the warm breath that brushed past my cheek. It wasn’t a terrified shiver, but one of anticipation. Not understanding the traitorous reaction from my body, I struggled again. This time I kicked wildly with my feet. 

	“Stop. Do not kick. You might hurt Tooth.”

	What? That didn’t make any sense. How would kicking hurt my teeth? His translator must be glitching.

	Then the squirrel, which I'd completely forgotten about, scurried off the bucket and into a pile of hay nearby. The squirrel poked its nose back out for a moment before disappearing into the mound again.

	“Was that Tooth?” I asked when I’d recovered enough from the shock to speak. 

	“Tooth is my companion. He lives with me in my shuttle. I did not want to leave him behind while I protected you.”

	I did feel protected, safe, but I didn’t want to know the cost of this safety. I hadn’t asked for his protection, and I didn’t intend to pay.

	“I don’t need protection.” It was a lie, and I knew it. Everyone needed protection from the bugs. 

	“I will not leave you. You no longer have the protection of the human settlement, but you have gained the protection of a Xarc’n warrior. It is better. What is your name?”

	I didn’t give him my name. The change in my living situation was kind of obvious, and I wasn’t surprised he’d noticed. I was out of a home now and needed to figure out how to survive. Luckily, the weather was warming, and I didn’t need to worry about freezing to death.

	 A plan for long-term survival was something I needed to deal with later. Right now, my bladder screamed at me as it realized I was finally awake. 

	“You need to let me go, Jerk-ik, I need to pee,” I said, deciding to be blunt. “I doubt you want to squat outside with me.”

	He turned me in his arms, and I found myself face to face with a heavy and deadly-looking set of horns. He frowned. “I do not wish to get in the way of your natural functions. But I can’t release you. Not because I don’t want to. But because I physically cannot. You’ve triggered my mating bond, and I cannot let you go until we are sufficiently bonded. What is my beautiful mate’s name?” 

	And again, I wondered if his translator was malfunctioning. He looked ecstatic at being stuck with me, as if this mating bond was everything he’d ever wanted. I did not want a mating bond. I didn’t even want the word mating in the same paragraph with him. The whole point of leaving the settlement was to avoid unsolicited sex of any kind.

	“Look, Jerk,” I said, purposefully removing the back end of his name. “I’m not interested. I’m not looking for a mate.” I used the alien word he had used. “Let me go.” I shoved hard against his huge shoulder, the only place my hands could reach. 

	His face crumpled as if I’d hurt him with my words. “I cannot.” He dipped his head, and his horns missed my face by scant inches.

	“Hey! Watch the horns, Jerk. You almost bashed my head open. Now quit lying and let me go.” I pushed at his horns.

	But instead of moving away, his grip tightened, and his purring intensified.

	“I can’t,” he repeated, the happy look he had at being stuck with me fading. 

	“Bullshit!” Did he think I was stupid? I didn’t know what type of magic he’d used on Tooth, but it wouldn’t work on me. I slapped my palms on his shoulders. 

	Ouch! What was he made of? Granite?

	He maneuvered us up to standing and reached out a clawed foot to pick up my bags, both the small fabric one with my personal things from my past life and the larger backpack with my survival gear. His giant feet had three toes in the front, and one opposable one at the back. Each toe was capped in a curved claw. He lifted the bags to me, and I took them from him. The corners of the fabrics I’d used as blankets last night stuck out of the zippered backpack. He’d stuffed them in before replacing them with the warmth of his body.

	Then he carried me over to my bat.

	“Take your weapon.” He grinned at me. “Do not attack me. I do not wish to drop you.”

	I grabbed my bat while sending him daggers with my eyes. I knew better than to attack him again. The last time had been a waste of effort, and my arms had ached with the reverberation for hours afterward.

	Jerk-ik made a soft clicking sound, and Tooth ran up his body and clung onto his shoulder, inches from my face. I got a good look at a pair of ginormous balls. This rodent was clearly misnamed; he should have been called Balls. I looked a few inches up at his name sake; two pairs of orange-tinted front teeth, one from the top and one from the bottom. Impressive, but still, Balls.

	“Hold tight,” was the only warning I got before Jerk’ik leaped from the loft and landed in the middle of the barn. 

	I yelped in surprise at the sudden feeling of my stomach rising into my throat. 

	“Fuck! You could have warned me. You jerk!”

	“I did,” my alien said, looking pleased with himself. “And it’s pronounced Jorg’k.”

	I expected him to put me down now that we were on the ground, but he carried me out into the field.

	“Let me down.” I’d given up on asking him to let me go. “I need to use the bathroom.”

	He continued taking giant strides out into the field toward a spot where there was a strange depression in the grass. “There is no need to release in the field. There are facilities in my shuttle.”

	I was not going into his shuttle. Everyone knew that once a woman entered one of those shuttles, she was never seen again. I looked out into the field but saw no shuttle. 

	I started to protest, but Jerk-ik’s body’s stiffened, and he hushed me. Then I heard it too: voices. Voices I recognized. Simon and Rob. And by the sounds of it, they were looking for their lost baby-making machine.

	Shit! I kept quiet. Quickly weighing my pros and cons, I kept my mouth shut as Jerk-ik carried me to his shuttle. I crossed my fingers and hoped that I was making the right decision. 

	Then, to my utter surprise, a futuristic-looking vehicle appeared out of thin-air directly in front of us. It was sleek and grey and looked like something straight out of a movie.

	Holy crap!

	 


Chapter 8: Jorg’k 

	I rested on one of the compound’s couches with my female, Connie, still unable to let her go. I’d finally gotten her name after I’d called her my little squirrel, as she was quick, crafty, and cute like the little creatures. She hadn’t liked the nickname one bit. I’d promised to call her beautiful instead. She’d rolled her eyes at me and made an exasperated sound.

	When we got into the compound, she’d kicked and screamed as I carried her from my shuttle, across the roof, and down to the common area, causing quite a stir. The other hunters had watched as I carried my female across the roof. We’d drawn the attention of several curious Earth females as well.

	I didn’t trust being with her on the shuttle alone. My body insisted this little female was mine and that I should claim her. Now. I wanted to rip away the delicate wrapping of her clothes and taste the ambrosia inside. But I didn’t think she would forgive me, and I had given her a weapon. I had to put us somewhere public.

	I’d had my shuttle’s computer explain to her the mating bond and what was happening, but she hadn’t believed me or my shuttle. She’d kept demanding I release her, pushing at my shoulder. To my disappointment, she hadn’t pushed on my horns again. It was for the best anyway; that had felt too good, and I only had so much control.

	As much as I’d enjoyed having her in my arms, I’d almost wanted to let her go just so that she would calm—almost. But, try as I might, my arms were stuck. They could move on her body, and I could release one arm at a time for a brief moment to readjust my hold. But I could not release her. No matter how many times my brain issued the command, my arms refused to obey. If they did, I was sure I would die.

	I knew there would be females and mates here, but I hadn’t expected there to be so many other humans. My Connie relaxed when she saw the other women and even human men walking freely around the compound. I doubted she’d believed me about the group of human males who had come to help. She probably thought all humans here would be reluctant, kidnapped females. 

	Tarv'k approached first, frowning at the translator at my belt. The other humans at the compound had in-ear translators. They were more convenient and did a better job.

	The scent of fear that had slowly faded from my Connie after spending time with me in the shuttle started up again as the other hunter approached. I rubbed at her arms in an attempt to calm her. I hated that she felt unsafe, but secretly I enjoyed that she no longer scented of fear around me. 

	“Tarv’k will not hurt you,” I murmured into her ear.

	The older hunter welcomed us to the compound, and I made introductions. I was the last of the hunters in the area to arrive. Most had arrived right after I’d found Connie trapped in that tiny room by the group of scuttlers. Fortunately for me, many of the hunters had found mates this spring and understood my need to stay with my female.

	“Your female does not have a translator.” 

	“I don’t keep any on my shuttle. I didn’t expect to need one.” Unlike some of the other hunters who patrolled areas with friendly humans, the only humans who crossed into my area to forage were from the settlement. They were not hunter-friendly, and I usually avoided them unless they were cast out. And even then, I only approached to offer aid. “I only ever ran into unfriendly humans.”

	Another hunter approached, pulled eagerly forward by a human female with big brown eyes. Connie straightened in my arms with interest 

	“My name is Natalie, but you can call me Nat. And this here is my knight in shining loincloth, Rajiv’k.” Then to me, the bubbly female smiled and extended a hand. “Welcome to the compound, Jorg’k. I’m glad you’re finally here.”

	I took her hand awkwardly, hoping Rajiv’k wouldn’t attack me for touching his mate. He didn’t; he ground his teeth quietly instead.

	“I have extra translators on my shuttle.” Rajiv’k usually avoided socializing, often choosing to hide in his shuttle even when we worked together as a team. This new friendliness must be his mate’s doing.

	 There was a new scar on his shoulder and upper arm; it looked to be from spitter acid. About a week ago, I’d received news of an attack on the compound. Two of the humans they’d been working with had been secretly anti-alien. They especially were against any mixed relationships between humans and Xarc’n warriors. 

	The two troublemakers had turned on a beacon in the compound, freed the new variants that were locked up for research, and run. By the time I’d gotten the news, the hunters had already cleaned up the mess. There’d been a few injuries, but luckily no fatalities. The two traitors were still out there somewhere. 

	As Rajiv’k retrieved the extra translator from his shuttle, Tarv’k updated me on the plans to contain the summer swarm. Connie recoiled when she found out we planned to funnel the scourge to our location during the swarm to destroy them. Tarv’k assured her she would still be safer here with the hunters. Not all the scourge would be caught in the funnel, and the rest would make living anywhere else dangerous.

	 He also had footage I hadn’t seen on the new scourge variant: the ones the humans at the compound had named centicreeps. The mutant was aptly named. After a few generations on the new planet, the scourge made variants by assimilating biological designs already found in the landscape into their mutations. This one resembled an Earth insect called a centipede. Except it was many times larger.

	As we watched the recording on the giant projector screen on the wall, Connie cringed and visibly paled. The footage was from when they had two of the creatures trapped inside a nearby building. When the variant climbed straight up the vertical wall and even onto the ceiling, Connie gasped. 

	“Oh no. It climbs!” She shivered and leaned back against me, instinctively seeking safety, and I pulled her close. Right now, the monsters on the screen were the enemies, and her displeasure at being taken to the compound was temporarily put aside.

	The scourge were originally created for use on the battlefield, and basic climbing soldiers were not a necessity in the scourge army. Flyers, spitters, swimmers, and lungers were often enough to reach most prey, though each nest only had enough resources to create two of the above, flyers and one of the other specialists. I’d never seen swimmers or lungers in this area. This new variant would be perfectly at home in the city, climbing buildings and fitting through tight spaces with its long sinuous body.

	When the scourge first arrived on this planet, they had swarmed the most populated cities with their first generation. The largest cities fell first. And just like my own ancestors and creators had when they’d lost control of the scourge, Earth had bombed these locations. When the smoke cleared, they had destroyed the city, but new scourge continued pouring forth from the nests underground, spreading out to find more meat to feed the hungry new swarm.

	This new variant was clearly created with cities and high-rises in mind, even though the largest cities had already been eaten clean of life. It would make fighting the upcoming scourge swarm a challenge.

	A group of human females approached, led again by Natalie. There were four of them and I was glad my female would not lack for company. I recognized Cynthia, Cov’k’s mate, from before. The two had formed a mating bond before the cold season and had been together all winter. The females all took turns introducing themselves.

	“Come.” The one named Alice gestured at my female. “We’ll give you a tour.”

	Connie pushed up, excited to leave with the females, but my arms didn’t budge.

	 “Oh boy,” she sighed. “You can stop pretending and let go now, Jerk. I’m at the compound, just like you wanted.”

	“I can not.”

	The females’ eyes all widened simultaneously. Then Nat squealed, a high pitch sound that hurt my ears. 

	 “Congratulations on the mat—” 

	“—is so exciting—” 

	“Another mating!

	 The females exploded into excited congratulations, and Connie stiffened in my arms. She put her hand out in the universal signal to stop.

	“I never agreed to this. I never agreed to come. Jerk here—”

	“It’s pronounced Jorg’k.” I knew she said my name wrong on purpose. 

	“Fine. Jerk-ik”—she exaggerated the second syllable to my name, but still pronounced it wrong—“just bulldozed his way into my life. And now he claims he can’t let go. And I’m not buying it.”

	“Oh hun, he’s not lying,” Cynthia assured her. “It’s the first sign of a budding mating bond. We’ve all experienced it.”

	“Except for me,” the small blonde named Evie interjected in a soft voice. “I’m still single.”

	“But we had time to get to know our hunters first before the bond emerged. These hunters come across a bit stalkerish for the uninitiated, but they mean well,” Cynthia continued. “I’m sure the bond knows. It wouldn’t go off unless the two of you were suited for each other.”

	I stood, bringing my female with me. “You can show both of us the compound.”

	The females explained the mating process as they showed us around the first floor. They confirmed everything my shuttle had told us earlier, and Connie relaxed in my arms. 

	The first floor was one big room with a common area filled with couches and rugs. There were some stains on the walls and floor that spoke of a recent battle. Along the walls were weapon racks for extra melee weapons. There were two makeshift storage rooms created by strapping together tall shelves and office dividers. One room was a pantry filled with foraged food, and many small clear plastic crates of Xarc’n-made provisions. 

	“Wow! You guys are well stocked,” Connie said, impressed. 

	“If you’ve got any food that might attract creepy crawlies, and I don’t mean the big kind, put it in one of the plastic containers. Last things we need are little bugs while we deal with big bugs.”

	The second room held random useful objects they’d found during their forage.

	“This used to hold projectile weapons, explosives, and fuel for burning up the bugs. But we decided to spread those around the roofs of the nearby buildings to avoid blowing ourselves up.”

	I sensed a story there, but I didn’t ask. It was probably related to the recent attack, and I didn’t want to give my Connie any reason to believe the compound was unsafe. This compound would be the safest place for her.

	Connie frowned at the stairs as I carried her toward the strange setup. Someone had knocked out the bottom half of the staircase and replaced it with a rolling ladder with a platform. 

	“What happened here?”

	“It’s supposed to protect us if the bugs get in. We were supposed to get to the second floor and push the ladder away. But those centicreeps kind of ruined the plan.”

	The second floor was built like a loft, with a row of doors on one side. The hallway overlooked the first floor with a railing that had several vertical supports knocked out strategically. Again, this was most likely a remnant of the attack. 

	“This is my room,” said Evie. She gestured to one of the rooms closest to the stairs. “And before me, it belonged to Nat. Some of the guys use to stay with me for protection. But I’m all alone now.”

	The next door opened to a trio of human males: Calvin, Gerald, and Noah. I’d worked with Calvin closely last summer. His old home was inside my territory, one of the houses Connie had visited yesterday. He’d gone back to the home, braving the scourge that were still plentiful in the area at the time, for his wedding ring. He’d explained that a wedding was a mating ceremony. He’d lost his wife—his mate—to the scourge. His last promise to his dying female was to spend the rest of his life avenging her.

	I’d heard of Gerald but never met him. Like Calvin, he was older with slightly greying hair at the temple. Noah was younger, around Connie’s age.

	“Do you listen to Stay Alive?” Noah asked my female.

	“All winter. I love that show.”

	Noah grinned. “Well, Jack is up on the roof, cleaning dust off the solar panels of his FM transmitter.”

	“No way! He’s here?”

	Connie damned near pulled me up the stairs to the roof as the rest of the females followed behind. I knew Jack; he was a younger human male, a warrior in training. No. He was a full warrior now, an honorary hunter, having fought with us all winter against the scourge. My female, my mate, was eager to meet this human warrior.

	A horrible sense of unease tugged at my chest and the muscles in my neck tightened. What if my mate would rather have this other warrior? I clenched my teeth together, trying to stop this insidious spread of the awful feeling. Jealousy was new to me, and I did not enjoy it.

	Luckily for me, Connie didn’t show any sexual or romantic inclinations to the male. It helped that Jack immediately congratulated us on the mating upon seeing us attached. He shot me a thumbs up, which I recognized as a human gesture indicating approval.

	“There’s a girl back at the human settlement who freakin’ loves you. Stacey’s constantly trying to get everyone to listen to your show.”

	Jack beamed.

	My mate looked a bit overwhelmed at all the new people, but happy. She hadn’t wanted to come with me to the compound, but perhaps she would stay now that she’d seen the place and the people in it. 

	The others went about their day, and we headed back to my shuttle. 

	“I guess you were really telling the truth. You can’t let go of me.”

	“I cannot. But I’m glad the mating bond chose you to be my mate. I have followed you for weeks and know you are a good match for me.”

	“Um, okay. I see what Cynthia meant about you hunters being a bit stalkerish. I’ve been warned.” She shrugged. “What’s the plan now?”

	“Since we’re unable to part, the other hunters have asked us to watch the nest for signs of a swarm.” I carried her in my arms and headed up to my shuttle again. This time she did not complain or attack me with her little fists. The door of my shuttle closed behind us.

	“You don’t sound very happy about that task.”

	“It is boring,” I complained. “I enjoy fighting the scourge.”

	 I didn’t look forward to watching the nest. And I would need to do so with my body pressed up against Connie, the temptation to claim her loud in my head. Just the thought sent blood rushing to my groin. Remembering her reaction to me before, I tried to hide my reaction from her but failed. This was going to be a long day.

	 


Chapter 9: Connie 

	I sat between Jorg’k’s thighs in the crook of a large tree as we enjoyed the last of the daylight. His thick arms were locked protectively around my body, and the soft play of his breath on my hair made my skin tingle. Tooth scampered from branch to branch above us, relishing the chance to exercise. It was an enjoyable way to end what had been an incredibly dull and uneventful day.

	Jorg’k had been generous when he’d said that watching the nest was a boring task. It was beyond boring. We’d parked his shuttle on a high rise right by the mouth of the nest. I’d barely recognized the city center. Discarded carapaces and chorion—the eggshells of the bugs—littered the streets for blocks. And on top of it all, the entire city block was covered with fluffy white mycelium, clear signs of the fungus that worked symbiotically with the scourge.

	Jorg’k had instructed his shuttle to tell me about the fungus. It usually stayed on the scourge and around the nest. The only time it hopped species was when a larger predator consumed the scourge as prey, though they would need to be very desperate to eat the vile creatures. Then, the fungi grew and spread, killing the new host. As the host died, the fungus opened sores on the victim’s body to call the scourge in. The fungus’s only goal was to end up back in a scourge’s body.

	 Even the rooftop of the high rise his shuttle had landed on was covered with fungal growth. I doubted this building would be safe to land on much longer. Luckily, their shuttles were made of an antimicrobial composite material. And even their clothes, armor, and personal items were made with specially cured leather that resisted the fungus. The ominous growth was everywhere.

	Gross! And I’d had to stare at the creepy scene for hours. The scourge milling aimlessly around the entrance to the nest had been less than entertaining. Aside from the coming and going of groups of bugs looking for prey, nothing was out of the ordinary. By late mid-afternoon, all the flyers had returned. The masses of them—hundreds, by the look of it—had settled on the rooftops surrounding the entrance to the nest. 

	One flyer had landed so near the cloaked shuttle that I’d panicked, but Jorg’k had assured me it wouldn’t get too close, as the shuttle emitted a repellent frequency. It had still been too close for my liking. By the time the activity at the nest ceased, and the scourge all crawled in to settle for the evening, I was ready to never see it again.

	To my dismay, the bond kept us together the entire day. And my fear of him completely disappeared. I didn’t believe he would take advantage of me anymore. If he’d wanted to hurt me, he would have done so already.

	I almost felt bad for Jorg’k for having to lug me around everywhere. He’d only been given nest watching duty because of our situation.

	After the bugs headed into the nest, we headed over to the river running through the edge of the town to refill on water. This was when we faced our first hurdle as a four-legged, two-headed Xarc’n-human monster. With his arms wrapped around me, it was near impossible to get anything done. 

	After some trial and error, we’d figured out we could trick the mating bond and free his hands if I wrapped around him completely, face to face. It wasn’t lost on either of us that this position was a lot more intimate, with my leg around his hips and arms around his neck. He’d growled every time his movement brought us intimately together, and I’d shuddered in response. But it had to be done. With me latched on like an amorous sloth, Jorg’k had been finally free to finish his chores.

	As I released him to turn back around, he’d bent his neck down, and for a moment, I’d thought he was going to kiss me. But instead, he’d pushed my face to the side with his nose and nuzzled my cheek and neck. It was strangely pleasant, and I found myself involuntarily nuzzling back.

	We’d found this large tree after and let Tooth out to stretch his legs. I didn’t understand why the little rodent didn’t just run off. Squirrels had no problem surviving during the bugpocalyspe. Many of their predators were long gone, and the bugs didn’t pay the squirrels and chipmunks much mind unless they were on the ground. I’d watched the bugs scurry after squirrels running from tree to tree, but I’d never actually seen them catch one.

	I closed my eyes and leaned back against Jorg’k’s broad chest as a cool breeze rustled through the leaves. I wondered how I would have reacted to this scene just weeks ago. When I’d first met him, he’d been terrifyingly alien. And while he was surely still just as dangerous and deadly, I knew now he was harmless—to me, anyway. 

	I looked down at the thick arms wrapped around my middle. Those were some perfect forearms, thick and corded, with a purple vein running up to each elbow. Curious, I traced a finger along the line of the vein. His skin had the texture of thick, soft leather. 

	I turned my body to sit sideways in his arms and continued up to the large bulge of his bicep. I’d never felt muscle like this before, and I was fascinated. Next to me, his chest rumbled to life. I looked up to see if he minded my exploration, and the look he gave me was so full of wanting, I felt it between my legs. My hand froze on his bicep.

	“Keep touching,” he growled. “I like my mate’s hands on me.” He slid his finger through my hair, pressed the side of my head to his chest, and massaged my scalp.

	I moaned and closed my eyes, my hands continuing their exploration of his sculpted arm and shoulder. He smelled so good: spicy and masculine. I peered up at him. The silhouette of his horns was outlined against the setting sun. Curious, I moved both hands to his horns to explore the hard, curved lengths. A feral snarl sounded from his throat, and something else hardened against my hip. 

	Jorg’k lifted me to straddle him. One massive hand palmed my ass and pulled me to rub against the bulge behind his loincloth. I hissed as his hard length rubbed against a sensitive spot between my legs. The other hand pulled my head back lightly by the hair, exposing my throat. He licked me, and I shuddered. 

	“Krux! You’re so fucking perfect. I want to claim you, taste you.”

	Taste me? Hell yes! Then I caught myself. Bad, Connie. Bad! I shouldn’t be lusting after him. He was an alien, and I barely knew the guy.

	But as he continued down to my collar bone, leaving a trail of nibbles and kisses, any protest I had melted away. He rocked his hips, each movement making me wetter. As if with a mind of their own, my hips moved, rubbing us together through our clothes. He wasn’t shaped like a human. From what I felt through the soft leather, his length consisted of three thick bulges lined up back-to-back. Each bump pressed deliciously against my clit as I rocked us together.

	Strong fingers gripped my ass possessively as he increased the pressure, moving me in perfect rhythm to his body. I held onto him with arms weakened with passion and closed my eyes as the pleasure built. The purring in his chest increased and vibrated our bodies, the movement adding to the building pressure at my center even through our clothes.

	I imagined us this way naked, me straddling his crotch, his cock deep inside my pussy. I imagined each hard ridge I felt opening me up as I rode him. With the dirty thought in my head, the dam broke, and the rush of bliss cascaded through my body. My pussy clenched and unclenched at nothing as I panted against his chest, shaking from the release. He murmured something soft and calming, but I was too far gone to hear the words. I just clung to him, breathing hard.

	I stayed for long moments, listening to the sounds of the river and our breathing. Jorg’k rubbed calming circles on my back. Then reality filtered through. I’d just dry-humped an alien in a tree. What had come over me?

	Then a loud snapping sound rang through the air, and we both froze. Another crash sounded as if something or someone was crashing carelessly, or maybe drunkenly, through the brush. The sounds were like a bucket of ice water on our flames. 

	In the tree, Tooth made a warning call, reminiscent of barking. Jorg’k clicked softly, and the little rodent zipped through the branches and landed on his shoulder. Then my hunter slid to the ground with us in tow. He crouched low in the bushy overgrowth as the sound got closer. 

	Then we saw them, two men, raiders by the look of it. Raiders had attacked New Franklin once in the dead of winter. They were known to be cannibals, and we’d used lethal force to fight them off. Except these two didn’t look in their right mind. They had large oozing sores all over their bodies, and their clothes looked like they’ve been walking through brambles. Their eyes didn’t focus, and they stumbled as they walked.

	“Krux! They’re infected.”

	This must be what happened when humans got desperate enough to eat the bugs. I shuddered. When the stench hit me, I gagged, trying not to dry heave and give our location away. They smelled like the bugs combined with a rotting corpse. 

	They were between us and the shuttle, and we waited quietly from the bush as they lurched and shuffled through the clearing. The bush didn’t quite hide Jorg’k’s bulky form, but if we were quiet, they would hopefully pass us by. 

	On Jorg’k’s shoulder, Tooth stood frozen, as if he knew we were hiding from predators. His instincts were spot on. This little critter was one smart cookie.

	From behind us, a sudden loud cawing of a crow sounded, and the two walking corpses turned to look. Right at us. 

	 

	 


Chapter 10: Jorg’k 

	My mate’s fear of the infected males was palpable. Her heart pounded so loudly in her chest my ears twitched with the sound. I wanted to calm her and let her know she was alright. I would protect her. These males couldn’t hurt us. Even with my arms glued tightly around her body, I could fight them off. They were weakened by the fungus.

	Most creatures infected by the fungal spores died quietly. The fungus overtook their bodies, and they never got back up. But some fought the disease until the very end, their drive to survive too strong to subdue. Of the many species the hunters had encountered across the galaxy, humans were the most likely to die fighting. The original Xarc’n race, my makers, were also prone to this fate.

	“Look what we have here,” one of the humans wheezed. “A purple monster and a slut. I bet they taste better than the bugs.”

	Fear poured off Connie as she reached for her side, looking for her weapon. But the wooden club was in the shuttle. She wouldn’t have been able to use it either, attached to me. She wouldn’t need it; she had me. I was her weapon now.

	The second male, who was further along in the infection, simply groaned and waved his machete at us. The first male held a bat similar to Connie’s. 

	“Hold onto me, and wrap your legs around my hips,” I ordered, the words reminding me of what we’d just done in the tree. The scent of her lust still wrapped around us like a cocoon despite the fear superimposed on it. She did what I asked of her, latching onto my body as she’d done earlier. I tucked one forearm under her rounded bottom to keep her in place, leaving my dominant arm free to fight. 

	“Disgusting alien-fucking whore,” the male with the bat spat. “Before I eat you, I’ll fuck you good to show you what a real man feels like.”

	Anger bristled. No one spoke to my mate like this. The male was dead; he just didn’t know it yet.

	I stepped out of the bushes and headed toward my shuttle at a jog, keeping my eyes on the asshole who threatened my mate.

	The one with the bat charged at us, waving his weapon wildly. I grabbed the business end of his weapon mid-swing and tugged it out of his hands. He stared at his empty hands in surprise. Then he balled up his fists and punched. I turned my body to protect my Connie from the attack. The male’s clumsy movements brought him too close to me. I held my breath, trying not to breathe in the awful stench, and head-butted him hard with my horns. He went down and didn’t get back up.

	The other male, too far gone from the fungus to run, stumbled toward us, slashing his blade. Not wanting the sharp edge anywhere near my female, I ignored him and headed toward my shuttle instead. He moved too slowly to catch up.

	Once inside the safety of my ship, I took us directly into the contaminator unit, clothes and all, Tooth included. I hated being so close to infected humans. In some ways, they were even more dangerous than the scourge. 

	The fungus on the scourge was happy to stay on its ideal host; the chances of contracting the infection from a scourge were low. But the fungus on infected humans had already mutated to transfer to creatures of a similar species. The spores jumped hosts readily in an attempt to make their way back to their ultimate victim.

	Connie still held onto me tightly as the cleaning unit made the first pass. I’d watched her for weeks as she foraged in my territory. And while I’d done my best to clear the area of scourge before she came, she’d still run into a few I’d missed. She’d been calm and collected, and she’d avoided or outsmarted the creatures. 

	Her reaction to the infected males was a stark contrast to the brave, calculated female I knew. This must be her first run-in with someone infected with the fungus. It made sense. Humans in the area had just survived their first winter with these alien terrors. Before now, no one was desperate enough to consume the disgusting and foul-smelling beasts.

	“You can close your eyes if you want to.”

	She did. I gripped her firmly with my hands to appease the mating bond but held her a few inches from my body so the unit could clean us thoroughly. Soon, Connie relaxed, and her heartbeat returned to normal.

	“You are safe now, beautiful.”

	On my shoulder, Tooth chirped at us, his little claws clutched tightly to my harness. 

	“You are safe too, Tooth.”

	Connie giggled, the sound a welcome change to the silence of fear. “How did you get so smart, Tooth? You warned us and came back right away.” She reached to scratch Tooth under the chin—his favorite spot—and Tooth tilted his head to give her better access. 

	The decontaminator beeped to signal the end of the cycle, and I carried my female to the pilot’s chair.

	“So that’s what humans that are infected by the fungus look like. They were creepy. Almost worse than the actual bugs.”

	Kaj’k had mentioned a group of humans in his territory who were infected. His mate called them raiders. Like the scourge, they ate everything that moved, including other humans. They must have eaten some of the scourge in desperation. These two must have broken off from the main group.

	I pulled up the video feed from outside my shuttle. The man was still outside, slashing wildly at the air. His blade hit the side of my shuttle occasionally, but my shuttle’s hull was strong, and it did no damage. 

	“He’s gone mad.” Connie shuddered in my lap.

	“He couldn’t hurt you. I would never allow it. You are mine to care for, mine to protect. Forever.”

	She turned from the screen to look at me, her brow furrowing. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

	“Yes,” I agreed solemnly. “You are mine, and I will always care for what is mine.”

	“But we just met. How do you know you even like me? You can’t dedicate your whole life to someone just because some mating bond says so.”

	“I was drawn to you weeks before you triggered the bond. I knew the moment I scented you that you were mine. I didn’t need the bond to tell me. The bond is just a bonus.”

	“You call being stuck to me, unable to fight, a bonus? You had to headbutt the guy.”

	“I still won,” I replied haughtily. “Easily too. He was no challenge.”

	“I think you need a bigger shuttle to hold that oversized ego of yours.”

	“That’s not the only thing I have that’s oversized.” 

	Her eyes narrowed at me. “Yeah, your horns.” She purposefully ignored my innuendo.

	“Don’t try to hide your attraction from me, beautiful. I smelled your lust and your release back in the tree. You want me. I know.” I pulled her against my body, pressing my half-hard length against her. 

	I leaned over to check her response. And sure enough, her face turned the slightest bit of red, her richly tanned skin bronzing at the cheeks. Though subtle, I loved the reaction. I loved knowing that I affected my mate. She could pretend her lack of interest all she wanted; I knew the truth. 

	“You have a great body, and I reacted. That’s it. There’s nothing else between us.”

	I turned her so that she sat sideways on my lap. I gripped her by the chin and tilted her face to look at me. Her dark brown eyes refused to meet my own.

	“Then why can you not meet my eyes? And why do I smell lust on you, even now?”

	She swallowed hard but didn’t answer. Her bottom lip trembled, tempting me to suck it into my mouth. I wanted to experience this thing the humans called a kiss. Before she could protest, I captured her lips with mine. As if with a mind of their own, her lips opened, and she moaned into my mouth.

	At that moment, I felt like the galaxy’s luckiest warrior. Threading my fingers through her hair, I devoured her mouth, tasting her. She reacted, kissing me back with the passion she’d been holding back. When I finally pulled away, she panted against me, smelling even more sweetly of arousal.

	We’d done things backward. My research told me we should have kissed before what happened back at the tree. But I didn’t care in which order we performed the human mating rituals, as long as we completed them.

	Small hands pushed frantically at my chest, and a sudden tang of panic colored the euphoric scent of her lust. “Stop. I don’t understand why my body is reacting this way. But we need to stop,” she pleaded. 

	Were those tears in her eyes? Was she injured? I sniffed but smelled no injuries—just her lust and panic. 

	Confused, I held her but didn’t push for more. We’d already come a long way from her swinging a weapon at me. As much as I wanted to push her down on the bed and answer her body’s lustful calls, I couldn’t. Her body accepted me, but her mind still warred. I wanted all of her, not just her body. I had to be patient. For my female, I would be anything, even patient.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 11: Connie 

	I tossed and turned in my bed, trying hard not to wake Evie. The mattress felt cold and lonely, especially after spending the last two nights in Jorg’k’s sleeping nook. The metal beams of the ceiling felt cold and impersonal, and I missed being surrounded by the most beautiful display of artificial stars. That first night in his shuttle, when the walls morphed magically into the night sky, had been magical.

	It took us being stuck together for three days and two nights before the mating bond released us. All the resources we consulted claimed that sharing sex would hurry the bond along and free us faster, but I’d staunchly refused. If I were to have sex with the big, muscular alien, it would be because I chose it, not because of some silly bond that decided to stick two strangers together.

	It was torture. Jorg’k set my body on fire, and it was everything I could do to resist him. At times, like during the kiss in his shuttle, it’d been so hard to push away that I felt like crying from the unfairness of it all. Why did he have to be so freaking nice? And hot. And did I mention, nice? The guy had an ego the size of Manhattan when it came to his fighting skills, but he was a big teddy bear to me. It would have been so much easier if I just gave in.

	Both evenings, after finishing their daily chores, everyone at the compound—Tooth included—had sat around the couches to listen to Jack’s show as he broadcast from a room upstairs. Tooth was a real hit with all the other ladies. And as expected he’d received a few big balls comments from the menfolk as well. Noah had even started carrying around peanuts in his pocket for the little rodent. 

	After the show, we’d all stayed to chit-chat and socialize. Everyone got along well. This group of humans trusted the hunters, treated them as equals, and fought beside them. 

	Everyone acted as if humans and Xarc’n working together was not just normal, but the best option available. The women seemed happy with their mates, and their Warriors treated them well. I’d fit right in, nestled in Jorg’k’s arms. The only difference was that I had no choice but to be there, victim to the whim of the mating bond.

	And Evie, despite being single, was treated with respect. None of the men, human or Xarc’n, pressured her. And most importantly, she wasn’t looked at like a source of genetic material. I wasn’t looked at like a source of  genetic material.

	That reminded me of the tiny woman sleeping on the other mattress. When the mating bond had finally released us, I’d opted to move in with Evie, much to Jorg’k’s disappointment. I’d been eager to get away from the sexy warrior before I did something stupid and irreversible. 

	That day in the tree, I’d turned into some sex-starved slut, pawing at him and grinding against his crotch. Well, part of that description was accurate; I was sex-starved. Being stuck next to a sexy hunter who treated me like I was the most important thing on Earth made it easy to forget that I was supposedly against this union. So to prevent my body from betraying me, I’d retreated to Evie’s room.

	 Evie reminded me of Stacey. Like Stacey, Evie was terrified of the insectoid aliens and was useless as a forager. She made sure there was always a warm meal available for anyone wanting more than alien nutrition bars. She even managed to make the hard Xarc’n-made food bars palatable by making a stew with them, using whatever canned goods we had. 

	Stacey would like it here. I chuckled silently to myself. Just a  few days ago, I’d been so sure I didn’t want to be here. But now I wanted to bust my friend out of New Franklin before the swarm arrived. 

	That was another thing we hadn’t known about: the swarms. Back at the settlement, we’d all thought the big swarms were over. We’d believed that we’d survived the worst of it already and from now on the bugs would only come in small groups as they had all winter. Finding out that the bugs, the scourge, swarmed every summer had been an unwelcome shock. 

	And that new bug variety was terrifying! It was like an overgrown centipede, but each section of its body had a pair of blades sticking out the side, covered with a toxin. It was fast too, and it could climb. 

	The simple fences at the settlement would do nothing to hold it back. I thought back to the video I’d seen the first day. The centicreep had broken a window by whipping its tail against the glass. The old high school was covered in large windows. The place would be ripe for the picking. 

	I needed to get Stacey out of there. How would she react to the hunters? 

	Stacey had a huge crush on Jack from Stay Alive. She’d religiously listened to every single one of his shows. And during the darkest days of winter when he had disappeared off the air, she’d worried about him. She’d freak out if she found out I’d met him.

	Despite how genuine everyone was at the compound, I wasn’t sure if I trusted the people here yet. With my history of not belonging, I found trusting people difficult. But it was time that changed. I needed help; I had to get Stacey free, and I couldn’t do it alone. I had a good feeling about the people here.

	Knowing what I must do in the morning, I closed my eyes again and willed myself to sleep. I missed the calming hum of Jorg’k’s shuttle. And this thin blanket was not nearly as warm as his thick arms and body. I wondered if the big alien missed me as much as I missed him.

	 

	 

	 

	“Evie, do you think there’s room at the compound for one more woman?” She looked at me with confusion on her face, a hairbrush halfway through her sleek blonde hair.

	“Are you worried about them kicking you out if you choose not to stay with Jorg’k?”

	“Oh no, not me. I was thinking of a friend. I want to bring her here. She hates it at the settlement, and they plan on kicking her out soon anyway.”

	“Does that mean you plan on staying with Jorg’k,” she asked, completely ignoring the bit about Stacey. Trust her to ask the question I didn’t have an answer to myself. 

	“Jorg’k is not what I thought he was. The rest of the hunters too.”

	“Yeah,” she agreed. “They look all tough and scary with those claws and fangs and horns. But they are big sweeties. Some aren’t the best at communication; Nat could tell you that. And they do get a bit bossy. But still, total teddy bears.”

	“So why aren’t you hooking up with one?”

	“I need some freedom first. I just got free from some super controlling men, and I’m not ready to have anyone boss me around just yet.” She shrugged. “But if a certain one shows me any interest, I won’t say no.”

	 She finished detangling her hair, and I watched in envy at how her hair stayed straight and smooth. I’d brushed my hair earlier, and it was already a frizzy mess. 

	“But as for your friend, as long as she’s Xarc’n-friendly and not crazy, she should be welcomed here. I’m sure we could take in one more. Let’s go check with one of the hunters. I think Nat and Rajiv’k are still on the roof. Nat always has the best ideas.

	We left our room and walked out into the hall. I was slapped in the face with Jorg’k’s scent. After being attached to him for so long, I recognized his smell anywhere. The pink backpack sat right outside my door, but he was nowhere to be seen. It was as if he’d spent all last night outside my doorway but left before morning. Had he?

	“Oh look!” Evie exclaimed excitedly. “A present! You have to accept it.”

	I picked up the bag, feeling a little guilty that I’d chosen to stay with Evie last night. Was it really that bad to be his mate? I understood now that a mate was like a wife, not some toy they kept hidden away in their shuttles of doom. 

	Just as Evie had suggested, Nat and Rajiv’k were still on the roof. 

	This was the first time I’d actually gotten a good look at the compound’s roof. That first day during the tour, I’d been too excited at meeting Jack to take note of anything else. The other times I’d been in Jorg’k’s arms, and he’d moved from his shuttle to the stairs too quickly for me to check out the surroundings. Unlike the mostly empty roof of the school where people only went to get some fresh air, this roof was filled with all manner of things. It looked as if they’d put everything on the roofs.

	There was an extensive container garden. It wouldn’t be as productive as the football field at the settlement, but since we were in an industrial complex, I understood the need. The seedlings had just emerged, a bit late in the season but better late than never. There were several rainwater cisterns with large tarps set up in such a way that they collected rain and provided shelter from the sun. At the center of the roof was Jack’s solar-powered radio transmitter that I’d seen the first day here. 

	The shuttles were up here too when the hunters were in. Currently, I only saw Ravij’k’s shuttle. But I knew that Tarv’k was at the compound as well. How? Because Evie had her eyes glued to the more mature hunter. He was on an adjacent roof setting up a large storage shed.

	I filed that away mentally. I wondered if the hunter knew of Evie’s interest. 

	“Why is everything on the roof?”

	I asked Evie, but it was Nat who replied, “Once the swarm starts, our men plan on fighting them from these roofs. Tarv’k and Koriv’n already built bridges to connect the buildings, and Tarv’k is building safe spots for our men to retreat to if they need to take a breather.”

	Tarv’k had said something about funneling the bugs here during the swarm. My gut reaction had been that I hated the idea. It was the exact opposite of how the settlement dealt with the bugs. They avoided them and built fences to keep them out. But the older hunter had explained that they needed to prevent as many of the bugs from getting out as possible. They didn’t expect the entire swarm to be caught in the funnel, but the more, the better.

	“And everyone is okay with the bugs being led here?”

	“Someone’s got to bring down the numbers. If we don’t, they’ll take over and eat everything. Some of the hunters have put barriers up around Franklin to encourage them to come this way. The centicreeps are the problem. They go right over the barriers. And they can climb onto the roofs, too.”

	I shuddered, remembering the video again.

	“Not all of us women are warrior types. Like me and my bum leg.” Nat stuck out the leg with a brace. “But I insist on helping. That’s what Rajiv’k and I are working on.” She gestured excitedly at the shuttle. “If we parked the shuttles here,” she said, pointing as she spoke, “here and here, the women can stay inside the shuttle and shoot down flyers with the mounted blaster.

	“We are remounting the blasters so they point skyward. Currently, they shoot on the same plane as the ship with limited movement up and down since they usually use the blasters while in flight.” 

	Her excitement was contagious, and I couldn’t help but get excited as well. “Cool! I always dreamed of shooting some bugs.”

	“Just don’t shoot us,” Rajiv’k teased. 

	Nat stuck her tongue out at her mate. 

	“But this is a great idea,” he said, pacifying her. “With the females taking down the flyers in the sky, the rest of us can focus on the centicreeps.”

	Nat turned to me again. “But you didn’t come here for this. You approached looking like a woman on a mission. What’s wrong?”

	I told her about Stacey. Nat was easy to talk to, and I found myself spilling all the details about the settlement. 

	“And that’s why Alice and I lived on our own all winter. There was no way I was going to be a breeder at some settlement.” Her face scrunched up in disgust. “We are going to get your friend out!”

	“Don’t we have to ask everyone else?”

	“No hunter will say no,” Rajiv’k said solemnly. “Females should not be forced to breed.”

	That made things easier.

	“They don’t know I left on purpose. I could just say I got trapped by some bug for a few days. But they watch the New Mothers strictly.”

	“You can’t go back in there alone,” Evie said. “They might lock you up, and Jorg’k would have to storm in there and rescue you.”

	Nat grimaced. “They might retaliate if a hunter was involved. And I totally forgot about Jorg’k. He’s not going to want you to go.”

	“He’s not the boss of me.” That came out more immature than intended.

	“He’s your mate. You’re the most important thing in this entire world to him. He’d rather run in there like Rambo and rescue you than let you get hurt.”

	She was probably correct. 

	We continued brainstorming, but many of the ideas just didn’t feel right. Then Nat perked up. “I have an idea!”

	“This is going to be good,” Evie whispered to me.

	“The settlement doesn’t know you ran off on purpose, so why not recruit Jack? Tell them you found him, and he’s thinking of joining. With both of you there, it’ll be safer to find your friend. And Jack can act as a distraction and take the focus off you. Then Jorg’k could drop in cloaked and pick you all up. Depending on how busy it is, he could be waiting there for you the whole time. If anything goes wrong, Jorg’k will get you all home.”

	“That could work. Even if Jorg’k had to use force to rescue us, the settlement wouldn’t retaliate. They operate on the theory of safety through avoidance.”

	Rajiv’k grunted. “Jorg’k is a remarkable fighter. He could probably take the entire settlement if they decided to attack.”

	I thought of how Jorg’k had played with attacking the scourge that day in the cul-de-sac and had to agree.

	With the plan in place, I headed back to my room and picked up the pink bag Jorg’k had left for me. I needed his help rescuing Stacey, and I wasn’t above some sucking up. And as much as I hated to admit it, I missed him. 

	While we’d sat together with the rest of the group, with me in his arms, I felt welcomed. Like I belonged. I’d lived with a loner mentality for so long I’d forgotten how good it felt to be a part of something. I could be a part of this group. I liked them. The girls were genuinely friendly and not one bit catty like some of the women back in New Franklin. The guys were nice too, both the humans and Xarc’n. And of course, there was Jorg’k. 

	I wasn’t sure I was ready for this mating thing just yet; it seemed serious and permanent. But I was ready to give the relationship a good honest try. It was time to stop running and make myself a home.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 12: Jorg’k 

	I hated watching this nest. Even though Connie and I were no longer stuck together, I was stuck with the most boring of tasks. What a waste of my fighting skills! Of all the hunters in the area, I was the most adept when it came to combat. They were all exceptional hunters, but I was the best fighter. I prided myself on it.

	I’d thought watching the nest was torture when I had Connie’s luscious body attached to mine, unable to claim her without risking her eternal wrath. Despite her verbal claim that she was not interested in me, her body had reacted to mine, especially when I’d been unable to control my more obvious reactions. After that day in the crook of the old tree, she’d pretended to ignore the hard cock pressed against her back or thighs, but her body had bloomed with the scent of lust.

	And one time she’d leaned in toward my face, her breath soft against my skin. I’d thought she was going to kiss me, but she’d gasped as if surprised she’d gotten so close and moved away. Each moment attached to her was sweet torture.

	But watching the damned nest alone was worse. I feared I would fall asleep, miss the first signs of the swarm, and endanger the whole compound. I rubbed at my eyes, forcing myself to stay awake. 

	I’d left the pink backpack in front of her door this morning before I left, hoping she’d accept the gift. I kept a lookout for other things she might like. I’d approached Alice, Kaj’k’s mate, this morning for a list of suitable gifts for a female. If she didn’t want the pink bag, I’d find something else for her. Connie might not accept me as her mate yet, but I would never give up.

	Alice had sent me a list of all the things to look out for through my shuttle’s communication system. Kaj’k had gifted her a stuffed bunny, which was a cloth and fiber replica of a baby bunny and not a preserved bunny as I’d first thought. Alice had sent an extra message clarifying to make sure I didn’t kill a bunny. I wouldn’t anyway. Tooth would not approve.

	I hadn’t expected all the humans at the compound to have devices able to connect to hunter networks. When we’d talked about getting together to fight the scourge, it was supposed to be for the summer only. But by the time I’d arrived with Connie, the compound looked ready for long-term residency. 

	There was a garden on the roof. It wasn’t big enough to feed the group, but enough to supplement the humans who needed more roughage and plant foods than us hunters. And there was even a rudimentary human broadcast communication device.

	It would take more time to travel out to the areas each hunter monitored every day, especially for me; my area was the farthest from the compound. But if staying at the compound made my mate happy, then it was a trip I’d be willing to make daily to stay with her. 

	I’d never lived with the other hunters for more than a few weeks at a time before, but there was always a first time for everything. If Rajiv’k, who was known to avoid social contact whenever possible, could do it for his Nat, then I could do no less for my Connie.

	I missed her already, even though I’d seen her just last night. I’d spent all night thinking of her. The sleeping nook felt empty without her warmth. And I’m sure even Tooth noticed her missing. I’d left my shuttle in the middle of the night to guard her door, even though there was nothing to guard it against.

	I’d been so sure she would stay with me on my shuttle once the bond released us. But she’d immediately moved in with Evie. 

	Something on the screen caught my attention. The aimlessly milling bugs had stopped their random movements. They all faced the same direction, away from the nest opening, and more scourge filed out of the nest to join them. They stood perfectly still, not an antenna moving, as if waiting for a signal. The signal.

	Here it was, the first sign of a swarm. The scourge would continue to congregate outside the nest, their numbers swelling until the queen gave the signal to move out and make room for the next army.

	It was early for a swarm. We hadn’t expected the first of the season’s mass exodus from the nest to happen until June, sometime around the summer solstice when the days were the longest. But this had been a warm, wet spring. We’d already experienced a few hot sunny days, and that must’ve triggered an earlier start of the yearly phenomenon.

	The scourge would swarm several times this summer. Each would last several weeks with large waves of scourge making their way out of the nest several days apart. 

	I sent out a notice to alert the compound. We only had days to finish up all the preparations before the swarm began. My screen pinged with a message from Tarv’k, calling me back. Apparently, they had a mission for me, one that needed to be done before the first wave of scourge left the nest.

	Glad to have something hopefully more exciting to do other than watch the nest, I hurried back to the compound, to Connie. I parked my shuttle on the roof and made my way down to the common area. 

	Connie sat on one of the couches talking to Nat and Rajiv’k. Jack sat by her side. The male sat too close to her, and I wanted to pick him up and throw him against the wall. I couldn’t stop the low, angry growl that rumbled from my throat. I stomped over as the irrational feeling washed over me. 

	Jack bounced away from my female, motioning me to sit next to Connie.

	“I’m not interested in your woman,” he said, his hands in the air in a sign of surrender. “We’re just talking about the rescue. Actually, we’re waiting for you. We need you for the mission.”

	I clenched my fists as the red-hot anger faded, glad I hadn’t ruined the peaceful side-by-side living they had cultured between humans and Xarc’n hunters at the compound. This feeling was new to me. I’d never experienced jealousy before meeting Connie, and I didn’t know how to control it.

	That was when I noticed the pink bag in my mate’s lap. She’d accepted my gift. A warmth filled my chest. It almost ignited my body when Connie turned and smiled at me. She was radiant, and I wanted to see her smile every day from now until the day I ceased to exist. She patted the seat next to her expectantly.

	I had a distinct feeling I was walking into a trap, but I didn’t care. If it made my female smile at me like this, I’d walk into this trap again and again.

	“I need your help, Jorg’k.”

	“Yes. Anything you need.” The words were out of my mouth before I could think.

	Rajiv’k looked amused, and I resisted the urge to punch him. 

	“Aren’t you going to ask what it is first?” Connie asked with a laugh. 

	“Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it for you.”

	They explained to me the plan. And the moment I heard that Connie would leave my shuttle and return to the settlement with Jack, I regretted agreeing so quickly. But on second thought, I’d rather she was protected by a human male I trust than by no one at all. I could not protect her in the settlement without causing a ruckus. I knew the guards would attack at first sight of a hunter. 

	Rajiv’k placed tiny devices that looked like modified translators on the low table. “You’ll be able to communicate with your mate and Jack through these devices. You’ll be with her the whole time. And Connie said the roof is usually empty. A guard patrols occasionally, and some humans go up there for fresh air, but nothing to prevent you from cloaking your shuttle on the roof. If anything goes wrong, you will know through the communication devices, and you can head in and extract them.”

	Nat stood, stretching her arms. “We’ll let the two of you hash it out. Just message us with the decision before sunrise tomorrow.”

	They left, leaving me alone with Connie on the couch. A hopeful-looking Connie.

	The plan would work and add one more female to our group. But that was not why I agreed to start the mission first thing in the morning. The reason was what she said next.

	“Agree to help bring back Stacey, and I’ll stay in your shuttle tonight. We’ll cuddle in your sleeping nook.”

	How could I say no to that?

	I gathered her into my arms and held her. “I missed you, my mate. My sleeping nook was cold and lonely without you. I will help bring your friend to the compound.”

	“You will? Thank you!” She looked as if she was about to say more but hesitated. 

	“Tell me.”

	She bit her lip. “I missed you too.”

	A warm feeling bloomed in my heart, and that sound she called purring started in my chest. My mate missed me. If she missed me, it must mean she cared. 

	I thought of the mission and the fact that she would need to enter the settlement without me. “You must promise me one thing in return.”

	“And what’s that?”  

	“At the first sign of trouble, you will tell me, and I’ll come to your rescue. My mate’s safety is my priority.”

	 “I promise.”

	I grinned, feeling a grand sense of achievement. Not because of her promise, but because she didn’t protest at being called my mate. 

	 

	 


Chapter 13: Connie 

	I leaned back on Jorg’k’s broad chest as we listened to the end of Jack’s broadcast. Jack talked about surviving as a group and working together to make life easier. Naturally, he failed to mention anything about the hunters or gave any details about the compound. But he warned all his listeners about the new scourge variant and the coming swarm. Not able to go into too much detail, he passed the info along as things heard through the grapevine. I hoped Stacey got the news back at the settlement.

	Everybody at the compound expected an early morning since the swarm was imminent and they had work to finish, and a few of us had a rescue mission. So we’d all gone to bed early. There was an unspoken buzz of excitement at the compound, and I hadn’t escaped it. I felt excited and nervous too, but for my own reason. 

	The reason sat behind me, holding me against his rock-hard body and whispering quietly into my ear all evening.

	Jorg’k insisted on carrying me up to the shuttle even though I could walk very well on my own. I protested for all of two seconds before the warmth and strength of his arms and body swallowed me up in all-encompassing safety. I burrowed my face into his chest and inhaled, as discreetly as possible, his spicy, masculine scent. I’d missed it all day and night. 

	The way my body reacted to his, as if it craved his attention, confused me. I’d never felt this way before. Did Jorg’k make some sort of alien aphrodisiac love potion? If so, why weren’t all the other women affected? Perhaps there was something to the mating bond after all. 

	After spending time with the people at the compound, my mental perception of the hunters had changed a whole lot. They weren’t this alien race bent on world domination that had brought the bugs to Earth to take over. They didn’t steal women from their homes to turn them into sex slaves. I’d always been skeptical about the government’s claims, but I’d never had any proof that they were wrong. I did now.

	From what I saw at the compound, the Xarc’n warriors were here to kill the bugs, just as they’d said when they first arrived. They didn’t take advantage of women. And they definitely didn’t eat the bugs for dinner. In fact, I’d learned that any living thing that preyed on the scourge would succumb to a deadly fungus. Creepy. As if the bugs weren’t bad enough by themselves. 

	One thing did hold true, however. The Xarc’n hunters did seek out mates among the human women. According to what Evie had picked up from the women mated to the hunters, they were lonely. They’d chased the scourge through the galaxy for centuries, and Earth women were the first to ever trigger their mating bonds. 

	Many even planned to stay on Earth after they defeated the scourge. It gave me hope the Xarc’n hunters would fight extra hard for our planet since they considered it home now. It also meant they believed the scourge would be defeated one day. After living through the nightmare that was the last year on Earth, I needed something to believe in.

	The door to the shuttle opened, and Jorg’k carried me through bridal style. I couldn’t help but think how similar it was to a husband carrying his wife over the threshold. My cheeks heated, thinking of what happened after. I was glad my rich complexion didn’t blush easily. The slight bronzing wouldn’t be very noticeable, but the heat felt just as strong. He let me down on my feet. 

	Tooth chirped in greeting from his cat tree. 

	“Hey Tooth,” I called back. He ducked back into his nest box.

	“Would you like to use the decontaminator?”

	“I have already used the one on Rajiv’k’s shuttle today.” 

	I’d gotten all sweaty after helping Nat in the garden, and they’d offered their decontaminator to clean up. Nat had even let me use a healthy dollop of her unscented moisturizer. She’d offered it freely, and I’d been so grateful. It was nice to not feel like a lizard for a short while. 

	“I’ve got a leave-in conditioner for the next time you take a water bath too,” Nat had added. “The decontaminator is not as drying on the skin, but nothing quite beats water.”

	A water bath! I hadn’t had one of those in ages. I’d gotten used to being at the settlement, but we’d probably all stunk there. A small tub of water and a washcloth were all I’d had, even in the heat of summer last year.

	As Jorg’k got ready to use the decontaminator on his own, I sat down on the pilot’s chair and looked at the modified smartphone Rajiv’k had given me. He’d explained that he’d modified the device to charge automatically in proximity to a Xarc’n shuttle, and sure enough, the charging icon flashed at the top. It also had access to the Xarc’n networks, on which they’d saved a copy of our internet. But I couldn’t keep my eyes on the phone. 

	My alien warrior proceeded to remove his armor and harness, throwing them into the unit. I couldn’t look away as each piece of leather removed revealed deep purple skin, stretched taut over corded muscles. Wide shoulder and enviable pecs topped ripped well-defined abs. I had myself the alien equivalent of a bodybuilder on steroids, except his muscles were created by specially selected genetics combined with a lifetime of fighting the scourge. 

	 Without skipping a beat, his loincloth came off, and my eyes grew round. I’d seen it all before when we’d been stuck together. But I’d averted my gaze then the best I could, not wanting to give him the wrong idea. Things were different now. It looked normal, not showing the strange shape I’d felt on my back when it was hard.

	He walked casually into the decontamination unit, and I realized I was staring at him like some creeper. Embarrassment rushed in. The guy was trying to take a shower, and here I was gawking at him like he was a piece of meat. 

	I forced my attention back to the smartphone and realized it had locked from inactivity. I’d been too busy checking out the goods. He’d turned his back to me as the unit worked, and I couldn’t help but stare at the perfect body again. Was it that bad to lust after that broad purple back and trim waist? And talk about buns of steel. He was perfection, and my body reacted. 

	I was done pretending I didn’t want him. Who the hell was I kidding anyway? I’d have to be dead not to react to that body. He turned in the stall, and I almost drooled at the perfect six-pack abs.

	“My mate likes what she sees.”

	I look up from his perfect abs to see him looking right back at me, a fire burning in his eyes. Busted.

	“What, no,” I lied, heat rising to my face. Wow, I was a horrible liar. Even I wouldn’t believe that.

	Jorg’k stepped out of the unit and prowled toward me, still naked. “I can tell when my mate is lying.”

	And there was that word again: mate. I knew now that it meant more than sex, but my mind totally went there, imagining his perfect body on mine. Blood rushed to my face again, as well as to other places. I’d never been shy, so why was I suddenly acting like a blushing flower?

	Jorg’k had me all confused. Maybe it was the taboo of being with a Xarc’n hunter. Or maybe it was how perfect a male specimen he was. Compared to my frizzy hair and post-apocalyptic self-care it wasn’t an equal match, and I should feel lacking in comparison. 

	But he looked at me like I was the most beautiful woman in the world; as if I was the only girl on Earth. It made me feel things. Confusing things.

	Screw being demure; that wasn’t me. I wanted him, and I was going to get what I wanted. Sex wasn’t forever, right? It didn’t mean I agreed to be his forever mate. We could work up to that. 

	I shoved the phone unceremoniously back into my pretty pink backpack. The sight of his gift added warm and fuzzy feelings to the tingling ones currently racing through my body. 

	He stood in front of me, and from where I sat I was treated to an up-close-and-personal display of his abs. I’d felt them before; they were hard to avoid when we’d been stuck together. But this was different. I was doing the touching this time. I traced the definition of his muscles with my fingers, and the rumbling in his chest started again.

	I’d come to associate this purring with either happiness or arousal. Or both. His cock hardened by the second, showing the alien shape. My eyes confirmed what I’d felt before, three mushroom-shaped sections, like three heads, lined up one after the other. He was huge, and just the sight of him sent wetness to my pussy.  

	Buoyed by his reaction, I got braver. I stood, moving my hands languidly over the bulges of his muscles, tracing over ripped abs and strong pecs. He smelled good, and I wanted a taste. I licked him right up the center of his chest. 

	“Ooh, yummy.”

	I found myself lifted off my feet and carried to the sleeping nook. He laid me down none too gently, but the mattress was soft, and I bounced. He tore at my clothes, pulling off my top and pants like unwanted wrapping paper. Unable to figure out my bra, he held up a finger, and a sharp claw extended from the tip.

	I gasped. I had not known he had retractable claws.

	He grinned at me, showing his fangs as he slipped the claw under the front of my bra. Then slowly, deliberately, he sliced open the front of the garment. The bra dropped to the bed, and my breasts spilled out. Then he dragged the back of his claw lightly down my body to my hips and did the same to each side of my panties. 

	I held my breath the whole time, unable to look away from his golden eyes. 

	“Beautiful,” he growled as he retracted his claw. 

	Then he was on me, pushing me onto the bed, his greedy hands and mouth stroking, licking, sucking at everything they could reach. Needing something to hold onto, my hands grasped for the horns that were conveniently in front of my chest. He snarled viciously as my hands massaged the spot where his horns joined his temples. 

	The savage sound no longer frightened me. It turned me on. I caused that reaction. I made him wild with need.

	He moved his mouth to my belly, licking and teasing a trail downward. I encouraged him, pushing at his horns to show him where to go. His warm breath teased a second at my mound before he closed his mouth over my clit. I moaned, not expecting the intense pleasure that came over me.

	Jorg’k hummed in appreciation as he licked and suckled on the sensitive nub. I rolled my hips, unable to stop my body from moving. He moved lower, dipping his tongue into my channel, and my muscles fluttered involuntarily, trying to grip onto him.

	“Beautiful and tasty,” he murmured. “I’m a lucky male.”

	I whimpered at the loss of his mouth. He replaced it with his fingers, pushing two digits into me. His hands were huge and his fingers thick, and I gasped, unused to the sudden fullness. He worked his fingers, first fucking me slowly, then increasing the rhythm.

	A tightness wound around me like a cord stretched to near breaking. I panted loudly, tossing my head from side to side and whimpering with each breath. But he didn’t stop. He leaned in and covered my clit with his mouth again, still fucking me. All it took was one more lick, and the cord snapped. An avalanche of pleasure rolled over me, and I cried out again and again. 

	Before the bliss could settle, Jorg’k flipped my limp body over onto my stomach and pulled my hips up so I was on my hands and knees. 

	 

	 


Chapter 14: Jorg’k 

	Connie was perfect. I had the most beautiful female pliant on my bed, falling apart in my arms. Knowing the ecstasy she felt was my doing gave me so much happiness and purpose.

	I pulled her hips up and supported her limp, satisfied body with an arm as I lined us up. She was small, but she was wet and ready for me. I pushed in, watching with fascination as the first of my sections parted her. She moaned as she stretched over the first wide ridge. The first head popped in, and her muscles wrapped around my first dip tightly. I growled and closed my eyes, trying to maintain control. 

	Eyes still closed, I reached under her body to play with her clit as I pushed in deeper. She hissed and crawled forward frantically, trying to escape. I stilled, worried I’d hurt her.

	“Too much,” she panted. “Too much.”

	I scented the air, and her lust hit me hard. She still wanted me. Humans were smaller than Xarc’n hunters, but many couples had mated successfully. We were compatible. 

	 “You can take me. You are my mate. I will go slow.”

	“Mm-hmm.” She took a deep breath and nodded. 

	I pulled her back under me and bowed to kiss and nibble at her shoulders, and she hummed happily, leaning into my kisses. I rocked my hips. She was tight, and I had to fight to move. With each rocking motion of my hips, I sank deeper and deeper until she swallowed all three sections of my length in her warm, tight sheath. It was paradise. 

	Gripping her hair, I pulled her head back gently so that she was arched and ready. Then with the other hand on her hips, I started a slow, easy pace to give my mate a chance to get used to me. 

	Her sleek channel relaxed, and she was soon writhing under me and pushing back for more. Good. Taking it slow was killing me. I doubted I could go slow for much longer. 

	I rubbed a palm over her rounded ass. The soft flesh bounced temptingly at me, making me lick my lips; it begged for something. Instinct took over, and I landed a loud crack of my palms on the bouncy flesh. Not too hard, just enough for the sound to ring in my shuttle. I worried she would react badly, but instead, she pushed back harder onto my cock. 

	So much of what I did when it came to my mate was instinct. I needed to trust it.

	I gave her bottom one more loud smack. And again, she pushed back. But this time, it was too much. I growled, grasping both of her hips and fucking her hard. She cried out, again and again, each note chiming like a bell. Clenching my jaws, I closed my eyes, trying to last. I reached under her with one hand once more to play with her clit, and she broke into a chorus of cries and sobs as her muscles clenched uncontrollably around me. 

	Her whole body shook with rapture, and I marveled at the connection I felt with her at this moment. She was my entire existence. The sound of her cries. The scent of her pleasure. The feel of her channel milking me.

	The tension inside me snapped, and I pummeled into her depths, unable to hold back anymore. I could not; not when I could taste her pleasure filling the very air I breathed. I came with a snarl, filling her with my seed. Unable to move, I held still behind her, enjoying this moment of connection.

	I’d thought the scent of her was the best thing I’d ever experienced; I was wrong. That award belonged to the sound of her cries filling my shuttle; that was the best thing I’d ever experienced. And if it were up to me, I’d hear these wonderful, euphoric screams every day for the rest of my life.

	I rolled us so that we spooned side to side, still connected. I didn’t want us to part yet. We laid there just listening to each other’s breathing until I softened. 

	“We should probably clean up before we get it everywhere.”

	“We are a big mess right now.” I separated reluctantly from her, brought back a warm towel from the facilities, and cleaned her up. 

	Connie stretched lazily on my bed, and so I joined her again. Before this moment, I’d never understood the appeal of lying in bed when I could be out fighting the scourge. But with her lounging so lazily on it, there was nothing more I wanted to do than to lounge with her.

	“I knew you could handle me, beautiful. You couldn’t have been my mate if we did not fit.”

	She frowned slightly at the word mate. “I know the mating bond has already started for you, but this is new to me. Can’t we take it slow? I’m not sure I’m ready for something so serious. I mean, it sounds permanent.”

	I frowned, not liking where this was going. A mating bond didn’t just sound permanent; it was permanent. “There will be no others for me. You are it.”

	She smiled. “That’s really sweet.”

	I waited with a lump in my chest for the rest of her words. 

	“But, humans date. We don’t just jump straight into marriage, or in this case, a mating. Can’t we date first?”

	I knew about this dating. It was part of the courting rituals I’d read about. The other hunters had mentioned it as well. Some humans even took years before they decided to stay together. I cringed. I didn’t want to wait years. 

	“You are already my mate, Connie. But if it makes you happier, we will date.” I looked into her eyes. “But know that to me, you are already my mate. I don’t need this dating, and I do not need time. I know you are the one I want to share the rest of my life with. You are the one I wish to trigger my fertility and produce offspring with. But I know you do not want to be a mother, so I will be happy even if you do not wish for offspring. I will care for you until the day I die.”

	“Did you just say ‘trigger your fertility?’” she said, her eyes round. 

	“Xarc’n hunters are made with our fertility turned off. But for you, I will turn it on if you wish for offspring. My research shows that many human females wish for offspring, and it will continue the Xarc’n genetics as well. But you did not want to be a mother, so I will respect your wishes.”

	She stared at me, speechless, and I regretted mentioning having offspring. I didn’t want her to feel pressured to continue the Xarc’n lines. She’d explained to me the situation at the settlement, and I finally understood why my female had left. I could not imagine my independent mate happy locked up inside, her every move being watched, to birth young for males she did not respect.

	She deserved so much more. She needed freedom. And choice. I could offer her that. If she chose me, she could be free to explore with me by her side to keep her safe. 

	“I will not pressure you for offspring,” I swore solemnly. “Do not be worried.”

	But my words did not ease the confusion and worry in her eyes. 

	“Back up. We can have babies? I’m still stuck on that part.” 

	“Human and Xarc’n are compatible. Only biologically compatible females could trigger the mating bond.” We had kept this information to ourselves, hiding it from Earth’s governments. It would have only added ammunition to their smear campaign.

	She stayed silent then, and worry oozed into my being. Had I made an error in telling her about our ability to procreate? She’d left the settlement to avoid being bred. I imagined waking up tomorrow to find her missing from the compound, and the most irrational yet unignorable panic crashed into me. I could not lose her.

	I held her face in my hands and forced her to look at me. “I will not force you to have offspring. It will be your choice.” My voice sounded strange and shaky. “Do not leave me.”

	Her eyes softened, and she leaned into my palms. “I understand, Jorg’k. You are not the settlement.” She turned her head to kiss my palms. “If I decide to be your mate, then I wouldn't mind having children. I was just shocked at the fact that we could.”

	My heart started beating again. 

	“But I still need time with this whole mate thing. We’d been together for what? Three, four days? If some guy I were dating asked me to marry him after three dates, I’d have noped out of there so fast. I haven’t noped out yet, Jorg’k. Just give me time.”

	She looked so sincere, and hope flared again. Time, I had. And if my mate needed it, then I would give her all the time she needed. 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 15: Connie 

	A hard lump formed in my stomach as Jack and I walked toward New Franklin. I didn’t want to step foot in that place ever again, but I knew I had to do this for Stacey. She’d been my only friend all winter.

	My life had changed so much in the past few days. The compound offered a priceless opportunity, and I’d gotten closer to the people there in the past few days than I had with many of the settlement’s residents all summer, fall and winter.

	And despite my initial hesitation, Jorg’k was a catch. Not once had I felt pressured or wanted only for my body. He made me feel cared for. It was as if he only had eyes for me and had been waiting his whole life to find me. 

	Last night, I’d asked for more time before I decided to be his mate. From what I gathered, mating was like a marriage, and I didn’t want to rush into anything. I wanted to be sure. But seeing the settlement again, I made my decision. Life was short, especially in the bugpocalyspe, and I knew a good thing when I saw one. 

	Jorg’k was a good thing. He wasn’t interested in me because I looked exotic or because I had strong genetics. I wasn’t some novelty item to him. I wasn’t some fetish. He was genuine. Sure, the mating bond made the big decision, but even before that happened, he’d gone out of his way to make sure I was safe. 

	He’d figured out my favorite color and found a practical gift for me. And not just flowers or something trivial either. He’d known me enough from just watching that I’d want something useful. His present now sat bright and colorful on my back.

	We’d gotten off on the wrong foot; I’d believed things about him that weren’t true. I knew that now. And even though I’d only knew him a short time, I knew it was the best opportunity I’d ever come across, not just for my safety but for my happiness. Not taking it would be stupid. 

	I wanted to be his mate. We didn’t need to date. I could die tomorrow, picked up by a flyer or cut apart by a scuttler—I loved the completely utilitarian names the Xarc’n had for the bugs—though I doubt that would happen with Jorg’k at my side. But still, the point remained; life is short. 

	I thought of the little nugget of information I’d learned last night. Xarc’n and human could procreate. This changed things. No wonder these hunters were willing to stay on Earth and fight to the end. And while the idea of having Simon’s little brats at the settlement had filled me with unparalleled disgust, the thought of raising a little Jorg’k inside the compound, surrounded by the other members of the group, did not. I’d gone all quiet last night thinking about the possibilities.

	To say my thoughts about living with a Xarc’n hunter had done a one-eighty in the past few days was an understatement. Not only had Jorg’k proved to me that these Xarc’n aliens were honorable, but they were also hard-working and protective. What they did at the compound helped not only themselves but every human living in the area. That was commendable.

	After watching Jorg’k take down all the bugs the first day I’d left the settlement, I realized the only reason the foragers at the compounds ran into so few of the alien menaces was because Jorg’k had already taken them all out earlier in the day. Without his hard work, this settlement would have been overrun with bugs already.

	“You ready?” Jack asked nervously beside me. “The guards at the gate are giving me a shitty look.”

	“They’ll relax once they know who you are. Most of the guards showed up for your show when they could.”

	“I had no idea so many people listened to me. I only put up the show at first to give myself something to live for every day. Nat was the first fan I met. It’s kind of nerve-wracking.”

	“Wait until you meet Stacey. She’s your number one fan. I apologize in advance for her behavior.”

	“That bad, eh?”

	“Yup!”

	“So if all this works out, it’ll just look like she ran off with her biggest crush, and you tagged along? Are you sure they won’t follow us back or track my radio signal?”

	“Her sperm donor might, but the rest of the settlement won’t care. It’s too risky. One New Mother ran off with one of the men last summer, and they voted not to go after them. And even if they did come to the compound, the moment they saw a Xarc’n hunter, never mind half a dozen, they’d run with their tails tucked.”

	I waved to the guards as we approached the gates, and they relaxed, recognizing me from the other side of the fence. Being fenced in made the school's ground easier to defend from the scuttlers and spitters, and the general rule for dealing with flyers at the settlement was to run for cover. But the fences were no match for the centicreeps, and neither were the glass windows of the classrooms. 

	“You’re back, Connie! We thought you died out there,” Roger said, with genuine concern. 

	“I almost did. Jack rescued me.” I gestured to Jack. 

	Jack nodded. “Connie here convinced me to come and check out your setup.”

	As he spoke, both of the guards’ eyes widened. 

	“You’re Jack from Stay Alive! I’d recognize that voice anywhere.” Roger unlocked the gate and gestured us to come in. “Welcome to New Franklin!”

	“Yes, yes. Come on in,” the other guard agreed. He turned to me. “I knew you didn’t run away. I told Mama Sal she was wrong. Who the fuck would want to survive on their own out there.”

	It felt awkward to lie, so I just smiled back. I sucked at lying anyway and didn’t trust myself not to give away the game.

	“Yeah, it’s fucked up out there,” Jack answered for me. “Connie got trapped with my little group for a while. We are looking for allies. I told Connie I’d give this place a look-see and decide from there.”

	“Well, I for one hope you like it enough here to stick around.”

	The calming sound of Jorg’k’s low baritone came through the mini communicator in my ear. “I’ve landed on the roof. There are a few people up here, but they are on the other side.” 

	There was nothing to do now but dive headfirst into our roles and hope we got out in one piece. Knowing Jorg’k was on the roof waiting for me helped. We entered the fences, and I took Jack inside. 

	The plan was to make our way around the place, introducing him and showing him around. We’d slowly make our way to the New Mother’s area. We needed to find Stacey without being too obvious.

	I’d known that several guards and foragers listened to his show, but I’d underestimated how many fans Jack had and how crazy they were about him. They all swarmed in, eager to meet the post-apocalyptic celebrity. Forget showing him around quietly and making our way to the New Mother’s wing; we couldn’t even get out of the foyer. 

	Jack and I exchanged a glance. He’d need to placate his fans first before continuing on with our plan. He looked almost shell-shocked at his own popularity.

	As Jack conversed with his adoring fans, I stepped aside to get some privacy. In the empty hallway, I mumbled to Jorg’k through our link. “We need to delay the plans a bit. Jack has a larger following than I thought.”

	Jorg’k’s warm chuckle tickled my ear. “He is very popular. I don’t think he is comfortable with the attention. The Jack I know is modest.”

	“At least everyone will be talking about Jack. I don’t think most people even noticed I was back. That’s a good thing. I want to get this done so I can be back in your shuttle.”

	“I want you in my shuttle too, little mate.”

	A feeling of contentment rushed through me, and somehow I knew that no matter what happened at the settlement, things would be alright. It would be alright because Jorg’k was just on the roof.

	A few days ago, I’d been a one-woman band. Despite sleeping at the settlement at night, I wasn’t part of a team. I was a loner. I looked out for myself. It felt good to be part of something. It helped to have such a strong, protective, and extremely capable warrior as my partner. 

	I understood the mating bond now, too. It had forced us together and made me see something I hadn’t been ready to see before. I wanted to tell him I was ready to be his mate right now, but it didn’t feel right to have the conversation at a distance. It would have to wait. I’d tell him once I got back on his shuttle.

	Finally, once everyone had the chance to shake Jack’s hand and introduce themselves, the crowd dissipated. As the foragers left on their duties and the guards went back on their routes, we breathed a sigh of relief. 

	Finally, alone, Jack said, “I’m not sure I like being a celebrity. But I think we’re finally alone. Now. Let’s find our girl.”

	But as we entered the stairwell to head up to the New Mother’s area, someone called my name, and I cringed. I recognized that whiny voice: Simon. 

	 

	 


Chapter 16: Jorg’k 

	I waited impatiently as Connie entered the settlement. I didn’t like having her away from me, but I knew she had to do this for her friend. I could only stand by and support her. 

	Once she was securely inside the fences, I flew my shuttle up to the roof. A male holding a spear stood sentinel, looking to the skies. He was probably on the lookout for flyers. Two women talked in a corner, sitting on a pair of plastic chairs. I landed on the roof as far as I could from the humans, as lightly as possible. 

	The male guard looked around at the wind my shuttle generated upon landing. He walked toward the shuttle with a confused look on his face. Some humans, like Natalie and Jack, had a natural ability to sense our shuttles. While some, like my Connie, couldn’t see it even when I pointed it out to her. 

	I hoped the guard didn’t have enhanced senses. But even if he did, if he’d never seen one of our shuttles cloaked before, he would not recognize the anomaly in the air. He would blame what he saw on tired eyes or nerves. Or ghosts. Some humans reported seeing spirits or ghosts when they noticed our cloaked shuttles.

	As he approached, I inched the craft away slowly so he wouldn’t walk into the side of my shuttle. He crossed all the way over to the other side of the roof and looked down over the edge. Still looking confused but not seeing anything out of the ordinary, the guard gave up and went back to his post. 

	I checked the two females on the plastic chairs. No reaction.

	I turned off my shuttle and notified Jack and Connie.

	With nothing left to do for now, I took a look around the area with the tiny aerial surveillance device Rajiv’k had lent us for the mission.

	Unlike the container garden at the compound—a solution Natalie had come up with because the building was surrounded by concrete—the human settlement had a giant in-ground garden. The crops were much further along than the ones on our roof, which were just starting to sprout, having been only planted about two weeks ago. 

	I took some photos of the setup and sent them to Rajiv’k but made a note that the garden would need to be better protected. I doubted this plot would survive the swarm, especially once the scourge knew prey were inside the building.

	Connie’s behavior toward me had changed noticeably after our day apart, and I was hopeful the change was permanent. I trusted the mating bond. It was sneaky, but it knew what to do. It stuck us together for three days, forcing us to connect and talk. Connie lost her fear of me, and I learned patience. The time away only solidified our newfound appreciation for each other.

	An irritating male voice came through the earpiece. “Where the fuck have you been, Connie? We announced the quotas two days ago. You didn’t make yours. So as far as I’m concerned, your ass is mine.”

	I growled a challenge despite knowing the human male could not hear me. I wanted to rip his intestines out and feed them to the scourge. 

	“Don’t speak to her like that,” Jack growled, almost sounding like an angry hunter. He’d been spending a lot of time with us. 

	“I can speak to the bitch anyway I like. She missed her quota, and Mama Sal gave her to me. Who the fuck are you?”

	I snarled again, enraged that I was not there to teach the dolt a lesson. 

	“Not someone you should mess with.”

	“Stop, Jack. Don’t waste your breath or time with this asshole. He’s not worth the trouble,” Connie said, reminding Jack and I both that we must finish our task hastily. “And as for you, Simon. The month doesn’t end for two more days. I don’t care what sneaky deal you’ve got running with Mama Sal. What are you two going to do? Kick me out? Go ahead. You won’t get me either way.

	“You little cunt!”

	The sounds of the tussle came through the earpiece, and I clenched my fists tightly on my desk. I hated not being there. Every muscle itched to abandon my post. But Connie had promised to alert me if I was needed. She was keen and resourceful, and I trusted her judgment. If she thought I wasn’t required yet, I’d stay put. 

	Something heavy hit the floor. 

	“And stay down,” Jack said. “You are whiny and weak. I hope the rest of the settlement isn’t like you. We are looking for strong allies, not wimps who pick on women.”

	The male made a disgusted noise, stuttered something unintelligible, and scrambled away.

	“What an asshole,” Jack mumbled. 

	“Sorry, I was hoping we wouldn’t have to deal with him. He’s the reason I left the settlement. The system is crooked.”

	“I don’t blame you,” Jack said. “Let’s find our girl and go.”

	I wished again I was there with my female. Listening was not enough. I wanted to be there to protect her. If I’d been there, Simon would be nothing more than a smear on the ground by now. And I would enjoy every second of it.

	“There’s someone I want you to meet, Jack,” Connie gushed loudly as they walked through the second floor. “She’s your number one fan.”

	“Connie?” It was a high-pitched female’s voice. Then in a whisper, “What are you doing back here. I told you to get out.”

	“You must be Stacey. I’ve heard all about you.” Then Jack said slowly and deliberately, “You can almost say I’m here specifically for you.”

	“Oh.” There was a moment of silence followed by another, “Oh. Wow. You’re Jack.” 

	“Yup, Jack at your service.”

	“We’re getting you out of here.” This one was Connie, said just under her breath.

	Then a whispered, “How? Mama Sal watches us like a hawk. They’ll never let me out past the gate.”

	“Just trust us,” Connie whispered back. 

	“Hey, new guy! The boss, Richard, wants to meet you.” This male’s voice was lower and less annoying. “I’m supposed to take you to him.”

	Connie had warned us this would happen. The leader insisted on meeting all newcomers, as he should. Jack was confident he would make a good enough impression to soothe the male’s suspicions. Everything was going to plan.

	It had to. We couldn’t afford any delays. We needed to be back at the compound this evening to finish preparations. The swarm was coming. 

	“If the leader mentions anything about our little run-in with that ass. I’m going to tell him Connie’s mine, and he insulted my woman,” Jack mumbled to me through the link. “Don’t get pissed at me.”

	“I’ll be staying with Stacey,” Connie shouted to Jack. “Come meet us after.”

	The male tasked with bringing Jack to the leader talked as they walked. “Do you know anything about why we’ve seen more bugs around the settlement recently? It’s got everyone confused. Maybe you’ve heard of something.”

	“It’s probably the weather warming up,” Jack said noncommittally. 

	“It’s because I used to catch the scourge between the nest and the settlement,” I explained to them through the connection. “I have spent the last few days watching the nest instead. We’ve set up barriers to guide the scourge to the compound, but some still make it through.”

	“I knew it,” Connie said. “You’ve been protecting me this whole time, even before we met.”

	“Who are you talking to?” Stacey sounded confused. 

	“We have a lot to talk about. I’ll explain everything while Jack talks to Richard.”

	I hated being away from my mate. It was everything I could do not to rush downstairs and just pick them up and run back to my shuttle. It would be much easier and faster. The more time Connie spent with me, the faster she’d agree to be my mate. As long as she was inside that building, she was not spending time with me.   

	Tooth ran down from his spot on the cat tree and over to my hands which were still clenched on the desk. He started grooming my knuckles, and I relaxed them. Then he noticed the crumpled up tank top Connie had thrown haphazardly on the edge of the desk. He picked up and dragged it up into the cat tree and stuffed it into his nest.

	I considered rescuing the article of clothing, but it was threadbare and already had a few holes. I’d replace it instead. Many of the hunters with mates had taken their mates “shopping” closer into the center of town where the stores hadn’t been picked through by many human hands. That could be one of our “dates.” 

	Despite Alice sending me the lists of things to look out for to bring to my female, I hadn’t had the time to search for the items. We could do it together. I was excited at the prospect. It would be…fun.

	I marveled at the idea that anything other than killing the scourge could be fun. I usually considered rummaging through a post-apocalyptic landscape a chore. But with Connie along, anything could happen. Maybe I would save her from some scourge, showing off more of the fighting prowess. And after, she’d thank me with happy words and kisses, and we would end up in the sleeping nook, not sleeping.

	Soft tearing sounds came from Tooth’s nest, dragging me out of my happy vision. I didn’t daydream often, so this was new to me, too. I’d never had much to daydream about. 

	Most items dragged into the little rodent’s home ended up in shreds. Connie’s threadbare top would now cushion Tooth’s bed. I didn’t blame him; I’d want to sleep surrounded by her scent too. That would have to wait for tonight. 

	I focused my attention back on Jack as he conversed with the settlement’s leader. 

	 

	 


Chapter 17: Connie 

	“We have to get Lena too. She promised to leave with me when they kick me out in a few months.”

	We’d ducked into a spare classroom as I explained this situation. Stacey accepted living with Xarc’n warriors much easier than I’d thought. She’d never believed the propaganda about them but had just nodded to fit in when others spoke about it. She’d hidden her views to fit in and stay alive. And Jack being there had helped as well. 

	I didn’t know Lena well. Like Stacey, she never foraged. And many of the New Mothers kept to themselves. I did know that she was not pregnant. Or at least she wasn’t showing the last time I’d seen her. 

	“That wasn’t the plan. What if she makes a fuss and slows us down?” We kept our heads close and whispered, even though we were alone. I didn’t trust the walls of this place. 

	“She won’t, I promise. We can’t leave her behind.”

	“Jorg’k, are you picking up on this? Do we have room for one more?”

	“Who’s Jorg’k?” Then her eyes rounded. “It sounds alien.”

	“It is.” 

	She knew about the Xarc’n hunters we worked with, but she didn’t expect to meet one so soon. And she didn’t know I’d paired up with one; she’d figure it out soon enough. 

	“He’s our ride out of town.”

	“Okay, I’ll take it. I do run like a sloth. Just get me out of here.”

	Jorg’k’s voice came through my tiny in-ear communicator. “There’s room on the shuttle. Get her up onto the roof, and we will take her as well. But only if she doesn’t blow your cover. If she does, I will run down there to get you.”

	I relayed the info to Stacey as Jorg’k updated Jack, who was giving Richard a rundown of the swarm situation without giving away too much detail about the compound.

	I heard some Xarc’n voices on Jorg’k’s side of the link, though they were too soft for the translator to pick up. 

	“Rajiv’k called. The scourge at the nest is showing signs of mobilizing. They sent out a scouting group of flyers and centicreeps. The main horde might not move out until tomorrow, but their behavior is erratic. We need to head back to the compound now, in case they swarm today.”

	“We need to hurry and get Lena,” I said to Stacey. “Once Jack gets back, we have to go. The bugs are swarming soon.” 

	Stacey gasped. “No! But I thought it was over.”

	“Every year, Stacey. Every fucking year. And if we don’t do something about it, they will take over.” I hated scaring her, but she needed to know. She needed to know why we had to go now. “We don’t have time to convince Lena if she hesitates, or to fight our way out if she betrays us and kicks up a fuss.”

	“She won’t be trouble. I’ll bet my life on it.” Stacey sounded confident.

	“Is she pregnant?” I wanted to know if we’d have to help her get to the shuttle.

	“No. She’s actually older than she looks but kept her mouth shut so they wouldn’t kick her out for being useless.”

	“She couldn’t be more than mid-thirties.” I recalled the bright, talkative woman I knew as Lena.

	“Nope, forty-eight. I mean, it’s possible, but it hasn’t happened.”

	I gawked at her; maybe she was pulling my leg. But Stacey looked completely serious.

	“Alright. Let’s go get her.” 

	This meant possibly dealing with Mama Sal. I’d hoped to avoid her at all cost. But knowing that Jorg’k was just a call for help away gave me strength. I knew he would come for me. 

	We entered the New Mothers wing, and Stacey made a beeline for the fourth door on the left. 

	“Lena?”

	“What’s up, Stace?” Lena looked at me, and her face fell. She gave me a sad look. “I thought you got away.”

	I searched her face for lines. This lady was not forty-eight. Thirty-eight maybe. What magical foods was she eating? Because I wanted some.

	“Lena, remember our pact? What if I told you it's happening right now?” Stacey asked, keeping her voice low. “And Jack from Stay Alive is involved.”

	“You’re joking, right?” 

	“Nope.” She popped the P loudly. “And this other group has Xarc’n warriors working with them. So don't freak out.”

	“Really? They work together with the other humans?” She looked interested instead of freaked out.

	“Yes,” I replied. “I’ve seen them myself. And the Hunters aren’t what people claim they are.”

	“I never bought the story. I’m in.”

	“Jorg’k, let Jack know to meet us where we agreed.” Lena looked at me funny but didn’t ask any questions. Good, I wasn’t ready to explain again. My stomach felt queasy from the nerves. We just needed to get to the roof now unfollowed.

	We stepped out into the hallway and headed to the stairwell. The central one was closest to the New Mother’s area, and that was our goal. But we didn’t make it to the stairwell. We bumped into Mama Sal instead.

	“Connie, I heard you were back. You missed the monthly quota announcements. Where have you been?”

	I wanted to throw in her face that the month didn’t end for two more days, and I knew how she’d been taking bribes from the men. But I kept my mouth shut. Freedom was so close. So instead, I said, “I was cornered by a bunch of scourge. It was terrifying.” 

	“A bunch of what?”

	Shit, I’d used the Xarc’n word for the bugs.

	Luckily, Lena came to my rescue.

	“It’s slang for the bugs. All the young people use it.” 

	I kept a straight face. Lena managed to fix my goof up and imply that Mama Sal was old. There was nothing wrong with being older, except that this compound had slowly pushed out all the older women, all except for Mama Sal. Most likely because Mama Sal was running the place like a brothel.

	“Yeah, everyone uses it now,” Stacey agreed. Then she put on her fangirl voice. “And didn’t you hear? Jack rescued Connie from the bugs! He’s everything I thought he would be,” Stacey gushed, her voice rising in pitch.

	Mama Sal frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, girl.”

	“Jack from Stay alive,” Stacey squealed, going up a few more decibels. 

	Jorg’k grunted into his microphone. “My ears.” 

	“I’m taking Lena to meet him now. You have to come along!”

	“Oh, him again,” Mama Sal said, looking bored. Everyone had heard about Jack from Stacey. All winter long, she’d tried to get anyone and everyone to listen to his show. She was like the door-to-door Jehovah's Witness ministry, but for Jack’s show. She never gave up and was too nice, so you felt bad closing the door on her.

	“Let me introduce you.” Stacey took Mama Sal firmly by the arm and made as to lead her to Jack.

	A mild look of panic flashed in Mama Sal’s eyes. She once got suckered into listening to an entire show because Stacey had bribed everyone with cookies—cookies I’d foraged, mind you, I was complicit—then kind of locked everyone in the gymnasium while the show played. Richard thought it was an excellent resource for all the foragers and forgave her for the stunt. Mama Sal had no interest in learning how to live out there with the bugs. She had a good deal going on here. 

	“Oh, I’m busy, girl. I don’t have time to meet young boys.” She looked around for an exit. “I have a meeting with Richard.” 

	“But you have to meet him!” 

	Even my ears were starting to hurt from Stacey’s squeal of excitement.

	“Another time.” And Mama Sal nearly ran down the hall.

	 It was only now that I realized part of her fangirling all winter was an act. After that incident in the gym, most interactions had ended similarly as Stacey had insisted they listen to Jack with her unless they were already one of Jack’s fans.

	“Good one, Stacey.”

	We hurried down the hall, but as we opened the door to the stairwell, trouble sought us out again. This time, in the form of Rob, Simon, and two of their friends. 

	Fuck! They were the last people I wanted to see. 

	“Where the fuck are the three of you going?” Rob’s voice was gravelly like he’d smoked too many cigarettes in his life. 

	“Get out of my way, Rob.” Stacey looked as if she was about to shove him down the stairs. She probably would too, if he got on her nerves enough. I wouldn’t put it past her.

	The two men pushed us forcefully back through the door into the hallway. 

	“What the hell!” I tried to go around them. But Rob blocked me and made to grab my arm. I danced out of his reach, which put me even further away from the stairs.

	Rob seized Stacey and dragged her toward the New Mother’s quarters as Simon and the others manhandled Lena and me down the hallway as well. 

	“Let go of me, you ass!” I tugged at my hoodie.

	“You shouldn’t talk to your future baby’s daddy like that. Mama Sal already promised you to me.” 

	I wanted to puke. “You’re fucking disgusting, and I would never fuck you even if you were the last man on Earth.”

	“We’ll see about that, bitch.” His breath was vile, and I gagged.

	Jorg’k growled in my ear, reminding me that I had backup. Very powerful backup.

	“But first, we are going to go teach that kid, Jack, a lesson.”

	They shoved us into the first room of the New Mother’s area and slammed the door shut. Something outside clicked. I pushed at the door, twisting the handle angrily, but it was locked.

	What the fuck! They’d altered these doors to lock someone in. None of the doors in the other wings did that. 

	“Don’t bother. All the doors in the New Mother wing lock from the outside.”

	“What?” I asked in shock. 

	“Mama Sal locks us in every night, so we don’t run off,” Stacey said. “She had them put in after that girl ran off with one the foragers last year because Mama Sal paired her up with someone else.”

	“And we can’t even lock the door from the inside to keep the men out,” Lena seethed.

	Holy shit! I knew things were bad, but I didn’t know it was that bad. How many people in the settlement knew about this? I sure didn’t. 

	“I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to get kicked out. And if Mama Sal gets angry, she doesn’t let us eat.”

	The angry-sounding rumbling coming from Jorg’k mirrored my own thoughts.

	“So Mama Sal basically whores you out.”

	Lena snorted, “And there’s nothing we could do about it if we don’t want to starve or be thrown to the bugs.”

	“Fuck this place. I’m getting you out.” 

	I thought of the other New Mothers. I didn't know them well, and some of them had been mean to me for not wanting a life with them. But still, they didn’t deserve this. I’m sure some people in the settlement knew of this atrocity—the men doing the bribing and the leaders—but I refused to believe that most of the foragers and guards did their job knowingly supporting it. 

	Once we were back at the compound, I’d have to get Jack to mention it in his broadcast. The secret would be out. Mama Sal’s days of tyranny were over. 

	But for now, we needed to worry about getting ourselves out of this jam. We needed to be back at the compound before the swarm.

	“I’m coming to get you,” said Jorg’k, his voice giving me strength and hope.

	“Warn Jack first, Jorg’k. Those guys are after him, four to one.” 

	“Who are you talking to?” Lena asked.

	I explained the situation to her. “Don’t worry. We have a way out. Jorg’k is warning Jack now, and he’ll come to break us out after.” 

	Help was on the way.

	 


Chapter 18: Jorg’k 

	After warning Jack of the unscrupulous males coming his way, I sent out a quick message to the compound explaining our situation. Everyone was in agreement: get our people out of there, even if I had to show myself and cause a scene.

	“Jack may have to lay low for a while to avoid people tracing his transmission back to us,” Calvin suggested. “But that’s a small price to pay.”

	“They’ll be too worried about the swarm to come for us anyway,” I said. “And this group have lived in my region for a while. They are not well-armed like the paramilitary group Rajiv’k came across. They believe horrible things about the hunters, but I do not believe they will attack the compound. They are cowards and prefer to take advantage of the weak among their own group.”

	I strapped on my blaster and armor, readying myself to rescue my mate. But before I could leave my shuttle, an alarm went off. I pulled up the video feed of the aerial surveillance drone Rajiv’k had lent me for the mission.

	A small group of scourge headed for the settlement. There were a few flyers and a handful of the new variants. This must be the scouting party Rajiv’k had warned of. That little fence around this building would do nothing to hold these scourge back.

	Great. Just what we needed. More complications. 

	“Jack! In addition to the four males, there’s a group of scourge incoming, flyers and centicreeps.”

	“Fuck!” “Shit!” I heard simultaneously over our link.

	I headed out of my shuttle, glad that there was no one on the roof. As I reached for the door to the stairs, a loud alarm bell rang out through the grounds. It seemed the human guards had noticed our unwanted guests as well. At least the guards were competent, but that was all the positive I’d found in this place.

	“I’ll never think of the recess bell the same way again,” Connie said in my ear.

	“Everyone’s distracted,” Jack said. “I’ll go find the girls.”

	“They locked us up in the first room in the New Mother’s wing.”

	“And where the fuck is that?”

	“Second floor, take the main stair and turn left. There’s a set of double doors halfway down the hall. We are the first door on the right after the double doors.”

	The sound of Jack’s pounding feet and breathing came through the link as he ran through the building. 

	I stormed down the stairs to the second floor, passing a window. The centicreeps were already over the fence and rushing toward the building. The flyers swooped in, attacking the humans who’d been working out in the garden as they ran for safety. 

	These humans were woefully unprepared for a scourge attack. I’d done too good of a job killing the scourge before they reached the settlement. All through the cold months and the beginning of spring, I’d lured the scourge to my favorite battlefield, a giant parking lot, and had my fun fighting them. This settlement had gotten complacent, not realizing the danger they were still in. The leaders had been more interested in personal gain than fighting our common enemy.

	Even the fences were woefully weak. We used fences like these to divert the scourge, but not to stop them. When the swarm came, the weight of the many bodies would push the light metal mesh over, especially if they knew there were tasty humans inside.

	The windows on this building were also not barred. The hunters had circulated a video of the centicreeps breaking through windows by smashing the sharp, knife like protrusions at the sides of their body on the glass. This place would not be safe. 

	I needed to get Connie safely into my ship before the centicreeps got into the building or onto the roof. 

	I nearly bulldozed into Jack as I reached the second floor. I slid to a stop and managed not to collide into him, my clawed toes stopping just a few inches short of his feet.

	“Whoa! Watch the claws, buddy. Those things are lethal.” He patted me on the arm. “Glad to have you here. Let’s go get our girls.”

	A shrill scream came through the link. It was one of the females. Not Connie.

	“Shit!” Connie swore through the earpiece. “Get away from the window, Lena. Don’t let the bugs see you.”

	We turned into the hallway, and a group of females ran past us, some barely noticing me. One female did a doubletake, cringed, but then continued running past me. Someone screamed somewhere in the second level, though it sounded far away. We ignored the humans in the settlement, and most of them ignored us; they were more terrified of the scourge.

	A pair of guards with long staves tipped with blades stopped to gawk at me. But instead of attacking, they shook themselves out of their stupor and continued down the hall toward where the screaming was coming from. They ran toward danger to save their fellow humans. There were some worthy males in the settlement, after all.

	As we rounded the corner into the New Mother’s area, we ran headlong into the quartet of males who had attacked the females earlier. They hadn’t sought Jack out because they’d been too busy running. They looked panicked and frightened. They paled at the sight of me. They all shrank back, except for one. 

	“What the fuck!” the brave—or foolish depending on your view—one spat. “He must have let in the bugs. And you.” He glared at Jack. “I knew you were bad news. We’re going to teach you a lesson.” He held a club like the one Connie had used before I improved it, hitting it in his palm repeatedly. 

	But the other three were slowly backing away, their eyes glued on me. Which one of these twerps was Simon? He wouldn’t leave this hallway alive. I just needed to hear his voice.

	The foolishly brave male turned to his friends. “What the fuck is wrong with you? There are four of us and only two of them. And we are armed. They aren’t.”

	He was wrong. I was armed. My blaster was strapped to the back of my belt, out of his view. But I was armed with my claws and horns as well. I doubted I needed my blaster for the likes of them. 

	I’d often left my weapons in the shuttle when dealing with small groups of scourge, for a challenge. I recalled the word the humans used for the scourge—“bug.” I could crush him like a bug. I thought of Connie’s face whenever she referred to the scourge with this word. This male was a bug.

	“No way, Rob. Those monsters are killers.” 

	And there was my target. 

	“You.” I pointed to the one named Simon. “You will fight me. You can all fight me. I will make it fairer. Jack will stand aside, and I won’t use my weapon. Four to one. Unless you are all cowards.” 

	Jack translated.

	“We are not cowards,” Rob spat. 

	And this time, the rest agreed, liking the odds of the four of them armed versus one weaponless alien. Good. I hoped they were at least a bit of a challenge. Simon had a metal bar with a sharp bend in it at one side, and the rest had clubs and knives.

	They all attacked at once, but I was used to fighting groups of vermin. These males were no different. I stepped to the side and headbutted a male whose dull knife missed my armored chest. He crumpled to the ground as I caught Rob’s club, stopping it in its track. I yanked it out of his hands and tossed it casually down the hall. 

	Simon stared at the male on the ground and backed away. The coward turned and ran down the hall. Annoyed that my target was fleeing instead of fighting, I grabbed both remaining males by the head and smashed them together. Then I prowled down the hallway after the unworthy male. 

	This was the male who’d laid claims on my female. He’d called Connie his and dared touch her. He’d planned to claim her against her will and was the reason my female had left the settlement. I didn’t care what happened to the males behind me, but this one, Simon, was not leaving alive.

	I caught him before he made it to the central stairwell and lifted him up into the air with one arm. He screamed like a baby as his legs dangled a foot off the floor. 

	“You will not touch my Connie.” I shoved him against the wall with a thud. “She is mine. All mine.” I shook him a few times to make my point.

	“A-all y-yours,” he stuttered. A wet stain grew at the front of his pants. “She’s all y-yours.”

	This male was even more gutless than I’d thought. 

	“Oh god, oh god, oh god. I didn’t know. I didn’t know,” the cretin sniveled. 

	He was so pathetic I didn’t want to dirty my hands with his blood. This was no victory. 

	I heard the sounds of a hundred legs before I saw it. A centicreep traveled down this hallway just past the corner ahead. I didn’t need to dirty my hands with the coward’s blood. I released him, shoving him a few feet down the hall toward the bend. Despite the seeming freedom, he would not leave alive.

	“Go, coward. And never touch my Connie again.”

	He ran down the hall toward the bend, tripping as he went. I went back toward Jack and the other three males. The male I’d headbutted was still on the floor. But the other two were gone. 

	“I don’t think that one’s getting up,” Jack shrugged. “The two stumbled off. I didn’t think fighting men with concussions was fair game.”

	We moved quickly down the hall until we reached a closed door. My female’s scent was strong here. Her fear lingered in the air from when she’d tussled with the males. 

	A shrill scream rang through the hallway. Simon had found our many-legged friend. He came racing back around the corner, his face clearly fear-stricken. The centicreep rounded the corner after him, moving impossibly fast. 

	Once caught up to its prey, though I doubted Simon was delicious in any way, the centicreep whipped its long body around, flinging its long length and its many bladed segments in an arc. Several bladed sections cut into the male. The blades along the side of its body were tipped with a neuro-toxin that interfered with the nerves in the surrounding area. It also contained a preservative to keep the flesh fresh until consumed. 

	Simon fell to the ground, and the centicreep continued thrashing, cutting its prey up into small, easy-to-carry pieces. 

	Jack cleared his throat, looking wan. “We need to get out of here,” he said, voicing my own thoughts.

	A scream came from behind the door.

	Connie!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 19: Connie 

	I stared a hole into the door, but it still wouldn’t budge. Jack and Jorg’k were just outside; I heard them. I also heard the whiny voices of Simon and his friends. Lena and I crowded by the door and listened to the exchange.

	I was stuck in this room while our men confronted four honorless assholes. I wasn’t afraid for Jorg’k; I’d seen him fight. These men wouldn’t give him the slightest of troubles. I hoped he wasn’t disappointed in the lack of challenge.

	Knowing that he would take care of the creeps no problem, I inched toward the window. Stacey had dissolved into hysteria at the first sight of the centicreeps, and I didn’t blame her. I’d seen videos of them that first night at the compound. But in real life, they were even more terrifying. The way they moved made my skin crawl. And all those legs. 

	Gross. I covered my mouth as a choking noise forced its way out of my throat. I felt all those legs on my skin, and I fought the compulsion to dry heave. The horrible stench they brought in didn’t help either. 

	“Don’t pass out, don’t pass out, don’t pass out,” Stacey chanted quietly to herself. She kept her eyes closed. “Connie, I don’t think I can make it to the shuttle on the roof if those things are out there.”

	“Yes, you can. You can, and you will. We can’t hide in the school.”

	“Why not?” Lena asked. “They can’t get in.”

	I described to them the video I’d seen of the centipede breaking into a building by smashing the window. I described the toxin-edged blades on each side of their body and immediately regretted telling them in such thorough details.

	Both Stacey and Lena looked pale, as if they would both pass out on me right now. Oh boy.

	“Forget the bugs. Let’s focus on getting out of this room instead.”

	A shadow fell over the window as a flyer hovered outside. Stacey screamed again, the sound drawing the flyer’s attention. It made a shrill cry that reverberated the glass. Moments later, a centicreep crawled over to our window.

	Oh, fuck! I shuddered at the sounds of its many legs scratching against the glass. Despite knowing I would have nightmares for weeks, I couldn’t look away as it lifted its tail before slamming it into the window.  To my horror, a thin crack appeared on the glass.

	Lena and I exchanged terrified wide-eyed glances. 

	Why were these classroom windows so damn big? At least they were double layered for insulation. 

	The creepy creature raised its tail again. This time, the window shattered as it slammed its tail down. Sharp shards scattered to the floor, sliding to the middle of the room. I picked up a chair, one that wasn’t attached to a desk, and Lena did the same. Poor Stacey curled up in the corner by the door, crying and shaking. At least she was still conscious.

	Lena flung her chair at the centicreep, which now crawled over the broken glass still attached to the windowsill. Her chair hit it right where a few legs were attached to the plastic frame. It knocked it back, its legs losing grip of the broken glass. I threw my chair next, and my chair broke the glass it was climbing on. The bug fell down the side of the building. But it would be back, and soon; those things climbed fast. 

	“Good aim, Connie.”

	“Thanks.” It was a fluke, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

	We both rearmed ourselves with more chairs. But these were the only ones left not attached to heavy desks. There was no way I could lift one of those.

	For now, we were left with just the flyer. The opening wasn’t big enough to let it through, so it flew away and then rammed itself into the window. The rest of the window broke off, shattering onto the floor. It backed up again and charged one more time and crashed into the room. 

	The nasty creature swooped in, getting too close for comfort. I swung my chair wildly at it, screaming at the top of my lungs. But that didn’t drive it off. It screeched loudly back at me and continued its attack, pushing us into a corner. I swung my chair at it again, and this time it grabbed the chair with its talons and whipped it out of my hands. I looked around wildly for an escape but saw none. I faced the beast weaponless.

	Panic filled me as I imagined myself being carried out the window. I couldn’t die now. I’d just found Jorg’k, and we hadn’t had enough time together. If I died now, he’d live the rest of his life thinking I didn’t want to be his mate. I couldn’t have that. I needed to live long enough to tell him I wanted to be his mate. I needed to live long enough to tell him I loved him. 

	And I did love him. I hadn’t known until this moment, but I did. 

	As if being summoned by the power of my thoughts alone, Jorg’k crashed in through the door, not even bothering to unlock it. My hero was here to save the day! I’d never been happier to see him. He pushed Lena and me behind him immediately, keeping his body between us and the flyer.

	 My first thought was that he was unarmed. Where was his axe? Fear for his safety froze me in place. 

	“Connie!” Lena exclaimed. “We need to get Stacey out of here. Hurry!”

	Jorg’k was strong and skilled. I had to believe in his abilities. He would be fine. I couldn’t freeze now. 

	I shook myself off and rushed to Stacey’s side. Lena and I helped her up, but she crumpled back into a shaking ball again. 

	“Come on, Stacey. You can do this.”

	She stayed curled in a trembling heap.

	“I will carry her.” Jack lifted her and held her like a baby. 

	“Head up to the roof,” Jorg’k demanded. “I will follow and hold them back.” He picked up a desk like it weighed nothing and lunged at the flyer, bashing it over the head with the metal and wood bane of my teenage existence. Those desks were good for something, after all.

	But now, the centicreep that we’d knocked off the window was back, and it rushed in through the window.

	“Go!” Jorg’k bellowed. 

	My legs moved as if commanded, and I ran out of the room. The central stairs were blocked by a centicreep thrashing around wildly. And halfway down the hall, a man’s body rested crumpled on the floor. 

	“We need to get to the roof.”

	“The stairwell at the end here has access to the roof too,” Lena said.

	I was glad Lena was here; I doubted Stacey was of much use right now. I didn’t know this area of the school well. I’d come here on occasion for Stacey, but we’d mostly met in the gym or the roof to stay away from Mama Sal and her sharp ears.

	We hurried up the stairs and out into the daylight. A single flyer circled overhead, and I prayed it wouldn’t see us. 

	“Where the fuck did he park that shuttle?” Jack mumbled to himself, looking wildly around the roof. “There!” He pointed to an empty area on the roof.

	I never quite got the trick to spotting a cloaked shuttle. But then, I’d only been trying for a few days. Jack had more experience. I didn’t see anything where Jack pointed. And neither did Lena. 

	“It’s cloaked,” I explained.

	Trusting Jack’s eyes, I followed him, my heart pounding in my chest.  Behind us, the door to the stairs slammed open, and Jorg’k ran out to join us. He was safe! Elation rushed through me. I’d been worried about him, even though I knew he was a spectacular fighter. 

	He grinned at me, and I smiled back.

	The flyer above screamed a loud, sharp cry, orienting on me. It swooped down, its three pairs of clawed legs extended. The world slowed down around me as Jorg’k’s smile morphed into a look of sheer terror. I saw it coming for me, but when I ran, it felt as if I ran through molasses.

	It was like one of those nightmares where the harder you tried to run, the slower you went. Except, this was no dream. 

	Run! Damn it! 

	But my body continued to move in slow motion. The claws wrapped around my body and lifted me off the roof. I screamed, and even the sound emerged at half-speed from my throat.

	Jorg’k was here in an instant, his massive hand wrapped around my ankle. He pointed his blaster to the flyer with his other hand and shot. The flyer screamed in anguish and released its hold around me. The hard ground of the roof rushed toward me as my vision and perspective returned to normal. Jorg’k scrambled to catch me, and my arms came up to protect my head. 

	Then, everything went black.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 20: Jorg’k 

	I held my female in my arms and rocked softly back and forth. We were back at the compound, and Jack was getting the two females acquainted with the rest of the members of our little group. 

	I’d been completely useless during the flight home. I blamed myself for Connie’s condition. I’d thought I caught her just in time, but her neck had relaxed, and she’d hit her head on the roof and passed out. Lucky for us, Jack had experience piloting our shuttle, and he’d flown us home as I held my mate in our sleeping nook, willing her to wake. 

	The entire trip had been deathly quiet, except for Tooth chittering at the two new humans; he did not like strangers in his space. We’d all breathed a sigh of relief when Connie had woken up. She’d only been out for a few minutes at most, but it felt like an eternity. And while she claimed she was okay, I didn’t plan on letting her go traipsing around the compound with that giant bump on her head.

	I’d almost lost her. My entire life, I’d never felt fear. I’d fought the scourge on two planets, taken on dozens at a time on my own, and faced death on the battlefield. But I’d never felt the fear I’d felt today.

	Rajiv’k walked into my shuttle, Noah next to him. Tooth climbed to the top of his cat tree and chittered defensively at the intruders. Then, recognizing Noah as the male who’d given him peanuts in the main building, Tooth made a flying leap onto Noah’s shoulder.

	“Hey there, Balls,” Noah said to the little rodent, deliberately calling him by the wrong name. “No peanuts today.” He put Tooth back on the top of his carpeted kingdom. Then Noah turned to Connie. “I’m not a doctor, but I was a paramedic before all this. I heard you hit your head pretty hard.”

	“Yeah, it still hurts like a mofo, and I’ve got quite a lump.”  

	“Can you tell me your name?”

	“It’s not that bad.”

	Noah put his hands on his hips. “Name?”

	“Fine. Connie.” 

	“And explain what was happening right before you hit your head?”

	She did, though the words were slow in coming. I confirmed her recounting.

	“Any headache, dizziness, nausea, confusion, and ringing in the ear?”

	“My head hurts like hell, and I get dizzy if I turn my head too fast.” 

	He continued with more questions and had Connie repeat some numbers. Then he had her stand on one foot, and I released her reluctantly. While she was dizzy, she still managed to keep her balance: a good sign.

	“Again, I’m no doctor. But you probably have a concussion. I’d avoid going up and down the stairs and don’t move around too much. You need rest. The hunters have a pain reliever in their first aid arsenal that also reduces swelling. Jack and I have taken it before, and our bodies reacted well to it. I’ve done the calculations for your approximate body weight. I’ll send it to Jorg’k’s ship.”

	I’d considered giving her the medicine before, but I hadn’t been sure it was safe for humans.

	“Any other injuries?”

	She held out her sprained wrist, which had hit the concrete of the roof first. I credited her wrist for saving her head from worse injury. And she credited me for catching most of her weight in time. I did not agree. 

	Then she motioned to the ripped clothes and the claw marks on her body from the flyer’s claws. They were shallow and had already stopped bleeding. I’d never been so glad the flyers did not have the toxins the scuttlers and centicreeps had.

	Rajiv’k brought a small machine I recognized as a modified medical unit. The unit helped hunters heal from injuries such as torn ligaments and broken bones so we could fight again as soon as possible. Our bodies had a remarkable ability to heal and took care of most surface scrapes and cuts on their own.

	“I’m not a medic either, but I’m good at making things work. I altered this unit to work on Natalie. It should work on you too.” He met my eyes. “Just use it the same way as you would on your own injuries. And the salve we use to speed healing on cuts works on the humans as well, unaltered.”

	“Thank you.” I nodded solemnly at the other hunter. We were fortunate to have Rajiv’k on our team. Not all hunters had his ability to understand how our technology worked. Most hunters just hunted, using the technology we were given without any extra thought. I saw now how that had prevented us from growing and improving as a race separate from our makers. 

	The old Xarc’n race was no more. We were all that was left. A genetic legacy left to languish as we focused on fighting our enemies. Things would change now that we’d found Earth and the females that triggered our mating bonds. Now we had to protect this planet and these females; we had to forge our chance at a future.

	The entire compound was busy setting up for the early swarm. We hadn’t expected the scourge to start their yearly swarms for at least a week on the Earth calendar. But we’d been wrong in our calculations before and survived, and we would again. Lucky for us, when the scourge swarmed earlier, the first waves were usually smaller and more manageable. It would be like a test so we could tweak our strategy for the rest of the summer.

	“I will start on modifying your ship. Come out after you get Connie settled to help,” Rajiv’k said. 

	“Get some rest, Connie. Don’t worry about helping out today. The best way you can help is to heal. We need you shooting down those flyers tomorrow.” Noah nodded to her before leaving.

	Alone with my female again, I held her for a long moment with my eyes closed, happy that she was safe and would heal.

	“I thought I was going to lose you. Don’t ever scare me again.”

	“I think I’m done with rescue missions for a while.” She rested her cheek on my chest and closed her eyes.

	The screen to my shuttle pinged, and I pulled up a message written half in Xarc’n glyphs and half in English that detailed my female's care. Glad to have something to do, I made myself useful, gathering up all the equipment I needed. 

	“Arms up,” I ordered as I helped her out of her clothes. 

	The sweatshirt’s material had protected her delicate skin from the worst of the flyer’s claws and was ripped and shredded. We needed to replace it after we took care of the first wave of scourge. Which reminded me of the tank top Tooth had claimed. 

	“Tooth stole one of your tops for nesting material. After this first wave, we’ll go pick up some more clothes for you. Alice mentioned you might want to go shopping.”

	“Shopping?”

	“The females called some foraging trips shopping. I will take you shopping. You wish to date as humans do; it will be a date.”

	She held a hand over her mouth to cover a smile. “I’d love to go shopping with you.”

	The claw marks looked worse without her clothes. The angry red cuts stark against her tawny skin. I growled. 

	“Hey, it’s okay. I’m okay.” Connie rubbed her good hand on my forearm. “They don’t feel as bad as they look.”

	Her voice calmed me. She was the one who was hurt, and I should be calming her instead. We’d already used the full body decontaminator when we got back, but I passed the handheld unit we used for wounds over the marks for good measure. Then I spread a generous amount of salve on each angry cut. 

	I measured out the right amount of the painkiller and anti-inflammatory medicine for her body size, chipping it off the compressed bar hunters were supplied with. She swallowed it down with some water. Then I tucked her in and placed the medical device over her bad wrist.

	She needed rest, but I didn’t want to leave her. I sat by the bed, watching her intently until she rolled her eyes at me.

	“I’ll be fine. Go help everyone else out. I’ll take a nap while you’re gone,” she insisted. “Go on.”

	I hesitated.

	“Go! I don’t need a babysitter. They need your help.”

	She was right. Our battle was not over. We still needed to survive the first wave of scourge tomorrow, and I must do my part. I leaned over the bed and nuzzled her cheek with my nose, inhaling her wonderful scent. My mate was safe now. 

	“Mmm.” She nuzzled me back and nibbled at my lips with her dull little teeth. “Thank you.”

	Then with great reluctance, I left my mate to rest. 

	Stepping out into the sunlight, I realized all the other hunters had their shuttles in position on the different roofs. We were spread out over three buildings to better leverage our position. Having three targets would spread the initial rush of flyers and centicreeps out so we could better target them. 

	Sturdy bridges connect the three buildings. And each roof had, in addition to the hunter’s shuttles, a large shed filled with provisions, first aid supplies, and extra weapons. A shuttle was parked on either side of the shed, protecting it. 

	My shuttle was the only one not in place. 

	Cov’k and Kaj’k were on the main roof, the one above the sleeping quarters, along with their mates and Gerald. Connie and I were stationed with Rajiv’k and his mate. We shared the roof with Calvin and Noah. Tarv’k and Koriv’n’s shuttles were on the last roof with Jack, Evie, Lena, and Stacey. 

	I considered asking Stacey to come help in case Connie could not focus due to her injury. But I remembered her intense phobia of the scourge and doubted she would be calm enough to make good shots. Besides, Stacey and Jack wanted to stay together. The two got along well, and I wondered if my friend had found a mate of his own. 

	I held the oversized blaster on my shuttle in its new position as Rajiv’k bolted it in place and checked the wiring. 

	“This was Natalie’s idea,” Rajiv’k said, a look of reverence in his eye as he talked about his mate. “She was adamant about shooting down the flyers, so I made it happen.”

	“It is a good idea. With the flyers removed from the equation, it will be easier for us to take out the centicreeps.” 

	As hunters, we’d only ever had each other. Every hunter in the sky taking down the flyers was one less capable fighter on the ground. With the human’s help, all the hunters would be able to fight while the females shot down the flyers from the shuttles. It was efficient and effective, two things Xarc’n hunters respected.

	With my shuttle modified, I helped set up caches of incendiary weapons the humans called Molotov cocktails at the edges of the roof. The barriers we’d set out around the compound meant that by the time the scuttlers and spitters had run through the maze to reach the buildings, most of the flyers and centicreeps should be dead. We planned on taking care of the ground-based scourge with our fire cannons and other incendiary weapons. 

	The plan was sound, and I was sure we’d survive the first wave. I’d been fighting the scourge my whole life, and early swarms were only trouble if we weren’t prepared. The first rush was usually the smallest of the year. Each swarm lasted about two Earth weeks, with waves of scourge leaving the nest days apart. Each wave got bigger as the swarm progressed. The nests then took time to rebuild their numbers for the next swarm. 

	Nearby nests usually swarmed around the same time, and as expected we’d received news that all the nests in the area were swarming early. The other groups of hunters were prepping just as we were.

	Last year, in this area, there had been three major swarms throughout the hot months with periods of relative calm in between.  I’d reveled in the fight, throwing myself into the mindless task of ending scourge lives. 

	Last year, I didn’t have my Connie. While the excitement of the fight still drew me, I had something better to come home to now. I had my mate. She didn’t think of me as her mate yet. She claimed she needed time and wanted to “date.” To make her happy, I’d do this dating thing. But I wasn’t human; I was a Xarc’n warrior. She was already mine, and I’d never let her go. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 21: Connie 

	I woke to the electronic voice of Daft Punk’s Harder Better Faster Stronger playing from my backpack. Even half-asleep, I’d recognize my ring tone. A phone call? 

	I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and looked around. What had happened? Where was I? This was not my apartment. The sleek grey walls surrounded me, and my brain slowly processed the situation. This was Jorg’k’s shuttle. 

	I moved and realized one of my wrists had a heavy alien device wrapped around it. Right. I’d sprained my wrist. The events at New Franklin rushed back to me: the centicreep breaking the window, throwing the chair at it, Jorg’k charging in to save the day, and running to the shuttle. I remembered the cry of the flyer right before it snatched me up from the roof and the feeling of weightlessness of being lifted into the air.

	My phone stopped ringing. Damn it. I missed my call. Though who would call me during the bugpocalypse, I didn’t know. I’d have to call them back.

	My head hurt, my mouth was parched, and I craved a giant glass of water, but curiously the rest of my body felt…good. I looked down at my naked body. The claw marks were well scabbed over and looked like they’d been healing for days. How long was I out? 

	I pulled my hand out from under the medical unit, which had finished its job some time ago, and tested my wrist. It was tender like I’d spent too long holding up my tablet, but not nearly as bad as I remembered it.

	Thank goodness for alien technology!

	I looked around for my bottle and found it next to my pillow with a sleeping Tooth and his fluffy tail curled next to it. 

	I picked up the bottle, tried not to wake the little guy, and failed.

	“Sorry, Tooth.” Then I remembered Jorg’k’s rule about no squirrels on the bed. “You know you’re not allowed on the bed.” But I didn’t kick him off. He was well potty-trained, and I never saw any messes unless it was a deliberate scent marking. He did most of his business in his litter box under the cat tree. I gave him a scratch at the side of his neck. 

	I held the clear plastic bottle up. It was filled with an orange-tinted liquid. I uncapped it and sniffed. It smelled fruity, and suddenly I was extremely thirsty. I sipped a small mouthful. Despite the scent, it was not sweetened, but it was refreshing, and I chugged half the bottle down. The fuzziness in my head cleared, and some of the pain in my head faded. 

	My phone—the modified one Ravij’k had given me—rang again. This time I dug it out of my bag beside the sleeping nook and picked it up. Stacey’s voice came over the speaker. 

	“Connie! You’re awake. We were worried about you.”

	She updated me with what was happening around the compound. She and Lena were stationed on an adjacent roof in Koriv’n’s shuttle. And while she would probably panic at the sight of the bugs, they’d taught her how to use the ship-board blasters, just in case. 

	“I’m supposed to give you a quick lesson before it gets dark. They say the first wave of the swarm will come tomorrow.” She made a disgusted sound. “I hate these bugs.”

	“Me too.” Boy, did I ever. “I can’t wait to blast them out of the sky. Give me a few minutes to get dressed, and then come on by.”

	“See you soon.” Then she added, “And thank you for coming for me. This place is great. I owe you one.”

	Our impromptu ship-turret shooting lesson went by quickly, and we soon found the skies too dark to see much without triggering the night vision. The shuttle’s door opened, and Jorg’k walked in holding a platter of steaming hot food, probably one of Evie’s creations. She did wonders with alien nutrition bars and foraged foods. My stomach growled. 

	“Wow. A real home-cooked meal. That looks great! I’m going to head down and grab some chow,” Stacey said. “Oh, and guess who I’m rooming with tonight?” She didn’t give me time to make a guess. “Jack! I can’t believe he’s even cooler in real life. He didn’t make his usual broadcast today, but when he does return to the air, he’s going to tell everyone about the shady business happening with Mama Sal at the settlement. I can’t wait.” She stretched as she got up. “Enjoy your time with your man.” Then she gave Tooth one last scritch and left. 

	My man. Yes. Jorg’k was mine. I didn’t need more time to date him. I didn’t need more time to think. He’d proven to me he was worth it. And I loved him. I did. It sounded crazy, I knew, to fall in love so soon. 

	But how could I not love him? He was happiness. He was safety. And he would fight a whole army of bugs for me. Forget the bugs, Jorg’k would fight a whole army of anything for me.

	Screw convention. Screw dating for a year or even a few months before committing to forever. I’d never felt like I truly belonged anywhere before. But I belonged with Jorg’k.

	My alien mate set the platter of food, which held two bowls of pasta covered in chunky tomato sauce, down on the desk. 

	“How is my mate feeling?” He looked concerned; his brow wrinkled in worry.

	I didn’t correct him on calling me his mate. It felt right. I reached up to smooth my fingers over his brow. He closed his eyes, enjoying my touch. 

	“I feel better. The nap and the medical device helped a lot.” I reached for my bottle and chugged the rest of the fruity-smelling liquid. “What is this?”

	“It is a vitamin drink. Your body is using a lot of energy and nutrients to recover. It will help. It is safe for humans to consume daily in small amounts. Hunters mix the powder in our water most of the time.”

	I’d seen him put a cream-colored powder into his flask before filling it with water. I hadn’t realized it was the same thing. 

	He gathered me into his arms and sat down on the large pilot chair, arranging me comfortably on his lap. It reminded me of the days we were stuck together because of the mating bond. It was clear to me that the bonding process had worked for the Xarc’n warrior. He was bonded to me. Irreversibly. It wasn’t just words. It was the truth.

	He pulled the platter of food in front of me. “Eat. You need your strength.” 

	He insisted on feeding me the food, and, amused, I let him. The chunky bits in the pasta sauce were bits of canned chicken and chopped up nutrition bar. Simmering the chunks in the canned tomato sauce made the tough, leathery, jerky-like bars more palatable. I saw some canned peas and mushrooms too. I was glad to have someone like Evie around. I’d been eating food right out of the can all winter. 

	There was even a piece of flatbread covered in oil and powdered garlic, then fried. And despite being a bit burnt and oddly shaped, it was heavenly. I really needed to let Evie know she was amazing. Real food!

	I hummed happily as I finished the last bite and felt the calming purr start in Jorg’k’s chest as well. I leaned back against him and closed my eyes, enjoying his warmth and the feeling of safety. 

	He ate his portion quickly, wolfing it down like, well, a ravenous wolf. Then he opened a high protein Xarc’n bar and ate that as well in one giant bite, putting the entire thing in his mouth and chewing. He made to get up but then stopped, settling back down.

	“Am I in your way?”

	“I want water, but I do not wish to let you go.”

	I laughed. “We’ve done this before. You don’t need to let me go to do anything.” I turned in his lap to straddle his hips and then latched on. “Go get your water now.”

	He did and took a big gulp from his flask. I stole a small sip as well, and, as expected, it was the same orange liquid. And when he sat back down, I stayed against his body, arms wrapped around his neck. 

	 “You can hold me for as long as you want, Jorg’k. I’ve already decided that being your mate is a good thing, a very good thing. And once we get the scourge under control, I wouldn’t mind a few little Jorg’ks running around either.”

	 He must have been adorable as a child, though I was sure he was a trouble-maker.

	“Do I understand you correctly?” He looked almost too scared to believe what he’d heard.

	“Yes, Jorg’k. I’m all yours.”

	The soft purring in his chest became an insistent rumble as enormous, burly arms wrapped around me. “All mine,” he growled. 

	I found myself on the bed in an instant, caged by his hard body. But the sudden movement brought back the headache, and I grabbed my head.

	A pained look crossed his face. “I was too rough.” 

	“I’m fine,” I assured him. “Just no more sudden movements.”

	“I want you under my body, screaming as you come all over my cock,” he whispered into my ear. “But that will have to wait until you are healed. When you feel better, I promise to fill my shuttle with your screams of pleasure.”

	I shuddered and squeezed my legs together, suddenly wishing I hadn’t reacted so obviously to my headache. But he was right. I needed to rest. I needed to be good enough to shoot down flyers tomorrow.

	“Tonight, I will hold my mate, and we will rest.”

	We got ready for bed. As the screen of our sleeping nook closed around us and the twinkle of artificial stars played on the ceiling, I relaxed into Jorg’k’s arms. Tomorrow, the bugs would come, and we would fight them. But despite knowing this, I felt at ease. Sure, I was worried about the swarm. But I also felt hopeful. Despite the threat of the incoming swarm, there was nowhere else I wanted to be.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 22: Jorg’k 

	The first flyers came in groups of threes and fours, crying their warnings into the bright, cloudless skies. It was a perfect day for a battle. Somehow, the scourge always chose a beautiful day to swarm. For some, it ruined the beauty of a sunny day. But for a hunter, it was perfect fighting weather. With any luck, it would rain tomorrow and wash away the mess.

	Beside me, Noah scented of equal measure fear and determination. I understood the human male’s apprehension; facing off a scourge swarm was a daunting task for the uninitiated. But I’d survived a lifetime of scourge swarms, and so had Rajiv’k. With us fighting with him, Noah would have an enormous advantage on the many-legged freaks. 

	Humans were quick and intelligent but thin-skinned and not built for daily battles as Xarc’n hunters were. We’d outfitted all the males with Xarc’n-made leather armor, tailored to their size. The bovine livestock the humans had farmed on the planet paired well with our special curing techniques designed to protect against both the scourges’ bladed claws and the fungus they harbored. 

	Since Xarc’n hunters followed the scourge to planets inhabited by prey life, leather was an easily collected and sustainable resource, as long as the scourge did not eat all the animals first. Impregnated with synthetic materials such as antimicrobial molecules and strengthening filaments, the leather produced the ultimate armor.

	A trio of flyers oriented toward our roof. But as they closed in, two shots discharged from the shuttles, one manned by Connie and the other by Rajiv’k’s mate. Their aims were true, and two of the flyers fell to the ground, one with a tattered wing and the other with a hole in its chest. 

	It took time for a shuttle’s blaster to recharge, a compromise for the power of the blast. If the flyers flew in too close to the roof, the females in the shuttles would not be able to shoot them. First, because it would be out of range of their blasters. And second, because of the risk of deadly friendly fire. The last flyer swooped in, but another shot fired from my shuttle and hit it in the head. It crashed into the corner of the roof and tumbled down the wall.

	I held up a thumbs-up to Connie in my shuttle. I’d picked up the gesture, and it came naturally. We’d turned on the internal video feed display so that my female could see out of the shuttle and watch us fight. It also made aiming at the flyer easier. 

	As another set of flyers approached, so did the centicreeps. These came in pairs, but they came fast. I was suddenly glad we’d spread out on three roofs. To have all the centicreeps converge onto one spot would have been utter chaos, especially with all the hunters and human warriors on the same roof.

	To further protect the human males, who were our source of extra firepower, the hunters wore mini beacons, which drew the scourge’s attention. Though not as strong as the beacons we usually used for hunting, the signals would hopefully keep the scourges’ attention on us. We hadn’t tested the theory. This was a good a time as any.

	The first pair of the centicreeps crested the edge of the wall and climbed onto the roof, aiming for Rajiv’k and me. As we danced around their thrashing bodies, we avoided the toxin-edged blades all along their lengths. Occasionally, when I saw the opportunity, I swung my axe, taking off chunks of their long bodies. Rajiv’k did the same with his weapons of choice, a pair of glowing blades. 

	Noah’s blaster discharged again and again, relentlessly. The sound was repetitive and reassuring. Soon, the two scourge were no more than heads with short bodies, able to function without their back ends but not nearly as dangerous. I was able to get close enough to cleave one of the ugly faces in half. Rajiv’k disposed of the other similarly.

	But there was no time for celebration. There would not be time for that for a while. Two more of the new variants were already on the roof and speeding towards us. Another one poked its head over the edge, and Noah shot at it, hitting it right in the head—a difficult feat when it was thrashing around. It fell, instantly dead. 

	And on it went. Connie and Nat shot the flyers out of the skies, and the three of us hacked apart the centicreeps. Through it all, the recognizable sounds of many hundreds of feet scratched and scurried on the ground below. The scuttlers and spitters, funneled through the long, tedious maze around the buildings meant to slow them down, had arrived. But they were unable to reach us. Mostly. Occasionally an extra-talented scuttler made it onto the roof, but it was disposed of easily. 

	My vision blurred, and my arms grew heavier as the day wore on and the sun moved up over the highest point in the sky. The thrill and joy of battle had long worn itself out, and I wanted the repetitive task to be over. But still, they came. 

	I remembered this feeling from every swarm I’d fought. Now was the time to be the most alert. Weary and spiritless warriors courted injury. 

	The burst of another shot from my shuttle had me thinking of Connie. She was in there, and she was watching. I recalled the day in the residential cul-de-sac where I’d demonstrated my skills and how she’d watched me, not so well hidden away from the window. I puffed up my chest as a fresh surge of energy rushed in. My Connie watched me now, and I must not disappoint.

	A feeling of overwhelming importance hovered in my consciousness. I’d faced hundreds of swarms, but this one felt different. This one was different. This was my first swarm with real purpose. The scourge needed to be removed, wiped away from this planet. It was crucial. I needed to establish a better world for my Connie. For us. 

	She’d expressed a desire to bear my offspring. But only if the scourge threat was under control. This scourge threat would be destroyed; I’d make sure of it. I wanted to see her round with my child. I wanted to meet my future. 

	With renewed vigor, I faced my next foe.

	A sudden rush of a half-dozen flyers, probably delayed by prey elsewhere, veered into view. Nat and Connie took down two before they were above our building. One swooped down to land on the roof before the ship’s blasters recharged. I faced the beast, brandishing my axe.

	It shook itself off from its hard landing and folded its wings back against its body. It screeched angrily as its multi-faceted eyes landed on me. Its head bobbed up and down, judging the distance. Its tail, which was held in an arc over its body while it flew, relaxed. It waved from side to side. I recognized this stance; it was about to strike.

	It swished its tail back and forth. Once. Twice. I dove out of the way as the tail came down,  and the sharp spike at the end of the extremity impaled into the concrete roof. I lunged for it, bashing it at its carapace, crushing its protective shell. Too dumb to feel the pain, it pulled its tail out of the roof, breaking off a few small pieces of concrete with it.

	It prepared to strike again. This time, instead of diving away, I ran toward the beast and brought my axe down, beheading it. It never finished its attack. 

	A flyer hurtled through the air, its wings in tatters. It crashed into another flyer, and the two careened toward us, aimed directly at my shuttle. They crashed into my ship, the impact vibrating the whole building and moving my entire shuttle a few feet over. The creatures died on impact.

	Connie!

	I ran to my shuttle and ducked inside, closing the door behind me. Rajiv’k and Noah would need to hold the scourge at bay without me. Connie was splayed on the floor, having been thrown from her seat from the impact. She grasped her head in her hands.

	“My head,” she moaned. 

	I helped her up into her seat. 

	“Connie?” Nat’s voice called from the screen. “Are you alright?”

	“I got knocked around a bit, but I’m okay.”

	“How’s your head?” I asked, concerned that she was still holding it.

	“The knock brought the headache back. But I’m fine.” 

	I forced her to look at me. Her eyes looked alert. Good.

	I hurriedly fixed her a drink of the vitamin water and measured out a dose of the anti-inflammatory medicine. 

	“You need to get back out there and help them. I’m fine. I promise.”

	I handed her the bottle and the medicine. “Drink it.” Then I pressed her to my chest for a second and kissed the top of her head, inhaling her scent.

	“Go fight,” she urged. “Just come back to me.”

	I released her and nodded gravely. “I will always come back to my mate.”

	That earned me a smile, and I returned to the fight.

	After a long, relentless battle with the flyers and centicreeps, their numbers slowed, and we had time to start burning the scourge on the ground. The hunters used our fire cannons, shooting pressurized flames into the masses of writhing bodies. The humans lobbed Molotov cocktails with a sling-like weapon far into the crowd where our flames did not reach. 

	The piles of bodies burned, their acrid smoke burning our eyes and throats. Noah pulled on a respirator mask and continued his unending launching of flammables into the sea of scourge, aiming for the empty spots where the fire had not yet spread. These human males were warriors, even if they were not built as we were. I was proud to fight alongside them. 

	A few straggling flyers screeched from the air. Their accompanying pair of centicreeps, these ones already on fire after crawling over their burning comrades, clambered onto the roof. They were quickly defeated. 

	I cracked my neck and stretched out my shoulders. The swarm would end soon. The flyers and new variants were few and far between. And any scuttlers or spitters coming in ran right into walls of flames. Our system worked, and it worked well. 

	I turned to look at my shuttle. I couldn’t wait to see my Connie again and celebrate our first victory together.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 23: Connie 

	 

	I watched Jorg’k on the shuttle’s walls, which displayed life-sized video feeds of the surroundings, as he danced circles around the hundred-legged bugs. It was mesmerizing. The nasty bugs were fast, but Jorg’k was faster. He was danger and grace personified, and I couldn’t help but admire him. I was glad this deadly warrior was on my side. More than on my side: he was mine.

	I would never forget the way he’d run into the shuttle after I’d gotten knocked off my chair. I’d never find anyone else who cared about me so much. He’d looked so worried, but I doubted my little spill caused any more injury; I’d seen the flyer coming and had been ready for the impact. 

	I reached for the bottle of vitamin water and took a long drink. The pain killer had worked fast, and my head no longer hurt. A good thing, too, because aiming for the moving targets had been difficult with a headache.

	As my capable warrior worked with Ravij’k to keep the scourge’s attention on them, Noah shot at the long bodies of the many-legged creatures. The shots from the Xarc’n blaster broke off back sections of the creatures, and the centicreeps got shorter and shorter. 

	The creatures only need the head section to stay alive, but rear sections once detached from the head were no longer threats to the warriors. With most of their bladed sections detached and useless on the roof, the centicreeps were basically sitting ducks for the hunter’s blades and axe. 

	Jorg’k swung his weapon in an arc, the cutting edge glowing with energy, beheading two of the centicreeps. He spun to his next victim without missing a beat and cleaved it in half with one downward stroke. 

	In the sky, a flyer came into view.

	“This one’s yours, Connie,” Natalie said through the ship’s system. 

	 I aimed the ship’s blaster in its direction. The three-hundred-and-sixty-degree live video feed made aiming for the flying asshole a breeze. It was as if the walls were transparent, and I was playing a virtual reality game. 

	But this was no game; I needed to make good shots to keep our males on the roof safe. Sure of my aim, I pulled the trigger, or in this case, the button. The flyer exploded into a rain of guts, luckily over the carpet of scuttlers and not on our fighters. 

	These ship-board blasters were no joke; they were much stronger than the blasters the hunters carried. After feeling their power at my fingertips, I understood why they were reserved for use only on flyers and other special scourge units. They must expend a lot of energy. 

	With the skies cleared of the aerial threat and the centicreeps twitching in pieces on the roofs, our men got to work setting the bugs on the ground alight. The three of them all jumped back from the edge of the roof at once, and a volley of spitter acid splashed onto the roof. 

	Damn! That was close.

	A late group of flyers came in, followed by a pair of burning centicreeps.

	But soon, all the scourge were burning. The hard part was done. Wary of straggling flyers, I continued to watch the sky nervously. But no more came. 

	The first wave was a success. But it was only the first wave. There were several more waves before this swarm ended. And several more swarms still throughout the summer. But we had a few days of reprieve. A few days to fortify our defenses. A few days to gather more supplies. A few days to rest.

	I stepped out of the shuttle to a battlefield of burning bugs. The acrid smell choked me, and I coughed and gagged. Our men, both humans and Xarc’n, had fought in this. They’d fought in this and won. They were warriors all around, the humans included. Or maybe the humans especially, since they weren’t engineered to fight like the Xarc’n hunters. They did it all on evolution and grit. Yay, humans! I was so proud of all of them. 

	I looked over to the other roofs and was relieved to see everyone standing. We’d all made it! This group, these people, gave me so much hope. We’d worked together, and we’d made it!

	The first cheer came from Noah and Jack. Then Calvin and Gerald joined in, and then the rest of us women. And finally, even the Xarc’n hunters were cheering our victory.

	Of course, the Xarc’n hunters hadn’t been worried one bit. They’d been cool as cucumbers about this swarm. They’d been dealing with scourge swarms their entire lives, and this was just one more. But for the humans, this was a huge victory. Instead of hiding, instead of running, instead of being cut apart into teeny tiny pieces and carried away, we had fought. And we had won!

	Caught up in the cheering and excitement, Jorg’k swooped me up in his arms. I planted a huge kiss on his face, careful to avoid the bug guts.

	“We did it!” I couldn’t help the excitement in my voice. “I never thought I’d do anything more than hide from the bugs. I think fighting is a lot more fun than hiding.”

	“I like fighting too.”

	Of course he did. He loved fighting.

	“I know. I watched you fight the bugs that day in the residential area, remember?”

	“I do. You enjoyed the show.”

	I grinned at him. I had. 

	He needed both a shower and a decontamination cycle, and now, pressed up against his soiled body, so did I. I looked down at my now bug-guts-smeared legs. 

	“Yuck!” But I didn’t care. I was too happy to care. I looked over to Nat, who was similarly smeared with nasty crap from her overzealous Xarc’n warrior.

	Calvin figured out the solution to our dirty situation. We’d taken down the tarps for rainwater collection and had protected the cisterns with them. They were disgusting now, covered in bug juice, and would never collect water for us again. He ripped off the tarps and threw them into the fire still burning below. The cisterns were spotless. 

	He rinsed his hands and arms thoroughly with water from his bottle. I noticed that one arm moved awkwardly. He’d fought with an injury. Wow! These men were tough. 

	Then, carefully, he retrieved clean buckets from the shed and scooped out buckets of water for us to rinse off with. We would all need full decontamination after, but the water rinse went a long way to get the stench of the bugs off. They followed his lead on the other roofs. 

	Being the least soiled, Nat and I were the last to use the decontaminators on the shuttles. I came out of the shuttle to find that Rajiv’k had attached the business ends of two snowplows to his and Koriv’n’s shuttles and they were plowing the burning scourge away to an unused portion of the industrial complex. This improved the air quality by leaps and bounds. 

	I laughed at how strange the shuttles looked with snowplow attachments. These aliens were from outer space, but they had good old Yankee ingenuity in spades.

	I yelped as my feet were swept off the ground, and I found myself in Jorg’k’s arms again.

	“Let’s head down to the common area. Rajiv’k is bringing out his liquor stash. We deserve a little celebration. There should be no danger from either scourge or humans tonight.” He opened the shuttle door and clicked softly, calling Tooth.

	Tooth, who had been scent marking the chair, perked up and ran to us. That was one unintended downside of living with a squirrel. They scent marked everything. Luckily, cleaning up was easy with the handheld decontaminator. I made a mental note to clean the area after. Tooth would hate me for removing his scent, but it had to be done. 

	Then, with both Tooth and I latched on for the ride, Jorg’k made his way over the bridge to the main building. It was for the best he carried me. That bridge was stable but it still made me nervous to walk over it. 

	Most of the others were already downstairs, lounging on the couches. Natalie, sitting alone without her hunter, waved at us as we joined the circle. Stacey looked a little green, but she was smiling adoringly at Jack, who puffed out his chest at the attention. And Evie looked awfully comfortable wedged up against Tarv’k, who looked shocked at being so close to a female. Tooth jumped off Jorg’k’s shoulder and bounded toward Noah, who was making his rounds checking on injuries. 

	 There were some cuts and scrapes, and all the human men looked a bit dinged up under their armor, but there were no serious injuries.

	We settled onto the couch next to Stacey and Jack, with me sitting in Jorg’k’s lap. It felt right. 

	“We did it, Connie!” Stacey smiled wanly at me. Considering this area had just been bug central for the past few hours, she was doing remarkably well. “Well, you all did it. I just hid in the sleeping nook so I didn’t see all the bugs outside. Lena did all the shooting.”

	“Maybe one day you’ll be able to shoot at them too,” Evie said from across the coffee table. “I was just like you, Stace. I screamed at every bug and became a shaking mess. But today, I shot them down, and it felt good!”

	Tarv’k grumbled something unintelligible.

	“Oh, poop on a stick! So what if I screamed at each one as I shot them down. They still died, didn’t they?”

	“We heard it from outside the shuttle,” Jack mumbled under his breath. 

	“It did feel good to give some back,” I agreed. “I never thought I could fight back like this.”

	“My mate is a very good shot.” Jorg’k pulled me close and nuzzled at my neck.

	I let him. These Xarc’n hunters had no concept that public displays of affection should be restricted. They didn’t have a lot of the preconceived notions about social interactions and relationships that we did, and it was refreshing. 

	Stacey and Lena seemed to be integrating into the compound almost better and faster than I had. Granted, they hadn’t entered the group stuck to a strange alien and confused as fuck.

	The front door opened, and Rajiv’k and Koriv’n sauntered in holding some choice bottles of liquor. I’d never known the Xarc’n hunters had a taste for alcohol, but I now knew who’d raided the liquor store. 

	Seeing the booze, Jack hurrahed. And that set off another round of cheering from everyone. I looked around at every living soul in the room, at the humans,  the Xarc’n warriors, and the lone rodent. Today felt important. It felt good. Happy. Hopeful. It felt like the end of a harrowing past and the start of a bold new future. And for the first time since the bugs came, I smiled so hard my cheeks hurt.

	 


Chapter 24: Jorg’k 

	The entire compound was in a good mood. We all knew we had to rebuild and resupply. But that was for tomorrow. Today, we had time to recover and celebrate.

	I held the bottle of human-made liquor to my lips. It was strong. I enjoyed the Earth-made spirit. Our creators hadn’t given us the knowledge to brew alcohol; it wasn’t needed to fight the scourge. But sugars ferment on all planets, and we soon discovered the intoxicating substance on our own and had searched in the archives for the old knowledge.

	This was leaps and bounds better than anything we managed at the food production facilities. Many human foods were similarly intricate in their flavors. 

	My whole life, I’d subsisted on nutrition bars and vitamin mix. A part of me was angry at our creators for giving us so little when the archives showed that they’d had many luxuries. We’d been nothing more than a weapon, a tool to them. We’d been given just enough to fight and survive, fight and survive, long after our creators fell to the enemy.

	Until the day I’d met Connie, I hadn’t understood why some of the hunters, like Rajiv’k, had been unhappy with their existence and insisted on change. Tarv’k had pushed for innovation as well. Of all the hunters here, he’d lived the longest. He sat awkwardly as little Evie poured a generous drink and offered it to him. 

	I held the bottle out to my mate, but she refused.

	“I’m not sure that’s so wise with my head right now.”

	I passed the bottle along and gathered her in my arms. “Does it still hurt?”

	“No, the medicine helped. Thank you.” She kissed me lightly on the cheek and scratched briefly at the base of my horns. “But I want to be safe. I do want some of that food, though.” She licked her lips at the stew heating up on the small butane stove.

	I went over to grab her a bowl. 

	As Connie started on her meal, Lena approached and settled down with a bowl of stew of her own.

	“I’m glad you’re okay, Connie. I didn’t get the chance to thank the two of you for getting me out of there. Thank you.”

	“Anytime,” my mate said between mouthfuls. “I’m glad you’re here with us too. You ended up being our best gunner.”

	“I was, wasn’t I?” Then she turned serious. “I hated it at the settlement. But I don’t want the people there to die. I’m not sure if they survived this. Hell, I’m not even sure if they survived the small group that attacked them yesterday.”

	I recalled the two guards who had ignored me and bravely run toward the sounds of screaming to rescue their comrades. “Your settlement was not well-protected or prepared. But I saw brave males in the short time I was there. There will be survivors.”

	Humans, from what I’d seen, were good at surviving.

	“I can make a broadcast and ask any survivors to contact us if they can,” Jack said.

	“Is that such a good idea?” Connie asked. “I mean. I’m not sure I want them to know where we are. Especially with the shit that’s going on in there with Mama Sal and the men.”

	“I promised Stacey I’d make a broadcast anyway and let everyone know what I’ve learned about the settlement. From what I gathered while I was there, not everyone was in on the arrangement. Some were decent people who I doubt would support such corruption. And many who listened to my show expressed a strong desire to learn to fight the bugs, rather than hide. We could gain allies.” 

	Connie still looked unsure, but Lena nodded emphatically.

	“I’d out Mama Sal either way. But I wouldn’t give a reply frequency unless everyone agrees. I wouldn’t do anything that would put the compound in danger.”

	So right then and there, we polled the compound. The other hunters turned to me.

	“They are in your area, and you’ve been inside the settlement. What are your thoughts?”

	I chose my words carefully. “There are some in the settlement who took advantage of those weaker than themselves. Those humans are cowards. The rest supported them without knowing the truth or out of fear of being thrown out.” I rubbed my mate’s arm gently, hoping she would agree. “I don’t believe giving them a way to contact us would endanger the compound in any way.”

	Connie sighed. “You’re probably right. And I want to see what they do with Mama Sal, Richard, and everyone else involved in the exploitation of women. They deserve hell for what they did.”

	Jack made his broadcast at his usual time, outing Mama Sal and Richard and whoever was part of the corruption. He left a frequency for any survivors to contact us.

	I understood why some of the hunters were wary. 

	Xarc’n warriors had run into much opposition here on Earth, first from Earth’s governments and then from groups that sought to hunt the hunters. Before Connie and I had arrived at the compound, they’d had run-ins with a paramilitary group whose sole aim was to destroy us and everything the hunters represented. 

	I’d read reports from the hunter groups to the south who dealt with this group of humans often. They were well-armed with weapons selected to fight other humans and Xarc’n hunters rather than our true enemies, the scourge. They carried machine guns and semi-automatic rifles. Somewhere out there, someone was still pumping out ammunition for these weapons aimed at our destruction.

	These humans were brave too, venturing closer to the nest than others for the best foraging. When Rajiv’k and Natalie had bumped into them, they had been at a location few humans dared to venture. Numbers and weapons went a long way to embolden them. If only they put their boldness to use fighting the scourge instead of us.

	The hunters at our compound had also dealt with humans who were against their women mixing with our kind. Rajiv’k still bore the scars of their treachery. So did the compound itself. 

	But not all humans were against us. 

	I looked around the room. This group here not only trusted and fought with us, but they were strong allies, too. It gave me hope that we would live peacefully in the future. I did not miss the irony that a warrior engineered for war now wished for peace. 

	But things changed, and change was good, especially for us. Xarc’n hunters had wasted many centuries and many lives living in the dead-end loop we’d been programmed to live. It was time to break free.

	At the last planet I’d been stationed at, we’d won every battle. Yet despite this, the scourge had still triumphed in the end as there was nothing left to save. That was a common occurrence throughout our history. One that could not, would not, happen on Earth.

	If Xarc’n hunters wanted to live on this planet with our mates and raise the first generation of Xarc’n offspring in centuries, we needed allies. We needed more humans to fight with us. The more of them we could convince to join our side, the better. 

	Jack had referred to the invitation to contact us as an olive branch. I hoped the survivors accepted this branch. We would make sure everyone who’d been part of the corruption was exiled, and then we’d teach the remainders how to fight the scourge. With their help, clearing the nest at Franklin might take many fewer years. 

	Jack joined us again as we planned our next few days. There was much to do. Our first fight was over, but there would be many more to come. I couldn’t shake the feeling the battle we’d just fought today, our first significant campaign with our human allies, was something special. A first battle to mark a long future together. 

	I knew our situation here at our compound was not unique. Many hunter groups all over the planet reported forming working relationships with the humans in their area. I hoped they all experienced similar victories.

	Connie curled up in my lap and yawned. 

	“You look deep in thought. What’s my big bad warrior thinking?”

	Big, bad warrior? I liked it. I puffed out my chest at her compliment. “The future. I’m thinking about the future. Our future.” I grinned at her. “How many little warriors would you like?”

	She laughed. The sound of her laughter tingled through me, chasing away any doubts I had.

	“Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves?” she asked. Then she yawned again. “Many. When the time comes, let’s have many.”

	“Sounds like a plan,” I agreed as she cuddled into my chest.

	Tooth scampered back to us, his cheeks full of all the tidbits of food he’d begged and gathered from everyone in the compound. He offloaded his haul right onto Connie’s stomach.

	“Ugh! Tooth! It’s all over me. You’re lucky I’m too tired to get up and dump everything onto the ground.”

	Tooth picked up a nut and munched on it happily, completely oblivious to the mess he’d made and the pissed-off human under the mess.

	I smiled down at the two of them. I had everything I’d ever wanted in my arms. 

	Despite her fatigue and being covered in food, my mate was happy. I felt it. I knew it. She was a little ball of happiness in my lap. I’d been wrong once again. The best thing I’d ever experienced wasn’t her addictive scent, and it wasn’t the sounds of her screams as she fell apart under me; it was this. The best thing I’d ever experienced and would ever experience was her happiness. 

	 

	 


Chapter 25: Connie 

	A few days later…

	I woke up as Jorg’k settled me down on the bed. I must have passed out on him on the couch. We’d survived the second, larger wave of the swarm today, and I was exhausted. We all were. There were no celebrations this evening. Everyone was too pooped to do much more than sit in the circle of couches and stare off into the distance. But seeing everyone alive and well, though tired, was all the celebration I needed. 

	I’d only known most of these people for a little over a week. But I felt as if I’d known them my whole life. I’d lived at the settlement for months but never gotten close to anyone except Stacey. But here I felt like I belonged. We worked together as a team, and everyone was welcomed and cared for. Everyone was respected for what they brought to the team. This little group was a gem, and I was glad I’d found them. 

	We’d also gotten interesting news today through our ham radio. This morning, before the second rush started, a call had come in from Roger, the guard who’d greeted Jack and I at the settlement. They’d suffered heavy losses, but many had survived the first wave by hiding in the basement and coming out only as the sun went down, to kill the lingering bugs. Every survivor at the settlement had been given a weapon.

	After Jack’s announcement, the power had shifted in the settlement. Mama Sal, Richard, and anyone else who’d taken advantage of the system and the women, had been expelled from the group. Which was why it took so long for them to contact us; they’d been doing some housecleaning. 

	Stacey had cheered and plastered herself onto Jack, kissing him soundly. 

	“Serves that bitch right! Let’s see how she does with the second wave.”

	We’d warned them of the second wave due to leave the nest at any time, and they’d canceled any plans to send out their surviving foragers.

	It had been an exciting but tiring day.

	With how busy we’d all been preparing for this wave, Jorg’k and I hadn’t had the chance to go on our shopping “date” yet, and I really needed some more clothes. I’d lost so many pieces of clothing recently: my top and hoody had been destroyed by the flyer’s claws, Tooth had claimed a tank top, and that lucky bra and undies set had met Jorg’k’s claws during sexy time. Living with Jorg’k was bad news for my clothes.

	Desperate for something to wear while my only other set of clothing dried, I’d taken a piece of soft leather Rajiv’k had in his stash and wrapped it around my body like some cavewomen. Jorg’k had approved enthusiastically.

	As I lay in the bed, he removed the makeshift leather dress before tucking himself in next to me.

	I pressed my face against Jorg’k’s chest. It purred softly as it always did when I was close. I rubbed a hand on his abs, enjoying the play of his muscles. I never got tired of touching him. And by the squeeze of thick fingers on my ass, he never got tired of touching me either.

	I buried my face into his neck and inhaled, much the way he often did to me. He smelled so good. I moved my hands up to play with his horns, stroking over the hard curvature. His purring exploded into a snarl. I knew what playing with his horns did, and I loved the reaction.

	Eager lips found mine and kissed me like I was all he ever needed to survive. I kissed him back, tasting his musky, masculine flavor. I scratched my nails over the base of his horns, and he growled into my mouth. He was as eager for me as I was for him. 

	In our position, I could only wrap one leg around him as I gyrated and rubbed my body on his. His cock hardened insistently and pressed against the soft leather of his loincloth. Unable to resist, I undid the fastening and reached for his length. It pushed back eagerly against my palm.

	He closed his eyes as I explored him. I licked my lips, remembering how each of his thick ridges felt inside me. I swiped my thumb over the drop of precum at the tip, smoothing it down the thick steel-hard length. He growled as my hands moved past the first hard, flared ridge and down to the next section. 

	“I need you,” he said through gritted teeth. “You scent so good, and I need my mate.” But he hesitated.

	“My head doesn’t hurt today.” I sent him a smoldering look. “And I need my mate too. Please.”

	And just like last time, I found myself pinned to the mattress. I loved it. I loved being under him. But today, I wanted to try something different. I thought of our moment in the tree when we’d been stuck together.

	“We will be careful not to move you too much. I will do all the work,” he murmured. He helped me remove my clothes. “My mate only needs to enjoy.” He rubbed the length of his cock, ridges and all, against my clit, and electricity exploded between us. 

	I moaned at the decadent feeling, suddenly very ready for him. Screw foreplay. It had been days of teasing, which was foreplay enough. I needed him in me now. “That sounds great, but I was actually thinking of trying me on top. I want to straddle you. Like the day in the tree.”

	His eyes flashed, and he rolled us. Suddenly, I straddled his lap, his erection pressing against the v of my legs. “Anything my mate wants.” 

	His hips were wide, and my knees barely reached the bed. I moved forward to free his thick cock and gave him a long kiss before pushing back to line us up. Jorg’k tensed under me, the purring so loud now that it vibrated the air around us. 

	I bore down slowly and moaned with intense pleasure as the first of the thick heads parted my folds. I was wet, but he was thick. Every inch was a delicious struggle as I rocked back and forth. Impatient, I whimpered as I pushed back hard. My muscles closed around the first ridge, and I sighed in satisfaction. But I was greedy, and there were two more thicker sections to go. Forcing myself down again, I gasped as I stretched over the second flare. I wanted all of him.

	Strong fingers gripped my hips, helping lift me up and down as he thrust up into me. I looked at Jorg’k’s face, at the mix of concentration and pleasure. When I sank down on the last few inches in one movement, he growled and threw his head back. The vibrations moved through his body to where we joined, and I froze, trying to get used to the intense sensations.

	Then I rode him wildly, rushing toward the promise of completion. Always seeking control, Jorg’k helped, guiding my hips with one massive palm. The other hand slid up, cupping my breasts possessively. I moaned at the fullness and the pleasure building inside. 

	He bucked hard with his hips, and since my knees barely reached the mattress I fell forward onto his hard body. He held me there and continued sliding me up and down his cock with a frantic rhythm, thrusting into my body with abandon. I panted and moaned against his chest. Our bodies slid together on our sweat, and it was glorious and primal. The new position pressed his pelvis against my clit, and after just a few thrusts I exploded, crying my release into his chest.

	“Yes! I love you so much, beautiful.” Jorg’k’s voice was so rough it was almost just a growl. “You feel so good coming around my cock.”

	He flipped us over, and I was so limp with pleasure I flopped down like a rag doll, completely surrendering to his control. But I didn’t miss his words. I wanted to hear it again.

	“Say it again,” I urged. 

	“That you feel good coming around my cock?” He grinned at me playfully, knowing that was not what I was looking for. 

	I smacked the back of my hand on his chest and hissed as my fingers hit a solid wall of muscle. Ouch! “The other thing. Say it again.”

	He took my defeated fingers and kissed them better. “That I love you?”

	“Yes, that.” I wiggled underneath him, reminded him he was still inside me. 

	“I do.” He thrust into me hard, making me cry out. “I love you, Connie. You are mine forever.” He pulled back again and drove into me so hard my body moved up the bed. “I meant the other part too. You feel amazing on my cock. And I want you to come again and again. I promised to fill this shuttle with your screams, and I always fulfill my promises.”

	Jorg’k buried his face in my throat, and I turned my head to make room for his horns, horns which I held onto tightly. He drove into me with a relentless rhythm. And just as he promised, my screams filled the shuttle as he brought me expertly over the edge again and again. My channel fluttered wildly around his ridges, squeezing and releasing.   

	“I love you, Jorg’k,” I sobbed between cries. “I love you.”

	And for a long eternity, there was nothing but us and our bodies locked in this erotic dance. And nothing had ever felt so right, so important. 

	“Krux!” Jorg’k jerked above me, groaning loudly, and drove once more into me as he spilled his seed into my depths. His warmth filled me, bathing my insides. 

	He rolled us so he held me in his arms. I couldn’t move. It felt as if someone had replaced all my bones with jelly. But that was fine. I didn’t need to move; there was nowhere for me to go. I was already home.

	As I lay in the shelter that was his arms, I recalled the horror that was the last twelve months and how desperate I’d felt. And how I’d believed it was the end. I’d had no hope. I’d foraged and survived only because my will to live forbade me to die. 

	Things were different now. I had Jorg’k. He gave me hope. He gave me something to believe in. Someplace to belong. 

	I belonged with him. I believed in him. And I knew that with my fighter by my side, I would do more than survive. I would thrive. And so would this world. It had to.

	It wasn’t going to be easy. I knew that we had many more swarms left before the nest slowed its production. And we probably had many years before the hunters would go in and wipe the nest clean for good. But I’d spend those years with Jorg’k, so it would all be worth it. I couldn’t stop the feeling that we were going to make it after all. I knew it in my heart. 

	Stand back, bugs! We are the hunters now!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Epilogue: Jorg’k

	 

	A brown and orange leaf blew in on a cool breeze from the only nearby tree. This time next year, that tree would not be so alone anymore. Cynthia and Cov’k planned on moving a few dwarf apple and pear trees to join it while the trees were dormant during early spring, right before their active growth phase. It would be a huge undertaking to dig up as much of the root system as possible and move entire trees to our location. But it would be worth it since we’d all decided to stay together at the compound.

	We had many happy couples in our group, both humans and mixed. Jack and Stacey were “dating” now, and Lena had moved into one of the spare rooms with Gerald. The females had an urge to nest. I suspected the instinct was triggered by the defeat of the last summer swarm and the dropping of the temperature at night. With more work and alterations, this location could be a great permanent home. 

	Natalie’s rooftop garden did well to supplement our diets with fresh vegetables. But she’d been unhappy with the yield. So now Rajiv’k and Natalie were in the process of building a greenhouse on the premises. They’d torn out some of the concrete on the south side of the building and were in the process of hauling in tons and tons of rich, black earth. They’d found a design on the human internet and planned on building a structure with polycarbonate. We’d need to find a way to protect it against next year’s swarm, but I was sure Nat would think of something. 

	Cov’k and Cynthia had brought back a shuttle full of fruit from a nearby orchard they’d found and started canning the bounty for the winter. They’d also brought back lots of small sticks to keep Tooth happy. I’d much rather he chewed on the sticks than my shuttle.

	Jack and Stacey kept in touch with the other human group. There were fewer of them now, and they no longer considered themselves a settlement. They’d moved into a smaller building close to the school with barred windows and erected stronger walls to protect against the scourge. They still maintained their field of produce. 

	During this last rush, they’d even sent a few males to help us fight. I recognized the two males who had run toward the new variant armed and ready to save their own. And in return, Jack had gone with Noah after to check up on their pregnant females and offer food and medication. Last I’d heard, they were eager to join us to fight next year’s swarm.

	Connie and I finally went on our shopping date. She picked up several outfits, all with some sort of pink on them. I missed seeing her in nothing but Xarc’n cured leather. But this was good too. She was like a visual beacon for the flyers, and I couldn’t wait to send a few to their deaths for daring to come after my mate. 

	 We went out daily to my old territory to take out a few straggling, post-swarm scourge. Every day, I fought the vile creatures, showing off my skills to my mate. And every evening, she rewarded me for my work by filling my shuttle with her special form of music. It was bliss, and I’d never been happier in my life. 

	This was real living. And I never planned on living any other way again. 

	Connie’s exasperated yell sounded from my shuttle. “What the fuck, Tooth? Why are there peanuts in my pillow?”

	My mate came storming out with her pillow. She pulled off the cover violently and shook it. A scattering of peanuts and pieces of nutrition bars fell to the ground. 

	I laughed. “This is why Tooth is not allowed on the bed. And why I trigger the screen to the sleeping nook when we are not inside. The cold season is coming, and Tooth will hide his food all over the shuttle. I do not wish to have food in my bed.” I knew Connie had developed a habit of letting Tooth cuddle on the bed with her. I hadn’t said anything, knowing she’d find out for herself soon enough. I just wished we could train the little guy to follow the rules.

	Connie huffed in frustration, and it was so cute I couldn’t help but gather my irate mate into my arms. She softened immediately, melting into my body as she always did.

	“The only tasty thing I want on my bed,” I whispered into her ear, “is you.”

	She pressed back against me, wiggling her buttock from side to side. “Is that so?”

	I lifted her in my arms and strode into my shuttle.

	“Oh yes. And I plan to have my fill right now.”

	She giggled as I tossed her onto my bed, careful to make sure she didn’t crush Tooth as she landed. The rodent scampered away and dove into his nest box.

	I tore my loincloth off in one swift motion. She grinned and licked her lips. 

	“I see something yummy too.” She reached for me.

	I caught her hand. “Oh no, my mate. I claimed you first, so I get the first taste.” I pushed her back onto the mattress. 

	She threw her hands in the air. “Fine. I’m all yours. Do your best,” she taunted.

	“Always, my beautiful mate. Always.”

	THE END

	Read Evie and Tarv’k’s story. Pick up Cherished by the Hunter today!

	Want to read all about how Cynthia and Cov’k got together?

	CLICK TO GET YOUR FREE COPY OF PURSUED BY THE HUNTER!
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	Looking for more from Lynnea Lee? Check out this excerpt from A Promise for Vore

	Lettie knocked her head on the soft side of the cubicle in frustration as she tried to make sense of the alien glyphs on the screen. Whoever created this language must have been drunk. Her translator took care of the spoken language but did nothing for written words. Many of the jobs available on Reka 5—the colony she was dropped off at after a lucky escape from a Dominion slave ship—required basic literacy. So, she was stuck learning to read a new language the old-fashioned way.

	The deep, sexy voice sounded again from a few cubicles over. Lettie closed her eyes and huffed. How was she going to learn anything when lover boy over there was trying to get his mack on in the middle of the public computer lab? She didn’t know what he looked like, but Lettie hated him by his voice alone. That growly voice was much too distracting! Besides, who the hell picked up girls in a computer lab?

	Wishing she had her iPod and some noise-canceling headphones, Lettie tried to focus back on the icons on her screen. She recognized the numbers that made up her comm contact and her personal id; she had memorized them on her first day here. But the rest looked like gibberish.

	A deep, core-tingling chuckle sounded, distracting her from her task. God! How could a little laugh be so maddening? Lover boy was steadily dialing up the charm.  Lettie took a few deep breaths, counting to ten.

	Thou shalt not tell him off. Thou shalt not tell him off, she repeated to herself.

	A light hum followed by the faintest of growls reached her ears.

	Okay, I’m telling him off.

	Against her better judgment, Lettie stood, clearing her throat. “Hey Casanova, will you tone it down with the flirting? Some of us are trying to work here.”

	Casanova stood and gave her a questioning look. Damn, he was hot, too—broad shoulders, tall, and extremely well-built, even for a Tallean male. Thick lashes framed his green eyes. Most Tallean men—Lettie found it hard to refer to them as males, though she knew they preferred it—wore their dark brown or black hair long and tied back, but Casanova’s caramel brown hair was cut short. One strand tousled carelessly forward to frame his tanned, chiseled face. He was the epitome of sex-on-a-stick. Lettie hated him even more.

	“Yes you, pretty boy, who else is trying to pick up chicks here?” Lettie placed her hands on her hips and adopted her best yes-I’m-being-a-bitch stance. “Why don’t you go to a bar or something? I can’t concentrate with you growling and chuckling every few seconds.”

	Instead of getting pissed at her, Casanova smiled, rounded the corner, and took the few steps over to enter her cubicle. Damn, he was big! A thrill of excitement pounded against her chest as he invaded her personal space. His powerful body towering over her was both frightening and arousing. It wasn’t fair! Why did her body react to the worst of men!

	Lettie ignored the involuntary instinct to retreat and ordered her feet to stand their ground. She wasn’t about to let a little posturing get to her, even if a perfect body did that posturing.

	He took a sniff, and his lips twitched up at a corner. His eyes turned predatory.

	Shit. Didn’t they say that Talleans had a fantastic sense of smell and could easily detect both fear and arousal? What did she get herself into now? The last thing she needed was Mr. Sexy-Voice-Hot-Body to make a play at her. Lettie had no trucks with players. She avoided them like the plague.

	“Look, boys!” an angry voice boomed in English. “It’s that alien freak that’s been fucking around with our women!”

	While many of the humans already living on Reka 5 were alien friendly, some new citizens were not. The latest bunch of displaced Earthlings had been taken from Earth recently and freed before they could experience a life of slavery. Being from this group, Lettie was grateful for her narrow escape. She appreciated the opportunity to rebuild her life here on Reka 5. But it seemed some were less enthused and just wanted to start trouble.

	“Yea,” another voice retorted. He pounded his fist into his palm like he was some bad guy in a movie. “That’s him. Let’s waste him!”

	Casanova rolled his eyes. But before turning to face his opponents, he grabbed Lettie’s jaw softly in his hands and tipped it up towards his. A shiver went through her with the intimate gesture, and her mouth went dry. The skin where his fingers touched burned with awareness.

	“Let me take care of these troublemakers. I’ll take care of you later, beautiful. I promise.”

	 He flashed her a grin, displaying his fangs. They looked simultaneously sensual and deadly, and Lettie felt another stirring in her center. Yup, she hated him. This Tallean was nothing but trouble.

	“Don’t bother, Casanova. You’re not my type.”

	Stepping away from her cubicle, Casanova turned to face the new contender. He stood a little taller and looked down cockily at the three men that challenged him.

	“We don’t take kindly to your type stealing our women!”

	“Why don’t we take this outside? I love a good fight, but let’s not destroy this equipment. And I’m sure you wouldn’t want these females here to see me beat your asses.”

	The first man who had spoken didn’t wait. He took a swing at the alien, trying to draw first blood. Casanova evaded the shot readily, moving away from the computers.

	And the fight was on. The other two men jumped into the fray, quite literally. They charged at Casanova and jumped on him simultaneously. He swiped one aside and ducked to avoid the other.

	By now, many of the others in the lab were vacating the area to avoid getting caught up in the fight. Lettie signed out of her terminal and joined the mass exodus, eager to leave the violence behind. She knew she should have left the area entirely, but she couldn’t help but watch the fight from behind the glass once outside the lab.

	Evolved from predators, Talleans were a sight to behold when fighting. The three men who had picked the fight were no spring chickens, either. They were big burly men, most likely thugs and brawlers back on Earth. They had thought three on one was a fair fight. But next to the lethal grace of the alien fighter, they looked sluggish and untrained.

	One attacker circled behind Casanova, trying to find a better vantage. Another produced a piece of metal from behind his back; they had come ready to cause trouble. The man with the weapon attacked first, running in with the pipe swinging. He aimed for the alien’s head. Casanova dodged easily and grabbed the arm holding the offending weapon. He twisted the man’s arm behind his back and held his attacker in front of him. Just then, another man swung out wildly with a fist. Instead of landing on its intended target, the punch hit the first man in the face, knocking him out. The weapon, already dangling uselessly behind his back, clattered to the ground.

	“It’s not very sporting bringing a weapon to a fistfight,” Casanova admonished. He danced to the side, avoiding a kick from the third assailant. Then the alien kicked the weapon away and dumped the unconscious man on the ground.

	“You nasty aliens are tainting our women.” The man spat on the ground. “We should kill you!”

	Clearly, Casanova had been busy with the human women on Reka 5.

	The man picked up a chair and swung it at the alien. Again, tall, dark and handsome dodged it effortlessly then directed the momentum of the chair and man towards a wall. They landed with a crash. A bystander, a younger human man, went to straddle the thug.

	“I’ll keep this one down, you take care of the last asshole,” the young human shouted. “I hate when other humans give us a bad name.”

	The last troublemaker, seeing both his friends down for the count, made a hasty retreat. But Casanova was faster. He blocked the escape route and immobilized his last foe.

	“Security will want to have a word with you. Keep this up, and they’ll kick you off the colony.”

	All threats neutralized, Casanova glanced towards the window to the lab, searching for something. Their eyes met, and he smiled a satisfied smile.

	Oh, crud. Instead of using the distraction to get away from Casanova, Lettie had wasted her time watching the display of raw athleticism. Now he knew she stayed to watch him.

	A Tallean in a security guard uniform pushed past the crowd at the entrance and into the lab.

	“Aw shit, Vore. Why?” the guard exclaimed incredulously. “You know how much I hate paperwork!” He didn’t look particularly upset, though. “You need to stay to fill out a statement. We’ve been having trouble with this group recently, and the more we have on them, the faster we can boot them out of the colony.”

	Casanova had a name: Vore.

	With the guard keeping Vore busy, Lettie made a quick escape. She didn’t plan on sticking around to be the next notch on his bedpost. Lettie was done with players and womanizers, especially the good-looking ones who knew their effect on women. Those were the worst.

	She’d fallen for that type once and lost six years of her youth to a supposedly reformed player. It turned out he wasn’t very reformed at all. Her ex had cheated on her the entire six years they were together. After that revelation, she had taken herself off the market. She’d been voluntarily single for two years.

	Lettie had horrible taste in men. She knew this and didn’t trust herself not to fuck up again. Take her body’s reaction to Vore just now, for example. It was unacceptable. He was a man-whore, plain and simple. And despite knowing this, her body still reacted like a sex-starved hussy. Totally unacceptable!

	But now that she was out of sight, Lettie was sure she was also out of mind. Vore would forget about her soon and focus on the next pretty girl that walked his way.

	Deciding to have her dinner early to avoid the dinner time rush, she made her way to the cafeteria. Reka 5 provided new colonists with essentials, such as food and housing, for the first two years, as long as they worked on becoming functioning and productive members of society. She had lucked out when she was rescued and dropped off here instead of at an auction.

	When she’d first been taken from Earth, she’d gone through the same thing everyone else had. Anger, denial, tears. But tears, she knew, wouldn’t get her anywhere. Lettie was a realist.

	Lettie took her meal to-go and made her way to a quiet spot behind the new colonist dorms. After the excitement of the fight, she needed some quiet time alone to recharge, a luxury when living with a roommate inside a busy dormitory. She had found this little oasis of calm behind the dorm on her second day here. Shaded under the canopy of a tree, she sat to eat her dinner.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Vore cursed to himself as the little female took off. He would have to catch up with her after he gave Holden his statement.

	The female he had initially been talking to was pretty and reacted well to him. But her reaction was nothing like the wall of passion and energy rolling off the firecracker who had told him off. The first female was a single flower, faintly enticing. The second was an entire field abloom, asphyxiating him with desire.

	He had gotten right up close to her, and she hadn't backed down despite the scent of fear hitting his nose. The smell of fear mingled with arousal. Scarlet. Her name was Scarlet. He had leaned in to read the id displayed on the screen of the public terminal she was using.

	Scarlet was tiny. She was the smallest grown human he had ever met, and humans were already little compared to Talleans. His friend, Arus, was seeing a human female. And while Mia was short, she could still look over Scarlet’s head. Vore had gone to the bathhouse yesterday with Arus and Mia. Mia had brought her friend, Sala, along, and Vore had gone over to Sala after. But as always, it was clear that Sala was only looking for a one-night stand.

	 Vore was used to that. Females usually had no interest in a mercenary beyond a casual fling. Unless, of course, the mercenary had already made his fortune. Then the females flocked in, ready to settle with an older male for a partnership of convenience. That wasn’t Vore. He still had many years left and didn’t plan on quitting anytime soon. So Vore had come to terms with the reality that his life would be filled with flings and one-night stands—never more.

	He leaned into the lifestyle, acting for all the world like the stereotypical playboy, always on the hunt for new flesh and new fights. Vore was good at it. Too good. Sometimes he didn’t know if the person was indeed him or if it was just a facade.

	“That’s about it.” The human male who helped hold Vore’s second attacker down finished giving his statement.

	“Anything you need to add, Vore?”

	“No.” Vore just wanted to get out of here and find Scarlet.

	“Next time try to get them outside before you fight them. You are lucky you missed all the terminals.”

	“It wasn’t just luck that none of the terminals were destroyed. I made an effort to throw them away from the equipment. As for getting them outside, I tried. They weren’t keen on the wait.”

	“They never are. Alright, we are good here. Thanks for your help.” Holden waved him off.

	Vore left the computer lab, following Scarlet’s scent. The trail went into the cafeteria, but a quick look inside showed that she was no longer there. She must have taken her meal to her room. He picked up another trail and followed it out of the dorms and around to the back of the building.

	Scarlet was sitting alone in the shade of a tree, eating her meal. A pair of plastic glasses perched on her nose; they sat a bit crooked and looked adorable. She wore her dark hair bundled in a knot at the back of her head. Instead of using the fork that many humans preferred, she used Tallean-styled tongs. She was utterly oblivious to his approach, and Vore snuck right behind her before he spoke.

	“Hello, beautiful.”

	“Eeeeek!” A morsel of food in her tongs flew up into the air. “Holy crap, you scared me!” Then she turned to look at him, and she seemed to deflate. “Oh, it’s you again.” She picked up another piece of food and continued to eat as if he wasn’t there.

	Vore didn’t like the way she drooped when she recognized him. Perhaps he was mistaken, and she was not interested in him after all. “I promised to take care of you afterward, didn’t I. I always keep my promises, Scarlet.”

	She narrowed her eyes at him. “How do you know my name?”

	“It was on your computer screen.”

	“Oh. So, let’s not waste each other's time, okay? I’m not interested in you, Vore. You aren’t my type.”

	Now it was Vore’s turn to narrow his eyes, but she continued, “And before you ask, the guard called you by your name.”

	Scarlet had stayed long enough to watch the fight and catch and remember his name. This was promising. Her words said she was not interested, but her actions proved otherwise. Bolstered by this knowledge, Vore settled down casually next to her. Just a little too close.

	He leaned in and said in barely more than a whisper, “You don’t smell uninterested. You can’t lie to me. You smell like you want me to push you down right now and have my way with you.”

	A shiver went through her as she reacted to his words. Vore was fascinated by the little goosebumps that formed on the skin of her arms. He smoothed a single finger over her pebbled skin. She did not pull away, but her breathing became shallow and more erratic. He definitely had an effect on her.  

	Lettie took a moment to compose herself. Then, she cleared her throat and brushed Vore’s hand off her arm. “I believe you are mistaken. As I said, I’m not interested. At all.” Having reclaimed her cool, she became more commanding. “You are the last person I’m interested in.”

	Vore clutched at his heart and pretended affront. “You're killing me, beautiful.”

	“Oh please, for the love of pancakes! Save it for someone who cares.” She stabbed unceremoniously at a piece of meat with her knife. “There’s like a hundred pretty girls over that-a-way,” she informed him, gesturing towards the building with the same knife, “who would love to have a romp with you. Bother them instead, Casanova. ‘Cuz you ain’t getting any from me. I don’t do one-night stands.”

	Vore didn’t get the reference to Casanova, but he still understood. So, that was what bothered her, his reputation for sampling a new female every night at the colony. That was his own fault. He had cultivated that image too well, eager to hide his secret wish for a mate from everyone, including himself.

	But still, Vore knew he had an effect on her. He could smell it.

	He reached for her, and before she could move away, he grabbed the back of her neck and tilted her head to the side, exposing her neck to him. A growl sounded right before he buried his face into the side of her neck, inhaling her scent. She gasped and melted for a second before regaining her faculties. Then she pushed at him, and the scent of arousal tinged with fear filled his nostrils.

	“Calm, female. I will not hurt you.” He purred and scraped his fangs across her neck.

	More fear and more arousal filled the surrounding air.

	“Get off me now. I will scream.” 

	“I believe you,” he whispered into her ear, “but I bet that if I reach into your pants right now, I will find you wet for me.”

	She shivered, and lust poured from her.

	Summoning all his willpower, Vore let her go. He gave her one last smile, stood up, and walked away.

	The last words he heard as he turned the corner around the building were, “Ooooh, I’m so going to kill him!”

	He laughed to himself. That meant Lettie planned on seeing him again. That female wanted him, and he knew it. Her words meant nothing when her body told him—screamed—that she was his. She was a worthy challenge!

	Get your copy of A Promise for Vore today!
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